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Author’s Note: So the whole “finish the other stories first” plan is not working so well. I will continue to work on them, but Fred keeps handing me stuff from the second half of the Shadow and Light series, and who am I not to accept it? Arizay Fuentes and Lucy Sinclair are original characters of my own creation, Slayerettes who were called to Sunnydale during Season 7 and fought in the Battle of Sunnydale. They are both fully fledged Slayers, champing at the bit for some action.




In previous stories, Oz had rejoined the Scooby gang, now in Cleveland, and become a full time Watcher and part time bunny chaser as befits his efforts to fully integrate his human and wolf selves. Willow continues to struggle with defining her own ethos regarding magic while she contributes to the growing Slayers Council.




For those of you unfamiliar with Teen Wolf, I can only recommend some quality binge watching on Amazon Prime. I stumbled across it while looking for work by JR Bourne, a favorite, and while I was quite skeptical of a reboot of the Michael J. Fox 80s movie, the production team did a fantastic job creating a town the equal of Sunnydale as a weird danger magnet. The actors, especially Dylan O’Brien, are top notch, and the writing is up there with the best of BtVS.




Now, all that being said, I was a little unsatisfied with the second half of Season 6, the last season. So, I’m setting this between the first and second half and derailing the storyline for my own purposes. This far along, there are spoilers for characters and situations that appear in earlier seasons, so if that’s something that bothers you, at least watch through the end of Season 3 before you start this story.




Occasionally the writers of a universe take liberties with its physical laws for the purposes of plot, characterization, setting, or invocation of the Rule of Cool. Krypton, for instance, is less a planet than it is a noble gas. In Teen Wolf, the writers make liberal use of the flowering herb, wolfsbane, aka monkshood, aka aconite. While wolfsbane does, arguably, have some medicinal purposes, its therapeutic dose isn’t very far at all from its LD50, and none of its effects include helpful hallucinations, just heart palpitations, ice cold sensations around the mouth, paralysis, and death. Seriously, no matter how poetic it may sound, don’t be messing with this stuff.





Dramatis Personae


Beacon Hill/Teen Wolf



Scott McCall—alpha of the Beacon Hill pack. Scott was turned his freshman year of high school. He was a star lacrosse player and co-captain of the team. Now he’s recently graduated and will be attending UC Berkeley to major in Veterinary Science. Definitely an analog for Buffy, just less angsty.




“Stiles” Stilinski—Scott’s best friend since they were five years old. Stiles was also a lacrosse player and has recently graduated. He’s been in love with Lydia Martin for years. He’ll be attending an FBI summer internship before starting college at Georgetown University. Definite goofy Xander vibes.




Lydia Martin—former queen bee of the high school, Lydia abandoned the social butterfly aspect of her existence to focus on surviving the weirdness of Beacon Hill and contributing to the Beacon Hill pack. She’s by far the most book smart of the pack, and her predilection for stumbling across dead bodies and seeing visions turned out to be a trait handed down through her Banshee family. She and Stiles become a couple after the end of season 6A. Can be seen as a mix of both Willow and Cordie. 




Malia Tate—a werecoyote and member of Scott’s pack. Malia inherited her lycanthropy and experienced her first change when she was still a child, while she, her adoptive mother, and her sister were in the car. The resultant chaos caused an accident that killed mother and sister, and Malia remained in coyote form for several years afterwards. Scott was able to push her back into human form. She and Stiles dated for at least two years, but they’re now broken up.




Dr. Alan Deaton—Scott’s boss and owner of the Beacon Hills Animal Clinic. Deaton is a Druid and was once the Emissary of the Hale pack, a pack that once held Beacon Hill as its territory but was wiped out by the Kate Argent. Deaton acts as a resource and advisor to Scott and could be considered the equivalent of a Watcher, except that he holds no authority over Scott or his pack.




Melissa McCall—Scott’s mother, a registered nurse working at the Beacon Hills Memorial Hospital. She found out about Scott’s lycanthropy in Season 2 and after an initial freak out, has been extremely supportive.




Sheriff Noah Stilinski—Stiles’s father and the local sheriff. He and Melissa are both aware of Scott’s nature, the existence of the pack, and the complications of life in Beacon Hill. They’ve also both been kidnapped, threatened, and more than happily dealt with threats to their children.




Chris Argent—last member of the Argent clan, a four hundred year old family of werewolf hunters. As Chris explained to his daughter, Allison, the Argents raise their sons to be soldiers and their daughters to be generals. With the deaths of his daughter and wife, the apparent death and turning of his younger sister, and the abandonment of their family’s principles by his father, Chris now considers himself the last Argent.




Kate Argent—younger sister of Chris Argent. Kate was responsible for the slaughter of the Hale clan, which she accomplished by locking the entire family, including children, in the basement of their house and setting the house on fire. She was apparently killed when one of the survivors, Peter Hale, tore her throat out, but instead of killing her, the injury turned her. Instead of becoming a werewolf, Kate became a werejaguar, a kind of mutation that reflected elements of her character.




Gerard Argent—father of Chris and Kate Argent, Gerard is intelligent, manipulative, and ruthless. He appears more interested in acquiring power than hunting rogue werewolves, though he has no problem with killing werewolves while they are in their wolf or human form.




Coach Bobby Finstock—teacher of economics and business as well as coach for lacrosse and cross country at Beacon Hill High School, Coach Finstock is the harried, frustrated, man on the edge who had to deal with the madness that is Beacon Hill without any supernatural advantages at all. He is a man struggling to survive the whims of a cold and hostile universe, and he knows it.








Chapter One



The ratio of abandoned warehouses and industrial buildings to populated ones was far higher than Beacon Hills had any right to claim. It was, after all, an affluent town of 35,000 in an even more affluent county north of Los Angeles and south of San Francisco. If one looked closer—which one should avoid doing if one valued one’s skin—the ratio of abandoned warehouses and industrial buildings that weren’t actually abandoned to actually abandoned warehouses and industrial buildings was even higher. 




That was one of the reasons why no one looked very close at one particular abandoned warehouse that still had working security lighting, a perimeter fence topped with razor wire, and a manned guard station at the entrance. Most people who noticed such things kept it to themselves out of a sense of enlightened self-interest. Those who made noise about what they’d noticed or, worse, looked a little more closely often stopped being noticeable themselves in anything but the most forensic of senses.




So it was that in a concrete reinforced room with cells defined by chain link fence rusted by the forever leaky pipes well overhead, one man who’d come to the attention of the inhabitants of this not really abandoned industrial building hung exhausted and injured from the wires that secured him to the fence.




He didn’t speak. He only occasionally took slow, deep breaths that expanded his chest until his ribs stood out and his stomach fell in. He bled from several untended injuries. He kept his weight as much as possible on his feet, but he’d been chained to the fence too high to stand on anything but tiptoe. He stood in a shallow puddle of cold water, wearing only jeans, and his head had fallen forward as he endured silently.




One of the men guarding him threw a bucket of water across his head and chest. The man gasped and flinched and then returned to his silent state. A door opened, and a small woman of grandmotherly years walked through. It closed behind her.




“Hey, hombre-lobo,” the woman said as the door closed behind her. “You and me, we’re going to have a talk. You understand?”




She stepped forward towards him, placing her feet only on the dry planks running across the puddle.




“Maybe you don’t know us,” she repeated. “You get turned by La Loba, and she sends you up here, you should know what you’re getting into. There’s only death for you here, mijo. We are Los Calaveras, and we hunt your kind.”




She tutted, and then she reached out to the prisoner, slumped against his bonds and barely on his feet. She brushed his wet hair back from his face.




“You’re going to tell us what you know about La Loba,” she told him.




She put her fingers under his chin and lifted his bruised and battered face. When the man opened his eyes, a pair of golden irises lit up his eyes.




“My name,” the man said, “is Daniel Osborne, and I really think you should let me go.”




Her expression changed to one of alarm.




“What is this?” she demanded in the Spanish spoken in the high desert and gaudy towns of Baja.




The guards shifted uneasily.




“He’s the one you wanted,” one of them protested. “Him and the three girls. He’s one of La Loba’s pack.”




“Does this look like one of La Loba’s boys to you?” she asked, lifting Oz’s face by his chin and squeezing until his eyes opened again. “You think she’d leave one of her new pups unblooded?”




His eyes continued to glow yellow gold.




“He was with his pack members,” the other said.




“Two of which you let get away,” the woman reminded him. “Idiot!”




“My name is Daniel Osborne,” the man repeated in English. “You can call me Oz. The girl you’ve got is Arizay Fuentes. Neither of us know anything about La Loba, and you really need to let us go.”




“Mijo, the only reason you’re still alive is because your eyes tell me you haven’t taken an innocent life,” the woman told him. “Now why should I let you and your mate go?”




“Because she’s not my mate,” Oz said. “She’s a Vampire Slayer, and I’m her Watcher.”




The woman stared at him for a moment and then started laughing. 




“Vampires! Oh, mijo, you tell a good story,” she said, “but that’s all it is. Vampires and the Slayer that hunts them, those are ghost stories, Oz. Tales we tell around a campfire when we’re tired of talking about the real monsters.”




She stared at him a moment later and then sighed with a tsk.




“Work him over a little bit more,” she told the guards. “No permanent harm. Then let him rest and think about whether he wants to tell us more stories or start talking.”




She left, and the door closed behind her, leaving Oz with the two guards. One of them stepped forward and buried his fist in Oz’s gut.







The trees were filled with rage, and it was towards her. They towered above her, their branches whispering every time the wind stirred them.




Your fault.




It’s your fault.




She’s dead, and it’s your fault.




Willow stumbled over a tree root and fell. She felt the ground give, and as she turned over to get to her feet, she sank while the ground rose around her, root hairs and earthworms moving in search of her. Over all of it was the cloying, overwhelming stench of floral perfume.




Why didn’t you save her?




She covered her eyes and screamed.







The Beacon Hill Animal Clinic was one of the first businesses someone driving north on Cabrillo Highway encountered. Consequently, it got far more than its fair share of people with flat tires, empty gas tanks, and minor emergencies. That didn’t even include the number of people who brought sick and injured animals after hours. So even though it was dark, when someone began knocking at the front door and didn’t let up, he set aside what he was doing to see how he could help.




At the entrance, he flipped on the external lights, unlocked the door, and opened it to reveal a teenage girl in wet and torn clothes, scratched legs, and a purple and red lump over her left temple. She looked like she was a cup shy of screaming hysterics. 




“My phone got wet?” she asked. “I mean, I found someplace safe, and I need to call home, but my phone got wet? Can I use yours?”




“I think you’d better come in,” he said, holding the door open and waving her in.




She stepped in, looking all around with wide, worried eyes. She kept her hands tucked up against her chest, and her golden red hair was tucked behind her ears. 




“My name,” he said in his gentlest voice, “is Doctor Alan Deaton. I’m a veterinarian. What’s your name?”




“Lucy,” she answered. “Lucy Sinclair.”




“Can you tell me what happened, Lucy?” he asked, already thinking he needed to call for an ambulance and the sheriff.




“There were these guys,” she managed, looking over his waiting room like she feared the shadows held monsters, “and they jumped us, me and Ari and Willow and Oz. I got away, and I think Willow did, but Oz and Ari didn’t. They had… They had guns and sonic disruptors and there was a net. Oz told me to run, but…”




She and three friends were jumped by men with guns, sonic disruptors, and nets? Werewolf hunters?




“Lucy, right?” he asked. “Where did that happen? How long ago?”




She started to cry. Whether it was the stress or the head injury, he couldn’t tell, but she managed to wipe her nose.




“I don’t know,” she said, fighting not to wail in anguish. “We were on the scenic overlook. We landed in Santa Monica and drove up here. There was a creek. I fell in. That’s when my phone got wet. I didn’t know which way to go, so I followed the creek downstream.”




From the state of her clothes and injuries, she’d been wandering for hours. 




“Lucy, I want you to come back to the exam room,” he said. “I’ll get you some dry clothes, and I’ll take a look at that bump on your head. I’ll call for some help, and then you can use the phone and call your family and let them know you’re okay.”




She stared at him for a moment, taking about twice as long to figure out what he meant than he expected her to. That bump on her head was probably a concussion, and she was lucky to have made it to civilization, let alone be figuring anything out. He opened the gate that split the reception counter and held it for her. She flinched when she passed the gate and turned to stare at it.




“What is that?” she asked, worried. “What’s in it?”




He paused, startled. Even experienced werewolves didn’t automatically sense mountain ash when they passed it. It had to form a closed circle before it was a mystical barrier. 




Lucy touched the top of the gate and snatched her hand back. 




“It’s all right,” he assured her. “It can’t hurt you.”




“I don’t feel good,” she said, wavering.




And then she collapsed in a faint.







“Have you talked to her?” Scott asked, looking over at him.




The uncomfortable silence was all the answer he needed.




“Stiles,” he started.




“Of course I’ve talked to her,” Stiles claimed, keeping his eyes on the road. “Yesterday I asked her if she had any ketchup packets. She gave me two.”




“When we were at Banana Burger? Stiles, that was three days ago.”




Stiles sighed and slumped toward the steering wheel.




“Look, she knows, okay? Talking about it to her now, it’s just rubbing it in, isn’t it?”




Scott said nothing.




“She knows,” Stiles protested again. “Lydia and I must have stood there like a couple of idiots, kissing, for the better part of ten minutes. Even I could smell Lydia’s perfume on me, and I’m not a werewolf. Or a werecoyote.”




“It’s not about what Malia smelled on you,” Scott reminded his best friend. “It’s about you telling her that you’re with Lydia now. She deserves that, at least that.”




Stiles remained stubbornly, glumly silent.




“Come on, Stiles,” Scott prompted him, “don’t be that guy.”




“I am that guy. Okay? I am That Guy,” Stiles declared. “Did you know that coyotes mate for life? We’re together for two years, and I abandoned her. Because of me, she’s going to be alone the rest of her life.”




“She’s not a coyote,” Scott said. “She’s a human who turns into a coyote.”




“Oh, right, that’ll make things better when she justifiably rips my throat out,” Stiles answered.




“She isn’t going to rip your throat out,” Scott reassured him. “If werewolves mated for life I’d still be with— I’d still be with Kira.”




Stiles looked over at him. The sentence of choice would have been ‘I’d still be with Allison’, because they had broken up and gone on to date others. That much was true. But Allison had also died in Scott’s arms after being run through by an Oni demon’s katana. Some days, it seemed like her memory was a constant presence in their lives. Others, it appeared just often enough to derail whatever had been going on. 




And if Scott was going to brush up against that well of pain, it seemed to Stiles that his inability to gracefully break up with Malia was all the more puny and contemptible. He’d have to call her. He’d have to pull over and call her from the car.




Except Scott’s phone rang first. Scott answered it immediately.




“What’s up?” Scott asked. “Sure. What do you need?”




His answer did not appreciably shorten the list of possible callers, as Stiles couldn’t think of a single individual Scott wouldn’t help if that person sincerely asked. Well, maybe Kate Argent. Maybe.




“It’s Deaton,” Scott told him, looking up from the call.




“What’s up?” Stiles asked.




Scott listened a little longer, making occasional affirmative noises before lifting the phone again.




“He needs us at the office,” Scott said. 




“You’re not scheduled until morning,” Scott answered, glancing over with confusion. “And I don’t even work there. What’s up?”




“He didn’t want to talk about it over the phone,” Scott explained. “But he says we need to come in, and we should hit a drive-thru and pick up enough food for us and a third person.”




Stiles shrugged.




“Okay,” he agreed. “One quick U-turn, a short detour, and a visit to the local vet.”




He checked for oncoming traffic, slowed, and pulled an illegal U-turn, secure in the knowledge that while his dad might kill him if he were caught, it wouldn’t go on his driving record or his insurance.







For all that she was an admittedly yelly kind of girl, Arizay Fuentes was really more the forgive and forget type. It took a lot to get her actually angry. Torturing her Watcher in another room while she struggled against her bonds, though, was definitely on her list.




Oz didn’t scream. Not exactly. His cries were more tooth-clenched moans that escalated into howls as a series of electric shocks forced him to transform into his wolf-self. She liked Oz. He was laid back, he said what he meant, and he meant what he said. He was, as far as she bothered to work out the math, a good guy. Therefore, she was going to have to damage the people hurting him.




She just hoped Lucy was okay. She hoped Willow would reach them before they really hurt Oz or Oz ate them.




The door opened, and three people came in. One of them pulled the hood from her head. Two men, and one woman. The men were heavily armed. The woman held a baton and stood back a little.




“It’s about damn time,” Ari said, snarling. 




The woman stepped forward and touched the baton to her shoulder, and her entire body clenched in a spasm of pain. The chair groaned in protest. When the pain stopped, it still took a long moment for Ari to force her muscles to unlock, and longer still before they started behaving the way they were supposed to.




Breathing hard, she glared up at the woman.




“There will be much, much more of that if you don’t do what you’re told,” the woman replied, “and answer the questions you’re asked.”




At least Oz wasn’t howling anymore.




“Your friend in there,” and the woman nodded to her left, “when did he turn you?”




“Turn me?” Ari asked, baffled. 




“Bite you,” the woman explained, crouching down a little to get on eye level. “When did that werewolf make you a werewolf. If not him, then who?”




Ari stared at her for a moment and then broke out laughing.




“You think I’m a werewolf?” Ari demanded. “You pendejos got it all wrong. Oz may be a werewolf, but he’s got it under control. You got no call to mess with him or me. I’m no werewolf, I’m a Slayer. You mess with me, and you are in so much shit, you better bring a flotation device.”




The woman did not look impressed.




“Again with this Slayer nonsense,” she said. “You tell me folktales, mija, you’ll never see the light of day again.”




“Fuck you,” Ari snapped.




The woman slapped her across the face, hard. The two men didn’t move.




“You show a little respect, eh, mija,” the woman said. “Or I’ll take more than my sandal to you.”




Ari’s glare could have burned through concrete, but after a moment, she relaxed.




“Yeah, you think Slayers are just a story,” she said. “You think vampires are a myth. You think maybe I’m a werewolf. Uh huh. You got me all tied up and chained down. What, you put me in handcuffs and think it’s going to hold?”




“We have been doing this a long time, mija,” the woman told her. “Enough wolfsbane to slow you down without making you sick. You can struggle all you like, but you aren’t breaking free. You’re too young to be very strong.”




“Well, I guess I’ll just have to try harder then,” Ari replied.




Still looking up at the older woman, she set her shoulders and began to strain. Then she closed her eyes. The woman sighed.




“You go ahead, mija,” she said.




There was a creak of metal on metal followed by a sharp ping!, and Ari flexed her shoulders again, this time with a much greater range of motion.




“Hope you didn’t spend a lot on those handcuffs,” she said, unapologetically.




Frowning with worry, the woman gestured a ‘come here’ sign to her men, and one of them stepped forward, rifle butt raised. He brought it down on Arizay’s forehead, but her forehead simply wasn’t there anymore. With a hard hop, she tilted the chair onto two side legs and took the blow on the back of the chair. She pulled her hand out from under the drape of chains, grabbed the man by the neck and used him as a fulcrum to swing herself and the chair she was tied to into the wall, shattering it and landing hard on the man.




Then, she stood, letting the chains, ropes, and bits of chair fall away and brought both her hands forward.




“What else you got?” Arizay asked, breathing hard.




“This,” the woman replied, thrusting with her baton at Ari’s mid-section.




Ari grabbed the baton halfway down its length. The woman raised an eyebrow and pushed a button on the handle, engaging the electric current. Ari went rigid and immobile. After eight seconds she let go, and Ari dropped like a sack of potatoes.




“Ay, mija,” the woman sighed. “I like you, but you need some more brains in your head before you start something with me, eh? Nando, tie her up again. Use the heavy duty chains and padlocks. Make sure she can’t even shrug. Get busy.”







Scott considered the girl laid on the examining room table at the vet hospital where he worked part time before leaving for college at the end of August..




“You know, you have a disturbing number of people turn up on your doorstep,” Stiles told Deaton, “and they’ve all got some serious backstory and injuries. Why is that?”




“Part of the job,” Deaton answered with equanimity. “Part of the nature of the town. It draws people here. People bring things with them and make stuff happen. And then, of course, there are the ones you two dump on me.”




“Well, there is that,” Stiles agreed, who had once dragged/been dragged by Derek Hale to the very same vet clinic.




“Is she okay?” Scott asked, getting close enough to take a slow breath.




There was wolfsbane, blood, and fear written across her scent. Beneath those, the smell of the creek south of the clinic, and the sweat, leaf litter, car exhaust, and stale, mushy conglomeration of public transport, he could detect bubblegum scented shampoo, the same laundry detergent his mom used, the scents of girlness, youth, health, and strength, and there was something else, something he’d never smelled before. Human, yes. Other than that, he had no idea what it was.




“I thought she’d have woken up by now,” Deaton said, his brows folding with concern, “but I think that head injury is more severe than it looks. Or it could be the mountain ash. She noticed it before she passed out.”




“I can try taking her pain away,” Scott offered.




“Go ahead. It won’t make anything worse,” Deaton said and nodded.




Scott took the girl’s hand and concentrated, opening himself to the pain in her body. He felt the scrapes on her knuckles. There were more on her knees, shins, and a couple of spots on her arms. She looked like she’d run halfway around the town in the middle of the night, which was, he suspected, close enough to what had actually happened. The most painful, though, was definitely the blow to her head, an ugly ache that went through the scalp to her skull and below. Except, bad as it was, it felt like it had happened a day ago, not one or two hours. 




He pulled the pain away, feeling it crawl across his skin and finally dissipate. There was something beneath the pain, a dragging feeling of weakness and illness, centered around her mouth and nose, going all the way down into her lungs.




“They hit her with wolfsbane,” he murmured. “A lot of wolfsbane. If she’d been a werewolf, it might have killed her.”




“So she’s not a werewolf,” Stiles said. “Huh.”




“That much wolfsbane would at least act as a hallucinogen with a normal person and then a poison,” Deaton pointed out.




“Yeah, but it’s just slowed her down,” Scott said.




Lucy made a sleepy waking up noise.




“Uh, Scotty,” Stiles said, gesturing to his face, “you might want to tone down the look.”




“Oh, yeah.”




It was coming up on the full moon, and while using his powers like this didn’t usually cause him to wolf out, it was more likely this week than others.




Except he looked back down at the girl on the table and saw her eyes widen when she saw his remaining wolf features—red eyes and long canines—just as they faded. She didn’t recoil. No, what she did was clamp down on his wrist and pull him into a kick a weight lifting mule would have been proud of. The sneaker clad foot hit him across the nose and down one side of his face, and then the metal underpinnings of the exam table slipped past him, and the floor slammed into his face while his arms flopped down around him like so much overcooked spaghetti.




Everyone was yelling, and it took him a moment to get his feet back under him. Even then, he had to hold onto the table as the room kept trying to slide out from under him.




“Lucy, you’re safe,” Deaton repeated, standing between her and Scott. “You’re safe. No one’s going to hurt you.”




Why was the girl, Lucy, holding a set of splints in front of her like a cross?




“Is he a vampire too?” Lucy demanded. “Are you?”




“Nobody’s a vampire,” Deaton assured her. “No one.”




“Bullshit! Someone bit me,” she said, her hands shaking as she held up the impromptu cross. “Why else am I so weak, vampire?!”




“No one’s a vampire, Lucy,” Deaton replied. “Here, I’ll show you.”




He reached out to the cross until Lucy allowed him to touch it. Nothing happened.




“You’re weak because you were dosed with wolfsbane,” he explained. “It’s toxic. You may also have had some hallucinations. You have a head injury, remember? You were in a fight, and you came here.”




“That doesn’t mean they’re not vampires!” Lucy yelled.




“Stiles, touch the cross, and show her you’re not a vampire,” Deaton told him.




“Well, hey, a test I can pass without studying,” Stiles said cheerfully and reached out.




She stared at him while he touched it, then he held up his fingertips.




“See?” Stiles asked. “No smoke. No screaming. No biting young virgins and sucking their blood.”




“Okay,” Lucy said in a shaky voice. Then she looked over at Scott, who was just starting to feel like he could stand without holding onto something. “But he is! I saw his eyes and his teeth!”




“He’s not a vampire,” Stiles reassured her. “It’s a completely understandable mistake. It’s just that he’s, well, er, you want to tell her, Scott?”




“I’m a werewolf,” he sighed. “With a headache.”




“Stop lying!” she yelled, and Scott winced at the pain. “You have red eyes. Werewolves have gold eyes.”




Stiles and Scott traded a surprised look.




“Well, Lucy, I guess we’ve got some ’splainin’ to do,” Stiles said.







These three things will not long be hidden, Oz reminded himself. The sun, the moon, and the truth. These three things will not long be hidden. The sun, the moon, and the truth.




He focused on containing himself. He had never been the kind of guy who reached out to the world. Instead, he preferred to let the world come to him. His words were his thoughts, his thoughts were his mind, and his mind was himself, the core of his being, so why spend himself like he was pouring water from a pitcher? If he was as empty as a pitcher without water, the wolf would overtake him. Better to stay within himself, be himself, and keep the wolf at bay until it was the right time to be the wolf.




But he was pretty badly hurt by this point, and to heal those injuries, to rise above the pain, he needed the wolf. His head was filled with hot sand. It was getting harder and harder to breathe properly. He hurt all over. Worse, though, were the hallucinations that crawled at the corners of his vision, little sounds at the edge of his hearing, the feeling of crawling ants and brushing leaves against his skin. He’d been poisoned, and through him, so had the wolf.




All those lessons, all that meditation, all that time learning, he still walked the razor’s edge with the wolf. If he stopped fighting and fully transformed during the full moon, the rest of the month went much better. He almost never wolfed out unintentionally anymore, but then he was almost never tortured anymore.




Pulling back from his trance again, he tested his circumstances. He still couldn’t get any leverage with his feet. He was still freezing. He was still hanging from his wrists. He tested the manacles and fence he was chained to. Manacles he couldn’t do anything to, but they were strong enough that he might be able to tear the fence. He took a deep breath and tried, pulling his arms forward. The fence creaked. He pulled harder. The links of the fence slipped a little against each other, stretching infinitesimally. He grimaced, pulling as hard as he could. The fence held. Until he was stronger or could get his feet around something or something else gave, he was stuck.




So he would endure.




These three things will not long be hidden. The sun, the moon, and the truth, he recited to himself, letting his muscles go slack. These three things will not long be hidden. The sun, the moon, the truth.







“Willow, come on, please answer,” Lucy said, waiting for her second Watcher to pick up the phone.




It went to voicemail.




“Willow, it’s Lucy. I’m at the Beacon Hill Animal Clinic. I think Oz and Ari were captured. The vet there, Doctor Deacon, took care of me, and he knows at least one werewolf, Scott McCall. Scott’s here with a friend, Stiles. Please, we need you here, okay? Call me back at this number, area code eight three one, five five five, one five eight five.”




Lucy was up, talking, and had changed clothes into the sweatpants and t-shirt emblazoned with the logo for the Beacon Hills High School Lacrosse team (“Go Cyclones!”). Her red gold hair hung below her jaw, and she’d given her broken glasses to Stiles to see if he could fix them. She’d eaten more than half of the food they’d brought with them. Even Scott was impressed.




“Have you ever heard of a Slayer?” Scott asked Deaton. “A vampire slayer?”




Deaton nodded a small increment while Lucy tried to dial a second number.




“Heard of,” he said. “Never met. You need to understand, Scott, that werewolves don’t tolerate vampires in their territory. The Hale family destroyed every vampire in Beacon Hills when they established themselves more than a hundred years ago. Vampires know to avoid this town, even after the family was wiped out, because you’re here.”




“Yeah, but, I’m leaving for college at the end of August,” Scott murmured. “Berkeley’s not that far away, but I’m not going to be able to drop in.”




“I’ll be able to keep an eye on things,” Deaton told him. “Liam has already agreed to help, and I expect to hear from Derek any day now.”




“Besides,” Stiles said, “it’s summer. Nothing ever happens in Beacon Hills during the summer.”




Deacon gave him a dead level stare.




“Except, you know,” Stiles shrugged, “the stuff that usually happens during summer.”




“Stiles, there is a Nematon—a dead Nematon—in the woods out there,” Deacon reminded him. “It’s like a magnet for magical and demonic energies. The question is not if something is going to happen, it’s when.”




“Giles?” Lucy sat up, looking like a brave little schoolgirl having to report to her principal that the field trip had been hijacked by pirate zombies and all the buses had burned to the ground. “We ran into some trouble.”




As she described the events leading up to the phone call, Stiles, Scott, and Deacon listened. Stiles shifted uncomfortable.




“Anybody get the feeling that somewhere out there, there’s a town as filled to the brim with weirdful goodness as Beacon Hills?” Stiles asked. “Only maybe it’s vampires instead of werewolves?”







She was cold. She was cold, dizzy, and confused, but most of all, she was cold.




“Little witch,” a voice called. “Little wiiiiiiiitch. Do you like riddles?”




“What?” Willow asked, looking around and almost falling over. 




She held onto a tree, a large, thick tree. Underneath her fingers, she could feel a buzzing, crawling sensation, as if there were bugs just under the bark, millions of them. She pulled her hand off and shook it, then looked around.




“Do. You. Like. Riddles?” the voice repeated.




It was a rough voice with an accent that wasn’t quite native, but she couldn’t place where the speaker was from. The space around her was filled with trees, so many of them growing so close, there would have been no horizon even if it were day. But it wasn’t day. It was night and darker than any night she’d ever known in Sunnydale.




“Lux,” she commanded, reaching within herself and bringing forth light.




The sphere of light at her fingertips wobbled and changed from yellow-white to purple-yellow and back. It illuminated nearly twenty feet in every direction, but the crowding trees blocked it from shining any further.




Just at the edge of the space, a man sat cross-legged. He wore a WWII aviator’s leather jacket, but his face and hands were wrapped thickly in bandages.




“Do you,” he repeated, “like riddles?”




“I guess?” Willow replied, unsure what was going on.




He smiled, a terrible rictus of a smile. The skin around his lips was cracked and blackened.




“The brighter the light, the darker I am,” he said. “I am thin no matter how fat my friend is. I am smaller than a grain of sand and larger than the Moon. Everyone has one of me, and no one can ever lose me. What am I?”




“What?” Willow asked, rubbing her eyes.




Why did it smell like flowers?




“I join my brothers in a dark room,” he continued, whispering in her ear. “And in the morning, we all point the same way.”




The smell of burned meat filled her nose. She gagged.




“What am I?” he asked.




She went over what she could remember of his words. A riddle. 




“Let me in, little witch,” the burned man whispered in her ear. “Let me out and let me in.”




“Shush!” she barked. 




She could feel his breath, hot and stinking of blood, on her neck, and she had the horrible feeling that if he had the chance, he’d kiss her. She looked up and saw, less than ten feet away from her, a stone angel reaching towards her. Her blood froze.




“Don’t blink,” she whispered.




She kept her eyes on the statue, but the burned man crept around her.




“You have to look at it,” she told the burned man. “Don’t take your eyes off it, or it’ll get you.”




“It’s not really here,” he told her, leaning in from the other side. “Neither am I, but I’m the one who matters.”




Her eyes burned, but she wouldn’t take them off the angel.




“What. Am. I?” the burned man whispered.




Then he blew in her ear.




Even though she’d been concentrating as hard as she could, she blinked in reaction and in that instant, felt cold hands close on her face.




She screamed, but she was muffled by the angel’s hands. Except, when her eyes refocused on the face before her, it wasn’t the angel. It was the man, grinning through dirty and pus stained bandages.




“What am I?” he screamed.






Chapter Two



“Okay,” Melissa McCall said, listening intently to her son. “Any idea when you might be home?”




She nodded at his answer, not surprised at all.




“Okay, well, keep me posted and please be careful,” she told him. “And remember, I love you.”




She listened to his reply and hung up the phone. As much of a hassle as it was coordinating their schedules when she worked mostly night shifts and Scott was running around as the alpha of his pack and picking up as many hours as an assistant at the clinic, she didn’t look forward to him leaving for UC Berkeley at the end of the summer. Scott would be gone, and so would most of his high school gang. The house would be empty. She already knew she’d be lo—




“Melissa?” 




She looked up from her cell phone and saw the tall, lean, and slightly scruffy man who’d said her name. Aaaaaaaand her night just got more complicated.




“Chris,” she said in a neutral greeting.




He was too good an ally to Scott for her to tell him to go to hell, but she couldn’t bring herself to be welcoming.




“I should have called,” he said without preamble. “I should have called, and I didn’t, and I’m sorry. It was a shitty thing to do.”




She thawed.




“Well, it was pretty crazy,” she said and put her phone away.




“Thanks.”




“My break is over in two minutes,” she told him. “What’s going on?”




“You remember the Calaveras clan?” he asked.




Of course she did. He’d struck a bargain with them that he’d join them in hunting down his sister, a rogue werewolf hunter who’d been turned and was now a homicidal werejaguar. Scott had been cagey about the details of the mess down in Mexico, but she knew Kate Argent was responsible for killing off most of Derek Hale’s family, and she’d tried to hurt Scott. That, really, was all she needed to know.




“Kate’s in town,” he told her, again without preamble. She’d always liked how he got down to business. “Araya and I are pretty sure she’s holed up, trying to pull together some resources, before she makes another run. There’s a good chance she’ll try to raid some of my old caches.”




“But you told me you cleared all those out,” Melissa said.




Keeping track of players and stats had become something of an obsession once Scott had told her he was a werewolf. She figured it was a coping technique now that her world made much almost no sense at all.




“I did,” Chris answered, scanning the room. “But Kate may think I forgot or that once the last round of stuff was over I’d resupply them.”




“And when she finds out that’s not true?” she prompted him.




“She’ll go somewhere she can get what she wants,” he said and then fixed her with his eyes, “or where she can get leverage to get what she wants.”




Ah.




“I want to make sure you’re safe,” he told her.




“I’m safe at the hospital,” she reminded him. “Why don’t you go to the house, get cleaned up, and rest some. I’ll lend you my key. Scott’s out with Stiles and Deaton. They’re helping someone whose friend got lost in the woods.”




Chris frowned.




“Or, you could call him and offer to help,” she added. “But I am not leaving work.”







“You’re a shadow, and if you don’t get out of my face, you’re going to be a dead shadow!” she yelled back at the top of her lungs.




She tried to shove him away, but there was no one there, and she managed to fall over. 




“It’s all right,” a new voice said, a woman. “You’ve been poisoned with wolfsbane. It causes hallucinations. Here, let me help you up?”




Willow took the offered hand and got to her feet.




“Wolfsbane?” she asked.




“Also known as monkshood and aconite,” the woman told her.




She was pretty—small boned, even featured, and brunette—and she had the kind of friendly presence Willow remembered from Ms. Calendar. The first Ms. Calendar.




“You’re a witch, aren’t you?” the woman asked. “I can usually spot them. My name’s Jennifer, and I’m a Druid.”







Sheriff Stilinski straightened up from his crouch. An abandoned rental car at the scenic overlook surrounded by evidence of a knock-down, drag-out fight was not a good thing, especially when there were so many participants, he couldn’t get an accurate count. There had been four in the SUV—three sets of sneakers and one of flats. There had been at least ten, easily more, in the other group. 




He pulled out his cell phone and called his son.




“Hi, Sheriff!” Scott answered. “I see you now.”




So he hung up his phone as his son’s car pulled into the overlook, parked, and Stiles, Scott, and a girl got out. A second car, Lydia Martin’s, pulled in just after them, and Lydia and Malia got out.




“I’m going to go with my professional instinct and say this has something to do with werewolves or one of the other weirdnesses this town is lousy with,” the sheriff said.




He did not grab Stiles and give him a bear hug and check to make sure all his limbs were still attached, as he’d been working the last week to taper that off. Stiles had been very understanding, considering that he hadn’t just disappeared but had been wiped from everyone’s memory for much of the spring semester, but no father wanted to push their son’s limits when it came to public displays of affection.




Stiles grinned at him.




“Sherriff, this is Lucy Sinclair, from Cleveland,” Scott introduced her. “She was with her friends here when they were ambushed. Lucy, this is Stiles’s father, Sheriff Stilinski, and these are Lydia Martin and Malia Tate.”




A pretty girl, younger than Scott’s closest friends, but of an age with Liam, who was a sophomore. Lucy had eyes of light green, like fine jade, and red gold hair that vied with Lydia’s, but she was several inches shorter than everyone but Malia and had a shy, bookish air, not to mention a whole fleet of bruises and scratches.




“Lucy, why don’t you tell the sheriff and others what you told us while Malia and I see if we can pick up any scents,” Scott said to her.




“Did you get a look at any of your attackers?” Stilinski asked her, taking control of the interaction.




“Mostly male, all of them wearing military grade tactical uniforms and equipment,” she answered.




“They used a lot of wolfsbane,” Malia called. “If there was a werewolf with them, he’s probably in bad shape, and any human who got a full dose is going to be hallucinating and sick. We need to stay upwind of it as much as possible.”




“That sounds like one of our werewolf hunters,” Stilinski mused, rubbing his chin. “Anyone heard from Argent?”




“Nope,” Lydia answered.




“Dad,” Stiles added, unable to contain himself, “there’s more. Go on, Lucy, tell him.”




When Stiles got this excited about something, it usually meant something really good. Or really bad. Stilinski raised his eyebrows.




“I’m a Slayer,” Lucy told him. “A Vampire Slayer. So’s my best friend, Arizay. Pretty sure she was captured by the guys who ambushed us. I called home and told the head Watcher, Giles, what had happened. He’s putting Buffy, the senior Slayer, and a new Watcher who’s also a Pretender, on a plane. They’ll be here in eight hours.”




The Sheriff stared at her for a moment.




“Vampire Slayer?” he repeated for clarification.




“Dad, it’s awesome,” Stiles answered for her. “She practically KO’d Scott!”




Scott looked a little uncomfortable. The sheriff gave his son a quelling look.




“Yeah,” Lucy said, blushing with embarrassment. “It’s a whole thing. There used to be only one at a time, but that changed a little over a year ago, and now there’s a whole bunch of us, and the Slayers Council is trying to set up relationships with other groups out there so we can coordinate, maybe even help each other out.”




“Slayers Council,” Stiles repeated. “We need a Slayers Council, or a Werewolf Council, except it’s got more than just werewolves, and—”




Lydia put a hand on his shoulder, and he cut off, vibrating in place.




“Stay on topic, hero,” she told him.




“Right!” He agreed. “Lucy slays vampires.”




“There are vampires?” Stilinski demanded.




“Yes, but not here in Beacon Hill,” Lucy told him. “The Hale family cleaned them out when they settled here, and they didn’t come back. Vampires and werewolves don’t get along.”




“How many vampires are there?” Stilinski asked.




Lucy looked baffled.




“Like, all of them?” She asked. “I don’t know. Most towns have at least one master with a dozen or more fledglings. Cleveland, we think, had at least two hundred before Scheherazade took over. The bigger the city, the more vampires.”




The sheriff nodded, considering.




“So you and your friends come here to meet up with Scott,” Stilinski said, “and you get ambushed before you’re even in town. You made it to Deaton’s, you called home, and they’re sending reinforcements.”




“Uh huh.”




“What’re you doing, Dad?” Stiles asked as his dad took his cell phone out again.




“Calling Melissa,” his father told him. “She’s working tonight, and if there are a bunch of vampire killers—”




“Slayers,” Stiles corrected him.




“And werewolf hunters in town,” Stilinski continued, dialing Scott‘s mother, “then she needs to know, at least so she can give the hospital a heads up, as your brand of drama has a tendency to overflow there.”




Stiles was clearly surprised that the adults in his life might coordinate things on their own, but Lydia took it in stride.




“That’s fair,” Lydia said.




“Melissa, it’s Noah.”







“Did you catch that scent?” Malia asked her alpha.




Scott nodded, worried.




“Calaveras.”




“What are they doing back in town?” Malia asked. “And why ambush some werewolf they’ve never even met? They have to know you’d take care of it.”




“If they’ve never met him,” Scott said. “Maybe they know who Oz is and there’s a history, or maybe they were here about something else and they just happened to spot Oz.”




“Something else?” Malia asked. “They wouldn’t come up here unless they had Kate in their sights.”




Scott nodded again, no less worried.







“You tell me you were turned by your four year old cousin?” the head of the Calaveras clan demanded. “And you think I’ll believe it?”




With a small gesture from her, one of the men flicked a switch, and Oz spasmed in pain.




“Who turned you?” Araya demanded. “Where is he?”




Oz’s featured morphed into wolfish ones, and his groan turned into a growl. After a long moment, the shock subsided, and his features returned to fully human ones.




“My cousin turned me,” he repeated. “Pretty sure he’s in middle school now, but I can’t tell you where.”




Irritated, Araya stepped forward.




“You want me to question your little friend, mijo?” she asked. “I doubt she can take the same voltage and amperage you can. Might do some harm to her.”




Oz looked up at her, his eyes glowing gold in the dim light. 




“You’re going to do what you’re going to do,” he said, exhausted. “But it’s a bad, bad idea. You torture me, hey, I’m not thrilled, but I knew what I was signing up for. You torture a Slayer, and you’re going to bring some very bad stuff down on your head.”




Araya made a face of distaste.




“And I think you should know,” Oz continued, “we’re not the only ones here.”







“He’s talking to Mom?” Scott asked when he and Malia came back from searching the area by scent.




“I know,” Stiles said, shrugging, “adults communicating. Who saw that coming?”




“I guess we should have,” Scott answered. “How are you?”




Lucy looked up, startled at the question.




“Better, but…really hungry,” she admitted. “We get that way when we’re injured. Giles says it’s because we have such a high metabolism. Does anyone have any food?”




Stiles shrugged and held his hands out. Scott grimaced and shook his head. Lydia checked her purse and came up with a granola bar, but it was Malia, small boned and fierce, who reached into an inside pocket of her denim jacket, brought out a bundle of pizza slices wrapped in plastic, and held them out to Lucy.




“Oh my god,” Lucy breathed. “You’re amazing.”




Lucy unwrapped the two slices and began eating them.




“What?” Malia asked when she saw both Scott and Stiles staring at her. “I plan ahead.”




Stiles made as if to speak, thought better of it, exchanged a look with Scott, who was clearly just as impressed as Lucy, and shrugged.




“Just get me back, okay?” Malia told Lucy. 




Lucy nodded while wolfing down the second slice.




Sheriff Stilinski came over, putting his phone away.




“Chris Argent is in town,” he told them. “Your mom spoke to him earlier, Scott. I just got off the phone with him. He knows where the Calaveras clan has set up, and I’m going to meet him there, see if we can get Lucy’s friends back. What did you two find?”




He aimed his question at Scott and Malia.




“Lucy’s scent goes off in that direction,” Scott answered, pointing towards one spot in the treeline. “And her friend’s goes off in that direction.”




Everyone looked that way, and several of them shivered.




“What?” Lucy asked. “What’s wrong?”




“The Nemeton is that way,” Lydia explained. “Things, most of them bad, tend to happen near it.”




Lucy looked blank.




“What’s a Nemeton?” she asked.




“We’ll explain on the way,” Scott said. “Let’s start tracking your friend.”




The sheriff handed Stiles a walkie-talkie.




“Keep it on you,” he advised, “and don’t reply unless it’s me asking for you. Got it?”




“Not even if—” Stiles started.




“Stiles, we talked about your communication habits, remember?” His father reminded him.




“Yeah, fair enough.”







“Guys, you really, really need to pay attention,” Oz repeated. “There’s someone else here. I keep catching a whiff of their scent, and it’s not a good scent.”




“Take three of the men and search the building,” Araya murmured to her second in command. “Check the girl and make sure she’s still bound. Then get back here.”




Another man joined them and whispered something to her. She sighed.




“Ay, if it’s not one thing it’s another,” she responded. “I’ll be right there.”







“So are the Calaveras in the habit of grabbing random werewolves?” Stilinski asked Argent as they stood inside the fence but outside the building.




Two guards, armed with AR-15s, watched them closely.




“The Calaveras, like most werewolf hunters, don’t believe there’s any such thing as a random werewolf,” Argent answered. “You seriously met a Slayer?”




“What, you’ve heard of them?” Stilinski asked back.




“There was an Argent girl, about three hundred years ago, who was picked out by the Watchers Council as being a Potential,” Argent said. “First they tried to bully the family into giving her up. When that didn’t work, they tried to kidnap the girl.”




“I’ll bet that went over really well,” Stilinski remarked.




“One of the first things we teach all our children is how to escape being tied up,” Argent reminded him. “I did it. Al-Allison did it. Kate did it. Even Gerard did it. We don’t take lightly to people trying to steal our children. There were some deaths on both sides, but the Watchers backed off. They’ve kept their distance since then.”




Araya Calaveras appeared, walking stiffly from the door to them.




“Christopher, you told me you were going to see to your business,” she said.




“And you told me you were going to set up here and wait for me to return,” he reminded her. “Have you got Daniel Osbourne and Arizay Fuentes?”




She went cool and stared at him through half-lidded eyes.




“Where do you hear such things?” she asked.




“From the Slayer you failed to capture,” Stilinski told her. “She and Scott’s pack are looking for her other friend out in the forest. I don’t think I need to remind you how little American law enforcement thinks of gang warfare and ambush tactics. You want help bringing Kate Argent in, say the word, but you do not bring some NGO assault team onto my turf.”




“Kate Argent is a wanted fugitive,” Araya said. “My men and I are all credentialed bounty hunters. This is nothing more than—”




“Save it, lady,” Stilinski snapped. “We both know this is about hunting werewolves, and I’ve got no beef with you if you’re going after Kate Argent, but you grabbed a civilian, two civilians, and committed felony assault against two others. Hand Osbourne and Fuentes over to me, and that’s the end of it. Don’t, and I’ve got no problem scaling this all the way up the National Guard.”




Calavera glared at him. Chris Argent rubbed his forehead.




“So you’re just going to skip all the diplomacy and pull out the big guns?” Chris asked Stilinski. “I only ask because I was kind of figuring I could work this a lot more gently.”




“You walk softly,” Stilinski replied, “and I’ll carry the big stick.’




Chris sighed and faced Calavera.




“How’d you know where to find Osbourne?” he asked. “We only got in a day ago, and they got in less than six hours ago.”




“A tip to one of my men,” she replied. “And it was right. Osbourne is a werewolf.”




“No one’s arguing that,” Chris replied. “But he’s not one of Kate’s, and he’s out here from Cleveland to see Scott. Where’d the tip come from?”




“I protect my sources,” she replied, “just like you do.”




“Of course you do,” he agreed. “But this is sounding a little suspicious, especially considering the girls are actually Slayers.”




“Don’t tell me you believe that,” Araya sighed.




“I do,” Chris replied. “We ran into the Watchers Council three centuries ago. I’ve also seen what vampires can do. We lost a team in Ghana about twenty years ago when it turned out the vampires had wiped out the werewolves shortly before we got there. Now I know this isn’t something your people have had to deal with before, but I need you to believe me when I say this is real. The last thing we need is to start a war with the Watchers Council.”




She glared at him.




“Araya,” Chris said, “I give you my word.”




From the change in her expression, she was about to unbend when the sound of gunfire echoed from the warehouse.







He was getting really tired of people not listening to him. He was getting really tired, period. Everything ached, and he was constantly having to lift himself up by his arms to breathe. All he wanted was to stumble off to bed and sleep for a full day until he felt like himself.




Then he smelled it again. Feral, musky, healthy, and powerful. A big cat—like jaguar big—but also a human woman, healthy, full adult. He’d heard mention during his travels of non-wolf weres, but he’d never run into one or otherwise been able to pick up a scent.




This was not going to end well.




He just hoped that Arizay was in good enough shape to fight and remembered the procedures in place once she got free. Maybe Lucy or Willow had been able to call for help.




The two guards left behind glared at him. He decided he was too tired to try to piece together what he wanted to say in Spanish.




“This La Loba,” he managed, “she isn’t a wolf, is she? Kind of a misnomer.”




They glared at him.




“I’m just saying that I keep smelling a shapeshifter who happens to be a woman and who happens not to change into a wolf.”




One of them looked at the other through the corner of his eyes, but the other didn’t move.




“She’s here,” Oz told them, “and she’s in this room.”




He had barely finished his sentence when a shadow fell from the dark ceiling far above to the cement floor behind the guards.




“Behi—”




She killed the second guard with one groin to throat slash, and the smell of the blood hit him the same time as the droplets of steaming hot liquid. The first guard brought his weapon up, firing where La Loba had been and missing her completely. The sound of the automatic rifle going off deafened him with pain. 




When the second body hit the floor, the werewoman stepped into the light. Oz looked up and saw the ice blue eyes of a were who had taken an innocent life. Somehow, he was sure it was more than one. Once he saw past that, he took in the blonde hair, blue-black skin, extra long canines, and extended claws.




“Hmmm,” the woman mused, making sure she stayed on the planks above the water, “not what I was expecting when I was told the Watchers had hired a werewolf. You don’t look the type.”




“I get that a lot,” Oz replied.




She watched him for a long moment, turning her head so her long hair spilled from her shoulder to her back. 




“Still, you’ve got the kind of scent a girl could enjoy,” she said, considering, and then shrugged, “but, orders are orders, and I don’t get to put personal preference above them.”




She raised her hand, claws bared, and he strained once again, unsuccessfully against his bonds. It was his exhaustion that caused him to flinch when he saw a flicker of movement indicating Ari had arrived, and the werewoman caught it. The three-inch pipe Ari threw at the woman’s head didn’t hit its target. Instead, the woman twisted and batted it to the side, sending it crashing into the fence above Oz’s head and arm.




“Bitch, step back from my Watcher before I end you,” Ari spat.




“Oh, it’s a Slayer,” the woman crowed, laughing. “Awesome. I’ve never eaten Slayer.”




“Ari,” Oz ordered, “get out of here. Go!”




But Arizay didn’t go. Out of patience and furious with her captivity, Ari didn’t waste time bantering but rushed the werewoman. While the first blows were traded, Oz checked his right hand, where the pipe had collided with one of the wires tying him to the fence. The blow had cracked one of the strands.




Now, the wolf inside him breathed.




He gathered his strength and let the wolf out, the better to save his Slayer from what was already a one-sided fight. With a tearing effort, he used his other limbs to anchor his pull and ripped the remainder of the wire from the fence, freeing his arm. Then, morphing into his wolf form, he reached over to his opposite arm and ripped the wires away from his wrist.




In the meantime, Arizay was putting up a valiant effort but getting torn apart by the werewoman. Realizing that staying at arms length meant she would be cut to pieces by the were’s claws, Ari grappled her with wrestling moves, but that only meant the first time she had the woman pinned, she was bitten, hard, on the shoulder. Ari screamed in pain, grabbed one of the woman’s elongated ears, and ripped it off.







All three adults—Araya Calavera, Chris Argent, and Sheriff Stilinski—reached for whatever weapons were on them and went back through the door. Just inside was the body of one of the Calaveras men, badly mauled.




“Watcher or no Watcher,” Araya spat, “I’m going to kill that lobo.”




“Araya,” Chris called, pulling the man’s body over by one shoulder and shining his gun’s tactical light on the throat, “this is Kate’s work.”




Araya’s eyes flicked down, absorbed the implications of what she saw, and then looked back up.




“Ay, Dios mio,” she muttered, “and I was too stupid to listen.”







“Bitch,” Kate Argent said, shaking her now lopsided head, “I’m going to kill you for that.”




“Yeah?” Ari asked, wiping blood out of her eyes, “you and what army, hembra?”




Kate roared in fury, and it was the same sound that sent prey in the jungles of Central and South America scurrying for safety. Ari threw a punch, missed, and turned to a back kick that also missed as Argent ducked under her leg, picked her up, and slammed her down on the floor. She raised her bared claws again just as Oz’s half-wolf form grabbed her by the throat, shook her like a rat, and threw her across the room. 




In both full human and full wolf form, Oz was a smaller than average adult male, but in half-wolf/half-human form, he stood more than six feet tall on his hind legs, and all of it was angry. He growled low and deadly as he took a stance over Arizay’s prone body. His injuries—bruises, burns, and cuts—began to visibly heal.




Kate got to her feet, clearly in pain, bleeding from several places.




“Ooh, pushed you just a little too far, did we?” she asked. “Got lost in the wolf, huh? This is the wrong place for that, hon. These guys kill werewolves. Well, they did until I killed them.”




But the door into the room swung open, and three weapons pointed not at Oz but at Kate.




“Kate, if you know what’s good for you,” Chris Argent told his sister, “you’ll back away.”




She coiled to jump at them, and he fired his gun. A fletched dart struck her midsection, and she came down before she’d even gotten off the ground. Grimacing, she pulled the dart out of her abdomen and looked at it.




“Yellow wolfsbane?” she asked. “Well, I guess I can’t count on big brother to take care of me anymore.”




“I’ll take care of you,” he answered. “Permanently.”




She flicked the dart back towards him while Araya and Stilinski kept their weapons aimed at her. 




“You really think you’re going to take me out with one of those?” she asked.




“No,” he answered, chambering another round, “that’s why I brought ten.”




She snarled and jumped for the ceiling. Araya fired a crossbow at her, grazing her thigh. Chris fired a second time, missing, and Stilinski held his fire. In a moment, a crack of wan light and wash of cool air told them she’d escaped through a ceiling hatch. The sheriff turned his light on Oz and Ari.




“Okay,” he said. “He does not look happy, and that girl needs medical attention.”




Oz crouched, still in half-wolf form, and growled steady and unchanging. 




“She’s been bitten,” Araya said, her lips twisting in anger. “If she wasn’t a wolf before tonight, she is one now.”




“And whose fault is that?” Argent demanded. “Remember those discussions we had about the hypothetical consequences of your techniques? They just stopped being hypothetical.”




“Hey, hombre, they used to be your techniques as well,” Araya answered, “before you went soft.”




“Before I figured out how stupid they were,” he replied.




“Guys,” the sheriff prompted them. “Could we focus on the really, really angry werewolf in front of us and the girl who might bleed out?”




“He’s protecting his girl,” Araya told him. “So long as he stays there, we can’t help her. My men are dead. You think I can fight him off on my own?”




“I think maybe someone here who knows more about werewolves than me needs to come up with an idea,” Stilinski said.




“I think we need to call Scott,” Argent answered.






Chapter Three



“Do you know what a Nemeton is?” Jennifer asked her.




Willow puzzled over the word, knowing she’d heard it before but unable to place it. 




“Woods?” she asked. “A grove?”




“Close,” Jennifer answered, leading her past several other trees determined to be cast as part of the scary forest in Snow White. “It’s a tree. Singular. Usually it’s surrounded by other, lesser trees.”




They came into a clearing, and Willow’s light spell spilled across the wide emptiness. In the middle stood, not a tree, but a stump, two or three feet high and more than ten feet across.




“It’s dead,” Willow said, staring and wondering if it, too, were a hallucination.




“Not entirely,” Jennifer answered. “There’s a little life left in it. It lay dormant for years, and then one of the Hales killed his girlfriend here. She happened to be a virgin, and the power of that sacrifice woke the tree.”




Right. Because Nemetons were closely guarded by the Druids. The Devon coven, powerful as it was, had no idea where the European Nemeton was. And, of course, Druids did have a thing for human sacrifice. To be fair, for real power, uncorrupted power, to accumulate, they had to be willing volunteers.




She closed her eyes and reached out to the Nemeton. The wolfsbane blurring her mind was still there, but given a chance, a connection with the Nemeton would allow her to burn it off without harm. Like a drawing done in invisible ink, the spirit and power of the tree manifested. It was, even to her skewed senses, faded and awry, like a song that should have been played in a major key done in minor instead. With its power came the knowledge of all that had transpired at this location.




There hadn’t been just one sacrifice. There had been thirteen. Twelve of them had been murders, and thanks to the Nemeton, she knew who had committed them and what had become of her. The last three had been three teenagers, the same age she, Buffy, and Xander had been that first year together, giving themselves voluntarily to protect their parents. Somehow, they’d come back, though the sacrifice had still taken a toll.




And she knew who she was talking to.




“You’re a ghost,” Willow said to Jennifer, glancing over at her.




“Died reaching for the Nemeton when another Hale ripped my throat out,” Jennifer confirmed.




There were a lot of different types of ghosts, of course. Some of them were merely moments recorded on the aetheric environment, playing over and over as they were triggered by changes in the seasons, the phases of the moon, or the stars. Others were poltergeists, the eddies of random chaos and volition that accumulated in a place with sapient life. A handful were the spirits of the restless dead, bound to a place until they were freed, but even they almost never interacted with the living, unless it was through a psychic. Of course, if she were a serial killer Druid who’d been murdered a few steps from the Nemeton itself…




“Any idea who the creepy guy in bandages is?” Willow asked, trying to stay focused.




“No, but he’s surprisingly good company once he gets over the whole riddle thing,” Jennifer answered. “He really, really wants out. I’m going to say, maybe don’t listen to him.”




She continued inspecting the enormous tree stump. There was a door set into the ground several feet away, leading, she supposed, to a cellar of some sort. Still, something at the periphery of her vision kept flickering, and it bothered her.




“Yeah, I was headed in that direction myself,” she replied, trying the door. It was locked. “And why am I seeing you anyway?”




“Well, it may not be a formal spirit quest,” the Druid replied, “but you are hallucinating, which opens the door. Luckily, you’re only seeing those of us directly associated with the Nemeton.”




“Okay,” Willow said, “but why?”




“It wants you,” Jennifer replied.




Willow looked up and froze. There was a circle of stone angels around them, all reaching towards her. 




“They’re not real,” she said, her voice wavering with uncertainty.




“Well, they are, and they aren’t,” Jennifer replied. “That’s the thing with quantum predators; you can never be certain.”




Her voice had changed, and when Willow reluctantly looked away from the angels, Jennifer stood much closer than she had been, and her face was horrifically disfigured. Somehow, she managed not to scream in reaction, but she nearly lost her hard won control when Jennifer leaned in and whispered.




“Have you heard of the threefold death? It’s my favorite.”







The last of the evening light had faded, and the forest around them was filled with night and the sound of night’s inhabitants.




“Is the forest always so creepy?” Lucy asked, looking around.




The knot on her forehead had turned brilliant shades of purple and indigo, but she was otherwise fit and game, if a little anxious at how thick and intimidating the woods were.




“Well, the current theory,” Stiles said, lifting his flashlight and aiming it at random trees, “is that the Nemeton went professional in creepy stuff back before Columbus landed. It’s backed by a lot of research.”




“Short answer,” Lydia added, “is yes. Long answer? Yeeeeeeeeesssss.”




“Oh,” Lucy responded. “Okay then.”




“Hey, let’s go,” Malia said, appearing from the wrong direction. “Scott’s got her scent again and doesn’t want to lose it.”




“There’s a whole Blair Witch factor, too,” Stiles added, following Malia.




Lucy jogged ahead of him, determined to catch up with Scott.




“Stiles,” Lydia hissed.




“What?!” He looked around, guilty as if he’d been caught swiping cookies from the jar on her kitchen counter.




“You have to talk to Malia,” she said.




“Oh my god, would you leave me alone on that?” he begged. “I know! Okay, I know. I’m just thinking that while we’re tracking a hallucinating witch through Spookytown may not be the best time.”




Lydia tilted her head, all style and sass. “You think Malia cares about that? Or is scared of the scary forest? Talk to her.”




“Then you have to get ahead of us, because I am not leaving you to bring up the rear,” he told her.




She strode past him and gave him a pinch of the cheek.




After she’d caught up to and passed Malia, Stiles trotted until he was even with his ex-girlfriend, returned to a walking pace, and then started trotting again to keep up with her.




“What?” she asked, giving him a significant side-eye.




“I was hoping we could talk,” he said, agonizing over how lame he knew he sounded.




“About what?” she asked, frowning in that dire manner she had when she didn’t understand what was going on, which, considering she’d spent most of her late childhood and her entire adolescence in coyote-form, was fairly often.




“About, well, about us breaking up,” he managed.




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




“I think we should,” he told her. 




She stopped and faced him.




“I don’t want to talk about this,” she repeated.




“Please?” he asked. “You don’t owe me any favors, but please. It’s important.”




She exhaled, looking down, lifted her head, and howled. It wasn’t particularly loud or long, but it was penetrating, and after a moment’s wait, a much deeper, resonant howl answered.




“What was that?” Stiles asked, clearly impressed.




“That was Scott answering,” she told him. “He’s going to wait for us. Now what is it we have to talk about breaking up?”




Stiles took a deep breath. “To start, I want you to know that it’s not your fault.”




She stared at him, level and firm. “I know that.”




“Well, uh, that’s good,” he said, trying, as he had always tried, to keep up with her. “That’s good. And I guess what I wish I could do for you is make it so you’re not hurting too bad.”




She continued to stare at him for a long moment.




“I’m not hurting too bad, Stiles,” she finally said. “I knew going in that it wasn’t a permanent thing. I knew you loved someone else the first time I met you. I knew it was Lydia the first time I met her. You guys get to be together now, and I’m happy for you.”




“Okay, see, I’m not saying it’s bad you feel this way,” he replied, “but I do think it’s a little strange that you’ve processed all of this and gotten to this point this soon afterwards. I mean, it was a week ago!”




“What do you want from me, Stiles?” Malia demanded, holding her hands out. “It was really nice being with you. I liked it. I liked it a lot. But it’s over, and it doesn’t do any good to linger over it. It wouldn’t bring you back even if I did.”




Because she had lingered before, returning over and over to the place her mother and sister had died, and the trauma of losing them had kept her in coyote form for more than seven years.




“I am not going to weep and wail over something that had an expiration date,” she declared. “I don’t do that.”




Even though she had once howled her grief to the uncaring moon every night for years on end, so much so that people wouldn’t voluntarily enter that part of the woods for the stories about her. Once she’d turned human and reacclimated to people, she simply hadn’t shown any of those emotions where others could see them. Except he’d spent two years learning to decode her moods from the faint clues she gave off.




“What is it?” he asked. “What are you scared of?”




She looked up at him and snarled. 




“Please, tell me,” he begged. “I don’t…I don’t want to be the bad guy, Malia. It’s my fault we’re broken up, and it’s not fair what I’ve done to you, so if there’s anything I can do to make it better, I want to.”




She looked away, clearly struggling to control her emotions. When she finally looked back at him, her eyes were dry.




“You could start by being my friend,” she told him.




“What? I’m your friend! I am your friend,” he assured her.




“Then why have you barely talked to me since the day you got back?” she asked him. “It’s like I’m not even here to you.”




“You are!” he answered. “You are right here, and I am talking to you.”




“I knew you weren’t going to be my boyfriend anymore,” she told him, “but I didn’t think you were going to stop being my friend.”




“Malia, I will never stop being your friend,” he told her.




“Then why act like you have?” she demanded.




He looked up and took a deep breath.




“Because I am a big stupid head, and I felt guilty every time I looked at you, and I figured you probably hated me and were going to kill and eat me,” he said.




She glared at him.




“Yeah, well, you are a big stupid head,” she told him. “I might kill you one of these days, but I know enough now that I wouldn’t eat you.”




“See how far you’ve come?” He held his hands up and out a little bit, smiling.




“Now, can we go find the lost, hallucinating witch?” Malia asked.




“Can I get a hug first?” Stiles asked back.







“What are they doing?” Lucy asked.




“Talking, probably,” Lydia answered, looking back over her shoulder in the direction they’d come from. “It’s overdue.”




“Oh, okay,” Lucy said, glancing around. “It won’t take long, will it?”




“Well, either she’ll kill and eat him,” Lydia said, “or Stiles will tell her he’s a big stupid head, and we can finally move on. So, not long.”




“Tell me about Willow,” Scott said.




“Oh, well, um, she’s taller than me,” Lucy said. “She’s got red hair and brown eyes. She’s right handed. She’s twenty-three or maybe twenty-four. Um, she’s Jewish and vegan. She likes to wear fuzzy sweaters sometimes. And, she’s, uh, she’s a witch, but you already know that.”




“Does that help at all?” Lydia asked, curious.




“Well, I’m definitely tracking a vegan,” Scott answered, checking traces in the underbrush. “She’s not wearing a sweater. The rest of it isn’t really going to show up in her scent.”




“You think the Nemeton’s going to let us get close?” Lydia asked.




“If it let Willow in, it should let us,” Scott answered. “If it doesn’t, we can always ask Sheriff Stiles to send Parrish. He can always find it.”




“Who’s Parrish?” Lucy asked.




“Deputy,” Lydia told her. “Also a Hellhound, and as such, he’s the guardian of the Nemeton, so he’s got that going for him.”




“Why didn’t we just ask for him?” Lucy asked.




“We did,” Scott told her. “He’s on scene at a domestic violence call. Didn’t want to interrupt that.”




“Oh. Yeah. I guess so.”




With a level of noise comparable to a drunk elephant, Stiles arrived. Malia followed silently.




“Everyone ready?” Scott asked, doing a visual check.




“Ready,” Lucy answered, squaring up for more hiking.







“Aaaoooowww, Oz, will you get your stinky feet off me?!” Arizay demanded.




Oz’s only answer was a low growl the others could feel in the breastbones.




“Arizay?” the sheriff called. “How badly are you hurt?”




Arizay groaned, trying to roll over but only getting so far as pushing herself up a little on one hand. 




“That puta bit my shoulder,” she answered, “and it hurts real bad. And there’s two dead guys here. Jesus, is all this blood theirs?”




“Some of it’s yours,” Stilinski answered. “Now, if I slide my first aid kit to you, do you think you can wrap up some of your injuries?”




“I dunno,” Ari moaned. “I can’t get my arm to work right, and that puta hit me in a few other places. Hey, is Lucy okay?”




“She is,” Argent answered. “She’s with Scott.”




Stilinski sent his first aid kit, the size of a lunch box but packed in a soft-sided bag, scooting along the floor to her. Oz snarled, grabbed the kit with his jaws like it was an ill-fated bunny, and shook it until pieces went flying in all directions. Stilinski sighed and hung his head for a moment.




“Dammit, Oz!” Ari cried.




“Okay,” Araya said. “Anybody got another idea?”




“My call to Scott went to voicemail,” Argent said. “You know how bad reception is out there. My guess is we won’t hear from him until he’s headed back.”




“Do you have any of the regular kind of wolfsbane?” Stilinski asked. “The kind that will tranquilize him?”




Argent considered.




“Yes, but it’s loaded in lethal doses,” he said. “I’ll have to open up the tranq darts.”




“Why don’t you get busy on that,” the sheriff said. “I really don’t like the idea of that girl going without medical care much longer.”







“Everybody thinks Druids are all peace loving and tree hugging,” Jennifer said, drawing a finger along Willow’s ear. “The tree hugging is right, but all you have to do is read your Caesar or Lucan, and you’ll find out how peace loving we are. We do like our human sacrifices.”




“Of course, most Druids only performed sacrifices with volunteers,” Willow pointed out, grabbing Jennifer by the wrist and pushing her hand away. 




About half the time, Jennifer looked like she originally had—normal, healthy, rather pretty. The other half, she wore the face of a person who’d been betrayed by her partner pack’s alpha, cut to ribbons, burned, and left for dead. Her skin was the pale, mottled shades of death, and she had a set of ghastly claw marks across her throat.




“The ones who murdered people were called Darachs,” Willow continued. “Dark oaks, not wise oaks.”




“There’s a lot of power in those sacrifices,” Jennifer said, stepping back.




“Some of us prefer to get our power in less serial killer sort of ways,” Willow answered.




Jennifer stared at her for a moment and then broke out laughing.




“You think I can’t read the stains of your choices like they’re tea leaves?” she asked.




Behind her, more Weeping Angels appeared. So far, none of them had come within touching distance, which was the only reason she didn’t panic. Near them, off to one side, was an older man, balding with a fringe of white hair neatly trimmed, and a grave expression, like a statesman reviewing policies that determined whether his nation would go to war. He watched her and after a moment, smiled sourly.




“Wolfsbane is hallucinogenic,” he told her. “If I were you, I wouldn’t trust anything I saw or heard.”




He had a voice to match his appearance, dignified and abrupt.




“Yeah, I got that,” Willow replied, feeling the exhaustion of the night and her poisoning drag on her bones. “If the Nemeton wants to talk to me, why doesn’t it say something?”




“Maybe it already has,” the man suggested.




Jennifer looked up and over at the man.




“He doesn’t belong here,” she said, angry. “He has no business here. We cleansed the area of his kind decades ago.”




She was so tired. For a moment, she covered her eyes.







“What is that stench?” Malia asked.




“What stench?” Stiles asked.




“I don’t know, but…” Scott trailed off, eyes narrowed as he focused, “I think it’s a person. I ought to know who it is, but it’s so foul, I can’t tell.”




“Foul like what?” Lucy asked.




“Like…like death,” Scott answered. “Or something worse. It’s…I’m getting angry just smelling it.”




Malia growled, and when her head came up, her eyes glowed ice blue, and her canines had grown long.




“Whatever that is,” she said, “I want it dead.”




Scott growled in agreement.




Stiles, Lydia, and Lucy exchanged worried glances.




“Which way is Willow?” Lucy asked.




“This way,” Scott said, and led them further into the woods.







“If you want to know what the Nemeton has to say,” Jennifer told her, “you might want to start listening.”




“Maybe it’ll tell me why the dead are trying to bore me to death,” Willow answered, bringing her hands down and setting them on the dessicated wood of the stump.




Jennifer looked up and away from her, her face set with disappointment.




“Looks like your rescuers are on their way,” she said. “They’ll be here in a few minutes. I’d say ‘come back any time,’ but you don’t actually have a say in that.”







The path towards the Nemeton opened up until the other trees drew back and left a large clearing. In the dark with a waxing moon playing hide and seek with the clouds, it was hard to see anything with certainty. A glance at Scott and Malia showed they had both wolfed out a little, the way Oz usually did after full dark. Their eyes glowed red and blue.




In the middle of the clearing was an enormous tree stump. Well, it would have been enormous if Lucy hadn’t become accustomed to Chatiagne’s astonishing tree, the bole large enough to fill a basketball court and the boughs spanning most of an acre. This tree had been “only” twelve or fourteen feet through the trunk and had probably filled the entire space around them.




Sitting in the middle of the tree stump was Willow, cross legged, head bowed, and deep in meditation.




“Whatever it was that smelled so bad,” Scott said, “it was here, but it’s gone.”




He and Malia circled the tree stump in opposite directions.




“Willow?” Lucy called.




There was no answer.




“Not my favorite place,” Lydia murmured.




“After everything that’s happened,” Stiles said, “I doubt this is anyone’s favorite place.”




“Everything that’s happened?” Lucy asked.




“A lot of death,” Lydia supplied. “Every time I end up here, I see some of it.”




“Does she usually do this?” Stiles asked, indicating Willow with a little circling gesture of the hand.




“She’s a pretty powerful witch,” Lucy said. “There’s a lot of stuff that could fall under ‘usual’. But, usually, she answers when someone calls her name. Willow!”




Willow opened her eyes and looked up. She looked terrible.




“I would really appreciate it if you guys were not hallucinations of dead people,” she said. “Because those are getting really old.”




“I think we’ve got you covered,” Stiles said, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “Last I checked, we were all alive and not in any way a mystical wolfsbane hallucination.”




“Lucy, you don’t see any Weeping Angels around here, do you?” Willow asked.




“Here?!” Lucy gasped and turned, looking all around in a near panic.




“Weeping Angels?” Lydia asked, curious.




“You know what?” Stiles said, “let’s not unless we have to. One bad thing at a time.”




“I’ve been seeing them, but I’m pretty sure that they’re also hallucinations,” Willow answered.




Lucy squeaked.




Willow straightened out her legs and stood up on the tree stump.




“There was a Darach,” she said, which got Scott’s and Lydia’s full attention. “Now she was extremely dead.”




“You saw her?” Scott asked, looking up from his measured inspection of the ground by sight and smell.




“Yep,” Willow confirmed. “She would not shut up about the threefold death. Then there was the guy all wrapped up in bandages and asking riddles.”




Everyone but Lucy went still. Stiles turned pale and wide eyed.




“He didn’t, um, he isn’t still here, is he?” Stiles asked, swallowing.




“He wanted out,” Willow said, “but I didn’t let him. When I answered his riddle, he disappeared.”




“That’s— that’s good,” Stiles managed.




“Lydia?” Malia asked. “You getting any of that?”




Lydia looked around, scanning the ground, the tree stump, and the branches and sky above them.




“No,” she answered after a moment. “This is probably the only time I’ve ever been here that I haven’t been swamped with visions of death.”




Lucy blinked.




“Are you a psychic?” she asked.




“Banshee,” Lydia answered. “Family thing.”




“Wow,” Lucy said, impressed. “I didn’t even know that was a thing.”




“Neither did I,” Lydia replied.




Willow climbed down off the stump.




“Please tell me there’s an antidote to wolfsbane poisoning,” she said. 




Lydia held out an insulated water bottle.




“Caffeine, at least until we can get you back to Deaton’s,” she said. “There’s a quad espresso in there.”




“And there goes my worry about getting too much sleep tonight,” Willow replied, taking the bottle, opening it, and inhaling the fragrance. “But, caffeine?”




“Aconitine interferes with the sodium channels of cell membranes,” Lydia told her. “While tetrodotoxin is a more powerful antidote, no one’s giving that outside of a medical setting. Caffeine will have to do for now.”




Willow nodded in understanding.




“Anyone have any food?” she asked.




“Lucy ate it,” Malia said. 




“I was really hungry,” Lucy said, by way of an apology.




“Slayers,” Willow muttered. “Well, the espresso’s good.”




“We should get back,” Scott said. “With any luck, Sheriff Stilinski and Mr. Argent have gotten Oz and Arizay back from the Calaveras.”




“The Skulls?” Willow asked, startled. “You know a gang called the Skulls? Are they vampires?”




“Werewolf hunters,” Lucy clarified. “They were the ones who attacked us. But Scott knows another werewolf hunter they work with who’s his friend, and Stiles’s dad is the sheriff, so they should be able to get Oz and Ari back without too much trouble.”




A loud buzz interrupted them. Everyone checked their pockets, including Willow.




“Oh, right, my phone’s dead,” Lucy sighed in grief.




“It’s mine,” Scott said. “I’ve got a voicemail from Mr. Argent.”




“Out here?” Stiles asked. 




“Maybe the Nemeton signed up for 5G,” Lydia said. “I’ll bet the carriers are dying to expand coverage out here. Maybe literally.”




“No,” Willow said, “it let the signal through.”




Stiles gave her a look.




“Because trees have opinions on cellular communication technology?” he asked.




“Because it’s not dead, but it is dying,” Willow told him, “and it wants us to do something about that.”




“We need to go,” Scott announced, putting his phone away. “We need to go now.”






Chapter Four



“You really do not smell good,” Kate said, grimacing as she cleaned her injuries.




“That’s your wolf side talking,” her father told her. “You’re thinking with your nose, not your brain.”




“Not a werewolf,” she corrected him.




“Oh, we’re getting hung up on political were-correctness, are we?” he asked. “You were turned by a werewolf, weren’t you?”




“Not the point,” she said, pulling her bloody shirt away from her abdomen.




The skin underneath had traces of black lines radiating from the wound where the wolfsbane dart had struck her. Gerard Argent looked over at her and studied the injury. He seemed neither worried nor upset.




“Oh, dammit, got at least half the dose,” she groaned. “This is going to suck.”




“You let your brother shoot you, and you didn’t kill the Watcher or the Slayer,” her father complained. “That wolfsbane is the least of your worries.”




“I bit the Slayer,” she answered, sweaty and angry as she reclined in the chair and mixed some yellow wolfsbane dust and gunpowder. “She’ll be dead before morning.”




“Slayers have a way of not dying when they ought to,” he told her. “It would have been better if you’d done your job when I told you to. That’s the last yellow wolfsbane you’re getting out of me.”




“I took out eight of the Calaveras,” she spat back. “And I took more than my fair share of damage doing it. Stupid kid ripped my ear off.”




“You’ll heal,” he told her.




Her pupils turned from round to elliptical slits, and she hissed at him.




“Go ahead,” he said, chuckling. “Slip into your cat form. The wolfsbane will work faster that way.”




Her cat features retreated, leaving her pale and struggling. With a reproachful look at her father, she swept the mixture of yellow wolfsbane and gunpowder into her hand, poured it onto the wound, and rubbed it in. Then she picked up a lighter, brought up a single, wavering flame, and brought it down to the wound, cupping her hand around the other side. The gunpowder caught in a flash of sulphur and burned into her wound. She screamed.




Her father shrugged and turned back to his crew.




“Take two and stop at the vet’s,” he told one. “The rest of you, go to back to the warehouse, and follow them. Keep me informed as to where they go, and for God’s sake, stay downwind.”




The pack of vampires he spoke to glanced at Kate, holding hard to the table in her pain, sneered, and left.







Arizay had suffered their attempts to get to her with a mostly silent endurance, only grimacing or complaining when Oz stepped on her, but her strength was clearly flagging. When Argent brought his dart rifle up to his shoulder, Oz snarled and growled, but didn’t budge. One shot had missed completely. Another had simply glanced off Oz’s skull, leaving him with a dripping wound and an even more vicious temper.




“You want to save the girl, you’re going to have to shoot the wolf,” Araya said.




“Yeah, you do, vieja, and you’re going to wish you’d killed me instead!” Ari called back, angry, making Oz growl all the louder.




“Arizay, how’s that shoulder?” Stilinski called.




“Still bleeding,” she answered. “Still hurts. But I’m fine.”




That was a flat lie. Her voice had lost strength over the last half hour.




“Look,” Stilinski murmured to Argent, “you take this shot, but if you don’t make it, we’re going to have to come up with another plan.”




Argent looked around. 




“Maybe fire,” he said. “It’ll be hard to control, but it’s the only thing I can think of that could force him to back away from the girl long enough to get to her.”




“There’s me,” Scott said.




They looked up to find Scott, his pack, and Lucy and the rescued witch, Willow, standing behind them. Everyone was scratched up and tired. Willow looked like she’d gotten the worst of it.




“Would you like to hear about my last twenty minutes?” Stiles asked. “Because it involved a piggyback ride that will echo through the ages.”




Scenting Scott, Oz’s growl picked up.




“Let’s not waste time,” Stilinski said. “Arizay’s badly injured, and we haven’t been able to get to her because Oz hasn’t calmed down long enough to de-wolf. Can you calm him down or at least get him to step away from her?”




“Yeah, I think so,” Scott said. “Kate was here, wasn’t she?”




“She was,” Argent answered. “She got away, but she’s injured.”




Scott exhaled, clearly unhappy, but unwilling to reproach either man.




“She smells pretty bad,” he said. “I’ll get him back, but you need to get her to the hospital.”




“We will,” Stilinski assured him.




“I can help,” Lucy said. “Both Ari and I have worked with Oz when he’s wolfed out.”




Scott nodded.




“Malia, be ready.”




She braced herself. 




Scott turned and faced Araya.




“We had a deal,” he reminded her.




“La Loba fled here,” she answered. “We followed.”




“The deal was, if she came back here, you’d tell me, and I’d help,” he said.




“You think I need your help to bring in a jaguar, Scott McCall?” Araya asked.




“I think you’ve got eight dead men, a werewolf out of control, a badly injured girl, and no Kate Argent because you didn’t stick to our deal,” he told her. “You tell me.”




Araya said nothing, but her gaze didn’t waver.




“Okay, everyone but Lucy and Malia get back,” he said. “Lucy, be ready to pull Arizay out of there. Take her to the sheriff, and you guys get her to the hospital. Ari, you ready?”




Ari waved a hand weakly.




When she did, Oz glanced at her and then back up at Scott. His hackles were up, and his growl picked up again.




“The rest of you should cover your ears,” he told them.




Lydia, Willow, Lucy, and Stiles followed his instruction immediately. Argent and Stilinski swapped a look and followed suit.




“Oz,” Scott said, stepping forward, “I want you to listen to me.”




His eyes glowed red, his ears elongated, and fur sprouted along his jaw, before his ears, and on the backs of his hands. Claws grew from his fingertips, thick and curved.




Oz snarled and dug his paws into the concrete floor, filling his lungs. Scott anticipated him, though, and before Oz had completed his inhalation, Scott cut loose with a roar. 




It was not the roar of a wolf. Wolves don’t roar. 




It was the roar of a true Alpha werewolf, and it put prides of lions to shame. The windows as far as a mile away rattled in their frames, and more than half of the ones in the warehouse shattered. Pebbles danced on the ground. Trees vibrated at the same frequency. Wildlife for a five mile radius fell silent. Dogs howled. Children cried. Sleeping grown ups woke in terror. Everyone in the warehouse winced and plugged their ears all the more forcefully.




Oz fell back and crouched, whining.




The instant he did, Lucy dashed in, grabbed Arizay by her belt and shirt collar, and pulled her back behind Scott, where Stilinski was waiting with the few first aid supplies he’d rescued.




“She’s shocky,” Stilinski said, checking Arizay’s pupils and pulse. “Let’s get her out of here.”




Oz snarled and took a step forward. Scott snarled back at him, sending him into retreat. Lucy froze, unwilling to leave Oz, and just as hesitant to leave Arizay’s side.




“Lucy, go with Ari,” Willow ordered. “I’ll stay here.”




“Stiles, Lydia, come with me,” the sheriff said, picking Ari up in both arms.




“Yeah, but,” Stiles started.




“Go,” Argent said. “If Scott can’t get Oz to revert back, your father doesn’t want you in the way of a rogue werewolf.”




“Stiles, go,” Scott said.




“Come on,” Lydia said, tugging on Stiles’s arm.




He surrendered and followed Lydia, Lucy, and his father out the way they’d come in, pausing a moment to toss his keys to Argent. As the door slammed after them, Scott turned back to Oz, who was now pacing back and forth at the end of the room.




“Okay, how are we going to do this?” Scott murmured.







“I see,” Deaton said, listening carefully. “Okay. Uh huh. Well, I’ll want to talk to her once things quiet down. Uh huh. Yes. Okay, keep me posted.”




He hung up the call with Stiles and checked the time. It was well after midnight on a day that had started before dawn, and he had plenty of appointments the next day as well. He was best off sleeping there with his phone’s ringer turned all the way up for when Scott or one of his pack called. He turned towards the back office when a sound caught his ear.




If he didn’t know better, it sounded exactly like someone trying to break into the clinic through the front door. Any self-respecting thief on the lookout to steal drugs would have gone to the back door where they wouldn’t be seen by passing traffic. Any not-stupid thief would have tried to disable the cameras before tackling the door. And any thief with a passing acquaintance with law enforcement would have made sure they didn’t leave the clinic’s front door looking like it had been broken into. Which made these thieves very stupid, not self-respecting at all, and completely new to thievery and law enforcement.




Or it made them something other than thieves.




He picked up two of the items he’d unpacked earlier that night, slung the first over his shoulder, and carried the second in his hand as he went out to the front desk.




Sure enough, there were two men inside the clinic and a third just coming in. He waited until the door closed behind the last one. Then he checked the stopper on his water pistol, keeping it out of sight as he stepped forward.




“It’s a little late for a social call, gentlemen,” he said. “And the business hours are posted by the door.”




All three of them shifted to their game faces, wrinkled and demonic. He brought up his water pistol, though calling it a pistol was really damning with faint praise. It held half a gallon of water, fired nearly fifteen yards when fully pumped, and had an accuracy at least as good as a shotgun in an unschooled shooter’s hands. 




“Beannaich an t’uisge seo agus dean naomh e!”fn1 he cried in old Celtic, blessing the water as it hit the spout at high pressure. 




He drenched each of them, making sure to hit eyes, nose, and mouth, and when they screamed and clawed at their faces, he dropped his water pistol and brought his crossbow around. It was a double-shooter, and he put each bolt through a vampire’s heart, dusting two of them. The third vampire was just starting to stand up straight again when he came past the counter, picked up the easel with a poster advertising flea medications, and staked the third one.




“Twenty-five years since Talia and I cleaned those things out of this town, and now they’re back?” Deaton muttered. “What is going on?”







“Fifteen year old female with severe lacerations to the arms, chest, and back and a bite wound to the right shoulder,” the sheriff announced as ER staff went into gear around him. “Pulse is rapid and weak, significant blood loss at the scene.”




A gurney was rolled beneath the girl he carried, he deposited her on it, and she groaned, holding her hands over the wound in her shoulder.




“What’s her name?” the attending physician asked. 




“Arizay,” Stilinski replied. 




“Arizay,” the doctor said, pulling her hands away from her shoulder. “Arizay, I need to look at this, okay? Can I look, please?”




He held both her hands in one, and a nurse reached past him with a pair of shears, cutting her clothes off. 




“Ooowwww,” Arizay wailed. “Fuuuuuuu-that really hurts!”




“Get me two units of O neg and a crossmatch,” the attending barked. “I want hemocrit, bp, and a wide open bore. Hang some ringer’s on her. Any idea what bit her?”




Stilinski almost said no or that it had been a puma, but remembered that the ER staff had dealt with the strangeness of Beacon Hills as long as he had, including the last bit with the Wild Hunt.




“A were-jaguar,” he answered.




The doctor did a double take.




“A were-jaguar?” he demanded. 




“Yeah.”




“This fucking town,” he sighed. “Adrian, I want gent and amp IV and get an order down to Pharm for a rabies series.”




“You got it,” someone called from the melee.




They moved her towards the treatment bay. Lucy tried to follow, but Stilinski grabbed her arm. It was a measure of how tired the girl was that she only nearly pulled him off his feet.




“Lucy, they need to do their job,” he told her. “Stay out of their way. As soon as they’ve got her stabilized, they’ll tell us.




“But she needs me,” Lucy protested.




“She needs treatment,” he corrected her. “As soon as she’s stable, she’ll need you, and you can be there for her.”




“But…” Lucy looked back to the now shut doors Arizay had just disappeared through, “how long will they be?”




“Probably at least an hour,” he told her.




She looked at him, helpless. Stiles stepped in.




“Come on, Luce,” he said. “I’ve been here enough times to know what to avoid in the cafeteria. I’ll even treat you to some Jell-O.”




“But…”




“I’ll stay,” Stilinski offered, “and I’ll call Stiles the moment there’s word. In the meantime, you should call home and check in.”




She wilted and after a moment nodded. 




“Yeah, okay,” she said.







“Come on, Oz,” Willow entreated. “Please, I don’t have the tranq gun on me.”




Oz roared at her, not a spot on Scott’s earlier roar, but still enough to make everyone in the room wince. Scott took a step closer, but Willow waved him off.




“You’re not his alpha,” Willow said. “I know you can scare him off, but that won’t bring him back to human. He’s got to calm down.”




“Yeah, well, your scent isn’t exactly calm either,” Scott pointed out.




“You’re right,” Willow admitted. “You’re right. I need to calm down.”




“How long does he stay wolfed out?” Malia asked.




“We used to have to lock him up all night long for the full moon,” Willow told them. “But since he got back from Nepal, we just make sure he gets to run with Buffy and the others for a couple of hours on those nights, and he’s fine.”




“I think it’s going to be a while,” Scott said. “What did you do to him?”




That question was to Araya Calavera, who came in through the door, drying her hands. Argent was with her and looked grim.




“What do we do to any rogue werewolves, Scott, especially those we believe are linked to La Loba?” she replied. “Wolfsbane, electric shocks, and beatings.”




Willow stepped forward, furious.




“You think it’s okay to do that?” she demanded. “To treat anyone that way, let alone someone you have no idea who he is?”




“She cut off Peter Hale’s finger,” Malia offered. 




“It grew back,” Araya replied, unbothered. “And, yes, I do think it’s okay to treat a werewolf that way, especially when I’m hunting a woman who’s murdered a score of innocent people. There are eight of my clan out there, dead, five of them are related by blood to me. That’s the price we pay for hunting werewolves. We do what we have to.”




“And it never even occurred to you that maybe Oz has nothing to do with that?” Willow said, her voice rising.




“Hey, this is not helping,” Malia called over Oz’s rising growl. 




“He can smell you, and he can smell the blood on you,” Scott said to Araya. “Maybe you should wait outside.”




The grandmother looked at him for a moment, sighed, and nodded. Argent held the door for her.




“Ay, very well, but you tell me when you’re done in here, Scott,” she said. “I still have to call home and have more men come up. We need to take our dead back to be buried, and we’re not letting Kate Argent escape again.”




“The first part, yes,” he told her. “The second part, no. I’ll handle Kate.”




“Don’t let this turn into La Iglesia,” she said. “She’ll kill you if she gets the chance.”




Araya Calavera left the room. Oz’s growling grew softer and died out. Willow watched him, her face expressionless. Argent waited a moment.




“Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”




“I will,” Scott answered.




Argent went back after Calavera and closed the door firmly.




“Scott, why can’t you force him back into human form like you did me?” Malia asked.




“You’d forgotten how to be human,” Scott told her, “and you’d spent all your time in coyote form. You were ready to be human again. Oz has spent a lot more time human than wolf, plus he’s really, really angry, and it’s a couple of days to the full moon. I can’t scare him out of his wolf form. He has to be calm to do it.”




“So we need to redirect his attention away from being angry,” Willow said. “To something that makes him calm, makes him willing to be human, makes him not scared.”




“What’s he like?” Scott asked.




“He’s…” Willow groped for some sort of description that would do Oz justice. “He’s calm, legendarily laid back, when he’s human. Stoic, but in a good way. Things just roll off him. The only time I ever saw him get upset was when we broke up, both times, and then after when he realized I was with someone else. He smelled her on me, and he…”




Scott and Malia traded a glance, staying quiet. Willow wiped her eyes.




“Sorry, I’m just really tired,” she apologized. “He’s great with the Slayerettes, with training and patrol. He gets along with everybody, and he’s smart, as smart as I am, probably smarter, except he’s not really interested in school. Just music. He plays bass guitar. And, um, he doesn’t talk much. What’s the word?”




“Terse?” Malia guessed.




“Taciturn?” Scott asked, thinking back to his SATs.




“Laconic,” Willow said. “Like the Spartans.”




“So when you guys broke up, he had a hard time maintaining his calm?” Malia asked.




Willow nodded.




“What are you thinking?” Scott asked.




“I’ve got an idea,” Malia said. “It might work.”




Scott looked over at Willow, and then they all looked at Oz, who paced back and forth in his half-human, half-wolf form. 




“Short of tranquilizing him, I’m out of ideas,” Willow said. “Give it a try.”




Scott nodded, and Malia started pulling clothes off. She pushed her shoes and socks off, pulled her top over her head, unsnapped her bra and dropped it, and then shimmied out of her jean shorts and panties, all without a glimmer of modesty or discomfort. Willow, glanced over, surprised, but didn’t say anything. Scott found the ceiling extremely engrossing. Malia stepped forward and came down on all fours—all four paws.




She stepped past Oz as a dainty coyote, a fraction of his size, and had his immediate attention. He lifted his muzzle and sniffed, then growled. Malia whined and went into a play bow. When Oz swiped at her, she skittered back, but came up again as soon as he pulled back. They did this dance, back and forth, for several minutes, and the longer it went, the less Oz growled until he stopped entirely. 




After several minutes, Oz stretched out alongside Malia and began sniffing her, from the tip of her tail forward.




“Uh, she’s not going to mark her territory or anything, is she?” Willow asked.




Scott ducked his head and smiled a little in good humor.




“Technically, it’s my territory, since I’m the alpha,” he told her, “but, no, I don’t think so.”




Malia bounced away from Oz, bowed again, and sneezed, shaking her head vigorously. Then she barked at him, high and demanding. Oz recoiled in surprise, blinked, and barked once, in a basso profundo.




“You don’t want to get in on that?” Willow asked, pointing at what was clearly becoming a frolic.




“Well, I can’t change to full wolf form,” Scott admitted. “Not every werewolf can, not even alphas. Plus, there’s a whole, um, female thing to what she’s doing. I don’t think Oz would be very interested if I got involved.”




“Oh.” Willow blinked, watching Malia frisk around Oz and Oz watch intently. “Oh! Uh, should we give them some privacy?”




Scott shook his head.




“It’s risky,” he said. “Malia’s being very submissive, which is not her thing at all, and if she sends the wrong signal, Oz may take offense and try to force her into submission, which would turn into…kaplooey.”




And he mimed a medium large explosion.




The two of them made sounds that weren’t quite growls and they looked like they were doing the equivalent of arm wrestling, only with their jaws. Then, without a sound, Oz changed from half-human, half-wolf to full wolf. He laid down, and Malia laid down next to him.




“That’s it?” Willow asked.




“Well, give them a moment,” Scott said.




Oz put his shaggy wolf head down between his paws and exhaled hugely. Malia echoed it with a smaller sigh. And a moment later, Oz shifted cleanly back to fully human, healed and whole. He laid there for a moment and then stretched his hands out, made fists, and opened them back up. Then he sat up as Malia shifted back to human form. Before looking over at Willow or Scott, he met Malia’s eyes and gave her a wry half-smile.




“Thanks.”





fn1. Bless this water and make it holy!







Chapter Five



The landline rang, and Coach Bobby Finstock picked it up.




“If you’re calling to say you can’t make practice, I will make you wear the gimp suit and run laps as an example to the others,” he said without preamble.




“Coach Finstock, this is Guardian,” a gentle, genderless voice replied.




Finstock’s expression drooped. He picked up the remote and paused the episode he’d been watching, all while giving the handset some significant side-eye.




“Crap,” he said. “I was hoping I’d be on my deathbed when you called. Actually,” and he paused to cough dramatically, “I think I am on my deathbed. Tuberculosis, you know. Metastatic lung cancer. Too much time in the locker room with those unwashed heathen boys.”




“Coach Finstock,” Guardian said with no animus or amity, “an investment was made in you, one which you found to be quite timely.”




“And it was,” Finstock answered, animating a little. “It’s not every day a high school lacrosse coach has to pay out of pocket to refurbish an entire Greyhound bus, though why the school district said it was my fault when I clearly don’t have the canines to tear that much foam rubber from the seats or the upper body strength to rip the seats from the fl—”




“Coach,” Guardian interrupted. “I am asking that you issue your first dividends on that investment.”




“What would that entail?” the coach asked warily. “I’m kind of busy right now.”




“You’ve been watching Game of Thrones for fourteen hours straight,” Guardian told him. “Let me make it easy for you: whichever character you love best, they will die a horrifying, gruesome death just at the point you thought you were safe.”




“Oh, thanks for the spoiler,” Finstock answered sarcastically. “I’m gonna go bury my head under my pillow and cry my eyes out just like George wants me to.”




“Coach, I need you to take your Suburban out to the Cleary airfield and leave it there with the keys in the ignition.”




“Ha! That’s funny,” Coach said, ruffling his spiky brown hair. “I could have sworn you said something about abandoning my vehicle and never seeing it again.”




“If it is damaged, I will pay for the repairs,” Guardian told him. “If it is destroyed or lost, I will replace it.”




There was a long moment of silence as the coach considered this.




“Please don’t forget,” Guardian reminded him, “I have access to your Suburban’s GPS, and law enforcement frowns on fraud.”




“Yeah, well,” Coach sighed, letting that possibility go, “the night is dark and full of terrors. I think I’m going to have to pass on this one.”




There was a moment of silence from Guardian as it considered.




“Did I mention that I have complete control over your cable and Internet connection?” it asked. “I could, for instance, remove Game of Thrones from your streaming service and replace it with Peppa Pig.”




Finstock looked up at the tv screen only to see the paused image of Cersei Lannister sneering at some unfortunate shift to that of a cheerful pink pig in a dress.




“That’s just wrong!” he cried.




“When you’ve dropped off the Suburban at the Cleary airfield, your regular programming will resume,” Guardian said.




“Did you know we have werewolves?” Finstock asked. “And some of them aren’t remotely housebroken.”




“They’re occupied elsewhere,” Guardian told him. “You’ll be fine.”




“I’ll be eaten.”




“You’ll be five thousand dollars richer when you return.”




“Done,” Finstock declared.




“And Coach?” Guardian asked.




“Yeah?”




“Remember, winter is coming.”







“Ari?” Lucy asked, sitting next to her best friend and fellow Slayer.




She took Ari’s hand and squeezed it. Ari squeezed back, but didn’t open her eyes. Pain scrawled across her face, and she breathed very regularly, inhaling for a count of four, holding for a count of four, and exhaling for a count of four.




“Haven’t they given her anything for the pain?” Lucy asked.




“She’s maxed out on narcotics, Lucy,” the sheriff told her, having brought her to Ari’s bed just as he’d promised her. “If they give her any more, she’ll go into respiratory distress.”




“Isn’t there anything else they can give?”




She looked up at him with big, imploring eyes.




“I’ll talk to them,” Stilinski told her, and stepped out to find a nurse.




Ari cracked open an eye and grimaced.




“Oz?”




“He’s back,” Lucy told her. “Stiles got the call just before the sheriff found us.”




“Loose, something’s wrong,” Ari told her. 




She took her hand back and worked at the snaps of the hospital gown. Once pried apart, she began scraping at the bandage with her nails.




“Ari, it’s got to be kept sterile,” Lucy whispered, grabbing at her best friend’s hands.




“There’s something wrong with it,” Ari insisted. “Take the bandage off.”




Looking over both shoulders, which was pointless as the curtain had been pulled for privacy, Lucy gently pulled the tape away from Ari’s skin and then peeled back the bandage.




“Oh my god,” Lucy said, horrified. “That can’t be good.”




The bandage was stained black, and black liquid seeped from the jagged set of puncture marks.







Oz’s jeans were a near total loss, as they’d never been designed to withstand his transformation into half-wolf. Instead, he waited patiently while Araya Calavera disappeared back into the warehouse and returned more than five minutes later with a pair of well worn jeans with blood spatter across one leg.




She met his eyes as she offered him the jeans.




“These were my sister’s grandson’s,” she said. “I still have to tell her that her son’s boy is dead. I don’t want to hear any complaints.”




He gazed at her for a long moment.




“No complaints,” he’d answered. “Just wish it were other than it was.”




She snorted without humor.




“You going to swear a blood oath against me and my clan, Daniel Osbourne?” she asked.




There had been a wealth of meaning in her voice. That she wouldn’t blame him if he did, for one, but that she would also meet force with force, no matter the justice of his claim, because family always, always, came first.




Oz glanced over at Scott. Scott met his gaze without qualm, and Oz looked back at Araya.




“I’ll leave that to the local alpha to figure out,” he answered, pulling on the jeans. He was easily the shortest man, dead or alive, in the building, but Araya’s dead great nephew came close. Close, but definitely chubbier. “Though, my alpha, when she gets out here, she’s going to have a few things to say.”




He glanced back up at Araya, who had stiffened.




“They will be just words,” he added, and then they left for the cars.







“Fetid, corrupt, just…gross,” Scott tried to explain and ran his hand through his hair, frustrated.




Chris Argent drove with the rest of them piled into the car. Oz sat with Malia in the middle of the backseat, while Willow and Lydia took the window seats. It was cramped, but no one complained as Argent navigated their way to the hospital.




One of the limitations of human language that werewolves noticed immediately after being turned was that the vocabulary to describe smells was as limited as a half-empty starter box of crayons. 




“Kind of a three day old corpse smell, but more judgmental?” Oz asked. “And it puts your hackles up, no matter how mellow you were?”




“Yeah,” Scott replied as they pulled into a parking space at the Beacon Hills Memorial Hospital ER. “Like that.”




“Vampire,” Oz told him. “You guys haven’t had any in Beacon Hill for decades. Sunnydale was lousy with them.”




“Sunnydale,” Scott repeated, frowning. “I know that name.”




“Because they had more unsolved murders and mysterious deaths than Beacon Hill,” Lydia told him. “Which is saying something. Of course, that was before the entire town was swallowed up by the largest sinkhole ever recorded on the face of the planet.”




“Was that it?” Scott asked, still not sure.




Willow made a tiny noise of protest and disbelief. Oz blinked.




“It was a busy semester,” Malia pointed out. “What with the Wild Hunt and all.”




“You should tell us about that,” Oz said. “You know, after.”




“After,” Argent confirmed. “Let’s get checked in.”




There was a general agreement as they all extricated themselves from the luxury SUV Argent drove. Along with a dead man’s jeans and sneakers without socks, Oz wore a borrowed t-shirt.




“You lock up the rental car?” he asked Willow.




She nodded, trying to keep her eyes on every bit of movement around them, which was mostly trees and bushes caught in the wind. Then the wind shifted, and Oz, Malia, and Scott all stopped, heads tilted back and eyes mostly closed as they sorted the new scents.




“That?” Scott asked




“That is the smell of a vampire,” Oz answered. “At least four of them, more than a hundred yards off, and not doing a very good job of staying downwind. Good news is, they haven’t fed in a couple of days.”




Argent, Scott, and Malia all looked over at Lydia. She shrugged.




“If I get something, I’ll let you know,” she said.




Willow gave her a quizzical look.




“Banshee stuff,” Lydia said. “I’m usually drawn to the scene of a violent death, but sometimes I get premonitions.”




“Oh,” Willow said, nodding. “Must be handy. In a kind of nightmariffic sort of way.”




“You have no idea,” Lydia told her.




“Let’s go,” Argent said.




They set off after him, and though Oz gave Malia an expressionless nod, he stepped closer to Willow.




“Haven’t had a chance to check,” he said. “You okay?”




She held out her hands, which shook.




“Wolfsbane,” he said.




“That’s what the others said,” she answered. 




“We caught the biggest dose,” he told her. “You need a decon shower and change of clothes.”




They’d reached the glass doors, which dutifully slid back as Willow looked up. She gasped and checked her stride. Oz put a hand on her back between her shoulder blades.




“It’s just the reflections,” he assured her. 




“Uh huh,” she agreed, distracted.




“Hallucinations?’ he asked.




She nodded, but she didn’t look away from the glass or whatever was beyond them.




“When are Buffy and Jarod due to land?” he asked, leaning in a bit and keeping his voice low.




“I don’t…” she trailed off, still staring.




Scott returned.




“Is she okay?” he asked.




“What’s the longest you’ve seen anyone hallucinate after being dosed with wolfsbane?” Oz asked.




“Not this long,” Scott answered, now worried.




“Let’s get her in,” Oz said.




Once inside, though, all three werewolves were struck by a new scent, and it wasn’t good.




“Where’s Ari?” Oz demanded.




“She’s back there,” a young man said, getting to his feet. “You must be Oz.”




“Yeah, later,” Oz said, moving immediately towards the doors to the ER bays.




“Stiles,” Scott called, “a little help.”




“More caffeine?” Stiles asked, raising his eyebrows and indicating Willow with a nod of the head. 




“I think we’re past what caffeine can do,” Lydia said.







Oz reached the doors, and a nurse stepped in front of him.




“Sir, I need you to have a seat,” the woman said. “Someone will be with you in a moment.”




He felt his temper begin to fray. Not here, he whispered to the wolf. You had your turn. Still, if Beacon Hills was at all like Sunnydale, the nurse probably had a handful of clues and rubbed them together regularly. He gave the wolf a bare inch and felt the shift of eyes, ears, and claws.




“Let. Me. Through.”




He growled a little through the words, and the nurse went wide eyed and pale, but she didn’t give any ground. Right. Because he looked like a threat to her patients. Really, when you thought in terms of your pack, lots of things made perfect sense.




“My friend is through there,” he told her. “I need to see her. I won’t hurt anyone.”




He tamped the wolf back down, and it submitted, but it was no easy thing. The smell of vampires had woken it back up.




“A-all right,” the nurse agreed. “But no disruptions.”




“I promise.”




He didn’t need direction to Ari’s bed because he could follow her and Lucy’s scent. Ari’s scent was entwined with something worse than any vampire odor. He’d heard of it, but he’d never encountered it until that night. The bite from the werejaguar had gone bad.




Ari was propped up in the bed while a doctor and two nurses tried to figure out what the hell was wrong with her bite wound and the rest of her. Lucy stood near the head of the bed on the other side of the doctor, holding Ari’s hand, and looking like she would implode with anxiety and worry.




“It’s not stopping,” one of the nurses nearly wailed.




She wasn’t putting pressure on the bite. She was dabbing at the ink black blood leaking for Ari’s eyes and nostrils.




“Oz!” Lucy gasped.




“Scott’s outside,” he told her. “Go get him.”




From the little bit they’d talked about on the ride over, Scott had been a werewolf for a little more than three years, half the time Oz had, but he had better control and a greater understanding of his wolf nature than Oz did, and Oz was happy to admit it. All he really wanted Scott to say was that everything Oz had ever heard about a were bite going bad was wrong.




He wanted Scott to say that Ari wouldn’t die.







She was just about holding it together. It was, after all, one thing to see dead people ostentatiously sneaking up on the people around you or glimpses of Weeping Angels getting a little closer and a little closer, but it was another thing when you knew you were hallucinating. 




“If you see any statues of angels covering their faces,” Willow told her minders, “or not covering their faces but reaching out, let me know, will you?”




Scott, Malia, and Stiles all made very positive noises of agreement as a nurse came up to Scott.




“What’s going on?” she asked. “Chris, I thought you were stopping by our place.”




“Change in plans,” Argent answered, pointing at Willow and Scott.




“Wolfsbane poisoning,” Scott said, pointing at Willow.




The woman’s eyes narrowed.




“What’s going on?” she asked again. “And give me some detail.”




There were looks all around. Willow tried to keep her eyes on the nurse’s face, who bore a strong resemblance to Scott, but it was hard when the whole room would occasionally go dark and shadowed, with ceiling lights hanging down into the hallway and torn plastic curtains moved in whispered breezes.




“New werewolf in town, visiting from Cleveland,” Scott was explaining.




Oh, and there she was, wandering through the wreckage of some sort of post-Apocalyptic hospital hellscape, wearing the same fuzzy pink sweater and short purple skirt that had been her favorite Bronze outfit back in the day. The other she stepped around a wrecked crash cart, looked up, saw Willow, and smiled, then waved. Willow closed her eyes.




“Vampires?!” the nurse nearly shrieked. “You never told me about vampires!”




“Tonight’s the first I’ve heard of them,” Scott protested.




The other she changed directions and started heading towards her but paused at the glass walls that set the lobby apart from the waiting room, which Willow found more sincerely frightening than the angels. She looked over the glass, considering, and then pushed her hand through the glass like it was a weak force field. Slowly but surely, she pushed her fingertips, then her fingers, then her palm, though, and then she started with her other hand and one foot. And Willow knew that when the other she reached her, something very, very bad would ha—




“Willow,” the nurse said her name again, and Willow looked over at her. “How are you?”




Willow realized the woman had said her name several times. She looked over at Scott.




“This is my mom,” Scott explained. “She’s a nurse here. She knows about werewolves and stuff. She’ll take good care of you.”




Willow looked back at the nurse, and sure enough, her name tag said ‘Melissa McCall, RN’. She looked up to the nurse’s face, where her expression read full fathoms five of patience for the sick and no suffering of fools.




“I’m hallucinating,” Willow said. “Wolfsbane. It’s not fun.”




“Usually isn’t,” Melissa agreed. “Come on. I’ll take you back.”




Lucy popped out of the automatic doors just as they reached them.




“Hi, Willow,” Lucy gasped. “Scott, Oz needs you!”







“Calavera’s at the warehouse?” Gerard asked. “I’ll send some others to deal with her. Stay at the hospital. Make sure they’re all there, and go in. Kill them all. Feed on as many as you like, but if any of them get out alive, I’ll kill you. Understand? Sure you do.”




He hung up the phone and tapped his knuckle against the case while he thought.




“If Chris isn’t at the warehouse,” his daughter said, pulling herself up, “he’s at the hospital. You want him dead?”




“He’s been hunting you the last year and a half,” Gerard told his daughter. “You don’t?”




“I thought your focus was on getting rid of Scott McCall and his pack,” Kate said.




“Oh, you’re thinking too small,” Gerard answered. “Much, much too small.”




She made a dismissive noise.




“You know there was another Slayer with that bunch,” she said. “You just sent your boys to get slaughtered.”




He chuckled. 




“What?”




“You think those are the only boys I brought?” he asked. “If your grasp of tactics and strategy has always been this poor, no wonder you’ve been on the run for so long.”




She struggled to her feet and pulled on her jacket. He smirked and opened a cooler on the table between them. From it, he pulled out a chunk of raw and bloody meat and threw it at her.




“Here. You still have some healing to do,” he told her. “Can’t do that on an empty stomach.”




She caught the meat easily and tore a piece off with her teeth without looking away. While she did, he reached into the cooler and brought out a unit of O neg blood, bit off the corner of the plastic bag, and began sucking from it.







“You know, you could go your entire career without seeing a single aconitine poisoning,” one of the doctors muttered, shuffling through some papers while keeping a Merck Manual open to the cardiac section. 




“Anywhere but Beacon Hills, sure,” the other replied. “Here, head of Medicine figures we ought to include it with every CBC and chem seven on any undetermined toxicology. Have you got the atropine dosage numbers?”




“Yeah, here,” the first said, pushing the Merck over. “You know, it’s not supposed to have anything beyond mild toxicity with skin contact.”




“That’s if they’re not using it like a glitter bomb,” the other replied, picking up the volume.




“So long as whatever ‘they’re’ doing, ‘they’re’ doing it somewhere else,” the first said.







It hurt. It hurt like her bones were being heated white hot and then pulled out of her body. She concentrated on her breathing exercises and meditation the way Giles and Buffy had trained her, but it kept getting worse, and she felt her breath whistle between her teeth as she tried and kept trying not to fight the pain but to ride on top of it, to let it roll past her without touching her.




Lucy had stopped talking to her, or she was too far away for Arizay to hear. She couldn’t feel her hand anymore. 




Stay away.




Stay distant.




Stay on top, floating, where it can’t touch you.




It wouldn’t be long, she knew, before she starting crying. Or maybe she’d already started. Every now and then, the pain would dim a little bit, but then it would come back. Every now and then, she could feel someone touching her face, like a feather or a watercolor brush.




Then, someone took her hand, someone not Lucy, and gripped it firmly. Another hand pressed against her uninjured shoulder. She thought someone said her name, and then the pain drained out of her. The pressure on her chest keeping her from breathing eased off. Her muscles fell slack. The fires burning her bones quenched.




“Blood pressure and pulse are falling,” someone said.




“Arizay?”




She opened her eyes. Oz was there, which meant everything was okay. And there was a total hottie holding her hand. Dark hair with a bit of a curl to it, some ink on his upper arm, and a face and set of muscles that looked like they belonged on a work by Michelangelo. It had been his hand on her shoulder, though he was now clenching it in a fist as little black squiggly lines crawled up his skin and faded away. He grimaced, and then his expression eased.




“Hey, Oz, you gon’ introduce us?” she asked, her voice astonishingly weak.




“Arizay, this is Scott McCall, alpha of the Beacon Hills pack,” Oz said. “Scott, this is Arizay Fuentes, Vampire Slayer.”




“Do me a favor?” Scott asked, letting go of her hand and shaking his own out. “Try not to tangle with any more werejaguars? I haven’t ever had to pull that much pain off of someone.”




Arizay made a face.




“Yeah, I kind of got my ass kicked on that one,” she admitted.




She was going to add something about how it had worked out because Oz was still alive, but she was so tired, she wanted to rest more before talking again. 




“Arizay, how’s your pain?” the doctor asked.




“Fine,” she managed. “I’m just tired is all.”




She scanned the room, looking for Lucy.




“She’s outside on the phone to Giles,” Oz told her, anticipating the question. “Willow’s being treated for exposure to wolfsbane.”




Which twigged her suspicions, which honestly should have been twigged before then.




“Wha?” she asked.




“The bite is…messing with you,” Oz said, picking his words. “Scott and I haven’t seen it before. We’re trying to figure it out. That’s why Lucy’s calling Giles.”




She managed a little nod.







The phone rang less than once before Giles snatched it off the cradle. Everyone else in the library froze.




“Yes,” he answered. “Yes, I’m here, Lucy. Lucy! Take a deep breath and slow down. Tell me again.”




He listened intently, taking his glasses off, and then the tension in his shoulders eased.




“And he’s fine? That’s marvelous. Willow? Hmmm. Ah, yes, if she received the largest dose of aconite, she would need more attention. Has Oz had a chance to speak with the alpha you were looking for?”




His eyes narrowed as he listened, and the others in the library moved around a little, waiting for the next burst of information.




“Bitten?” he asked. “No, Buffy was never bitten by Oz or any other lycanthrope. Or therian, for that matter. No, therian. A therian, Lucy, is a human who turns into another animal. All werewolves are therians, but not all therians are werewolves. No, a human who believes they are another animal without transforming into that other animal is an idiot, not a therian, but that’s neither here nor there. What was Arizay bitten by?”




Everyone else around the library stopped what they were doing and leaned in.




“A werejaguar?” Giles repeated. He covered the receiver of the handset with on hand and whispered to Jenny, “do we have anything on werejaguars?”




“I’ll look,” Jenny replied, shaking her head with doubt.




“The number of Slayers who’ve encountered werewolves is rather sparse,” Giles told Lucy, “due primarily to the fact that vampires and werewolves keep almost completely separate territories. Usually, the only werewolves to be found in what is traditionally vampire territory are lone wolves or omegas, and Slayers haven’t had reason before this to seek out werewolf clans. Black blood? What? No, I’ve never heard of that.”




He listened, his expression growing more grave by the second.




“I see,” he said. “No, Lucy, this is not your fault. You are not to blame yourself. I want you to stay with Oz and Willow and do as they say. Buffy and Jarod will be there within the hour. A what? A ride? No, that’s already been arranged. Don’t trouble yourself. Look, if anything changes, notify us immediately. The Council will research the matter, and I’ll call you back as soon as we have something. Yes. Goodbye.”




He hung the phone up and held still for a moment. The people around him—Jenny, Xander, Faith, Robin, and Katie Parker—all watched him.




“Arizay is receiving medical care at the local hospital,” Giles told them, “but her vitals still have not stabilized. She’s in extreme pain, and there appears to be black blood leaking from her wound as well as her eyes and nose. Lucy believes, and I concur, that it’s attributable to the bite she received from a werejaguar.”




“Buffy’s on the satellite phone,” Xander pointed out. “I’ll call her and give her the sitrep.”




“Werejaguar,” Jenny repeated. “There might be something specific to that in Aztec or Mayan mythology.”




“Giles,” Faith said, “Slayers are magnets for the weird. Are you seriously telling me the Council has no record of a Slayer being bitten by a were-thing?”




“There are some accounts,” Giles admitted. “Sparse, as I said, and we can credit the previous Council’s lackadaisical attitude towards Slayer mortality.”




“So…what’s the deal?” Robin asked. “Is it in Old Russian? A boring slog through five volumes of Watcher minutiae? In quintains? All of the above?”




“No,” Giles answered, considering his glasses. “The versions I’ve encountered have been in English, French, and Greek.”




“Break it down for us, G,” Faith said. “Do we get Arizay a werewolf starter pack and stock up on kibble or what?”




“All the accounts that I’ve read,” Giles said, “though sparse on details and second or third hand, agreed that the Slayer died less than a day after being bitten.”






Chapter Six



“Have you ever heard or seen differently?” Oz asked Scott.




Scott shook his head.




“It doesn’t happen often,” he said. “The only time I know of was a girl more than ten years ago. She was bitten by the alpha of another pack because she was the girlfriend of Derek Hale. It’s why he has blue eyes.”




Oz nodded. Among werewolves, for anyone but the alpha, eye color was determined not by heredity and not even by pack standing but by something very different. Werewolves who had taken an innocent life had blue eyes. Werewolves who hadn’t had golden eyes. Alphas, like Scott, had red eyes. Derek must have killed his girlfriend when it became apparent the bite wasn’t taking. It would have been a kinder death.




They both looked over at Ari’s bed. Lucy held Ari’s hand as the girl focused on breathing exercises to overcome the pain of her body breaking down.




“She’s tough,” Scott said.




“She’s a Slayer,” Oz answered.







It was a stupid person who lived in Beacon Hills and didn’t carry supplies to deal with weird shit, which was why Coach Finstock had, not one, but four different Bug Out Bags, each stocked for a different crisis: werewolves (stocked with wolfsbane, mountain ash, a silver candy dish inherited from his paternal grandmother, a set of manacles, chains, and an extra large muzzle), zombies (stocked with what was colloquially known as a bunny suit, face shield, heavy duty rubber gloves and boots, a respirator, and a machete), vampires (a five gallon jug of water he’d had blessed by a very dubious Protestant minister, a jar of minced garlic, several sharpened stakes, and a tactical cross with a beefed up grip, Velcro straps, and storage pouches), and generic civil disruption (pepper spray, steel toed boots, shotgun, and a well loaded Starbucks gift card).




He’d stood at his SUV’s tailgate for several minutes once he’d arrived at Cleary Airfield and considered which one to take. The werewolves were busy elsewhere, Guardian had assured him. That left zombies, vampires, and civil disruption. Not to mention that he could always mix and match. After grave consideration, he took the vampire BUB, left the five gallon jug but filled his 32 oz water bottle, added the machete, shotgun, and Starbucks card, and put on the steel toed boots. They’d be a bitch to hike home in, but he could kick something to death if he had to.




He left the keys in the ignition as he’d been instructed, and started humping his way back home, weapons strapped to his waist and back, and a thumbs dug into the straps of his backpack.




Fifteen minutes out, just past where his shortcut through the woods joined back up with the road, his SUV roared past him at sixty miles an hour. He sighed, shook his head, hitched his pack, and continued on.




Five minutes after that, a sheriff’s department car passed him, slowed to a stop, and then backed up until it was even with him. Noah Stilinski leaned towards the passenger window and looked up at him.




“Bobby, it’s almost one in the morning,” he said. “What the hell are you doing?”




“I’m not at liberty to say,” Finstock told him.




“You’re walking along the edge of a state highway at night, wearing dark, non-reflective clothes, carrying a serious assortment of weaponry,” the sheriff reminded him. “Now, normally, I’d check your ID and go from there, but you’re a teacher. What kind of example are you setting?”




“In this town?” Finstock scoffed. “A pretty damn good one.”




Stilinski looked like he might start banging his head against something. Then he sighed and looked up again.




“Get in the car,” he told the coach.




“Sweet!”




Finstock shrugged his pack and gear off and climbed in the front seat, taking a moment to buckle his seatbelt, and then taking out his water bottle and chugging twelve ounces.




“Where we going?” he asked the sheriff.




Sheriff Stilinski sighed.




“I’m stopping by a warehouse to check on someone,” he said. “Then I’m dropping you off at home.”




The sheriff put the car in gear and started out again.




“So the question I’m going to pose, Sheriff,” Finstock said, taking another swig from his water bottle, “is ‘if a person drinks holy water, does the water remain holy as it’s absorbed, used, and excreted?’ That is to say, thirty minutes from now, if we run into vampires and I wet my pants in terror, will that deter them in any way?”




Stilinski gripped the steering wheel.




“The way this night’s going, Coach,” he answered, “you might just find out.”







“Are you okay?” Malia asked her.




Lydia nodded. 




The waiting room in the ER was getting louder. Maybe it was an increase of traffic now that Friday night was well under way, but it seemed like there were more conversations than the number of people in the room could account for. 




Sheriff Stilinski was back out dealing with the police side of things. Stiles was making a snack and beverage run. Mr. Argent had disappeared, probably to talk to Scott’s mother. Willow was getting care for her aconitine poisoning. Arizay wasn’t doing well, Lucy was by her side, and Oz was talking to Scott about werewolf stuff. The only good thing happening for them, apparently, was that their senior Slayer and her Watcher were expected in the next half an hour.




“It’s been a long day,” Lydia said, “and that was before the whole hike through the woods. And the Nemeton. I always feel off balance after dealing with it.”




Malia watched her for a long moment, blinking every few seconds. After all, the last time Lydia had to deal with the Nemeton, there had been a large number of human bodies piled on it.




“Are we still on for Paris?” she asked.




Anyone else would have pretended not to be worried that their dream vacation was at risk, but the thing about Malia was that she didn’t pretend. She didn’t see the point.




“Wild horses couldn’t keep me away,” Lydia told her.




“Why would w—” and then Malia twigged to Lydia’s use of figurative language. “That’s a saying. We’re practicing sayings this week.”




“We are,” Lydia agreed, giving Malia a nod and a smile. “The sooner after death you turn them, the better they hold up. Generally speaking.”




Malia blinked in surprise.




“What?” she asked. “Is that some other saying? Because I’ve never heard it before.”




“What?” Lydia asked back.




“You just said—”




Stiles stepped into the conversation, his arms filled with high calorie, low nutrition stress relief. He’d even found her favorite brand of mocha frap and gotten three bottles of it as well as Malia’s favorite candy bar, which, since it was from Australia, was a serious tactical feat.




“Lydia just said something creepy,” Malia told him.




“I agreed that we’re working on sayings this week,” Lydia protested. 




Stiles looked curious.




“You said,” Malia continued, “ ‘the sooner after death you turn them, the better they hold up generally speaking.’ ”




“What?” Lydia asked, wrinkled her nose. “I did not.”




“You did,” Malia insisted. “It was creepy.”




Lydia glanced at Stiles for support.




“Is it maybe possible, in the most vague of senses,” he began, “that your Banshee mojo is rearing its head, oh, precious bl—”




“If you refer to me as some sort of flower,” Lydia said firmly, “you get no sex tonight.”




Stiles froze, the last vowel sound he’d made trailed off, and he looked out of the corner of his eye at Malia. Malia raised one eyebrow at him.




“I’m not filling in,” she told him.




“I wasn’t going to ask!” Stiles said, outraged. “I’m just saying, Lydia, that with everything else going on, including the number of Calaveras mooks killed tonight, just maybe your powers as one of the Wailing Women and Harbingers of Death might just be manifesting themselves just a teensy little bit.”




“Maybe it’s a vampire thing,” Malia suggested, shrugging.




“No,” Lydia said, “vampires are turned just before or at the moment of death, not after. They’re coming for her. They’re coming for both of them, and they’ll kill anyone who gets in their way.”




“You just did it again!” Malia announced, gesturing.




“What?!” Lydia demanded. “Did what?!”




Stiles turned to the closest unoccupied seat and dumped his loot there. When a bored child looked with longing, Stiles nodded at him.




“Knock yourself out, kid,” he said and then turned back to Lydia and Malia. “Okay, that sounded very vampirical and prophecy of death-ish. I say we let Mrs. McCall know, call my dad and Mr. Argent to come back, and warn Scott and Oz.”




“What sounded vampirical and prophecy of death-ish?” Lydia demanded.




“ ‘They’re coming for her,’ ” Malia repeated, both her eyebrows up. “ ‘They’re coming for both of them, and they’ll kill anyone who gets in their way’?”




“Ooh, yeah, that does sound vampirical and prophecy of death-ish,” Lydia agreed. “I said that?”




“Yes!” Malia and Stiles said together.




“We should do what Stiles says,” Lydia proposed.




“Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted to hear someone, anyone, say that?” he asked. “And it happens to be said by the light of my life?”




Malia made a little noise of disgust.




“Aw,” Lydia cooed and ran her hands over Stiles’s chest. “Okay, we’ll have sex tonight.”




Malia gagged.




“Maybe not in front of Malia is all,” Stiles managed.




“Not you guys,” Malia said, looked around in angry and horrified nausea. “Oh my god, that’s literally the worst thing I’ve ever smelled in my entire life.”




“Including the coyote repell— oh, shit, I think your prophesy ran a little late,” Stiles said, staring towards the main doors.







“Let me know if you start having hallucinations,” the nurse told her. “Atropine can do that.”




“How would that be different from the hallucinations from the wolfsbane?” Willow asked.




The nurse patted her hand.




“Different kind of hallucinations,” she said and twitched the curtain closed.




“Of course, not having had either kind of hallucination before,” Willow muttered, “it’ll be a snap telling them apart.”




She was in full patient kit, dressed only in a patient gown with snaps up the back and across the shoulders, but plastered with heart monitor electrodes and an IV tapped into the vein on the back of her right hand.




She sighed and leaned her head back. She wanted Oz there to hold her hand. Or better yet, Xander. Or better yet, Katie. But Oz was busy with Ari and Lucy, and Xander and Katie were back in Cleveland. Also, she was a grown up, and she was supposed to be able to deal with this stuff on her own now.




Don’t be such a baby, Willow, she thought to herself.




She lay on the bed, her body humming and her mind fuzzy with exhaustion. New and different hallucinations. She felt herself float up from the surface of the bed and cautiously opened an eye. Nope. Still lying on the bed, but she did feel like she was floating. Maybe that was the different kind of hallucination. The sensation began to change so that instead of simply floating, she was drifting up or down, like a balloon anchored to some great beasts diaphragm.




Well, it was as good a state of mind to meditate in as any. She cast her mind through her body, finding the millions of pinpricks of aconitite and the millions more of atropine, swirling in a starry dance, taking up neurotransmitters or their receptors and occasionally blipping out of existence as her liver or kidneys metabolized them into something else. She could, she knew, focus her mind on a spell that would eliminate the wolfsbane, but if she did, the atropine would no longer be an antidote but a poison. So she would have to eliminate both, keeping them balanced as she did so.




Or she could just float there. It was very pleasant.







“Look, I was bitten by my four year old cousin,” Oz admitted, “and Sunnydale had next to no other werewolves, no clans at all. My background knowledge wants.”




“I haven’t exactly been surrounded by mentors,” Scott said. “Maybe except for Deaton, and he’s not a werewolf.”




“Still,” Oz prompted him.




Scott exhaled, focusing on his own and others’ memories.




“People can resist being bitten,” he said. “They can refuse to turn. It’s just most don’t. They want to live, and they’re willing to accept the wolf in order to. Lydia was bitten, but it didn’t take. That was because she’s a banshee. Other than that, the wolf either takes you, or you die.”




They glanced back over at Arizay, who was fighting the wolf and losing.




“Willow’s got to be able to—” Oz said, pulling back the curtain to check on her.




Willow floated several inches above her bed, and her eyes were rolled back in her head.




“Yeah, I don’t think we should count on her for this one,” he finished.




“Maybe we could—” Scott began.




They both turned towards the double doors leading back to triage, nostrils flaring.




“Is that—” Scott began again.




Lucy looked up from Arizay.




“Vampires,” Oz answered. “Lots of vampires.”




Scott grabbed a passing nurse, who quailed when she saw his eyes, the amount of fur he’d just sprouted, and the teeth now jutting from his mouth.




“Guard the patients,” he ordered. “Don’t let anything hurt them.”




Lucy had already untangled herself from Arizay’s grip and joined them as Oz went back to Willow and patted her cheek.




“Will, come back from the stratosphere,” he said.




“I’m not actually floating,” Willow murmured. “It just feels that way.”




“You are actually floating,” Oz told her, “a whole bunch of vampires just walked into the building, and we need you.”




She blinked, and her eyes returned to normal. She looked around, frowning.




“I don’t really know if I can stop floating,” she told him.




“Then don’t,” he answered, “but get out of— off of— leave the bed and get ready for action.”







“How do you kill vampires?” Stiles squeaked, staring at the crowd coming into the ER through the double doors.




There were more vampires than there were people in the waiting room. 




Malia had wolfed out almost completely and growled nonstop.




“Decapitation,” Lydia said, “fire, sunlight, holy water, and a stake through the heart.”




“Uh,” Stiles stammered, “it’s the middle of the night, I’m fresh out of holy water, there’s a fire suppression system, and I doubt anyone’s got any stakes.”




Lydia sighed in frustration and then took him by the jaw and turned his face to towards the janitor.




“Mop handle for a stake,” she said. “Water from the bucket plus electricity might just substitute for fire.”




“What are you going to do?” Stiles asked.




“Me?” Lydia asked, giving her hair a flippant toss. “What every other damsel in distress does. I’m going to scream my head off.”




“I’ll stay behind you,” Stiles answered, and lunged for the mop.







As the mother of a teenage boy/alpha werewolf, Melissa McCall had built an extensive library in her mind titled “Audio: Things Breaking”. So when the ruckus started two floors, fifty yards, and four sets of doors away, she knew it was bad.




She and Chris broke their kiss and listened intently to the series of crashes, thumps, and impacts that rattled the wall behind her.




“Furniture,” Melissa said, “a stock cart, a vending machine…”




“That was someone going through a wall,” Chris said, pulling back and grabbing his jacket.




Then Scott’s alpha roar cut through the bedlam and shook the walls like a 4.2 earthquake.




“I am never going to get used to that,” Melissa breathed.




“That makes two of us,” Chris said.




“Do you have another gun?” she asked him.




“Another gun?” he asked. “You shouldn’t be able to tell I’m carrying at all.”




“So what was that in your pocket?” she asked.




He grinned. “Not a gun. I’m just happy to see you. Stay put. Scott or I will get word to you as soon as it’s safe.”




“Stay put,” she muttered as he opened the door to the supply closet, checked both directions and took off. “I have patients to take care of!”







“What kind of shit-just-got-real stuff happened here?” Coach Finstock asked, looking around at the shadowy corners of the Calaveras warehouse and the drying bloodstains.




“Stuff involving a werejaguar,” Stilinski answered. “Araya? It’s Sheriff Stilinski. I came back to check on you.”




“Werejaguar?” Finstock asked, amazed. “Shit, I gotta update my werewolf bag. Nobody said anything about werejaguars.”




“I’m new to that as well,” Stilinski answered. “Araya!”




Finstock stared at him.




“You do know about the werewolves, though, right?” he asked. “Because the town’s crawling with them.”




“Yeah, Coach,” Stilinski sighed. “I know about the werewolves. Araya!”




“Run, you fools!”




The voice came from somewhere in the deep shadows near the northwest corner, which is where two figures came toward them. When Stilinski’s flashlight swung towards them, both he and Finstock jumped in surprise. The two men had glowing yellow eyes, wrinkled foreheads, and long canines.




“You could have told me there were vampires!” Finstock yelled.




And then a vampire grabbed him from behind and bit down on his neck.







The melee that broke out made a Gericault painting look calm and orderly. The vampires were a motley assortment of men in tactical gear that hadn’t been washed in a long time. Some were old, some were young. All of them were ragged and mean looking. There were more than thirty of them, and they were all wearing their game faces. As they formed up in a wide crescent between the waiting room and the doors, patients and family members got to their feet, panicked and began crowding back to the doors into triage and treatment. That was when Scott, Oz, and Lucy came out of treatment, stakes in hand, and followed by Willow, wearing a hospital gown and floating four inches off the floor. Both Scott and Oz were wolfed out and growling. 




“That’s one,” one of the vampires declared, pointing at Lucy. “Kill her first.”




Oz picked up a wooden chair and with a twist and a pull, turned it into a pile of kindling. He picked out one broken spar and threw it, puncturing a vampire across the room. It froze in surprise and fractured into dust.




“Everybody through the doors,” Scott ordered the civilians. “We’ll stop them here.”




People ran towards treatment while the nurses, orderlies, and one doctor tried to hold the doors open. Vampires dashed after them. One of them reached a terrified father trying to shepherd his children to safety, grabbed the man by his jacket, pulled him back, and then plunged his bared fangs into the man’s neck. Scott roared and vaulted the rows of chairs, jumped over the screaming children, and ripped the vampire off the man. With two inch long claws, he tore out the vampire’s throat. 




The vampire stumbled back, grabbing at his neck and screaming silently, then stopped, patted himself, and glared at Scott. Unable to speak because of the loss of most of his trachea, he still sneered and mouthed the word ‘loser’ as the point of a stake punched through his chest. He collapsed into dust, and Lucy pulled her stake back.




“You have to get the vertebra as well,” she told him and jumped into a kick of the vampire who reached her.




The vampire rolled with the kick, grabbed her, and held her well above the floor by neck and leg to smash her down. Scott dove into a feet first slide, knocking the werewolf off his feet and Lucy into his arms. She made an ‘oof’ of impact and surprise, met his eyes for a second, and rolled off him onto her back. Then she pulled herself into a ball on her shoulders and launched herself into arcing bounce, landing on her feet and punching the vampire in the face.




Oz had turned full wolf and brought down a vampire trying to get away from him, stood on his back, and bit down so hard on the vampire’s neck, the vampire shattered into dust. Oz sneezed, shook his head, and launched himself after another.




Willow floated past the doors into treatment and into the middle of the waiting room, and any time a vampire came near her, she reached out with an index finger and touched him. The touch created a black spot with a red edge that raced outward, consuming the vampire in seconds. Each of them stumbled off, collapsing into dust and nothingness.




Malia stayed in coyote form and pulled vampires down by their ankles, and then either tore off their hands with her jaws, clawed out eyes with her back legs, or bit down on the back of the neck and severed the head. After her second total kill, three vampires joined up and backed her against the wall.




There were more than two dozen vampires trying to reach Lucy, kill bystanders, or get to the doors while panicked people scrambled for cover and safety. Oz threw a vampire into one of the vending machines. Someone knocked over a supply cart. Argent appeared in the middle of the melee, pulling one vampire off Lucy and, with a well muscled heave, breaking its neck. It flopped over and twitched but didn’t get up.




“Any time, Stiles!” Lydia yelled, trying to drag one vampire off Malia.




Stiles stomped on the mop handle a third time, finally cracking it. A fourth stomp broke it. He twirled it in a clumsy circle and brought it down on one of the other vampires clawing at Malia.




“Ow!” the vampire screamed.




“Aim for his heart!” Lydia yelled even louder.




Stiles propped his foot on the vampire’s back, pulled the handle free, and tried again, getting only another pained scream and an extremely angry glare from the vampire.




“Look out!” Scott yelled in warning.




Lydia turned and put herself between Stiles and Malia and five more vampires striding towards them. She brought her hands up making a palms-out open triangle, inhaled, and screamed.




It wasn’t an ordinary scream. Even before Lydia discovered her inherited power as a banshee, her shrill screams had been enough to make people flinch. Now, with two years of experience, she could focus them into a formidable weapon. All the humans in the room, and most of them beyond, dropped down and covered their ears. Scott, Malia, and Oz cried out in pain as their more sensitive ears were assaulted. The floor to ceiling window behind the vampires exploded outward as tiny cubes of glass, showering the cars on the opposite side of the driveway, and half of those cars lost their windshields as well. 




But the vampires? The three vampires at the center of her focus simply disintegrated. The ones on either side lost large portions of their bodies—shoulder, arm, part of the torso, and the side of the head. One took so much damage, he was destroyed, though he took the several-seconds-longer usual route as opposed to the instantaneous demolition.




When her scream died away, Lydia gasped for air and shook with exhaustion. Stiles recovered enough to make a third try at staking the vampire at his feet and finally managed it, but Malia only whimpered and shook her head. Oz and Scott stumbled, hands or paws over their ears. Argent took his hands off his ears but staggered at he got to his feet. The vampires who hadn’t been destroyed shook themselves off and straightened up.




“Kill the screamer,” the leader said, “then kill the Slayer.”




And they moved in.







Before Finstock could scream or Stilinski could react, the vampire pulled his fangs out of the coach’s neck with a cry of pain.




“Hot! Ah! Shit, it burns!” he cried, holding a hand over his mouth. “What the hell do you eat, man? Pure sriracha?”




“Uh,” Finstock said, glancing at Stilinski, and putting a hand to his neck. “Yeah, that’s about right. I like my food spicy. You want some milk? I always carry it with me.”




He held out his water bottle. The vampire took it, and without looking, chugged the contents.




“Hey,” he said, looking up, “that’s not mi—”




And exploded into dust. The bottle fell, hit the ground, and splashed a little.




“I can’t believe he fell for that,” Finstock said, dumbfounded. “Not even Greenburg is that stupid.”




The other two vampires attacked them.







“Get behind me,” Stiles yelled, grabbing Lydia by her sweater and dragging her back.




Malia was on her feet again and jumped up onto a vampire behind them, bringing him down. Scott grabbed another, dug his claws in, and tore him apart, separating the torso just below the sternum. It dusted, and he fought his way forward another several feet.




Two vampires had Lucy, and she continued kicking while one of them pulled her neck back for a bite, but Willow reached out and grabbed an arm apiece. As those vampires dusted, another grabbed her from behind by the throat and sent spinning into Stiles, who barely managed to catch her. Argent grabbed Stiles and kept him from falling. Oz was thrown into Scott, knocking both of them down, and by the time they stood, they’d been circled by the remaining vampires.




“Can you scream again?” Scott asked Lydia.




“Do I have a choice?” she rasped.




“Yes, you do,” Oz answered, smiling.




“Hey!” Stiles said, looking past the vampires closest to the entrance. “That’s coach’s car!”




A woman and a man strode past the broken glass and demolished hardware. She had short brown hair, green eyes, and a bo staff sharpened on both ends. She wore a black silk tank top, dangly silver earrings, a patterned mini skirt, a billowing white duster, and combat boots. The man stood a pace behind and to the right of her. He wore more conventional clothes—black t-shirt, black cargo pants, black boots, and a pair of mirrored sunglasses—that hugged his muscles, and he was armed with several pocket sized crossbows and a pair of modified Super Soakers.




“Okay,” the woman said, twirling her bo staff with one hand like a bored majorette, “vampires who want to keep existing should exit to the back of the ride. Vampires interested in what it’s like to be a big pile of dust should stay where they are.”




“Who is that?” Scott asked.




“Buffy,” Oz answered, “the Vampire Slayer.”






Chapter Seven



“To the left of the sternum!” Finstock yelled as he struggled to stay on top of the remaining vampire.




Stilinski stabbed the vampire to the left of his sternum with one of Finstock’s stakes.




“His left!” Finstock screamed.




But the vampire threw him off, sending him careening across the concrete floor, before it grabbed Stilinski and came down on him, jaws agape. A shot rang out, and a painfully bright light traced a line from the point where Araya Calavera had fired her gun to the point just between the vampire’s shoulder blades. Grimacing, it released Stilinski and struggled to reach that burning point of light. Then, in the time it took Stilinski to step back and inhale, the vampire went up in white flames and turned to dust, leaving an incandescent slug to drop to the floor and roll several inches.




Araya walked forward, holstering her semi-automatic.




“My apologies,” she said. “It took me far too long to find my tracer rounds.”




Stilinski, still breathing hard, nodded and waved her off.




“Who’s this?” she asked, indicating Finstock with a nod.




“Coach,” Stilinski panted, “from the high school. Finstock. Knows about werewolves and vampires.”




She gave Finstock a look of grudging respect.




“Valar morghulis,” Finstock said, getting painfully to his feet.




She blinked in surprise.




“Valar dohaeris,”fn1 she replied.




“See,” Finstock said to Stilinski, pointing at Araya, “she gets it.”







“Kill the slayer!” the lead vampire yelled.




The other vampires abandoned their previous positions and tried to rush Buffy. It did not work out well for them.




She moved deceptively fast and smoothly, and when the first vampire reached her and tried to take her down with a punch, she simply wasn’t anywhere along the trajectory of his fist. Every time he tried to strike her, she bent out of the way effortlessly and without any apparent hurry. Then she brought the bo staff around and up, spitting him from just above his hip through his chest and coming out his shoulder, and pulled it free before he disintegrated.




The others all continued their fights, grabbing vampires trying to reach Buffy or the doors into treatment or escape. Jarod shot two with pencil sized bolts from his handheld crossbows. Stiles and Malia put themselves between the exhausted Lydia and the remainder of the vampires. Argent grabbed one vampire, broke his neck, and then dropped him. The vampire didn’t poof into dust, but he didn’t move anymore either. Willow stayed in the center of the waiting room, still floating, and still in some sort of trance, but any vampire who brushed against her was caught in a pinch of her index finger and thumb and cremated from that point out.




Buffy moved through and around the vampires and the people like it was a choreographed dance, never getting in anyone else’s way, anticipating everything the vampires tried, and dispatching them one and two at a time. The last vampire, the leader, made a break from the broken window, and Buffy launched the bo staff like a javelin, fixing him for a moment before he crumbled away.




And then it was over. Three damaged vampires lay on a floor covered by dust, shattered glass, and overturned furniture. Injured bystanders moaned in pain while uninjured but still traumatized ones hid behind furniture or crouched against the wall.




“Babe,” Buffy said, surveying the room, “your turn.”




“Lucy,” Jarod called, taking off his shades, “get back to treatment and tell them it’s safe, but there are several casualties, and we need to do triage.”




Lucy took off through the double doors. Oz stepped forward. He and Buffy clasped hands and pulled in for a one-armed, two-sided hug.




“Man, it is good to see you,” Oz said.




“Same here,” she said. “Post battle breath?”




“And how,” he replied, making a face.




Buffy pulled out a flask of holy water.




“Never say I don’t look out for my wolfman,” she said.




“Thanks,” he replied.




He popped the cork, took a swig, and spat it out on the floor. Scott and Malia traded a glance.




“Gets the taste out of your mouth better than regular water,” Oz explained and handed the flask to Scott.




Scott immediately took a mouthful, swished it through his teeth, looked around, found a large potted ficus on its side, pulled it rightside up, and spat into the potting soil. Malia spat onto the floor.




“Oh, my God, that’s so much better,” Malia sighed.




“Buffy,” Oz said, “this is Scott, the alpha of his pack, and Malia, one of his pack. That’s Lydia and Stiles; they’re non-wolf members of the pack, and that’s Chris Argent, werewolf hunter.”




“Retired,” Argent said, staring at one of the immobile vampires. 




After a moment, he looked up.




“Good to meet you,” Buffy said, nodding. “Scott, can you finish off the leftovers? Here are some stakes.”




She tossed him a handful of large sharpened knitting needles, which he caught without flinching. He glanced over at the vampire Oz had reduced to feebly squirming on arms that ended above the elbow and legs that had bent in several more places than originally.




“You got it.”




She went over to Willow, who still floated.




“How doin’, Will?” she asked.




Willow opened her eyes and settled down on the ground.




“I am having the weirdest day,” Willow complained.




“Any dark, throbbing veins coming to the surface?”




“Not so’s you’d notice,” Willow answered. “I am having a little problem with buoyancy.”




“You look pretty grounded to me,” Buffy remarked.




“Really?” Willow looked down at her feet and the floor around. “Huh. I could have sworn I was still— yeah, well, hallucinations galore, and all that.”




Jarod stepped over and leaned in.




“Willow, let me see your eyes,” he said.




She looked up at him. He nodded.




“Uh huh,” he said. “Atropine is the active ingredient in belladonna, the herb used to make flying ointment, which causes hallucinations of floating, falling, and flying. Your pupils are dilated, so I’m guessing you’re a little out of balance. Get back to your bed, and I’ll send a nurse to reconnect your IV and get you sorted out.”




“That would be great,” Willow agreed.




“Now,” Buffy said. “Where’s Arizay?”







Chris turned one of the remaining vampires onto its back and straightened its broken neck. Furious, the vampire blinked and scowled at him, but the break in its neck was high, so it couldn’t even speak.




“Dammit,” he swore.




“What’s wrong?” Stiles asked, coming over from where Scott had already staked the nearest vampire.




“This is one of our agents,” Chris answered. “One of Gerard’s men.”




“And he’s a vampire?” Stiles asked. “Okay, I don’t see how that could possibly be good.”




“I think at least a couple of the others were as well,” he added. “Impossible to tell now.”




“Problem?” Scott asked, joining them.




“I know him,” Chris answered, pointing at the still grimacing vampire.




“You knew him,” Scott corrected. “Whoever this guy was, he’s dead now, and something’s steering his corpse around.”




Chris nodded. Scott knelt beside the vampire and staked it. As he got up, a nurse and two orderlies passed them, making a beeline for the unconscious man slumped against a planter.




“All available personnel to the emergency room,” the PA squawked. “All available personnel to the emergency room.”




“I’ll call your mom,” Chris said. “Let her know everyone’s fine.”




Stiles raised an eyebrow but stayed quiet. Scott studied him for a moment.




“Mr. Argent, do you remember what you did when you found me and Allison making out in the backseat of her car?” he asked.




Argent paused and looked up from his phone. After all, it wasn’t every day, even for a werewolf hunter, that he pulled a teenage boy out of a car, put a gun to his head, and threatened him with messy death.




“I do.”




“I get that you loved Allison and wanted to protect her,” Scott said. “So, no hard feelings. I do think you should be aware that I love my mom and want to protect her. And I will protect her.”




Argent stayed very still for a moment and then looked down at his clothes. Melissa’s scent had to be all over him. He looked back up.




“Understood,” he said.




Scott smiled with genuine happiness.




“Tell Mom we could use her help down here. I’m going to go check on Arizay.”







“We should have heard back from someone by now,” Kate said, gingerly pulling her jacket on.




She was almost completely healed, but a few spots were still sore.




“Doesn’t matter,” Gerard said, picking up two plastic jugs filled with unnamed liquid. “Those attacks weren’t the point. Come on, let’s go. We’ve got to find the Nemeton.”




“I thought you were there earlier. Why else did you send me to the Calaveras’ headquarters?”




He laughed. “To take out a few of theirs, put your brother under suspicion, and if you hadn’t been so clumsy, kill a werewolf. And I was at the Nemeton, but that witch was already there, and Scott wasn’t far off.”




“Okay, so a twenty minute hike to the big tree and then what?” Kate asked.




“It’s going to take a bit longer than twenty minutes,” her father answered. “The Nemeton is never found in the same place twice, for all that it looks like exactly the same place when you finally get there.”




“How do you know we can find it?” Kate asked.




“Trust your old man,” he said.







For all of Scott’s recent miracle pulling the pain from Arizay, the pain had returned, and it brought angry friends with it. It was so bad, she no longer joked or even complained. She only curled up on her side, hands wrapped around her middle, grimacing, and breathing in a very controlled fashion. Oz and Lucy stood with her, Oz looking very solemn, and Lucy almost incoherent with panic.




“How is she?” Buffy asked, joining them.




“Not good,” Oz replied. “Scott and I talked about it. The bite’s not taking. He thinks it’s worse than the times he’s heard about, but then he hasn’t heard much about it, and neither have I.”




He paused, watching Arizay, and shook his head incrementally.




“I would have thought Slayers and werewolves would be instant allies,” he said.




“Why’s that?” Buffy asked.




“Slayer’s purpose is to end vampires,” Oz pointed out. “And werewolves hate vampires. Like, an immediate, visceral hate.”




He met Buffy’s gaze.




“I thought it was just me,” he admitted. “I ran into other werewolves, and they couldn’t say one way or another, but that’s probably because wherever werewolves are well established, they’ve cleared out the vampires. Not a lot of encounters between the two.”




Buffy nodded, encouraged him with her expression.




“Scott and Malia had the same instant hate I did,” Oz said. “I’m going to say my hypothesis is officially a theory.”




“That werewolves hate vampires because of the smell?” Buffy asked.




“It’s really hard to explain to someone who doesn’t have smell as their primary sense,” Oz answered. “Even other demons don’t smell as bad. That’s why the conflict between wolf and Slayer surprises me so much. Lydia was bitten, and she’s a banshee, but instead of turning her or killing her, it just didn’t take.”




Buffy frowned, her chin down and her eyes on Arizay. Lucy leaned forward and wiped the black blood oozing from her nose and mouth.




“It’s in the blood,” Buffy murmured.




“What?” Oz asked.




“It’s the demon,” Buffy said, looking up. “The wolf and the demon are duking it out.”




“They’re fighting?” Lucy asked, sniffling.




“And probably evenly matched,” Buffy answered. “Or the demon’s outmatched.”




“I’m missing some context,” Oz said.




“Lucy, fill him in,” Buffy said. “I’m going to go talk to Willow.”







Willow’s bed was across from Arizay’s and one over. Those bays, segregated from the rest of the ER by their curtains, were relative havens of quiet and calm. Through the rest of the ER, doctors, nurses, assistants, and orderlies dashed back and forth, caring for the victims of the vampire attack. 




Buffy glanced over and saw Jarod showing ID to a harried, older woman in a lab coat.




“Residencies at Chicago Hope and Los Angeles County plus a fellowship at Landstuhl Medical Center in Germany,” he explained.




Since he could sub as both a trauma and a vascular surgeon after studying up for it, Buffy figured they’d be happy to take him, at least until the on call surgeons made it in. She pulled back the curtain to Willow’s bed and went in.




“Hey,” she said.




Willow opened her eyes and smiled.




“Feeling better?” Buffy asked.




“Yeah,” Willow said. “I think Jared got things evened out. No more hallucinations, and the fuzzy, floaty feeling is gone. Kind of tired though. How’s Arizay?”




“Not good. Will, you remember the story in Lilith’s cave?” Buffy asked, leaning in. “About the Slayer origin?”




Willow raised her eyebrows. “Kind of hard to forget. Granted a lot more agency to the first Slayer, that she had a choice to accept the demon Lilith’s first daughter had.”




“Yeah, well, Oz is telling me that the wolf—you know, as in the wolf—”




“Like the archetypal force of nature personification of whatever lycanthropy actually is?” Willow asked.




“Like that,” Buffy agreed, “that the wolf hates the vampire demon and wants it dead. I think that’s why it’s so bad for Arizay, why other Slayers have always died after being bitten by a werewolf. I think it’s killing the Slayer demon.”




Willow considered it. 




“I mean, yeah,” she said. “We could argue comparative strengths, but just like vampires, Slayers get stronger the older they are, and Arizay’s only been a Slayer for over a year. But there really isn’t any way to age her into being a stronger Slayer.”




“Maybe we don’t have to do that,” Buffy said. “Maybe Lucy and I lend her a little of our own Slayer-demonocity to beat the wolf. Can you do that?”




Willow’s eyes glazed over in thought.




“You might not even need a spell for that,” she said, “just a blood bond.”




“Any down side to it?” Buffy asked.




Willow frowned.




“I don’t think so,” she said. “It’s not like you each have your own demon, and they might fight. You’re all infused with the same demon spirit, the one Lilith created or captured or whatever. You just get it without dying.”




“Great.” Buffy grinned in relief. “Wanna supervise?”




Willow pried herself out of bed, and Buffy gave her a hand with her IV. Scott met them.




“You guys need anything?” he asked. “Anything I can help with?”




They exchanged a look.




“Any chance you could pull the wolf off Arizay and not just the pain?” Willow asked.




“Huh?” Buffy asked.




“Apparently, it’s a werewolf thing,” Willow said. “Oz has plans.”




“I don’t know,” Scott said, “but I’m willing to try.”







The pain was a physical object, a slab of rock crushing her, coals burning her, a vise strangling her. It dug claws into her shoulders and refused to let go. It held her in its jaws and squeezed until she thought she was dying. It wasn’t so much dying that bothered her. It was dying like this.




“Mooo-o-o-o-oom!” she sobbed. “Papiiiiii!”




A hand held hers and didn’t flinch even when she squeezed as hard as she could. A cold, wet cloth passed over her forehead. None of it helped.




Someone took her feet, and she braced herself, knowing worse was coming. Instead of worse, though, it grew better. The rock grew lighter, the coals cooled, the vise loosened, the claws slipped and the jaws eased. She took a deep, shuddering breath and released it in a groan of relief.




“Okay,” Scott said, his voice strained with effort, “whatever you’re going to do, you better do it.”




“Arizay, we’re going to cut one finger on each hand,” Buffy (Buffy?) told her. 




“I guess,” Ari managed, opening her eyes and trying to focus. 




Buffy and Lucy stood on either side of her bed, each of them holding one of her hands. Scott and Oz stood at the foot of the bed, each holding a foot. They both grimaced with concentration. Willow stood beside Buffy, holding a scalpel. 




“Is it weird that I think it’s kind of hot, him holding my feet like that?” Ari asked, looking up at Lucy. “I mean the werewolf.”




“There are two werewolves,” Lucy said, frowning.




“Right,” Ari agreed. “I mean the guy, not Oz. The cutie.”




“His name’s Scott,” Lucy said.




“Yeah,” Ari agreed. “Is that weird?”




“Maybe a little,” Buffy said, “seeing as how we’re trying to keep you from dying.”




“Less talking,” Oz said, “more Slayer saving.”




“Right!” Willow declared.




But just as Buffy was about to press the blade to her thumb, a nurse looked in, scandalized.




“What are you doing?” the nurse demanded.




“Mom, it’s okay,” Scott told her, still holding on to Arizay’s foot, and scowling with concentration.




“Not with that lack of sterile procedure, it’s not,” his mother answered. “Put that knife away before you hurt someone.”




“Uh, look, I know it’s unorthodox,” Buffy said, “but there is an actual expectation of benefit here.”




“You need to draw blood,” Melissa McCall clarified. “Right? And it’s less about the amount than it is the act, right?”




“Yes,” Buffy agreed.




“Well, guess what?” Melissa said, “the orthodox medical establishment already foresaw that need and made devices to accomplish that in a way that minimizes potential harm, and so long as you’re in my hospital, you’ll do exactly that.”




Buffy considered for a moment. Arizay looked like she could hang in another minute or so, and Oz and Scott were tired but managing.




“Yeah, okay, not going to argue,” Buffy said. “Hit me.”




So, taking only a minute or so longer, Ms. McCall sterilized one each of Buffy’s and Lucy’s thumbs and both of Arizay’s with rubbing alcohol and used a small device with disposable lancets to pop each thumb in turn. Then she expertly rolled the thumb between her thumb and finger, bringing up a large, bright red bead of blood.




“Okay, Lucy, we’re going to help Ari fight this off,” Buffy said, “and Oz and Scott are going to do their best to pull the wolf back.”




“Okay,” Lucy answered, nervous.




“Guys?” Buffy called.




“On it,” Oz replied.




“Yeah,” Scott answered. “On it.”




Buffy and Lucy each took one of Arizay’s hands and pressed thumb to thumb, mingling their blood with hers.







Stiles, Malia, Lydia, and Mr. Argent were busy helping triage people, collecting trash, and putting furniture back where it belonged.




“Those were vampires,” one man kept repeating as Malia held a bandage to his bleeding head. “They were really vampires.”




“Yes, they really were,” Malia agreed with him.




“I thought werewolves were bad, but vampires!” the man declared.




Malia paused and frowned at him.




“Has a werewolf recently tried to eat you?” she asked.




“No,” the man said. “What are you talking about?”




“Has a werewolf ever tried to eat you?” she asked.




“Well, no, but—”




“Then maybe werewolves aren’t so bad,” she told him. “And maybe you could be a little happier that there are werewolves—and werecoyotes—here so you didn’t get eaten instead of being all ‘werewolves are bad’.”




She balled up the bandage and threw it at him, got to her feet, and stormed off.




“What just happened?” the man asked plaintively.




“Don’t diss the werewolf,” Stiles told him.




Lydia looked up from the piles of supplies she’d been sorting.




“What was that?” she asked.




“What was what?” Stiles asked back.




“That!” Lydia said, sweeping her arms out to demonstrate the scope of it.




“I literally have no idea what you’re doing, and I’m getting a little freaked out,” he said.




“You didn’t feel that?” Lydia asked. 




Then she flinched and looked around. 




“Or that?!”




“You’re describing events in a parallel universe for all I can tell,” Stiles declared.




Lydia twitched and shuddered.




“Well, it doesn’t feel like it’s happening in another universe,” she cried.







Funny that something as abstract and obscure as ‘try to restrain the spirit of lycanthropy that is metaphysically attacking our friend’ became as concrete as ‘catch this frozen elephant we are dropping from the fifth floor in ten, nine, eight—’. Scott held on to Arizay’s foot and pulled, not physically, but mentally on everything wolf he could feel inside her. It wasn’t much different from when he’d first become a werewolf and had to learn how to control himself when the moon was full. He wanted to let go. He wanted to be with the wolf. Except that way led to harm and death, and he wouldn’t allow himself to be carried off like that. Pulling the wolf off Arizay was far more difficult than he’d expected. 




But he did it, and a quick glance at Oz told him that the older beta was working just as hard as him, and that they had both wolfed out as far as they could and still stayed on two feet instead of four paws. Then he realized they were both growling, loudly, and that the ER staff was quietly but quickly moving people away from them.




When he glanced back down at Arizay’s foot, he could see the writhing black lines of the wolf’s hold on her and redoubled his efforts to pull it back.







Eight years a Slayer, and there were still surprises, Buffy thought. She owed Giles a thanks for all those hours spent in meditation, as it was the key to finding the Slayer in herself, in Arizay, and through her, in Lucy. 




Dracula had taught her that it was in her blood. Not just her mortality and possible death wish, the way Spike had demonstrated so long ago, but the demonic essence of the Slayer forever stamped onto her being. She still had questions, but she no longer doubted what coursed through her veins with every corpuscle and platelet. 




It was not a tame demon, not even close. It twisted and turned in her mind taking the path it chose, not the one she offered. It billowed and went slack against the demon in Arizay’s blood, the interference pattern slowly changing until it beat in time with the junior Slayer. Far beyond that, she could sense Lucy’s. She could feel the wolf as well, tearing at Arizay, trying to tear the metaphorical throat out of the demon, worrying it until it pulled away from Arizay’s bones and blood, and those ruptures were what caused the bleeding and would, if Buffy did nothing else, kill Arizay.




Your si— Our sister needs us, Buffy told it. Get in there and fight that wolf.




It didn’t answer, not at first, so she reached out to the wolf, grabbed the first handful she found, and yanked it.




Hey, Fido, she called to it, heads up!




The savagery with which it turned on her was shocking. She rocked back on her feet as the wolf hit her chest with full force. A look down at her hand clasping Ari’s showed her the pulsing black lines of infection moving from the junior Slayer to her. Arizay’s color brightened, and she took a deep breath, but the wolf tried to crush and claw her.




“Lucy,” she managed, feeling her throat close with the stress of the attack, “pick a fight with the wolf.”




Eyes clenched shut, Lucy nodded, holding Arizay’s other hand in her two. Then she grunted, caught herself, and tucked her head like she was about to charge into battle. Black lines appeared on her hands and started up her arms. Arizay relaxed as the fight drained away from her.




The wolf fought, and it fought hard. For several breathless moments, Buffy had to wonder if what she’d done was all that wise, and then, the Slayer rallied. It wasn’t often she had a sense of the Slayer as something separate from her. It was always there, just like she was always there. This, though, was proof that sometimes, she was just along for the ride.




Lucy groaned, either with the effort or the pain of the fight.




“It’s working,” Oz said, short of breath.




“Grrrr, this is really hard,” Lucy cried.




“You can do it,” Scott encouraged.




She felt the wolf buckle under the onslaught of three Slayers and two werewolves. It howled and snapped, but its strength was spent, and it ebbed away even as Buffy felt the Slayer within her fill every niche and crevice of her being, spill over into Arizay, and touch Lucy.




There was a tickle at her nose, and she touched it, smearing something. When she took her hand away, the smear was blood, bright red with a streak of black. As she watched, the black faded and then disappeared. There was blood under Arizay’s nose as well, but it was no longer black. Even Lucy had a little, crimson in the fluorescent lights of the ER.




“Hold still,” Scott’s mother said, and reached in to wipe Ari’s nose.




Scott and Oz let go of Arizay’s feet, the last black tendrils of the wolf disappearing up their arms.




“Oh my god,” Arizay sighed, “that feels so much better.”




“Well, you’re not dying anymore,” Oz said, “so it’s bound to help.”




Ari pulled her hands free of Buffy and Lucy’s grasp and rubbed her nose ferociously.




“Ay, I could have handled the dying if I could have just done this,” she said. “It itched so bad




Lucy sighed with relief.






fn1. All men must die / All men must serve — From Game of Thrones




All The Talking



The phone rang, and everyone in the library looked up, dreading the news. Giles picked up the receiver.




“This is Giles,” he answered. 




As the voice on the other end of the line spoke, Giles’s shoulders slumped. Everyone around him—Xander, Kate, Jenny, Faith, and Robin—braced themselves. He took his glasses off and wiped his face.




“Oh, thank God,” he said, his voice filled with relief. “Yes, by all means, put her on.”




The others exchanged looks, sitting up a little. Giles listened closely and then flinched, pulling the phone away from his ear as quickly as he could.




“—ey, Giles! ¿cómo está usted? You know I’m not dead?”




Arizay’s voice came through, tinny and clear, from the receiver across the space of the entire library. It must have been like a firehose in Giles’s ear.




“Er, yes, Arizay,” he managed, “I did hear that, and I’m very glad.”




He punched the speakerphone button and put the handset down.




“You’re on speaker, Arizay,” he told her. “I’m sure the others would like to hear from you.”




“Hey, everyone! I’m not dead!”




“Ari, there are a lot of sick and hurt people in here,” someone on the other end of the line hissed. “Keep it down!”




“Oh, yeah, right,” Ari answered. “Just a little loco happy. You know, ’cause I’m not dead!”




Everyone in the room grinned or exhaled an enormous sigh of relief. No Slayer had died since they’d lost Kennedy to an insane psycho killer in New York City, and no one was in a hurry to lose another one.




“What happened?” Robin asked.




“Three Slayers with their demon and two werewolves ganged up on the bite and beat on it until it gave up,” Ari answered.




“I’m very glad to hear it,” Giles said. “As soon as you feel capable, please write your report for the debriefing.”




“Yeah, uh, I got tubes and things stuck into me, Giles,” Ari replied, “and my Macbook’s in the rental car. No idea where that is.”




“When you’re able,” he told her.




“Hey, Giles,” Buffy said, cutting through the background noise, “we’ve got a bunch of talking to do here. Someone put together a really big vamp pack and attacked the hospital. Can you do some looking and see who’s the most likely undead mover and shaker?”




Giles’s brows knit together.




“Define ‘really big vamp pack’,” he said while the others exchanged looks.




“Enough recently turned mercenaries that if they’d had any idea what they were capable of, this would be a morgue instead of a hospital,” Buffy replied. “Call it thirty or so.”




“Good lord,” Giles said. 




“We’ll start with Guardian,” Jenny called. “It’s probably someone new to the area, not an experienced master.”




“Call me as soon as you know anything,” Buffy said.




“Yes, of course,” Giles replied.




“And, you might want to give Katie a padded, soundproof cell for when the ER bill hits,” she added.




“When you check out,” Katie said, “offer to settle for cash but only if they charge the best negotiated insurance rate. Otherwise, walk away, and I’ll duke it out with them later.”




“You got it,” Buffy answered. “Okay, gotta go.”




“And tell everyone I’m not de—” Arizay’s voice was cut off when someone ended the call.




“Who’s going to turn and boss thirty mercs?” Jenny asked, frowning with worry.




“Someone who had thirty mercs and got turned first,” Faith replied. “Whoever it is, they’ve got a big old hate against the weres if they’re willing to take the bite.”







“So why the hell are a bunch of vampires attacking here?” Finstock asked.




“Because someone sent them,” Stilinski said, moving one of the dead Calaveras men to where they’d started lining up the corpses. “Those guys were henchmen.”




“And now we’re saying ‘henchmen’ without irony,” Finstock noted. “This town just keeps getting weirder and weirder.”




“They are henchmen,” Araya confirmed, draping the body of one of her men. “I recognized them. They were Gerard’s men.”




“Who the hell is Gerard and why does he have such lame vampires?” Finstock demanded.







“You good here?” Oz asked.




Buffy looked up from her consideration.




“Yeah, for now,” she answered. “You need a break?”




He nodded. She held out her hand, and he tagged it before leaving.




“No, I’m not going to unhook you,” Mrs. McCall told Willow. “If you unhook yourself, it’s against medical advice.”




“I’m fine,” Willow repeated.




“I will unhook you when the attending agrees that you’re fine,” Melissa repeated. “Until then, relax and enjoy the fine accommodations you’re paying for, because you’re not going anywhere.”




Willow groaned and leaned back against her pillow.




“Doing okay?” Buffy asked.




“Yeah,” Willow sighed. “Just ready to get out of here.”




While Buffy and Willow talked, Lucy caught Arizay up on the events of the evening.




“You made it all the way to the vet clinic?” Ari asked. “Get down with your bad self, hermana.”




“Yeah, well, I fainted,” Lucy sighed. 




“Eh,” Ari waved her complaint away. “Happens to the best of us, and hey, maybe that meant that tasty man got to pick you up and be all heroic an’ shit.”




Lucy said nothing and didn’t raise her eyes from the blanket she was folding into smaller and smaller pleats. Arizay looked more closely at her.




“Did he pick you up and get all heroic and shit?” she asked.




Lucy shrugged.




“Lucy, do you got some ’splainin’ to do?” Ari asked. 




“I kind of kicked him when I came to,” Lucy muttered, a blush spreading across her cheeks.




Ari made a noise and waved her hand in a gesture of dismissal. “Aw, we pound on Oz all the time, and he doesn’t mind. Why should Whatsisface?”




“Scott,” Lucy corrected her, still not looking up.




Arizay studied her for a moment, trying to pin down what the problem was. When she finally clued in, her extremely groomed eyebrows shot up to her hairline.




“Girl, you got a yen for him?” she asked her best friend.




Lucy didn’t say anything, but her blush went from embarrassment pink to mortification purple.




“Why didn’t you say something?” Arizay asked.




Lucy shrugged. “I mean, you like him….”




Ari groaned. “Loose, I like looking at him. I like boys in general. I don’t need some specific boy in my head like sand in a swimsuit. Euw!”




Still picking at the blanket across Ari’s legs, Lucy tried to sound nonchalant. “So, it’s okay if I like him? You aren’t mad?”




“Loose, I will never be mad just ’cause you like a boy,” Ari answered. “But I am going to be the best damn wingwoman you’ll ever have!”




Lucy’s eyes went wide in horror.







“Have you ever had a word on the tip of your tongue, but you couldn’t find it?” Scott asked, grimacing with frustration.




“Yeah, but it always ended up being the same word,” Stiles said. “Pergola. Once I memorized it, it wasn’t a problem anymore.”




“It’s like that,” Scott said, nodding at Stiles’s explanation. “Except it’s a smell. It reminds me of someone, but I don’t know who.”




“Good smell?” Stiles asked. “Bad smell?”




“Very bad smell,” Scott answered. “Vampire bad. I just can’t place it. I ought to know it. Trouble is, it’s not here. Or if it is, it’s completely overwhelmed by all the other smells. I just wish I knew what it was.”




“Memories are associative,” Lydia mused, “so you can help recall by contextualizing what you’re trying to remember. Like, where were you when you first smelled it?”




“When we were in the forest, looking for the Nemeton,” Scott answered.




“Okay, so, picture yourself there, the way it was,” Lydia told him. “It was twilight, the temperature was dropping, Stiles, Lucy, Malia, and me were all with you.”




Scott closed his eyes, his brow furrowed with thought.




“I swear, it’s someone I know,” he said. “I just can’t place it.”




“Kate?” Lydia asked.




“No,” Scott answered, shaking his head.




Stiles and Lydia exchanged a glance.




“Someone alive or someone dead?” Stiles asked.




“Alive,” Scott replied, not looking up. “At least, whoever it was was still alive the last time I smelled them.”




“So definitely someone after you got bit,” Stiles said.




Scott nodded absently, not looking up.




“Good someone or bad someone?” Lydia asked.




Scott paused. “Hmm, not good. Definitely not good.”




She and Stiles exchanged another look.




“Male or female?” Stiles asked.




“Male,” Scott replied. “Older, I think.”




“Peter Hale?” she asked.




“No.”




“Theo?”




“No, and Theo’s not older,” Scott said, frustrated. “Besides, it’s not a werewolf.”




Stiles shrugged. “Dude, that leaves my dad, Coach, Argent, and maybe two or three other people.”




“It’s not Coach,” Scott said, “and we’ve seen everybody else tonight, and they’re not vampires.”




Lydia chewed on her nail for a bit. Then she looked up.




“Gerard.”




Scott’s head came up, and as his frown turned into a snarl, his eyes glowed red.




“Gerard,” he confirmed. “Gerard’s a vampire.”




Stiles went wide eyed at that. 




“Well, he wouldn’t have left it with just an attack on the hospital,” Lydia said. “And if this was his primary objective, he’d be here. So, this was just a diversion.”




“Some diversion!” Stiles squeaked.




“Wherever he is, that’s where he can do the worst damage,” Lydia said.







“I do not like this place,” Kate Argent said, standing at the edge of the clearing and staring at the wide tree stump in the center.




“That’s because you don’t understand what it is,” Gerard replied. “If you did, not only would you not like it, you wouldn’t come within a hundred miles of one.”




“Here we go,” Kate muttered. “Yet another lecture.”




Gerard shot her a sour look. “Maybe if you’d paid attention to my previous ones, you wouldn’t have gotten yourself turned by Peter Hale. Until your little misadventure, every single Argent who was bitten killed themselves.”




“And until you, every single Argent who died, stayed dead,” Kate replied. “I don’t see where being bitten by a vampire is somehow better than being bitten by a werewolf, especially when you did it voluntarily.”




“All part of the plan, sweetheart,” he said and gave her a rare smile. “I couldn’t do what I needed to if I hadn’t sought out this opportunity.”




“What did you do to the vampire that turned you?” Kate asked. “I didn’t want to ask in front of the others.”




“Wha’d’ya think I did?” Gerard sneered. “I killed him the moment I opened my eyes. Not that you’re to repeat that. Let’s not give the boys any ideas.”




“So why are we here?” Kate asked. “It better be worth the three hours it took us to find this place.”




“Oh, it is,” Gerard answered, staring at the stump. “That is what’s left of the only Nemeton in North America. There used to be more, of course. Redwoods, oaks, bristlecone pines, ancient trees, some of them thousands of years old. There used to be unbroken forests from Maine to Florida and all the way west to the Great Plains. Then they picked up again at the foothills of the Rocky Mountains and continued from the Sierra Nevadas to the Alaskan tundra. Go back to pre-Columbian times, there were probably dozens of Nemetons, and a lot more once you got down to the tropical forests of Central America, but we’re down to just this one.”




Kate looked aside, sighing with boredom.




“You’d have been a decent werewolf hunter if you’d just paid a little more attention to the history,” Gerard spat. 




“I’ve killed plenty of werewolves,” she answered.




“Oh, yes,” Gerard agreed, raising his eyebrows. “Seduced a fourteen year old boy, learned his family’s habits, and when he was out of the way, you lock his family, children and all, in the basement of their house, and set it on fire. Did it ever occur to you Talia Hale would have torn you limb from limb if something hadn’t wiped out her power base before you started pouring kerosene on everything? That Deucalion and the Darach would have killed you if I hadn’t already leveled the playing field?”




“Did you want the werewolves dead or not?” Kate asked. “And you sure as hell weren’t sharing intelligence with me back then.”




“And now I am,” her father told her. “So pay attention.”




He picked up one of the five gallon containers, uncapped it, considered the stump, and then began to pour the contents of the jug onto the ground around the stump, a few ounces at a time.




“A Nemeton is a focal point of natural magic,” he said. “The druids and darachs don’t bring it into being, but they do nurture and protect it. Where there’s a well tended Nemeton, the magical forces—including werewolves, kitsune, banshees, even hellhounds—all thrive. When the Nemeton fails, everything’s thrown into chaos. I was here twelve years ago with a crew. I’d finally identified the Nemeton I knew was here, and I cut the bastard down. Took two days. The shock of it drove Deaton insane for a little while. It left the Hale family without any of their traditional allies and allowed me to take down Deucalion.”




“If you cut it down,” Kate said, gesturing to the stump, “then why are there still so many werewolves running around.”




He chuckled. 




“Oh, there will always be werewolves,” he said. “Trouble is, I didn’t kill the Nemeton. I damaged it enough that the whole region was thrown into turmoil, but the Nemeton was still here, trying to repair itself. Something kept it alive long enough to protect the survivors of your little barbecue, keep Peter Hale alive long enough to heal and turn Scott. So now, I’m finishing the job. Once the Nemeton is dead, it’ll be significantly easier to deal with Scott and his mongrel pack.”




“And exactly how are you killing the Nemeton?” Kate asked.




He looked up from his work, straightened, and held up the container he’d been pouring.




“Say hello to hexazinone,” he said. “It disrupts photosynthesis. By morning, this thing will be dead as a doornail and so will every tree in a hundred foot radius.”







Malia stood on the loading dock outside the ER, where ambulances could pull up and get instant access. It was a little chilly for a June night, but it didn’t bother her. What bothered her were all the noises and scents—plastics, vinyl, disinfectants, and sharp, bitter drugs—that felt like they’d coated her skin and left her sticky with discomfort. There were still days, despite all the encouragement from her pack, that she wished she could retreat to the forest, to her coyote form, and stay that way. 




Every now and then, someone’s scent wafted through the broken windows, indicating who was moving around in triage. Orderlies, nurses, doctors—none of them with any idea just how easy it was to read all their secrets with a sniff or three. A doctor—she thought because she could smell the specific plastic used in the stethoscope—who had been drinking before shift. A nurse who wore gold jewelry and smelled of two different men. Another man wearing freshly laundered cotton clothes who kept three cats and a dog but had a nuance in his scent she thought meant some sort of cancer, maybe lymphoma.




Stiles was still in the waiting room with Lydia. Scott had moved back and forth between the waiting room and treatment. Argent had disappeared. Their visitors from Cleveland were in treatment. Except Oz, who had come into the waiting room, stood for a moment, and was making his way past the debris to the now redundant exit. He smelled good. Even when he’d been crazed with rage and twice as big, he’d smelled good.




“Hey,” he said, joining her.




He held out a steaming cup to her. Tea with cream and sugar. He was even better at teasing small details out of a person’s scent than she and Scott were. She’d had tea at breakfast, most of a day ago, and he’d still picked it up.




“Thanks,” she said, taking the cup and sipping at the contents.




To a non-were watching them, it probably looked like they were standing in companionable silence, but if a were had been watching, they would have seen a series of tiny adjustments in stance, expression, and body language that spoke of layers of communication. It was a relief for Malia to be near someone who immediately understood her mood. No wildly blunt questions, no eye-rolling disbelief at how feral she was. Scott had always been good company. Stiles had gotten to where he was comfortable to be around. Lydia was accepting and nonjudgmental, if occasionally a little startled. But Malia had never been around someone who accommodated her without saying a word. It was, she supposed, a little like being a stranger in a strange land, trying to learn the language but never quite becoming fluent, and then, after years of isolation and loneliness, bumping into someone who not only spoke the same native language as she did, but came from the same hometown. Stress she hadn’t realized she’d carried melted away.




“I wanted to say thank you,” Oz told her. “For what you did. I appreciate it.”




His words were redundant. Any were worth her salt would have known at a glance and a sniff that Oz was truly grateful for her help. So, she’d already known that; it didn’t need confirmation. But one of the parts about being human, as opposed to coyote, was that saying the things everyone already knew was still a good thing. This was just the first time she’d experienced it while talking to another were.




“I’m glad I could help,” she replied.




And she was. Just because it was a polite noise, part of one of a thousand possible sequences of polite noises the people around her expected her to have mastered by now, didn’t mean it wasn’t true. It’s just that it wasn’t the most true thing she could have said.




“Do you want to do something about it?” he asked.




Startled, she looked up at him. 




A female coyote simply didn’t frolic with a male wolf, not unless she considered him a potential mate. And it wasn’t that a werecoyote like herself couldn’t lie or pretend; it was that she was so bad at it, even a half-crazed werewolf would have seen right through her. So Oz knew that her interest in him was genuine, just as she knew that his interest in her was also genuine.




A male human would have over thought things, agonized over the context, and dithered endlessly over shoulds and coulds. A male wolf would have simply continued on to the next step in becoming mates. With a male werewolf, it could have gone either way. Except it didn’t. Instead of assuming or flailing, Oz had asked. She felt a flood of relief, and from the quirk in his smile, he must have caught it in her scent.




“Right now,” he said, “I live in Cleveland, and I work as a Watcher.”




“Are you going to stay there?” Malia asked.




“For a little while, but at some point, the Council’s going to start shipping Watchers and Slayers off to different assignments,” he explained. “I could get assigned here, since it’s a magnet of weird. Or I could be as close as San Francisco or Portland. You?”




“I’m going to Paris,” she declared firmly and then softened. “After that, I don’t know.”




“We could play it loose,” he told her and held his hand out to her. “I know Scott’s your alpha. Buffy’s mine. A little flexibility can go a long way.”




She smiled and took his hand.







“Hey!” Sheriff Stilinski called to the figure walking ahead of him. “Hey, Deaton!”




The vet paused, looked behind him, and on seeing the sheriff, Coach Finstock, and Araya Calaveras, looked relieved. He stopped and waited for them to catch up.




“You look like your night’s been just as crappy as ours,” Finstock said.




“It’s been a long while since I’ve had to deal with vampires,” Deaton admitted. 




“So this whole time, you knew about vampires?” Araya asked. “And you said nothing?”




“Would you have believed me if I had?” Deaton asked back.




That gave Finstock pause.




“Okay, this is just a suggestion,” the sheriff said, “but maybe instead of snarling at each other, we could get together and lay all our cards on the table, discuss what kinds of threats we’ve each encountered, so when one of them does show up the rest of us aren’t caught completely off guard?”




Finstock scoffed. “Well, that’s just crazy talk. Don’t you know these people are deeply invested in being experts of the occult with hard won and closely guarded secrets and are therefore better and more special than the rest of us? You can’t expect them to ju— Hey, my car’s here, and it’s in one piece!”




Finstock took off at a jog for his car. Deaton and Calavera looked offended. Stilinski sighed.




“You have to remember,” he said, “the man’s spent his adult life working with teenage boys in the public school system.”




“That explains maybe half of Coach Finstock’s personality,” Deaton observed. He still thawed a bit.




“The other half, we’ll blame on the fact that he lives in Beacon Hills,” Araya added. “To live here is to embrace la vida loca.”




“And not in a good way,” Stilinski finished for her.




Finstock met them just as they entered the emergency room.




“Didn’t leave the keys, dammit,” he swore. “Still, I can get a locksmith out here.”




“Why don’t we find out what exactly is going on and what Scott needs?” the sheriff asked him. “If that’s okay with you.”




“Oh, well, yeah,” Finstock huffed. “Sure thing. Of course, from the looks of this place, McCall’s going to need either a good bail bondsman or some sweet health insurance.”







“I’ve never seen an aortic repair like that,” the general surgeon said, peeling off his outer layer of scrubs. “The ligatures were elegant as hell, and the way you conserved the donor vein was, frankly, some of the best work I’ve seen since I was down in LA county general.”




“Thank you,” Jarod answered. “I’ve been working on the technique for a couple of years now. I’d be glad to send you the write up I’m doing for JAMA, if you’re interested.”




“And how! That’s going to be state of the art as soon as you publish it.”




Melissa McCall waited for him at the scrub sink.




“Ms. McCall,” he greeted her. “How are things downstairs?”




“Both on call surgeons are now here,” she told him, “and the last two patients needing surgery are now in theater waiting for them to scrub in, so you’re off the hook. I also need you to go downstairs and either discharge Willow Rosenberg or admit and tranquilize her. She’s giving us a headache.”




He grinned and made his goodbyes to the other surgeon.




“She’s tenacious,” he told Melissa. 




“That’s a very pleasant way of putting it,” she responded. 




As scrubbing out took significantly less time than scrubbing in, he was done in a few moments and followed Scott’s mother out to hallway. There wasn’t a hospital on Earth, even the ones that hadn’t yet opened, that wasn’t a warren of corridors, stairwells, and confusing signage. He was glad to have her as a guide.




“Have any of the others talked to you about the Slayers Council?” he asked her.




“That sounds ominous,” Melissa replied. “What, are they Cleveland bad guys? Do you expect trouble from them out here?”




“No, no,” he reassured her. “We’re the Slayers Council, a mix of Vampire Slayers, Watchers, and other interested parties.”




He caught her baffled look.




“Vampires?” he prompted her.




“Yeah, got that part,” she said. “They were kind of hard to miss.”




“Slayers are the girls who are born to fight them,” he explained. “Watchers are the trainers, researchers, and support staff.”




“And the other interested parties?” Melissa asked.




“Werewolves, witches, computer gurus, champions, and various assorted other folk, like myself, who’ve stumbled into the fight against the undead and decided to become allies.”




“And which one of those is you?” She raised an eyebrow of interest.




“I’m a Pretender,” he told her. “I have the innate ability to become anyone or anything. Currently I’m a vascular and trauma surgeon. Last week, I was a pet groomer, and the week before that, I was a plumber. It comes in handy.”




Melissa stumbled to a halt.




“Wait, are you telling me you don’t even have a medical license?” she asked, shocked.




“I do,” he reassured her. “Several, as a matter of fact. Ms. McCall, please believe me when I say that I am as good a surgeon as you’ll find in the state of California, maybe even in North America. I can pass muster with any board of medical licensure, and I would never perform a surgery I don’t know forwards and backwards.”




She gave him a frankly wary look and then continued on her way to the secondary stairs down to the ER.




“What I would like to talk to you about is whether you’d be interested in taking a job with the Council,” he said. “We’re always looking to recruit.”




She paused again, her hand on the push bar of the door to the next section.




“What are you talking about?” she asked.




“Beacon Hills is a thaumically active hotspot,” he said, as if that made everything clear. “The Council needs more contacts in areas like this to keep us apprised of events, people of interest, and objects of power. Intelligence is everything.”




“You want me to spy on my son and his friends?” Her wary look had become forbidding.




“I and the Council would like to pay you to keep us up to date on what’s going on in Beacon Hills, including whatever Scott is comfortable sharing, any help he might need, and any help he’s willing to give should we ask it.”




McCall settled back a little at this.




“Well, Scott’s going to UC Berkeley in the fall,” she told him. “And half of his pack are going in other directions, so I don’t know how much good it would do you.”




“This town is always going to be a magnet for the occult,” Jarod told her, “regardless of whether Scott’s here or not. It’s just better off if he is. Talk it over with him. We’re still setting pay scales, but considering the cost of living around here, for a person who already has extensive contacts and understanding of the world we deal with, we’re prepared to pay you generously.”




“How much?” The skepticism was back.




He named a number that made her eyes go wide.




“Nobody gets paid that much for legitimate work,” she told him. “What’s the catch?”




“Well, we might occasionally ask you to do something that doesn’t necessarily align with local, state, or federal law,” he admitted. “There’s also a substantial potential for danger, which we will train you to deal with. And there’s a very good chance that someone from the Council might show up on your doorstep asking for help.”




“Uh huh,” Melissa said in the all-knowing tone of a woman who has raised a teenage werewolf. 




“You’re already a part of this world, however tangentially,” Jarod pointed out. “You might as well get some benefit from it.”




After a moment, Melissa grudgingly nodded her head.




“Let me talk to Scott about it,” she said. “Nothing happens unless he’s completely okay with it.”




“Of course,” Jarod replied.







“Arizay and Willow are still in treatment,” Lydia explained. “Jarod’s supposed to be out of surgery soon, so he’ll be able to discharge them. Scott and Buffy are making a snack run to the cafeteria. I think Argent’s with them.”




“Malia?” the sheriff asked.




“She was hanging out on the loading dock,” Stiles said. “Sometimes the crowds and noise get to her.”




“I can sympathize,” his father said. “Why don’t you call her back in. I get the feeling we’ll be better off if we can bring everyone in on this.”




“Sure thing,” Stiles answered and loped off to the nearest broken window to climb out.




“Who’s Buffy?” Finstock asked.




“Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” Lydia replied. “She’s Oz’s alpha and the senior Slayer. Apparently Lucy and Arizay are apprentice vampire slayers or junior vampire slayers or something.”




“Oh, well, that makes perfect sense,” Finstock said. “I wonder if any of them play lacrosse. I’m down to one werewolf on my team, and I really need to fill out the bench.”




“Really, Coach?” the sheriff asked. “That’s your priority here?”




Finstock made a rude, scoffing noise. “Yeah, like you haven’t thought about bringing some of that in for your department.”




“I already have a hellhound,” Stilinski replied, “and he’s kind of hard on the equipment. I can’t imagine vampire slayers are any better.”




Stiles reappeared, looking more than usually scattered.




“What?” Lydia asked.




“It’s just that there’s, um, a lot of kissing,” he said, gesturing vaguely, “out there.”




“Who?” Stilinski asked.




“Uh, Malia,” Stiles managed.




“And?” Araya asked, curious.




“Uh…Oz.” Stiles still looked a bit stunned.




“Son,” the sheriff said, “your ex-girlfriend is allowed to kiss other people now. That’s how breakups work.”




“Yeah, but he’s short!” Stiles protested.




“Oh, that didn’t sound like a complex personal problem at all,” Lydia assured him.




“I mean, what do we know about him?” Stiles gestured frantically. “Just that he waltzes into town, he’s a werewolf, and he’s short. That’s it!”




“Yeah, ’cause that three-four time signature just kills the ladies,” Finstock said, rolling his eyes. “Why did I ever let you play on my team, Stilinski?”




“I scored four points against Central and won the game,” Stiles answered, looking hurt.




“Anyway, here they come,” Lydia said.







“It’s your turf,” Buffy said, “and I don’t want to overstep.”




She, Scott, and Argent stood off to the side of the cafeteria, waiting for their orders to be finished. Of all the hospitals in the United States, this one seemed to have taken its mandate for healthy nutrition to heart and offered a selection of salads, sandwiches, and wraps. It had taken five minutes of pleading and finally one quiet combined bribe and threat by Argent to get the closest thing to comfort food the chef could put together. 




“Which I appreciate,” Scott answered, “except I hear a very large but hanging out there.”




She nodded in agreement. “But, Kate tried to kill a Slayer. When we’re talking vampires, it’s part of the package deal. This, however, is not something I can or will tolerate. I’m going to have to send a message.”




“What kind of message?” Argent asked tersely.




Buffy looked up at him. “The kind of message that makes it real clear how bad of an idea it is to mess with one of my junior Slayers.”




“Are you planning on killing her?” Scott asked. There was a wealth of unspoken ‘that would also count as a bad idea’ in his voice.




“I’m not hot to kill anyone,” Buffy told him, “but when I’m done, she isn’t going to be biting anyone for the foreseeable future.”




Scott looked over to Argent.




“She’s your sister,” he said.




“She hasn’t been family for some time now,” Argent replied. “Neither has my father, for that matter. So long as you don’t kill her, I won’t raise a fuss, but whatever’s left over, you hand to me.”




Buffy considered him for a moment. 




“You’ve got a lot of experience werewolf hunting, right?” she asked.




“It was the family business,” Argent replied. “It got my wife and my daughter killed. The only thing I’m doing is picking up the pieces.”




“I hand your sister over to you when I’m done,” Buffy said, “and let’s talk about what happens after you’ve picked up your pieces.”




“Done.”







“Pulse, blood pressure, oxygen saturation, temperature, and respirations are all back to normal and your tox screen is now clear,” Jarod said, signing off on the chart. “Just let Ms. McCall remove your IV, and you’re good to go, Willow.”




“Hey, what about me?!” Ari nearly wailed from across the room.




“I’ll be right with you, Ari,” Jarod called. “Willow?”




Willow sighed with relief. 




“I am very relieved to be out of here,” she said. “No offense.”




“None taken,” Melissa replied, peeling off the tape that covered Willow’s IV. “It’s not my favorite place to be either, and I work here.”




Jarod left to discharge Arizay while Melissa helped Willow get her things together. 




“There’s a Wal-Mart out on the highway if you decide you need a change of clothes,” Melissa told her.




“I think I’m going to need a change of clothes,” Willow agreed. “And shoes.”




“Well, check yourself in the mirror in the bathroom,” Melissa suggested, “and you’re ready to go to Billing.”




The bathroom was the same utilitarian, accessible shape she’d seen in several hospitals—tiled for ease of cleaning and equipped with a pullcord for emergencies. The lighting was fluorescent and made her look like death warmed over. She studied her reflection.




There was something vaguely unsettling about it, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. It was, after all—and she checked the reflection of the clock in the mirror—well after midnight, and that was two time zones earlier than what she was now used to. She hadn’t sprouted a second head, so as far as she was concerned, it was all good. She splashed a little water on her face.




“When is a door not a door?” someone asked from inside the room.




Startled, she looked up and around.




There was no one there.




She waited a long minute. Both the aconite and the atropine caused hallucinations, and there was probably still some atropine in her system, at least until the morning. Between that, the stress hormones, and the knowledge that they still had to deal with any remaining vampires as well as a rogue werejaguar, of course she’d be susceptible to an auditory hallucination. And if you told her it was just her imagination, she’d readily agree, but the voice that had spoken had sounded a lot like the creature near the Nemeton. Not the darach but the one wrapped in filthy bandages.




She held out her hand and summoned a tiny seed of light to her palm. It glowed with warmth. 




“By the Unrevealed Names and the Obscured Hand,” she said in a firm, resonating voice, “I conjure you to appear in a manner unthreatening and acceptable to my senses.”




She felt her power pulse out and fill every corner of the small room. Had to keep a lid on things. Slinging magic in a hospital had a very bad habit of short circuiting extremely necessary medical equipment. Nothing appeared. After a long moment, Willow let the power she held fade away. Just her imagination. She really was tired.




She looked back up at her reflection. Oh, for heaven’s sake, she’d parted her hair on the wrong side. No wonder it had looked so wrong. She lifted her left hand to run her fingers through her hair and rearrange the part, and in the mirror, her reflection did the same, It lifted its left hand, diagonal to her own, not across.




Startled a second time, Willow straightened, blinking, and after three blinks, her reflection had reversed itself so that now its right and correct hand was raised.




“I really need to get back on my Hellmouth,” she muttered to herself. “At least I get the weirdness there.”







In a public meeting room off the cafeteria, unlocked without a reservation and long after the posted hours, members of the Slayers Council and the Beacon Hills pack met. On the conference table, Sheriff Stilinski had laid out a map of the town and surrounding state and national forests. The hospital, the vet clinic, and the high school were marked, as were the site where Oz and his team had been ambushed and the warehouse the Calaveras used as their base.




“The Nemeton is somewhere in this area,” Sheriff Stilinski explained, “but none of my officers, not even Parrish, have been able to pinpoint where exactly. It’s like it moves around.”




“It doesn’t,” Deaton said, leaning forward, “but there are a lot of very well developed defenses in place to keep people from finding it. You have to be extremely determined and aware, or the Nemeton has to want you, in order to get there.”




“And you think Gerard is aiming for this?” Buffy asked.




“If Gerard manages to kill the Nemeton, he’ll disrupt the delicate balance of magical energies in the area. Chaos becomes more powerful than order. Night more powerful than day. Vampires more powerful than werewolves. He’ll create more vampires, kill every werewolf he can, and take over the town.”




“Yeah, well, we all know there isn’t a vampire out there who doesn’t want to extend his power to a lot more than just a town,” Buffy said. “Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen.”




A subset of the group—Buffy, Scott, the sheriff, Jarod, and Chris Argent—did most of the talking. Deaton supplied information about the Nemeton and conditions in the forest. Argent offered details of his father’s strategic and tactical abilities. After a bit of thrashing out, they had a general plan and several contingencies.




“What about Kate Argent?” Araya Calavera asked. “She killed eight of my men.”




“The same men who attacked my people and tortured two of them?” Buffy asked her in a level voice. “When I’m done with Kate Argent, he gets to decide what to do with her.”




She pointed at Chris Argent without looking. Argent stood without reaction and met Araya’s glance.




“You give her to me,” Araya said, “and we’ll discuss how my family makes reparations to yours.”




Buffy’s expression didn’t change, but Willow—who’d been standing approximately between them along the long side of the table—took a large step back, grabbed Lucy and Arizay by their shoulders, and pulled them back as well. Buffy walked along the table, trailing her fingers across the top, until she stood two feet from Calavera, at the corner of the table.




The table was twelve feet long, four feet wide, and made of a dark, solid, heavy hardwood. It had done duty in some executive office somewhere until the number of dings and aging style had condemned it to an unglamorous back room. Without taking her eyes away from Calavera, Buffy effortlessly lifted the side of the table. Then she braced one hand on the edge of the table, reached under with the other, and grabbed the corner leg. Again, without any apparent effort but with a shriek of screws ripped from their moorings and wood splintering, she ripped the leg off table. Then she set the table down and hefted the leg, also of solid, heavy wood.




“You and your men ambushed my people,” Buffy said, her voice still level. “You attacked them, poisoned them, and tortured them. When I am done with Kate Argent, her brother decides what happens to her. Then, I will dictate the terms of the reparations you owe me. If you don’t like that, your best bet is to go home and never step foot on my turf again.”




She squeezed her fist around the table leg, and everyone in the room could hear the wood fibers crush in the strength of her grip. 




To Calavera’s credit, she didn’t quail or look away from Buffy.




‘Very well,” Calavera replied. “You will tell me what you want, and I will listen.”




“Glad to hear it,” Buffy said, breaking into a genuine smile. “Everybody know what they’re doing?”




“Actually,” Finstock started.




“Good,” Buffy interrupted him. “Grab your gear. Let’s head out.”




When it’s ajar



Hours closer to dawn than was comfortable for a vampire, Gerard and Kate returned to their lair and shed gear and clothes. 




“I am going back to the hotel,” Kate said, “and I’m going to soak in their hot tub until I stop hurting from that death march you put us on.”




“Did you whine this much before I died?” her father asked.




“Depends on whether or not you were this sanctimo—”




She broke off, because as they passed the row of shelves and supplies and came into the large open area where they’d spent most of their time in Beacon Hills, they came into view of a line of three vampire mercenaries. The three were all on their knees, fingers laced behind their heads.




“What the hell is this?” Gerard demanded. “You’re supposed to be at the hospital, finishing off McCall’s pack and those upstart Slayer girls.”




None of the three answered him. They just stared.




“Hey, Grandpa,” Arizay said, stepping into the light, “watch who you calling upstart.”




As Kate scanned the space, looking for others, Buffy, Scott, Chris Argent, Araya Calavera, and Lucy all stepped forward as well. Every single one of them was heavily armed, except for Buffy, who stood closest to the three mercs.




Gerard chuckled. 




“You think you’ve made an ally in these Slayers, Scott?” he called. “The Watchers Council will send their hunters after you the moment she reports back.” Then he glared at Lucy and Ari. “And you. You better show some respect for your elders, girlies. You’re about to get schooled by one.”




Arizay scoffed. “Hey, Loose, you see an elder anywhere around here?”




“No,” Lucy answered, shrugging, “but I do see a week old corpse under new management.”




Gerard scowled.




Kate walked back in a low key bid to reach the door. Oz stepped out of a shadow behind an I-beam pillar between her and the door. He was in his quarter-wolf form, canines long, claws extended, and golden eyes flashing in the dim light.




“You could try getting out this way,” Oz said. “I’m kind of curious to see if you will.”




“Ari,” Buffy called, “is that the one?”




She pointed at Kate without addressing her.




“That’s the one, jefa,” Ari answered.




Buffy nodded and turned to face the three vampires on their knees.




“Pay close attention,” she told them. “And remember what I told yo—”




“What, you think you can take me?” Kate asked her.




Buffy held up her index finger towards Kate in an obvious “one moment” gesture, but didn’t otherwise respond.




“Remember what I told you,” she repeated to the vamps. “You do that, you’ll live through the night. Got it?”




“Yes,” they muttered in sloppy unison.




Buffy looked over towards Ari and Lucy.




“Stick to the plan, and don’t get sloppy,” she said. “We’re making a point.”




“You got it,” Lucy said.




“Uh huh,” Arizay answered.




And then Buffy faced Kate.




“Bring it on, Slayer,” Kate said, gesturing.




She brought her hands down like she would slap the air on either side of her legs, and her claws appeared. She tossed her hair back, and in the motion, her face changed. Her skin turned the bluish-black of her jaguar form, her canines grew large and long, and her eyes turned the light blue of a were who’d killed an innocent person.







“See, that looks intimidating to me,” Stiles said, watching the action through a thin uncovered strip in the chain link fence around the supply room of the lair. “Doesn’t that look intimidating to you?”




Lydia leaned in and looked through the same strip as him.




“Yes, that really does,” she agreed.




“Oh, I hope Buffy can take her out without getting hurt too badly,” he said. “She is pretty spiffy.”




Lydia looked up at him and blinked as she considered which way to best answer.




“Stiles, why do you think we’re back here?” she asked. “And why did she ask your dad, the sheriff, to go with Willow, Malia, and Deaton?”




“To keep us safe, obviously,” he replied, confused as to why she asked. “And because Dad knows the woods really well.”




“No, sweetie,” she told him. “Your dad’s in the other group so he doesn’t watch Buffy violate a whole bunch of laws. And we’re not in danger, because if for some reason Buffy doesn’t win the fight with Kate, there’s still Scott, Mr. Argent, Mrs. Calavera, Lucy, Arizay, and Oz.”




“What la—” Stiles started and was interrupted by the first impact of the fight.







“He poisoned the Nemeton,” Deaton said, numbly. “He poisoned the Nemeton.”




“This is the same stuff a vandal used to try to kill the Treaty Oak in Austin,” Jarod said, considering one of the jugs Gerard and Kate had left at the scene of the arborcide. “They were able to save it, but it took a lot of work.”




“The Nemeton was already dying,” Willow said. “Why bother?”




“He either didn’t know that, or he wanted to make sure he took out the entire grove, so none of the remaining trees could become the next Nemeton,” Stilinski answered.




“Guess he doesn’t know a lot about magic,” Willow said. “Jarod, can you go over the chemical formula and structure for me so I can work out how to break it down?”




“You can do that?” Deaton asked.




“Sure,” Willow replied. “I mean, I wouldn’t want to do it off the cuff. Messing with nitrogen bonds isn’t a very safe habit to get into, but if I work the equations into the spell, it should be fine.”







Lucy and Arizay stepped between Kate and her father, Gerard, all their attention on the senior Argent. Kate, for her part, ignored them. Instead, she growled low as Buffy stepped forward and then attacked with a jaguar scream.




Buffy caught her by the wrist and turned her grip a little, forcing Kate’s arm to rotate and present her elbow. Then, in the space of a blink, Buffy pulled down on Kate’s wrist just as she struck the elbow with the heel of her other hand. The joint reversed in a sickening crunch, and before Kate could react, Buffy released her, jumped into a powerful back spin, and kicked her in the face so hard Kate flipped 270 degrees and landed on her belly, stunned and goggle-eyed.




Buffy grabbed her by the shoulder and opposite hip, lifted her and twisted in the same motion, like she was wringing a very large, wet towel. It took less than a second, and the sound of vertebrae grinding, then breaking, and muscles, ligaments, and tendons tearing apart made every person in the room flinch. Belatedly, Kate screamed, hoarse and agonized, and Buffy dropped her on the floor.




No one in the room moved or made a sound while Buffy glanced at the now sobbing and crippled Kate Argent. Then the senior Slayer walked away from her towards the three vampires on their knees and stopped in front of them.




“That werejaguar over there?” Buffy indicated, “she thought she could lay a finger on a Slayer and a Watcher and there wouldn’t be any consequence. The only reason she still exists is because she’s not a vampire. All of your buddies who attacked the hospital? They’re dust.”




All three vampires, mercenaries and werewolf hunters during their lifetimes, were wide-eyed and silent with horror.




“The only reason you still exist,” Buffy continued, “is because you serve a purpose, and that purpose is spreading the word. No one ever touches a Slayer or a Watcher. Ever. Because if they do, I will take it personally. Understand?”




All three vampires nodded vigorously.




“So,” she said, “in one month’s time, I’m going to walk into my local demon bar, and I’m going to ask the first demon or vampire I see what happens if they decide to harm a Slayer or a Watcher, and if I don’t get the right answer, I’m going to hold all three of you responsible. Understand?”




All three nodded again.




“Uh, where do you live?” the second vampire asked.




“North America,” she answered. “By the way, I did not spare you so you could suck off some unlucky homeless guy. I know your names and your faces. If I find out you’ve put your fangs to a single human being, I will do so much worse to you than I did to her. Understand?”




All three nodded a third time.




She glared at them. “Sunrise is an hour off. Get out of here.”




They scrambled to their feet and ran out the door into the predawn darkness.







“Holy shit!” Stiles whisper-screamed, having watched the beating through his fingers. “I mean, she’s a werejaguar, she’ll heal, right? But still!”




“Shhhh,” Lydia whispered back at him. “Peter Hale didn’t heal from his burns for more than five years, so Kate’s not walking away from this, and I don’t think it’s over.”







“Oh, good,” Lucy said, watching Gerard stare at the crippling his daughter had just sustained. “It’s our turn.”




Gerard looked up from his daughter, and his face congealed with hatred. With a shake of his head, he took on his demonic visage.




“Go ahead and kill her,” he sneered. “She’s useless to me anyway, damn were.”




“No!” Kate cried, trying to reach him with her one good arm. “Dad, no!”




“Lucy, Ari,” Buffy said, grabbing Kate by her hair close to the scalp, “don’t take all day.”




“No prob,” Lucy answered.




Buffy skull-dragged Kate Argent to the door, opened it, threw her in a heap outside the building, and pulled the door closed behind her.







“Tell me about Oz,” Malia said, looking over at Jarod.




Willow and Deaton sat in the middle of the great tree stump, quietly going over the charts Willow had drawn on an improbably large sheet of graph paper she’d pulled from her bag. The rest of them had set up far back enough not to interfere with any of the preparations.




At that point, the news that Oz and Malia had been seen kissing had been heard by every person in Scott McCall’s pack and the Slayers Council. Jarod considered.




“He plays bass guitar,” he offered.




Malia accepted this but didn’t smile. “What else?”




Jarod sighed and looked down at his hands for a long moment.




“I’m not very good at this sort of thing,” he tried to explain. “I spent almost all of my childhood as a kind of experiment in a laboratory. I can be anybody, but I’m not very good at explaining one person to another.”




Malia nodded.




“I spent eight years of my life in coyote form,” she told him. “I’m still trying to figure out how to fit in.”




Jarod made an expression of comprehension.




“In that case, you’ll get along fine with Oz,” he said. “Oz takes people how they are, and he is exactly who he appears to be. So if you already like him, then you’ll be fine.”




“Not many people can say that,” Stilinski murmured.




“So what does he do, exactly?” Finstock asked.




Malia shot him a look.




“Hey, I’m asking on your behalf, princess,” Finstock told her. “Can’t let one of my best attackmen get taken by some unemployed rock and roll loser. If you like, I can even negotiate your dowry.”




“I don’t have a dowry,” she said, frowning. “My dad hasn’t spoken to me in a year.”




“Hence, why I’m offering.” Finstock gestured magnanimously.




“Oz is a Watcher for the Slayers Council,” Jarod replied. “He trains Slayers in general and has a squad of four Slayers—Arizay, Lucy, Chao-Ann, and Simone. He’s under consideration for setting up a Watcher residence in another city after the colloquium.”




“Where?” Malia asked, perking up.




“That hasn’t been decided,” Jarod demurred. 




“Paris?”




“Uh, that is one of the cities we’re considering,” Jarod admitted, “and Oz does speak a little Fren—”




“Je parle très bien Français,” Malia enunciated precisely.




“Moi aussi,” Jarod replied, “and Buffy’s mentioned taking a tour of the Continent.”




Malia frowned.




“Which is not to say that we wouldn’t send Oz there, but for the time being, it’s undecided,” Jarod told her. “Would you like to discuss employment opportunities with the Council?”




“What’s the salary?” she asked.




“Negotiable,” he said, spreading his hands. “Everything is negotiable.”




“You can start by providing her dowry,” Finstock put in.







Buffy walked along the rotten asphalt, pulling Kate behind her, to where Chris Argent and Araya Calavera waited




“No, no,” Kate gasped. “No, don’t kill me, please. God, don’t, please!”




Ignoring her, Buffy dropped her and looked up at Chris.




“Let me know on what we talked about, okay?” she asked. “A man with your skills, connections, and family history would be a huge bonus for us, but I understand if under the circumstances you want to go your own way.”




“I’ll think about it,” Argent answered, not moving his eyes away from Buffy’s face.




“And you,” Buffy said, turning to Calavera, “no longer decides who lives and who dies. He does. You have a problem with a were, you get Argent’s approval to hunt them, and you hunt to capture, not kill. Got it?”




“It’s more dangerous to capture instead of kill,” Calavera told her, “and half my men are dead.”




“Then get better at your job,” Buffy answered, “or find a new one. Any werewolf or other therian dies at your hands that he didn’t sign off on, and you will find out how much harder it is to fight the Slayers Council than an outnumbered werewolf.”




Araya inhaled and slowly exhaled.




“Sí,” she said. “It will be as you say. I will tell my family.”




“Then we’re good,” Buffy responded. “You need anything, let me know.”




She turned and walked back to the door without a second glance.




Once the door closed behind her, Chris Argent took out his gun and screwed on a suppressor.




“You want me to handle this for you, Christopher?” Araya asked, her voice unusually gentle.




“No,” he said, his voice rough. 




“Chris, please,” Kate begged, pulling herself up on her good arm. “Please, don’t kill me. Spare me. Please. I can’t feel my legs. I can’t get away. I won’t fight you. I promise. Please, please, help me.”




He squatted next to her. 




“The Hale fire?” he asked her. “The one you swore to me you had nothing to do with, the one that killed five children and three adults? I believed you. I wonder how many people would still be alive if I hadn’t.”




“I’m your sister!” Kate screamed.




“You’re the very thing our family swore to stop,” he told her and stood.




Kate transformed back into her jaguar form, screaming and hissing at him, and desperately digging her claws into the ground to pull herself away as he chambered a round and flicked off the safety.




“Damn you!” she screamed at him. “Damn y—”







“Look inward,” Deaton advised her. “And remember, you can’t make it do anything. The Nemeton doesn’t exist for your sake or anyone else’s sake. It is an expression of the biosphere.”




Willow sighed. It was getting late, and the spell had been written to take advantage of the approaching dawn.




“That I can deal with,” she said. “It’s the fact that mountain ash is actually rowan that’s got me scrambling to figure it out.”




“That’s what I’m saying,” Deaton told her. “Wiccans tend to look at parts of the natural world as tools for their spells, things to be used. You can’t use mountain ash. You can, however, let it use you.”




“And this?” She held up the most important item she’d brought with her from Cleveland.




“All of the great tree species have been a Nemeton at some point, mountain ash, oak, chestnut, sequoia, gingko, all of them. It shouldn’t have a problem passing the crown to this new tree. It’s just that…it’ll be vulnerable for decades until it reaches its full size.”




“I might be able to do something about it,” Willow told him.







Lucy and Ari circled Gerard like two wolves, driving him one way and then another, baiting him into attacking, and pulling him off balance. Like all vampires, he was strong and fast. He also remembered his own long ago training as a mercenary and did his very best to get his hands on one or the other of the teenage girls who harried him. But Gerard hadn’t been a vampire for very long, almost certainly less than six months, and every time he grabbed one girl only to have her twist or shrug out of his hands and hit him like a granite boulder pushed off the top of Half Dome, he got more and more angry.




“You think you’re going to stop me?” he demanded.




“Geezer, we are going to stomp you,” Ari taunted him.




When she stepped out of his range, he turned on Lucy, who simply jumped over his head, turning in the air as easily as if she were on a trampoline. She landed where Ari had been standing as Ari slid past him on her knees, grabbed his lower leg, and swung him like a baseball bat, directly into the line of Lucy’s javelin cast. The spar of wood transfixed him under the arm and came out just below his ear.




“Gosh darn it, Ari,” Lucy cried without much feeling, “missed the heart!”




Gerard stumbled to his feet and flailed, trying to get a hand on one end of the three foot long splinter that shish kabobed him.




“Don’t get down on yourself, hermana,” Ari told her. “You just need a little more practice.”




“You’ve got that right,” Lucy replied.




She picked up another piece of wood and threw it one handed like she was throwing a knife. This one hit somewhere around Gerard’s liver and stuck out his back.




“I will kill you!” Gerard yelled.




Ari grabbed one end of the first spear, hauled him around, and kicked him in the face, breaking several bones.




“Sorry, Gramps,” Ari said, dancing back like a prize fighter, “I couldn’t hear you with your mouth full of Nike.”




Gerard stumbled, and Lucy jumped into a flying kick that hit the back of his head and knocked him face first into the floor.




“How’re they doing?” Buffy asked, rejoining Oz and Scott.




“Working out some aggression,” Oz responded.




“Yuh huh,” Buffy agreed, watching the two junior Slayers take turns knocking Gerard back and forth.




“Do you know what Chris decided?” Scott asked her.




“He didn’t say,” she replied. “I didn’t ask. We’ll know in a minute.”




A loud crunch indicated that Ari’s strike to Gerard’s right knee had broken the joint. Scott winced.




“You, uh, don’t think this is a little…?” he trailed off and scratched the back of his head.




“Overkill?” Oz prompted.




“Tacky?” Buffy asked.




“Much?” Scott finished.




“Yeah, okay,” Buffy agreed and cupped her hands together in front of her mouth. “Hey! We’re aging over here.”




Punctuating her words, two muffled shots from outside clapped the air. Both Lucy and Ari looked up and over at the door, shocked. If Gerard had been waiting for a moment to strike, this was it, but he only staggered several steps.




“Don’t let it shake you,” Buffy ordered. “You’re Slayers. You have a job to do.”




Ari nodded and turned back to the fight. Lucy took a moment longer but nodded as well. She and Ari exchanged a look while Gerard finally put a hand on the first spar. Lucy raised both hands, right hand in a fist over the flat left hand, and gave Ari a questioning look. Ari shrugged in agreement and did the same. As Gerard tugged on the spar, pulling it out of his chest and neck a few inches at a time, Ari and Lucy fired off a round of rochambeau. Lucy played rock, and Ari played scissors. With a grim smile, Lucy picked up a sharpened stave and tossed it to Ari just as Gerard got the first piece of wood all the way out.




“Hey, asshole,” Lucy called.




Gerard looked up, snarling and demonic, just as Ari stepped up behind him.




“You. Don’t. Matter,” Lucy said.




She jumped and kicked him right in the sternum, knocking him back onto Arizay’s three foot long stake. Furious and horrified, he twisted to reach her and exploded into dust.







The spell was set to be triggered by daybreak, the moment the sun was visible above the horizon, and it would become irrevocable when sunlight directly touched the stump of the tree, which could be a few moments later if they were lucky or as late as noon if they weren’t. At least the weather forecast was for clear skies.




As Deaton was the druid who guarded the Nemeton, his help in writing the wards and limitations of the spell was invaluable. Willow drew the first lines in vine charcoal, and he followed along with a piece of crumbling red ochre. It would be a good spell, she thought, feeling the bones of it take shape in the air, earth, and water around her. 




She and Deaton sat in the exact center of the old, cracked, green wood, where it had once been a sapling. She opened her satchel, and took out the many packets of supplies she’d packed. Next to them, she set a carefully crafted box of carved chestnut wood. Xander had a supply of branches Chataigne’s tree had dropped as well as those he’d carefully pruned, but only the ones that had weathered on their own were seasoned enough to be used. Inside the box rested one of Chataigne’s chestnuts, spelled against every threat that might do harm to its tightly bound potentiality, from chestnut blight to hungry squirrels to madmen with herbicide.




While Deaton sat across from her, already deep into his trance, Willow closed her eyes and centered herself. Her spells of the last several months, and the problems they’d caused, flitted across her memory—the amulet for Dawn, the coins soaked with agony, the mirror shards which had captured the Lonely Angels—and she considered them dispassionately for a moment. It was important to remain open to her mistakes. To do otherwise meant she risked backsliding into the way she’d used magic just before and after Tara’s death, and she’d promised herself she’d never do that. It meant that when Jenny and Giles accused her of hasty, careless magic, she needed to listen. It meant that when Katie admitted Willow’s behavior frightened her, she had to examine her choices. It wasn’t where she wanted to start her trance, but it had to be dealt with.




She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. She should have told Dawn what she was doing. She still felt responsible for Dawn’s safety, feared anything happening to the girl, and carried a heavy guilt for what she’d done as ‘Dark Willow’ that had so frightened and wounded her little Dawnie. She wondered if Dawn would ever trust her again.




Doesn’t matter. Focus on the spell.




And Katie was right. She’d hoarded those coins because they would make terrifying weapons, and Willow wasn’t just afraid of vampires or demons or mayors bent on immortality. Kennedy had been murdered by a serial killer. She wanted her family safe, even if that meant handling dangerous materials to make it so. Maybe she could talk to Jason about it. He kept saying he wasn’t a therapist, but so far, he’d been a great help.




Set it aside and move on. Focus on the spell.




Jenny and Giles’s complaints were the most difficult. Jenny, she knew, had dealt with a Dark Willow who’d had no Xander to bring her back to Sanity Land. A lot of people had died, and Jenny had ended up making several alliances and deals she refused to talk about. It had ended with Jenny killing the Willow of her world. So, yeah, Jenny was probably on the hyper-twitchy side of the equation. But it didn’t mean she was wrong. Giles ought to know better. He’d seen her through her rehabilitation. He knew how hard she’d fought to return to herself. Which meant if he was upset, she needed to listen.




So she’d talk to him again. Focus on the spell.




She let go of the worries eating at her and dug into herself. Through herself was the key to the world. She closed her eyes, listened, felt, and waited.




After a long moment—a minute, twenty minutes, or ten seconds—she began to feel the song of the Earth around her. She faced east, where she could see the growing light of the dawn. She could feel herself being pushed toward the sun, like she was sitting at the prow of a great ship, and the wind tossing her hair was made of solar particles, not air molecules. The ground was as cold as it would get that morning, and she could feel the water percolating through living soil and rock, the rank bitterness of the herbicide lacing through the roots of the Nemeton and its grove of handmaid trees. 




“When is a door not a door?”




That was her brain replaying things from the hours before, the residue of wolfsbane, adrenaline, and lack of sleep. She ignored it.




The forest around them was a mature stand of mixed trees—blue oak, sycamore, white alder, black walnut, and rowan—and all of them had intertwined root systems, communicating threats and sharing sugars to keep old stumps and new saplings alive to preserve the network. The Nemeton was like a blank space she could only define by where the other trees stopped.




She couldn’t use it, but it could use her, and that was all right, because she already had the sense of power old beyond the reckoning of human lives. There had been humans who’d tended this grove well before the Spaniards had colonized the Pacific coast. She could feel their discarded stone tools feet below her in the soil of the old river plain. She could feel the looming death of the great giant, and the pent up chaos that would be released if there was no other tree with the potential to become Nemeton. Too much had been bound up in this tree, life and death, for it to be otherwise, and Willow could sense that even with a seamless transfer, even if everything with the spell went properly, there would still be trouble.




It reminded her of the Slayer. So many Potentials, but only one ever called at a time, and she was still mortal, fated to die fulfilling her role.




The ground beneath her had been soaked with blood many, many times. She saw a sad eyed girl about the same age she’d been when Buffy had moved to Sunnydale. She saw Jennifer, the Darach or Dark Oak, her heart filled with a bitter lust for vengeance. She saw a series of anonymous adults killed by the Darach and others who’d willingly given their lives. And she saw a man wrapped in dirty bandages, charred and bloody skin peeking through, wearing a leather bomber jacket that looked like it had actually come from World War II instead of a vintage clothing catalog. And tying each to the other and then to her was the Nemeton, great, terrible, and dying.




She reached within herself and down into the earth and the great interconnected web of life, and summoned up the energy for the spell. The wards held, protecting her from fluctuations in everything from solar winds to magmatic movements beneath the crust to being bitten by an offended wood ant. The limitations prevented her from summoning so much power that she went up in a puff of salt, steam, and smoke. 




Like blowing a particularly large bubble, she slowly fed the summoned energy into her spell, and felt the lines she and Deaton had written around and on the tree stump glow. The molecules of herbicide began to shiver and break down in the sequence Jarod had written out for her, no longer able to poison the trees but scattering into a brownian motion of basic, harmless elements. 




Within the chestnut box Xander had given her, one of Chataigne’s chestnuts glowed with waiting life. 




Deaton said ‘you can’t use the Nemeton, but it can use you,’ and he promised it would respond to the spell in its own way. She just wo—




The violence of the Nemeton’s answer crushed her under its weight and wiped all her carefully held spell limitations from her mind.




She was born in darkness and reached both up and down, drawn by light and warmth at one end and sweet water at the other. She pulled moisture, air, and nutrients into her, and the tender new cells of phloem hardened with cellulose and became wood as new layers were born. It happened over and over again as the world aligned itself to the spread of the Nemeton’s branches and roots. It had been Nemeton for nearly all its existence, some quirk of time, place, and quickening calling its destiny. Like Chataigne, both its crowns, above and below ground, held entire worlds of other life. Blood dripped into it from the first sacrifice, so long ago, the bones of its victim had splintered and collapsed into dust before there had been boats that could cross oceans.




It reached out through her, taking the spell from her fingers, and pulling the energy she’d summoned like a greedy child. Not to live. It was too late for that. It was dying, and this was as much a chemical and physical reaction triggered by its impending death as the spell was an answer to its call.




Frightened, Willow looked into the Nemeton and saw further than she had thought possible.




It had called Dawn. It had called Dawn from another world, because it was the same tree in that world as it was in this world. It was the same tree in a thousand other worlds, and in all those worlds, it was also dying. But the call hadn’t started then. It hadn’t started when it had awakened Peter Hale from his trauma-induced vegetative state and sent him forth for vengeance and to bite Scott McCall. It hadn’t started when Kate Argent had set fire to the Hale residence while the family tried desperately to escape. The call hadn’t started when Derek Hale, at the age of fourteen, had killed the girl he loved to spare her the death of her body rejecting its lycanthropy. She kept sliding past events longer and longer ago until she saw a man who bore a passing resemblance to Chris Argent spend three days with a crew cutting down the great trunk of the tree and laughing with delight when it finally crashed to the ground. 




The call had gone out forty-eight years previously when Gerard Argent had first tried to kill the Nemeton. Everything since then had been a desperate bid to last until Willow arrived. It had waited twenty-five years for her to be born and pulled her into its orbit.




Deacon was right. She couldn’t use the Nemeton, but it could use her.




The chestnut before her shimmered between one state and another, the energy of the spell swelling as the rotation of the earth swung them towards the sun. The boundaries of the tree, where it began and ended, what it was, how long it had been there, all shifted and blurred. Instead of a tree stump and a seed, it was a reaching tree—young, tall, and strong. Instead of the serrated, pinnate leaves of a rowan, it was the smoother, individual leaves of the chestnut tree Giles had dubbed Castanea silvam.




It shifted back and forth—one, the other, both, and neither—until the first burning sliver of sun crept above the horizon. The golden light slipped past all the other trees and touched the air above where Willow and Deaton sat. The magical superposition collapsed into the reality of a forty foot tall chestnut tree spreading its branches and roots along the same paths as the mountain ash once had. The Nemeton lived.




Willow sprawled on the ground on one side of the tree, Deaton on the other. The stump was gone. Willow’s tailbone rested against the now slender base of the tree, perhaps two feet in diameter, where the previous Nemeton had been twelve. 




“When is a door not a door?” the voice asked one last time. 




“When it’s ajar,” Willow answered automatically.




For a moment, she knew something had gone terribly wrong, but then the moment slipped past, and she lost the knowledge.




Boots appeared in her line of sight.




“I’ll be damned,” Stilinski said, and offered her a hand up. “That is one serious tree.”




She took it and climbed to her feet just as Deaton did. The tree stretched up more than forty feet, and the leaves of its canopy sighed with the first breeze of the morning. Finstock stepped up to the tree and tapped the trunk, making an impressed face at the solid reality of it.




Deaton came around the trunk, unable to take his eyes off it.




“You might get a dryad,” Willow told him.




A fly buzzed past her, and she swatted at it.




“I— what?” Deaton asked, tearing his eyes away to look at her.




“A dryad,” she repeated. “You might get a dryad. We’re not sure, because none of the other saplings from her chestnuts are old enough yet, but keep an eye out. If there is one, you’re pretty much her champion.”




Deaton stared at her, his eyes filled with wonder. 




“Do you know how long it’s been since a Druid has spoken to a dryad?” he asked.




“A really long time?” she asked brightly.




“Since before Julius Caesar invaded England,” he replied. “So, yeah, a really long time.”




“Can we get a ride back?” Willow asked Stilinski




“I second that request,” Finstock added.




Stilinski nodded. “I’ll get a call out to Parrish, ask him to come get us.”







Epilogue



“Are you going with him?” Scott asked Malia carefully.




It was no small thing for a beta to leave her pack. Usually it meant she’d been forced out, which was not what Scott wanted her to think was going on.




Malia shook her head.




“I’m going with you to the colloquium,” she told him, “and we’ll decide from there.”




Romances in the were world tended to be decided as quickly as whether or not you’d tear a rival’s throat out. 




“If you go to Paris,” Lydia told her, “I’ll give you a list of stores you have to visit. They have the best clothes there. I’m not even kidding.”




“And, we’ll come and visit you,” Stiles said, putting his arm over Lydia’s shoulders.




It was his first direct demonstration of affection for Lydia in front of Malia since they’d broken up.




“I’d like that,” Malia said, a tremulous smile lifting the corners of her mouth.




“So, Buffy’s going to put Stiles in contact with her sister, Dawn,” Lydia mentioned, “because Dawn’s currently working in an internship at the Jeffersonian and knows not one, not two, but three FBI agents.”




“I might get an internship with the FBI out of it,” Stiles said, grinning maniacally.




“Your mom and Deaton are both taking retainers from the Slayers Council to keep them up to date on the weirdness that is Beacon Hills,” Lydia continued. “And Mr. Argent might hire on as one of their Watchers.”




“And Oz told me he was starting a foundation to provide scholarships for college and travel to other werewolves,” Scott said. “So, college just got a whole lot easier.”




“I think we’re doing really well out of this whole thing,” Stiles said. “Finstock even got his car back in one piece. And it’s only Tuesday.”




“See, that’s my worry,” Lydia said. “It’s times like these, when we think everything’s going great that all hell breaks loose.”




Stiles stared at her, feelings hurt.




“If it makes you feel any better, we’ve only got a month before we all leave to pursue our adult lives,” Malia offered. “We’ll see each other a few times a year, build new lives, and maybe grow apart. Liam’s not exactly the reliable type, and just because we still have a Nemeton doesn’t mean it’s safe, just that it hasn’t gone to hell.”




“Oh, well, now I feel better,” Lydia sighed.




Buffy came up to them with Lucy, Arizay, and Oz.




“We’re taking off in a few minutes,” she told them. “Literally. I just wanted to say goodbye, and all of you are welcome in Cleveland at any time. You need anything, check your phone contacts for Guardian and call or text.”




Stiles took his phone out and began sorting through the contacts.




“Hey! How’d that get there?”




“Scott, are we good?” Buffy asked him.




She hadn’t been the one to kill Kate Argent. Chris Argent had done that, and while Scott had been unable to marshall an argument against it, let alone against Buffy’s crippling of the were and child murdering serial killer, he’d reeked of unhappiness over it. He needed to get word to Derek Hale the woman was dead.




“We’re good,” he told her. 




“I’m glad to hear that, because from our side, there’s stuff coming up in the next year or so,” she told them. “Prophesy stuff. Bad stuff. I’d vote to leave you out of it, but it’s pretty clear that people are going to get knocked around whether they’re in the club or not. So I’d rather have you in the club.”




“You should train with us,” Arizay said. “Another werewolf? Totally cool. Plus, we could teach you some cool fighting stuff.”




“I’d like that,” Scott said, smiling shyly.




“And Loose here,” Arizay indicated Lucy with a side nod of her head, “can take Oz in a fair fight.”




Scott’s eyebrows went up in surprise. Lucy froze, wide-eyed. 




“You could learn a lot from Lucy,” Oz said, laid back as ever. “She’s a spitfire.”




“Maybe we could spar,” Scott suggested. “When I’m out in August.”




Lucy squeaked, looked around her in a nearly blind panic, and nodded vigorously. Buffy looked over at her and rolled her eyes.




“So yeah, the kids have been up since early yesterday morning, and it’s now tomorrow morning,” she told them, “so I think we’ll get on that plane and fly home. Bye.”




There were handshakes, hugs, and pats on the back before they left, and when they did, and Stiles turned to say something to Scott, Scott gestured him to stay quiet and lowered his head, listening carefully.




Sure enough, halfway to the plane, just barely audible over the sounds of morning traffic and the wind, Lucy’s outraged squeak floated on the air.




“—have at least warned me! I looked like an Idiot!”




Stiles grinned.




“She’s totally into you,” he told his best friend.




Scott shrugged shyly. “She’s a little young for me.”




“Eh,” Lydia answered. “She told me herself her sixteenth birthday is in a few weeks. During the colloquium. That satisfies the whole ‘half your age plus seven’ Jane Austen thing. Date away.”




“Oz told me that if you hurt his red headed Slayer,” Malia added, “he’ll tear your throat out.”




“Ouch,” Stiles commiserated.




“Well, Allison’s dad also threatened to kill me, so I must be doing something right,” Scott allowed.







Twenty minutes into their flight, Lucy, Arizay, and Oz were snoring. Jarod and Buffy talked quietly over a calendar marked in multiple colors. Willow was so jazzed by the energy of her spell, she couldn’t sit still. Giving up, she got to her feet and went back to the tiny bathroom on the single engine jet. 




A fly had gotten on the plane with them, which was annoying as it constantly buzzed around, but considering how confused it would be to leave the plane in Cleveland when it had boarded in California, she tried to find a little sympathy.




There was something bugging her about the spell, the feeling that something had gone wrong, but there was nothing to hang that worry on. She was fine. The limitations of the spell had worked fine. There were no residual energies; she’d checked and so had Deaton. There was no reason to be so anxious, but she couldn’t shake the worry.




When was a door not a door? It was an old children’s riddle, a pun. 




She considered as she sat on the toilet. Sure, it was a hallucination, but hallucinations didn’t spring out of nothingness. Except, wait, hadn’t Stiles recognized who the man had been when she mentioned it? She couldn’t remember, and it had been a very, very long night. 




When was a door not a door? When it was a jar. Ajar. The door wasn’t closed, it was open just a little bit. She closed the toilet lid, flushed it, turned towards the sink, and began washing her hands.




The Nemeton had been mountain ash, also known as rowan. Rowan was a potent force against magic, and at some point during her spell, the Nemeton had stopped being rowan and had started being chestnut. The door was ajar.




Horrified, she realized what had happened and looked up at her reflection.




It was watching her. Then, clear as a television on mute, her reflection winked at her and mouthed the words ‘My. Turn.’ Dumbfounded, Willow raised her hand towards the mirror. Her reflection copied her movement with an unsettling split-second delay.




Then her mirror image reached through the mirror and grabbed her by the wrist.







Buffy looked up from the list of events they were planning for the colloquium as Willow came out of the bathroom.




“Everything okay?” she asked. “For a second there, it sounded like you were having a really clumsy dance off.”




Willow grinned, not at all affected by the all-nighter.




“If that bathroom were any smaller, it would open into Narnia,” she said, and plopped down on the couch beside Buffy. “Ready for a little gin rummy?”




“Only so long as you don’t completely wipe me out,” Buffy told her. “Penny stakes only.”




“That’s the way I like it.”




She took out a deck of cards and began dealing left handed.





cover.jpeg
B LB 5

SR






