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Prologue
Torn away.

Buffy hurtled forward, not propelled from behind but tugged, dragged, hauled painfully and
suddenly into a black and red abyss. It felt as though only her face had been torn away, pulled on
farther and farther into the chasm of infinite black before her, but the rest of her left behind, all
the weight that flesh and blood and bone added to the image she had of herself. What was she?
Mind and heart and soul. Face. Eyes and ears and mouth. Words.

Red whirlpools punctured the endless velvet shadow around her, flashing past as she was
dragged by. Asif the universe itself were wounded and bleeding.

Vaguely, in the fog that seemed to comprise her mind, a dark certainty overwhelmed her.

Thiswas not a vision. Somehow, her spirit had been torn from her body and was now on a
journey. Traveling. Hurtling out of control toward some unfathomable point in the distance.

Buffy felt her mind slipping away from her, felt herself shutting down as she was drawn
through the void... and drawn... and drawn. Lulled into a kind of hibernation, aware and yet
unresponsive to her surroundings.

Then, suddenly, some sense that the void was not endless, the abyss not infinite. Somewhere
ahead was a barrier, a wall, and she was hurtling toward it, bound for collision. She peered into
the darkness ahead but all had become black now, as though she were blind But blind or not, she
could fedl it, sense its proximity as she was whipped along a course toward inevitable impact.

Collision.
Cold water splashed her face.

Shocked, Buffy stared at her fingers, splayed before her. At the grimy, cracked porcelain of the sink
and the water running from the faucet. Instinctively she looked up for amirror over the sink, but there
wasn't one.

Of course thereisn't one. They took it away the first day, she thought. She flashed back to that
time, five years before, when Clownface and Bulldog had thrown her, beaten, bloody and barely
conscious, into thiscell for thefirgt time. They didn't want you to cut your wrists.

Buffy spun about like a cornered animal, and her eyes darted around the room. The cell. Barson the
two high windows bardly dlowed thetiniest bit of light from the outsde. Ten-foot sonewallsal around.
A stedl door with rivets driven through it and neither handle nor knob nor even keyhole on thisside.

Built for me. Thiswas built for me.

Her hands went to the sides of her head and she squeezed her eyes closed. Then she opened them
wide and gazed around the room, hugging hersdlf tight. Buffy knew things. She did not know how, but
she knew.

Impossible.

But inescapably true.
She had been here, inthiscdll, for avery long time. Reluctantly, afraid of what shewould find, she



looked at her hands again. Rough, hard hands, with lines that had never been there before. She stretched,
felt her body, looked at hersdif.

No thinner than before. But harder. Tighter. Rippled with muscles she remembered seeing in
magazines and on television whenever they showed women who were Olympians, whose very lifewas
exercise, exertion, sport.

But there was nothing sporting about this.
Buffy's body was taut and dangerous. Shefélt it, even in the way she moved. Shefelt like awesapon.
Gathering dust.

Thiscell. Endless days and nights aone, with only these four walls and the ruthless way sheforged
her body into this stedl thing. Vampires with tattooed faces and orange flamesin their eyes; they fed her,
kept her dive, but nothing more. No talking, not even threats or taunts. Only the toning of her body kept
her sane, that focus on the day she would escape.

And in time, even that focus blurred and there was only the routine of exercise. Hope dimmed.

These aren't my memories. Can't be my memories. | remember yesterday. They took Giles.
Camazotz is preying on Sunnydale. Lucy Hanover came in my dreams and Willow summoned her
and...

Buffy stared down at her hands again. And they were her hands. Just asthe memories of this
room— month after month becoming intimate with these four walls, eating the awful dop they fed her,
and waiting for an opening—just as those recollections were hers.

Lineson her hands.

Five years since she had been put into this room.
"No," shewhispered. It'simpossible.

"No!" she screamed.

With aroar of fury and hatred surging up from her chest, Buffy ran full tilt a the door. Though her
body till felt foreign to her, sheloved theway it moved. Huid and powerful and deadly. Shelaunched a
drop kick at the stedl door, dammed into it hard enough to rattle her jaw, then fell and banged her head
hard on the stone floor. Adrenaline screamed in her, and she pushed the pain away. With aflip, shewas
up on her feet, and she kicked and punched &t the door with only the echo of her own gruntsin theroom
to accompany her.

Severa minutes passed. She dowed, breathing heavily.

The adrendine subsided. The achein her skull and the painin her bloody, ravaged knuckles was
real. The skin on her fists was scraped raw. Buffy reached up to touch the back of her head, where sheld
struck the floor, and her fingers came back streaked with blood.

Shewould hedl quickly. After al, she wasthe Sayer. But thewoundswerered. Thiswasred.

Even as her mind recoiled in horror at these thoughts, even as she examined her body and her
surroundings, she felt her memory of the battle with Camazotz begin to dim. Desperate to save Giles,
they had summoned L ucy Hanover. Lucy had caled upon an entity known only as The Prophet, who



promised Buffy avison of the future, avision that might help her prevent it and save Gilesslife.
The Prophet had touched her.
But thiswas no vison.

Whatever The Prophet had done, somehow she was not nineteen anymore. Buffy Summerswas
twenty-four, at least. Maybe twenty-five. Somehow, the entity had torn her spirit from her body that day,
years ago, and thrugt it into the future, into this body.

Her memories of that day faded, now. Though she knew in her heart that in someway it had
happened only moments before, she remembered it as though years had passed. But there was a blank
spot there aswell—aperiod of days she did not remember at al— the time during which she had been
captured. A gap in her memory existed between The Prophet touching her and the day when Clownface
and Bulldog threw her into her cell.

For more than five years, she had wondered what had happened in that dead space in her memory,
that blackout.

No. Itisn't me. | haven't been here. It never happened, she reminded herself. And yet there was
no longer any doubt that thiswas real. She could fed every muscle, every scratch, every sensation. This
was her own body, her own life, and yet somehow her nineteen-year-old mind had been fast-forwarded
into an older body, adark, horrible future.

And dl she could do was pace the cell. Work her body. Train for the day the vampires et their
guard down.

Days passed. Shetrained and dept and washed and trained. They brought food before dawn and
after dusk, dways armed, awaysin groups of three or more. Made her stand in the far corner, afraid to
have her cometoo close, asthough shewere awild animal.

It made her smile.
Perhaps two weeks later, they brought the girl.

It was dark when they threw her into the cell, bruised and bloody but conscious. Alive. The girl was
abrunette, dark and exotic. Italian, maybe, Buffy thought. Tal, but young. Even through the blood,
when she looked up with her defiant, crazy eyes, Buffy could see that shewas just akid. Not more than
Sixteen, maybe younger.

For amoment, Buffy only stood there staring at her, five years without human contact having built up
acaluson her heart and soul. She was two people in one, two Buffys at one time, the hardened prisoner
and the young warrior. Then suddenly it was as though the part of her mind that was ftill nineteen smply
woke up. It was as though she had been frozen in this body from the moment she had realized what had
happened to her.

Now she thawed.
Ice melted away from her true sdif.
Buffy went to the girl, reached down for her. "Areyou dl right?'

The girl's eyes changed then. She blinked and her mouth opened with an expression of absolute
agonishment.



"Ohmy God," the girl whispered, voice cracking. "You're ... you're her, aren't you?"
"I'm not tracking."

The girl backed away, stood up dowly, painfully, and stared at her. "Y ou're Buffy Summers. I've
seen pictures.”

"Yeah?How do | look?"

Beaten, bleeding, the girl actually laughed. A discordant sound, but awelcome onejust the same.
"Likehdl," shesad."Y oulook like hell."

"Who areyou?' Buffy asked.

But she thought she dready knew the answer.
"I'm Augug.”

Buffy frowned. "Y oureamonth?'

"It'smy name,” the girl said, annoyed. She wiped blood from under her nose but it was till bleeding.
"I'm the Sayer now."

Buffy closed her eyes. Shook her head to clear her mind. Shefdt alittle unsteady on her feet. So
many questions. But if thisgirl wasa Sayer, what did that mean for—

"Fath?'

August nodded. "Six months ago. They tried for yearsto catch her, the way they ... theway they did
you. If it weren't for her they'd have the whole West Coast by now, maybe more. At least that's what my
Watcher says. They caught her outsde of L.A., | heard.”

Wary, maybe even alittle afraid, the girl gave Buffy a cautiouslook. "Have you been here dl dong?
All thistime?'

No. | just got here. A couple of weeks ago. I'm not supposed to be here. Thosewerethefirg
thoughtsin her head, but even asthey flickered through her mind she knew they weren't redlly true.

"All thistime," Buffy told her. She turned her back on the girl and began to pace the room. "And
now I've got company.”

"But haven't you tried to—"

Buffy spun to face her, nearly growling. "Every day. What the hell do you think | am?1'm the
Saye.”

"Youre a Sayer,” August corrected. "Not even the main one anymore. Not for along time. The
Council, they just cdl you the Lost Slayer now. Not even your name.”

Buffy took that in. In her mind she reached back to the moment she knew wastruly hers, where her
mind belonged. Her soul... where her soul had been pushed away, into the here and now, and her body
left behind. Hijacked.

What had happened between then and now? Where were they al? What had happened to Giles?



"How much territory do they control? Camazotz and the vampires?' she asked.

August seemed deeply troubled. She stared at the steel door, then turned back to look at Buffy,
Szing her up.

"Wd|?' Buffy prodded.
"Sunnydae. A few other towns. Maybe athirty mile radius around.”
"And nobody knows?'

"Nobody believes" August told her. "Nobody wantsto believe. That's how they win. Spin control.
Marketing theilluson that everything's normal. Plenty of humanswilling to help for a piece of the power."

"God," Buffy ragped.

"So there's no way out of here?' August asked, her voice taking on akind of quiet desperation, asif
she had surrendered a part of hersdlf. "Y ou've tried everything?'

"Fiveyearsisalong time" Buffy told her. "Maybe with two of us now it'll be different, but | figure
they'll just send more guards now to bring the meals"

"Then | guesswe don't have any choice," August said softly. Her eyesfilled with moisture and she
wiped at them bitterly. Then she took a bresth and steadied herself, agrim expression on her face.

"Again, not tracking,” Buffy told her.

August gared at her asthough she were stupid. "They captured you because they finally got smart.
If you don't kill the Slayer, there won't be another one. Keep you in here..." she whirled around, threw
her arms up in near hysteria. "Keep usin here, and therell never be another Sayer.”

Buffy stared at her. "Y ou have a gift for stating the obvious."

"You're just going to let them? Theré's nothing to stop them from spreading even further now.”
August bit her lip, shook her head and hugged hersdlf as though attempting to deny the thoughts that were
filling her heed.

"It sucks. It truly does," Buffy said, hearing the pain in her own voice. The despair. "But until they get
careless, and let down their guard, there's nothing we can do.”

August pushed alock of her dark hair behind her ears. She would not turn her iron-gray eyesup to
look a Buffy.

"Thereés something | can do,” she said softy.
One eyebrow raised, Buffy studied her. "What's that? What can you do?

Finaly, August met her gaze. Her soft eyes had hardened again. Crazy, defiant eyes. Eyes cold and
decisive.

"l cankill you."
Chapter 1

I can kill you.



The stonewalls of the cell echoed back the words, and then silence descended. No noise came
from the corridor beyond the stedl door. The only thing Buffy Summers could hear was her own gentle
breething, and that of the sixteen-year-old girl standing across from her. The one who had spoken those
impaossible words.

Buffy tensed, taut muscles bunched, and she rose on the balls of her feet. Five years she had beenin
thisfifteen-foot square, achamber of rock and metal constructed with the express purpose of keeping
her within. Five years she had honed her body until it was a coiled spring, ascalpd, abullwhip ... dl of
that and more. When the vampires cameto bring food or clothing or bedding, they camein force, with
stun guns, and they used them. In dl the times she had tried to escape and failed, al the dreams she had
had of combat, never had she imagined that the next threat she would face would come from another
Sayer.

Thegirl, August, sensed the darm in Buffy, and her stance dtered dightly, subtly. Though younger,
the dark-haired girl wastaller than Buffy, and likdly thought that an advantage.

"Y ou're not thinking clearly,” Buffy said, arasp in her voice. She had used it so little in recent years.

August seemed to quiver, dmost humming with energy like ahigh-tenson wire. Her tongue snaked
out and wetted her lips. "My thinking is perfectly clear, Summers. It's your head that's not screwed on
straight here. Look around. Y ou're azoo animal. They've kept you like atiger in acage, and you've let
them.”

Again, her words echoed off cold stone. The two young women began, dowly, to move, to circle,
eyeing one another, looking for vulnerabilities. In the back of her mind, avoice shouted for Buffy to stop
this madness, not to let it happen. It was the voice of her younger slf, somehow implanted within this
twenty-four-year-old body. But the two minds were both her, and so they had begun to merge. Thetwo
were one. Despite the reluctance she felt, Buffy knew that only afool would leave herself open to attack.

It was smple caution for her to be wary of August'sthrest. The girl, the young Slayer, had a
desperation in her eyesthat said she might do anything.

"For more than three years, | tried to escape every time the door was opened,” Buffy said. "They
took to stunning me on principle. After awhile | decided to study them instead, try to figure out the
psychology of my jailers. Within sx months| knew them al, their vulnerabilities, what would work to
digtract them. Just from listening and watching. Two days before | planned to make my escape, they
were al replaced. Someone knew. Someone understood what | was doing."

"Exactly my point,” August said grimly. She shook her hands out as she glared at Buffy. "You'rea
pet. Y our master knows you too well."

Buffy froze. "l don't have amagter.”
"Look around. They might aswell have one of thoselittle hamster whedlsin here. Or aHabitrall."

Buffy stepped dightly back from August and kept the girl in her peripheral vison, then did indeed
look around. Though the room was cold stone, there were severd throw rugs on the floor. A plastic rack
upon which were piled the blue jeans, white tanks, and swegtshirts they supplied her with; al U.C.
Sunnyda e sweatshirts, which were adl the vampires would give her. Some kind of joke, shewas sure.
There was her meta-framed bed—all welded to keep her from using part of it asaweapon, and astedl
table bolted to the floor. Nothing wood, of course, for wood could splinter, and splintered wood could
kill her captors.



"l don't see what you see. They need me dive," Buffy said. "Food and water, clothing.”

August shook her head. The expression on her face might have been caled asneer if not for the
sadnessinit.

"All thistime, though. If you redlized that you couldn't escape, you could have found away to force
them to kill you. Could have killed yoursdlf, if that didn't work. Shatter that porcelain sink, useit to dash
your wrists, bleed out here on the floor. But you didn't. Why didn't you?"

Buffy shook her head. " That's your solution? What's the Council teaching you? I'm the Sayer.
Once| get out, therell be hdll to pay.”

Though she had been on guard, the absurdity of August's rantings had caused Buffy to pausefor a
moment in surprise,

August moved. With asingle, fluid motion, so fast Buffy barely had time to react, she stepped into
the space between them and lashed out with a savage backhand. The blow struck Buffy's cheek hard,
but sherolled with it, turned in an instant and readied hersdlf for another attack.

None came.

Instead, August only stood and stared &t her, face reddened with rage. Tears began to stream down
her face.

"How can you be so arrogant?' August demanded. A lock of her hair had fallen across her eyes but
shedid not moveit. "You're a Sayer, not the Sayer. Y ou're not what'simportant. The only thing that
mattersis that there be someone out there to fight them.

Onceyou get out, therell be hell to pay? That'swhat you said. It's already hell out there, Summers.
Canyou hep them?"

A chill seemed to weave frozen tendrils dl through Buffy's body. Though the idea horrified
her—everything August was suggesting did—therewas akind of blunt, primitivetruth to it aswell. Wasit
arrogant of her to think she was more vauable aive than dead? Simply by staying aive, she had given her
captorswhat they wanted. Y et the idea of doing anything else...

She shook her head. "No. Listen. Now that we're both in here, welll find away. Before they figure
out what it takes to contain us both."

August laughed bitterly and wiped away atear. "Y ou've been herefive yearsl We can't get out,
Buffy. The only way for thereto be anew Sayer, out there, fighting the darkness, isfor one of usto die.
If you're not willing to do what hasto be done... | will."

The dry shuffle of their feet upon the stone floor was an eerie whisper. The two Sayersbegan to
circle again, and though she rejected the very idea of what was happening, Buffy could not deny it. It was
adark, viciousirony, anightmare made real. Her throat was dry, but she felt the power in her body,
tendons and muscles moving with grace and precision.

"l won't kill you, August. But I'm not going to let you kill me, ether.”

The girl'sface darkened further. Fresh tears sprang to her cheeks. The teenager beneath the Sayer's
facade was revesled.

"Damn you!" August cried, the words heavy with the weight of her pain and grief. "Do you think |



want this? I've got people | love out there. Dying every day, trying to keep the vampires from spreading.
Someone's got to protect them."

"Well find away. It may takealittle time—"

But the conversation was over. August glared at her coldly, now, and wiped the last tear from her
red-rimmed eyes. Her lips were pressed together in anguish, and she shuddered once, then was till. The
girl dropped into a battle stance that Buffy was al too familiar with. 1t had been the first one Gileshad
taught her when he took over as her Watcher.

"ALgLH—"

"Quiet," the girl snapped.

August legped at her in aspinning kick aimed directly at her head. Though Buffy saw it coming, had
been prepared for it, it was only ingtinct that saved her from the blow. She darted her head to the sSide,
dodged the kick by ascant half-inch. With her right hand, she caught August's ankle and reversed the
direction of the kick, spinning the girl onto the floor. August's shoulder struck the stone hard, but even as
Buffy moved in on her, the girl rolled, swung her foot out and swept Buffy'slegs out from under her.

Even asshefdl, Buffy spun and threw her body forward. She ducked her head, went into aroll that
took her across the room, then legped to her feet only inches shy of her bed.

August was dready there. As Buffy came up, the younger Slayer snapped aside kick at her chest.
Buffy could not avoid it. Something in her chest cracked and dl the breath went from her lungs. She
crashed into the plastic shelving holding her clothes and it splintered and broke apart beneath her.

Her rib cage grated painfully as she moved, but Buffy rolled up againgt the wall, amidst the
wreckage of the shelves. A shard of plastic pierced her sde, but sheignored the lancing pain, so
superficia compared to the burning in her chest when she breathed.

Mouth gl setinthat grim line, eyesred with tearsfalen and unfalen, August went for asmplekick.
Buffy had counted on her believing that her chest injury had caused her to cower againgt the wall to make
hersdlf lessvulnerable. August was young. She bought it

With an open hand, she stopped the kick mid-swing and shoved August backward. Braced against
thewall, Buffy had enough support to knock her off her feet. With the enhanced strength of the Sayer,
she pushed the younger Sayer with such force that August flailed at the air, unable to spin out of thefall.
Her head struck the edge of the stedl table as she went down.

Though she pushed hersdaf up on her hands and knees, August was too dow, too vulnerable.

Buffy was up, frustrated, searching for some way to stop thisfight before it ended the way August
wanted it to.

She was stronger than thisgirl. Probably faster aswell. August had been Sayer for sx months,
maybe trained for ayear or two before that. Buffy had been the Sayer more than three years before she
was captured and had worked her body mercilessly in theinterim, not merely with exercise, but with
shadow-boxing and amartid arts kata she had devised from the various disciplines she had studied
before.

But she wastrying to reason with agirl on the brink of madness, a Sayer driven past rationdity by
the world shelived in. It disturbed Buffy deeply to think how desperate things must be to drive August to
this



Not that it mattered, now.

The girl wanted to kill her. In order to prevent that, to reason with her, shewould haveto
incapecitate the younger Sayer, a the very least.

Shewatched August warily, her eyeswide, imploring. "It shouldn't be like this."

August shook off the blow to her head. She would not raise her eyesto look &t Buffy, only
crouched there for amoment on hands and knees.

"No. It shouldnt,” she agreed. "But it is."

Silent, lightning fast, August shot up from the floor and barreled into Buffy. It was abrutes move,
with no finesse, no precision, but it worked. August used her greater height and weight to ram Buffy up
againg the gonewal. Theimpact drovethe air from Buffy'slungs again, and thefire of painin her chest
from her cracked ribsflared even more brightly.

August snapped her open hand forward in apam strike that drove into Buffy's shoulder quite
precisdly, didocating it with aloud pop and an agonizing tear. Black spots clouded Buffy'svision, but she
knew that was just the pain.

Pain was an old and familiar friend, by now.
It woke her up.
It pissed her off.

But before she could react, August gave her aquick shot to the face. Her nose broke and blood
began to flow.

The next blow never touched her. Buffy dodged and August'sfigt hit the stone wal. Something in her
hand broke with an audible snap, but August only grunted softly.

"That'sit. Y ou don't get any more free shots," Buffy snarled.

The copper tang of blood touched her lips, her didocated arm hung loosdly at her side, but Buffy
popped August with a head-butt. Stunned, August staggered back. She cradled her right fist, then tried
to spin up into ahigh kick.

Buffy ducked in, dammed her palm into August's upper chest, and knocked her down. Thegashin
her sdedid not dow her, nor did her didocated shoulder or her broken nose.

"Get up,” Buffy told her. "Stop this. If | haveto, I'll break both your arms, but | don't want to have
to feed you for the next few months."

August glared at her, beyond reason. The crazed girl legped up again, back into a battle stance,
despite her shattered fist.

"Damnyou," Buffy whispered.

With acry of anguish, August launched ablow with her good hand. Buffy dodged, but the girl
followed through, stepped into her blow, past Buffy, then brought her arm back and shot an elbow at the
back of Buffy's head.

Furious, Buffy stumbled forward and then turned to see August lunging at her again. The ed table



was behind her. Buffy hopped up on top of it, avoiding Augudt's attack. Then she kicked out at the girl's
damaged hand and August shrieked with pain and staggered back.

Tears sprang to August's face again. She stood for amoment, panting, glaring at Buffy. "They need
us, don't you get it?"

"Not likethis" Buffy said softly. "Not likethis."
"l won't stop,” August vowed. "One of usisgoing to die.”
Buffy only shook her head in denia and clutched her didocated arm againgt her body.

August rushed the table. Buffy doveinto the air, executed a somersault over the girl's head and
landed on both feet. In one fluid motion, she shot ahard kick up at the younger Sayer's head. August
tried to dodge. She was a scant heartbeat too sow.

Therewas no time for Buffy to even try to abort the attack. The kick caught the other girl inthe sde
of the neck, just where her jaw met her neck. With awet snap, her spina column brokeright at the top,
and her corpse tumbled backward with the force of the kick and rolled in a heap across the stonefloor.

August did not move, not even atwitch, Buffy knew she was dead.
"Oh God, no," Buffy whispered.

Hot tears cameinto her eyes, but her grief was quickly overcome by anger. "Dammit, no!" she
shouted. "No! No! No!"

With her good hand she covered her eyes, spun around in asmall circle. It was anightmare. It had
to be. But the raging pain in her shoulder and the copper taste of her own blood on her lips, wasredl.

Thegirl in front of her, August, a Sayer, was dead. That wasredl.
"How?' shewhispered. "It wasn't supposed to be like this. Stupid girl...."

But shewas not sureif that last part was meant to be addressed to August or to herself. It was
cruel, without doubt. All thistime aone, then finaly contact with not just another human being, but a
person who was part of the same mission. And now this.

Her tearsfelt cold on her cheeks compared to the heat of her blood. Buffy knelt by August and
pushed alock of her hair away from her fine, Italian features, and just studied her for amoment. She
wondered if she hersalf had ever looked so young.

New hatred welled up within her, bearing arazor edge sharper than anything she had fdt in years.
They had taken Giles from her, Camazotz and his vampire hordes. They had imprisoned her. But they
had never been able to take even adiver of her hope and her faith.

Until now.

Teeth gritted together, aviolent surge of adrenaline making Buffy bounce dightly on her feet. She
used her good hand to drag August around near the front of the cell, only inches from the door. It would
hit her when it opened.

Where August's corpse had lain, she knelt, took a breath, and whacked her broken nose with an
open hand. She let the cry of pain come, and sagged a bit. Then she bent over and let blood flow onto
thefloor. After acouple of minutes, she rolled up the back of her shirt and felt for the puncture wound



left in her Sde by the broken plastic that had impaled her. The wound had aready begun to hedl.
Buffy used her fingernail to dig it open.
Again, shebled.

But the loss of blood did not weaken her. For it was not her own lifeblood that drove her now, but
hatred for her enemy, like nothing she had ever felt before. Her world had been gray for so long that she
could remember dmost nothing ese. Gray and numb and lifeless.

It had color again. The world was crimson as her blood, and black as avampire's heart.

She dlowed hersdlf only one more minute to recover, to breasthe dowly. Then she stood and went to
the ank, still cradling her didocated arm. She sat on the floor. With some difficulty, she managed to wrap
both hands around the pipe that came down from beneath the sink. Strong hand over the weak one,
holding it in place, she planted her feet against the wall under the sink, took a breath, and pushed out as
hard as she could.

An awkward angle, but there was enough force behind it to snap the shoulder back into the joint. It
felt as though someone were dying to separate the bones with ajagged knife. Buffy could have stopped
the scream by biting through her lip. Shedid not.

Her mouth opened and she shrieked loud and long, releasing al the pain and misery she had been
holding inside. Somehow she managed to find her feet and stumbled to the shattered plastic shelving. She
snatched up a splintered piece, brought it to her flesh, and diced along, clean, horizonta cut across her
throat.

Buffy hissed air in through her clenched teeth, for the cut stung, but it was superficid. Nothing vitd
was hit. After her shoulder, it was dmost nothing.

Quivering from the pain and her emotiona turmoail, she staggered to the place where she had made
herself bleed. A small pool of her blood was there on the stone. Not enough, to her eyes, but it would
haveto do.

She dropped the plastic dagger to the floor afoot away, then lay down on her side, right cheek
aready sticky whereit touched the edge of the puddle of her blood.

Maddox stormed down the corridor with a cigarette clenched firmly in hislips and atwo foot
stun-prod gripped in hisright hand. One of the guards—a rookie named Theo who was practicaly a
newborn— followed behind him like a puppy.

"Whaddayathink's goin' on, Maddox?' Theo cooed excitedly. "There were screams and everything.
Sounded pretty nasty. Got a serious Slayer catfight, | think. Wouldaloved to've seen that.”
"Well s

They rounded a corner and Maddox saw four other guards up ahead, the two who were supposed
to be on the door, and two others who had likely come down from the upper level when the commotion

began.
"Whet the hell's going on?" Maddox demanded.

"Told you, Maddox," Theo said, grinning. "They're tearing each other apart in there. When you said



put the new girl in there, that'sthe last thing | expected.”
With agrunt, Maddox froze. He turned to stare at Theo. "Who sired you?"
Theo blinked. "Um, Harmony did.”
Maddox sighed. " Of course shedid.”

Then he tapped Theo's chest lightly with the stun-prod. The vampire jerked and shuddered as
electricity surged through him. His eyeswere wide, white against the black tattoo Maddox thought he
brought shame to. Theo dumped to the ground, jerking a bit. He opened his mouth and atiny bit of
bloody drool spilled out with thetip of histongue, which he had bitten off.

With asigh, Maddox turned to the four guards. They were proper vampires, eyes crackling orange,
grim-faced, not at dl perturbed by what they had seen. Or, at least, not reveding it if they were.

"Remind meto kill Harmony," he said.
The othersal nodded, once, silently.
"Youreready?'

Each of them unsnapped a prod similar to the one Maddox held, only smaller and more portable.
Maddox could smell the blood inside the room, the scent seeping beneath the stedl door. It worried him.
He was responsible for what happened within that cell.

Anxious, he gestured to the guards. "' Open the door."

The onein front, Bross, glanced once at Maddox. Other than Maddox, he was the only one who
had been there from the beginning. The two of them had been part of the group that had captured Buffy
Summersin thefirst place. They knew what she was capable of.

The door itsaf was testament to that. There were three locks, equidistant from one another. Each
controlled an inch-thick iron deadbolt that, when engaged, locked into ameta casing that itsalf was
plugged into the center of the three-foot-thick stonewall that framed the door. There were two more
deadbolts each at the top and bottom of the door, though these had no locks.

It took Bross afew secondsto unlock the door, then disengage the three main bolts. He hesitated
for amoment, turned to glance at Maddox, and then hisface changed, forehead erupting into the brutal
guise of the vampire. Hisfangslengthened and he ran histongue over them.

Maddox had more control than that, but he did not blame Bross for fedling threatened. Every time
they opened that door, twice aday, they had to be prepared for afight. Just when they thought Summers
was beaten into submission, that was when she was most likely to attack again. When he had been
instructed to put the new girl into the same cell, Maddox had balked. It wasjust asking for trouble. No
guestion it was going to make feeding time even more difficult.

But thiswas the last thing he had expected.
"Careful," Maddox told the guards.

Bross dammed back the bolts on the top and bottom of the door, diding them abruptly out of their
metd casings. Therewas no way to do it quietly, so he opted to do it quickly. The other guards with their
stun-prods gathered behind him, tattooed faces expressionless, only the glittering fire of their eyesgiving



away their anxiety. Maddox stepped up behind them, but at a respectful distance. It was not that he was
acoward. Quite the opposite, in fact. If thiswas some sham and the two Sayerskilled them dl, it would
fdl to himto stop them.

"Gol" Maddox ordered.

Bross shoved the door open with his shoulder, tensed for an attack. The steel door swung eight or
nine inches, then hit an obstruction with adull thump. The vampire guard took a half-step back and
prepared to defend himsalf. Nothing happened, and after amoment, he pushed at the door again, put his
weight behind it, and it opened dowly asthe obstruction did out of the way.

"What the hell isthat?' Maddox asked, trying to see over the shoulders of the guards.
Half insde the door, Bross glanced back quickly. "The new girl. She'sdown.”

Cursing loudly, Maddox shoved the others aside and moved up behind Bross. It was hisjob not
just to keep the Sayers prisoner, but to keep them aive. Maddox peered over Brossi's shoulder, trying
to see deeper into the room to make certain Summers wasn't lying in wait. Then he turned and glared a
the guards around him.

"Stay back. Either one of them makesit to the door, take her. Break something, burn something,
whatever, but | don't haveto tell you what will hgppen if any of you kill one of them.”

He gave Bross anudge. "Stun her."

Maddox's gaze ticked down to the gill form of the teenaged Sayer on the floor, then back at the
room. The door was till only partially open, and he could not see Summers anywhere.

She'sthere, though. A frisson of fear went through him. There was something about the woman
that had aways given him the creeps alittle bit. She was warm and soft, like all humans, and yet there
was something dmost haunting about her, dmost mystical. Therewasapromisein her eyesevery time
shelooked at him; apromise of payback.

Bross extended his arm through the open door, stun-prod in hand. Maddox stood back alittle, just
in case the door should be dammed shut suddenly, his own dectrica prod held up a the ready.

AsMaddox watched, Bross tagged the downed Slayer with the prod. Electricity szzled through her
with acrackle and the smell of sizzling hair. The girl did not so much astwitch. There were none of the
muscle spasms that e ectrocution brought.

"Dammit," Maddox whispered. I'm screwed.

The girl looked badly besaten. There had been aknock-down, drag-out brawl inside that cell. One
Slayer was dead. But what of the other one?

"I'm coming in, Summers. Keep away from the door!" he caled into the cell.

Then he motioned Bross out of the way and kicked the door with dl the strength he could mugter.
Something broke in the corpse on the floor when the door collided with it, but it did open another
half-foot.

Just enough for Maddox to see Buffy Summerslying in apool of her own blood, bruised and
beaten, throat dit, eyeswide and cold and staring right at him.



"No!" Maddox screamed. He struck out at the air, then rammed afist againgt the door with aclang
and did not even fed the pain. "Dammit, no!"

Furious, and filled with terror as he began to wonder what fate awaited him now, Maddox strode
into the room. His stun-prod hung at his side. Astonished, he stared around at the shattered plastic
shelving, the clothes strewn about. From a distance, he examined the splintered piece of plagtic that had
obvioudy been used to dash Buffy'sthroat.

"Maddox, how ...?" Bross began to ask.

Hiswordstrailed off when Maddox glared a him. "New girl cut Summerssthroat. Summers broke
her neck before she died.”

"l don't know," Bross said dowly. "Better keep back from her. Give her afew volts before you get
too close"

Maddox hesitated. Then he studied the Slayer's eyes, the haunting eyes that had promised him degth
so0 many times. There was nothing there now. Like tarnished marbles, they were.

Theway shelay, mouth partially open, the blood from the wound in her throat had pooled up
againg her lips. That wasthe thing that convinced Maddox. That whole side of her face, her hair, her
nose, lay in blood, and with her mouth open like that, if shewere dive, well... she would have been able
to tasteit. Her own blood. Like avampire.

Her chest did not move. Her eyes were dead ice fragments. But it was that one detall that convinced
him.

Still, Maddox was cautious as he reached out with the stun-prod. The eyes till gave him achill. The
tip of the prod swept toward the woman's eyes, but there wasn't so much asaflinch. Just for safety's
sake, he touched the prod against her shoulder. The body jerked dightly, but he'd seen that before. The
electricity that surged through the corpse was enough to do that. The hair on the dead woman's head
shivered and even floated abit with the Satic.

"Shel'sdead,” Maddox said, forlorn. "What the hell do | do now?"

He was about to prod her eyes when athought occurred to him. Maddox turned and looked at
Bross.

"Orisshe?" hesad, grinning. "I mean, he never comes here, right? Well just lock it up again, leave
them here

Bross's expression was grave. "When the new Sayer shows up, hell know."
"We could be gone by then," Maddox replied sharply. "It'sabig world."

Bross hung hishead, al the tension going out of him. In the corridor, the other guards were
wide-eyed with the redization of their fate. One of them, Haskell, cut and ran right then, hisfootsteps
echoing back down the corridor. For amoment, Bross turned in that direction, then regarded Maddox

agan.
‘Thereisn't anywherefar enough,” he said. "It's over, Maddox."

"I never even wanted thisjob!" Maddox shouted, hisvoice echoing in the cell.



Mind spinning, he turned back toward Summers again. Rage and fear building inside him, Maddox
swung back hisleg to kick the corpse. His boot thunked into her flesh... moving flesh. Asif it were part
of hisown motion, she closed hersdf around hisleg, crawling halfway up it, and snapped it a the knee.

Maddox screamed.

As hewent down, he felt the prod tugged from his grasp, and then Buffy Summers, the Sayer,
stood over him, her resurrection as sudden as avampire's, but far more shocking to him.

Despite the pain of his shattered leg, he grinned. She wasn't dead.
"Maddox!" Bross shouted.
"Don't kill her!" Maddox roared.

The other guards, againgt his previous orders, began to enter the cell. They al seemed to be moving
in dow motion in comparison to the Slayer, and each had akind of vacant, frightened look in his eyes.
He did not blame them. Summers had only ever been acaptive to them, but in al that time, they had
never underestimated how dangerous she was.

Once upon atime, Camazotz had kept the existence of the Sayer hidden from his Kakchiquels, but
that had changed after her capture. They had dl heard tales of the Sayers now, and knew that Summers
was among the most dangerous who had ever lived. For their entire community, thegirl locked in this
custom dungeon had become dmaost mythical.

Now they had seen her dead. She had taken a hit from the prod and barely reacted. She had lost a
great dedl of blood. It was almost as though what they fought was a horrible specter of the Sayer, rather
than mere flesh and blood. Not awoman, but abogeyman o terrible even the creatures of darkness
feared her.

They had barely kept her caged dl thistime.
And now she had aweapon.

Inthedim light of the stone room, Maddox reached out for the metal table and struggled to rise. The
Sayer moved so fast he could barely keep hiseyeson her. All inal, it would have been much better if
she had had a stake. Bross was e ectrocuted and then decapitated. The other two were disarmed before
she broke them. Maddox could only watch. Then she camefor him.

Chapter 2

Exhilaration shot through Buffy as she rushed down the corridor toward ared, glowing exit sgn. The
ggn itsdf—an indication that this place had originaly been used by humans—made the whole scene
amos surred, and she felt giddy with her freedom.

Freedom.

But she wasn't free yet. Her captors had kept ahood over her head when they brought her here
years before, so she had no ideawhat surrounded the building she wasin. Thingswere bad. That wasall
she had learned from August, but it was enough to set her nerves on edge.

Thoughts of August made her flinch and swalow hard. Nausearoiled in her gut and bileroseupin
the back of her throat. The girl had forced her hand, and even then Buffy had done everything she could
to avoid killing her, but August was dead. When she thought of that, and the things shed had to do to



hersdlf to feign her own desath, her feet began to dow benesath her.
Buffy could not afford to dow down.

Shetook adeep breath, picked up her pace again, and silently cursed the vampires for not having
any wood around. A chair leg, anything at dl, would have madeit possible for her to dust them without
fedling so much like it had been amassacre.

In her mind, she saw aquick flash of hersaf damming the huge stedl door closed on Maddox's
neck, severing his head. The spray of dust that had resulted was welcome, but despite her years of
hatred for her jailer, there was no triumph init.

Not that she had any sympathy, either. What unnerved her was that the deaths she had dealt out to
the guards had been so intimate. She did not want to get that close to the undead. Not ever. They were
abominations, unclean things, atruth she had come to redlize more and more during her captivity. Her
cdling wasto diminate them, but it was afilthy job.

The sick feding in her somach abated somewhat, but afaint, sour taste remained in her mouth. She
shook her head onceto clear her mind, then shoved through the door at the end of the hall. It swung too
wide, and would have clanged off thewall if she had not caught it quickly enough.

A momentary pause to be certain no one was near, and then she started up a set of stairsin front of
her. A long oak railing was bolted to the wall. Buffy stopped hafway up and lashed out with asnap kick
that cracked therailing in two. The halves dangled down, tearing at their moorings. Another kick, amed
at one of the sagging halves, and afifteen-inch length of splintered oak clattered to the stairs. The Sayer
snatched it and continued upward.

It wastoo thick by far. Her grip did not come close to reaching all theway around it. But it would
do. It would mogt certainly do.

There was adoor at the top of the stairs. As she raced toward it, the door began to open. A
vampire poked his head into the stairwell with a predator's curiogity, his nogtrils flaring as he scented the
air. The black tattoo splayed across his features, bat wings extending down his cheeksinto athin beard,
made the blazing orangefire of his eyes stand out in ghogtly fashion, there in the darkened stairwell.

Those ghostfire eyes widened as he spotted her. "Oh, sh—"

Buffy pivoted and popped akick at the door. It clanged into his head and the vampire ssumbled
back into the corridor. She hauled the door open and pursued him.

Though she sensed some darm in him, the vampire faced her without hesitation. " She'sout!" he
ydled into the empty corridor. "The Sayer'sout!”

"Tattletde," Buffy rasped.

Expressionless, she backhanded him. He tried to block the blow, but she wastoo fast for him.
Faster than ever before. It had been along time since she had fought anything but shadows, and it was
going to take some getting used to, but she was a dmost her most powerful now.

The makeshift oak stake flashed down and punched an enormous hole in his chest. The vampire
dusted.

From around a corner off to her left came the sound of running feet. Her eyesflickered closed for a
moment: three, no four of them. Though the stake felt good in her hand, and though she wanted to



eliminate dl of her captors, her priorities began to assert themselves.
Primary among them was smply to get out, to escape, to seethe sky again. To breathe fresh air.

Buffy took off down the corridor, away from her pursuers. The structure she was in appeared to
have once housed offices, for there were doors and glass windows looking inward al aong the hall. Each
officewas dark and lifelessinsde. The hallway itself had no external windows, however. At least not
here.

Up ahead, the hall turned right. Buffy rounded the corner just as she heard shouts behind her. The
vampires had seen her. That was dl right, though. She could practically smell the outdoors now. Nothing
was going to stand in her way.

Even asthat thought skittered across her brain, she looked up. At the end of the hal in front of her,
the structure opened up into awide lobby area. The door was all glass. Thewalls on ether side of the
door were glass. All of it was painted black.

A pair of vampires stood blocking the door, arms crossed. They did not flinch as she approached,
did not even atempt the arrogant, menacing grin that their kind had mastered long ago. But Buffy
remembered all too well how this breed of vampires worked, these servants of Camazotz. The
demon-god who was their master had trained them to be silent and fearless. Y et she had seen fear inthe
tattooed eyes of the ones she had killed in her cell, and knew that it wasthere in them.

"Y ou can get away from the door, or you can be the door,” shetold them grimly.

In unison, they unfolded their arms and prepared to fight her. Behind her, Buffy heard more shouts
as her pursuers caught sight of her again. Ahead, the door  sentries stood firm, eyes crackling with
energy.

Buffy rushed headlong at them without breaking stride. She was three feet away when they lunged
for her. The Slayer froze in place, both of the sentries reach fell short. Buffy legped up, spuninto a
roundhouse kick that caught one of the sentriesin the jaw and sent him reeling back toward the blacked
out glass door.

In the instant before the glass shattered, she punched the splintered oak railing through the heart of
the other. Ashe dusted, his partner crashed through the glass door. The darknessfdll away, and the

daylight pouredin.
Thesun.
A grin dipped across Buffy's features as she watched the other sentry scramble to hisfeet among

shards of black glassand try to get insgde. He began to smoke, and then to burn, and just before he
would have reached the shade, he exploded into a cloud of cinder and ash.

The Sayer stepped camly out into the sunshine, sneskers crunching shattered glass. Then she
turned, bathed in the light, and eyed the bat-faced vampires who had been rushing at her from within.
They all stopped short ten feet from the door, avoiding the perilous splash of sun that spread acrossthe
floor.

Once upon atime, Buffy would have teased them, said something funny. She didn't fed funny
anymore. With aflourish, she made an obscene gesture, turned, and walked away.

But shefdt their burning eyes upon her back.



The building she had been in was athree-story office with no name or insggnia on the front, and no
sign. Only astreet number, One Five Seven.

It was abeautiful Southern Cdiforniaday, the kind of glorious day she had dways taken for granted
growing up. Thiswas, after al, what Californiawas all about. Today, however, shereveled init. Birds
sang. A sparrow glided across the street in front of her. The breeze carried sweet smellsto her, like
springtime, though she was not sure of the season.

Free

Though Buffy knew she had to act immediatdly, to figure out the lay of the land, to find her friends
and discover what horror had driven August so wild, she was overwhemed for severd moments smply
with being outside again. She had to shield her eyes or look down at the ground for the first few minutes,
30 unaccustomed was sheto the brilliance of the daylight.

A rdief surged through her unlike anything she had ever felt. Along with it came afedling of power,
as though some long dead battery within her was being recharged.

The block she was on was lined with faceless buildings similar to the one she had escaped from.
Boring corporate shdlls. As she strode toward an intersection ahead, though, she frowned. Something
was not right. Even out here, something wasintensely not right.

Disconnected as she had been for so long, it took her amoment to put it together. An ominous
feeling descended upon her. Then she knew. It was not the presence of something dreadful, but an
absence. The absence of life, of bustle, even of traffic. The birdswere the only activity in sight.

Grestly troubled, she began to run again. At the intersection, she glanced both ways along a street
dotted with trendy storefront boutiques and sandwich shops. Though she had not been there since shortly
after moving to Sunnydale, Buffy recognized the town. Shewasin El Suerte, maybe fifteen minutes from
home.

Hope rose again within her, punctuated by the appearance, far down the street, of several cars
crossing at another intersection. Then, off to her left, an engine caught her attention. She turned to seean
SUV cruising dong among the shops. It hated abruptly in front of a sandwich shop and the driver, a
middle-aged man in awell-tailored suit, popped out and took alook around. He spotted her, frowned,
then hurried into the shop.

Moments later he emerged again, carrying severa plastic bags she presumed werefilled with
sandwiches and drinks. Buffy's only thought was of home, of getting back to Sunnydae. Quickly, she
trotted across the street to catch the man before he could drive away.

"Hey!" shecdled.
Eyeswide, he stared at her in darm. Buffy dowed, wondering if he was some sort of paranoid.

"Why aren't you working?" he demanded, gaze darting up and down the street as though afraid he
might be seen speaking to someone dacking off.

"Umm, day off?" Buffy shrugged. "Do you know where| can catch abusto Sunnydale?’

Helaughed, but it was atiny sound, dmost as though he were coughing instead. "What are you,
somekind of nut? Who in their right mind would ever want to go there?"

Again he glanced around. "Y ou better get off the street, sweetheart.”



Then he ducked into the SUV and locked the doors even before starting the engine, as though afraid
shemight try to carjack him. A moment later, he pulled away. Buffy cdled after him, but he didn't even
look into the rearview mirror.

Angry now, she turned toward the sandwich shop, determined to get answers. When she glanced a
the door, however, she saw a dark-haired man with athick mustache turning akey in the lock. He pulled
back from the door when their eyes met, asif he did not want to be seen. Then he closed the blinds that
hung by the door, and she could not see him or the inside of the shop anymore.

"What the hdll'swrong with you people?' Buffy shouted.

But adeep dread had filled her, ahorrible feding that she knew exactly what was wrong with them.
It wasimpossible, of course. A whole town could not be terrorized like this. But they were.

A sudden squed from asiren startled her. Buffy turned to see apolice car cruising dowly toward
her. It rolled up beside her. Two cops jumped out with the engine still running and began to walk toward
her. They began to reach for their weapons.

"Excuse me, Miss Summers, but we're going to have to ask you to come with us.”

Miss Summers. They knew who she was. They werelooking for her. Her suspicion of moments
earlier had become aredlity. The peopleterrified to be on the streets, the police looking for her. She had
not been the only captivein El Suerte. The vampires held the entire town prisoner.

The two police officers drew their wegpons and aimed at her.
"Miss Summers”
"l don't think s0," Buffy replied. "It isn't asthough they're going to let you kill me."

One of the cops, atal, dark-complexioned guy with sad eyes, |looked extremely uncomfortable. His
partner was a heavyset man with pasty skin and thick glasses.

Pastyface smiled. "1 can shoot both kneecaps, maybe your shoulders. Y ou'll recover, but it'll hurt
like hell. Oneway or another, you're coming with us."

Buffy sighed. "I don't think so. Thanksfor the ride, though.”

Pastyface |ooked confused. With asingle, fluid maotion, Buffy spirded in the air toward him and
kicked the gun from his hand, shattering hisfingersin the process. He let out a scream even asthetdl
man fired. Buffy was till in motion, however, and the bullet whistled past her cheek, close enough that
she could fed the air pressure change by her skin.

Then the tdl man stared down at his hand, stunned that his gun had somehow disappeared. Buffy
showed it to him, then tossed it over her shoulder. As he watched it sail through the air, she punched him
hard enough to spin him around. He tumbled like afelled redwood on top of his partner.

Alarm bdlls continued to go off in her head, but they had nothing to do with the cops. They were
practicaly forgotten dready. All she could think of was the reaction of the sandwich man in the SUV
when she had mentioned Sunnydale.

Who in their right mind would ever want to go there?

Helived in El Suerte, aprisoner of the vampires who ran the town, and he thought the idea of



anyone going to Sunnydale was crazy.

Tendrils of ice spread throughout her body, wrapping around her spine and curling up in her gut.
Grim-faced, she went to the police car and did into the driver's seat. As she put it in gear she caught sight
of her reflection in the rearview mirror.

A shock ran through her.

For just amoment, she saw hersdlf at nineteen. Then theillusion faded and she saw the way shetruly
looked, the hard line of her jaw, the ragged cut of her long, blond hair, the crinkles at the corners of her
eyes and mouth, the furious glare of her eyes. It was startling, after so long, to see her own reflection. She
saw that it was not only the world they had changed, but her aswell.

Buffy hated them dl the morefor it.

In her mind, she saw again theimage of hersdlf a nineteen. That was how it was supposed to be.
None of thiswas meant to happen. For ashort while, she had dmost forgotten that. Y et again the voice
of her younger sdlf rose up within her, took control.

I've got to get back. I've got to fix this.

The words meant so many things. Whatever was happening in the here and now, she had to do
something about it, true. But that was the older Buffy's priority. Within her body was aso agirl out of
time, a college girl who only ever wanted to be norma. A young woman who had been told by aghost
that she would make amistake that would have catastrophic results. She could not help but think that she
lived amongst those results even now.

I have to go back, shethought again. Figure out what | did wrong, find a way back, and stop
it. It never occurred to her to wonder if such athing were possible. After dl, the being called The
Prophet had somehow cast the spirit of her younger salf forward to inhabit her future body. If that was
possible, there had to be away to reverse the process.

For the moment, though, she had to figure out just how far the vampires influence had spread, and
stop them. It was what she did, who shewas. The Sayer. Before The Prophet had touched her, had sent
her forward in time, Buffy had been determined to dedicate hersdf wholly to being the Sayer, and dso to
having alife of her own. One hundred percent Sayer, one hundred percent Buffy. An impossible task,
but she had done impossible things before. Y et that struggle had frustrated those close to her, and might
have indirectly led to her current Situation. If she had not made such amess of things, she would never
have been in a position to rely upon The Prophet, would never have ended up here.

A grim smile cut through her melancholy now. For in this future she did not have to worry about
trying to livetwo livesto their fullest, about filling two roles. The thingsthat had made up the life of Buffy
Summers seemed to have been torn away, leaving only this monstrous landscape where vampires ruled.
No one needed Buffy anymore. She didn't need to livetwo lives.... only one.

Shewasjust the Sayer now. There was afreedom in that, and it felt good.

Knuckles white where she gripped the steering wheedl, she accelerated and raced out of El Suerte,
headed for Sunnydale. Soon enough, they would know she had taken the car. Her only hope was that
they would not realize where she was headed.

Though shetried not to, Buffy wondered what had become of her mother and her friends, her old
gang. Not only now, but then. Willow, Oz, Xander, and Anya. Not to mention Giles, and even Angel.



What had happened to them that day, after The Prophet had cast her out of her body?

Inthe past...

It was difficult to breathe. Willow glanced around the dorm room she shared with Buffy, and
shuddered. It was a pretty big room, but shefelt claustrophobicinit for thefirst time. Oz sat beside her,
and she reached out to squeeze his hand for reassurance. Xander and Anyawerethere aswell. Quitea
crowd for her little summoning, in the darkened room, with the shades pulled down.

But even in the darkness, the thing that shimmered in the middle of the room, beside Buffy, was
darker 4ill. It made her think of black holes, theway it swirled, oily and black, thereintheair, aripinthe
fabric of theworld.

Willow had summoned Lucy Hanover, the ghost of along-dead Slayer, who now aided lost soulsin
the afterworld. The ghost had heard dire predictions from this thing, called The Prophet, and had agreed
to try to bring it forth to communicate those prophecies more precisdly.

But now that it was here, Willow only wanted to send the thing back. Just being in its presence
made her skin crawl like nothing she had ever felt before. And now it seemed to float nearer to Buffy; or,
perhaps more accurately, it seemed to consume the space between them, to dither acrossredity asit
reached for her.

No! Willow thought. Buffy, don't let it near! But somehow she had lost the strength to cry out.

The specter of Lucy Hanover lingered, hovering near the window, watching me proceedings as
Buffy spoke to The Prophet. The entity'swords stunned them dll.

"The future cannot be prevented now. Already the clockwork grinds on,” it said, voicelike
whispered profanity. "But | can show you my vision, share with you the sight, so you may see what
is coming and perhaps better prepare for it."

Buffy flinched away from it and glanced over a Willow. Silently, she urged the Slayer to say no.
Anxioudy, Willow bit her lip. The ghost of Lucy Hanover reached out phantom hands toward Buffy as
though she wanted to help. But she was dready dead. Thiswas al the help she could offer.

Buffy sat up straighter and stared at The Prophet, the flowing black presence in the room. " Show
m"

Willow shook her head dowly, warning, but Buffy did not see. Still, somehow, she felt unableto
Speak.

"I must only touch you, and you may see.”
"Doit," Buffy ingtructed The Prophet.

The Prophet's dick, shimmering form dithered toward her. Thetear in the fabric of theworld
extended toward her, fingerslike tendrils reached for her.

Findly, Willow fdt something give way within her, asthough the grip of some hideousforce had
findly loosened.

"Buffy," shesaid cautioudy. "Maybe thisisn't such agood—"
But it wastoo late. The Prophet touched Buffy. And Buffy screamed.



The Sayer's eyes went wide and she stared as though she were seeing avision of unspeakable
horror. Her mouth remained open but the ragged, high-pitched scream died on her lips. Her chest began
to heave, and Buffy started to hyperventilate.

"Buffy!" Willow cried.

Sheranto her best friend and grabbed hold just as Buffy began to fal limp. Angry, and fearful for
her, Willow glanced around the room. Oz was beside her, Xander and Anya behind him, looking on
worriedly.

Otherwise the room was empty.
"Where ... whered they go?' Willow asked softly.
The others glanced around as well, apparently equally mystified.

"That'sjust like adisembodied clairvoyant,” Xander muttered. " Offer up the ominous future, then
skip town before the questions gart rolling in.”

"I'm going to open the shade now. I've had enough darknessfor today," Anyasaid in clipped tones.

When the shades were up, and the sunlight streamed in, Willow felt alittle better. Buffy was il
breathing, though her eyes were closed and she was pale. Her skin felt too cold.

But shewas dive. And she wasthe Sayer.
"What do you think's up?' Oz asked.

Willow swallowed hard. "Well, I'm sortahoping I'm wrong. And it bothers me to think about how
often| fed that way. But I'm guessing whatever future that thing showed Buffy, it wastoo much for her to
handle. Kindathink she'sin shock.”

"Whoa. Red tight,” Xander said. "She'sthe Slayer. How could just seeing something put her into a
Sate of shock?'

"I'm thinkin' it depends what she saw,” Oz noted.

Anyathrew her hands up in exasperation. "See! Why doestins stuff always happen?' She rounded
on Xander, asmdl pout on her lips. "Why do welive here? Indl theworld, this iswhere you want to
live? Can't we go far away from the impending apocalypse?’

"You could,” Willow said sadly, still gazing a her best friend's pale features. "But that wouldn't keep
it from coming."

For another few moments, Willow cradled Buffy gently in her arms. Then, with a suddenness that
gave her agtart, the Sayer opened her eyes. Her skin was il cold and white, but her eyeswere as
fierce and determined as dways.

Fierce and determined... and yet there was something else there aswell.
"Buffy!" Willow cried.
"Seel" Xander said. "She'sokay."

Buffy sat up and shook Willow's hands off her. She stretched like acat, asif testing her body to see



if shewas harmed in some way. Fexing her fingers, she stared at her hands as though they were some
newly invented marvel. Then she stood up carefully, abit off-balance. She nearly collapsed, and Willow
thought of afod just testing itslegsfor thefirst time.

"Y ou are okay, right?' Xander asked doubtfully.

The Sayer glanced around the dorm room. A dy grin stole across her features for one moment, and
then was gone. She went to the closet, reached inside and grabbed a black leather jacket, though it was
too warm outside for the coat.

"Buffy?" Willow asked. "Come on. | know you want to protect us, but we're part of this. It'sour
future, too. What did you see?'

As she dipped thejacket on, Buffy turned to regard them al. There was no emotion on her face
now.

Her eyesflickered with some sort of light, asthough from within.
"Everything will befing," shesaid, apeculiar durring to her voice.

"Yourenot al right,” Willow told her. "Come on. Just give yoursdlf an hour'srest. Then well figure
out what to do about Giles. You've got to tak to us, Buffy. Let ushelp.”

But Buffy shook her head. "Thereis nothing you can do."

"So you're going to go after Gilesaone, after al this?' Xander demanded.

He sounded ticked off, and Willow didn't blame him.

"Do not concern yourself,” Buffy said bluntly.

With that, the Sayer turned and left the room, not even bothering to close the door behind her.

"Great," Xander sghed. "Now she's back to that again. Omnipotent Sayer-girl. Taking it al on
hersdf.”

"l don't know," Willow said dowly, staring at the half-open door.
Oz sdled up beside her. "What don't you know?" he asked, brow furrowed.

"l don't think thisis about that,” she said. "Thisis something else. Something new and family-size
creepy. Or, okay, could be just Willow-paranoia. But I'm thinking The Prophet touching Buffy? Possibly
moreto it than just aViewmaster of Doom."

"Therewasasnigter vibe around that thing,” Anyaagreed. "But what do you think it did, exactly?'
Willow stared at the door. "Remember the part where | said 'l don't know? ™
"Well, welll keep an eye on her. See what'swhat,” Xander suggested.

Willow nodded, deeply troubled, and afraid for Buffy. She didn't know if the future was going to be
as The Prophet had predicted, but she had a sinking fedling it was going to be ugly, one way or another.

As she drove dong nearly deserted roads, Buffy was chilled by the changes she saw around her. A
few cars passed by, and some stores were open, but many others were boarded up. The skating rink just



off 1-17 had been partialy destroyed by fire, and the parking lot was cracked and overgrown. There
were no rollerbladers, no joggers, no bicycligts. Other than those few cars, the only people she saw were
apair of homeless men raiding a Dumpster behind a Chinese restaurant that was apparently still in
operation, and they scrambled back through a broken fence behind the place when she drove by.

Buffy decided it was perhaps best to enter the town quietly, perhaps even invisibly. They'd be
looking for the car, after dl. Buffy ditched the El Suerte police car in the overgrown lot that had once
been the Sunnydae Twin Drive-in.

It rolled across the cracked pavement, four-foot weeds whisking against the grille of the car. Buffy
killed the engine, took along breeth, and laid her forehead upon the steering whedl for amoment. A dight
motion, and she flinched at the sudden pain in her broken nose. Along with her other wounds, it hed
begun to hedl quickly. That was part of being the Slayer. But it was il very sore.

Resol ute, she popped open the door and climbed out, then hesitated. Inside the police car wasa
shotgun locked in a brace between seats. It would be asimple thing to snap the brace and take it with
her. Buffy glanced into the car and looked at the gleaming barrel of the gun. Then she shook her head.
What she wanted was a crossbow. Maybe even asword. But after dl this time she suspected that the
weapons caches at Giless gpartment and her mother's house, not to mention her dorm room back at
U.C. Sunnydale, would have been cleaned out. Even if they were till there, the Kakchiquels, Camazotz's
vampire followers, would likely be keeping an eye on those places in case she should return.

Without those weapons, without even aknife, she would have to fashion some crude, makeshift
stakes, and hope that was enough.

Buffy left the car where it was and began to walk back toward the road. After amoment she paused
and glanced back at the concrete structure on the far side of the lot that had once served as both
projection boom and concession stand. Once upon atime, like any abandoned structure in Sunnydale, it
had been a prime nesting place for vampires and other creatures of darkness.

Best to make sure, shethought.

Inalight jog, she crossed the lot without any attempt to hide hersdlf. If anyone wereinsdethe
bunker-like edifice, they would aready have seen her. The meta door was rusted and hung off its hinges.
The sky above was blue as arobin's egg, the wind whispered through the overgrown brush in thelot, the
sunlight painted the world around her in bright hues. But the beauty of the day ended at that rusty door.
The gaping maw of the place dmost seemed to swallow the sunlight. Within was impenetrable darkness.

Nothing moved insde.

Buffy kicked the door loose and it crashed down onto concrete inside. She paused for amoment,
then dipped into the dark. It took amoment for her eyesto adjust. Blinking, she ventured farther into the
now gray, dusty interior of the building.

Nothing. Something scuffled in the wals, but that wasdll. It waslittle more than atomb for severd
generations of mice. There were counters of shattered glass where concession snacks had once been
offered. Empty now.

Head cocked to one side, Buffy listened, searching for some sound that did not represent rodents.
Convinced she was done, she turned to leave and then thought better of it. Upstairsin the projection
booth she was likely to find furniture of somekind. And it was easer to turn smashed furniture into stakes
than to forge them out of downed treelimbs, particularly when she had nothing to whittle with.



Sure enough, at thetop of the stairs, in the box of aroom where the projectionist had once done his
work, she found asmall table and several wooden chairs, the legs of which would be satisfactory for her
purposes. Buffy crossed to the table, pulled out the nearest chair, and froze with astonishment as she
gazed a& what lay uponiit.

A crosshow.

More accurately, her crossbow, the one Giles had given her when they first began to train together.
Besdeit, afolded bone-white card with two words printed nestly on the front: For Buffy.

Doubt flooded her and she glanced around anxioudy, suddenly sure she must have been mistaken.
Someone had to be here—otherwise how could she explain the weapon's presence?

Y et her senses confirmed it. She was alone.

Tentatively, she reached out to pick up the crossbow, studying it intently to be sure there was no
tripwire or other trap involved. There was not. Only the crossbow, and on the chair opposite that one, a
small quiver containing boltsfor it.

Profoundly unnerved, athousand questionsin her head, Buffy shattered one of the chairs, snapped
the legs and back into half a dozen usable stakes, and carried them under one arm with the quiver. Inthe
other hand she held the crossbow. On dert, skin prickling as she searched around her for any sign of
another presence, she hurried down the stairs and out into the sun.

With the blue sky above, she fdt alittle better, but not much. Thiswas amystery that disturbed her
deeply. Someone had known or at least suspected that she would find her way to this spot, or had been
here upon her arriva and |eft these thingsfor her to find.

And dl acrossthe lot, the shadows cast by nearby trees and the remnants of the drive-in screens
had grown longer. The afternoon was waning, and night was only afew hours away.

Buffy hurried to the police car again. She opened the trunk, and was relieved to find a canvas bag
that had belonged to one of the police officersingde. There were cotton sweatpants and a Sweatshirt in
there, aswell asalarge pair of sneakers. She dumped the clothes out, dropped the weaponsinto the
bag, then noticed asmall box of roadside flares and took those as well. She dung the bag over her
shoulder and headed, not for theroad, but for the chain link fence a the far side of thelot.

It felt to her as though there were eyes upon her, now. The crossbow was dmaost warm in her grip.
Buffy vaulted the fence and st off through a stretch of woods that would lead up to a power plant, from
which she could work her way eventudly into Hammersmith Park, and then into the backyards of
resdentid Sunnydae.

Say off the street, shetold hersdf.
Chapter 3

If the sllencein El Suerte had been surredl, the ravaged streets of Sunnydaleweredl too red. As
Buffy made her way through back dleys and across fire escapes, hugging the shadows to keep out of
plain sight, a constant current of alarm and abhorrence ran through her body. Her town had become an
abomingtion.

The parks were ravaged, Statues destroyed. Every few blocks she passed arow of buildings or
houses that had been burned out completely, leaving acharred shell behind. It was unnerving, seeing
some shops and markets apparently thriving, while so many other businesses had been ransacked,



shattered windowsin the front a sure sign of what shewould find inside.

Three times she had entered such astore, and each time the result was the same. Christabel's
Consgnments, The FHower Cart, and Quarryhouse Pizza. Each store had been torn apart, ripped and
shattered, but it had obviously happened long ago and athick layer of dust, unblemished by the footprint
of asingleintruder, lay upon everything. In the back of each of those businesses, Buffy discovered the
remains of the owners, so decayed that there was no way to tell how they died. She could only assume
the vampires had killed them.

And yet the others, the storesthat were still running, were equally disturbing to see, for Buffy knew
that their proprietors must be cooperating with the vampires, serving both the humanswho ill livedin
Sunnydale and the monsterswho ruled it.

With each block she drove, Buffy's mood became even more grim. Questions about her mother's
fate, and that of her friends, kept forcing their way into her mind, but Buffy pushed them away. Before
she could help anyone, she had to know exactly what the Situation was, what she was dealing with.
Someone had been there, a the Twin Drive-In. They knew she was on her way here. No way could she
risk going by her housejust yet.

In away, despite her horror at the devastation that had occurred in some placesin town, it disturbed
her even more deeply when she saw that other businesses and homes seemed remarkably
well-preserved. Downtown was deserted, and yet many of the businesses actually till had lights on.
Curious, Buffy brokein through the back door of the Espresso Pump. The machines hummed quietly, the
coolers gill working, red lights winking on coffee machines, ready for business.

Buffy made her way through the darkened store to the front door and looked at the posted hours of
business. There were three words printed there: Open All Night. Smple enough, but they created more
questions. The Espresso Pump was till in operation, as were most of the bars she had seen, aswell as
video gtores, a couple of small markets, and the Sun Cinema. But were they run by vampires or
humans? Wer e there many humans|eft?

As she had made her way around town, she had seen severd police cars cruisng dowly down
deserted streets. Probably looking for me, she'd thought. But she had aso seen afew other vehicles,
including two gray vanswith no rear windows and blacked-out windshields.

Just insde the Espresso Pump, Buffy stepped back a bit from the door when she saw another of
those gray vans cruise by dowly. It seemed too quiet, dmost as though it were rolling aong without an
engine. Ridiculous, of course. She had not heard anything because of the hum of the many machines
ingdethe cafe. But eerie nevertheless.

A car pulled up in front of the Sun Cinema across the street. Buffy was only dightly surprised to see
ahaggard-looking middle-aged couple climb out together. They waked around to the trunk, from which
they retrieved atrio of large film canisters. Revulsion rippled through her as she redlized what was going
on. These people were collaborators. Whatever wasin the canisters, they were films that had been
brought in to be screened for the vampires that now populated Sunnydae.

Maybe they had no choice, Buffy thought. But she knew that they dl had achoice, the people who
gl lived in thistown. Some of them might not be cooperating with the vampires, but rather were
parayzed by their fear, too terrified to fight. The people remaining in Sunnydal e could have banded
together and killed their masters, or smply run off while the sun was up. Some probably had fled. But
Buffy knew that she would have to be careful. Whether collaborators or smply ruled by their fear, she
could not afford to trust anyone who was il here.



The whole town belonged to the monsters now, one enormous lair for the vampires she had cometo
know as Kakchiquds, the servants of Camazotz. With this as the epicenter, they were building a
kingdom, an empire even. Their control extended at least to El Suerte, probably farther.

Buffy needed answers.

As soon as the human couple had disappeared inside the theater, Buffy went back out into the alley
behind the Espresso Pump again. With the canvas bag of weapons dung across her back, she moved
lithely through the hidden places of Sunnydale, ways aert for watchful eyes. Even the humans here
could not be trusted, that much was now certain.

The going was dow due to the need for stealth, but within twenty minutes shefound herself ona
block of warehouses, factories and office buildingsthat ran parald to the street where the Bronze sat.
Therewere other barsthere aswell, and it stood to reason she might be able to catch a human out during

the daylight

Answers. The need to hear it from the lips of aliving, breathing human being was strong in here. Her
ingtinct, and her own memories of the place, had suggested thiswould be a good neighborhood to start.
If that didn't work, she might try at the college, or smply break into a home that looked asthough it were
gtill occupied.

It had occurred to her that the initia skirmishes she'd had with the Kakchiquels al those years ago
had been in Docktown, but it would take too long for her to get over there. She had a couple of hours,
probably less, before dark. If possible, she wanted to be out of Sunnydae by then. Otherwise she would
need asafe place to use as her base, and had no ideawhere to begin.

Buffy did between an enormous trash bin and the brick wall of awarehouse. Fifteen feet above the
ground was an iron ladder that led to the roof. Without hesitation, she splayed her hands againgt the brick
on one sde and the meta bin on the other and crawled up between the two. Musclesrippled like cables
in her ams.

With a push off the wall, she landed atop the trash bin, balanced on the metal Up of the thing. Buffy
sprang from her perch and both hands locked around the bottom rung of the ladder. Feet againgt the
building, she pulled hersdlf up and then was scrambling hand over hand to the roof.

Crouched low, she sprinted across the rooftop to the opposite corner, where she could seethe
dreet that ran in front of the Bronze, aswell asthe dley beside the building she was on. Disappointment
deflated her. The street bel ow was empty of movement of any kind. A stray beer bottle, pushed by the
wind, rolled across pavement with atinkle of glass. Otherwise, al was silence.

For ten minutes or more, Buffy sat there at the edge of the roof. From that height, she could see
amost asfar as Docktown to the east, the blazing sun on top of the cinema downtown off to the north,
and to the south, the tops of housesin residential neighborhoods.

It was as though the entire town had been killed, drained by avampire. Y et it seethed with menace,
asif at any moment its eyeswould open, burning orange, and it would rise with fangs gnashing, thirsting
for blood.

Anxious, Buffy bounced on the bals of her feet and glanced time and again at the deepening hues of
blue on the horizon and the long afternoon shadows on the street.

"I've gotta get out of here," she whispered.



Almost asif on cue, the sound of adistant engine cameto her. Buffy crouched down even farther
and glanced furtively up and down the street. A moment later, she saw the same gray van—or another
exactly likeit—cruisng toward her.

With asmall squesk of brakes, it stopped in front of the Bronze. There was amoment's pause and
then the horn blared twice and the passenger door opened.

Thefigure that emerged from the van made Buffy shiver, though the sun shone warmly on her. She
could not seeif it was male or female, but it was clothed in asilver radiation suit that covered it from head
to toe. Only the black goggles acrossits eyes broke up the endless silver. Not an inch of skin wasvisble.

Vampire, shethought, and ingtantly knew it wastrue. Daylight reflected off thefoldsinits silver suit,
but the monster was safe within that protective garb.

Thedriver of the van beeped again and the front door of the Bronze dammed open. A tal human
man with black hair came out of the club, handsin theair.

"All right, dl right! Keep your shirt on!" he sngpped.

The vampire walked around to the back of the van and opened the door. From what Buffy could tell
from that angle, there was nothing insde the van. Then the man turned back toward the Bronze and
shouted inside.

"Moveit! Comeon, kiddies. Everyone hasto take aturn.”

Almogt immediately, Sx more people came out of the club, dl inther late teens, early twenties.
Three mae, three femae. One of the girls began to sob and hesitate, unwilling to climb into the van with
the others. The dark-haired man went to her, held her face in his hands and whispered something that
made her diffen, wide-eyed. After that she went meekly to the back of the van and climbed in.

The vampire returned to the front of the van, climbed in, and then the vehiclerolled away.

For amoment, the dark-haired man stared after it. Then he went to the door of the Bronze and
locked it up before waking to a brand-new convertible M ercedes parked along the road amongst
severd other cars.

He got in and started the engine. Then he took amoment to tilt his head back and regard himsdlf in
the mirror, fussng with hishair.

Which waswhen Buffy recognized him.
"Ohmy God," shewhispered. "Parker."

The last time she had seen him he had been a freshman in college. He had seduced her, used her,
and then pretended he had done nothing wrong. Now he wasfive years older, and Parker Abramswas
not only collaborating with the vampires, he seemed to be enjoying himsdif.

"Son of abitch,” Buffy muttered angrily.

She withdrew from the edge of the building eight or ten feet, paused, then ran full tilt. With agrunt of
effort and anger, she sprang out across the narrow aleyway below. The gap was broader man she had
judged and she extended her body forward, turned her legp into adive. Buffy made it across with room
to spare, hit theroof of the Bronze and tucked into aroll.



Without a pause, she flowed back to her feet and ran across the building to stare down at Parker's
car. The Mercedes did into reverse, but moved only two feet as he attempted to pull out from between
two other vehicles.

Hewasright below her.

Buffy legped out into open air, her hair whipping behind her as shefdl straight down, canvas bag
dragging behind her like an unopened parachute. Though it lasted only a heartbesat or two, the fall seemed
extremely dow to her. Parker had turned the steering wheel and put the car in drive again, and even as
shefdl he began to pull forward dowly, at painsto be sure he cleared the bumper of the car in front of
him.

Her boots dammed the hood of the Mercedes with aloud crumpling noise. The impact made her
teeth clack together and drove her to her knees.

Parker screamed in surprise and fear and for just amoment, forgot he was driving. The bumper of
the Mercedes rapped lightly against the car in front of it

Hedidn't even notice. He only stared at her. "What—" he muttered. "Who the—" Parker's eyes
went wide, and she knew then that he had recognized her.

"Oh Jesus. You."

Buffy rose from the dented hood and gripped the top of the convertible's windshield. Parker gripped
thewhed, cut it asfar to the left as he could, and pressed the accelerator. He clipped the other car's
bumper again, but Buffy flipped herself over the windshield and into the passenger's sest.

"No!" Parker yelled.
Beside him now, Buffy shot her right hand out and latched on to histhroat, squeezing.
"Stop the car.”

Parker dammed on the brakes. "Buffy, please," he rasped hoarsdly, eyesroving desperately,
searching the Streets.

It turned her ssomach to think that he might be hoping the vampires might gill be there, might protect
him from her.

"Y ou remember me. Y ou know who | am. Let me ask you, do you know what | an?'

Choking, he managed awheezing "yes." His eyeswere on her, and Buffy stared back a him until
Parker looked away. She released histhroat and he began to massage it, dmaost whimpering. When she
reached around to pull her canvas bag into her 1ap, he flinched.

"I'm going to ask questions. Y ou're going to drive. If | think you'relying, I'll snap your neck. Any
doubt in your mind that | mean what | say?' she demanded.

He hesitated. Then he smiled, asif relieved. His eyes ill had the sparkle that had charmed her once
upon atime. "Buffy," he said amiably. "Y ou don't have to threaten me."

Nogtrilsflaring, she turned to glare a him. "Y ou took advantage of me once, Parker. But that was a
long timeago. Do | look like that girl to you now?!

Cowed, he gave her the once-over, then shook his head.



"I'll bresk you," she promised. "Just drive."
"Whereto?'

Her thoughts skittered off in several directions at once. There was no way to know how far
Camazotz's influence had spread. But she was certain that there was no way acity the size of Los
Angeles could have been overrun. If it had, they wouldn't fill be based herein Sunnydale.

"South," shesaid.
Parker drove.

A car passed going the other direction. She watched to be sure Parker made no attempt to signal
the driver, likely another collaborator on hisway to open up some businessthat would servethe
vampires. The shadows had grown longer. The sky on the western horizon had begun to darken.

Nightfal wasimminert.
"Fadter," Buffy ingructed.
"Y our wishismy command.”

"Guessyou're pretty good at that response,” Buffy snarled. "How long have they been in control
here?'

"In Sunnydae? Going on four years, | guess. It started smdll at first, afew people here and there
disappeared. Then the cops and the professors up at the college started acting weird. The new mayor,
too. Night classes. Evening press conferences. At some point, there were enough of them to just take the
town. They did it al in one night, after that. The winter solstice, y'know? Longest night of the year.”

Thewind seemed dmost chilly asit whipped around the convertible.

"How many arethere?’

Parker shrugged. "No idea."

"My friends. My mother. What happened to them?”

"l never met your mother. And | haven't seen Willow or that other guy since before that night.”

Buffy winced, hurt by hisignorance. She wanted so badly to know what had become of her friends.
But Parker could not help her.

"How far doesthar influence extend?"

"l heard they've turned the governor. But that's just the beginning of the king's plansfor the Sate.
Same as he did here, he's gonnaturn officials and people in power, then build up enough of an army to
take the whole state a once. Right now it'sjust around here. Sunnydal€'s like ground zero, with maybe
thirty square milesin his control. He's smart about it, though. Keeps other towns functioning, even has
people in some of them thinking nothing's changed, not even knowing the vampires have taken over.
Morons. The leeches keep reproducing, though. It's only amatter of time."

Hiswords chilled and infuriated her.

"Those people, the ones you gave to the vampires, who were they?"



Parker swallowed loud enough for her to hear it. He twitched alittle. "They're... like me. We play
along, welive pretty good. But we dl haveto take turns going to thelair. They ... use us. Drink, whatever
elsethey want. One night only. Then they throw us back until it's our turn again.”

Bilerosein the back of Buffy'sthroat and her ssomach convulsed. She nearly threw up right therein
the car. Her nose crinkled with her distaste. Then she remembered something else held said.

"King."

"What'sthat?"

"Camazotz hasthem dl cdling him ‘the king' now? It wasn't enough being the god of bats?'
Parker actudly chuckled and shook his head. "Y ou redlly have been away, haven't you, Buffy?"
Buffy frowned. "What the hell's that supposed to mean?”

But he did not answer. The evening had darkened the eastern sky to a bruised purple, though to the
west it was fill ababy blue. Minutes | eft before true night.

Ahead was the intersection with Roya Street, which ran dongside the north end of Hammersmith
Park, aquarter of amilefrom her mother's house. The light wasyellow.

Parker began to dow down.

"Don't gop."

But he only smiled. Alarmed, Buffy turned to see agray van speeding up behind them.
"Go!" she snapped a him.

Up ahead, a second van barreled down Royal Street. Its brakes squedled as it cameto ashuddering
halt, blocking the way in front of them. The van behind them dewed sdeways, preventing them from
retreating.

Furious, Buffy shot an elbow into Parker's side, then punched him in the side of the head. The car
was hemmed in front and back. Resigned to afight, wary of the encroaching dark, she grabbed her bag
and legped up to stand on the seat. Her hands went into the bag and withdrew the crossbow, nocking a
balt into place. She shot aglance a Parker and saw that he was groggy, but conscious. He reached for
the steering whed and the gearshift.

With agrunt, Buffy kicked him in the head and he dumped over the whedl. The car horn began to
blareincessantly.

Ahead of her, four vampiresin slver suits climbed out of the van. Three others emerged from the
vehicle behind her.

Seven. She'd faced worse odds.

The sky seemed to grow darker in the space between one blink and another. 1t seemed to Buffy that
eyes stared ominoudy down at her from the windows of every building around her. She thought of her
mother's house, so close and yet impossibly far, and tried not to think of what she might find if she dared
gothere.

On the corner was a coffee and doughnut place she and her mother had been to a hundred times. Its



familiar presence seemed amost to mock the way she knew the world should be. The nineteen-year-old
soul that shared a double existence with its older counterpa