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PROLOGUE
Cambodia
Demon bones and the scribblings of madmen.

That wasthelife of Harry Doyle. As an ethnodemonologist she spent her days sifting through the
remains of ancient civilizations and far more recent demonic settlements, and her nights playing Jane
Goodall anthropology girl anongst the monstrous tribes of the world. In places an ordinary human
woman would be torn to shreds by athousand species of hellbeast, Harry was offered awarm welcome
and safe passage. Even some of the most vicious breeds respected her for her courteous and
contemplative approach to her study of their kind.

Right about now, though, Harry Doyle needed abreak. A party, even. A couple of shots of tequila
and areason to laugh. Music to dance to.

Anything but another steamy day sweat sireaming down her face, streaked with dirt from the pit she
and her team had dug in the middle of the jungle. The insects were worse than any demon she had ever
come across. Hell, she had been married to a Brachen and, after their divorce, had nearly married an
Anoc-Movic demon. Mosguitoes were about the most infernal creatures she had ever seen. Pretty much
proof of the existence of evil.

"Damnit," she snapped, dapping at one of theinsects on the back of her neck.

Not al demonswere evil. That wasthefirgt thing she taught members of her team when they came
on board. Or, at least, the human ones. It was the most important |esson she herself had ever learned,
and the mogt important she could teach them. After dl, if they were going to work for her, they were dso
going to haveto work with demons.

Harry felt another bug alight on her cheek and brushed it away. Frustrated, she headed back to her
pack to retrieve her repellant. She passed Al Gray and Jasvig, awisp-thin Fawaquillademon. They smiled
and waved, and Al tried to act nonchaant. Harry waved back, resolving to tease the big man mercilesdy
later about hisflirtation with Jasvig. She thought it was sort of sweet, actudly. They were cute together.
Harry hersdlf found nothing attractive about the deep purple, dmost skeletal Fawaquillatribe, but she had
to work only with Jasvig and her brother Vist-yiq.

But later, there would definitely be teasing. It wouldn't be tequila shots and wild dancing, but in the
middle of the Cambodian jungle, agirl had to take her pleasures where she found them.

At her pack, she sprayed on some more insect repellant, then quickly returned to the site. Al and
Jasvig were no longer on break, and when she returned to the dig, they were hard at work once more.
Harry stood back and surveyed the project. Vist-yiq was calling out instructions to the team, who were
digging carefully around the Rhgjadhow temple that had been unearthed there.

Of dl the digs she had participated in, as a student or asthe team leader, this was by far the most
exciting. Volumes of the occult history of the world, compendia of demon lore—even the oldest such
books she had ever been able to get her hands on—all of them offered the suggestion that the
Rhajadhow might have been entirely mythica, never redlly having existed &t al. There were records of
sghtings of the species before the Mahkesh Wars, but then afterward, nothing. Nothing at all.

But now Harry had found proof. More than proof. Not only had they discovered wal etchings
insde and wegpons that matched the descriptionsin the ancient volumes of Rhgjadhow blades, but she
hed ingtantly connected the temple with human places of worship in the region, both Hindu and Buddhist.



Oneonly had to look at the line of carved stone heads that rose on pillars near the entrance, or a the
hideoudy grotesque, massive faces that loomed out from the stone spire thet jutted from the top of the
gructure, to redlize that placeslike the temple of Angkor Thom—perhaps a hundred miles
distant—owed a great debt to Rhgjadhow architecture.

Once this demonic temple was completely unearthed and she was able to document it, get it
photographed and mapped, even filmed, there wasn't an occult scholar in the world who would be able
to deny that she had made thefirst truly vital contribution to ethnodemonology of the twenty-first century.

A tiny smile played a the edges of her lips. Maybe sweat and dirt and a few mosqguitoes are a
small priceto pay, shethought.

"Okay, fine," she whispered to hersdf. "But I'd ill kill for ashot of tequilaand awedge of lime."

With asigh sheleaned her head back and looked up through the trees, trying to gauge the time by
the color of the sky and the dant of light againgt the leaves. Midafternoon—still far too early to quit. But
even though she herself was not doing the digging, just looking at the members of her team who were
made her hotter and more exhausted. Harry knew that the sooner they finished the dig the better. The
Cambodian government had not been too much of anuisance yet, but shefigured it was only amatter of
time, particularly once they redlized there was something of vauein the ground out here.

But there were probably only afew more weeks of digging before the entire temple was unearthed
and they had aready uncovered enough so they could enter dl of the rooms, save severd ritua chambers
that had caved in, probably hundreds of years past. Harry watched Al and Victor Kelso and the others
on her team. She glanced at Vigt-yig, who was digging out awindow on the side of the temple, swesat
pouring off his purplish-black torso. Her first thought was that maybe she had been hasty in thinking she
could never find his species attractive. He was a powerfully built creature, that was for sure, the males of
the species being so unlike the females.

Her second thought was that there had been enough digging for today.

Harry cdled to Vig-yiq in his native tongue, which she knew she spoke well enough for a human but
also knew probably sounded crude to him. He had been tearing through the dirt bare-handed, histalons
better than any shovel, and now he glanced up at her. Harry started to walk over to the edge of the pit,
severd of theteam members glancing up at her curioudy.

Vigt-yiq wiped his hands on his pants and strode to the bottom of aladder that leaned against the
wall, looking up at her. "Y es, Harry? Isthere a problem?”

"No problem," she said, smiling and thinking wistfully of music and dancing. "But why don't we cut
out the digging early today?

Give everyone a break. We can work on the mapping and photo survey and leave off the
back-breaking stuff till tomorrow."

The demon grinned, showing yellowed fangs, and ran histalons through histhick, matted hair. "The
team will be pleased.”

"Good," Harry replied. "Do we have any tealeft?!
"Lots" Vid-yig sad smply.

No lemon, Harry thought. No ice. No tequila, either. But it'll have to do.



Vig-yiq turned to relay the newsto the rest of the team. In that same moment, something shrieked
behind Harry. It lunged past her, swift and deadly, covered in copper fur. It landed on Vist-yig's back.
Its maw opened impossibly wide, revealing rows of teeth like daggers. It clamped itsjaws down on
Vig-yig's neck and tore his head off with asnapping of bone and arending of flesh, soundsthat echoed
acrossthe dig, ingnuating themsa ves in the space before the screaming began.

They were under attack.

Harry turned back toward her tent. There were weaponsin it and she thought if she could only
reach them, she might be able to drive the marauding demons off.

In her path was a hideous thing with aflat, triangular head and filth dripping from what gppeared to
be armor plating that covered itsbody. It had vestigia legs and dithered onits belly, long arms reaching
for her. "Yesss" it hissed. "Y ou arethe one. Harry Doyle." Thething grinned, and Harry wanted to
vomit. "A pleassssure to make your acquai ntansssss.”

The horror of its words knocked the breath out of her, and Harry stared at it wide-eyed.
These demons weren't marauders. Thisthing knew her name.

They had comefor her.

CHAPTER ONE

unnydale

Buffy Summers closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and wished she were anywhere else. She
didn't tap her hedlstogether three times, though. That was just dumb.

When she opened her eyes, nothing had changed. Not that she had expected it to, of course, but
deep in her heart she wondered if maybe there wasn't something to that heel-tapping business after al.

The soles of her shoes clung to the sticky, warped wooden floors as she walked into Willy's, the
notorious watering hole for those of a not-so-natura nature. The oppressive stink of stale beer, cigarette
smoke, and other things sheredly did not care to think about lingered in the air, and Buffy wrinkled her
nosein distaste.

Yet it was not just Willy'sthat she wanted to be away from. It was so much more than that. In the
timesinceshehad . . . come back, she had begun to see the world through new eyes. It was il difficult
for her to redly digest the truth, but the previous spring she had actualy died. She had been dead for
months. And in that time, she had been at peace.

Her friends had resurrected her. Ever since, the whole world had seemed just as gray and dingy as
theinterior of Willys. Still, here shewas. Alive. And now she had work to do.

Buffy stood in the middle of the poorly lit bar, gazing around at the tables and the clientele. Willys
was not very busy tonight, a smattering of demons and wanna-be sorcerers—and even afew ordinary
humans—scattered about the room, drinksin front of them. From the corners of their eyes, they watched
her, some with fear and others with hatred, even afew with open curiosity. Those were the oneswho
had no ideawho she was.

The Sayer. The Chosen One. The onegirl indl theworld gifted with the power to combat the
forces of darkness. She'd heard the line so many times when she had first discovered her destiny that it
seemed hollow to her now. And it had been along time since she had thought of her duties and her



abilitiesasa gift.

Tension brewed in the air as she stood there, letting al the demons and demon/human half-breeds
soak up her presence, and she wondered how they would react if they knew how she felt these days
about being the Chosen One.

A tableinthefar corner caught her attention. There were three of them, two men and awoman.
Most of the ordinary humans who spent time a Willy's were lowlife barflies who didn't care who they
drank with, or those who'd tinkered with the supernatural before. Thistrio appeared at first glanceto be
so normd that Buffy wondered what they were doing there.

Then one of the men nervoudly licked hislips with atongue that wasimpossibly long, bright pink in
color, and forked at the end.

So much for normal, Buffy thought as she watched them. The one with the tongue was some kind
of half-breed, and she assumed the other two were aswell. Thetrio grew increasingly agitated by her
atention, and at last stood asif suddenly remembering a previous engagement. They |eft the premises
through afire exit at the back of the bar.

Buffy considered going after them. Someone had been hunting and killing demorn/human half-breeds
in Sunnydale in the past week, with three dead dready that she knew of. That was her job—daying
supernatura beings. But whoever was killing these half-breeds was not interested in figuring out first if
they were actualy evil. One of the guys, a Dakini-Swedish mix, had been an accountant, for God's sake.

When you started killing the demon accountants, something was redly wrong with the world.

But Buffy could not go chasing after Tongue Boy and his amigos at the moment. Not only could she
not muster the enthusiasm, but she was not about to provide personal security for every part-demon who
passed through Sunnydale. Nope, she was going to have to take amore direct route. That meant
information about the dark underbelly of Sunnydae.

And that, more often than not, meant Willy. Bartender, proprietor, snitchy weasd of the dark
underbely.

Willy stood behind the wooden bar, avariety of liquorsin fancy bottles at his back, and worked
furioudy at drying abeer mug with atowd Buffy guessed might once have been white. He smiled
nervoudy, avoiding eye contact, and continued to work at the mug. Sheld done this so many times before
that it took everything she could muster not to turn away and leave, to forget about the murdered
half-breed demons and return home—to go to bed, to dream—to escape this world and remember the
peace that had been taken from her.

Paradise. The memory lingered like the stab of aknife. It pissed her off. The problem was, her
friends had thought she was trapped in some dark dimension, suffering eternal torment. They had thought
they were doing her afavor by using sorcery to pull her out of that place. But they werewrong. Terribly
wrong. Still, she could not take out her anger and frustration and despair on them.

Which meant she had to take it out on someone ese.
"Willy," Buffy said. "Look a me."

He glanced up as she stepped to the bar. A pale smile twitched at the edges of his mouth. "Buffy.
Hi. Been awhile. Thought you might'aforgot about us or something.” He laughed anxioudy, still rubbing
the towd againg the drink glass.



"Y ou're not that lucky,” she said, her ireon therise. "But if you want to change your luck, maybewe
can skip right past the beating to what | need to know."

"Okay, okay." Willy set the mug down, convinced that it wasfindly dry, and dung the dirty towe
over his shoulder. He held up his hands and gestured for her to keep her voice down. "I'll tell you
everything | know, just don't call any more attention to yourself than you aready have." Helooked past
her to make sure that none of his clientele was paying close attention. "Business has picked up alittle
since you haven't been around much. | don't need you to start spookin' the regulars.”

He put acoaster in front of her that advertised something called a Shoggoth's Spritzer, asif he
expected her to order adrink. Buffy sighed and did onto a stoal, playing aong.

"What'll it be?' Willy asked her. "On the house."

She wasn't the least bit thirsty and, even if she had been, she doubted she ever would have accepted
this deazebd|'s charity.

"I'll just have afew of these," she said as she reached for abowl of cheese bdlsthat sat just alittle
ways down the bar.

Her fingertips touched one of the cheese balls, and they shrieked. Black spindly legs emerged from
the sides of their yellowy-orange bodies and they scrambled over the side of the bowl and acrossthe
bar-top.

"Son of a—I am so sorry," Willy said, staring at her with a gaze both penitent and fearful. "They
were supposed to be dead. | can't believe they sold methe live ones again. Here, have some of these.”

He snatched away the now empty bowl and replaced it with one full of what appeared to be
pretzels. But then again, one never could tell. Buffy wrinkled her nose and pushed the pretzels awvay,
watching for telltale Sgns of movement within the new bowl.

"Me, having questions. Y ou? Having answers.”
"Sure, sure,” Willy said, again glancing nervoudy around at his customers. "Whatever you want."

"Someones killing half-breeds. If they keep it up, | figurethat'll end up being most of your customers
dead. The kind of dead when they can't still comein and pay their tab. What do you know?"

"Not much,” he said as he used the dirty towe to wipe down the bar to her |eft. "But youreright.
Things picked up when you did your disgppearing act, but these killings have serioudy cut into my
business. Look a it in here, it'safreakin' cemetery.”

A demon dressed in apowder blue leisure suit, itswhite shirt opened at itsthroat to reved pae
green mottled flesh and agold chain asthick as a suspension cable, sidled up to the bar beside her. It
gazed a her with eyes covered by amilky, nictitating membrane that moved aside when it blinked to
reved moist, bloodred orbs.

Willy seemed to panic. "What'll you have, pad?' he asked the demon. But it refused to answer his
question.

Buffy attempted to ignore the horrible creature, looking just about everywhere other than those nasty
scarlet eyes. But it was staring at her. And smiling.

"Come here often?' the lelsure-suited demon asked her.



"More often than | careto,” she muttered benegth her breath as she attempted to read the label on a
skull-shaped bottle across from her.

The demon laughed. It sounded wet, asif there were something it should spit out just at the back of
itsthroat.

"Hey, barkeep," it gurgled to Willy, "you'd better call the cops, ‘cause thislittle firecracker just stole

Buffy tried to stay cdm; sheredly did. Shetried to ignore the monster and hoped it would eventualy
be bored by her unresponsiveness and return to itstable in aredlly dark corner at the back of the bar.

But then it touched her.

It was like somebody had taken that nasty jelly stuff from inside the can of a processed ham and
dapped it down on top of her hand. She reacted out of utter revulsion, snapping an ebow up into the
demon's squishy face and then flipping it off the barstool beside her to land upon the floor.

"Touch meagain, it'syour own persona gpocaypse.”

Behind the bar, Willy rubbed hisforehead like he had suddenly come down with aredly bad
headache. The demon thrashed about whereit had fallen, and its body seemed to expand. The sound of
polyester ripping and seams bursting filled the barroom as the creature grew to more than twiceitssize,
Black, razor-sharp protrusions emerged from along the limbs that jutted from its gelatinous body.

"Gonnamake you pay for that, girly-girl," it growled asit rose dowly from the floor to tower over
her.

Buiffy redlized that any thoughts of leaving Willy'swithout violence were smply wishful thinking. She
should have known better.

"How about adrink and some free potato skins, huh?* Willy asked the demon, voice erupting with
mock enthusiasm in an attempt to defuse the situation. 'Well call thisalittle misunderstanding and get on
with our night.”

The creature flexed its bulbous mass asit prepared to defend its wounded ego, and Buffy heard
Willy muttering something behind the bar about insurance premiums. The disgusting thing lunged &t her,
but Buffy was ready. She legped high over its quivering, thundering massto land in acrouch behind it.
Like some amorphous blob of Jdll-O, the thing had completely enveloped her empty barstool. Now it
searched its own globby mass for some sign of her, apparently assuming it had absorbed her aswell.

Buffy reached toward the demon from behind, careful not to cut hersalf on its nasty pines, and took
hold of the cable-like gold chain gill around its neck. With ajerk she twisted the chain tight, cutting off
the demon's oxygen. Whatever its body was made of, it gill had amouth and anosein the front. She
hoped that meant it still needed to bresthe.

Score one for the Sayer.

The oxygen-deprived demon gasped and clutched at itsthroat. Its body shivered in undulating
waves asit struggled to breathe.

"Now that I've got your attention, Mr. Suave," Buffy said, twisting the chain alittle tighter, amazed at
how thin the demon's neck had become, "how about you promise to retire your oh-so-promising career
asapickup artist, and | let your neck return to its normal size."



"He don't look so good, Sayer,” Willy warned from behind the bar. Nervoudy, he poured himsdlf a
shot. "He'sturning green.”

"Turning . . . what do you call the color he was before?' Buffy asked as shelet go of the chain. The
demon sucked in a heaping lungful of air and dropped to its knees, where it gazed up at her with
greitude.

The scream came from outside, tearing into the bar through the open fire door that led to the back
aley It wasthe kind of sound that made the tiny hairs on the back of Buffy's neck stand at attention. The
first wail wasfollowed by another, equaly unnerving, but this one was draméticaly cut short. The sudden
slenceingdethe bar seemed to closein around the Sayer.

Buffy rushed across the barroom. Many of the demons she passed on her way flinched as sheran
by. Thefire door in back stood partialy open—Ieft that way by the half-breeds who had taken off at the
sight of her. Buffy pushed through it and found herself outsdein awinding aleyway that separated the
backsides of two city blocks. Thelargest of the buildingsjust dong the dley was a huge brick structure
that had stood empty for ages. Windows were shattered, some of them boarded, and the brick still bore
thefaint ghost of apainted logo for the family-run furniture business that had flourished in Sunnydae once
upon atime.

Theadley sank like atoilet, the slench made dl the more fragrant by the unusualy humid westher
that the region had been enduring the past few weeks. The air was so thick and foul, she could practically
tasteit, and it made her want to throw up.

Hell. Sheld been in paradise once. But thiswas hell.

Another scream ripped through the oppressive night and it spurred her to move faster. Asshe
rounded a corner she nearly ran headlong into a barrel-chested demon in black jeans and awhite muscle
T-shirt.

Buffy stepped back into a battle stance, ready for anything, and studied the face of the demon. It
grinned, showing off asmilethat looked like avigt to acutlery store. With itsleathery brown skin and
those nasty jagged teeth, the monster reminded her of a crocodile.

"Where'sthat nutty Australian guy when you redlly need him?' she muttered benegth her breath.

Her gazeticked past the reptilian cresture. Farther dong the aley a quartet of hideous creatures,
demons of various species, were lashing out with hard kicks and swinging brutal weapons, putting a
serious hurt on someone or something curled into aball upon the dley floor.

"Four on one. That doesn't look too fair.”
Croc-boy shrugged. "What inliferedlly is?" it replied, leaning down to grab &t her.

Buffy snapped her fist forward, putting her weight into it, and gave it ahard shot in the face. There
was an explosion of blood and teeth and a sound like tree branches snapping. The crocodile demon
moaned in pain, eyeswidein surprise asit ssumbled back away from her.

The Slayer sghed. "Nothing | hate more than philosophical demons.”

The croc started to choke on something—jprobably teeth, she thought—and she took the
opportunity to glance around for something that would pierce the thing's thick, armor-plated hide. Buffy
spotted awooden pallet leaning against the factory wall and she snapped asdekick at it, shattering it
into pieces. Keeping an eye on Croc-boy, she picked up ajagged piece of the wood from the ground. It



wasn't afancy crossbow or an antique sword, but it would do in apinch.

The croc-demon threw itsdlf at her with aferociousroar, itsjagged maw looking like the front of a
Halloween pumpkin. She sdestepped its lunge—but the demon was faster than sheld anticipated. It
stopped abruptly and spun to lash out with a solid blow to her face. Her head snapped back and to the
sde and the bitter taste of blood flowed into her mouth.

Buffy didn't care for that in the leadt.

The demon lunged in closer and threw another punch—onethat could very easily have sent Buffy's
head into orbit if she allowed it to connect. The Slayer tilted her head out of the way and felt abreeze as
itsfist passed dangeroudy closeto her cheek. Croc-boy gaped stupidly at her, apparently stunned that its
punch did not find its destination. It seemed even more surprised when she gripped its massive, tree
limb-like arm and savagely bent it in adirection it was clearly not meant to turn.

The whip crack sound of breaking bones and the bellow of pain that came from the demon were
srangdy satisfying. Croc-boy cradled its broken arm to his chest.

"Don't be such ababy," Buffy said, snapping ahigh kick to itsthroat, cutting off itswails of pain. She
snatched up her piece of wood from the ground and plunged it through the tough, scaly hide of the
demon's chest.

Buffy stepped aside as the mongter crashed to the ground like afelled oak. Another night, in a better
mood, she might have muttered, "Timber." But not tonight.

Not when there were four other demons twenty yards away, till intent upon their victim, asthough
her presence did not bother them at dl. Only when she started cautioudy toward them did they look up.
One was aFyarl, with the hooves and ram horns and bony protrusions that went along with that. One
was a Polgara, judging by the massive spike that jutted from its wrist. She thought the third wasa
Vahral, but she didn't have a clue what the fourth one was.

Nasty-looking bugger, though. Y dlow skin, like something diseased.

What the hell are they all doing together? Buffy thought. Most of the demon breeds kept pretty
much to themsealves—at least in her experience. These things working side by side like some street gang
.. it baffled her.

"S0," she said, with arazor-edged, humorless smile, "which one of you is ustin?’

"Pretty fancy moves againgt one enemy, Slayer,”" hissed the Fyarl. "But how will you fare againgt us
dl?'

A Fyarl that speaks English. Curiouser and curiouser, she thought. Buffy crouched and snatched
up another jagged shaft of wood from the broken pallet. "Only one way to find out.”

With acacophonous roar of demon voices, they dl charged her a once. The Vahral reached her
firgt, the other three stepping back asif to dlow it first dibs. The eye symbal of itstribe, nastily carved
into the mottled flesh of its forehead, bore down on her asit attacked. Itslarge hands reached for her
neck.

"So what's your story?" she asked, dapping its clawed hands away. "Night out with the boys, things
got alittle out of hand?' She drove the piece of wood into itsleft eye and gave it anasty twist for good
measure. There was awet squel ching sound, and black ichor spurted out onto her fingers.



"Y ou shouldve stayed home," Buffy said.

But the demon wasn't listening. It cried out in agony and reared back away from her, its hands
feebly attempting to remove the splintered board from its eye socket. A moment later it fell to the ground,
twitched, and was till.

The Polgarasnarled and circled, looking for an opening. The towering Fyarl eyed her warily now
and took a step back, but the thing with the pus-yelow skin only hissed, crouched low, and lunged for
her, itsditted eyes gleaming madly.

"Wearelegion,”" it whispered as razor-sharp claws extruded from thetips of itsfingers, lashing out
asthough to rip the flesh from her bones.

Buffy ducked beneath the swipe of the claws and lunged up to drive an upturned pam into the
creature's jaundiced face. 1t stumbled back from the blow, stunned.

The Polgara had been lingering, waiting for an opening. Now it charged in at her, thelong, deadly
spikethat protruded from itsleft arm dashing swordlike down at her. Buffy's entire body was raging with
the adrenaline that surged through her now, and it was as though the warrior part of her had taken over.
She moved fluidly, amost without thinking, and with aroundhouse kick to the side of its misshapen skulll,
she stopped the Polgara cold.

Asthe Polgara stumbled to one side, dazed, she gripped it by thewrist. "Mind if | borrow this?'
Careful not to injure herself, Buffy snapped the bonelike protrusion off at the base. The demon screamed

inagony.
"Oh, stop whining. I'm gonnagive it right back."

With agrunt of effort, she drove the point of the organic blade through the Polgara's throat, killing it
with its own weapon. Buffy hefted the swordlike appendage in one hand.

"Much nicer than splintery pieces of wood," she said with asmile, liking itsfed and weight.
"Lightweight but durgble.”

The jaundiced demon had recovered from the kick to its face and came at her now, a chittering
noise like aswarm of locusts escaping from its thin-lipped mouth.

"Gotta say, yelow? Even pukey ydlow? Just not acolor that makes me tremble with fear.”

Buffy thrust the Polgaras spike forward, using afencing move that Giles had taught her in her early
days asthe Sayer. The demon dodged and lashed out at her, its clawsraking across her wrist, causing
her to drop the Polgara appendage.

"Y ou are but one of the obstacles we will surpass on our way to supremacy,” it growled.

Buffy drove her fist into the creature's abdomen. "Is there adirect route to supremacy, or do you
need to transfer to another bus?' Shejumped up into a high, spinning kick, but the demon ducked, her
kick passing over its head without connection.

"Would you mind standing till?" she asked, perturbed. "How am | supposed to kick your assif you
keep moving around?"

From ten feet avay—a safe, spectator-type distance—the Fyarl roared its displeasure. "Kill her,
youidiot! She'sonly one! A human! Kill her and you shdl have an army to command!™



Buffy smirked as she shot aglance at the Fyarl. "Big words coming from aguy who hasn't gotten
closer than five fegt from me.”

The putrid yellow demon tackled her, driving her hard to the alley floor. She could hear the Fyarl
leader il urging it on asit attempted to pin her arms down.

"Surrender, Sayer," the demon growled, bearing down upon her. ™Y ou can never hope to defeat us.
Bare your throat to my clawsand | will send you to the afterlife swiftly."

Up close, its kin looked and ft like rotten lemon ped. She held onto itswrists, keeping its claws
at bay. To her horror, she saw that it had started to drool, athick bead of saliva growing, on the verge of
fdling down from its mouth onto her.

"Thanks," she said, bringing her head up sharply to dam it into the mongterslooming face. "The
thought of your drool landing on mewas a pretty big incentive." Lemonhead was stunned, but she
head-butted it again for good measure.

The monster went limp, and sherolled it from atop her.

She sprang to her feet to see that that the Fyarl leader was beginning to back from the dley, trying to
hide its obvious cowardice.

"Thisisnt over,” it warned her. "The day iscoming, Sayer. The day when al the tainted haflingswill
be destroyed, and the human race will be buried beneath an ondaught unlike any thisworld has ever
seen. All will bow and bleed for their betters”

Buffy shook her head, frowning, and took a single step toward it. "Could you take that from ‘tainted
haflings?1'm not sure | caught therest.”

The Fyarl soun on one hoof and began to run. "The day iscoming, Sayer!” it shrieked again, asif
the vaguely ominous threast might make its departure appear less craven.

She started to go after the loudmouthed demon but remembered the screams that had brought her
here. Buffy turned to see abody sprawled in front of the open side entrance to the abandoned furniture
factory. Even through the dark splashes of blood—turned black by the shadows of the dley—and in
spite of the beating he had taken, she recognized the corpse asthat of the long-tongued half-breed who
hed fled from Willy's minutes before.

Buffy had congdered going after him and hisfriends, asking them what they were afraid of. A twitch
of guilt went through her. If she had followed them . . . but she did not alow her mind to follow that path.
A dark resignation swept over her now. There was no way for her to have known the killerswould strike
now, here, and getting answers out of Willy had been ahigher priority than some skittish haf-breed
demons.

Animage swam into her mind, of the anxious, even frightened, faces of the one with the tongue and
his comrades, and Buffy had to wonder if they had fled from her because they'd thought she might be the
onethat was doing these killings. She wasthe Sayer, after al. Maybe they had been afraid she was
adhering to adtricter definition of the job description.

Troubled, she squatted beside the body and checked its neck for a pulse. Not that she expected to
find one. As she suspected, the half-breed was dead. Her hand came away stained with its blood, and
shewiped it on her pantsleg.

The heavy factory door creaked asit swayed, coaxed by the muggy evening wind. A faint smell



wafted out from the darkness within the factory, and Buffy peered inside, curious about the source. She
knew the sméll; it had become quite common to her since she had picked up the mantle of the Chosen
Ore.

A baker knew the smell of yeast and freshly baked bread; a hairstylist the fried-egg smell of aperm,
aflorist the array of aromas from various flowers and plants.

The Sayer knew the smdll of deeth.

Buffy rose from beside the corpse and cautioudy stepped through the doorway into the embrace of
darkness. It was cooler insde than out. She waited momentarily for her eyesto adjust. Gradudly the
shapes became more distinguishable, and she was able to discern the nightmarish scene laid out before
her. She wished that she had never comeinside.

Half-breeds, by the ook of them—mae, female, young, and old: murdered horribly, savagely,
without mercy

It looked as though they had been living here. She remembered how the three had reacted when she
first cameinto the bar. They had been scared, not wanting to be noticed. Even if they had not feared that
she might be the one doing the killing, they would not have wanted anyone to discover them here.

But someone had.

From behind an overturned barrdl, atiny hand, il clutching afilthy rag doll, could be seen. Buffy
quickly looked away.

When she had first heard about the murders, she had been unable to summon up agreat ded of
concern. Since returning from the dead she wasfinding it difficult to care about her own species, never
mind demons.

But thiswas different. These were innocents. Seeing them like this shook something up inside of her.
Something that she redlized had been badly in need of a shake-up. Numb as she had been, Buffy
Summers felt something, now, and with a shuddering sigh, she recognized a second emotion coming right
on top of thefirst. Buffy was horrified. And at the same time, she was grateful for the fedling.

The gridy tableau splayed out before her had awoken something within her.

Buffy stepped from the abandoned factory, now turned charnel house, and out into the night. No
matter how shetried, she could not erase the image of the child's hand clutching the doll from her mind.

It sayed with her well into the night.
CHAPTER TWO

Rupert Giles Spped a a steaming cup of Darjeding teaand studied the Magic Box'sreceiptsfor the
last month. Business was good—unusually so. There had been an increase in sales of more than thirty
percent during the last month, but an incessant nag of a voice somewhere at the back of hismind
wondered why?

He set his cup down upon the saucer and picked up the stack of inventory sheetsto peruse. Giles
remembered that Anyahad mentioned that certain magickal herbs and powders had been in great
demand of late, but for thelife of him couldn't remember which ones.

Therewas alight knock at the door, and he glanced at hiswristwatch to check thetime. "Rather late



for viditors" he muttered, rising to hisfeet to answer.

When he opened the door, Buffy marched headlong into his apartment, not even glancing a him. A
deep frown furrowed her brow. "We have to do something about this," she declared.

Gilessmiled dightly. "Do comein.”

She spun around to face Giles, focusing on him for thefirst time. "I don't know what's going on out
there, but it's pretty nasty.”

Giles closed the door and regarded her curioudy his amusement dissipating as he redlized just how
troubled Buffy was. " Perhaps you ought to take it from the top? Did your patrol tonight provide some
revelaion regarding these half-breed killings?'

"Revelation? That's oneway to put it," she said, adisturbing expression on her face. Buffy went to
the sofaand sat down, while Gilestook achair opposite her.

"| stopped by Willy's. Obvious choice, right? One-stop shopping for al your loca Gossip o
Darkness needs. Got hit on by a disco-era Jell-0 demon. Scared off some half-breeds. They ran out the
back."

Buffy grew very quiet and pulled her legs up benegth her on the sofa, and Giles thought he saw her
shudder. "Buffy?" he asked. 'What isit? What's happened?'

And shetold him. Gileslistened to her tae of screamsfrom the dley behind Willy's, of her fight with
aquartet of demonswhose dliance was highly unusuad, and of her discovery afterward.

"I've seen alot of things, doing what | do," Buffy said, glancing up to meet hisgaze. "But thiswas
awful, Giles. It wasamassacre. Just . . ." She shook hersdlf. "It's gotten under my skin.”

"Of courseit has," he said softly. He removed his glasses for amoment and massaged the bridge of
his nose, leaning back into his chair. "L ogic suggests these four were responsible, but the Fyarl's boasts
make me certain therés more to it. And what did the other, the yellow one—probably a Grazniczh, by
the way—say to you?"'

"Wearelegion," Buffy repeated, looking a him gravely.

Giles nodded. " So there are more who are part of this. . . crusade of daughter. And they're
obvioudy organized."

"] don't get it,” Buffy said. "Mogt of these demon breeds are like high schoal kids, sticking with their
little cliques, not hanging out with anyone who doesn't belong. Does this make any senseto you?"

Giles dipped his glasses back on. "No. No, it doesn't. A Fyarl demon can barely get dlong with its
own species never mind a Polgaraand aVahral. Demon 'breeds,’ as you say, have historicaly been
dratified into acaste system that was brutally definitive. Some of them mix, of course. But the mgjority
keep to themsalves. In the past there were large-scale wars between various species and tribes of
demons, sometimes decimating entire regions.”

"When they weren't decimating humans" Buffy muttered.

Giles nodded. "True. Though the truth isthat in ages past, demons spent agood dedl moretime
fighting amongst themsdves than trying to conquer humanity. By the time they redized they weren't the
dominant life-form on the planet, it wastoo late. Thisworld was dready overrun by human civilization.”



Buffy let out ashort, humorlesslaugh. " So were the problem. That's atwisted take on things."

"From the demonic perspective, we are indeed the problem. The evolution of humanity led to our
usurping their control over thisworld. That'salarge part of the reason they hate demorn/human
half-breeds. Think of it, Buffy: They'rethe offspring of afull-blooded demon who dared to mate with a
human being. Historically, half-breeds have been beneath notice. Now, it appears that someone has
taken specia notice of them, with the most horrible intentions.”

"WEéll, no wonder they were hiding," Buffy replied, laying her head back againgt the sofa. "'l mean,
this demon Gestapo comes to town, of course the half-breeds are gonna hide out. | just wish we'd
known what was happening before the Romper-Stompers figured out where they were hiding."

Gilesgtared at her, barely hearing the latter portion of her comments. Hiding, hethought. And the
others—the Gestapo, as Buffy called them—uwere hunting for them.

"Urn, hello? Wakey-wakey, Giles," Buffy said.

He shook his head. " Quite." The Watcher placed his glasses back upon the bridge of his nose and
reached for the inventory sheets on the coffee table. Quickly he scanned the sheetsto identify theitems
that had been sdlling with increased frequency from the store: Slippery Elm, Poke Root, Eye of Fire
Newt, Dracoena Draco, Dove Hearts.

"Damn, what afoal I've been!" Giles snapped angrily. He tossed the papers back onto the coffee
table.

"What's up?' Buffy asked, leaning over to take alook.

"The Magic Box has of late had arun on particular items. Business has been very good,” he said,
frugtrated. "Y ou'd think 1'd have noticed that these things that have been in such great demand are
ingredients used to erect award that will mask the presence of supernatural beings from locator spells.”

"The haf-breedstrying to hide." Buffy glanced at him, then picked up the pages herself and began
leafing through. "And let me guess. | bet theré's an increase in the Stuff used for locator spellsaswell. My
Gestapo buddiestrying to find them.”

Giles could only muster atired nod. "1 should have noticed.”
"Y ouwouldve. Eventudly,” Buffy offered, trying to placate him.

But even though he believed she was correct, that he would have noticed eventual ly—he had begun
to look into it thisvery night—he still could not shake the suspicion that lives might have been saved if he
hed noticed earlier.

"So what now?"' Buffy asked. "There are probably more haf-breeds out there, and we have no idea
how many demons have joined the extermination squad.”

"Thefirg thing well do isremove these ingredients from the shelves, making them inaccessible.
Hopefully that will at least prevent some of thosein jeopardy from being found.”

Buffy nodded, agrim sort of anticipation lighting up her face. "Good. And then | start hunting the
hunters. Make sure the demonic Hitler youth don't hurt anyone else.”

Two days and nights went by with no further conflict or revelations regarding the killings of
half-breedsin Sunnydale. Buffy had patrolled both nights and had succeeded only in dusting avampire



drifter who had just cometo town. Tourists. Buffy hated them. Beyond that, it had been quiet.
Quiet bothered her. Something more was brewing. Shewas certain of it.

When she waked into the Magic Box that afternoon, her best friend, Willow Rosenberg, was
seeted at atable with her girlfriend, TaraMaclay, searching through alesther-bound book that was
faded, its binding cracked and pages yellowed. The two witches |ooked up and greeted her amiably.

"Hey guys" Buffy replied.

Behind the counter, Gileswas sighing heavily and glancing heavenward while Anyastomped afoot
in protest.

"It'sjugt not fair, Giles!" Anyawhined.
Buffy strode up to the table where Willow and Tarasat. "What's today's trauma?”

Willow grinned and rolled her eyes, tucking alock of her red hair behind one ear. Tara shifted
awkwardly, uncomfortable with gossiping. There was akind of tired wisdom in Tarathat Buffy had
aways admired.

"Thisthing Giles did, taking some of the inventory off the shelves?' Tarabegan. "Anyasmad.”
"Sdes, pretty much plummeting back to their old pitiful level,” Willow added.
Buffy raised an eyebrow. "Ouch.”

Once upon atime—for centuries, actualy—Anyahad been avengeance demon. When her demonic
power had been taken from her, she had been forced to make her way in amodern world and deal with
human emotions that were completely foreign to her. Somehow, she had managed it. Buffy and Willow's
friend Xander Harris had helped. In atwist neither of the young women could have predicted, Anyaand
Xander had fdlenin love. But, then again, neither Buffy nor Xander would have predicted Willow faling
inlovewith Taradither.

Anyadid her best to contribute to the group, more out of her fedings for Xander than anything else.
When Giles had opened the magick shop, it had smply fdlen into place that Anyawould work for him
there. Sherelished the business end of it, separating people from their money, and had proven so good at
it that often enough Giles I eft the running of the shop to her.

It wasinevitable, asfar as Buffy was concerned, that this would sometimes lead to conflict.

"Would somebody please lock the door?' Anyacalled, turning away from Giles and beginning to
count the day's recei pts out of the cash register. "We're closed, in case nobody bothersto look at a
clock."

Gilesthrew up his hands and went about arranging, by height, a selection of urnsin a counter
display. "Anya, it isn't forever. Only until we determine what's going on here. It would be irresponsible of
usto continueto sell—"

Anyasnapped ahard look at him. "I know. It'sjut... | don't know if | can bear to watch another
customer walk out of here without leaving al their hard-earned money behind. 1t'sso . . . S0 depressing.”

That seemed to be the end of it for the moment. Anyawent back to counting receipts, and Giles
could not seem to find an arrangement for the urnsthat satisfied his sense of aesthetics.



Buffy smiled softly and crouched down beside Tara at the table. " So, what elseisup?’ sheasked in
awhisper. "Besdes Anyasinconsolable grief, | mean.”

Willow nodded enthusiagtically. "Taraand | are the research girls. We've been going through these
dusty-musties looking for stuff on the haf-breeds. We were thinking maybe thereld be arecord of other
crusades againgt them." She then looked to Tara, and the two of them beamed at each other. "1 think we
aremaking excellent progress.”

"If you do say so yoursdlf," Tarareplied archly, looking at her girlfriend with her trademark swest,
lopsided grin.

"And | do!" Willow declared. Then she shot acongpiratorid glance at Buffy. "Even though weredly
don't have squat.”

Taralooked sheepishly back into the open book before her. "Well, we haven't found anything that
could help yet, but—"

"But we did learn that Fyarl demons have abizarre aversion to asparagus,” Willow interjected,
nodding proudly.

"That'll be helpful,” Buffy told them both with afaux earnest nod. "Next time | catch up to the
cowardly Fyarl-lion, I can kill him with an asparagus.”

"Sorry," said Willow, "were reading asfast as we can, but theré's not even a hint in here about this
stuff. For so long it seems like half-breeds were just benesth notice. The demon world'sdirty little
secret.”

With asigh, Buffy moved acrossfrom her and dumped into achair. "That's okay. Somethings bound
to rear its ugly head sooner or later.”

"Did | hear someone cal my name?'

Xander stepped out of the back room, carrying alarge box. "Y ou guysredlly shouldn't be talking
about me when I'm not around.”

Buffy smiled a him. Xander Harris had been her best guy-friend since she had moved to Sunnydale,
and Willow's best friend pretty much since birth. Though he had fought dongside her hundreds of times,
Buffy never failed to be amazed by him. Despite the fact that his girlfriend was aformer vengeance
demon, Xander wasredlly the only ordinary one among them. No Watcher-training, no witchcraft, no
history of supernatural powers. Xander was just Xander.

And he brightened any room he entered.
"Hey," Buffy cdled to him as he sat the box down on the floor. ™Y ou're awfully chipper tonight.”

"Actually, still "Xander." | knew akid named Chipper growing up, though. Bad teeth. Rotten
basebd | player.” Xander glanced around, redlized that no one wasfollowing hisline of rambling, and then
shrugged as he looked back to Buffy. "See, I'm like 'invisble boy." I'm gonna get myself aflute and hide
out in the celling of the high school music room. Or, | would, except we blew up the high school.”

Buffy laughed softly. Y ou like to bring that up, don't you?"

"How many people can say that?' Xander asked. "It was amilestone."



"Not to mention afelony!" Willow piped up.

Thethree of them shared amoment of recognition, alittle lightning bolt that connected them to the
past and one another. Tara had glanced up and smiled, but was looking at her book again. Giles had at
last moved on to pricing the urns, and Anyawas still counting register receipts.

"What'sin there?' Buffy asked Xander, motioning with her chin to the box on the floor.

Xander crouched and began to pry it open. "Something that | hope will pull my sweetie from the
depths of despair.”

Anyalifted her head to see what Xander was doing.

He pulled back the flaps of the box and reached insde. "L ook, An," he said, removing afetish doll
from the box. Its body was crafted from some kind of dried, human-shaped root; the hair adorning its
head was bright orange grass. He shook it at Anyaenthusiasticaly. "A whole box full of crazy chotchkes
that you can mark up and sdll for threetimestheir value, what do yasay?'

They all looked up abruptly asthe door to the Magic Box opened and three figures stepped into the
store, clad in black trench coats and hats, their features masked by the upturned collars of their coats.

"I thought | told somebody to lock the door!" Anyawailed from her place of misery a the cash
register.

One of the figuresturned to the door, found the lock, and clicked it into place.
"At least somebody listensto me around here,” she grumbled.

"Excuseme," Giles began, coming around from behind the counter. " Perhaps you've misunderstood.
The goreisclosed for the night.”

Thethree slent figures came farther into the store, their movements cautious, tentative. Buffy felt a
ripple of dlarm go through her, and she rose from her seat. One of the three reached up to remove the hat
fromits head, reveding cruel, demonic features and skin the color of drying blood. The demon studied
them with mdiciousintent and then smiled.

"Y eah, ook, sorry about that,” the blood-hued demon said, waving one hand in the air. "It'sjust that
it'surgent. Maybe you can help us out and welll get out of your hair in awink.”

A nasty vibe was ralling off the three newcomersin waves, but Giles did not seem overly darmed,
s0 Buffy hesitated to start something. It was possible these guys redlly were customers. It was a magick
shop, after al. The store drew al sorts of wak-in business.

The Watcher strode to the middle of the Store, only afew feet from Buffy, but his eyeswere on the
demon that had spoken. "Y ou're of the Tok'mundar Clan, aren't you?”

The bloodred demon narrowed his crue eyes. "What of it?”

"Nothing at dl," Gilessaid politely "It'sonly that I'd thought 1'd read that your clan never left
Mdaysa"

The Tok'mundar glared at the Watcher. "Maybe you'd better double-check your sources, then,
huh?'

"Maybe I'd better," Giles agreed. "In any case, we are closed, but if you know what it isyou're



looking for, perhaps| can help you.”

The other two trench-coated demons reached up to remove their hats aswell, and Buffy saw that
they were very obvioudy not Tok'mundar. The Sayer eyed them warily. From the sound of things, the
Tok'mundar were an isolationist species of demon. Theideaof it traveling with other breeds ought to
have surprised her. The truth was, however, that she had half-expected it. The arriva of these three
couldn't have been a coincidence. Someone was marshaing full-blooded demons of all speciesinto a
kind of extermination squad to hunt half-breeds. If Buffy had not been certain of it before, she was now.

The Tok'mundar admired its surroundings. "My, this place certainly seemsto have everything. Don't
you agree, Belnick?'

The demon beside it was looking around aswell. A long, trunklike appendage hung from the center
of itsface and it twitched as the demon sniffed at the air.

"It certainly does," Belnick answered, athroaty, rumbling voice emitting from the end of its
formidable proboscis.

The third demon, an insectoid whose eight mirrorlike eyes reflected multiple images of the soreand
al its contents, nodded its head in agreement. "Everything,” it said, itsvoice tinny and hissng with a
bizarre gatic.

The Tok'mundar let his hat drop to thefloor. "Y es, well, well have to do some more casual
shopping another day. For the moment, were in urgent need of certain herbs and powders, ingredients
for agpdl used to cancel out magicks that would attempt to hide the inferior from us. | have afeding you
know exactly what I'm talking about."

"Oh, you've got to be kidding me!" Anyamuttered behind the register. "Therewe go! Another sde
out the window!"

Giles stepped toward the demonic customer with an air of authority about him. But an air of
authority wasn't going to keep him from getting hurt, and Buffy moved in close behind him, her gaze
ticking from one of the grotesgue creatures to the other, warily awaiting an attack.

"l think | do," Gilestold the Tok'mundar. " Sadly, however, weve had arun on such items recently.
Fresh out, I'm afraid.”

"You'relying," spat the red-skinned demon. He pointed to the monstrosity with the elephantine
trunk. "He hasthe scent.”

The demon caled Belnick let loose alow grunt of amusement and pointed to the twitching
appendage in the center of hisface. "The nose knows," he said.

"Buffy?' Willow said warily, as she, Tara, and Xander al began to move toward the center of the
shop to back Giles up.

The Sayer held up ahand to warn them back, but the moment her focus had shifted away from him,
the Tok'mundar charged. The blood-hued demon bared his razor-sharp teeth and charged her with a
rumbling growl. Buffy pivoted on her |eft foot and threw aright hook that would have dropped the
demon in histracksif it had connected. But the Tok'mundar was faster than she had expected and easily
dodged the blow, lashing out with an attack of its own, striking her hard in the Side of the face.

"Find theingredients,” the demon ingtructed hislackeys. "I'll ded with the Sayer.”



Belnick and the insectoid demon spread out to go around her. Buffy would have liked to stop them,
to protect the others, but her friends had been in fights before, and for the moment, she had to finish up
with the Tok'mundar.

The blood-hued demon started toward her. Buffy did not give him timeto close the distance. She
launched ahigh kick to the side of his head, but he dodged out of the way, then threw several fast
punches. She managed to block them, but only just. His movements were ablur of motion, his attacks
seeming wild and yet very much on target. Theway heflailed, it was afighting technique that she had
never encountered before.

Great. Demon-Fu, shethought.

"I'm disgppointed, Sayer," the demon said, coming at her, swinging wildly. "I expected more." The
Tok'mundar extended hisarm, claws shooting out to grasp the soft flesh of her throat.

"And y'’know? I'm dl broken up about it." Buffy bent backward, the monster's clutches rewarded
with nothing but arr.

She shot forward and dammed an elbow in hisface, then followed through with an uppercut to his
gut. "I'll try to beimpressive the next time | kick your ass."

The demon staggered back and wiped greenish blood from the nogtril dit in his skull-like face. He
launched a powerful snap kick at the center of her chest, knocking her backward and to the floor.

The Tok'mundar grinned. "Now that's morelikeit."

Willow tensed as the two demons came down into the store, taking advantage of Buffy's
preoccupation with the Tok'mundar. The one with the elephant trunk was Belnick, or at |least that's what
the leader had called him. The other, the one that looked alot like agiant bug, was just disgusting.

Belnick pointed a stubby black finger at the door that led into the rear of the store. "Back there," he
told the insectoid demon with its mirrorlike eyes.

Anyawas behind the counter, and now she snatched a battle-ax and a sword from the wall and
tossed them to Giles and Xander, admonishing them not to damage the weapons, they were
merchandise. Giles and Xander ran to intercept the demons. Belnick lay back his head and let loose a
thunderous blast of noise from histrunk as he and the insectoid faced their attackers. Willow doubted the
guyswould be able to take these two demons on aone. She glanced to her |eft, where Tara stood
holding her hand, looking back a Willow anxioudy.

"How do you want to d-do this?" Tara asked.
Willow squeezed her hand. "We keep them from getting what they camefor.”
"A spdl of obstruction?' Taraasked.

Willow nodded. Tarasmiled confidently, and Willow felt a pang of warmth spread to her heart.
With thisgirl by her side shetruly believed there was nothing the two of them could not accomplish.

"The subject?" Taraasked, looking about the store for something that could provide them with the
obstruction needed.

"How about that nifty old display case with dl those heavy burid jarsinit?'



Taranodded in agreement and closed her eyes. Willow did the same, and they both began to chant
inunison. The air around them became charged with a preternatural power, crackling with eectricity. The
witches extended their arms, and the power that they had harnessed dipped from their fingertipsto
enwrap the display in arcane energies.

Willow breathed in and out as the power coursed through her. Magick had become second nature
to her, like breathing or watching cartoons on Saturday morning. It was an amazing feding, onethat she
could never imagine living without. In that way, it was very much like being inlovewith Tara

The towering display caselifted up from the floor asif weightless and sailed across the room to
crash down in front of the storeroom door, blocking it.

"That oughtado it," Willow said, looking to her partner, aflush of magicka exertion upon her
cheeks.

"Good one, guys" Buffy yelled from across the store as she avoided the Tok'mundar demon's
relentless attack.

Willow and Taraturned their attention to the other demonic attackers. Belnick grabbed Xander by
thefront of his shirt and hurled him across the room, where he struck the counter and crumbled to the
ground. Giles dready lay on the ground, cradling the back of his head and trying to rise, obvioudy
disoriented. But Belnick had forgotten the Watcher for the moment. His focus was on Xander.

Anyascrambled out from behind the counter to check on her boyfriend as Belnick bore down on
them.

Ingtinctively Willow and Tara began to utter aspell of defense, their voicesintertwining. Theair
began to crackle around them, and a sudden wind whipped at their hair and clothes.

Theinsectoid legped at them, landing right in front of Willow, and shelet out acry. Initsmirrored
eyes she could see many reflections of her own face, and Taras, both frightened.

"Therewill be no more pdllssssss” it hissed, and athick, milky fluid vomited fromitsmouthina
powerful stream, knocking them to the floor. The substance covered them, stuck to them, and dried
quickly, rendering them completely immobile.

Anyahated this.

How was she supposed to run a business and make |lots of money if demons and monsters kept
coming into her establishment, begting up her boyfriend and his friends, and wrecking the place? It was a
guestion that enraged her. If she ill had her demonic powers, shed show these vandals some serious
vengeance. Onething was for sure, she was going to have to have atak with Giles about the insurance
rates on the Magic Box. They were sky high aready, and thiswasn't going to help.

Xander moaned as she cradled his head in her 1ap. She had dragged him behind the counter to keep
him out of harm'sway. Or out of theway of any further harm, at least.

"It'sokay, dear," she said lovingly, patting hisface. "We can hide back here until everything blows
over and there's no chance of you being damaged again.”

Xander lifted hishead from her lap. "Buffy?' he asked. Anya pushed him back down into her lap.

"Buffy's doing what Buffy does. Willow and Taraare dedling with the buggy looking guy, and Giles
isunconscious again. You just stay here and don't die and everything will beal right.”



Xander struggled to stand as she attempted to keep him with her. "We gotta help them,” he said as
he pushed away her hands and stood up from behind the counter.

Benick waswaiting for him. As Xander stood, it trumpeted with that disgusting trunklike thing again.
Anyaflinched asit reached for Xander.

"Thereyou arel" she heard the demon say.
"Xander!" Anya screamed as she watched him be pulled over the counter.

Anyastood and saw that the store wasin turmoil. Everywhere she looked she saw merchandise
being destroyed—ypotentia dollars going out the window. Something had to be done or there wouldn't be
anything left of the store for her to work at— never mind the fact that Xander and al her friends lives
were at stake.

She knelt back down behind the counter and did open adrawer in the display case used for
merchandise layaway. She remembered that one of the store's regulars had recently put a down payment
on aparticular item that she redized might come in handy right around now. She fished around insde the
drawer, beneath the fertility charms and bags of cured wombat brains, until she found what she was
looking for. Carefully, Anyawithdrew the golden short sword, the jewelsin itsencrusted hilt twinkling in
the fluorescent light overhead. A price tag dangled from around the blade, and she hoped that the
weapon would not be damaged.

Heaven forbid they had to give the down payment back.

Buffy took astep backward, infuriated that the Tok'mundar had her on the defensive. She should
have finished off the ugly s.0.b. by now. And from what she'd been ableto tell in the chaos, the other two
were working as ateam, and very effectively. They were strong, and organized, and had turned their
differencesinto strengths, not weaknesses. The Tok'mundar demon in particular was stronger than it
looked, and faster, but if she didn't finish it soon, the other two were going to start killing her friends.

The Tok'mundar snarled at her and reached insde its trench coat to produce avicious-looking
dagger, then lunged forward with the blade.

"Not fair,” Buffy said as she retreated even farther into the Sore.

"Anything that'll get the job done, Sayer," the demon replied, dashing toward her face, but Buffy
blocked the blow, then snapped a sidekick into his gut, driving him back.

Hah! shethought. But thefeeling of triumph was short-lived. Onelittle kick wasn't going to finishit.

The Tok'mundar held the twelve-inch dagger before itsface and let the blade glint menacingly inthe
gorelight. "Givein, and I'll makeit quick. Y ou're not going to like what the future hasin store for your

kind, anyway."

When it lunged again, Buffy grabbed the demon'swrist, turning the blade away from her, and
brought her leg up to kick him in the face threetimesin quick succession. Every impact gave her
satisfaction. The Tok'mundar snarled and broke her grip, taking a step backward, wiping ahand across
its bloody mouth.

"Hey, Buffy!"

The Sayer glanced over her shoulder and saw Anya holding abeautiful, gilt-edged sword inscribed
with arcane runes. With agrunt of effort, Anyaflung the sword toward her asthough it werea



boomerang. It spun across the room.
Buffy snatched it out of the air with unerring precision.

"Dont break it," Anyacdled as Buffy gripped the jewd-encrusted hilt. "It'sarelic. And it retailsfor
twenty-seven hundred dollars.”

Buffy turned back to the Tok'mundar. The demon had been dazed by her previous attack, and
grabbing the sword had given it amoment to recover. But the Sayer was confident that recovery was
going to be brief. She brandished the sword in front of her. The Tok'mundar glanced once at itsown
weapon and then back to hers.

"Anything that'll get thejob done," she said with asmile.
And the Slayer attacked.

One word—not even aword, redly—filled Xander Harriss mind as he struggled with Belnick,
turning hisface from right to left in an attempt to keep the damp, sticky trunk of the demon from touching
him.

Eeecewl

Heknew it was an infantile response, that he should be focused on staying alive—keeping them al
aive—but Belnick's moist proboscis was the most disgusting thing he had ever encountered in histime
with the Scooby gang. Well, okay, with the possible exception of Mr. Pfister, the maggot demon.

The mouth at the end of the demon'strunk bit into the soft flesh of Xander's cheek, and he screamed
out in shock and pain. Xander reacted with a sudden and well-placed knee to the groin, which proved
quite effective. Belnick howled and staggered backward. Xander pushed the creature away to catch his
breath.

Across the store he spotted Anyathrowing an antique sword across the shop, and saw Buffy catch
it. Okay, hethought. We can do this.

But then his heart skipped a best as he watched the spidery demon skitter across the room toward
hisgirlfriend. Skittering, he thought, repulsed. | hate things that skitter.

Xander moved to intercept the creepy-crawly, but felt the arms of Jumbo the €lephant demon drape
around his neck.

"Y ou're not going anywhere," Belnick rumbled.

"That'sit." Xander grunted, trying with dl hismight to throw the demon off of him. "No more
peanutsfor you."

But as he grappled with Belnick, Xander saw that the spidery demon was dmost on Anya, and she
had not even noticed its gpproach. He screamed her name, and she called out to himin fear for his
safety, unaware of the danger she wasin. Xander felt a horrible rage and despair building insde of him.
Belnick wastoo strong. There was nothing he could do but watch as the insectoid demon grabbed Anya
by the shoulders and vomited on her.

Xander amost puked.

That was even more disgusting than Belnick's sticky trunk. The insectoid demon's spew shot fromits



maw in torrents, knocking Anyacto the floor with the force of its expulson. Again Xander screamed her
name, terrified what the stuff might do to her. He had to get to her.

Bdnick lifted him off hisfeat and threw him acrossthe store.

Xander collided with adisplay case and fdll to the ground in a shower of broken glass, his head
gpinning. Gotta get up, he thought as, through blurred vison, he watched the demon with the
oh-so-disgusting nose come for him again. Gotta get to Anya.

His hand struck something, and he looked behind him to see the box that he had brought out of the
storeroom earlier. Belnick thundered toward him, aready reaching for him. Xander reached into the box,
praying there was something among al the chotchkes that he could use as awespon.

The hideous Belnick roared as it came to astop before him and reached its massive hands for him.
Xander's hand clutched something in the box and drew it out. It was the same red-haired fetish doll he
had pulled out before, and he stared at it with an odd mixture of disgust and horror.

Belnick wrapped thick sausage fingers around his neck and hauled him up off the ground. Xander's
feet dangled below him.

"What the hell you got there?' the demon asked. "L ooks like freakin' Carrot Top."

Xander's eyes |ocked on the mouth at the end of the creature's trunk. The sheer wrongness of it
made him shudder in revulsion, but then he saw his opportunity. Xander clutched the fetish dall in his
hand and, as the monster drew him closer, he thrust the dried-root doll into the opening at the end of the
trunk. There was some resistance at first, but he forced it, and buried the doll—and his hand up to the
wrist—deep insde the creature's trunk.

Belnick staggered, eyes bulging, and dropped Xander roughly to the floor. The demon thrashed
around the store, clutching at hisface as though he couldn't bregthe.

Death by Carrot Top, Xander pondered. Talk about humiliating.

Through its eight eyes, Myga saw Belnick staggering, clutching at his proboscis. It was ashame,
redly. Mygaliked Belnick. But theinsectoid demon knew that their purpose here was far more important
than onelife, and so he skittered again toward the door that led into the rear of the shop. Myga hoped
that Belnick's deeth thrashing would distract the humans long enough for it to findly get what they had
comefor.

Myga could fed it al going wrong. Thiswas supposed to be an easy snatch-and-grab. They had
heard that the owner of the Magic Box had started holding out on the substances and items they needed.
Human filth had obvioudy redized what was happening and had done it to protect the haf-breeds. They
were to take from him what he would not sdll, and teach him alesson in the meantime. But they had
never expected thiskind of opposition.

Myga grabbed hold of the display unit the witches had blocked the doorway with and strained to
dideit asde. Thedisplay case fell away with acrash, and Myga stood before the door.

All theinsectoid demon needed to do was find the withheld ingredients and then it could return to
the commander. It would have to leave its comrades behind.

Smple enough, Mygathought.

But there was someone standing in the doorway, blocking his path. A man with hair so blond, it was



amost white, and asmile as crud asany Mygahad ever seen.
"Well, well, aren't you abig, ugly wanker," the man said.

Something was wrong with this man, Myga sensed. Mygafdt afraid. The demon cleared itsthroat to
ready another blast of itsliquid webbing.

"Therell be none of that,” the man snarled, and he grabbed Mygasthroat in avisdike grip that
prevented the demon from spewing.

The man's face underwent a disturbing change, his features becoming more demonic, teeth
elongating into fangs. Then Mygaknew why the man had made him so uneasy. But it wastoo late. This
new enemy, the lowest of the low, was dipping his head toward its neck.

Not a man, Mygathought in a panic as the creature's jagged canines broke through the thick
cargpace that covered histhroat and began to tear at hisflesh.

Not a man at all—Vampire.

Buffy drove the bresthless and bloody Tok'mundar demon to the floor with one hand and held the
antique, bejeweled sword half an inch over itsthroat. She had broken one of itsarms, and the fight
seemed to have gone out of it. "Y ou? Pretty much done," shetold it. "So now were gonna play alittle
game. It'scaled 'Don't Lose Y our Head.' That means| ask those burning questions, and if you don't
answer ‘em, well, pretty sure you get where thisis headed. No pun intended.”

The demon glanced over at the dagger it had dropped. It was not far away, but Buffy dared not
moveto kick it farther. The demon was too strong and too fast. No way was sheletting it get up again.

"Ask away, Sayer," the Tok'mundar said. "But you're running out of time. Mygaswebhing hardens
quickly. It must be getting difficult for your friends wrapped up insdeit to breathe right around now."

Buffy dammed the demons head against the ground and glanced back. Xander was ripping Anya
free of the thick webbing, but Willow and Tara. . .

The Tok'mundar bucked beneath her, stretching out one hand to snatch the dagger up from the
floor. Buffy swore loudly, knowing that every second was another second closer to suffocation for her
friends. Her sword was right over the demon's neck, but she did not want to kill it. She wanted answers.

With an angry shout she brought the hilt of the sword down on its skull, but too late. The
Tok'mundar had the dagger and was even now twisting the blade toward her.

No. Not toward me.
"No questions,” it said. "For purity!"

Buffy watched in horror and amazement as the demon drew the blade across its own throat and
green ichor sprayed out, warm whereit spattered her face.

It wastoo late for answers from this one. Buffy legped up and started to run to Willow and Tara.
She spotted Gilesin one of the aides, sitting up, disoriented, and rubbing the back of his head. If she
could free the witchesin time, everyonewould be dl right.

They haveto be all right!
Out of the corner of her eye she spotted a huge shape about to fall upon her and she dodged, only



to haveit land with adry crack on the floor beside her. Buffy stared down &t the insectoid demon, its
eight mirror eyeslooking up at her, and wondered why it looked so wrong. Then she understood, and
her scomach did asick twist. Its neck had been snapped, the head turned around the wrong way.

"Little present for you, Sayer."

Buffy looked up to see Spike leaning againgt the counter, an arrogant smile on hisface. Shewas
glad he had arrived when he did, but at the same time she wanted to dust him right then and there.

"Y ou moron. You killed our last chance to get some answers." Spike flinched at her tone and
looked grumpy, but Buffy ignored him, rushing to Willow and Tara

Buffy used the sword to cut through the solidifying webbing, which had grown rubbery and hugged
tightly to the contours of her friends bodies, crushing their chests, stedling their breath. As she cut away
hanks of the foul-smélling stuff, she could hear muffled sounds coming from benesth it and breathed a
sghof relief.

Willow and Taragasped for air as Buffy tore away the shroudlike covering about their heads.
"Y ou guys okay?' Buffy asked, till fearful for them.

"Fine" Tarasad, taking in deep lungfulsof arr.

Willow nodded. "Ditto with thefine. Just . . . big headache.”

Buffy gazed around the room to see that Giles was up and about. He rubbed at the side of his head
where he had been struck as he examined the inert form of the demon they had caled Belnick.

"WEell get no information from thisone ether, I'm afraid,” the Watcher said tiredly.

In front of the counter, Xander was holding Anyain hisarms, speaking to her softly. Now he held
up his hand. "That'd be my doing—and trust me when | say anyone with the urge to shake my hand for a
job well done should just . . . not.”

Still leaning on the counter, Spike cleared histhroat to get their attention. "When you're al done with
the bizarre little mixture of whining and self-congratulations, let me know.

"Could be I've got the answers you're lookin' for."
CHAPTER THREE
Los Angeles

Cavin Symms placed the bag of groceries down upon the kitchen table, careful not to disrupt the
decorative bowl of plastic fruit on display there. He studied the apple for amoment, trying to decide
whether he could ever have been fooled into thinking that it was genuine. The color was off, and the fact
that it was covered in dugt did little to convince him of itsredlity.

"Did you have enough money?' Mrs. Green asked as she dowly made her way from the small living
room into the kitchen, leaning heavily upon her wooden cane.

Thewhole place smdlled like cat. And mothballs.

"Plenty,” he answered, even though she had been around three dollars short. Cavin was only
thirteen, and not exactly flush with cash, but he didn't mind picking up the difference.



Mrs. Green had been good to him since his parents died, most like what heimagined having a
grandmother would belike.

"Now | want you to keep the change,” the old woman said with asmile, fussing with her white hair
whereit wastied into abun. " Save up and buy yoursalf something nice.”

"1 will, maam," Calvin replied as he began to put away the groceries.

Every Wednesday he cameto visit Rhonded la Green, to Sit, have some cookies with aglass of
milk—and then to do her shopping for the week. It wasthe least that Calvin could do after all that she
had done. After his parents had been taken, alot of the folksin the neighborhood—Mrs. Green more
than amost anyone—had gone out of their way to make sure that he grew up right. Thiswasjust one of
the ways he was saying thank you to those who had dways been there for him.

Mrs. Green shuffled over to the kitchen table in her pink dippers and peered into the shopping bag.
"Did you put the cat food away yet, Cavin?' she asked, poking around in the bag. Her eyesight had been
getting pretty bad over the last few months, but she would not admit it.

"No, maam. It's till inthere." Cavin moved up beside her, and Mrs. Green stepped aside. He
reached to the bottom of the bag and removed six cans of Feline Favorites Cat Food—all of them tuna
flavored. Tunawasal Mrs. Green'sfinicky tiger cat would edt.

"Do you want meto feed Chauncy for you?"' he asked. Calvin set one can on the counter and
stowed the othersin a cabinet to the right of the sink.

"Y ou know how that cat gets around his suppertime,” Mrs. Green said with asweetly indulgent
laugh. "Nasty'swhat heis." She began to make weird kissing soundsto cal the cat to hisdinner.

Calvin opened the can with the dectric can opener. If anything would bring Chauncy running, it
would be that sound. But other than the whine of the can opener, the apartment was silent. No scraich of
cat claws on the floor. Half aminute went by, and Chauncy had not appeared.

Weird, Cavin thought.

"Now whereisthat cat?' Mrs. Green wondered aoud. She looked beneath the table and then
shuffled into theliving room.

"Oh, dear. Mr. Denton was up to see me earlier—I hope Chauncy didn't get out of the house on

me.

Panic was beginning to creep into the woman's voice as she cdled for the cat again. Still, Chauncy
did not appear. Calvin set the now open can of food down upon the counter. "I'll go check the hall for
him. If he'snot there, I'll go check the dley out back—that's where | found him the last time.”

He went to the door.

"You'reagood boy, Cavin Symms," Mrs. Green said, leaning on her canein the doorway of the
living room.

Calvin smiled as he closed the door behind him. "I'll be back as soon as| can.”

Chauncy was not in any of hisusud hiding placesin the building. It looked like the cat had found its
way out to the back dley again. Cavin didn't likethe dley, especidly at night. Though he would never
admit it to any of hisfriends or to the people in the neighborhood who had looked after him the last nine



years, hewas afraid of the dark.

Stll, Mrs. Green would be frantic with worry if he didn't get Chauncy back to her. Calvin could not
stand to see her agitated. He made hisway to a bolted door at the rear of thefirst floor of the gpartment
building. He did the bolt across, tentatively gripped the antique iron knob, and turned. Calvin pulled open
the door and hesitated amoment as he peered out into the night beyond it.

The weather was humid, and the aromas of the neighborhood hung heavy inthedley. It was nights
like these when he often thought about his mother and father and the fate that had befdlen them—afate
that had come from the dark to take away their lives.

"Chauncy," he cadled out into the dley. "Where are you, kitty cat?' There was abright haf-moonin
the sky tonight, and it wasn't as dark out there asiit could have been. "C'mon, you pain in the ass
cat—ain't you hungry for your supper?'

He carefully descended the three creaking wooden stepsto the dley floor. Looming out of the
darknessjust in front of him was alarge wooden box with a cover where the tenants could |eave their
bags of garbage for pickup at the end of the week. The closer he got to it, the stronger it smelled. He
didn't know how the cat could even go near it, the stink was so rank, but then again, hewasn't acat. To
the feline nose, thismay have smelled like atwelve-course banquet.

Something moved in the darkness on the other side of the trash bin, and his heart skipped a best.
Cavintook in alarge gulp of the putrid air.

Hed only been six when the monsters had murdered his parents. He would have been killed aswell
if it hadn't been for Charles Gunn. Gunn and his crew had heard his screams and had actualy cometo his
aid. Saved his skin. But they had been too late to save Cavin's parents from the darkness.

Calvin attempted to crane his neck around the box, wanting nothing more than to just find Chauncy
and get back insde.

Gunn had taken a specid interest in him. He and Luce and Pico and the other guysin the crew had
watched out for Calvin for years, made sure he continued to go to school, that he dways had aroof over
his head and afull belly. Made sure he never fdt like hewas aone. It was dso Gunn who had told him al
about the monstersthat had killed his mom and dad.

Vampires.

There were two of them crouched behind the trash bin asif they had been waiting for him. Their
eyesglinted ydlow in the moonlight, and he felt the blood in hisveinsturntoice.

"Hey, Cdvin," one of them hissed.
He spun around and started to run back toward the building, the door still yawning open in the dark.
It knows my name, hethought wildly. The vampire knows my name.

Gunn had told him that there were certain rules the blood drinkers had to follow, and one of those
rules was that they had to be invited into someone's home before they could comein.

Asone of his sneskered feet touched the first step, Calvin prayed that nobody inside the building
had ever been that stupid—or lonely. The sound of his heart beating throbbed in his ears as he reached
for the door. He was going to make it— he had to make it. How pathetic would it be to have escaped
the vampires hunger dl those years ago only to fall prey to it now?



They grabbed him from behind—hands clutching hisarms painfully, tugging & his clothing—and
yanked him backward. The door seemed to grow smdller as he was pulled into the alley, deeper into the
darkness. Nice and dark, hethought wildly. They likeit like that. That's where they'll drink my
blood.

He fought them, but they were too strong. Images of the monsters feeding on his parents flashed
through hisfrenzied mind. Cavin had only been alittle boy, but he remembered nonetheless,
remembered his mother, eyes frozen wide in shock, one of the pale-skinned vampires latched on to her
throdt.

Mom, hethought now, asilent plea, asthough she might come to save him. But there was no one
|eft to save him. No onein the world.

"Somebody wantsto talk to you, Cavin,” one of the vampires whispered in his ear now asthey
dragged him through the dley. He flinched as he was struck again by the horror of this creature knowing
hisname.

They dragged him to the end of the alley and across the street, where long ago ablock of houses
had stood. All that remained now was avacant lot, akind of graveyard for discarded junk—old cars,
washing machines, refrigerators, televisons— rusted and broken things discarded al over the
weed-covered expanse of the unused land.

Therewas acar parked in the middle of the lot; anice car, not the burnt-out shell of something left
there after ajoyride. A black Cadillac with tinted windows. Calvin didn't notice the figure squatted down
beside the driver's side door until the man abruptly stood, and he could see Mrs. Green'scat in hisarms.
For afew seconds he could not bresthe. Not at all.

The vampires dragged him across the street toward the man, who looked up from gently stroking
the cat'sfur to smileawelcome. "Hello, Cd," the man said. "How's it going?'

Cavin could only stare, dowly shaking hishead in denid. It's not possible, he thought. But of
coursethat wasidiot talk. For the man was standing right therein front of him.

Dad, Cavinthought. Oh, Jesus. . . Dad.

He stared at hisfather's neck. Where there should have been a gaping wound—the place where the
fangs of an overexcited vampire had torn the skin—there was only smooth, unblemished flesh.

"It can't be," he whispered aloud as the monsters let him go and he dropped to his knees before his
father.

"Itis, Cavin," Raymond Symms said, stroking thetiger cat'sSde, making it purr. "It'sme.”

Then hisfather smiled and hisface changed, and everything became horribly clear. The smilewas
wrong, asif hisfather's mouth was crammed with far too many teeth.. The face was hideous, adistortion
of the man he had been. But he wasn't aman anymore.

Raymond Symmswas avampire.
Dad, Cavinthought agan.
"What's the matter, boy?" hisfather asked him. "Y ou look like you've seen aghost.”

Not a ghost, Calvin thought as he gazed up into hisfather'sferd, animd eyes.



Much worse.

Angd's brow furrowed in concentration as he studied the daunting task before him. He was deeply
troubled, yet despite hisfocused efforts he could not seem to formulate any solution to the problem that
faced him now. With adeep sgh, he glanced over at Cordelia, who was diligently organizing alarge
stack of multicolored case folders at the hotel's front desk across the lobby from him.

"What's an eight-letter word for decapitated?' Angel asked her.

"Geg, | don't know," Cordy replied, atouch of annoyancein her voice. "Why don't you ask Wedey
that onetoo?" It was the same response sheld given him the last five times he'd asked her for assistance.

"Can't," he answered as he reclined on the circular sofain the hotel's lobby and crossed hislegs.
"Wes said held stake meif | bothered him again." Angel scratched the side of his head with a pencil and
studied the empty boxes of the crossword puzzle with grest intensity, asif thiswould cause the missing
|ettersto miraculoudy appear.

"Well, if you bother me again,” Corddiasaid, carrying the foldersto afile cabinet, "I'll go him one
better and make you help me with these closed-casefiles.

Angel sighed and tossed the newspaper onto the sofa. He stood and strolled to the front desk and
studied Corddiaclosely. "Are you sure you haven't had avison? Maybe a Sloth demon that you forgot
to mention or anest of PhraPhum that might have tied one on and gotten out of hand?’

Corddiagtuffed the foldersin the back of thefile cabinet drawer and did it closed. "Sorry, chief,”
she said with ashake of her head, "no visonsin the fifteen minutes snce the last time you asked me, but
hey, keep checking in. Y ou never know."

Things had been remarkably quiet of late, and the staff of Angel Investigations was having an
opportunity to decompress, to relax, to catch up on things that should have been done ages ago.

Angel was bored to tears.

He waked away from the front desk and briefly considered returning to his puzzle, but decided
againg it. He needed something abit more visceral to passtime away during this dead period between
cases. For amoment he grew excited by the prospect of cleaning and sharpening the wegponsin his
arsenal—best to be prepared for anything—but then was disappointed when he remembered he had
done exactly that the day before.

He was sartled from hisreverie by Wedey'svoice cdling to him from the officein back. Angel fet a
weight lifted from him as he responded. The lull had been fine whileit lasted, but now wasthetime for
action.

Wedey came from his office clutching an open book in his hands, aleather-bound tome that looked
ancient. Angel reasoned that the former Watcher had probably deciphered another prophecy about the
coming of agreat, supernatura evil that could very well threaten the fabric of reality—or something
equaly dangerous and interesting.

"What's up, Wes?' Angel asked.

Eyes 4till glued to the ancient text, Wed ey began to laugh. "Were you aware that the 'Song of
Azog-Thoth' from the Book of Abominations isalimerick very much in the sametradition as There
Once Was aMan from Nantucket?"



Wedley giggled like an eighth grader, his mouth moving soundlessy as he continued to read the
demonic text.

"It'sredly quite funny,” he added ashe at last glanced up from hisbook, eyes twinkling with mirth.
When he spoke again, it wasin ady, conspiratorial whisper so that Corddiawould not hear. "It'srather
off-color, but if you want meto trandate for you—"

"What are you boys whispering about?' Cordelia asked from the front desk.

"Nothing," Angel replied, casting aquick glance her way. He shook his head and ran a hand through
hisdark hair. He turned back to Wedey. "Maybe later," he said, his hopes of something to do, some
powerful evil to vanquish, sailing out to seawith the man from Nantucket.

Wed ey seemed dightly miffed, but obvioudy il very amused by hisdiscovery. He turned his back
on Angd to return to his office. "Very well, then. Y our loss”

"Hey, Wes?' Angel called. "Got aquestion for you.”

One eyebrow raised, Wedey put afinger into the book to hold his page and looked up at Angel
curioudy.

"What's an eight-letter word for decapitated?' Angel asked, poking his handsinto the front pockets
of hisdark pants.

Wed ey thought for amoment and seemed about to respond when Fred interrupted from the top of
the stairs, dressed in an oversized bathrobe, her hair acomplete mess. She began to say something, but
instead was rocked by a powerful sneeze. Her eyeswere red, and she wiped at her nose with atissue.

"Gesundheit, Fred,” Wedey said.

"Thanks" she said with apitiful shake of her head, looking even more forlorn than usua. She had
only recently returned to thisworld after afive-year say in an dternate dimension, and aready sheld
fallen victim to the common cold.

Fred reached the bottom of the steps and glanced at Angel. "Headless," she said.
Angd frowned. "Huh?'

"Headless," Wedey answered. "That's your answer. | presume you were trumped by attempting to
find asynonym for 'decapitated’ in its past tense verb form, asin ‘the horseman decapitated | chabod
Crane.' But in its descriptive form, a synonym would be 'headless.™

Thevampire grinned broadly and nodded. "Headless." He happily returned to the sofaand his
newspaper, leaving hisfriendsto their own affairs.

"And how are we fedling today, Fred?' Wedey asked.

"Fine, just fing," Fred replied, attempting to smile but failing miserably. She had come farther into the
lobby of the former hotel and now she leaned against the reception desk, trying in vain to smooth her
bedraggled hair.

"Wdl, you look like awreck," Cordeiasaid bluntly, glancing up from her casefiles. ™Y ou shouldn't
even be out of bed."

"No, no, I'm feeling better. Maybe not a hundred percent,” Fred declared—and then her face



contorted and she | et loose a thundering sneeze. "But | should befit asafiddlein notime.”

Corddliacame out from behind the counter. "Okay, but until then, Doctor Cordy prescribesabig
bow! of chicken soup and an industrial-sized box of tissues." Shetook Fred by the shoulders and began
to steer her back the way she had come. "C'mon, let's get you upstairs and back into bed.”

Asthewomen started up the steps, Wedley retreated to his office once again, and Angel focused on
his newspaper. He had decided that the crossword puzzle was going to be his salvation. Never had he
even had the desire to complete an entire crossword puzzle before. But now it was his goa—every
block filled. It would be an exercise not in physical might, but in the power of the brain.

Headless, he thought, staring at the crossword. This might take a while.

He had just begun to read the next clue when Gunn charged in through the double doors, face
etched with such gravity that Angel knew something was terribly wrong. Finally, he thought, dropping
the crossword puzzle.

"What isit?' Angdl asked eagerly as Gunn descended the stepsinto the lobby.

Corddliaand Fred had stopped halfway up the stairs, and now Wedey emerged once more from his
office

"Got acdl onmy cell as| wason my way here,”” Gunn said, tenson in hisvoice reveding how tightly
he was wound. "Theresthiskid, Cavin Symms. Me and my crew kind of look after him—ever sincethe
vamps got his parents." He shook his head in frustration. "Damn, thisain't right. Not after what he went
through. Calvin'sgot potential. Y ou can just fed it when you talk to him. My sster dways said the kid
was going places.”

Wed ey moved closer to the center of the lobby, where Gunn now stood. "What happened to him?"

Gunn scowled. " Someone saw him get taken earlier tonight, an old woman he visits sometimes. She
thinksit was vampsthat got him."

Angel tossed the newspaper onto the sofa and strode toward the arsenal. "Times wastin', people,”
hesad. "Let'smoveonthis”

Gunn stepped in front of him, blocking hisway. "Angd, thisisn't your responsibility. It'sa
neighborhood thing. | only camein'cause | was dready on the way. Thought maybe | could borrow a
couple of weapons.”

"You can," Angd said amiably. "It'sjust that we're going to help you carry them.”

Hiswords were punctuated by aloud sneeze from Fred. Angel turned to look at her. "Fred,” he
sad, "l don't want to leave you here not feding well and dl, but were gonnaneed stedth and quiet
tonight, so there isn't much choice. Y ou can hold the fort?"

She tifled another sneeze and, with aweak smile, gave him the thumbs-up.

"Angdl, thisisn't your fight," Gunn reiterated as Wedey and Corddiajoined them at the center of the
lobby.

With ahand propped on one out-thrust hip, Cordeliastared at them both. "Y ou know, in spite of
how incredibly busy we are with dl the businessthat's not rolling in, somehow | think we canlend a



"You're one of us, Gunn,” Wedey said, reaching out to lay ahand on his shoulder in camaraderie.
"Your fight isour fight."

Angel moved around Gunn and went to the weapons cabinet. He pulled open the two doorsand
perused his selections before deciding on asmall battle-ax. He hefted the weapon and admired the sharp
edge that he had put on the blade the previous day in afit of complete boredom. "Shall we?" he asked,
the crossword puzzle dready forgotten.

"Cookie?' Raymond Symms asked, offering his son the bag.

Cavin sudied the face of the cresture Stting across from him on the lime green sofa. At first glance,
it certainly did look like hisfather, but the more that he stared, the more it became obvious that thiswas
just some kind of inhuman thing. It looked like his dad, sure. Was wearing his body, so why shouldn't it.
But thiswas not hisfather.

"No, thanks."
Raymond set the bag of cookies aside and studied his son. "How you been doing in school ?*

He asked it the way afather would, concern in his eyes, paying attention. Cavin shuddered. The
vampire had asked the question like he really wanted to know, like it was the most norma conversation
inthe world for them to be having. But how norma could it be when the monsters had just snatched him
up off the street, when they were in aroom with haf adozen other vampireswho were just stlanding
around the gpartment. The vamps were watching, and they nodded at the question asif the answer were
important to them aswell.

After ashort ridein the Cadillac, they had brought him to arundown apartment building on the
corner of First. He knew of the building; it was notorious for the kind of crimina activity that made even
the police stay away. As he was pulled from the back of the car and carried into the building, Calvin had
been surprised by how quiet it wasingde. In addition to the silence, the thing about this place that had
stood out to him right away wasthe smell. The stink. It wasn't al that far removed from the stench that
came from the trash bin back in the dley of Mrs. Green's gpartment. It was the smell of rot.

Decay.

Calvin figured he knew why the building was so quiet, but he did not want to think about it any
further than that.

"Tdk to me, Cd," sad the vampire with Raymond Symmssface. "I'm your father."
Calvin sneered at him. "Y ou're not my father. My mother and father died nine years ago.”

For along moment Raymond stared impassively at him. Then he reached into the bag, took out a
cookie, and bit into it. He chewed thoughtfully a moment before he replied. "Has it been that long?' he
asked through amouthful of chocolate chips.

Then heleaned forward and clasped his hands together before him, amost as though he were
praying. "l know how hard it must have been for you, Cd, al these years without me or your mother
around. I'm sorry for that and | want to make it up to you."

Cavin couldn't believe what he was hearing. Had the vampire snatched him from the dley only to
gpologize for not being in hislife? He was confused now. Gunn had explained it to him, and the rest of
the crew had hammered it into hismind over the years. Vamps weren't redlly the people they looked like.
Just bodies. Waking dead folks with demonsinside them. But thisthing had hisfather's memories, some



of hismannerisms. Could it fill have some of the man'sfedingsaswel? 1t didn't seem likely, but just
thinking about it unnerved him.

"If you're here, wheréds Mom?' Cadvin asked. "Is shelike you?"

Raymond's expression became pained. "Afraid not, Cal," he said, suddenly showing a grest interest
in hisfingernails. Y ou're probably not aware of this, but your mother was abit of aproblem. Shewas
the reason dl the nasty stuff happened in the first place.”

Calvin sguirmed in his seat and fdlt the eyes of the other vampiresin the gpartment hungrily upon
him, like acat waiting for amouse to run from its hiding place, waiting to pounce. They lurked in the
shadows of the abandoned apartment, watching him.

"l don't understand. What did Mahave to do with— vampires?"

Thething hisfather had become bit at afingernail and spit something onto the floor. "It wasn't your
mother who had to dedl with the vampires, it was me."

Raymond looked up a him with anicy, piercing stare, and Cavin felt ashiver pass from the nape of
his neck down hisspine.

"I was employed by a couple of groups of vampiresto providethemwith . . . nourishment. It wasa
good job; it paid well. Remember, | had afamily to support.”

Cavinfdt sck. Hed dways believed that hisfather had been in construction—and had done odd
jobs around the neighborhood to make ends meet.

"Y ou found peoplefor them to kill?" Calvin asked in awhigper, making no attempt to hide his
absolute disgust and horror.

"Well, yeah," Raymond said, leaning back in his seat upon the couch. He frowned as though he had
no ideawhat it was about that concept that would upset Cavin. "Most of the time they were criminals,
drug addicts, homeless—you know, the dregs who wouldn't be missed. Better them than us, right? Y ou,
me, your mother, the good people of our neighborhood.”

One question seared through Calvin's mind, and he asked it without taking the time to consider if he
could besar to hear theanswer: "Did . . . did Maknow? Did she know what you did?’

Hisfather's face shifted to something horrific and unnatural before he answered. "Not &t first, but
then she found out. | tried to explain to her—I begged her to keep her big mouth shut. Told her that it
would be better for everybody."

Raymond shook his head and snarled. "She didn't listen. Y our mother told some people, ended up
getting some of my employerskilled. That was stupid, Cavin. These weren't guysyou could screw
around with."

Calvin fdt asthough he couldn't breathe, the redity of what he had dways known of hisfamily, of
his past, crumbling from beneath him to expose ayawning abyss below, waiting to swallow him up.

"They wanted revenge for what your mother had done, eyefor an eye stuff.”
"But . . . but they turned you into one of them."

Hisfather shrugged. "What can | say? They liked me, they liked the job that | did for them, and |



couldn't do it for them if | was dead, could 1? They wanted you dead, too, but | stood up for
you—pulled some gtrings.”

Raymond smiled, and Calvin felt as though he was going to throw up.
"Look, I know | haven't been the world's best dad, but | want that to change.”

Cavin dowly shook his head from sideto side. Hisfear and horror had kept him numb, kept him
gtill, but now anger threaetened to overwhem those other emotions. "I don't want anything from you.”

Raymond did off the couch onto his knees and moved toward him. Calvin sank deeper into his chair
asthe thing that had once been hisfather came closer.

"Dont belikethat, Cd," Raymond said, ahint of disgppointment in hisvoice. "The higher-upsin this
organization said that | could turn you, that I've earned the right.” The vampire smiled proudly. ™Y our old
man has become pretty important over the last few years."

Raymond'’ s eyebrows danced up and down mischievoudy. " Somebody's going to bein charge of a
magor push into this neighborhood, and | could really use somebody | could trust as my right-hand guy.”

Calvin gazed into histwisted features and came to the Sickening and devastating redlization that
Gunn and his crew had been wrong. This man had not been changed by the bite of the vampire.
Physicaly, yes, but not in his heart. He had not been turned into a soulless beast when his blood was
drained from his body. Raymond Symms had been amonster long before that.

"l ...," he began, but fatered when he saw the excitement on hisfather'sface.
"Y eah, Cadvin? What do you have to say to your old man?'
"l think I'd rather die," he said, glaring hatefully at the cresture who knelt beside him.

Raymond's head bowed sadly, asif the words had been a physical blow that had dapped him down
hard. Sowly heraised his head. Then, with asmile, Raymond reached out and rubbed the top of Cavin's
head with affection. "That'sfunny," he growled. "What you just said? It's exactly what your mother said
to mewhen | asked her to stay quiet. And you know what | said to her, Cal, when she said she'd rather
die? Know what | said?

"l said 'no problem.™

From a conceding pool of shadows acrossthe street, Angel studied the building closely. Gunn,
Cordelia, and Wedey stood arrayed with him, and behind them were four other people, fighterswho
bel onged to what had once been Gunn's crew. Y oung people from the neighborhood whose lives had
been scarred by vampires or demons, who had joined Gunn's crusade againgt the forces of darkness.
Mongter hunters, dl of them. Gunn ran with Angel now, but hisold crew was Htill together, il fighting
the good fight. Sometimes there was tension between the crew and Gunn, but tonight they were al here
for the same reason.

They weredl herefor Cavin.
"How many?' Angdl asked, staring at the building.

"Six plusthekid," said Caesar, apart of the crew who went back along way with Gunn. "But
therere probably more insde. Nobody's seen any sign of the tenantsin over aday. We were checking
the place out when we saw them bring Cavinin.”



Angd glanced to hisleft. Gunn was staring a the darkened apartment building, concern etched upon
his strong features. "It's your cdl. We can wait for sunrise, when they'll be deeping and vulnerable, or we
cangoinnow."

Gunn looked at him, his expression hard. "There's agood chance the kid's already dead—but then,
maybe heain't." He adjusted the leather strap holding a sword and scabbard across his back. "Always
was asucker for the dim chances.”

Gunn turned to face the four members of hisold crew. They were il loya to him even though
othersthought him atraitor for working with Angel. The way these four looked a him—the way they
listened—Angd was certain they would have marched through Hell itsdf if Gunn asked it of them. Or
maybeit was only that it was Cavin in trouble up there, and they dl felt responsible for him. Gunn had
explained that much.

"Y ou guys go around back," Gunn told them. "Well take the front."
Liketrained combat soldiers, Gunn's men disappeared into the night.

"Sneaky little buggers, aren't they?' Cordelia commented as she watched them merge with the
shadows.

"Let'stry to be equally sedthy, shall we?' Wedey suggested as he removed a short sword from
somewhereinsde hisjacket.

"Areyou ready for this?' Angd asked Gunn.

Without answering, Gunn bolted from conceal ment and ran toward the building's front entrance. He
wasfirst through the open door into the lobby with Angel close behind—Corddiaand Wedey bringing
up therear. Thelobby was dark, the only illumination thrown by the two emergency lights. Therewasa
amel intheair that didn't give Angd the most optimistic feding. The place reeked of degath.

They approached one of the two doors on thefirst floor. The foul aroma from apartment 1A was
amogt overwheming. "We should check the gpartments,” Angel said, looking back to them. "No stone
left unturned.”

He reached for the doorknob, but stopped short as the knob began to turn all on its own.

"Angel?' Cordeliawhispered, taking astep back and warily preparing to defend hersdlf. "Did you
knock first to seeif anyone was home—or dead?'

They both stepped back, and he raised his battle-ax. The door creaked in protest asit dowly
opened. Angdl was ready, prepared to bring the killing blade of his ax down upon any foe.

A figure appeared in the doorway; an elderly woman in aflowered housecoat. She grabbed at her
sagging bosom and gasped when she saw them. "Oh my," she said, her wrinkled hand upon her chest.

Corddiaheld her stake down beside her leg asinconspicuoudy as possible. "We're sorry, maam,”
she said. "We weren't sure anybody was home."

Angd arched an eyebrow, awry smile playing at the edges of his mouth, but he did not lower his
weapon. Wedey and Gunn joined them at the woman's door.

"Have you noticed anything strange going onin your building?' Gunn asked.



She smiled. Her teeth were remarkably white. ™Y ou kiddin' me? Every day's afresk show around
here"

They wereinterrupted by ascuffling noise followed by two heavy thumps from somewherein the
building. It could have been alot of things, but given the circumstances, Angel figured it had to be a

gruggle

"People knocking on doors dl night, screamin’ and carryin' on until al hours. Don't they know that
people need their degp™?”’

Ange turned his attention back to the e derly woman.

"But Raymond, he had some story about needin’ to use the phone—that his car broke down and he
wastryin' to get to the hospitd to visit his sick mother.”

The commotion was growing louder.
"Angd, weredly should go," Gunn said tersely.

The old woman continued. "Bypass surgery,” she said, scratching her hip. "He said she was having
bypass surgery.” The old woman shook her head asif disgppointed in hersdlf. "Never should have let him
ingde"

"No," Angdl sad. "l guessyou shouldn't have.

Then he siwung the ax, decapitating the old woman. Wedey and Gunn shouted in darm, and
Corddiaactudly tried to sop him. Even as her head tumbled toward the ground, the old woman—the
vampire—exploded in aburst of cinder and ash.

The others stared at the dust as it drifted to the floor.

"Shewasa—" Cordeliabegan. Then she whacked Angdl on the arm. "Why didn't you say
something?'

"Y ou two seemed to be getting on so well," Angel replied. "I didn't want to ruin it.”

"Cutting off her head isn't ruining it?" Corddiaasked. Then she Sghed. "Okay, vampire, but till. She
reminded me of Mrs. Kunkel. My piano teacher.”

Angd raised an eyebrow, but Cordeliawasjust staring at the open doorway from which the
vampire had emerged.

"| hated piano lessons, but Mrs. Kunkel baked the best peanut butter cookies."

Gunn couldn't wait any longer. If his crew wasin danger, he had to do everything in his power to
keep them safe. With Wedey by hisside, he moved toward the sairs. They peered up into a pool of
solid darkness.

"Nobody thought to bring aflashlight, | guess.”

Wedey said nothing, looking a hiswegpon and hefting itsweight in his hand. Behind them, Angel
cleared histhroat.

"Didn't think s0," Gunn said, placing hisfoot on thefirst step.



Asif summoned by that step, the vampires emerged from the darkness above in ahissing wave.

"Here they come!” Gunn managed before thefirgt of the blood drinkers reached him, launching itself
down thegtairsat him.

The vampires swept down at them, driving them back into the lobby. The stench of freshly spilled
blood flowed from them, some of their clothes spattered with gore, and Gunn feared for the fate of
Calvin and the others of hisold crew who had come aong.

But not me.

Gunn pulled his sword from the scabbard on his back and lashed out &t the feral attackers. He
would use hisfear as he dways had, honing it to afine rage that gave him the strength to continue his

fight.
The broadsword diced through the neck of the vampire closest to him. With ahigh-pitched shriek, it
exploded to dust and he shielded his eyes from the floating remains before he attacked again.

To hisleft, he caught sight of Wedey as he dispatched one of their attackerswith a cold efficiency,
again reminding Gunn how truly deadly the sometimes effete former Watcher could be.

Corddiaand Angd worked back-to-back, vampiresfaling al over themselves asif eager to be
destroyed by the pair.

Gunn hacked hisway back toward the stairs, determined to discover whether his people were il
alive—he had to be sure. He stopped cold as he saw what had emerged from the darkness. Calvin, in the
grip of aleering vampire,

"Gunn!" Calvin screamed, thrashing in the leech's grip, and the battle came to an abrupt halt.

Thenit all clicked into place. Gunn heard the old woman's voi ce as she muttered about how she
never should have let Raymond in. Raymond Symms. Calvin's father was supposed to be dead and
gone, but here hewas. Dead al right, but not quite gone.

"You know I'll doit, Gunn,” Raymond said, his clawed fingers digging into the soft flesh of the young
man'sthroat. With Calvin pressed againgt him, the vampire began to descend the stairswhile his
followersmoved asdeto et him pass.

Calvin looked both terrified and ashamed. "I'm sorry, Gunn," he said in asoft voice. Therewas
blood on histhroat where the vampire's claws had nicked him.

"Why don't you and your two pa's put them weapons down and well seeif we can al keep Calvin
dive" Raymond said as he continued his dow descent.

Though it made him crazy to do so, Gunn did as he wastold, fearing for the boy. Wedey and
Corddiadid the same.

And then the vampireswords hit him. Two? he thought. Gunn quickly chanced alook around the
lobby and redlized that Angel was no longer with them. Corddiaglanced at him and he saw that she had
noticed aswell.

Raymond offered up asmug grin as he set foot in the lobby, and Gunn smiled back.

"What you smiling for, Charles?" the vampire asked. "Hope you don't think thisis gonnaend any



way but ugly.”
Gunn shook his head and prepared for the inevitable. "Nope, in fact I'm countin’ on it.”

Ange legped from the shadows behind Raymond Symms, coming down from the second floor, his
coat billowing about him like thewings of agigantic bat.

Gunn raced for Raymond and tore Calvin away from him, pulling the kid out of harm'sway. "Ugly dll
right.”

Ax inhand, Angd hurled himself at hisenemies. He fdt hisfeatures change, hisbrow thicken, his
teeth sharpen in anticipation of bettle.

He had seen the vampire emerge from the darkness with the boy and had known what would
follow. With the open front door behind him, he had left the building unnoticed and raced around to the
back, returning viathe fire escgpe. On the second floor he had found Gunn's men with their throatstorn
out. It looked as though they had been surprised, but there was aso evidence of astruggle, and he
reasoned that they had managed to dust afew before finally succumbing to the vampires greater
numbers.

Angel landed in acrouch just behind Raymond Symms. Symms and two other vampires turned to
confront him. In asingle swift motion Angd backhanded the vampire on hisleft and swung theax up to
decapitate the one on theright. Sx-letter word for decapitated, hethought. Dusted.

Before Symms could react, Angel kicked the boss vampire to the floor and beheaded his other
lackey. Through adrifting cloud of vampire remains, Angel watched as Symms roseto face him. Gunn
had aready snatched Calvin away, and even now Corddiaand Wedey retrieved their wegponsto
continue thefight.

Angel leaped at the startled vampire |eader, grabbed him by the front of hisjacket, and threw him up
againg thewall. Ax in hand, he swung the sharpened blade toward the vampires exposed neck. Symms
dodged, and the ax blade buried itsalf deep in the plaster wall. The vampire boss lashed out with ahard
kick, knocking Angdl backward.

Like something from an obscene nightmare, the vampire scrambled on al fours back up the stairs
and into the darkness to escape. Angel swore under his breath and, still clutching the ax, Sarted to
follow.

There was a scream of terrible heartache from the lobby, and he turned to see the kid, Calvin,
grugglingin Gunn'sarms.

"I got you, Cd," he heard Gunn say, trying to cdm him. "It's cool. Don't you worry about athing.
I'm hereto protect you."

The child looked up at Angel with eyes overflowing with emation. "Please," he whispered, "please
dontdoit."

Angd was confused.

"Please don't kill him," Calvin pleaded, his body trembling as he broke down and cried. "Please
dontkill my dad."

CHAPTER FOUR



unnydale
"Tonight?" Buffy asked. "Y ou say thisis happening tonight?"

Spike sat at the table where Willow and Tara had been researching, chair pushed back, black
motorcycle boots up on top of the table. Gileswouldn't let him smoke in the store, but he had asilver
lighter in his hand and was flicking the top open and then clicking it closed. The repetition was growing

annaying.

"Do | sutter?' the vampire asked, frowning. "Look, Sayer, gottasay I'm not feding the gratitude |
was expecting. Thought I'd get at least athank-you out of it, maybe amassage. | did play bloody cavalry
afew minutes back, or doesn't your memory go back that far?'

Buffy glanced around the Magic Box. Anyahad the first aid kit open on the counter and was
disnfecting anumber of cuts and scrapes on Xander's arms and forehead. Willow and Tarawere helping
Giles put thingsto rightsin the store as best they could, picking up fallen merchandise. Willow had
offered to use magick to repair the large unit they had used to block the door into the back room, but
Giles had firmly declined. Magick was not meant to be used merely for convenience.

Though Buffy thought she saw awistfulnessin hiseyes. If it wouldn't have made him ahypocrite, she
suspected he would have loved to have some help cleaning up the mess.

Spikewasright. If he had not arrived when he had, things might have been much worse. That did
not mean Buffy had to likeit.

She put her hands down on the table and leaned toward him. "Put your feet down. Thisisn't your
crypt.”

Spike complied, atwinkle of mischief in hiseyes.
"Now dart again.”

Thevampire shrugged. "Simple enough. Before | retired to my luxurious graniteflat a sunup this
morning, | had abit of achat with afriend. Told me about these mgor doings, someonetrying to
organize full-blooded demons, wiping out half-breeds. Not that | care much for half-breedsin generd, or
any other sort of demon. But the full-bloods get my hackles up, right? Look down their noses at abloke
like me. Snotty bastards.”

Xander, newly bandaged, clicked the first aid kit shut and walked toward the table. " Color me
ignorant. | get half-breed, asin dictionary definitions of the word. But | thought the only pure demons
were the Great Old Goofballs, or whatever. Pure demons like the big ol" mayor-snake we charbroiled
when we blew up the high schoal "

As he swept broken bits of crysta into a dustpan, Giles paused and glanced over at them. "Certainly
apure demon, one of the origina beasts that roamed the earth, would agree with you, Xander. But there
are thousands of varieties of demon that have been recorded over the millennia, some that have arrived
on this planefrom adark dimension, and othersthat originated here and have evolved over time. They're
not as ancient asthe Old Ones. . . hencethe name. . . and many have been affected by this plane over
the ages, becoming more humanoid. In truth, most demon breeds probably have some human blood in
their geneology, though they'd be loathe to admit it.”

Anya snickered, and everyone glanced over at her. "You can say that again,” shesaid. "Thisone
time, | told D'Hoffryn . . ." Her wordstrailed off, and she blinked. "Never mind. Demon humor. But pure



demons and full-bloods are far from the same thing.”

Buffy noticed Willow using alittle spell to repair some of the buria urnsthat had shattered, then
cagting aguilty glance over a Giles, who had not noticed. Tarawas focused on the conversation,
however.

"S0, inthe hierarchy ... or pecking order ... or whatever," Tarasaid haltingly, then shook her head as
if to clear her thoughts. "Anyway, there are pure demons like the Old Ones, then al these gazillion
full-blood species, and then half-breeds?’

"And then vampires,” Spike sneered, flicking the lighter in his hand closed again as he sat forward in
the chair. "Arrogant sods look at us as bottom-feeders.”

Buffy stared & him. "I'm not seeing theirony.”
Spike frowned. "L ook, you want my information or not?"

"l do. I'mjust trying to understand your motivation. I'm guessing you just want to make sure that
after the Gestapo demons get done with the half-breeds, they don't come after you bottom-feeders.”

Once more the vampire leaned back in his chair. Everyone in the room was focused on him now,
and Buffy had dways thought that was just how Spike liked it. He grinned.

"Got methere, Sayer. Didn't stay divedl thistime by being supid. But it isn't just me. Clem'sin
trouble. He'sin hiding until the demon stormtroopers leave town.”

Buffy shook her head. " Sorry. Small aneurysm there. Who is Clem?”

"Oh, he'd be so hurt if he heard you say that. Y ou remember Clem. My mate with the floppy puppy
ears and the taste for kittens and card games.”

"Bight. Him." Buffy shivered. Clem was pitiful looking, ademon version of those dogs with the
scrunchy necks and the most ridiculous-looking ears she had ever seen. He wasn't menacing at dl, and
she had ahard time thinking he got alot of dates, even with demon girls.

"Clem'sgood people.”
"And probably owes you money from poker,” Xander pointed out.

"Theresthat," Spike dlowed. Then he glanced around at al of them. Other than Xander, everyone
€lse had gone back to the job of cleaning up the shop. Spike seemed somewhat miffed ashe turned his
gaze back to Buffy. "L ook, you want the detail s or not?"

"I'mwaiting for them. Y ou're babbling," shereplied calmly.

"Oh, hell, youre an infuriating girl." The vampire sghed as herolled hiseyesupward. "All right, here
itis. Thislittle army— Gestgpo demons, you called ‘'em? They're holding a recruitment drive tonight.
From the sound of thingsit'sgonnabe ahdl of aparty, and it isn't the only one. Apparently they're havin'
them al over. Word is, the Sunnydae shindig's got demons coming in from northern Caifornia, dl the
way up to Canada.”

"Why here?' Willow asked, pausing now to sidle up beside Xander. "I mean, duh. Buffy Summers.
Sayea.”

Spike nodded. "Y eah, that'swhat | wondered.” He glanced back at Buffy and locked eyes with her.



"Fromwhat | cantell, they don't care.”

A little shudder went through Buffy, atic of annoyance that she wished she could dismiss. It wasnt
ego, exactly, but she had grown used to the fact that to most demons, she was like the bogeyman, the
thing monster mothers whispered to their children about to make them behave. It bothered her that
whoever was behind this militant demon organization, they might not be intimidated by her at dl.

"So whereisit? The big demon pep rdly? Where are the Gestapo doing their recruiting?' she
demanded.

Asdlently as shewas able, Buffy scaled the chain-link fence that surrounded the devastated ruins of
what had once been Sunnydale High School. Spike, Willow, and Tarawere aready on the other side.
Xander and Anya had stayed with Gilesto continue putting the store back together. Also, Buffy had
thought that if Spike wasright about the Size of this gathering, it was best to keep the infiltration group
small. Spike, Willow, and Tarawere dl more than capable of defending themselves, and the witches
magick might be necessary to keep them from being discovered, if it cameto that.

Once Buffy was on the ground, the four of them moved swiftly and quietly across the grass, keeping
low, until they werein the shadow of the stadium where the Sunnydale Razorbacks had once played
footbal. It had suffered little damage in the explosion of the school, but town engineers had questioned its
structurd integrity and so the stadium had been closed. Thelocal papers reported that further studies
would be made and it might be reopened eventually. Buffy thought the place would stay closed, at least
until anew school was built. She suspected that the town council wanted to keep people away from the
ruins of the school, to discourage the curious from poking around in there.

Wals might collapse. Someone could cut themsdlves or fal through aweakened floor. Or something
could come up out of the Hellmouth and eat them. So, for now, the stadium was just as off-limits asthe
corpse of Sunnydae High.

They paused to get their bearings. Spike scouted ahead afew yards while Buffy, Willow, and Tara
surveyed the overgrown lawn across which they had just run. No sign of pursuit, Buffy thought. That's
something.

"Confesson?" Willow whispered, glancing up at the stadium. "1 kinda figured when the school was
destroyed, the bumps-in-the-night would stop coming here. But it seemslike we don't go amonth
without having to come back and, y'’know, do battle with the nasties. They redlly oughtajust tear down
the stadium and bulldoze what's | &ft of the school .

"And build what?' Buffy asked. "Were right on top of the Hellmouth. No matter what they build
here, still gonnabe an evil magnet.”

Tarachuckled softly. "Y eah. Why do you think Spike kegps coming back?"

Buffy and Willow exchanged alook, but the Sayer said nothing. She turned to see that Spike was
motioning to them, beckoning them over. The three young women crept dong the wall of the stadium,
passing a gated entrance that had been closed off with heavy chains. Spike was at the corner of the
building and when he turned to look at them, his eyes seemed to gleam crudly in the moonlight. "Have a
butcher's at that," he whispered, amost excited.

The Sayer frowned. "Butcher's? What the hell does that—"

"Look," Spike muttered. "Have a peek round the corner.”



Thevampire drew back so Buffy could press hersaf againgt the stadium wall, and she did forward
to peer around the other side. Her stomach gave asick twist as she saw what had gotten Spike so riled.
The entire property was fenced in, but someone had opened the fence. The high school parking lot was
overflowing with cars, trucks, and vans, and much of the land around the ruinswas d <o filled with
vehicles.

Buffy drew back, eyes wide, and motioned for Willow and Tarato have alook. When the witches
had done so, the four of them stared at one another for several moments.

"Am | the only one here who doesn't like the odds?' Tara asked quietly.
"Of course not,” Buffy told her. "But they're not going to stop us.”

"Sod that," Spike hissed. "They probably packed 'em eight to a car like teenagers sneaking into the
drive-in. You can't redly think we've any option here but running like hell.”

"No, Buffy'sright,” Willow said. "Thisisway, way, and did | mention way bigger than we could
have ever expected. But we need to get alook at what we're dealing with. Numbers. Species. And seeif
we can overhear anything of vaue."

Buffy smiled at her. "Just what | wasgoing to say. If I'd have said it."
Willow grinned and nodded. " Solidarity, Sgter.”
The Slayer glanced at Spike. "So, if you want to run like hdll, fed free. Weregoing in.”

Spike glared vicioudy at her for severa moments, then swore under his bresth. He shook his head
and then silently stalked back to the chained-up entrance gate. Once there, he turned on Willow. "If it
comestoit, Red, you make usinvisbleright quick. Got it? Otherwise well never get out of here," he
whispered. Then he pointed at the chain on the gate. "And whip up aspell for this. Anything <€l betoo
noisy."

Willow obliged, and they managed to dip into the dark interior of the stadium in almost total silence.
They were on the opposite Side of the structure from the main entrance—the one facing the parking
lot—but till, they moved as quietly as possible up aset of sairsthat took them high into the bleachers.

There were hundreds of them.

Buffy swore under her breath. She spotted dozens of demon breeds she recognized and many,
many others she did not. They had to maintain sllence—she would not risk giving hersdf and the others
away—or shewould have reveded to Willow the horror that was swirling in her mind now. Even after
seeing the parking lot, it had not truly struck home to her. Even knowing someone must have paid off the
Sunnydale authorities to look the other way while this convention of terrors was held here, the enormity
of it had eluded her.

No more.

There were so many of them—a small army—and if they decided to tear Sunnydale apart, house by
house and board by board, she did not think that she could stop them. Even with the help of her friends.
If she had to fight them dl at once, it was going to take some magor mojo to bring them all down or drive
them off. She was going to have to gather up aposse of her own, and ideas began firing off in her mind
so quickly thet at first she was not listening to what was being said down on the footbal| field.

The demons had gathered in loose clutches, many by species, those not yet indoctrinated into this



organization still suspicious of one another. In the Razorbacks former end zone was a phaanx of
different demons. Buffy spotted the Fyarl that had fled from her behind Willy's. But the one who was
gpeaking wastaller than the rest, ademon in battle armor with ram's horns who strode back and forth as
he addressed those gathered there. Clearly, the guy in charge, Buffy thought. She didn't know the
name, but she recognized the species; back when Faith had first come to town, Buffy had gone up
againgt ademon called Lagos. This one was the same breed.

"Tonight!" the ram-horned demon shouted. "Tonight thisfield will run with the blood of many tribes.”

I don't like the sound of that, Buffy thought, and she glanced at Willow and Tara before looking
back down to the field.

Mr. Ram's head had stopped pacing and was glaring out a the demons before him. Buffy thought
there were probably three hundred or more, but she did not want to count. Did not really want to know
thetruetdly

"Generd Axtius hasissued hiscommands!” the demon roared. "Those of you who are tested this
night and found worthy will depart first thing tomorrow morning for Los Angeles, to join the Codition for
Purity!”

Buffy had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing. She glanced to her left and saw Spikeroll his
eyes. Coalition for Purity. They sounded like some ridiculoudy ignorant, racist group likethe Aryan
Brotherhood or something.

Her amusement disappeared when she redized that was exactly what they were.

Mr. Ram's-head wasn't finished. "Those who are tested, and found wanting, however," he said,
drawing out the last two words as he scanned those on the field before him, "will never leave this place.
The worthy will execute the unworthy. Purity and strength are our twin godls.

"One by one you shdl be judged. | will be proud to present those who are worthy to Generd Axtius
in Los Angelestomorrow evening. We have along war ahead of us, my brothersand sisters. Thisis but
thefirst stage. But the day will come when we will have purified this entire world and iminated the
scourge of the tainted, the half-breeds, the abominations.”

The words echoed in Buffy's mind. Shefelt nauseated listening to the rambling of this creature, but
the basic facts had not escaped her. A ot of the demons down in the stadium were going to die tonight,
but given what they had come here for, she did not fed any particular compulsion to try to save them.
They knew what they were doing. Only mongters with evil intentions would have shown up here tonight.

And the ones who survived? They were leaving Sunnydale. Clem and the other half-breeds who had
managed to hide would be safe ... for now. But thisrecruitment was just thetip of theiceberg. A red
demon army was gathering unlike anything she had heard of in modern times. Whoever this Axtius was,
he had some big plans, and it looked like he might have the power to pull it off. And what if Axtiusisn't
even the top of the totem pole? she thought. Spike had said these meetings were happening al over.

Onething at a time, Buffy. The army that was being recruited was going to gather in Los Angeles
the next night. Buffy had been thinking about doing her own recruiting to combet this problem, but now
sheredlized that instead of having the cavary cometo her, it was going to be her playing cavalry.

The Sayer tapped Willow on the shoulder, then beckoned to Spike. Slowly, silently, they began to
dip back the way they had come. Miraculoudly, they managed to get out to the street unnoticed. Buffy
had to get to a phone.



She had towarn Angdl.

Thefour of them headed back to the Magic Box, speaking very little. Buffy wasturning the whole
thing over in her head, and there seemed only one acceptable course of action. Shedidn't likeit, there
were alot of complications, alot of persondity clashesthat might result, but there was no choice, redly.

They were going to have to go to Los Angeles.

She did not notice the ambulance in front of the Magic Box until Willow whispered her name. Then
the Sayer looked up, saw the police car and the ambulance with its spinning red lights on the roof
throwing ghoulish colors acrassthe front of the building. Sheran full-tilt for the Magic Box, with Willow,
Tara, and Spike barely keeping up.

Buffy pushed through the front door, nearly knocking over a policeman who stood just inside, taking
adatement from apale, disheveled Giles.

Thelook in Giless eyes made her heart Snk. "More of them?"' she asked as Spike and the witches
came into the store behind her.

"More of what?" the policeman asked, obvioudy confused.

"Thieves," Gilessaid quickly, covering. "We had someonetry to force the rear door the night before
lag."

The cop scribbled on anotepad. ™Y ou didn't mention that before.”
"I'm ahbit preoccupied with tonight's events, I'm afraid,” Giles said snappishly.

But Buffy wasn't listening to her Watcher anymore. Her eyes had gone to the two paramedics, and
to the bloody, palid figure on top of the gurney they were rolling toward her. Anyawas unconscious, her
face badly bruised, and a brace had been placed on one of her arms. Xander walked along beside her,
looking as though he was afraid she would shatter at any moment.

"Xander," she said softly.

Helooked up at her. Spike hung back, but Willow and Tararushed over to him. The paramedics
went up the steps and took the gurney between Giles and the policeman, then headed out the door.

"They must have sent two teamsto get the Stuff, just in case,” Willow said. "Oh Xander, I'm so
sorry. Isshegoing to be dl right?'

He shrugged, unable to meet any of their eyes. "They think she probably has a concusson. Her arm
wasredly hurting, but they said it doesn't ook like it's broken. She came around for aminute. Told me
not to worry, that she'd be okay. Her eyes were kind of glassy. She said she had to be dl right because
she was going to have my babies someday.” His voice sounded hollow. "They banged her up pretty

good.

Xander looked at Buffy. "They got what they camefor. We. . . wetried to sop them. They
wouldvekilled usdl if one of them hadn't recognized Anyafromthe. . . from the old days."

Then he moved past them, hurrying after the paramedics. Buffy assumed he would ride to the
hospita with Anya

"l don't get it,” Tarawhispered. "If they'releaving town, why do they till need the Suff for the



Tdls?

Buffy stared at the door asit closed behind Xander. "Why?" she echoed. "'Cause Sunnyda€'s only
thebeginning.”

Los Angeles

It was Dollar Daiquiri Night at Caritas, and the place was more raucous than usud, the air filled with
staccato eruptions of laughter and the clink of glasses. Lorne was the Host of Caritas, which meant he
had seen this sort of thing hundreds of times, yet the turnout on Dollar Daiquiri Night never ceased to
amaze him. Hewasn't sureif it was the cheap booze or the cute little umbrellas, but DDN put derrieresin
the seets, dl right.

Usudly he enjoyed the spectacle. For some reason, the very ordinariness of Dollar Daiquiri Night
drew more human customersto Caritas. There was something Discovery Channe-fascinating about the
hesitant little mating dance that so often went on between demon and human clientele curious about
walking thewild sde, swinging the other way for once. Put afew strawberry DQsin amild-mannered
accountant and he might very well take off for one of the local no-tell motelswith a Tarvorg she-beest.
Or ahe-beadt, for that matter.

Lorne had seenit dl. That was one of the bohemian pleasures of being the Host. Different strokes
for different folks, as the saying went. He had to keep an open mind. Otherwise he wouldn't be ableto
do the other part of hisjob, which was reading the emotiona states and destinies of those who got up on
the karaoke stage at Caritasto sing.

Open mind. That was amost funny. Tonight hismind felt anything but open. Lorne was deeply
troubled and could not find it in himsdlf to enjoy the crowd.

On the stlage, adiminutive goblin with bloodstained teeth was singing Paul McCartney's "Live and
Let Di€" like hewasthe particularly ugly reincarnation of Anthony Newley It should've been absurdly
funny. Much of the audience seemed to think so, if the grins splashed acrosstheir faces were any
measure,

But the patrons of Caritas, demon, human, or the ever popular "other,” didn't see what Lorne saw.
They did not know what he knew. They had no ides, for instance, that the goblin'swife of 371 years,
with whom he had stolen and eaten countless human children, had been run down the day before by a
gpeeding ice-cream truck, and the goblin was contemplating suicide because he smply could not live
without her.

Not that a mongter that regularly dined on innocent children would be agrest |oss, of course, but
dtill, it was depressing Stuff.

Worse than that, however, wasthat Lorne did not fed safein Caritas.
That was not supposed to happen.

The club had been laden beneath magicka spellsthat prevented any supernatura creature from
perpetrating violence within itswalls. It was a sanctuary, ahaven from the petty hatreds and turf wars that
existed amongst the various demonic breeds and monstrous societies. No killing. No hunting. Just music,
pub food, and drinks—sometimes drinks with pretty little umbrellas. Caritas was supposed to be aplace
to unwind, to take a breath, to get up on stage and sing your heart out, and then let the Host advise you
on how to handle whatever life was throwing your way a the moment ... or in the moments to come.



But Lorne wasn't in the mood to read karaoke singers. Even the good ones. He wasn't in the mood
for daiquirisor suicida goblins.

There was just too much death around.

In the past week he had noticed that severd of hisregulars had stopped coming in. Of course at first
hetook it personally, wondering if something about the club had put them off or if there was some new
competition he did not know about. But then the whispers had begun to come back to him, and the night
before, awerewolf who hung around Caritas pretty much whenever the moon wasn't full had gotten
ongtageto Sng.

"New York, New York," it was. And while he sang hislittle lycanthropic heart out, Lorne read him.

His name was Hank Wagner. In the time he had been hanging out at Caritas he had gotten to know
alot of the other regulars. That day, the word had gotten around, but L orne had not heard it until
Hank-wolf started to sing and he had read it in the creature's mind.

Ling Shen—a Thuy-tak with ataste for tequilaand Tom Jones—had been found massacred in her
apartment.

A hdf-human troll named Maurice—L orne hadn't known his name, only that he dways drank
George Dickel on the rocks and only sang Motown—had been thrown off the roof of adowntown
shopping center.

Cacce-Olmai, son of aconstruction worker and awater spirit from Norway, loved Caritas but did
not drink acohal, so it was virgin pinacoladas al the way. Cacce loved the modern pop—bubblegum
girl singers and boy bands—but he never sang. Someone had caught him in the bathroom at the movies
and burned him dive, boiling off hiseementa power and leaving only acharred semi-human corpse.

After the werewolf finished singing, Lornetried to talk to him about it, but Hank had no interest in
sharing his grief. Wanting to be agood Hogt, Lorne gave him a couple of drinks on the house. But in the
twenty-four hours since then he had not been able to shake the unease that he felt.

Now he stood in Caritas, watching the overwrought goblin finish up histune and take a glowering
bow, and Lorne found himsalf watching al of his customers much more closdly. The pattern was
obvious—all the dead folks were half-breeds—and he knew the killing might not be over. All day he had
been meaning to go speak to Angel, but it was abig job, running aclub like this, and something dways
seemed to pop up. It would have been easier if the broody ol' vampire-with-a-soul would just drop by,
as he and his associates often did. But Lorne knew that he shouldn't wait any longer. Tonight, after
Caritas closed, hewould give Angel acal.

He knew the vampire would be awake.

Ashis gazeticked around the room, Lorne wondered who among them might be next and he sifted
the minds of those who got up to sng for malign intent.

But it was the oneswho didn't Sing that redly made him nervous.

Once upon atime, the warehouse had housed the soundstages for a cult favorite television series,
The producer was athrall, ahuman dave, to Mistress Giuliana, a Cylirric succubus who had theidiot
convinced she was amuse. Asif muses had more than two breasts.

It mattered not to Axtius. The important thing was that Giuliana had persuaded the producer to give
the Codlition for Purity access to the empty soundstages for aslong as they needed abasein Los



Angdes.

And if the guard who worked the gate wondered about the hideousness of the people who came
and went onto the lot around the soundstages, the human fool kept silent. One of hislieutenants had told
Axtiusthat the guard had been informed that ahorror film was being made on thelot, so no matter what
the man saw, hewould likely keep telling himsdlf that.

Humans had awondrous ability to deny the truth of thingsthat wereright in front of them. Sdlective
perception, he had heard it called. Axtius caled it supidity, but at the moment it was working in favor of
the Codlition's long-term goal's, so he was grateful for it.

Anarmy of darkness was assembling beneath their very noses, and the residents of Los Angeles
paditnomindat dl.

Therewas but one smdll item of businessthat Axtius wanted to take care of before he continued
with the recruitment and then began the process of diminating al sanctuariesfor half-breedswithin the
region that had been assgned to him—the entire Pacific time zone.

The limousinestires hummed on the Street asiit rolled into SantaMonica Axtius sat in the back,
tapping a celular phone againg his |l eather-sheathed knee. He hated moving from place to place, aways
felt that it wastime wasted, time that would have been better spent with Strategy, or violence. But al of
hislieutenants were engaged at the moment, and nothing more was scheduled until the recruits from the
Hellmouth arrived tomorrow night.

No, tonight there was but one task at hand.

Thedriver of the limousine was another of Giulianasthralls. He wanted to be a screenwriter and
thought that she could make it happen for him. If he only knew that she plans to suck his imagination
dry, and then eat his brains, licking the inside of his skull clean with a forked tongue. . . .

The guard at the gate stood up straight when Axtiuss limousine went through. He knew who wasin
charge, even if he had never been told. The gate closed behind the limo, and the driver navigated the
vehicle to aspot that had once belonged to the television producer.

The driver said nothing. He never spoke unless Axtius asked him aquestion. That was best. The
generd did not want to kill him until he had outlived his usefulness.

Axtius stepped out of the limousine, heavy boots thudding on the pavement. Hisleather armor
creaked as he moved, though he kept it well oiled. The Brachen demon moved to the driver'swindow. In
it he could see areflection of his own proud features, of blue skin and the hundreds of sharp spinesthat
jutted from hisface. Awarrior born. Axtiusknew that this was the crusade he had been waiting for his
entirelife

With sharp talons, he tapped on the glass.

Thewindow rolled down. "Y -yes, Sr?'

"Do not leave. Y ou may deep in the vehicle, but do not move from this spot.”
"Yes gr."

Axtius turned with aclick of hisboot hed's and strode over to thetall, broad door that led onto the
soundstage. The doors reminded him of Spanish citiesin centuries past, when doors were made to
accommodate merchants with carts or warriors on horseback.



Within the soundstage his soldiers awaited. They grew restless, he knew, but they would have work
to do very soon. The entirety of the empty warehouse wasfilled with cots and bedrolls. Cooking areas
were set up on each soundstage. Only one of the soundstages wasfilled, but more recruits were coming
soon.

Most of the soldiers—those who were not deeping—stood at attention as Axtius passed. He did
not stop them. Their obel sance was good for discipline. They must respect him. Fear him. Hewastheir
commander.

On the other side of the soundstage, Axtius pushed through another large door and out onto the
back lot, which was empty save for severd large trailers that had once been occupied by the stars of the
foolish televison show. Television numbed the brains of humans, and so Axtius agppreciated its effects.
Tdevison wasthedly of any who were enemies of humanity.

The second trailer had asingle door. In front of it stood his two most trusted lieutenants, for he
would not have given this assgnment to anyone else. It wastoo . . . sengtive. On the left wasathin,
dangerouslittle flesh-eater named Guhl-iban.

He could survive only adiet of human visceraand bone marrow. On the right was Haborym, a
towering femae who had been afire deity in her homeand. Flamesflickered from her eyes.

Both of them snapped to attention as he approached.

"Generd Axtius," Guhl-iban said in the rasping growl that served him asavoice. "Thefilthis
confined, as you ordered. He gave us quite a chase.”

Haborym let out along breath, and tendrils of fire spurted from her nose. When she spoke, her
voice crackled likewood in afurnace. "Would've been alot easier to bring you just hishead.”

Sowly, Axtiusturned his head to regard her. So tall was the blazing-eyed demonessthat he had to
look up to meet her gaze. When he did, Haborym quickly looked away, cowed.

"l did not ask for just hishead," Axtius sneered.
"No, Generd. You did not."

There was the proper amount of gpology in her tone, and yet . . . Axtiusdid not like the fact that she
had questioned him. It suggested that Haborym and Guhl-iban might have even discussed amongst
themsdvestheir curiogity about why Axtius had dlowed this one half-breed to live.

That would smply not do.

"Never question me," hetold them, barely containing the fury within him. He could not afford to lose
these two at the moment. They were too valuable to the Coalition, seasoned warriors.

But he would haveto treed carefully.

With asnarl he threw open the door to thetrailer and climbed up the three metal steps. Axtius drew
the door shut behind him. Neither of his lieutenants turned to watch him now, but both of them had ears.

Axtiusturned to peer into the gloom of thetrailer, itsinterior lit only by the moonlight streaming
through the blinds over the windows. In a chair was ascrawny Jashak with itslong, scaly neck and a
head shaped like a crescent moon. Even for ademon it was afreak.



The Jashak whimpered as Axtius walked toward it. It was bound to a chair and gagged and it
squirmed as he crouched in front of it, eyes wide with terror. There were gashes on itsflesh, bright pink
blood staining its clothes.

"You look likeademon,” Axtius mused. Heinhaded deeply. "Y ou even smdll like ademon.”

His enormous hand shot out, and he gripped the Jashak's throat, hearing the creak of his own leather
armor and the rasp of his calloused pam againgt its scaly neck.

"But you're not ademon,” he snarled. "Y ou know this, do you not? Y ou are an abomination.”

The Jashak nodded dowly, carefully, crescent-head bobbing on itslong neck. It no longer tried to
mumble words through its gag. Axtius reached out and did one talon benegath the gag, and the Jashak
began to cry acrid-smelling tears.

"l am going to removethis. | will ask you aquestion. Y ou will answer, and you will whisper. If you
dothis, you may yet live. Do you understand?’

Again, the Jashak nodded. Axtius dipped the gag down from its mouth.
"Please," the half-breed pleaded in atiny whisper.

Axtius clutched its malformed head between his huge hands. Had he wished, he could have crushed
its skull between his hands asthough it were atiny bird. He bent over and stared into its eyes, leaning
close enough that the sharp spines on his face poked through the Jashak's flesh. It hissed in pain, but said
nothing more.

"Whereis Francis Doyle?" Axtius demanded, his own voice alow, dangerous whisper.

The Jashak blinked. Clearly it had not expected this question. "Doyle?" it asked in awhisper.
Axtius pressed its face between his hands, and the Jashak moaned, darm lighting up its eyes.
"Whereis Francis Doyle?" Axtiuswhispered again.

The Jashak swallowed hard. With itslong neck, the action was unmistakable. More acrid tears
dipped down its cheeks. It looked terrified by this question.

"You know him," Axtiussaid.

It nodded.

"Thentdl me. Where. He. IS

With another whimper, the Jashak bit itslip and sobbed. "Doyle. . . Doyl€'s dead.”

Axtiusfroze. Hisnodrilsflared, and he felt a heet rage ingde him unlike anything he had ever felt
before. This could not be. Not after dl thistime, al of his preparation.

It cannot be, hethought.
And yet the Jashak wastoo terrified to lie.

Axtius could not tell if what he felt wasfury or grief, or perhaps some combination of the two. But
he knew it could not be alowed to fester. With a hiss he clutched the Jashak's head in his hands and



pushed his own face forward, the needlesjutting from his skull puncturing the Jashak in dozens of places.
The two were eye to eye, which was the only thing that saved the Jashak from being blinded by those
needles.

"How?" Axtiusgrowled low. "Tdl me how."
CHAPTER FIVE

"Oh, thank you," Fred said with surprise as Wed ey appeared before her with a steaming bowl of
soup.

"It'schicken with stars," he explained, carefully setting the bowl on the front desk counter. "l was
hoping we had chicken noodle, but alas, only stars.”

Fred shoved the crumpled tissue she had been using to dab at her runny nose into her pants pocket
and picked up the spoon. "Stars are fine, Wedey. It's sweet of you." She smiled as she took a spoonful
of the stleaming broth. It felt good asit traveled down her scratchy throeat. " A few more gallons of thisand
| should beright asrain.”

Wed ey stood with his arms clasped behind his back, watching her with an expectant smile, as
though she might suddenly legp to her feet in the full bloom of hedlth.

"Fedling better dready," she assured him.

This seemed to satisfy the former Watcher. "Happy to hear it," he said, starting back toward his
office. "If you should need anything else, please don't hesitate to ask."

Fred had another spoonful of soup and waved. Wedey returned the wave, smiling nervoudly, and at
last ducked ingde his office. A warm fedling of contentment that she had not felt in ages passed through
her. 1t was good to be back, surrounded by people who really seemed to care—not only about her, but
about so much more.

Across the lobby shewatched as Angel, Gunn, and Corddiareturned the tools of their trade to the
weapons cabinet. They had come back from their mission while she wasin the shower. She had not
actudly intended to be in there for so long, but ever since she had returned from Pylea—from five long
yearsin that bruta, aternate dimension—the steaming water of ashower had the tendency to hold her
captive. She often found hersdlf losing track of the time. The shower had helped clear some of her cold's
congestion, too, making her fed alittle bit more human, and she/d quickly dressed and come downgtairs
to find that the others were already back. She was supposed to have been manning the phones, and
hoped they wouldn't be too upset with her.

Corddiawasthefirgt to finish a the wegpons cabinet and now she walked over toward Fred,
gretching hersalf out with asmdll, catlike yawn. She smiled. " Chicken noodle?’

"Chicken with stars. Wedey madeit for me," Fred explained with ashy grin.

"The making of soup,” Corddiasaid gppreciatively. "In some circles, you two would be engaged

"Redlly?' Flustered, Fred dropped the spoon into the bowl. Broth splashed over the desktop. "So
much has changed since | was away, sometimes | don't think I'll ever catch up.”

Cordeliastrode over to her, a sympathetic expression on her face. "That was an attempt at humor,
Fred. Y ou remember humor? One of the thingsthat's obvioudy till missing in your life snce coming back



from Pylea"

"Sorry, Corddia," Fred said with an embarrassed shrug. "Nothing much to laugh about there, so I'm
alittle bit out of practice." She retrieved the tissue from her pocket and began to wipe up some of the
soup spatter. "Though there was the time this guy had aMessarian Blood Fish? I'm not sure how he did
it, but he got it stuck on his—"

"What are these?' Cordeliainterrupted. She had picked up two pink message dips and waslooking
them over.

"Oh," Fred said, startled. How could she have forgotten? First she had abandoned the phones, now
she had forgotten to give them their messages. If she wasn't careful, they'd be showing her the street for
not pulling her weight. "Those cdls came for Angel right after you guys left. He sounded pretty upset.”

"He dways does," Corddiasaid with ascowl. She held up the messages and waved them at Angel.
"Hey, boss man, messages.”

Fred ate some more of her chicken with stars as Angel and Gunn closed the weapons cabinet and
walked over to the reception area.

"Man, poor Calvin. That's gonna serioudy screw with his head,” Gunn said to Angd, the two of
them in the midst of aconversation. ™Y our own dad wanting to turn you into bloodsucking evil to make
up for being a crappy father? It'slike awhole Darth Vader-L uke Skywalker thing."

"But without Ewoks" Angel said. "'l hated the Ewoks."

Corddiahanded the messagesto Angel. " Speaking of ugly, nasty little monsters, Charlie Nickes
cdled.

Fred had afina spoonful of her intended cure but found it cold. She pushed the bowl away and
studied Angel. "Mr. Nickels seemed very upset,” she warned.

"He'saways upset,” Angd said, reading the messages and then placing them on the counter.

"He ... he made me cross my heart and swear on the soul of LizaMinndlli that I'd tell you to call him
just assoon asyou got in.”

Angd rolled hiseyes.

"CharlieNickds" Gunn said, obvioudy amused, "he's that shriveled-up little dude who wants you
to—"

"That'shim,"” Angd said shortly, cutting him off. "And I'm not calling him back. | don't care how
much help he was on the Kraus case.”

Fred was confused. "Um, who ishe? Mr. Nickds, | mean."

"CharlieNickds" Corddiabegan. "Big-timeinformant for Angd Investigations. Y ou want info on
the underbelly's underbelly, Chuck Nickelsisthe guy to talk to."

"Then why doesn't Angd want to talk to him?" she asked.

"Well, that'swhereit getsinteresting,” Corddiasaid with amischievous grin. Angel glowered at her
asif to slence her, but Cordeliawent on. "Nickels aso happens to be an enormous fan of musical theater
and istrying to put together an dl-demon production of The Music Man.”



"That soundslikefun!" Fred said brightly. "Except . . . demonsand.. . . Snging." Shewastrying to
pictureit in her mind, but stopped because it waskind of scary.

"Hewants Angd in hisshow." Corddiastifled alaugh and walked back to her desk. She glanced at
the vampire. "Y oure asuperstar!”

"Go ahead,” Angd spat. "Laughit up. I'm gtill not calling him back.”

Gunn was grinning broadly and trying to cover it up with ahand. Fred had never seen him thisway
before. Usudly he was dways so0 tough, so streetwise. It was kind of niceto know that thelife heled
hadn't been ableto kill his sense of humor.

He had asweet smile.

"Wel, I'm outtahere,” Gunn said, composing himself, his demeanor dready reverting to the
tough-guy image. He dapped the counter with his hand, turned to leave—and stopped dead in histracks.

They dl looked up in surprise. A lanky, tough-looking teenage boy stood just insde the front doors
of the hotel. No one had heard him enter, but now Gunn was striding toward him.

"Cavin,"” Gunn said, obvioudy surprised. "Thought | told you to wait for me back at the—"

The teenager stalked forward, meeting Gunn in the middie of the lobby, anger on his handsome
features. "1 know what you told me," he said, getting right up into Gunn'sface. "And | ain't goin' for that."

Gunn frowned. "What's the matter with you? Thisain't the place to be talking about your business.”
He put his hand on the kid's shoulder. "L et's go back to the neighborhood and we can—" "My
business?' Cadvin sad. "'l thought it was our business.” Calvin swept Gunn's hand away from his
shoulder. "Well talk right here.”

Fred felt awkward, as though none of them should be there to hear this exchange. She wanted to
leave, go back to her room, but that would be even more awkward. Thiswas obvioudy the kid they had
gone out to rescue. Apparently it had gone as planned. She had assumed Gunn would leave Calvin with
his crew again once they found him, and maybe that was what he had done, but now Calvin had cometo
them.

Gunn's posture was tense. Fred was sure he wasn't used to being spoken to thisway, but he held his
tongue and | et the boy say his piece.

"You say you'l look out for me, and then you just take off," Cavin said. Fred thought he sounded
more hurt than angry.

"I meant what | said,” Gunn replied. He seemed uncomfortable having that conversation in front of
the others, and Fred felt bad for him. Gunn glanced back at Angel, then returned his attention to Calvin.
"When | leave you with my boys, it'slike—"

Calvin shook his head. "Not the same. Look, ain't like I'm some scared little kid or something, but . .
. but thisthing with my father, it's not done. He's ill around.”

Angel brokein then, and though he spoke quietly, hisvoice carried across the stillness of the [obby
like the crack of abull-whip. "He's il around because you stopped me from going after him."

Calvin glanced guiltily at theground. "I . . . know that. An' | know he an't realy my Pops. But part
of him. .. part of him hasto be for him to know the stuff he knows, to talk to me the way hetalked to



Corddiacrossed the lobby to stand by Calvin, and stared at him sympathetically. "That's not true,
Calvin. You'vegot to get it into your head. That thing hasno soul. Y our father isdead, hard asit isto
understand thet. Thething in himislike aparaste, living ingde—"

"1 know dl that!" Calvin protested, waving her away.

"Doesn't sound likeyou do, Cd," Gunn said quietly. "Even though |'ve been telling you the same
damn thing for years."

Calvin swalowed hard and looked up a Gunn. "It'sjust . . . | lovedl those guys. Y ou know, Gunn.
They'remy family. But | fed safest with you. | wanna stick with you.”

Gunn turned his head asif he wanted to gauge the fedings of the others.

Fred quickly snatched the phone messages from the counter. " So, Angel, do you want meto call
Mr. Nickels back and tell him you're busy?'

Angd offered Gunn an dmost imperceptible nod and then reached out to take the messages from
Fred. "No," hesaid grimly. "I'll take care of it."

Gunn put an arm around Calvin and walked him over to amore private corner of the lobby, the two
of them speaking together now, too quietly for the othersto hear.

"That'sabig boy, don't be afraid of Charlie," Cordeliatold Angel from her desk. "Tell him, Music
Man, no. Phantom of the Opera, maybe."

Angel shot her alook and started to move away, but was stopped when the doors swung open and
their second visitor of the night appeared in the hotel lobby. It was Krevlornswath of the Deathwok Clan,
whom Fred had first met in Pylea, and whom she now knew merely asLorne, the Host at the demon
karaoke bar called Caritas.

Lorne's green flesh and horns clashed horribly with hisfluorescent orange suit, but somehow he
madeit work. Fred thought it was just confidence. Lorne had oodles.

"Lorne" Angd said, turning his attention from Cordelia to the demon nightclub owner, clearly
relieved to be able to postpone caling Charlie Nicke s alittle bit longer.

Fred suspected that thiswasn't asocia call. There was alook on the demon's face that told her
something was definitely up, the green of his skin seeming alittle paer than usud.

"What's up?' Angd asked, catching on to the same vibe as she. He was crumpling the phone
messagesin hishand.

Lorne removed hisfedora and descended the steps to the lobby. "1 think theré's big trouble in River
City, gang," he said, nervoudy looking abot.

Angd stared at him. "Great. Quoting from Music Man. Charli€'s gotten to you. I'm not—"
Lorne gave him agrim look. "Not why I'm here, buckaroo.”

Wedey had come out of his office yet again—so much for him getting anything done tonight—and
he and Cordeliamoved to Angel'sside, asif they sensed trouble and it had drawn them together. Fred
hed fdt it upon first moving into the hotel asthough she had stepped into the midst of afamily to which



shedid not belong. But they welcomed her and tried to make her feel at home, and already she had
begun to think that maybe in time she could belong here. It wasdl very exciting.

Lorne spotted Gunn with Calvin inthefar corner. "Good," he said, "dl present and accounted for. |
think we're going to need the whole cavary to deal with this can of worms." He made aface, asif the
idea of acan of wormswas somehow distasteful to him.

"What's the matter, Lorne? What's happened?’ Wedey asked, crossing hisarms.

"Half-breed, hdf-off Tuesdaysisthe matter. One of my biggest nightsis about to go the way of the
dinosaur if somebody doesn't stop killing my customers.”

The demon host noticed Fred sitting at the front desk. "Hey, sweetcakes," he said with adelicate
wave. "How's she been doing getting reacquainted with thiswacky, big blue marble we cdl Earth?' he
asked the others, lowering his voice as though she would not be ableto hear him.

"Fred'sfine" Angel assured him. " Get to the point, Lorne. Somebody's killing half-breeds at
Caitas?'

Lorne looked as though he'd been dapped. "Heaven forbid, dugger. Any more death and
destruction at my place and I'll be renting the space out to senior citizensfor bingo nights. The halfiesare
being offed out on the mean Streets. Quite afew of them, if I'm reading my auras correctly. Some of my
regulars stopped showing up, and there've been whispers, not to mention lots of folks karaokeing the
blues. And if the tingling in my hornsis any indication, we got aserious problem here.”

Thehotel lobby fdll sllent for amoment asthey each tried to make sense of Lorne'swords. Fred felt
her nose begin to run and reached for a Kleenex. When the telephone rang she let out a high-pitched
sgueak of surprise and, silence broken, everyone turned to watch her answer the phone.

"Angd Investigations. How may | help you?' The others continued to watch her as shelistened to
the voice on the other end of the phone. "Just aminute, please.”" She offered the phoneto Angdl. "It'sfor
you." Angd frowned and sighed deeply, glancing around selfconscioudy at the others. Fred redlized that
he must have assumed it was Charlie Nickds caling again.

"Tdl him I'm busy and | have no interest in The Music Man." "Oh, you should. What | wouldn't give
for acrack a Harold Hill . . . " Lorne said wistfully.

Fred shook her head vigoroudy, putting her hand over the receiver. "It's not Mr. Nickds," she sad,
voice low. "It's Buffy— and she saysit's very important.”

unnydale

"Hey," Buffy said with every ounce of cheeriness she could muster. She knew she was about to
drop the proverbid ugly bal into Angd'slap. "Hope | didn't cut into your Must See TV time or anything.”

"Not at dl,” Angd replied.

No matter what had transpired between them, it was good to hear his voice, even on the phone al
theway from La-LaLand. So far away, yet so very close.

"Besides, sweepsare over. It'sal reruns now."

There was an uneasy pause, a hedtation on both ends. There were dways so many things Buffy
wanted to say to him and yet knew she never would, and she believed that Angel felt the same.



"Areyou dl right?' Angel asked. "Fred said—"
"Fred?' Buffy asked. "Her nameis Fred?'
"Winifred. She'snew."

With the phone held to her ear, Buffy glanced around the Magic Box. Her friends were helping Giles
put things back in order after the latest in what seemed like scheduled attacks upon the shop. Though
they thought they were being dy and disinterested, Buffy could see them glancing her way out of the
cornersof their eyes, gauging her reaction as she spoke with the one true love of her life. Buffy turned
away from them.

"Winifred," she said, images of what a person with that name would look like flashing through her
mind. "That's a nice, matronly, I'm-going-to-make-bread-from-scratch kind of name. I's she matronly?
Not that she sounded matronly—but redlly, what exactly does matronly sound like? Does she bake—"

"Y ou're babbling,"” Angel interrupted, cutting her babble off at the pass. He had aways been good at
that. "That'sasign of things being not so good. Tell mewhat'swrong.”

Buffy sighed and switched the phone from one ear to the other. "Thelast couple of weeksweve
been having alittle locd trouble with haf-breed demons turning up dead—and | don't think it'sgoing to
day locd long."

"lan't it amazing how smilar L.A. and Sunnydale are?* Angel asked. "Country mouse, mest city
mouse. Y ou've got sunshine, we've got sunshine, you've got demon haf-breed murders and guesswhat?
Sodowe."

"That'swhat | was afraid of," Buffy said, glancing over to Willow and Tara. The two witcheswere
standing in front of what, up until afew moments ago, was an overturned bookcase. A multicolored
energy now swirled around the lovers heads as the toppled books flew up from the floor and back onto
their shelves,

"They cadl themsalvesthe Codition for Purity and they're putting together an army,” Buffy told Angdl.
"| spied on arecruitment drive tonight, heard them talking. When they're done taking their pick of the
litter from here, they're coming your way. Tomorrow. The demon running tonight's shindig was a Lagos,
but he's not the boss. He was talking about a'Genera Axtius." A big bad nameif | ever heard one. Ring
any bdls?'

For amoment there was silence on the other end of the phoneline. "No," Angel said at length, "but
I'll start looking into it. Thanksfor the heads up. I'll let you know how thingsturn out.”

"Y ou won't have to. From the sound of things, the Sunnydale contingent isjust part of it. Thisthing's
huge. I'm coming in. Wered| coming in."

Buffy knew that Angel would be far from thrilled by the prospect of the Scoobies on histurf, but this
thing was too big for her to worry about her ex getting dl territoria. Once again there was along pause
on the other end of theline.

"l don't think that's necessary, Buffy,” Angel said. "We're pretty capable down here. | can let you
know if—"

"We're coming. To eventhe oddsalittle," she said firmly. "And even that might not be enough.”

"l never could argue with you."



The Sayer smiled softly—an intimate smile Angel would have recognized had he seen it, thoughit
would have broken his heart dl over again. There was aways alingering melancholy between them now,
asadnessfor what might have been if the fates had seen it in their heartsto let them stay together. But
their destinies were separate. Begrudgingly they had resigned themselvesto that fact. It still hurt to spesk
to him, and worse to see him, but this was smply how it was meant to be. She hated it, but she had

accepted it.
"Seeyou soon,” Buffy told him, then she hung up the phone.

She stepped out from behind the front counter at the Magic Box. Her friends were quiet, abit of
respect for her emotiona tenderness.

"So how is the caped crusader?' Spike snarled as he sat, leaning his chair back on two legs.
"Your literary references never cease to amaze me, Spike," Buffy said, sdling up to the table.

The vampire scowled, but sheignored him. Willow and Taratook abresk from cleaning up to join
her at the table, ditting Side by sdein thelast two unbroken chairs.

"Werein," Willow said without preamble, with atone and expression that would brook no
argument.

Not that Buffy wanted to argue. "Good," she replied. "I think we're going to need that hoodoo that
you two do so well."

The witches smiled at one another as though at some private joke. Buffy decided not to ask.

Xander had been unusually quiet since he had returned from the hospita, where Anyawas spending
the night under observation. After she had been sedated and drifted off, he had returned to the Magic
Box, eyes dark with anger and frustration. Now he moved away from the front window and approached
them.

"I'll get Ahn settled back at the gpartment and give work acal to let them know I'm going to be
using afew of them accruing persona days.”

He stood in the middle of the store, his hands clenched into fists. Despite the lightness of histone,
Buffy had learned long ago to tell when Xander's humor was being used to cover up some more
tempestuous emoation. It was obviousthat he was torn between leaving the woman heloved and
extracting alittle bit of payback on those who had hurt her.

"Y ou don't have to come, Xander," Buffy said. "I understand if you want to stay with Anya. Infact,
somebody needsto look after Dawn and—"

Spike let the front legs of the chair fall to the floor. "Don't fret 'bout that, Sayer. I'll look after Little
Bit for you."

She gave the vampire awithering look. "Not thistime. Asmuch asit painsmeto admit, if thisisas
big as| think, we're going to need al the strength we can muster. Looks like little Spikey getslet off the
leash for awhile”

"Sic'em, boy," Willow added, dmost under her breath.

The vampire rubbed his chin asif in degp thought. "Hmm .. . well, it's short notice, isn't it? Been
planning to tidy up the crypt some.” Spike threw up his hands, ady smile on his cadaverousface. "But



what the hell. Seeing ashow you need mean' al.. ."

Buffy knew Spike waslooking for an argument, or some acknowledgment of hisvaueto their
excurson. Sheturned her back on him, focusing again on Xander.

"I'm going, Buff," he said. "Thanks for the understanding and dl, but what kind of boyfriend would |
beif | didn't rain vengeance down on the uglies responsible for putting the hurt on my main squeeze?!

Giles had been sweeping up the remains of adisplay of hedling crystasthat had been shattered in
the latest melee. Now he cleared histhroat to draw their attention.

"I'll stay with Dawn," he said casudly, dumping the crystal remainsinto abarrel that had been
brought from the back room to handle the store's damaged refuse. "And I'll keep an eye on Anyaas
wdl."

Buffy frowned, staring a him. "We're going to need you down there, Giles. | gppreciateit, but—"

"Not at dl," the Watcher said, placing his dustpan atop the counter. "Y ou and Angel are perfectly
capable of field Strategy, should that become necessary. Willow and Tara have greater natural magickal
ability than 1. No, | would end up being rather redundant.”

"Rupert Giles redundant?' Spike asked aoud. "The horror of it dl."
"Shut up, Spike," they dl said asone.

Gilesremoved his glasses and set them on the counter. "Thank you for that," he said with asmile.
"Actudly, we mustn't forget that regardiess of the scope of the threat presented by this demon codlition,
Sunnyddeis il stuated upon the Hellmouth. There may well be further Codition activity here. If Axtius
and his coconspirators wereto try to recruit from other dimensions, they might attempt to take control of
the Hellmouth and open it. And even if that isn't part of the plan a the moment, there will be the usua
vampires and demons. Someone must remain behind and continue to patral. If we weredl to leave and
they were to become aware that Sunnydale was unprotected ..."

"L ooting, pillaging, blood running in the streets, chewing gum in school,” Xander observed with
typicd meodrama.

Gilesraised an eyebrow, but choseto ignore him. "As| was saying, there are agreat many reasons
for meto remain here, not theleast of which isthe safety of Sunnydaeitself. Youll do fine without me.
AndI'll be ble by phone should you need my help with research.”

Willow looked distressed. "But . . . you're the expert. We see demon species and think 'ugly and
uglier, but you know what they are, how to fight them—"

"All of which Wedey knowsaswell,” Giles reminded them. "Not to mention Angd. And | suspect
you're giving short shrift to the knowledge you have al acquired in the many hours of research you have
donethese last few years. Someone needs to stay to look after Dawn and check in on Anyanow and
agan. Logic dictatesit should be me."

Spike laughed. "Not that | want your company, Giles, but logic dictatesit should be the boy. He's
the weekest bloody link, after al."

Xander bristled and started across the room toward Spike. "Well see who's the weakest link,
chip-boy! I'm not acloud of dust waiting to happen.”



But Gilesignored them, focusing instead on Buffy. " Xander would spend every minute you were
gone wishing he had accompanied you, furious and anxious and wanting to hit something," the Watcher
sad sagely. "You are the Sayer, Buffy. Y ou must take the hdm.”

"Wedey doesn't have your intuition,” Willow warned. "And I'm betting nowhere near your
knowledge."

"Plus, we like you awhole |ot better than Wedey," Xander added. "What if we get Wedey to come
here and he could watch the Dawnster?'

Buffy paid no attention to her friends continued protests. She could see that Giles had made up his
mind. She walked over to the counter and gazed at him as though they were the only two peoplein the
room. "Areyou sure?'

"Completely" Gilesresponded. "I havefaith in you, Buffy. With the team you'll have assembled
down there, you won't need me. This sort of thing was aways what the Slayer was meant for. Andin
case you have forgotten"—he looked around at his store, till in disarray but starting to shape up—"1 il
have abusinessto run."

He smiled at her, and an understanding passed between them, an understanding that told her he was
never too far away if shewastruly in need of him.

"Soit's settled,” she said, hopping up to sit on the counter and gazing around the Magic Box at the
others. "Have your permisson dips signed by your parents and get them back to meright away."

Los Angeles

Ange stood at the top of the sairsleading down into the Ninth Level Pub and Grill and wasfilled
with dread. Of dl the places he might find the information he sought, this was the one that he had hoped
to avoid.

He had hit the Streets soon after his conversation with Buffy. He had needed to get out, to distract
himsdf from the fact that he would soon be seeing her. Theidea of working with her on a case again was
astrange mixture of excitement and sheer torture. As he prowled the streets of downtown Los Angelesin
search of asnitch with information, he wondered how long it would take after she had gone hometo
Sunnydaefor him to stop missing her like they had parted only yesterday.

Ever since the early days of motion pictures, Angel had loved the movies. He had seen many
thousands of them, but only some of them echoed. When he thought about Buiffy, for instance, he often
thought of thefilm Excalibur. After King Arthur and hiswife, Guinevere, were separated by horrible
twigts of fate, the king went to see her onefind time before heading off to what he knew might be hisfina
battle.

"I have often thought that in the hereafter of our lives, when we owe no moreto the future, you will
cometo meand clam me as your husband,” King Arthur said. "It isadream | have.”

Angd couldn't watch that movie anymore.

He and Buffy had accepted what fate had brought them. When this crisiswas over, she would go
home, and he would stay in Los Angeles, and that was the way things were going to be. Angel would say
or do nothing that would make it more difficult for them. But whatever € se fate wrought upon them, he
would awayslove her.

The usua informants that could be bought with afew bucks and a menacing glare were nowhere to



be found this night, dmost asif they had goneinto hiding. That made him al the more determined to flip
over as many rocks as he could, just to see what crawled out from beneath. Was there a connection
between the half-breed murdersin Sunnydale, what Buffy had seen, and the Caritas murders? Probably,
but it was best to back up assumptions, to not jump to any conclusions.

Angd was certain that his answers were out on the streets. They had done enough damage to
Caritas recently that he wanted to help Lorne out as much as possible. Even if they were part of alarger
organization, if Angel could figure out who was killing half-breeds and take them down, that would help
Lorne. And hopefully it would lead him back to whoever was behind the Codition for Purity that Buffy
had mentioned—and what a stupid name that was!

The problem was that he kept coming up empty. Some of his snitches had gone underground, and
those he did manage to question didn't know anything, or at least that's what they claimed. He had
nothing else to go on—which was why he had ended up here.

The Ninth Level stank of spilled beer and demon sweet, and Angel wondered how long he would
need to air his clothes before the clinging stench findly faded. Usudly the place was much busier than
this, and he had to wonder if recent events were having an adverse effect on business. Angel waked
down the center aide, his eyes scanning the denizens of the room, an odd mixture of demon and human
clientedle. He remembered Willy's up in Sunnydale, but this place made Willy'slook likeaVegas
nightclub.

As he was about to pass the bar, he caught the eye of the bartender, Sol, who was mixing a
strawberry margaritafor ademon whose interna organs seemed to be located on the outside.

"Ishein?" Angel asked.

"What do | look like, hisfreakin' secretary?' Sol growled, damming the drink down in front of the
indde-out mongrosity. "Have alook for yoursdlf."

"I'll takethat asa'yes™ Angel said.

"Hey," Sol cdled, handing the vampire aglass of red wine. "If you're going back there, ssve mea
trip. Tekehimthis"

Angd consdered ignoring Sol, but the man had not meant anything by his brusqueness. Hewas
probably just on edge because busnesswas light and that would kill histip incomefor the night. Angel
took the glass from the bartender, careful not to spill its crimson contents, and continued on hisway. In
the back of the bar was arow of high-backed, wooden booths. In the last booth Angel found atwisted
caricature of ahuman being, a creature who had once been on Fortune's list of the top five most wedlthy
businessmen.

Once upon atime, Charlie Nickels had had it dll: fame, wedlth, good looks. But he had grown bored
with the natural, and begun to dabble with the supernatura. Attempting to amassthe kind of power he
had accumulated within the cut-throat world of business, Nickels had begun to throw hisweight around
and soon had found himsalf running afoul of some very powerful magicka adepts. They cursed him for
his audacity and arrogance, taking it dl away and leaving him with nothing. They took hisfame, his
wedlth, and his good looks, leaving behind nothing more than a twisted mockery of aman.

When Angel reached the booth where Charlie conducted his business, he saw that Nickelswas
resting his misshapen head on his arms on the wooden tabletop—and he was crying. Angel cleared his
throat, not wanting to intrude on the grotesque man's misery, but there were things he needed to know,
and lives a stake.



Nickesdowly raised his head, tears running down his discolored face. "Angd," hesaidina
trembling whisper. "Thank God you've come." Nickels noticed the drink in hishand. "Isthat for me?' he
asked, suddenly not so sad, reaching for it with tiny, gnarled hands.

Ange gave him the wine and watched as he consumed hdf of the glasss contentsin oneloud gulp.
Then Nickels gazed up a him, and the vampire realized he was not going to have to gpologize for
ignoring his calls. Charlie Nickelswas not angry; he was grief-stricken.

"They killed him," Nickelssaid, hisvoice 0ozing with sadness.
"Who?' Angd asked. "Who did they kill 7'
"Harold Hill," the ugly little man gurgled. "They killed my perfect Harold Hill."

Ange was about to ask whom Harold Hill was, but the name seemed strangely familiar—and then
he remembered where he had heard it before. It was the character from The Music Man that Nickels
had wanted Angel to play. Apparently he had gotten someone elsefor therole, and that someone was
dead now. Angel had a suspicion that whomever Nickels had found to play the part had been a
half-breed.

Nickels had another swig from hiswine. ™Y ou were my first choice, but when you started dragging
your feet | had to look elsewhere. His name was Titus Brant. He was half-Gigaw, half-human, and so, so
talented. Titusfirst cameto my atention in alittle production called Turn on Anything, You'll Get It. He
gole the show and my heart.”

Nickelswiped fresh tears from his face and snorted loudly. "He would have made the character of
Harold Hill comedive, Angd." Thelittle man's face sagged asif the leathery skin would dide from his
malformed skull. "But somebody killed him. They best him to death and took away my Harold Hill."

Nickels downed the last of hiswine and did the glass over beside a stack of compact disk cases
and aportable CD player. It wasthe first time that Angel could remember ever seeing Nickels not
ligening to hismusic.

"So hewas ahalf-breed,” Angd sad. "Do you—"
"That term's a bit crass, don't you think?' Nickels chided him.

Angd gave him ahard look. "Y eah. Sorry. | don't suppose you can think of anyone who might have
had agrudge againgt your friend?"

Nickels dowly shook his head. "He was so much more than afriend,” the twisted man said dreamily.
"Hewasmy gar."

"Charlie,” Angd snapped, and Nickelslooked up, eyes wide with hurt and perhaps alittle fear as
well. "Your 'star' isn't the only half-breed to be murdered lately. If the term isn't politicaly correct, you
can protest |ater. Right now, anyone who's haf-human and half-demon could bein danger and I'm trying
to make them safe. Y ou going to help me, or cry about your musical ?*

Nickels gaped at him, then nodded vigoroudy. "I've heard some stuff, but it redlly didn't mean al
that much to me then. Demons, haf-breed or not, they're getting killed all the time. Heck, sometimes
you're the one responsible. So when | started to hear about some disappearances, well, with putting the
show together and dll, | just didn't think much of it."

Angd stepped closer to the table. "Does the name Axtius ring any bellswith you?'



The deformed little man snatched up his empty wineglass and ran afinger dong theinsde. " Sounds
vaguely familiar," he said as he popped the gnarled, wine-coated finger insde his mouth and sucked onit.
"Think | heard it in regard to some demon purity rally that was happening around here afew months
back—" Hewaved hishand inthe ar asif attempting to stir something from the ether. "The Codlition for
Purity, or some such nonsense,” he said. "BunchaNazis, if you ask me."

Angd felt anicy chill run down his spine. Here was the connection held been searching for.

Nickelsleaned out of the booth and bellowed up the aide, "Hey Sol, another Merlot back here.
And make it snappy, it's an emergency.”

Sol shouted something filthy in return about Charlies mother and her sexua adventuresin Hell.

"Hejust doesn't understand the depths of my pain,” the ugly little man said. Y et despite his seeming
detachment, Angel could tell he was more focused now. Nickelslooked up at him, eyes suddenly hard
but il filled with pain. "Do you think these demon-Nazis had something to do with Tituss murder? This
Axtiusguy, did hekill the perfect Harold Hill and my dreams of becoming a producer?’

Angd dipped hishandsinto his coat pockets. "That'swhat I'm trying to find out." From inside one of
the pockets he produced aroll of cash and began to pedl off Nickelssusud fee. "Thanksfor the
information," he said, offering the folded billsto the man, "and I'm sorry for your loss."

Nickelswaved the money away. "Keep it," he said with a phlegmy growl. "Thisoneison me—in
honor of Titus."

Ange heard the sounds of heavy footfalls behind him and turned to see an angry Sol making hisway
to the back, aglass of winein hand, grumbling obscenities beneath his breath.

"Make them pay, Angdl," Charlie Nickels said as he began to go through the CD cases on thetable.
"Don't let them get away with depriving the world of the best darn production of The Music Man ever

"I'll s;eewhat | can do," Angd said as he started to leave. "But | do haveto say, I'm alittle surprised
by your resction.”

Nickels stopped his CD pawing and stared a him. "What?'Y ou don't think | have the right to be
crushed by this?'

"Sure, you havetheright,” Angd said. "I'm just surprised, that'sal." He shrugged. "What'sthe old
stage adage—The show must go on'?"

Angdl turned away just as Sol arrived with the drink. "Go easy on him," Angel said as he passed.
"He's had arough night.”

As he headed for the door, he could just about make out Charli€'s gravelly voice asking Sal if he
had any experience with musica theater. With adight grin, Angel left the Ninth Level, ascending the steps
to thewarm Los Angeles night outside. He had decided to return to the hotel, to seeif the others had had
more luck than he had. He would like to have as much information as possible before Buffy and the
othersarrived.

Angel was about to cross the street to his car when he heard his name called from somewhere
behind him. Heturned in time to see afamiliar thin-faced, orange-skinned demon cautioudy emerge from
andley. Amos, Angel remembered. His nameis Amos. The demon was dressed in amulticolored
jogging suit. Amos started to wave crazily, urging Angdl closer. The vampire was relieved. Amos had



served asasnitch for him severa times, though not dwaysrdiably. Still, beggars couldn't be choosers.
Mogt of hisinformantswere AWOL at the moment, and if Amos had information for him—

Tentatively, Angel gpproached.

The demon danced spastically from one sneakered foot to the other, glancing back down the alley
from where he had emerged.

"What's going on, Amos?' Angdl asked as he strolled closer. "Y ou have something for me?”

The demon, whose eyes were bulbous and multifaceted like those of afly, again looked down the
aley and nervoudy began to speak.

"Told you | could find him," Angel heard thejittery demon say to someone he could not yet see.
"Now how about you pay up.” Amos held out histrembling hand awaiting his compensation, but what he
received in payment, Angd was amost willing to bet had not been part of the origina agreement.

A mace wielded by aleather-clad arm descended from the darkness of the aleyway, crashing down
upon the half-breed's head and shattering his skull like an eggshell. Brain matter shot from hisearsand
mouth like some hellish waterspout. The demon crumpled, dead before his twitching body hit the ground,
the stench from his voiding bowel s suddenly filling thewarm night air.

"l hear you've been looking for me," said Amoss murderer as he stepped from the concedling
shadows of the dley.

Ange gazed at aformidable Brachen demon and somehow knew full well who he was. Theway he
carried himsdlf, the ook of cruety in hisyellowed eyes.

"What acoincidence," Generd Axtius said with ahumorless grin as he tapped the head of his battle
mace rhythmicdly in the palm of aleather-gloved hand. " ‘Cause I've been looking for you.”

CHAPTER SIX

"Filth," the Brachen demon whispered with a snarl that made the needle spikes that jutted from its
facetwitch.

Itsflesh was arich blue, its mouth too wide and filled with jagged fangs. The only Brachen that
Angel had been acquainted with had been hisfriend Doyle, who had used the visions given to him by the
Powers That Beto help Angd in hisrole asachampion for the Powers. But Doyle had been half human
and, as such, even when he wore the countenance of the demon, had never been asugly or asbig asthis
thing.

"Filth?" Angel echoed. "Kind of aharsh character judgment, given we just met, don't you think? |
mesan, let's St down, have acup of coffee, get to know me before you rush in with the name calling.”

The Brachen looked disgusted by Angel's monologue, but the vampire wasn't talking just to hear his
own voice; he was buying time to take the demons measure. His attention went from the Brachen's face
to the corpse at hisfeet to the huge, spiked mace he carried in his hand. The demon wore leather, but his
outfit wasn't designed for motorcycle comfort or for fashion. It was armor.

"All thiswork," the Brachen muttered to itsdlf asit stepped farther from the darkness toward him.
"All thisplanning for nothing."

Angd stared at him. "Y ou know, Axtius—it is Axtius, right?— I'm getting the idea you don't like me,



Whichisfine, ‘cause you know wejust met and | already don't like you either. But if theré's something
you think | did, it would be helpful to know exactly what that is."

The demon's upper lip curled back, exposing those jagged teeth in agrimace that could not have
been called asmile. ™Y ou know my name. That isgood. Y ou will have something to scream whileyou

aredying.”

The mace in Axtiuss hand began to glow, sparks of bluelight crackling acrossits surface. Angel
studied the wesgpon, and achill went through him. "That's not the Pristagrix, by any chance?"

Thistime, the Brachen demon did amile. "Oh, yes."

"Can't be" Angd said with ashake of his head. "The Codex listed it aslogt after the Mahkesh
Wars"

Axtius growled low in histhroat and hefted the mace. Thetiny lightning sparks that danced around
the weapon's spiked head glowed more brightly, and Angedl could smell sulfur inthe air, could hear the
hum of energy from the Pristagrix.

"It'sbeenfound," Axtiustold him.

The demon stepped toward him and Angd crouched dightly, mind awhirl as hetried to find some
strategy to ded with his predicament. If the Pristagrix was hdf as powerful asthe legendsindicated, he
would need something to defend himsalf. Some weagpon or shield. But therein the darkened Side Street in
front of the Ninth Level, he saw nothing that could help him. His best bet, he redlized, would beto flee
back into the club and hope that abrawl would start that might give him an advantage over Axtius.

The thought made Angd snarl. He put his game face on, muscles and bones shifting and teeth
elongating to poaints, reveding the demon within, the face of the vampire.

There was no way he was going to run. Which meant he had to get the Pristagrix away from the
Brachen.

"All right,” Angel growled. "Y ou're o pissed off? Come and get me."

Swifter than Angel would have expected, Axtius legped at him, both hands gripped upon the shaft of
the mace. The ancient, arcane weapon crackled with power asit came down toward Angel's head. The
vampire did not move. Hisleft hand shot out and gripped the Brachen'sarm. The Pristagrix gave its
wielder such power that just stopping that blow forced him to stagger to one side.

Ange launched avalley of blows at the Brachen's|eather-clad abdomen, struck him once, twice, a
third time. Axtiuslet go of the mace with hisleft hand and dapped the vampire away. Angd gruntedin
pain, head ringing from the blow.

Helet loose aferd snarl and glared at his enemy—not at the Brachen himsdlf, but at the mace. Its
ancient power surged through anyone who wielded it, lent them power, and the Pristagrix itself was
deadly. Trandated from the demon tongue of those that had created it, its name meant Bone Breaker. It
never missed itstarget.

If Angdl did not get the mace away from Axtius, he was dead.

Helunged a Axtius, feinting that he was going for another body blow—only anidiot would punch a
Brachen in the face with those needles poking out of its flesh—and when the mace swept down again,
Angel reached to try to wrest it from Axtiuss grasp.



The demon spun, dodging Angd's lunge, and brought the Pristagrix down on hisright shoulder. The
impact was one of the most painful things Angel had ever experienced; bone splintered to shards, and he
was knocked a dozen feet to crash into the outer wall of the Ninth Level. The spikes had torn hisflesh
and spattered his blood across the pavement and the wall. Pain became rage, and Angel somehow
managed to say on hisfeet. He snarled as he turned on Axtius again, right arm dangling usdess a his
sde. "That's gonnacost you," Angel whispered through gritted teeth.

Axtius closed in again. "I've heard you're a Champion. That the Powers That Be selected you to be
their warrior." The Brachen sniffed, needles quivering with every change of hisfacia expresson. "Well,
let metell you something, vampire. There are agreast many powersin the universe. And you aren't much
of achampion. | am acommander of warriors. You. . . you are afilthy leech, lower than low. And now
you will be crushed.”

Angd lunged a him, but it was afeint. Axtius swung the mace down and Angel pulled back, lashed
out with akick to the demon's midsection that sent Axtius staggering back. Silently, grimly, Ange
followed after him, reached out with his good arm, and grabbed hold of his enemy's weagpon. But Axtius
had not let go, and the Pristagrix gave him extraordinary strength. He tugged the mace back with such
forcethat Angd waslifted off of hisfeet.

"Filth," Axtius muttered again. "'For what you have done, your painisjust beginning.”

He struck Angéel'sinjured shoulder and the vampire winced. Axtius shook him off, drove him to the
ground, and Angd kicked him again, thistime in the knee. The Brachen demon did not seem to have felt
it. Angd struck him severd timesin quick succession.

Then the mace crashed down on hisleft arm, crushing bone and tearing flesh, spilling more of his
blood. Angd felt himsalf spun around by the blow, ahaze of pain veiling his mind. Both arms broken, he
tried to rise, and the mace struck his chest. Angdl could hear hisribs snapping, felt shards of bone tearing
organsingde him, and he collgpsed to hisknees, dl thefight gone from him.,

Angd looked up to see Axtius swing the Pristagrix at hisface.
Then there was only darkness.

Consciousness returned to Angel in agonizing fragments. It began in his hands, ascreaming pain that
felt asif the skin of his pams had been stripped off and the musclesfrayed, pulled too taut. With an
ingtinctive twitch hetried to move them, tried to pull them close to cradle them, and excruciating pain
drove up from his shouldersto the back of his head as though someone had shoved knitting needlesinto
hisbrain.

His eyes snapped open, and he shouted in agony againgt a crude gag that had been tied over his
mouth. He did not need to breathe, but to speak he was required to draw air into his body. Shattered
ribstore a hislungs, and hefdl silent and still. He would not try to breathe again.

Above him the dark sky was limned with gold, the lights of Los Angeles, but despite that light and
thethin cloud cover he could see a scattering of stars. They had never seemed so far awvay. Angdl could
smell the copper scent of his own blood, which had caked his clothing and dried there, stiffening his shirt.

Below hisknees he could fed nothing and hetried to lift his head to make sure hislegs had not been
amputated. They were dtill there, but he grunted in surprise and dismay when he saw the enormous
raillroad spikes that had been driven through the thick meset of hislower calves. Thetiny noiseinflated his
lungs, sharp bone pierced them, and his head swam with darkness.



Disoriented again, he dumped his head back.

Tar. Hesmdled tar. Tar paper, roof, that wasit. And for some reason that triggered hismind, and
memories flowed into his head, the vicious, arrogant Brachen demon and that damned mace. He was
pinned—nailed—to the roof of some old warehouse or an abandoned tenement. Somewhere Axtius
could be sure no one would respond if he managed to shout for help.

Every second he remained conscious the pain in his palms and his shoulders grew more
excruciating. Still, hethought. Just keep still. And so hetried asbest he could to remain completely
motionless. Only his eyestwitched back and forth.

In his peripherd vison Angel saw something moving off to hisleft. He heard the cresk of leather
upon legther.

"Ah," Axtiussaid in asatisfied rasp, "you're avake. Good."

With agrunt and a shuffling of feet, the Brachen demon lay down beside him. Angel flinched, pain
searing dl through his body, jabbing into his brain again. For amoment, consciousnesseft him.

When his eyesfluttered open again, the gag had been removed and Axtius was beside him. Glancing
left, Angel could just make out the Brachen demon lying on his back, arms crossed under his head,
gazing upward at the heavens.

"Beautiful, isntit?" Axtius asked.
In deferenceto his broken ribs, Angel gave voice to none of the savage retorts that came to mind.

"Y ou would think, | suppose, that someone of my disposition would be incapable of gppreciating the
extraordinary lovdinessfound in thisworld,” Axtius continued. "But you would be wrong. The cityscape
at night isstunning. The sars. All of it will be far more beautiful, of course, when viewed by conquerors
rather than mere vistors. And yet, do you know what is even more beautiful than the night sky, vampire?

"Thesunrise. It will amply take your breath avay.”

Angd flinched, craning hishead dightly to try to get abetter look at Axtius. His eyesfluttered and
his nogtrils flared and he fought unconsciousness again. For amoment he thought he had managed to hold
the darkness off, but when his vison focused again he saw that Axtius stood right above him, staring
downinto hisface.

How long? hethought anxioudy. Damn it, how long was | out? How long until dawn?

"It will be ahorrible death. An ancient one | spoke to about your kind told me that though the
burning happens very quickly, it seems an eternity to the vampire as the sun scours flesh from bone and
charsboneto ash," Axtiustold him.

The demon gestured to the roof around Angel. "Y ou can't seethem, but | have painted wards here
that will keep your friends away. Demon and human dike, of course. Yes, | know about you, Angelus.
Scourge of the darkness. Y our own kind despise you and no wonder. If vampires are the untouchable
filth, the gutter rats of the night world, then you must indeed be the lowest of the low. Vampirewith a
soul. Y ou are the ultimate half-breed. Thefind insult to purity.

"Even if vengeance did not demand your degth, | would feel honor bound to destroy you.”
Angd snarled, stedling himself againgt the painin his chest. Ignoring the broken ribs that stabbed his



lungs, he spoke at last. "Vengeance for what?" he demanded.

Axtius gaped stupidly a him, and then shook hishead in disbelief. " Surely you cannot be that much
of afool. "Vengeance for what?" The demon shook his head, then hislips curled back and he spat on
Angd's ches, his salivasmoking like acid where it touched Angdl'sjacket.

"Well, you must know. Y ou cannot die without knowing," Axtius said to himsdf, before crouching
down beside Angel. The smile on hisface was repulsive and profoundly unnerving. "My son.”

Thistime when Angel flinched, he welcomed the pain that now sang in his hands and chest and
limbs

"Doyle" hehissed. Of courseit's Doyle. It wasthe only thing that made sense.

At the mention of the name, Axtius pat again. "Yes, Doyle. Francis Doyle, or so hiscow of a
mother called him. | never had the chanceto give him aproper name. My greatest shame, the offspring |
could never lay clamto.”

Ange forced himself to smile. "A haf-breed,” he grunted, and the look of fury on the Brachen
demon's face was worth the pain it caused him to spesk.

"Yes. A hdf-breed,"” Axtiussaid. He stared up at the sars. "There was atime when | was drunk on
the beauty to befound in thisworld. | had not yet realized that there was only ever going to be one way
to embraceit. The beauty did not belong to us, for we were considered the hideous ugliness lurking in the
shadows, the things that crawled out from beneath rocks. | have learned. | know better now.

"My son's existence filled me with revulsion, and yet | wanted an heir. | wanted someoneto carry on
when the darkness claimed me again. For years | sought away, aspell that would make Francis Doyle
the son | wished for rather than the disgusting thing hewas."

Axtius marched toward him again and bent so that the needle tips of hisface hovered half afoot
above Angd's.

"| found it, vampire. The sorcery that would have doneit. Drained the human haf from my son and
left him pure Brachen, al demon. At last | would have an her. | am surrounded by those of like mind,
demonswith whom | shareasingular god to be executed in stages. Thefirgt isthe dimination of al
half-breeds, dl creatureswho defile the purity of the demon nation. Now | would be ableto enter into
the fray without the stigma of what | had done, what | had brought into thisworld.

"l was going to make him truly my son at lagt."
Axtius dropped to hisknees, facid needles spiking into Angel'sforehead, barely missng hiseyes.

"Then you got him killed!" the Brachen roared, itsfetid breath hot on Angd'sface. "Y ou and that
bitch-whore human he married. Y ou pushed him to aid avile pack of half-breeds. Lost and week, he
tried to please you. And then he died. Because of you, hedied! If | had known it earlier, | would have
gone mysdf to daughter that despicable woman he married, but that pleasureisno longer in my hands.

"Y ou, though," Axtius spat the words. He sood up, glaring down at Angd. "Y ou will suffer the fires
of nine hdlswhenthesunrises. | only wish | could wait hereto listen to you plead and then hear you
scream. But you are not the only abomination | must attend to.”

The Brachen demon took a single step toward Angel, then pushed his heavy boot down upon
Angd's shoulder where the bones were il little more than splinters. Red spikes of pain shot through



Angd's head—he could see them on the backs of his eydlids—and he was unable to stifle the roar of
agony that erupted from histhroat, bringing only more pain.

The darkness swalowed him again.

He swamin it. The stars and the glow of the city lights against the sky. The pain now at a
distance as though he had stepped away from it somehow. But in the darkness, a sound, a tinny
bleating, a cellular phone. And then that voice, that cruel, hard voice like a diesel engine,
returned.

Angel moved in and out of consciousness, vaguely awar e of the world around him one
moment, and drifting off to somewhere inside his mind the next.

But he heard.

"...theidand. . . transport. . . all who live upon that island must be exterminated . . .
half-breeds and anyone who tries to protect them, even purebloods .. . cowards will have no place
in the world we will make.

"Yes, yes. I'll bealong shortly . . . garbage to berid of. . . got a revolutionto run ..."
The words faded out.

The stars faded out.

The sky ticked on toward morning.

Corddids eyes burned. She had been gitting in front of the computer for hours and now she felt iff
and sore. A deep yawn snuck up on her, and she stretched and rubbed her eyes before looking at the
screen again. The hotd was quiet, save for the creaks and pops that come aong with any structure of
such venerable age. Fred, recovering from her cold but still drained by it, had gone to bed long ago, and
Gunn had gone home. Angd had not returned yet, but that was far from unusud. At the moment it was
just Corddliaand Wedey, and with Wesin his office, trandating a prophecy he'd found that seemed to
indicate everyonein Las Vegas might soon turn into chickens, she might aswell have been done.

She moaned to hersalf and stretched again, then stared bale-fully at the screen. Given what had been
happening with Caritas customers, she had been scanning police logs from the past few weeks, trying to
find anything that might give her aclue. Though she had never liked the woman, thiswas one of those
rare times she wished that Kate Lockley, Angd's old sparring partner from the LAPD, hadn't given up
her badge and | eft town.

Secondswent by, and her vison blurred dightly.

"Oh, forget this," she muttered to hersalf. If she kept squinting at the screen she was going to need
regular Botox trestments before she wasthirty.

Corddia shut the computer down and snatched up her purse. She strode across the darkened [obby
toward Wedey's office to say good night. When she was halfway there, the phone rang. She snapped her
head around to glare at the clock, asthough it had been the offending instrument. A few minutes before
midnight. Plenty of timefor onemore criss. "'l got it," she cdled to Wedey.

Through the diver of hisdightly open door she saw him look up and then wave histhanks. He barely
seemed to have registered her, and certainly not the lateness of the hour.



"Angd Investigations”

Therewas aclick and ahiss on the other end of the line, and she knew the call was coming from far
avay.

"Corddia?' A woman'svoice.
Corddiafrowned. "Thisisshe"
"It'sHarry."

Harry. Doyl€e's ex. Even though they had long since been divorced, Corddiaawaysfelt alittle guilty
talking to Harry. At the end there, before he died, Cordelia had felt something for Doyle. They had
kissed, and through that kiss Doyle had passed to her the precognitive visons the Powers had given him
to aid Angd againg the forces of darkness. Cordeliawas grateful for that kiss and the memory of it, but
she could not help wondering if, under different circumstances, the kiss might have goneto Harry.

So whenever shetaked to Harry, shewas alittle nicer than need be. She couldn't help it. "Harry,
hi!" she said excitedly, despite the seconds ticking toward midnight. "Wow, we were just talking about
you. You ill onthat digin Bdli, or wherever?"

"Not exactly," Harry replied, her voice thin, sounding dmost weak. Cordelia chaked it up to the
connection and the distance.

"So what are you up to, then? How are you?"'
"Not doing wdll. I'm ... inthe hospitd, Corddia. Is... isAnge there?!

Cordeliawent cold. She froze, therein the lobby. "No, Harry. He's not. What happened? Do you
need usthere?'

She sensed something out of the corner of her eye and swept her gaze over to find that Wedey had
risen and was now standing just outside his office door, watching her with concern furrowing his brow.

The phone line was sillent for severa seconds save for the crackling of the poor connection.

"l don't think so. | think ... | think the trouble has passed here, at least for now. He probably thinks
I'm deed, so that'sdl right.”

"Who? Who thinks you're dead? What happened?'
Wedey camefarther into the lobby. "That'sHarry?" he asked.
Cordeliawaved at him to shush.

Then shelistened as Harry told her about a group of vicious demonsthat had visited her
archaeologica digin Cambodia They had beaten her so badly that had it not been for amember of her
team who knew acertain amount of healing magick, Harry would have died. Corddiafet sick to her
stomach as Harry described the attack. "Harry, that's terrible. I'm sorry. Do you want usto look into it?"

"I've been looking into it," Harry replied. Now her voice began to echo on the line, each word
trailed by aghost of itself. "I wastouch and go for afew days, Corddlia. I. . . dmost didn't makeit. Since
then I've started to do research on him. On Axtius.”

"Axtius," Corddiarepeated. "1 know that name."



"A Brachen demon. He's Doyl€sfather. He ... he sent them to kill me because he blamed mefor
somehow tainting his son, for making him more human than he dready was."

A smadll, perverse chuckle whispered dong the phone lines from Cambodia. "Funny, huh? | wasthe
one who had wanted him to embrace his demonic heritage.”

"A riot. Axtius sounds like abarrdl of laughs. Listen, Harry, what can we do to help you? Y ou want
usto track thisguy?' Cordeliareached for apad of paper on the reception desk and wrote down the
demon's name as best she could sound it out.

"No. Not for me. But you should, Cordelia. | called to warn you. Something . . . something
enormous is happening. All over the world, actualy, but right now it'sreally centered in North America.
And Axtiusisinvolved. Hesthere. Asfar as| cantell, he'sright therein Los Angeles somewhere. If he
goeslooking for Doyle..."

"Hell find us," Cordeliawhispered.

"Who?' Wedey asked, stepping up beside her now. He mimed the word silently. A shadow of
stubble was on his chin, and Wedey ran ahand over it now, staring at her. 'Who'll find us?'

"Hang on," shetold Harry. Cordelia shot Wed ey asharp look. "Hello, lack-of-courtesy boy.
Horses? Hold 'em.”

With ascowl shetold Harry to go on. Wedley gave her aproperly scolded look and crossed his
arms, regarding her silently. Hisimpatience was obvious, but he did not spesk again.

"Axtiusisapure Brachen," Harry said. "He was dways a bastard, apparently, but not at the level he
isnow. | made some cdls. In my demon studies over the years I've made alot of connections. Almost dl
of them knew who Axtiuswas. That surprised me. And it scares me alittle too. Axtiuswas recruited by
something caled the Codition for Purity. Sounds stupid, | know, but don't let it fool you."

Cordeliasighed. "Oh, crap.”
"Whet?'

"The Codition. Axtius. Youreright, Harry. They're dready here. | knew | knew the name. Angdl
got acal from Buffy and . . . anyway, they'rein L.A. And thisguy is Doyles father? That can't be good.
Tdl me everything you've got, Harry. I've got afeding thingsare going to get serioudy ugly.”

"Doylesfather rose up in the ranks and now he'sahighly regarded officer of thisadliance. The
Codition'sgodsare frighteningly smple. Firg, they're massacring dl the demonsthey can find who
aren't pure. It'sa Nazi-esque philosophy. They think the half-breeds weaken them just by existing. They
want to restore purity to demon kind, not just to their individud tribes, but to al demon races. And after
that..."

Harry'swordstrailed off.
"After that?' Cordelia prodded, though she was not at all certain she wanted to know the answer.

"After that,” Harry repesated grimly. The line crackled ominoudy. "The whispersin the dark say that
they're covertly building armiesthey'll useto invade the home dimensions of the varioustribesthat are
members of the dliance, and put the Codlition in asrulers of those dimensions. From there, other tribes
and dimensionswill fal. Our world isjust astaging area. And Corddlia, in the years|'ve been involved
with this stuff, I've found that the whispers are dmost dwaysright.”



"l don't get it,” Corddiasaid. "Axtius sowed hiswild demony oats. He dept with a human woman,
or Doyle never would have been born. What's he doing mixed up with al the Nazi badness?”

"Making up for the ansof hispast,” Harry replied. "Or at least I'd wager that's histake oniit.”
"What about the Nazi demons we dedlt with last time? The ones we were fighting when Doyle—"

Died, shewas going to say. But she did not have to. Cordelia knew the word would have hurt them
both.

"That'sthe only good news," Harry said. "That clan is so bigoted that it would never dly itsdlf with
other tribes. They're not involved. If they did show up, the Codlition would see them as an enemy to be
conquered, because they wouldn't participate in the alliance.”

Cordeliarubbed her tired eyes. " See? Good news!" There was no humor in the words. Her mind
was spinning, trying to figure out what dl this meant for them. Axtiuswasherein LA. on hisgenetic
cleansing quest, on the road to making war on al the demon realms—civil war—before coming back to
Earth to take over here. It was a huge conspiracy. The biggest. Too big to possibly work.

Unlessit does.
That would redly suck.

"S0, if he'shere, he might try looking up Doyle," Cordeliasaid suddenly. "Maybeto kill him. Erase
the evidence. Did his muscle boys seem to know Doyle was dead?"

"l have noidea. But al of you should be looking over your shoulders.”

Cordeliathanked her and took down a number where Harry could be reached should there be any
news. "Let usknow if there's anything we can do for you," Corddiasaid.

"Just stay dive" Harry replied.
Cordeliaturned to Wedey as shereplied to Harry, staring at him. " Pretty much doing our best.”

She hung up the phone. For along moment she kept her hand on it, digesting what she had just been
told. At length, she said to Wedey. "Y ou got most of that from my half of the conversation?”

"Most of it. Better run it down again, though,” the former Watcher said, hisexpresson grave. "What
| heard, | don't like the sound of &t all."

"Trust me, you're not going to liketherest of it either.”

They were interrupted by athump on the front door. Cordeliaand Wed ey looked up asit swung
open. Cordy was expecting Angdl.

Buffy Summerswalked into the hotel like she owned the place. She was dressed for travel and for
combat, in jeans and black-laced boots, but had managed to pull off an understated silk blouse with the
rest of the ensemble. It shouldn't have worked, but it did. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she
effortlesdy carried ahuge duffel bag that she dropped on the floor the minute she reached the bottom of
the steps.

"Corddia," Buffy said pleasantly. "Hey, Wedey."
"Buffy," Wedey replied, indining hishead in gredting.



None of them seemed moativated to hug.
"Y our timing'sdead on,” Cordeliatold her. "I didn't think you'd be down until morning.”

The Sayer frowned. Cordelia studied her. Buffy redlly had changed. She had settled into the power
shewidlded, and looking at her it was as though the girl she had been had been chipped away from the
outside, leaving only the Slayer behind. It seemed to Cordeliaimpossible that anyone could have looked
at her and not seen the power in her. But, then, Corddliaknew what she was.

"| said we'd come as quickly aspossible.”

Asif on cue, the doorsto the hotel were shoved open again. Depite the gravity of the evening's
events, Corddias heart felt lighter as she saw Willow and Xander comein, followed by Willow's
girlfriend, Tara. She had been through alot with Will and Xander, and though she'd only met Tarabri€fly,
the witch seemed sweet in a geeky, absolutely-NO-fashion-sense sort of way. It occurred to Corddia
that none of them had met Fred yet, and she tried to imagine Taraand Fred trapped in a conversation
made up of pauses and hestations. Shy and Shyer.

"Were going to have afull house," Wedey observed.
"Hey, Elwood, we're getting the band back together!" Xander declared happily.

"Asusud, | have no ideawhat you're talking about,” Cordeliasighed. "And we don't havetimeto
figureit out.”

Buffy had been looking around the lobby as though she had never been there before. Now she
turned, brow furrowed, to stare at Cordeliaand Wedey. "Y ou've got news?"

"Oh, yes," Wedey agreed. "And dl of the bad variety.”

Before Buffy could press him on the new devel opments, the door swung open onefind time.
Cordelia glanced up, and her heart skipped a beat as Spike strode into the hotel with ablack bag over
his shoulder and a cigarette clenched between hislips.

'Wdll," shesadicily, "now the gang'sal here." Her gaze ticked toward Buffy. "I know he's neutered
now . . . the chip-thingy . . . you explained. But that doesn't mean he's welcome here.”

"Hello to you, too, sweet thing," the vampire said, pursing hislips with repressed anger. Hetook a
drag off his cigarette and blew aring of smoke. "I'd appreciateit if you didn't talk about me like | wasn't
intheroom. Hurts my fedings, like."

Buffy did not even look at Spike. She kept her gaze on Corddlia, her expression grim. All business.

"Spike can't kill humans anymore. He can kill demons. We're going to need some demonskilled.
I'm not saying you need to think of him as part of the team. Think of him as aweapon we can use. Hesa
tool."

Tara, Willow, and Xander had come farther into the hotel and had put their bags down near the
reception desk as though waiting for a bellboy, but now Xander came striding up, ill smiling. "Hey, I've
awaysthought of Spike asatool,” he noted.

Corddiadlowed hersdf thetiniest smile, then scowled again as she glanced at Spike. "Fine. But
theré's no smoking in the hotel "



Spike shrugged, dropped the burning cigarette onto the marble floor, and ground it out benesth his
boot hedl. He came down into the lobby, leaving the cigarette stub where he had dropped it.

"So let'shear it," Buffy prodded.

Willow and Taraleaned upon each other, and Xander stood with his arms crossed, waiting to hear
what Cordelia had to say. Spike dropped down onto a sofa and stretched out as though he wasn't paying
any atention at dl.

"Corddlia, while you get everyone up to speed, I'm going to cal Gunn and get him back down here,"
Wessaid. "Then I'll wake Fred."

"No," Cordeliasaid quickly. "Let her deep. She needs rest so she can get well. I'd say even without
her well have enough manpower to find Angd.”

""Manpower'?' Willow asked. "I think | might resent that."
But Buffy was not amused. She stared at Cordelia. "Angel's missng?’

"Not exactly. But he needs to know what we know—and pretty much right now. Hence the finding
of him."

"All right," Buffy agreed. "Firg, though, give with the update. Someon€esraisng an army of demons.
Can't be good. What more do we know?'

"Well," Corddiareplied, "we know it's persond.”
CHAPTER SEVEN

Buffy stared at Corddia, trying to make sense of what sheld just heard. " So this Axtius guy isthe
demon daddy of afriend of yours," she said, mostly to hersdlf to get her facts straight. "What kind of
demon are we talking about here? Wouldn't happen to be one of those warm and
sguooshy-like-a-puppy-kind, by any chance?"

"Sorry," Corddiasaid with ashake of her head. "Brachen demon. Blue face, prickly spines sticking
out of it. Only puppy connection with this guy would be the one he just had for lunch.”

Buffy wrinkled her nose as she pictured the cutest puppy she could imagine diding down ademon's
throat like a Jell-O shot. She pushed the disturbing image away. "Wouldn't happen to have any hintsasto
why Daddy's got such amad on, would you?' she asked.

Cordelia began to answer, but Spike cut her off. " Probably doesn't care for the kinda company his
kid's been keeping,” the vampire muttered from his place on the lobby sofa. "If it were my loin sprout, I'd
probably be atrifleticked aswell.”

Xander rolled hiseyes. "If it were your spawn, we'd be ableto track it by the whining. Brr.
Shudder. Images of baby Spike in my head, begone!”

Buffy shot the vampire awithering glare. "I'm not going to tell you again,” she warned. Spike closed
hiseyesand put his head back against the wal, and Buffy turned to Corddiawith astrained smile usudly
reserved for embarrassed mothers with precocious children. " Sorry about that, long car ride and al,
makes'em alittle cranky. Go on."

Corddiabarely seemed to have noticed the interruption, or Buffy's attempt at levity. Her gaze was



distant, and when she spoke, the weight of grief hung heavy in her voice. "Doyle was agood friend to
us," Corddiasaid, "but he didn't talk al that much about his past—he was kind of secretive about the
whole demon thing. Ashamed of it."

For along moment, Cordeliawas uncharacteristically silent. She stared at her hands where they
rested atop the front desk. At length she sighed and glanced up again. "If Axtiusis Doylesfather . . .
well, you've gottafigure adad like that would probably have thought Doyle was too much in touch with
his human sde—maybe that he became tainted by his human acquaintances.”

Spike snorted laughter. "What | said, innit?*

Thistime, Buffy ignored him, her focusinstead on Corddia. Buffy wasimpressed. It appeared her
former schoolmate had somehow become the unlikely backbone of Angel'slittle group. Buffy was sure
that the old Cordelia till made agppearances from time to time; it would take more than astake to kill that
kind of beast, but it was amazing to see how Corddlia had changed, how much she had grown asa
person. Buffy sensed that Doyle had meant agrest dedl to her. For dl that she knew, Cordelia—maybe
more than any of them—had evolved since high school; seeing the other woman's genuine pain made
Buffy redize how much.

It also gave her a sudden jolt, reminding her of the mortdity of al those around her, those she cared
about. She herself had died and had been brought back—a cruel irony that tortured her soul. But it was
even worse to think that she had come back to aworld where her mother and people like Kendra and
Jenny Caendar had died, and where the battle they all waged might cost the lives of any of her friends at
any time. A sick feding spread through her gut, the redlization that with the kind of life sheled, the
probability of future losseswas dmost inevitable.

Shelooked to the others gathered about her: Willow and Tara were whispering softly to each other,
Xander seemed to have discovered something really interesting underneath one of hisfingernails, and
Spike was pretending he had gone to deep. Buffy wondered if they were thinking it as well—that being
part of her life, they dl lived therisk of not seeing another tomorrow.

A wave of dread began to crest within her, but she squelched it, grinding it down beneath asteely
reserve. It was not the time or place to think of such things. They would be fine, she would do everything
in her power to make sure that they were safe. And besides, they were the good guys after al—that had
to count for something.

The uncomfortable silence was broken as ayoung man entered the hotel arguing with ateenage boy
perhaps afew years older than Dawn. It took Buffy a second to recognize Angel's associate Charles
Gunn from their previous meeting— the teenager was adistraction.

"You just follow my lead; not aword of sass, you got it?" Gunn told the kid, who nodded
begrudgingly. The man did ahand over his shaved scap with afrustrated sigh, then turned his attention to
the othersin the lobby. "Got here as soon as | could,” he said. He gestured toward the teen. "Having a bit
of aproblem cutting the umbilica cord.”

"It'squitedl right, Gunn," Wedey said. "Wewere just discussing our next course of action.”

AsWedey explained what little they had learned so far, Buffy eyed the kid with Gunn. She wasn't
exactly keen on having ateenager around. If thisthing was as big as they thought it was, it was going to
get serioudy nasty pretty quick. Too bad | didn't bring Dawn along, shethought. The two could have
kept each other out of trouble. In her mind, Buffy heard the cartoon sound of screeching brakes and
she quickly reviewed her last thought—handsome teenage boy from L.A. and cute, impressionable
teenage girl from the suburbs. Buffy shuddered. Maybe it's a good thing Dawn's home with Giles



after all.

Spike snapped awake from his pretend nap with asnarl on hisface. "L ook, we gonna stand around
the Bat-cave all night or are we gonna get down to business?’

Wedey arched an eyebrow and regarded Spike coally. "Maybe we should begin with you?'

Everybody glared at the vampire, and Spike threw his head back. "Bloody hell, you don't need a
stake. This buncha heroes are gonna soddin’ bore me to death.”

Buffy saw Gunn stiffen as he glared at Spike. Gunn had grown up hunting vampires on the streets of
Los Angedles. From what she had gathered, he till wasn't completely comfortable with the idea that he
had made friends with one of them, no matter how benevolent Angel might be. The presence of Spike
obvioudy did not st well with him. Gunn started for the English vampire, and Buffy stepped between
them to defuse the Situation. Although she hated to admit it, Spike was right: They did need to get
moving. Every second counted.

"Pay no attention to him, Gunn. Wereal on edge, that'sal.” She glanced around at her friends and
saw that Willow, Tara, and Xander were watching her expectantly, waiting to figure out what the plan
was. Buffy glanced back a Gunn, then at Wedey and Corddia "First thingsfirst. Wefind Angd. We're
on your turf. What's the plan?"

Cordelia came out from behind the front desk. "I've dready tried his cell phone with no success, but
that doesn't necessarily mean anything." She cupped ahand to the sde of her mouth asif giving avay
secret information. " The boy's alittle dow on the uptake when it comes to technology.”

Wed ey stepped up, taking control of the moment. "Whileit'strue thelack of an answer isn't
uncommon, we can't discount the possibility that Angel'sin danger. If Axtius discoversthat hissonis
dead, it seems quite likely helll find out how Doyle died. | think it's safe to assume he won't take the news
well. Angd could bethetarget of potential vengeance." Wedey glanced a Cordelia. "And heisn't likely
to be the only target. We need to locate him immediately.”

Buffy wasimpressed. Cordeliawas not the only one who had changed considerably in thetime since
Ange had set up shop in Los Angdles. Something was in Wedey's voice that she had never heard there
before, astrength and confidence that lent him anew authority.

"Well split into two teams and canvass al the areas and the sources we know Angel to frequent in
his searchesfor information,” Wedey said. "Hopefully, that's precisely what he's been doing tonight and
he'sjust lost track of thetime."

For along moment the former Watcher looked around the lobby at those gathered there,
contemplating. Then he nodded to himself. "Willow, Tara, I'd like you to go to aclub called Caritas. The
Host thereisafriend of ourswho wasthefirst to ask usto look into this. Some of his haf-breed demon
customers had turned up missing or dead. If Angdl learned anything tonight, or had more questions, he
might well have returned there. Even if Angdl hasn't been by, theré's agood chance that Lorne might have
learned something new on hisown.”

"Were game. Just point usin theright direction and we're there," Willow said.

Taranodded in agreement. "I've never done the whole hitting-the-mean-streets-of-L.A. thing
before. It should beinteresting.”

"Excdlent,” Wed ey continued. "Buffy, Spike, Gunn, and | will be doing abroader sweep of Angdl's



usua snitches. Well begin at the docks and—"
"What team am | on?" the boy asked, stepping forward.

Wedey blinked, then shot a questioning look at Gunn, who shrugged his shoulders and looked
away. Wesfocused on Calvin again. "Y es, I'd thought about that. I'm afraid Cordelia's going to need you
here, Cavin—"

"Exactly," Corddliasaid quickly, giving Cavin her most sincerelook. "Therés il loads of research
to be done on Axtius and his nasty playgroup and . . ." She looked around the room. Buffy could
practically hear the gearsworking inside her head. "And Xander and | are going to need al the help we
can get. Arent we, Xander?'

Xander, who was sitting atop his duffel bag, looked as though he'd been dapped. "Hey, wait a
minute," he said, starting to protest. "Research? I've graduated to the next level—haven't 17"

"She'sright, Xander," Buffy said. "The more we learn about thisguy and his Nazi buddies, the more
damage we can do on hisface later."

His shoulders dumped as he resigned himself to the assigned task. "Hitting the books with Cordy,"
he said with ashake of hisheed. "Jugt like old times."

Thetwo of them made eye contact, and Buffy noticed something pass between them. " Sort of,"
Xander suddenly interjected, looking away from her, his movements spagtic, amogt falling off the bag
where he sat. "Old times—but different.”

"Okay, then," Corddiasaid, obvioudy derailing that train of thought. ™Y ou guysfind Angd, and well
hold down the fort here while digging in the research coa mines.”

Cavinwasnt at dl pleased. He turned to Gunn, looking irked. "Gunn, what's up with this? I've been
around your crew. | know about the monsters. My old man is—"

"Hold up, Cal," Gunn said harshly. "I told you to stay back in the neighborhood with my boys. You
didn't want to do that, dl right. | brought you. By rights, someone should stick you in aroom somewhere,
‘causeit's us keeping you saferight now. It's not like I'm saying you can't handle yourself. | know you
can. I'm saying you want to hang with this group right now, in the middle of acriss, you gotta play the
part that gets assigned to you. If you're not helping, you'rein theway. And we can't afford to have you in
the way.

"Now, maybe you missed what just happened here. I'll let you in on it, Since nobody seems to want
to talk about it. Y ou and Xander over there? Y ou're gonna help Cordelia do research so we know what
we're up againgt. Nothing's more important than that right now. But I'll go you one better. Wedey just
said Corddias apotentia target, or could be, if this Axtius dude had too much revenge in his coffee this
morning. So you and Xander staying here with Corddlia, it ain't just about hel ping her research.”

Buffy smiled a how well Gunn had handled the kid, but when Calvin turned around, she let the smile
drop. Shedidn't want him to seeit. The kid marched over to Corddlia, then stopped in front of her, arms
crossed.

"That right? Y ou heed me here to help in case there's troubl e, this demon comes looking for you?"
Corddiapointed a Xander. "l don't really want him to be my last line of defense.”

"Hey!" Xander cried. When no one paid any attention, he raised his hand as though he werein



school. "Hey!" he said again. When there was till no response, he merely sighed.
Buffy glanced a her watch. No more time for assuaging hurt fedlings.

"All right, kids," she said, clapping her handstogether. "L et's get moving. Weve got to find Angel
before things get serioudy nasty.”

"Good hunting,”" Corddiasaid, steering Calvin away from the flow out the door and over to Xander.

Spike pulled acigarette from apack ingde his shirtfront pocket and placed it in his mouth. "1t's what
| livefor," he said as helit the cigarette and headed to the door with the others.

Buffy wasthelast to leave, dl the while ressting an urgeto put her foot through the back of the
vampiresskull.

The air waswarm and humid. On the street outside Caritas there was akind of unpleasant vibe to
the atmosphere. And yet, as she and Tara hesitated at the top of the sairs leading down into the karaoke
bar, Willow fdt asort of tranquility emanating from the place. There was respite to be had here, and
peace. Strains of afamiliar tune drifted up, but she could not place its name.

"'Morning Train,™ Tarasaid without needing to be asked. " Sheena Easton.” She smiled and looked
away, embarrassed. "l had the tape when | waslittle. It was one of my favorites."

Willow reached out and took her hand, giving it agentle squeeze. "Between your Sheena Easton
and my Juice Newton, | think we make the perfect pair. Girls with sappy moms.”

They shared aknowing smile, then began their descent into Caritas. At thefoot of the sairs, Willow
gazed into the trendy nightclub. 1t was not what she had expected. The place was actudly kind of nice,
painted in soft, pastel colors with neon lighting dappled about.

They |eft the doorway and stepped farther into the club. From the looks of it, Caritas wasn't only for
crestures that went bump in the night. Willow saw a hedthy mixture of humans and not-so-humans sitting
at tables around the room and sidled up to the bar. She had never seen so many crestures of the night
crammed into one place that hadn't turned into an instant bloodbath. And she liked that. Not enough to
karaoke, but till, it wasnice.

A demon whose skin was covered in what Willow suspected were poisonous quills was up on stage
and beginning his heartfdlt rendition of "'V entura Highway"—when athing with two heads lurched in front
of them, blocking their way.

Willow reared back, bumping into Tara. The things heads moved like twin cobras. Enormous smiles,
barely hiding razor-sharp grins, decorated both faces.

"Hi," Willow said nervoudy to one of the faces. "Oh, and, yep, big hello to you, too,” she quickly
added to the other, not wanting to be rude.

"Hey there," said one of the heads with aleering grin, its voice as unpleasant to Willow as the sound
of breeking glass. In one of itsmultiple limbsit was holding atdl, frosted mug filled with acolorful
tropica drink, umbrellaand al.

"Could | interest you girlsin something wet?" asked the other head as it shook the glass, making the
icewithin tinkle merrily. It bent its neck around Willow to check out Tara

"No, thank you," Taraanswered.



Willow held up her and Taras hands still clasped together. "Were together,” she said bravely,
hoping the beastie would get the ideathat they weren't interested.

The two-headed demon smiled. "So arewe," the heads said in unison asit gaveitsdf ahighfive.

Willow was about to suggest to Taraa spell that would induce stomach crampsin thething, when a
horned, green-skinned demon dressed in a bright orange suit moved through the crowd toward them.

"|sthis two-headed pal ooka bothering you ladies?' the demon asked with ady smile, throwing his
arm around one of its necks. "Go on, you two knuckleheads, best feet to the bar for your mozzarella
gticks or I'm gonna beforced to call your wives."

"Aw, cmon, Lorne," said one of the demon heads, looking visibly shaken. Y ou wouldn't do that,
would ya?'

"Yah," said the other head, "we was about to score.”

L orne patted the demon's chest with a bright green hand, obvioudy not fooled by their double dose
of macho. "Otto, Cosmo, let'sjust say since your rather sad and embarrassing performance with the Holy
Order of the Sisters of Solitude last week—I've put your ball and chains on speed did."

Willow watched with amusement as the demon's macho body language wilted before her eyes.
"Maybe some other time, Red," said one sad face.

"Y ah, some other time, Blondie," said the other. Defeated, the demon walked dowly toward the bar
and its consolation prize of mozzarellagticks.

The Host of Caritas watched the demon go. " Poor Otto and Cosmo, just can't take adouble
negative as an answer,” he said with ashake of his head.

"Thanks. And, not that I'm feeling defensive, but | wanna be clear on the scoring. Or, non. 'Cause
there was no scoring to be had,” Willow said firmly. "I'm Willow and thisis Tara," she added, both of
them holding out their hands to the demon in introduction.

"Coupleacutieslike you? | shouldaguessed. I've heard nothing but good things about you two,"
Lorne said with ady wink as he kissed both their hands. "Hear you're proving to be quite the mojo
ggers”

"Thanks," Willow said, feeling ablush spread on her cheeks, charmed by the demon. She pulled her
amiling girlfriend closer to her.

The demon crooning "V entura Highway" wrapped up with ateary-eyed finish, and the crowd went
wild with applause. Lorne studied the demon on the stage for amoment and then motioned for them to
follow. They moved around the tables toward what |ooked to be a private space in the back, and he
gestured for them to sit.

"Can | get you girls anything from the bar?' he asked. "A zombie? Oh, or | know just the thing. How
about aBlack Magick?'

Willow was about to ask what wasin a Black Magick when she remembered why they had come.
"No, thank you," she said politely.

"Ditto," Taraanswered, and the demon Lorne sat down across from them. "We're 1-looking for
Angd," shesad. "Has he been in here tonight? Or, do you have any ideawhere he might be?"



Lorne stroked his cleft chin and shook his head sadly. "Wish | did, kittens,” he responded. "He was
inearlier to seeif | had any more info about our current predicament, but left when | gave him bupkus.”

A skull-faced wraith had taken the microphone and was singing asong from South Pacific.

"I've been reading the crowd dl night and haven't found out anything more than we aready know.
Thereésanill wind blowing out there, girls, and | hope our pal Angel hasn't been swept up into it.”

"It'skindaimportant that we find him. Any ideas on whereto start?"

Lorne thought for amoment, absently stroking hischin. "1 do haveanidea,”" he said tentatively. Then
he gestured toward the stage. ""Not sure how much the lovely Corddiaand her compatriotstold you
about me, but I'm abit of afortune-teller. Music'smy crysta bal. Usudly | try to give my customersa
little guidance, alittle clarity, shake some of the cobwebs out of their skulls. But sometimes| can get a
glimpse of thingsto come, or your heart's desire. Especidly when therés dready magick intheair.”

TheHost smiled kindly at the witches. "And, let'sfaceit, ladies, I'm aready reading some pretty
beautiful music from the two of you and you're not even singing.”

Tarareached out and laid her hand on top of Willow's. It waswarm, and any unease Willow was
feding about Angd's whereabouts quickly meted. Just having Taras fingers twined with hers made her
amog certain that everything was going to bejust fine.

"Why don't you two fabulous hex girls go up on stage and belt out alittle number for me—maybe
mixing our mutua mojo will give methe extrakick | need to find our Barry Manilow-loving, wayward
vampirewith asoul.”

"Angd likesBarry Manilow?" Willow questioned.

"Did | say Manilow?' Lorne asked in abit of anervous panic. "l meant Barry White. Yah, that'sit."
The demon smiled, pulled asilk handkerchief from ingde his coat, and dabbed at his suddenly sweeting
brow. "Not to change the subject—but what do you say? Will you sing me alittle somethin' and see
whereit takesus?"

Willow wasin apanic. She had absolutely no musical ability, was embarrassed even to Sing "Happy
Birthday" with agroup.

Taking advantage of Willows hesitation, Tara spoke for them both. "It'sworth atry.”

Willow looked to her girlfriend, utter horror etched on her face. "But. . . but | . . ." Shewas
gpeechless. "'l don't sing.”

Tarasmiled, eyestwinkling mischievoudy "Y oull befine" she sad, reaching out to lightly strokethe
gdeof Willow'sface. "I'll do al the harmonies. It1l be fun. And who knows, maybe well find out where

Angd is”

There seemed to be alull between performers, nobody wanting to follow the wraith's South
Pacific medley, when Tarastood and gently pulled her from her chair.

"l can't,” Willow said in apanic, looking to Lorne. "I'd need the right song—and you probably don't
haveit."

The green-skinned demon tapped at the sde of his skull with along, ddicate finger. "Actudly, any
song will do. But baring your hearts and souls, the right song sure helps. I'm betting we've got it in the



mix, though.”

Willow dug through her memories for songsthat didn't have achance of being in the karaoke
machine's menu. There was one song that forced away dl othersfrom her mind, a song that summed up
how she felt about the woman now clutching her hand.

Willow blurted out the title and watched in shock as Lorne broke out in an ear-to-ear grin.

"Bingo!" he said, pointing at the two of them asthe floor dropped out from benegath her. "It's one of
our most requested songs,” the demon said, standing up from the table and moving toward the stage. "L et
me plug it into the machine and welll be good to go.”

Lornefelt atear begin to formin the corner of hiseye. Never had he heard "Endless Love" sung
with such passion and utter sincerity. Puts Diana Ross to shame, he thought as he began to read the raw
emotions streaming from the two young witchesin the midst of aduet. Tarawas singing in avoicefilled
with love. Thislittle chickadee was baring her soul to anyone who wanted to listen. She loved her Willow
and wasn't afraid to show it. And Willow, for al her reticence—and despite an inability to carry a
tune—maiched her girlfriend's passion notefor tortured note. She certainly had powerful fedingsfor
Tara; so powerful, in fact, that it was dmost frightening.

Inthe midst of hisadmiration for their song, as he was reading their emotiona connection, Lorne
was psychically battered by a series of rapid-fire imagesthat practically knocked him from his seet. He
grabbed hold of the edge of the table and | et the staccato flashes of prescience bombard him.

Thefirgt image that exploded into his mind surprised him. It was of an idand surrounded by amist so
thick that it was practically hidden. The idand was inhabited, and he received flashes of the residents
peering out from the darkness of the jungle. These weren't smple idand people, ether, but demons of all
sizes and shapes.

Images of violence erupted before his mind's eye, and Lorne felt his heart quicken, histhroat go dry.
Demonsin the midst of bloody battle. He could practically hear their war cries, their screams of pain as
some were cut down in the frenzy of battle.

The lovebirds were nearing the end of their duet, and Lorne wasfeding drained. These visonswere
horrible, just blind savagery that he could bardly make sense of. Thiswas nothing like his usua
clairvoyance, but rather adark bit of prescience, somehow both amplified and muddled by the innate
magick of the witches. He was attempting to pull back, to tune out the precognitive flashes, when another
series of images unfolded before him.

The Host gasped aoud at what he was seeing: Angel, staked out on arooftop beneath the rising sun
like something out of a John Ford cowboy flick, his skin beginning to blister and then burn. Angel was
screaming astherays of sun ignited the flesh of hisbody.

Lorne recoiled. The connection to the two witches—these two very powerful women—was so
strong that he had to tear his mind away, to shatter the bond his abilities had formed with them, created
by the music. He drove the horrible sights from hismind, al the while knowing he had to remember the
details, the landmarks.

Angd's screams melded with the fina notes of the witches song, and Lorne collapsed on the
tabletop. The crowd at Caritas was clapping wildly for Willow and Tara, none of them noticing their
Host's momentary faintness and the lime green pallor of hisface as he struggled to hisfeet. The two
women kissed sweetly and bowed to their adoring audience.



Lorne glanced at hiswatch. The visons had drained him so badly that he could barely stand, but he
knew he had to get to a phone—to call Cordelia.

The sun would be up soon.

Xander Harrisfet asthough held gone back intime. He carried the stack of ancient texts from
Wedey's office out into the lobby, and the musty aroma carried him back—»back to the library a
Sunnydale High, where hitting the texts of ancient arcanum was as common as going to gym class or
sudying for an English literature test. Well, okay, even more common than the studying. Ah, the good
ol' days.

"Where do you want these?" he asked Cordelia, who was sitting a her desk looking at filesfrom
some demonic database on her computer.

"Put them on the counter,” she said, her eyes never leaving the screen. "As soon as I'm done here,
well hit the booksto seeif there's any mention of our demon buddy Axtius. So far, I'm not getting much
other than the fact that he's bad news—which we dready kinda know."

It was so much like the pagt, yet so entirely different, Xander thought as he set the books down.
Y es, thiswas Corddlia—of that, there was not a single doubt in his mind—but she had changed.

But then again, so had they dl.

" S0 do you ever rent any of the roomsin this place?' he asked, making smdl talk, leaning back
againg the counter and taking in the hotel's surroundings. " Or isthis Strictly a cover— the secret hideout
kind of thing?"

"Why?"' Corddiaasked, signing off from the demonic database and turning toward him. ™Y ou
looking for work?Y ou could probably snag abellboy job somewhere.”

Maybe she hasn't changed much after all, hethought. "Alwaysfancied mysef more of acabana
boy," he said as she approached. "Not the assistant to the cabana boy, but, y'know, the whole cabana
shebang.”

She amiled, rolled her eyes, and removed the top book from the stack he had brought from
Wedey's office. "Are you going to help me or are you going to stand around and dream of your
future—rubbing suntan lotion on the backs of women with skin like old saddlebags?”

He clapped his hands together and rubbed them eagerly. "Onething I've always liked about our
demony friends, there's very little rubbing of lotion involved. Where should | start?!

Corddliahanded him alega pad. "AxtiusisaBrachen demon," she said as she divided the books
into two stacks. "'Find me anything you can on the Brachens, whether you think it'simportant or not:
likes, didikes, turn-offs, turn-ons, favorite country-western s nger—the works."

"Favorite Beatle?' he asked.
"That would be very helpful. But I've got ten bucksit's Ringo.”

He studied her face as she gave him further instructions. She was so much more serious now, filled
with akind of drive that she had never exhibited while they were together back in high school. Watching
her made him think about himsalf. Had he changed as dramatically? Was she noticing the kinds of things
about him that he saw in her—or did she ill think him the big-time goofball he had been when they were
together?



"Y ou're going to need apen,” Cordelia said as she glanced down on the countertop below her. She
reached for the pen, coming very closeto him, and he breathed in the smell of her. Again, hewas
trangported back to times past. He looked into her eyes as she handed him the pen.

"Problem?" she asked.
"It'sgood to see you again, Cordy," he said, taking the offered writing tool. "Redlly."
"Likewise," she answered, and her face blossomed into afamiliar smile that belonged to no other.

Calvin came around the corner, noisily chewing on amouthful of corn chips he had found in the
kitchen. "So how long did you guys go out for?' he asked, giving them an attractive view of the contents
of hismouth.

"Excuse me?' Xander asked, Sartled by the question. What the heck was this kid talking about?
Wasit that obvious? He thought of Anya back at the apartment, recovering from her injuries, and
suddenly felt incredibly guilty. "I have no ideawhat you're talking—"

"Long enough,” Corddiareplied, whilejotting down some notes from abook that looked like it had
been bound in rhinoceros hide. "But that was along time ago, wasnt it, Xander?' she said, looking up a
him. "The bad old daysin Sunnydale. We block them out.”

He wasn't sure how to answer. But the look in her dark eyes said it al. She was fine with the past
and al that had happened to them—both the good and the not so good. It was a lifetime ago, her eyes
said. She was not the same person—and neither was he.

"Ancient history. Practicaly prehistoric,” he said, taking abook from the stack closest to him.
"That's the Brachen demon we're looking for?* he asked, attempting to change the subject.

"That'sit," she said, going back to her own book.

Calvin continued to chew noisily, watching them. "1 knew it," he said between chomps. "Y ou two
got that whole energy going on. Don't need radar to pick that up.”

Xander threw down his pen, tired of the teen's attention. "Enlighten us, Dr. Phil, what can you see
that gives away our sordid past?’

The boy smiled knowingly. "Y ou know, that whole we-was-once-kickin'-it-and-now-were-not
thing. Y ou got alot more information about each other than just ordinary friends do. It'skind of hard to
forget that stuff when you find yoursdvesjust plain old friends again, know what I'm sayin'?"

Xander was sillent, chancing a nervous glance at the woman with whom he'd once been . . . kickin'

Corddiasmiled. "Wow. They teach that kind of relationship psychology in nursery school these
days?' Sheraised an eyebrow at Xander. "I'd say he winsthe big teddy bear stuffed with shredded
Styrofoam, what do you think?"

Calvin had shoved another large handful of corn chipsinto this mouth, waiting for his accolades.

"] think he needsto learn to chew with his mouth closed,” Xander snapped, not caring in the least for
the teenager's observations—no matter how astute they were.

The telephone began to ring. "Play nice, boys," Cordelia said as she left them to answer it.



The youth continued to eat, unfazed by Xander's obvious hodtility. "I can't believe you let something
that fine get away,” Calvin said in acongpirator's whisper. " She dumped you, right?*

Xander clutched his pen tighter and opened the book before him. "Brachen demons,” he muttered
beneath his breath as he began to read. "It's al about the Brachen demons.”

"Angd Invedigations,” he heard Cordeliasay. "Hey, Willow," she said in greeting, "any luck
finding—"

The conversation went cold behind him.

Xander turned to watch as Cordelia spoke to Willow. Thelook on her face told him something
wasn't right. Hewas good like that, askill that he had mastered over his yearswith the Scoobies.

Looks of absolute horror usualy meant bad news.
CHAPTER EIGHT
"So what exactly are we looking for, here?' Buffy asked.

Gunn glanced at her, hisgaze Szing her up asit did every time he looked her way. Buffy had a
feding Gunn did not know what to make of her. Everything he knew of Angdl had come after her, so his
knowledge of Buffy was more as Angdl's ex than as Slayer. Certainly he must know what the Slayer was,
but from what she understood, Gunn had learned to fight vampires and demons on the streets without the
benefit of the history or the folklore. He knew what she was, but it didn't mean anything to him. There
was something sort of refreshing about that.

"Between me, Wes, and Angd, weve got alot of informants running around L.A. The onewith
consstently the best info, the most reliable, is Zeke. That's short for Ezekiel. HEshomeless. The places
we've checked are the ones we know he hangs at. Figured we'd start with the best.”

They stood on the kind of Los Angeles street corner that figured so prominently inthe E! channd's
Mysteries and Scandals and the works of James Ellroy. Prostitutes lounged against buildings under
blinking neon, and homeless men and women lingered in the shadows a stone's throw away. A couple of
cars had dowed, drivers eyeing Buffy as though she might be on the menu. She had assured them with a
gesture that she was not, but Spike thought it was hysterical.

The vampire trawled the sea of progtitutes, smiling and flirting, oozing the sort of danger he had once
been capable of, and the hookers giggled and smiled at him, loving his accent. Even the older pros
seemed to love him, seemed to sense that he was one of them, in away, used to roaming the night world.

Wed ey had moved off awaysto spesk to apair of homeless people Buffy thought might not be
people at dl. Not with the way they moved and the way their bodies were so fully covered.

"Homeless demons,” Buffy observed quietly.
Gunn nodded. "Zeke, t0o."

"What kind?"

"What kind of what?'

"Of demon,” Buffy said, raising an eyebrow.

"Oh. Don't know, exactly. | just know he ain't human. Funky-looking dude, but he's never steered



uswrong."

There was aloud commotion, suddenly, and Buffy and Gunn turned to see aprogtitute dap Spike
acrosstheface. The vampire only grinned a her and blew her akiss. Down the block, though, Buffy
could see atdl, muscle-bound figure heading aong the sidewalk toward them, and she knew it wastime
torein Spikein.

The Sayer strode quickly over to him, ignoring the looks she received from the hookers, and tapped
him on the shoulder. Spike turned toward her, one eyebrow arched.

"What's the matter, Buffy? Want to get your licksin?"
"Nobody's getting any licksin,” she said darkly. "Come over here. And don't stray.”

The progtitutes laughed, and Spike glared at her amoment before he followed. When they reached
the place where Gunn stood on the corner, the demon hunter smiled at Buffy.

"Gotta keep your dog on ashort leash, huh?”
"Either that or get him fixed."

Gunn's expression became grave. "Way | heard it, he's been fixed. Wouldn't be enough, to my mind.
Only one way to make sure that kinda dog doesn't bite.”

"Standing right here," Spike snapped.

Eyes glinting with anger, Gunn rounded on him. "Not by my invitation. | don't even know what
you're doing here. What I've heard, Angel's not gonna be too happy to see you, anyway. | don't see why
nobody's given him your ashesin an urn, just to make him smile.”

Spike's laugh was heavy with irony. He reached into his pocket and pulled out apack of cigarettes,
tapped one out, and put it between hislips, then lit it with asilver lighter. Lighter and pack went back into
his jacket with deight of hand worthy of the stage. Then Spike smiled at Gunn, but it was a predator's
qmile

"Got it dl figured out, have you, Homeboy Van Helsing?' the vampire purred. Then hetook along
drag on the cigarette and blew out the smoke and the smile disgppeared. "Funny, that bit is. Y ou've got
one of the nastiest vamps ever lived right under your nose, day in, day out, and instead of giving him the
pointy end, you spend your time cleanin’ up his messes, wipin' hisnosefor 'im."

Buffy started to get between them, but Gunn moved quickly, getting up into Spikesface, glaring a
him. They were practicaly noseto nose.

"Maybe you oughta watch your mouth. While you're doing thet, you don't want to be comparing
yourself with Angdl. Y ou're always gonnacome up short.”

Spike drew on the cigarette again, the tip glowing red like the neon of the stores around them. "Too
right,” the vampire agreed. "Pains my ego to admit it, but in hisday, well . . . let'sjust say Angdl wasthe
onewe dl looked up to, the onewe al wanted to belike."

"I've heard the stories."

"Not the bloody same as bearing witness to the master at work in al hisglory. He wasredly
something," Spike sneered. " Should've seen it. Drove people mad just for laughs. Saw him drink alittle



girl dry onetime and dip her back under her covers, nice asyou please; madeit look like she was just
degping." Heturned to Buffy. "Did something smilar to Giless old girlfriend, didn't he, Sayer?"

Buffy fet asurprising surge of anger rush through her, and she reached out with her right hand and
poked astiff finger at his chest, her fingernail pressing the exact spot where she would have punched a
stake in. Spike blinked and stared at her.

"That'senough,” shetold him.
Gunn smiled now, and Spike sneered at him, nogtrilsflaring.

"Don't know why you keep him around,” Gunn said. "I'd kill him just to shut him up, never mind the
basic principle of him being avampire.”

Buffy felt some of her anger switching focus from Spike to Gunn. Her brow furrowed as she gave
him ahard look. "He has hisuses. And | have ahard time getting my mind around killing anything theat
cant fight back.”

"Never bothered him," Gunn sniffed, his skin gleaming in the neon light, voice too low for anyone but
Buffy and Spike to hear, though the protitutes and a couple of guys passing by on the sdewalk dl
seemed very interested in the conversation. "Maybe | oughtajust dust him mysdlf.”

Buffy lifted her chin and stepped in front of him. "That isn't up to you.”
"Who says?"

"l do. But I'll make you aded. He getsthat chip out of hishead, getsal fang-happy again, you'll be
my firgt phonecdl.”

Gunn nodded dowly. He stared at Buffy, then glanced at Spike before stalking off to where Wedey
was gtill in conversation with the two homeless demons. Buffy watched him go, troubled. She had known
that working with Angd's people was likely to causeits share of friction, and that bringing Spike along
was not going to be popular. Now she was second-guessing herself. When they managed to track Angel
down, she had afedling hisreaction to Spike's presence was going to be alot harder to defuse than
Gunn's

"Knew you'd stand up for me, Sayer," Spike said, sdling up beside her so close that it made her
skin crawl.

She shivered and stepped away, glaring at him. "I wasn't. | was standing up for mysdlf. Defending
the decison | make every day that goes by with you still waking the earth.”

Spike had smoked his cigarette down to a nub and he dropped it and ground it out with his boot.
Then hetook another step closer to Buffy, arms stretched out at his sides, exposing his chest to her. "Go
on, then. What're you waiting for?'

Buffy stared a him along moment, fedling the weight of the stake that was hdd tight in asmall
sheath she wore clipped to the rear waistband of her pants. At length she turned away and strode toward
Wedey and Gunn.

"That'smy girl,” Spike called after her. " 'Sat out of pity, or just my boyish charm working its magic
onyou?'

Sheignored him asif he had never spoken. Wed ey glanced up as she approached. He said



something to the homeless demons, and they dipped off into the dley and werelost in the shadows.

Buffy was impressed by the changesin him. The officious, uptight Watcher who'd dways had one
hand on the rule book had become avery different man. He had aways been bright, his expertisein the
supernatura formidable. But Wedey had never shown any sign of leadership ability, no confidence, and
amost no physica prowessto speak of. The time that e apsed since he'd been fired by the Council had
forged someone amost completely new. Or perhaps, just stripped away the veneer they had cast himiin.

Now, though it was Angel's mission they were dl participating in, it wasreally Wedey who caled
the shots, and he bore that responsbility with aquiet grace and dignity. He had become stronger in every
way, and there was something imposing about him now. Wedey Wyndam-Pryce wasn't ajoke anymore.
He had the mind for thiswork, and for the first time, Buffy had begun to redlize he had the edge as well.

They had spent a couple of hours dready in the monstrous underworld of Los Angeles, and Buffy
had seen the respect with which Wedey and Gunn were treated. Angel'slittle family had made
themselves aforce to be reckoned with, that much was clear.

"Anything?' Buffy asked, her gazeticking from Wedey to Gunn. Spike had started flirting with
progtitutes again, but Buffy ignored him.

"Only what we dready knew, I'm afraid,” Wedey said. "Angel has been here. He sought Zeke out
himsdlf, but apparently he had no better luck than were having at finding him."

"IsZeke ahdf-breed?" Buffy asked quickly, thinking they were unlikely to find him diveif hewere,
"No. Pureblood,” Wedey replied.

"l don't get this" Gunn said, frowning. "Weve been following Angd'strail. Doesn't sound like his
search was turning up anything, and now he's disappeared on us. Timeline sayshewas at Charlie
Nickelss place last. So where would he go from there?

Buffy sudied him. "Charlie. . ."
"TheNinth Leve," Wedey darified. "That seedy—"

"l remember,” Buffy replied. That particular dive had been their first stop, but the shriveled little man
who ran the place had been usdless, telling them only that he and Angedl had spoken, that Angdl had
mentioned Axtius, and that he was distraught over the murder of someone named Harold Hill, whoever
that was. Angel thought it tied in with his present case.

Gunn wasright, though. Of dl the placesthey'd been, it seemed like The Ninth Level had been
Angd's|ast stop. Buffy redlized that she knew dmost nothing about Angd'slife herein Los Angdles, that
she had learned more about his haunts and the people he cdled hisfriendsin thelast few hoursthanin dl
the time since they had been gpart.

"Thisisn't my town," shetold the two men. "Where would he go next?'

Wedey furrowed his brow in contemplation amoment, tapping idly at histemple. Then his eyebrows
went up, and helooked at Gunn. "How are the killers getting around?

"The sawers, you think?" Gunn asked.

"Could be." Wedey nodded. "If Angel suspected as much, he might've goneto talk to Abner."



Now Buffy waslogt. "Who's Abner?’

Half an hour later, she had her answer. Wedey had led them to a construction area behind which
was alarge sewer grating, and then down insde. The smell wasterrible, but not nearly as bad as she had
imagined. Buffy did not have to ask how Wedey knew the sawers, she hersdf knew the maintenance and
sewage tunnels underneath Sunnydale very well, both because many of the nocturnal demons holed up
there and because Angel had often travel ed those sunless routes when he was living there.

Spike grumbled discontentedly for most of the journey, and severd times Wedey's memory proved
faulty and they had to backtrack, but soon enough they came upon a junction where a blockade had
been constructed to bar passage into aside tunnd.

"What'sthis, then?' Spike asked, staring at the barricade. "That's one enormous beaver, built this
thing."

And it was somewhat reminiscent of abeaver'sdam. The faux wall had been constructed of
shopping carts and discarded clothing, plastic and paper bags, and possibly other refuse aswell. There
was asort of passage through this obstruction that Buffy gauged as roughly four feet square, and Wedey
had to duck down to move throughiit.

"Getting theideathe evil isdrawn mainly to citieswith big sewer systems,” Buffy muttered, mostly to
hersdlf, as she crouched to follow him through.

It was darker on the other sde. Most of the tunnels had sparse lighting to guide workers, but here
there seemed only one dim light, just alittle farther along this side juncture. Wedey had paused to gaze at
Buffy and she saw the gleam of that distant light off the rim of his glasses.

"Or, perhaps,” the former Watcher suggested, " certain architects designed the sewer systems of
some cities to accommodate the demonic races.”

Buffy nodded. "Never thought of that before. Guess| don't think of them asthat organized.”

"They're not, usudly,” Wedey replied. "Which makesit dl the more troubling, and perilous, when
they are.”

With that, he turned and continued on aong the dark tunnd. Buffy followed, with Gunn and Spike
bringing up the rear. She expected them to bicker more, or for Gunn to attack the vampire, but the two
merely glowered at each other and kept on in silence.

Thirty yards from the barricade, the tunnel curved dightly left and around that corner it dead-ended.
Buffy stared speechlesdy at the sight that greeted them there. The dead end itsalf was another barricade
smilar to thefirgt. In front of it wasakind of nest, the sort of squat that she had heard homeless people
had built al over the subway tunnels under New Y ork City. There were bookshelves and ragged
carpets, an iron pipethat served as a clothes rack, and afuton neatly made up with astained Winnie the
Pooh bedspread. A huge high-backed chair with the stuffing poking out of severd tearsfinished the
picture. Candles burned in dishes set on the concrete al around this bizarre apartment.

Skinned rats hung from long nail sthat had been driven into the wall.
"Damnit. HEs not here," Wedey said, hisvoice echoing wetly off the damp sewer walls.

"Ahwell, what adisappointment,” Spike said, sighing. "Now can we please leave?'Snot exactly the
sort of Hollywood nightlife | was hoping for on thistrip.”



"Y ou down here on vacation, paeface?' Gunn said, histeeth clenched. " 'Cause Disneyland isn't on
the agenda.”

Buffy ignored them, her atention instead focused on a shuffling sound she heard from beyond the
barricade. She raised a hand and shushed them, and Wedey glanced quizzically at her before he, too,
heard the noises. They dl stared at the opening in the obstruction, beyond which there was only
darkness.

The shuffling noises stopped. There was a pause, and then aface loomed out of the darkness, a
horrid, apelike visage with long, jagged fangs. The demon was hideous and crud looking. From what
Buffy could seein the gloom, the back of its head was covered with sharp quills aslong as knitting
needles. The Sayer shifted her stance to prepare for an attack.

The demon smiled. "Why, if it isn't Abner'sfriend Wedey! Hello, Wedey!"

Wedey grinned and strode forward into the odd abode. " Abner! Good to see you. Did you ever get
around to reading that Steinbeck | loaned you?"

The enormous demon, which turned out to be shaped much like agorilla, only larger, lumbered
farther into thelight, and Buffy saw that his entire back was covered with the savage-looking quills.

He shook Wedey's hand and nodded gravely. "Abner did read the Steinbeck, Wedey. He did. It
made him sad. But good sad." The demon studied the former Watcher's hands, and then his expression
changed, his eyes going wide with despair. "No books for Abner?!

"Not thistime, I'm afraid,” Wedey said with earnest regret.

Buffy stared at the two of them. Thiswas Angd'sworld, then, good-natured, sewer-dwelling
Quas modo-esque demons and gnarled former humans with ataste for musical theater. And | thought
Sunnydale was strange, she thought. She glanced at Gunn, who shifted impatiently. Spike smply gaped
at Wedey taking to the big, sweet, porcupine-quilled demon and rolled his eyes.

"Actudly," Buffy said, moving onto one of the carpets, into the flickering candldight, "werelooking
for Angd. Has he been down here tonight?'

Abner blinked and stared at her. He sniffed the air and came abit closer, then sniffed again. Shyly,
he glanced a Wedey. "Pretty girl. Don't get lots of pretty girls down here.”

"Can'timaginewhy," Spike muttered, hanging back.

The big demon rose up suddenly, glaring a him, the quills on hisback standing straight up likea
dog's hackles. "Vampires," Abner said, and he spat on the floor in disgust.

"He's got your number,” Gunn noted.

Wedey cleared histhroat to get Abner's attention. "It redlly isimportant that we locate Angel. The
Sayer asked if you'd seen him."

Abner vigbly flinched. The quillslay flat and tight against hisbody, and he stared a Buffy in abject
terror, staggering back severd steps as though he had been struck. "Sayer?' he cried. ™Y ou bring the
Sayer after Abner?'

"No, no, I'm not after you," Buffy said quickly, her heart going out to the big, ugly lummox. "I'ma
friend of Angd's. Were al"—she glanced at Spike—"he's got trouble, and we're hereto help him."



The demon shook his head back and forth with such vehemence, Buffy wondered if he was going to
hurt himsdlf. " Abner hasn't seen Angdl. Nope, nope. Not tonight. Not for weeks. Angel doesn't visit like
he used to. Since his old place exploded.”

His gaze ticked from Wedey to Gunn to Spike and back to Buffy. He smiled, and there was
something profoundly unnerving about that anxious grin filled with tiny dagger teeth.

"Abner going now. Angd's friends make themsdves at home. Might be goneawhile."

With onefind, nervous glance a Buffy, the demon dipped out through the rear partition of his sewer
gpartment and was gone with adamp shuffling of feet. Buffy felt badly that she had scared him off, but
they got the information they had come for. Angel hadn't been down here, asfar as Abner knew.

"So we're back to square diddly,” she said, sighing.

Wedey nodded. "Let's seeif the others have had any better luck." He withdrew acdlular phone
from his pocket and punched a button, then stared at the face of it. "Damn. No signd. Well haveto get
above ground.”

Asthey traveled back toward the ladder that would lead them up into the construction site where
they had made their descent, Gunn fdll into step beside Buffy. For severa seconds he smply matched her
gait, and then he glanced sidelong at her. "Man, Abner wasn't wild about you, was he? Acted like you
were the bogeyman.”

Buffy said nothing. She felt badly enough about frightening the harmless demon without Gunn making
her fed worse. But Spike was just behind them and had heard Gunn'swords.

"Silly sod, you don't get it at al, do you? That's what happens when your knowledge of the bleedin'
forces of darkness amountsto, 'Hey, look, that doesn't look quiteright, let'skill it." The vampire paused,
and Gunn actudly glanced backward, waiting for his next words.

"Far asthe bloody night folk are concerned, she is the bogeyman.”

They passed severd minutesin silence and soon came to the ladder. Down in the sewers, he had
been unableto get asignd on hiscdl phone. But Wedey had climbed only hafway to the surface when
the phone began to chirp.

For what seemed an eternity, Angel swam in and out of consciousness, glimmers of awareness
punctuated by pain as his broken bones tried to knit themsalves back together. During the periods when
he was awake, Angel tried to push away the smell of the tar paper roof and the words Axtius had
whispered to him. He focused on the spikes that had been driven through hislegs and hands and kept
him pinned to theroof. Carefully, dowly, hetried to work hislimbs againgt the cold iron of these
impalings. But the pain was excruciating, and each time he tried to tear one of hishands or legsfree he
would tumble into black unconsciousness once more.

Each time he came to he would gaze at the sky, searching for any signs of the coming dawn. And it
was coming, that was certain. Soon. The brilliance had begun to bleed from the glow of the city lightsas
hints of the rising sun turned the sky from black to blue. Soon it would be timefor onefind effort to tear
himself free, an effort that was sure to leave him unconscious even longer than before. How long, he did
not know. But too long and it would kill him.

In the back of hismind, Angdl knew that it was for naught. The heads of the spikesin hisflesh were
too broad. He would not be able to tear loose without leaving both his hands and the muscle mass of his



lower legs behind, and that would beimpossible.
Sunrise was coming.
Hewas going to die.

With aroar more of frustration than pain, he tightened his grip around the spikesin the pams of his
hands and pulled. Lightning shards of agony shot through his broken shoulder and shattered
ribs—undoing any hedling they might have accomplished—and in the darkness of hismind it seemed
fireworks blossomed. He could barely fedl the woundsin his hands, so great was the other pain. Then he
felt flesh and musclein the palm of hisright hand begin to tear, and he let loose abellow of pain.

Unconsciousness claimed him once more,
Angel! Oh, no. We've got to get himinside! Angel!
His eyesflickered open again.

"Wakey wakey, big boy. You'rein atight spot, my tone-deaf amigo, and theresno time for lying
down onthejob."

The edges of Angd's mouth turned up just dightly. Despite the pain hewasin, that voice made him
smile. He managed to rotate his head partidly to theright, but stopped as his eyes went out of focus. His
lagt effort had left him completely drained. Any further movement might make him lose consciousness
again, and from the look of the lightening sky, he could not afford thet.

Lorne. Lornewas here. The Host of Caritas wasthe last person in the world he would expect to
play cavary, but Ange was not about to complain. Hisvison dowly cleared, and Angel saw two other
figures standing with the green-skinned demon. Willow. A stray thought skittered around inside Angel's
head, that her hair clashed with the bright orange silk suit Lorne was wearing. Crazy thought. . .

"Willow," Angd rasped.
"I'm herel" she cdled to him. "He'sawake. He'stalking— which is good news, right?"

A response came, the voice soft, and Angel frowned as he tried to see through the predawn gloom.
The smple scrunching of his eyebrows made his head swim again, but though he could not see her he
redlized the other person who had arrived with Willow and Lornewas Tara, Willow's girlfriend. Angel
liked her, shy, quiet, powerful.

Witches, hethought. Axtius wouldn't have expected witches.

Still disoriented, he stared at them and his spirits sank. Willow and Tarawere not moving any closer.
Why werethey so far away, ill? Didn't they see that the sunrise was dmost here? What was Lorne
doing, just standing there? They could pry up the spikes, just drag him. . .

The wards, hethought. They're not powerful enough.

And it wastrue. In the strange fog insde his mind he heard Willow swearing, talking to her lover and
to hersdlf in that sweet cadence that he had aways been so fond of, fretting over the power of the wards.

"...downbeow...," heheard Tarasay.

Then Lorne'svoice. "... knock the roof out from under him. The magick shouldn't stop the collapse.”



Willow. "... covered up until we canfigure. . ."

Angd closed hiseyes. Their voices did not seem to match the movement of their lips. Hisbrain was
enshrouded in migt, nothing was working right. There was one thing he knew, one thing he fdt quite
keenly, however.

His skin was prickling with the unseen heet of the sun. Dawn was gtill ashort way off, but he could
fed it, asthough hisflesh yearned to burn with the sunrise.

Lorne, Willow, and Tara could do nothing but bear witness.

The door at the back of the tenement building had been torn off its hinges. The wood cracked as
Buffy walked over it, eyesfrantically searching the dark for stairs that would take her up. The place stank
worse than the sawersthey had just come from. There wasfilth here, dank walls, leaking pipes,
excrement, and worse, the scent of desth. Her mind flashed back to the warehouse in Sunnydae where
she had found a group of murdered half-breeds, and she redlized that if she searched this place she was
likdy to find asmilarly grotesque scene.

Angel, she thought, spotting the entrance to the stairs. As she ran for them she glanced a awindow.
Even through the grime that covered it, she saw that the gloom had lightened even further.

Never had she wished so deeply that morning would not come.
"No!" Wedey sad firmly ashe camein behind her.

Buffy glanced back and saw that he was speaking into his cell phone, not to her. Not that she would
have stopped if he had been. Gunn and Spike came in behind Wedey. Buffy did not even dow down.
She sprinted up the creaking steps, leaving them behind even as she heard the dwindling sounds of
Wedey's phone conversation with Corddia

"No, stay there," Wedey inssted. "We were closer, it only made sensefor usto . . . were here
now, yes. .. I'll call you back."

Buffy raced up fiveflights of stairs. Thefifth-floor door to the roof had aso been magickaly torn
fromits hinges. It smoldered whereit lay on the wood floor, not with fire, but with the sorcerous power
that had been used to rip it down. The Slayer ran past it, up the dozen steps to the roof.

The sky was a beautiful indigo.
On the eastern horizon, golden light gleamed, threatening morning.
"Angd," Buffy whispered.

Shetook in the scenein an ingtant, frozen there on the tar-paper roof. Willow and Tara stood with a
garishly dressed demon with horns and streaked blond hair. It had to be Lorne, she redlized, the demon
from that karaoke club Wedey had told her about, Caritas. Beyond them, Buffy saw Angel, amsand
legs spread out, huge iron nails driven through each of them, crucifying him againgt the tenement roof. His
head was turned dightly toward her, but there was no flash of recognition in his eyes. He looked drunk,
or drugged; he looked completely helpless, and it made her waver for amoment, fedling asthough the
world had been pulled out from under her.

Buffy was aware of Wedey Gunn, and Spike coming onto the roof behind her, even heard the click
of meta on meta and recognized it as the sound of Spikeslighter as he fired up another cigarette. She
smelled the smoke ashe took hisfirst drag. None of these thingsredly registered. She was frozen, and



the sun was going to come up.
Willow caled to her.

Spike whistled gppreciatively as he saw what had been doneto Angdl. "Now that's anasty bit of
work."

The Slayer whipped around to glare at him. Spike only raised an eyebrow and took another drag on
his cigarette. Buffy spun again and, freed from the paralysisthat her fear for Angel had wrought upon her,
shefdt hersdf propelled toward him. Her conscious mind had been overridden by the primitive need, the
ingtinct to save him, and she raced across the tar paper roof toward him.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Willow moving to intercept her, reaching out for her. Buffy did
not even dow down. Taracaled to her to stop.

A dozen feet away from Angdl, the Sayer struck something, abarrier in midair. Her body danced as
though eectrified, and then she was thrown backward, twitching on the ground as the magick coursed
through her. It hurt, but she had taken pain before, and far worse than that.

Buffy sprang to her feet and tried to see what it was that had stopped her. Whatever was keeping
her from Angel it wasinvisible. She shot aglance a the witches and the lanky demon beyond them, who
even now waswalking nearer to Angd with his hands out asif sensing the perimeter of the barrier that
prevented them from reaching him.

"What isit?" she demanded, knowing her voice was frantic, but not caring.

"Wards. Redlly, redlly powerful wards," Willow said, the regret plain on her face. "Wevetried afew
spdls, but—"

"Try somemore," Buffy snapped, turning away from her and staring at the roof beneath her feet. She
saw them now, symbols and crude drawingsin white paint, like runes and hieroglyphicsal run together.
They madeacircleal around Angdl.

They weregoing to kill him.
If Buffy couldn't get through, Angel would die.

Theinjured, barely conscious vampire moved, and the motion drew her eye. Buffy heard him groan
in pain and saw him trying to tear hisleft hand free of the enormous nail that had been pounded throughit.
Much as she wanted him to stop, for amoment she prayed he would succeed. Instead, his eyelids
fluttered and closed and his body went limp.

Willow and Tarabegan to chant in Latin. Buffy paid little attention to the spdll, knowing they would
do everything in their power. But on the sorcery grading scale, they weren't at the top yet. Buffy had to
acknowledge that whoever had done thiswas likely more powerful than Willow and Tara.

Gunn loomed up beside Buffy. He stood at the perimeter of the scrawled wards staring at Angdl.
Wedley had kndlt down to look at them, and he swore under his breath. "I can't trandate this" he said.
"Not in the next few minutes. Not before—"

Hiswords died unspoken, but Buffy knew what he was going to say. Not befor e the sun comes
up.

At her sde, Gunn spokein alow voice, his gaze never leav-ing Angdl's proneform. "Maybeif we



try together?'
Buffy glanced a him. Wed ey had looked up aswell, and now he stood and moved closer to Gunn.
"Let'sdoit,” the Sayer said.

The three of them took afew steps back, exchanged a glance, and in unison they rushed theinvisible
barrier above thewards. Buffy threw hersdlf at it with all her strength, tightening her body up in hopes
that the impact would alow her to pass through.

Once more she struck the barrier, and pain seared her bones, shot through her body. She threw her
head back, twitching uncontrollably as she crumbled to the ground again. Wedey and Gunn had both
shouted in pain and they fell in aheap beside her, the echoes of their agony sweeping across the roof.

Aching, Buffy rose once more. A moment later, Gunn did the same. Wed ey did not get up. Hewas
UNCONSCIOUS.

The upper rim of the sun appeared over the Los Angeles cityscape to the east, the sky on the
horizon apae, perfect blue.

Buffy ran to Willow, staring &t her, pleading. "Will?"
Willow shook her head, reaching out to clasp Tara's hand.

"Wejust can't bresk it, Buffy," Taratold the Slayer. "Wevedl tried to go through,” she said,
gesturing toward the green-skinned demon. Lorne, Buffy reminded hersdf.

Even as shefocused on him, Lorne smiled and nodded to himself as he completed hiswak around
the magicka barrier.

"Hold tight, handsome," the demon called to Angdl. "That outfit is ruined, but we may be ableto
savetherest of you."

Buffy rushed to him. 'What do you mean?' she demanded, eyesticking past him toward the diver of
blazing sun on the horizon. "What do you know?"

Lorne pushed her hands back and brushed the lapels of hisjacket. "Simmer down, siter. | want to
save the big lug as much as anyone. Took me aminute, but I've trand ated the scrawl around him.
Terrible penmanship, by theway."

"Lorne, sunrise!” Willow prodded.

"Right," the demon said, nodding. "Anyway, whoever ingtdled this baby cast aspell that would hold
back anything. That is, any living thing. Demon, human, or otherwise. | guess—given who Angel isand
what he does for aliving—our bad guy never figured anyone dead would try to help him."

A shiver went through Buffy. The sky was light enough now that she could see the expressonson
the faces of everyone on the roof as she turned to glare at Spike, who stood safdly in the shadows just
insde the door that led back downgtairs. Thetip of his cigarette glowed. He had obvioudy not been
paying attention, but now he seemed to fed them al staring at him and he looked up.

"Spike," Buffy sad tentatively.

He glanced at each of them. Buffy doubted he had listened to much of what had been said, but he
put it dl together right there.



"Y ou'rethe only onewho can doit,” shetold him.

Spike stared at her, glanced at the sunrise, then stared at her again. "Bollocks."
CHAPTER NINE

unnydale

Gilesseyes were burning. He pushed hisfingers up under his glasses and rubbed at them. Hisentire
body ached from being douched in the cramped front seet of his car for the past four hourswith only a
bag of chocolate-chip cookies and a repeating crossbow for company. Now he stretched giffly, joints
popping in hisneck and shoulders. The backs of hislegswere so tight, it felt to him as though he had just
woken from acoma, his muscles atrophied.

It angered him. As Buffy's Watcher, he kept himsdf fit in order to train with her and to aid her in the
fied. But now, asthe sky began to lighten after an excruciatingly long and boring night, the promise of the
morning on the eastern horizon, Rupert Gilesfdt old.

Once more herotated his head, trying to work the stiffness out of his neck. He cradled the
crosshow in hislap and glanced over his shoulder, but there was no sign of anyone on the street. The car
was parked in the circle at the dead end of Fenton Road. Giles gazed out through the windshield at the
darkened face of the duplex that occupied thelot at the far end of the circle, itslawn overgrown, its paint
pedling, and nothing behind it but asmall stretch of trees that—after an interruption for arow of power
lines that marched behind this neighborhood—turned into Miller's Woods.

That morning the local paper had reported a spate of recent disappearancesin the areaaround
Fenton Road. The news story had not mentioned Fenton Road specificaly, but the neighborhood in
generd. Inlessthan amonth a seventy-five-year-old retired house painter, aforty-two-year-old
schoolteacher, and two teenage girls had turned up missing within four blocks of one another. In each
case, the first guessthe police had made was that they had run off of their own will. Theretired house
painter had Alzheimer's disease and might have wandered. The schoolteacher might have been having an
affair and left town with her lover. The teenagers might have responded to the bright lights and the Siren
cdl, the seductive promise of Los Angeles. Teenage girlsdid it all thetime, ran off to L.A.

Those were reliable answers for the Sunnydal e Police Department. They avoided more difficult
questions.

But four people gonein three and a half weeks?

The newspaper had found that suspicious, and so had Giles once he had read the report. He had
spent the early part of the night patrolling the neighborhood for vampire activity, for that was awayshis
first guess. Unless there were indications otherwise, he presumed it was nothing more exotic than
vampires.

When his patrol had turned up nothing, Giles had taken a different approach. With Dawn's help he
had searched the red estate listings for homesfor salein the vicinity of the disappearances. There were
five. But only one of them wasfor sae because of the death of its owner. At present, the duplex he had
spent the past four hours staring at was in the possession of the bank. The owner had left no will and had

no offspring.
For the moment, nobody owned this place.

The vampireswould not have needed an invitation.



When he had first rolled up in his car and gotten aglimpse of the place, he had known this place was
avampire nest. It was perfect. The for sdle sign was gone. At the end of the street, set back in the trees,
and with so many victims nearby. They would nest here for atime, hunting far and wide, and then when
they sensed they might be bringing attention to themsdlves, they would move on.

He had to hope that they had not moved on just yet.
Not yet.

But asthe night wore on and the black sky turned to indigo and then to dark blue, he began to fear
that he had missed them. If they had left this nest and found another, more people would die before he
could track them again.

A glimmer of gold burned the eastern horizon. Morning was near.
"Damnit," Gileswhigpered in the confines of the car.

His deepy eyes till burned, and he rubbed at them beneeth his glasses again. Thistimewhen he
dropped his hand he caught aglimpse of something moving in the darkness behind the duplex.

Hefroze.

For severa long seconds, his pulse racing, he sat completely still and ignored the protests of his neck
and the musclesin the backs of hislegs. Something el se shifted in the dark behind the house and then
they began to flit from the wood toward the back of the duplex. In the predawn light they were shadow
slhouettes, but watching them like this, seeing them dink across the overgrown back lawn of that house
like the predators they were, Gilesfound the vampires arriva chilling.

One of them paused. Its dark shape stood up a bit straighter, and he was sureit had spotted the car
inthe circle. Would the vampire think he was visiting aneighbor, or would it be curious enough to have a
look insde the car? The leech took severa stepstoward the car, and though it was till at least eighty
yards away, Gilesheld his bregth.

He'd dusted more than hisfair share of the thingsin histime as a Watcher, but there were alot of
them. The Sayer was out of town, and it was down to him. Alone. The odds were dismdl.

But the vampire glanced once at the sky and then retreated around the back of the house, following
the other dark silhouettesinto whatever entrance they had forced into the house. Giles breathed alittle
easier and sat up Straighter. He bent over the repeating crossbow, checking the action again to make
certain it would not jam. On the seat beside him was abag filled with vias of holy water he could splash
on them or shatter againgt their skulls.

But that was not his plan. His plan was smpler.

Giles glanced up at the sky. The blue was no longer quite so dark. The morning would arrivein
earnest momentarily. Then hewould do awalking circuit of the house and search for blacked-out
windows. If he found them, he would shatter them. Inside, he would keep to the sunlight as best he
could, and hewould hunt them, using the sun ashisdly.

That was one of the things he loved about living in southern Cdifornia. The westher back in England
hed made waiting for morning anearly usdless sirategy in dealing with vampires.

He stared at the windows of the duplex, wondering if he would see that vampire looking out at his
car.



Therewasarap at hiswindow. Gilesjumped, hisfinger twitched, and the crossbow fired abolt that
thunked into the passenger door just below the window. His heartbeat triphammered in his chest, and he
Spun on the seet, ready to kick out should avampire shatter the window to reach for him, assuming that
the vampire from the house had gotten agood look at him after al and circled around.

He stared out his car window, mouth opened in agasp of surprise. Then hetook a deep, shuddering
breath and let it out, rolling his eyes. He sat up and cranked hiswindow down partway. "What are you
two doing?' he hissed. "Get inthe car.”

Dawn gave him a sheepish grin and pushed the hair away from her face, but Anyaonly looked
annoyed. As quickly as possible, he got them into the backsesat of the car.

"Sorry," Dawn sad. "Didn't mean to Sartle you."

"Startleme, hdl!" Gilessaid, his gaze ticking back and forth between the new arrivals and the
duplex. "Y ou nearly gave me a heart attack. What do you two think you're doing skulking about out
here?'

"Wewereworried about you," Dawn said, her eyebrows knitting in consternation, asthough she
ought to be the one getting angry. "Y ou've been gone al night. | woke up at, like, four, and ook, no
Giless Hmm. Maybe we should go make sure he hasn't been eaten, | say. Though, if you're gonnaact like
this, maybe you not being eaten isn't apoint for celebration.”

Gilesignored her, directing his pique a Anya. "Y ou were supposed to keep an eye out for her. If
Buffy had any idea—"

Anyaglared at him. "Which she doesn't. And, anyway, don't listen to aword she says. We were not
worried. She wasworried. | was deeping very soundly, thank you, and was very comfortable and warm
just where| was. But when | redlized she wasn't going to leave me done, | figured it wastime she was
your problem again.”

For along moment Giles only gaped at her. Then he looked at Dawn and shook his head dowly.
"Dawn, you know better. Buffy's taught you better than this. So havel. By putting yoursdlf in jeopardy,
you may have put mein jeopardy."

Anyarased her hand tentatively. "And hello? Me? Jeopardy. Alsoin peril of having bags under my
eyes, which makes me cranky.”

Gilesraised an eyebrow and shot her aquizzical look. "What about the rest of the time?”
"I'm too tired to respond to that.”

"Good." Gilesturned his attention to Dawn. "I gppreciate your concern, Dawn, but you knew |
might not return until morning. Y ou should have waited.”

Thegirl glanced away guiltily. "l know. | just... | don't like Buffy being away. | mean, | know she
could just as easily end up toast here, but at least when she'shome | can pretend to mysdlf that | might be
ableto helpif thingsgot redly bad. But downinL.A. ... | don't know. | just decided if things were gonna
get hairy, I'd rather be here with you.”

Giles knew he should chide her further—the two of them coming here had been avery bad
idea—but he could not bring himsalf to do so. With their mother dead, Buffy had gathered her friends
around her and given Dawn akind of makeshift family, but anytime Buffy was not around, Dawn became
abit skittish. Her father might sill be dive, but the way he behaved toward his daughters, Dawn must



havefdt asthough if anything ever happened to Buffy, she would be completely alone.

No, not completely alone, hethought. Not as long as I'm still drawing breath. Thetruth was, he
was touched by the girl's concern.

"All right." He shot Anyaahard look. "Y ou stay in the car. With the doorslocked. I'm going in at
sunrise. If I'm not out twenty minuteslater, go back to the Magic Box and wait for Buffy to check in."

Giles could see that the weight of these words hung heavily upon Dawn. Her expression had
changed, her eyes somehow seemed darker. He suspected that she wanted to tell him not to go in there
at dl, towait for Buffy to come back. But she was the sister of the Slayer, and she knew better. Dawn
Summers knew the consequences of |etting the vampires have free rein. And thiswas why Giles had
remained behind, after al. Someone had to keep the darkness at bay in Sunnyda e while Buffy was

avay.

The last of the night drained out of the sSky above, and the three of them sat in sllencein that car,
waiting for the sunrise.

Los Angeles

Spike could fed thewarmth of therising sun on hisflesh, asthough his skin had suddenly begun to
tighten. The dawn'slight would hurt him, he would begin to smolder, but he knew from experience that he
would not begin to truly burn until he was out in direct sunlight, unprotected. The sun wasonly adiver on
the horizon, above the L os Angeles skyline off to the east. If he wasredlly going to do this, he had
seconds to make an attempt at it or it would be too late and they would both burn.

The vampire narrowed his gaze and glanced around at these people, his companions, perhaps even
his comrades, though they dl hated him.

Well, possibly not all, hethought. Gunn and Wed ey for sure. The demon lounge singer hedidn't
know. Willow and Tarawere dways infuriatingly polite, but he saw it intheir eyes, every glance seeming
to sear abrand into him. Monster. And he was, after al, and proud of it.

Buffy, though? The Sayer did not hate him. Spike was almost sure of that. He had seen something in
her eyes when she looked a him, akind of understanding; there was a connection between them that he
was certain shefdt aswell. Truthwas ... no. He did not want to think about that. Not right now. What he
wanted wasn't going to happen in Los Angeles, not with Angel around.

A dy smile spread across his features as he glanced across at Angel, pinned to the tar paper roof
like he was part of somebody's butterfly collection.

Not with Angel around, hethought again.

But if Angel were not around, things might be different. How could anyone blame Spike, after al, for
not risking his skin for the big, broody ponce? Once upon atime Angelus had shown him what it wasto
be avampire, yet there had always been a bitter shadow over Spike's heart. He had always known that
Drusllafancied Angd, that he himsdf was asubstitute. Then after Angel went soft, got his soul back and
all, Drusillahad come round at last. What she had felt for Spike was as true as she knew how to be, he
was convinced of that. But then the bastard had to come between them, had to muck it al up, drivea
wedge between Spike and Dru that was never going to be fixed.

Spikewas over it. Mostly. His passionate interest was being spent e sawhere these days. But his
hatred for Angel was profound. The last thing in the world he wanted to do was save hislife.



Hisfacefdt scalded by the brightening sky. He blinked away the morning light and found himself
looking at Buffy again. None of them had said anything to him, despite the urgency of the moment. They
gared at him, holding their breath, and he liked that. There was power init. It was up to him whether
Angel lived or died.

Spike wasthinking died.

But then he saw thelook in Buffy's eyes, asilent pleaand aflash of bitter spite. His heart ached to
see that expression on her face.

"Bloody hell," he muttered, dropping his cigarette and raising hislong coat up over thetop of his
head. He shot the demon, Lorne, ahard look. "1 get trapped in there, I'll haunt you the rest of your days."

"What?' Lornereplied, cocking an eyebrow. "From an ashtray?'

Spike scowled, glanced at the sun again, but then looked away, his eyes seared by the brightness.
He could not afford another moment's hesitation. With the coat pulled over his head heran acrossthe
roof, theimage of Buffy's pleading eyes stuck in hishead. The circle of scrawled symbols had created an
invisible barrier, but when he reached those wards that had been painted on the roof, he tensed. He
struck the barrier and for amoment he was caught there like an insect in aspider's web, suspended in
that magickal field as pain raced through his bones.

Then hewasthrough.
"Oh, now that hurt!" he shouted.

Hisface was momentarily exposed. The sunlight scorched hisflesh. He heard it cracklelikeoil ina
frying pain and he covered up again. His hands were smoldering, smoke beginning to rise from them.
When he had glanced at it, the sun had risen dightly farther and the city was quickly shedding thelingering
night, dawn's rays reaching toward the building upon which they stood.

Thiswas a bad idea, hethought. But it wastoo late to turn back, and he could feel the weight of
Buffy's expectant gaze on him, her fear for Angd. Spiketried to tell himsdlf that in the midst of her
overwhelming concern for her ex, the Slayer might spare just afraction of that worry for him. But he did
not | et the hope linger.

Angel was gill unconscious. Not even the searing heat of the morning light had woken him, though
his skin had begun to char and to smolder. On Angel's left cheek, which faced the east, a patch of flesh
the size of aquarter had begun to glow red like the embers of afire. He was not going to be any help a
dl.

Covering himsdf as best he could with the jacket—which did and dipped so that he had to grasp it
and let it hang over him—he knelt and crouched over Angd's supine form. He could smell the other
vampire's blood, but that scent was overridden completely by another—the aroma of his own flesh
beginning to burn.

Spike swore under his breath, snarling as he reached out and tore out the heavy nails that pinned
Ange'slegsto theroof. The flesh had begun to hed around the nails, and when Spike ripped them freeit
tore open the wounds again. Angdl's eyes snapped open, and he roared in pain, hisface changing,
becoming theferd countenance of the vampire. There was recognition in his eyes when he glanced at
Spike, but it was blurred instantly by pain.

Angd's eyes began to smoke. He cried out again and closed them, tried to turn his head away from



the lightening sky as best he could. Spike saw that his eydids had started to burn.

Angd's face was charring badly. Tempted as he was, Spike dared not turn to check the sun's
progress on the horizon.

Seconds. No more than ten. Then they were both done.

Spikelet the coat fal away from hisface. Keegping it in place—protecting himsaf—was too
awkward for him to be able to hurry. He felt the flesh of hisface begin to bubble and blister, the back of
his neck to burn. Hisright arm caught on fire as he reached down to tear out the nailsthat held Angdl's
handsin place. He had to dig hisfingersinto the wounds at Angel's palms, and thistime the other vampire
did not even open hiseyes.

Without warning the dawn broke full upon them, there on the roof. The wave of sunlight that had
marched across the cityscape had finally reached them. Morning was here. The sun set upon them like
napam, and Spike felt hishair begin to burn, his body catching on fire, burning his clothes from theinside
out.

Panic surged through him. Burning. I'mburning! Hisevery inginct wasto run, but he would not.
Now that he'd started this, there was no way he was going to run away.

"Let'sgo, then, you big git," Spike snarled.

With supernatura strength he hauled Angd up off the ground and threw him over his shoulder. Spike
could hear Buffy shouting at him, could hear Willow yelling that Angel was on fire. Did shethink hewas
anidiot? That he couldn't seeit? Couldn't smell it? Couldn't fedl it?

They were both burning.

His mind shut down. He did not even notice the circle of magicka wards as he lunged acrossthe
roof, barely registering the pain as he passed through the sorcerous barrier again. Spike heard avoice
screaming in agony, and it took him amoment to realize that the voice was hisown.

Then the otherswere grabbing at him, covering Spike and Angd up with their jackets, hustling them
through the door that led down into the blessed, cool shadows of the abandoned building, begting at the
flamesthat had erupted from the flesh of the two vampires,

Spike looked up and saw Buiffy staring a him, eyesmoist with relief and gratitude, and he drifted
into unconsciousnessin a haze of pain and satisfaction.

Buffy stood in the open doorway of alarge suite on the second floor of Angd's building, watching as
Willow and Taraprepared herba poulticesto apply to the worst of the burns Angel and Spike had
sustained. They wereterribleto look at, their flesh blackened and scorched, areas of skin burned away
with only crigp edgesremaining. The hair of both vampires had been on fire and partidly destroyed by
the flames. It would grow back, Buffy knew. That was the smplest thing, the least painful, she knew. But
somehow it unnerved her deeply.

They did not even look human, these two old friends, these two old enemies. More like mummies
rescued from amuseum fire. In placestheir clothes had been burned into their flesh, so that it was hard to
tell where leather and denim ended and where skin began.

"“They'll bedl right," asoft voice said behind her.

Buffy turned to find Fred in the hdlway carrying atray laden with more herbs and bandages, aswell



as averd sharp knives. The dim, mousy brunette had been quietly aiding Willow and Tara, finding dl the
ingredients they needed for their poultices, and generdly worrying over Angel as much or more than any
of the others. Buffy wondered if Fred wasin love with Angd, or if— given what she had been told about
his rescue of her from davery in aterrible dternate dimens on—she was smply devoted.

"Excuseme," Fred said timidly, eyes downcast.
The Sayer did not move from the doorway. She stared at the knives. "What are those for?”

A flash of surprising impatience crossed Fred's features as she glanced up. "I haveto cut their
clothesaway or they'll never hed right.”

A shudder went through Buffy. It was an unpleasant job. "Are you sure you don't want someone
elsetodothat? | could—"

"I'll doit," Fred said, eyes downcast once more. "l took care of Angel before when hewasredly
hurt. | candoit again.”

Buffy hesitated, but only for amoment. When she stepped aside to let Fred enter the room, the
other girl gave her agrateful glance and went in. For severad moments longer Buffy watched Fred and the
witches a work, then, finally able to admit to hersdf that there was nothing more she could do for
Angdl... or for Spike ... at the moment, she turned and traced her steps back through the second floor of
the hotd. It wasatruly impressive building, aclassc. With afew million dollars Angd could actudly have
renovated it and opened it up asaworking hotel again. But that kind of thinking wasn't alowed. Fate had
made certain that nothing so mundane as that would ever be possible for either of them. Still, Buffy
admired the place, the huge sprawl of rooms, and wondered what Angel would ever do with al that
space.

Downgtairsin the lobby she found that everyone was till avake. They had al been up the entire
night and the morning hours were passing quickly, but nobody seemed in agreat rush to go to deep
except for thekid, Calvin, who had crashed on asofain the lobby. Xander and Gunn were sitting on the
steps that led up to the front doors. Lorne sat on an antique chair, legs crossed, reading amagazine
nearly as old asthe chair. He reached up and scratched behind one of his horns, apparently not even
noticing Buffy's descent of the stairs. Behind the reception desk, Cordeliaand Wed ey pored over stacks
of dusty old books that made Buffy wonder if Gileswasn't merely bragging when he claimed some of his
own volumeswere one of akind.

Cordeliaglanced up as Buffy strode across the lobby toward the reception desk. "How is he?!

Buffy nodded once. " Still unconscious. Gonna be in boatloads of pain when they wake up. But
Willow saysthey're out of danger. We don't have any reason to think they won't recover, but we don't
know how long it will take."

"Burnslikethat?' Lorne piped up from behind his magazine. "Humans would be dead. But vampires
asold asthose two? Give 'em aday, maybe aday and ahalf, they'll beright asrain.” He lowered the
magazine, asmile on hisface, but the smile faded into alook of disdain. "Or at least Angd will be. The
other ongsatwigted fella, ain't he? No hedling that."

"Thanks" Buffy said, forcingasmile.
"My pleasure, sweetcakes."

The demon graightened the crease dong one leg of his pants, then raised his magazine again. Buffy



dared at the cover asthough she could still see him through it, amazed that aguy with that complexion
and those horns—never mind that fashion sense—could cal her "sweetcakes' without her pounding him
through awall. But there was something charming about Lorne that she couldn't quite put her finger on.

"All right,” Xander said, clapping his hands together as he and Gunn rose from the steps and crossed
to where the others were gathering. " So what's the next move?"

"Seep," Buffy replied. Her gaze ticked from one of them to the next, Corddia, Wedey, Xander, and
Gunn. "Everyone needs afew hours rest or you're going to be uselessto me. After that, while Angdl and
Spike are healing, we do alittle research, find out what we can about this General Axtius, then we hit the
dreetsagain. Only thistimeinstead of finding Angd, well be finding the prickly, blue-faced freakazoid
who did thisto him. | take Axtius down, get him to spill on the Codlition's plans, and we tear down their
war effort before it goes any further.”

The Slayer looked around again. "' So, what do we know?"

Gunn frowned, his brown eyes narrowed to dits as he shook his head, one hand up to hat her.
"Hold up," he said, glancing at Corddia. "Who got char-grilled and made you boss? Thisisour city and
our case. If somebody decided we're supposed to take orders from you, | sure didn't get the memo.”

"Whoa, camd," Xander interjected. "Wait just aminute. Maybe you missed the part where your
bossisupstairs playing dead for awhile? Even if he wasn't, Buffy'sthe Sayer. Say-er. Look it up.
Maybe it'syour case, but it's her mission.”

Buffy could not believe they were arguing about this. She had known that Gunn was dubious about
her satus, the way the others dl deferred to her. He had no ideawhat it really meant to be the Sayer,
and that wasfine, but she needed ateam, and thiskind of arguing wasn't going to help them.

"Ligten, both of you—"

"Actudly, Buffy, | agreewith Gunn,” Cordeliainterrupted. She crossed her arms and defiantly thrust
out one hip. "No offense to your massive ghost-busting ego, but thisisn't your show. Y ou're on our
territory here, and whatever Xander may think, the person in charge of Angel Investigationsis not Angel
a al. It'sWedey. He used to be a Watcher—your Watcher, | might add—and he knows the scenein
L.A. Youdont."

Wed ey was watching this exchange with athoughtful expression on hisface. Buffy was taken aback
by the whole thing. She found hersaf wishing that Giles had come along after dl, despite the fact that she
felt agreat dedl of comfort knowing that he was home keeping an eye on Dawn and Anya. Gileswas her
Waitcher. Even when he had been assigned to the job she had not thought of Wedey asthe onein
charge. She automatically would have deferred to Giles's suggestions, particularly when it cameto the
investigative angle on something. Asthe Sayer, shefet confident in her field strategy, but it was easy to
fdl back on Giles,

But Wesley?

Buffy saw the stern, questioning look on Gunn's face, the expectant expression on Corddlias, and
sheturned to the former Wetcher. "They'reright,” shesaid. "Thisisyour territory. I'm not trying to go all
divaonyou. | just want to get thingsdone.”

Wed ey took off his glasses and tapped them againgt his chin in contemplation. After amoment he
raised an eyebrow in that way he had that made Buffy think of Mr. Spock.



"Asdotherest of us" Wedey told her. "But | have no argument with your suggestions. Y oure the
Sayer, Buffy, and an excdlent strategist, despite your frequent salf-deprecation. We can and should
work together asaunit. Please, lead on. If | think you're taking amisstep, I'll be sureto let you know."

Corddliasmiled, apparently happy to have it settled. Gunn, on the other hand, was not ready to
dismisstheissue quite so readily. " Superpowers don't give her L.A. street smarts," he said.

"True," Buffy agreed, meeting his dubious gaze. "I'll be relying on you for that."
Xander clapped his handstogether. "Good. Thenit's settled. Can there be bed now?"

Over in hisantique chair, Lorne set down his magazine, sood, and stretched, yawning hugely.
"Ahh," he said. "Now that were al one big dysfunctiona family again, the kid'sgot theright idea. A little
lullaby, and I'm off to dreamland.”

"Lorne" Buffy sad, using the demon's namefor thefirst time.
The Host of Caritasturned to regard her quizzically.

"Y ou might not be safe without an escort. Y ou're apure-blood, but there's no way to tell if Axtius
will be ableto find out you helped Angd. Maybe you shouldn't go anywhere without an escort.”

"I'll befine a the club,” the demon argued. "The mojo I've got on that place means no one can touch
me there"

" She's more worried about between here and there," Corddiaput in. "Why not take aroom upstairs
for the night? | can help you find some sheets.”

Buffy shot her agrateful look, appreciative that Cordelia had come to bat with the team spirit,
despite Gunn's obvious reservations.

"Thanks, doll," Lorne said. He glanced nervoudy at the front doors. "I think I'll take you up on that.”

While the demon was speaking, Buffy sensed movement behind and above her, and turned to see
Willow and Taracoming down the stairs, their hands twined together.

"Wel?' Cordeliaasked, before they had even reached the lobby. "What'sthe verdict?"
Willow shrugged and made atired effort at asmile. "Weve donedl we can.”

"They just need to rest now, and hedl," Taraadded. "Angel regained consciousness for aminute, but
he's out again now.”

"Did he say anything?' Wedey asked, eyes narrowed with acute interest.
"He mumbled!" Willow said helpfully. "Sure, it was pretty much gibberish, but hey, progress.”

Buffy took severa stepstoward her, glanced at Wedey, and then focused on Willow again. "What
did Ange say exactly?"

Willow's eyebrows went up in that expression of hersthat could mean so many things. In this case,
Buffy read it as confusion. "He kept talking about 'Harry." Somebody killing Harry, actudly. Didn't say
who Harry was, but kindathinking he'sin trouble.

"He'sashe," Cordeliacorrected. "And shewasin trouble. She'sin the hospital. Axtius sent some



goonsto kill her because she used to be married to Doyle."

Gunn gestured toward her. "Doyle, he'sthe guy used to help you al before Wes and me came
dong, right?'

Buffy saw akind of shadow pass across Cordelias features, some strong emotions revolving around
this question that the other woman was not interested in sharing with the group.

"That'shim," Corddiasad.

"Ange mentioned him acouple of timestoo,” Willow offered. "Pretty disoriented—and who
wouldn't be, with the broken bones and traumatic sunrise? But yep. Harry. Doyle. Axtius. Something
about Axtiusblaming him, | guessfor Doyle dying. Unfortunately, not alot more sense to be made out of

it except—"
"What would Axtius want with the ex-wife of Angel's dead sdekick?' Lorne asked.

Xander walked up beside Corddlia. "Tdl 'em,” he said. Then he glanced over a Buffy, Willow, and
Tara. "You'regonnalovethisone.”

Corddiashot him adark look, but it passed in amoment. "Axtiusis Doyl€sfather.”

Petiently, Cordeliaexplained to them al about the phone call she had received from Harry. Axtius
had tried to have the woman killed because he believed she had further tainted his son. At thetime,
Axtius had gpparently not known Doyle was deed, but given Angel'sfevered ramblings and the attempt
at vengeance, it certainly seemed that the demon had learned of his son's death.

"Pardon theinterruption,” Lorne said. "But I'm alittle fuzzy on thelogic here."
"Wasn't Doyle haf human?' Buffy asked.

The Host pointed & her. "That was my question.”

"Half human, half Brachen demon,” Corddia confirmed.

"Y et hisfather is part of an effort to daughter every haf-breed demon intheworld,” Wedey said
dowly, the horror evident in hisvoice.

"That doesn't make sense," Taraput in. "Why would he careif his son was dead, then?"
Willow frowned. "Maybe he till hoped he could 'fix' Doyle. Make him 'normd,’ y'know?"
Thewitches exchanged ameaningful look, their twined fingerstightening together.

"|sthat even possible?’ Xander asked, glancing a Lorne.

"Don't look a me, sugar. I'm one-hundred-percent, grade-A me. Never wanted to be anything else.
I'vefound my corner of the sky."

"It'sdl pretty twisted," Gunn said, dumping down onto one of the lobby's sofas. He glanced over at
Cavin, who was il curled up, sound adeep. "Like thiskid, his pops was a deaze even beforethe
vamps turned him. Would have been better off if Ca never knew what his old man was up to, what kind
of man hewas. Now he's gonna have to ded with that the rest of hislife. Every time helooksin the
mirror, he's gottawonder if being flesh and blood with alowlife like that meanshe'sgot it in hisgenes.”



Xander laughed, but there was no humor init. Buffy knew him well enough to hear the bitterness
when he spoke.

"Hey, if | thought | was going to end up being like my father, I'd just give myself over to the next
hungry pack of flesh-egtin’ ghoulsthat came along!" The smile disappeared from hisface, and he looked
suddenly nauseated. "Bad enough living with that. No way I'll becomeit.”

Lorne yawned again. "Trust me, amigo. No controlling it. My home life was nothing to write.. . .
well, home about. Auntie Em couldn't give adamn if | ever came back from over the rainbow. But there's
no denying who | am hasalot to do with how | grew up.”

"Thanks," Xander said, hisvoice oozing sarcasm. "I fed oh so much better.”

"Hey," Tarasad, "my father's a controlling fruity nut bar who made me believe most of my life that
my mom and | were mongters. But I'm not going to let him decide what | am.”

Buffy had listened to the whole exchange with a heavy heart. She gazed at Xander, and when she
spoke, it was really Xander she wastalking to. "We don't get to choose who our parents are. Pretty
much sucks, but that's the crumbling cookie. My . . . my father usudly doesn't seem to remember he has
any children.”

"Tak about messed-up fathers,” Cordeliasaid, her voice ahush.

Curious, Buffy looked at her. She had aways had the impression that Cordeliagot along fine with
her father. Willow was the only one who seemed to have what passed for anorma home life despite her
mother being sort of odd, but Cordelia had aways been second runner-up. Sure, her parents were
wedthy and alittle distant, and her father had screwed the government in taxes, but till.

Cordelianoticed Buffy looking at her and rolled her eyes.

"It'snot abig ded or anything. Not rea high on thetraumascale. It'sjust not a cruise on the fun ship
when anytime a Stuation might require emotion—say, affection or frugtration, thingslike that—the ol'
head of the household just throws money instead.”

Buffy was about to respond when Wedey beset her toit. "There are worse options," he said gravely,
his voice low and rough, his eyes haunted as though he were gazing not a the room around him but at
some dreadful memory thet lingered ghostlike in hismind.

"Lookslike yourethe oddball, Will. Y ou with the hethy homelife."
"Actudly," Corddiaadded, "Fred's parents are redlly sweet."
"Somehow | could have guessed that," Buffy observed.

"Soit'sjust therest of uswho'll never be able to escape the shadow of our childhood and will
probably never be able to have anorma relationship because of it," Xander said, clearly relishing the
cynidsm.

"Hey!" Willow baked.

"l second that 'hey!™ Cordelia snapped.

"Oh, sure, hey dl you want. But tell it to someone who hasn't borne witness to the Angd-Buffy,
Xander-Willow, Xander-Buffy, Wedey-Corddia, Cordelia-Xander, Willow-Oz, TaraWillow



merry-go-round olove.”

Nobody had anything at al to say to that. Silence reigned for severa long moments before Tara
cleared her throat and everyone glanced at her.

"Urn, well, | just thought | should mention that before? Angel dso said something about anidand.
That Axtiuswas going to destroy someidand.”

Wedey glanced over a Cordelia. "Could he be talking about—"
"Monger Idand," sheinterrupted.
Buffy stared at them. " Say again?'

"That'swhat | cdl it," Cordeliaexplained. "Theresthisidand off the coad,, it's magickaly hidden
from human eyes. It's like a sanctuary for demons that want to escape persecution in the human world, or
from other demons. Kindathe Betty Ford Clinic of the supernatura set. We were helping aclan of
demons get to the idand. They were trying to escape these other . . . anyway, that's when Doyle was
killed. He died saving them.”

Lorne seemed wide awake now. "And that's where Axtiusis headed next with his own persona
army. Not liking the sound of that. Sanctuary is supposed to be just that. Like Caritas."

Before Buffy could weigh in on the subject there was afast rap on the front door of the hotel and
then alean, hairy figure pushed hisway inside. The demon had thick red hair and abeard dightly darker.
The eyesthat peered out from dl of that hair glowed yellow in the dimly lit lobby. It wasthin, admost too
bony, and there was hair on its hands aswell.

"Help me," the demon rasped, so shrilly that Buffy winced at the sound in her ears. "Hideme. I'm
being. . . they're hunting me"

The last few words were a pitiful wail, and then the demon sank to its knees on the steps. Corddia
and Tarawent to comfort the thing and to find out more abouit its plight, but Buffy knew thiswas no
coincidence. Sheturned to Wedey.

"Thisis getting worse fast. There are probably going to be more refugees. Maybe alot of them.”
"They won't be safe here," Wedey replied quickly.

"No. Noway," Gunn said. "Once Axtiusfigures out Angel's dtill dive, thisll be hisfirst stop.”

"If hefiguresout Angd'sdill dive” Xander sad. "I'm not gonnatell him. Areyou gonnatdl him?!
"We need somewhere safe to hide them. Somewhere protected,” Willow said.

Asone, they dl turned to look at Lorne. The Host held up both hands. "Just hold on there, gang.
Caritasisatemporary sanctuary only. That's part of my charter. The magicksthat makeit possible don't
come from me, y'’know. The club's supposed to stay as neutra as Switzerland. That doesn't mean | have
to, but Caritas does. Plus, the protective capacity of the placeisn't limitless, and even it were, the space
inthereisnt.”

Corddliastrode over to them, leaving the pitifully weeping demon behind with Tarato comfort him.
"I have athought,” she said. "Wedey, what about Elijah Carnegie?"

"Likethe old magician?' Willow asked brightly. When Buffy glanced curioudy &t her, shesmiled. |



love dl those guys. The old stage magic acts like Thurston and Blackstone and Houdini. Carnegie the
Great was later, but just astaented.”

"Not 'like the old magician,” Wedey corrected. "Thisis Elijah Carnegie. Hes an old friend of
Angd's, long since retired. He owns a used bookstore here in town. It's where Angel acquired many of
the booksin his. . . our collection.”

Willow's eyeswidened. "Very coal.”

"Elijah had anagty vidt this past Chrigmas," Corddiasad, her browsknitting asif the memory had
upset her. " After that he put aspell on his shop that hides it and anything insde from supernatural
detection.”

"That'sagart,” Buffy said, her mind working furioudy as she tried to figure out the best stepsto take
next. "All right. | meant what | said before. We dl need afew hours deep or well be usdess. If Axtius
tracks our new guest before then"—Buffy nodded toward the sobbing, redheaded demon—"well just
haveto dedl. At least then we'd know where Axtiusis. Up a one. Back down here in the lobby by two.
Well dl have work to do. This old magician's bookshop will work for alittle while, but it soundslike
Mongter Idand isthe sanctuary we're looking for.

"Big problemis, Axtiusislooking for it too. | have afeding it's going to be up to usto keep him
from destroyingiit."

Corddiayawned. "Wonderful. How come dl of my idand adventuresinvolve some demon'sidea of
paradise and not Barbados or the Virgin Idands?' Asif having second thoughts about that |ast bit, she
shot adark look at Xander. "Not aword from you. It was arhetorical question.”

The Sayer sghed softly. "Look, | know I'm the last one anyone would expect to bring this up, but if
thisthing isasbig aswethink it is, we can use dl the help we can get. I'm wondering what it would take
to spring Faith from prison. Just for awhile."

Gunn scratched the back of his head, and Cordelia studioudy looked away. Wed ey seemed
uncomfortable.

"What?' Buffy asked. "Come on, I've got issueswith her too. She stole my body for awhile,
remember? Endangered the people | love. Never mind dl the stuff before that. But—"

"It's been done," Wedey interrupted.
Buffy paused and stared a him. "Y ou mean she's out right now? Already?*

"No," Wedey corrected, his hands behind his back. "I mean we've broken her out before. Asa
result, she'sinisolation for the time being. No visitors. No way to get to her. Not on short notice. Unless
we have the magicka power to teleport in, get her, and teleport her out. . . ."

Everyone looked a Willow and Tara, who shook their heads regretfully.
"Okay," Buffy said, nodding. "It was just athought. Well make do."

They dl began to disperse, preparing to deep for afew hours. None of them complained about the
suggestion, and Buffy thought that was testament enough to how exhausted they dl were.

"Onelagt thing of interest," Wedey noted as he walked back into his office, pausng just inddethe
door. "Zeke, whom we were searching for earlier? Heisthe only part-time resdent of theidand that |



know of. If we want to know more about the idand, or get awarning to the demons there, he'sthe one
we havetofind."

"Goto deep,” Buffy said. "It'sgoing to be abusy day."

A short time later, after al of them had retired to the roomsthey had taken in the hotel—not one of
them deeping soundly save Cavin, who had not moved from his snoring sprawl in the lobby—agrunt of
pain came from the room where Spike and Angel had been |eft to hedl.

Inside that room, Angdl's eyesflickered open. He gritted histeeth againgt the pain in his charred
flesh and his now-knitting broken bones. And across from him, he saw a blackened corpse. The sight
gartled him at first, but then he recognized the familiar facia structure despite the burned skin, saw the
tufts of white-blond hair growing anew on the seared scalp.

Soike, Angel thought. His nogtrilsflared and helet hiseyesclose again, jaw set angrily.
Son of a—
CHAPTER TEN

Buffy!" Angd gasped, coming awake with agtart as he pulled himsdf from a bizarre, pain-induced
dream.

In the dream he had been standing before an enormous, red velvet curtain, backstage at some
cavernous ancient theater. He was dressed in white—suit, vest, and shoes to match. Therewas astraw
hat upon his head, and he sensed he was waiting to go on stage.

Go on for what? he had wondered, panic beginning to grow. Why was he dressed like this? What
was he doing in athester?

Buffy was standing to the side of the curtain holding athick rope in hand. Standing behind her was a
small gathering of people: Doyle was there, as were Charlie Nickels and Amos, whose head was il
lesking ajelly-like material since being caved in with amace. They weredl smiling a him, giving himthe
thumbs-up. It was nice seeing Doyle again, and it hit him how much he missed hisold friend.

"Are you ready?" Buffy had asked, and he had not been quite sure what she/d meant. But then it
had dawned on him: It must have been Charlie Nickelss show—his Music Man production—even
though he had never agreed to beinit. Angel had raised his handsin protest as Buffy pulled on the rope.

"Buffy, wait," he had said, and the curtain had beguntorise.

But instead of an auditorium crowded with demons and curious Broadway aficionados, when the
curtain went up Angel found himself looking out over acity rooftop just asthe sun begantorise.

"Buffy!" held screamed. Then therays of sunlight touched his vampiric flesh and he began to burn.

In that moment, Angel woke, tearing himsalf from the grip of the dream and thrusting his
consciousness up into aworld of excruciating agony. The red-world pain was so savage that it took him
severd momentsto discern redity from pain-induced fantasy.

"Shel'snot here," said astrained voice from somewherein the room.
And suddenly Angd recdled hislast vague memory—amemory he hoped was fantasy
Soike, he said to himself, wishing thiswas part of some truly nasty fever dream. Anybody but



Sike.

"Shewasin 'bout ahalf hour ago," continued the raspy voice. "I made an attempt at small talk, but
the ol' vocal cords il felt like pieces of overcooked bacon. Better now. Surewish | had afag, though.
I'd kill for abloody smoke."

Angd stared up at the hotel room's ceiling and quivered with repressed fury. He despised thefilthy
creature lying on a cot beside him. Spike was apainful reminder of apast he would rather not think
about, emblematic of every disgusting, ingdiousthing he himsdf had ever done. It Sckened Angd the
way Spike relished cruelty above al ese, and yet even worse was his knowledge that Spike came from
his own vampiric bloodline, that if Angel had never blooded Drusilla, she would never have been dbleto
turn Spike. The vampire would have died agentle, bad poet centuries ago and not become. . . this.

Ange wasresponsblefor Spike, in that way. That knowledge lingered in the back of hismind
nearly dl of thetime, and it made him fed dmogst obligated to dust Spike himsdf. Right now, in particular,
he felt the venomous hatred he had for Spikefilling him. If he had been at dl capable, Angel would have
taken the opportunity to rise up from the bed and findly put an end to the vampireslife. But athough he
was hedling, hewas till badly burned and his body shrieked out in agony from thetips of hisreturning
hair to the ends of histoes.

So hewould not be killing Spike today. And he did not even want to think about the chip in the
vampire's head, the one that supposedly made him docile, though no less obnoxious. Buffy had decided it
would bewrong to kill Spikeif he wasincapable of harming humans now. Angel was not so sure.

"What are you doing, Spike?' he asked in astrained whisper. "Why are you here?’

"What? Not happy that the Big Bad's cometo the city of Angel?" he asked. "Sony, mate, but I'm
part of the team now," Spike said with obvious amusement. "The Scoobies had an opening for astrong,
dlent vampiretype, and it just so happensl fit the bill quite nicdy,” he growled, twisting the proverbia
knife. "The benefitsain't much, but | do occasionaly get the pleasure of killing some nasty beasties—and
saving theworld, thereisthat. . . ."

Spike's voice tapered off to awheeze, and then he began to cough. It sounded wet, loose. "Oh
bloody hdll, that hurts," he hissed, findly getting himself under control.

Ange wanted to laugh out loud, but knew that would hurt more than it was worth. Thisinhuman,
bloodthirsty monster saving the world, now held heard it dl. He thought of his own suffering sncethe
Gypsy curse had returned his soul. What had Spike endured? he wondered. What did William the
Bloody know about the misery he had caused—did he even care?

"C'mon, Spike," Angd said, trying to turn hishead and look at the vampire. He winced asthe
blackened skin around his neck crackled like dry fal leaves. "What's your angle? Y ou couldn't care less
about helping the Sayer or saving theworld. What'sin it for you?'

Spike maneuvered himsdf on the cot so that he could see Angel. The vampire's skin was black and
cracked, the pink of raw, heding flesh peeking out from benegth the fissures. He snarled, histeeth
unusualy bright in the blackened hole that was his mouth. "Now isthat any way to talk to the bloke
respons ble for saving your crispy bacon? Wasn't for me you'd be so much Angel dust inthewind.”

Ange grunted with satisfaction. It seemed as though he had struck anerve. He continued to prod,
enjoying any additiond pain he could cause the vampire, taking his mind off hisown discomfort inthe
process. "No offense,”" he said, "I gppreciate the save and dl, but | am starting to recognize afamiliar
pattern here"



"What are you going on about, then?" Spike asked in a pain-wracked hiss as he turned onto his
back.

"Faceit, Spike," Ange said, looking away from the horrific sight of the vampire beside him and
fixing his gaze on the cracked ceiling. " Since you were turned, you always wanted to be me, and that chip
insgde your head has given you the opportunity to play &t it again.”

"Belikeyou?' Spikeyelled. "Y ou're out of your sodding mind. The sun's cooked your braininsde
your skull likeapudding.”

Angd painfully raised hishand, lifting a.charred finger to make his point. "I was the scourge of
Europe until | got my soul back. Then who tried to fill my shoes? From Venice to Prague to London,
who |eft atrail of daughter in hiswake, not caring what kind of attention he drew to himself? William the

Bloody."

He heard Spike shift uncomfortably. "Drusillaand | saw the opportunity to expand our horizonsand
have abit of fun, we—"

"That's another thing," Angel sad, lifting his second burned finger. "Drusilla. Y ou were her subgtitute
for what she could never have with me."

"l could never do enough for that one,” Spike grumbled. "'l was just as savage asyou in those days,
but Angelus aways got the better press. How many families did afellow have to massacre to get out
from beneath your shadow, anyway?"

Angd lifted athird finger. "And now we have the chip in your head. Not quite like getting your soul
back, but it'll do in apinch, keeping you on the straight and narrow.” He lowered hisarm. "I don't know
about you, but | find the smilarities pretty unsettling."

It had started as abit of perverse entertainment to distract him from his own pain, but the more
Angel thought, the more he redlized that there really was something to histheory.

"Bollocks!" Spike ragped, attempting to sit up straight. "I think living herein LarLaLand hasgiven
you too much timeto think, old man," Spike said. "Mewantin' to be you?' he spat, hisbody again
wracked with apainful coughing fit. "Next thing you'll be telling me I'm mooning after the Sayer or some
such, but you don't see me behaving like abloody prat, pullin' alittle Anne Rice heartache-and-angst
specid. If | wanted to be like you, I'd need to whine a bit more, now wouldn't 1?7

Angd lay slent, the thought of Buffy and Spike together obscene.

"Y ou want to know why I'm knocking about with the pep squad, Angel ?* He lay back down and
flipped onto his side, ashower of loose, charred skin raining onto thefloor. "I'll tell you why."

Angd walited, perversely curious.

"Chip in me damned head makes me atad defensaless againgt certain types, like the bloody Council
of Watchers, for example." Heleaned closer, and Angdl could smell hisbreath. It smelled of raw mest.
"Lurking in the Sayer's shadow makes meless of atarget, and I'm willing to bide my time until 1 work
out my little problem. Till then, I'm happy to play dong, fight-in" on the sde of—no offense—the angels.”

Therewas slencein theroom as Angel pondered the Situation. He knew what he had to do, much
to hischagrin.

"I don't know if you're smarter than you look or dumber than | think," Angel rasped, every breeth



painful for him."Y ou'rein abuilding filled with people who'd like to see you swept up in adustpan. Right
now you're relying on Buffy thinking you're more useful than dangerous. For the moment, I'm willing to go
aong with that. Aslong as Buffy's got you on aleash, maybe we have use for asadidtic little lapdog like
you after dl.

"But the minute you prove Buffy wrong, it's over for you, Spike. | ook forward to the day. For
now, I'll play along. But as soon asthisisover, | want you out of my sight. Out of my city."

Spike glared at him along moment, hatred and other, unnamegable emations burning in the eyes that
looked out from the charred fegtures.

"No worries, caped crusader,”" he growled, crossing his scorched fingers atop his chest. "L.A.'sgot
your gtink al over it. 'M'not gonnastay aminute longer than Buffy wantsmeto."

Than Buffy wants me to. Angel shuddered. He did not like the sound of those wordsat al, nor
Spike'stone. He wondered if there was even more to histheory than he had imagined, but he pushed the
ideaaway. It wastoo sickening to spend another second thinking about.

"Just aslong as we understand each other,” Angd said.
"Oh, weaways have," Spike replied knowingly. "We dways have."

Angd felt incredibly tired. He closed his eyes and shortly drifted off to adreamless deep filled with
darkness.

And his body continued to hedl.
The bell hanging above the doorway tolled their arrival.

"Did anyone elsefed that?' Taraasked in a breathless whisper as she stepped through the doorway
of Cobwebs Antiquarian & Used Bookstore.

"Wasit akind of tickly tingle in your ssomach that feels sortalike you're hungry, but you're not quite
sure what you're hungry for?' Fred asked, one hand furioudy rubbing her belly.

Corddiawatched as Willow's better haf nodded in excited agreement, somehow knowing exactly
what Fred was going on abot.

"You think it might be for waffles"” Tarasaid, "but by the time you get to the freezer—"

"It'snot wafflesat dl, and you think it might be more dong the lines of cake," Fred finished with an
enormousgrin.

"It fdt just like that," Taraconfirmed.

They were both nodding now, and Cordeliawondered if there was some kind of rite of passage that
she had missed out on. Thetwo girls had been talking like this nonstop since dropping Lorne off at
Caritas. It waslike Taraand Fred were wired into the same bizarre frequency, picking up the exact same
sgnas and speaking in some long-forgotten native tongue.

Good thing Fred isn't a big ol' lesbian, Cordeliathought, shutting the bookshop door behind
them, or Willow might have been in for a little competition.

"Did you fed anything, Corddia?' Fred asked.



She knew they were probably making reference to the magicka spells set up around the shop by its
proprietor. After arun-in with aparticularly nasty Chinese demon, Elijah had laid down some spellsto
hide the store from supernatura threats. With their experience in the magicka arts, it was no wonder they
were reacting to the spell's presence.

"Other than the need for the two of you to take a deep breath?' she said. "Y ou guys haven't come
up for ar in over an hour."

Taralooked down at her feet, embarrassed. "Sorry," shesaid. "l get sorta nervous when I'm around
new people—but | fed realy comfortable with you and Fred and—y'know," she paused for amoment,
crossing her arms self-conscioudy and gazing at them from behind astray lock of hair. "Thanksfor
making mefed like part of theteam and dl," she said with ashy smile and ashrug of her shoulders.

"And thank you for being part of it," Fred said happily, and the two of them grinned at each other,
members of the same bizarre sorority.

"Right, good," Corddiasaid, moving to the store's unmanned front counter. "Now let's see what we
can do about setting up a safe house for our soon to be growing haf-breed refugee population, shall
we?'

"Just look at all these books," she heard Fred say dreamily as she noticed the old-fashioned bell that
sat on the counter beside an equaly antique cash register. For service, ring bell, said the note taped to
the countertop. Cordeliareached out and gently tapped it with the palm of her hand.

A aurprisingly loud ding reverberated through the store, like the bells of Notre Dame, afar larger
and more resonant ring than should have been possible from abdll of that size. Corddia suspected there
was magick at work.

"Wow!" Fred said, blocking her ears againgt the splitting ped. "How hard did you hit that thing?”

Tarajust laughed, amused by the strangeness of the Situation, and glanced about the storein
wonder.

Corddiawas about to silence the annoying bell by shoving it deep inside her purse when avoice
caled out from somewhere at the back of the store. "Just a minute, please.”

A door opened to the right of a glass showcase filled with rare editions, and an older man stepped
out into the store. He was abig man, dressed in baggy dacks, dark shoes, and an overly large, maroon
cardigan swester, and he looked a bit like Santa Claus from one of those Rankin and Bass holiday
specids. Elijah Carnegie came bustling up one of the aides and the moment he saw Cordeliahis
expression changed from that of a courteous businessman to awarm smile of recognition and welcome.

"Helo, Ms. Chase," he effused as he took her handsin his and shook them warmly. "What a
pleasant surprise! | haven't seen you since that business around the holidays," he said, rolling his eyes,
making reference to the Chinese demon that had battled Angdl in the storejust afew days before
Chrigmas.

Corddiaand Angel had cometo pick up apresent for Wedey and had run into alittle trouble over
an ancient Chinese text and the demon queen of Hell who thought it belonged to her. The nervel

"Hey there, Elijah," she said fondly. "How's tricks?"

The old man stared for amoment, aquizzica expression on his bearded face. "What's that behind
your ear?" he asked curioudy, reaching over to the side of her head and miraculoudy producing an



orchid. "A thing of beauty to compliment an even greater loveliness," he said, offering the flower to her
with agentlemanly bow.

Taraand Fred applauded as Cordeliatook the flower.

Elijah turned his attention to the other young women. "'l seem to bein the presence of averitable
garden of beauty tonight,” he said with asmile.

"You bet you are," Corddiasaid as she placed the orchid in her hair above her left ear. "Elijah
Carnegie, meet my associate Fred Burkle, and our friend TaraMaclay."

"Ddlighted,” he said, shaking hands with each. "To what do | owe the pleasure of your visit tonight?”
he asked. "'l can't imagine that three such beautiful young women are sSmply seeking the company of
musty old books."

Laying it on pretty thick, old-timer, Cordeliamused with asmile. You must have been
something in your day, a real lady-killer, she thought, gazing at the framed posters above the cash
register that advertised performances by Carnegie the Grest. "Sorry to say, Elijah," Cordeliatold the
magician, "as crazy asit sounds, we are here on business

Elijah shook hishead, clucking hisdistagte. " Shocking," he said with mock disgpprovd. "Truly
shocking.”

" Sure beats the heck out of spending your nightsin acold, dark cave in another dimension trying to
keep afire burning by feeding it chunks of dried mossthat smell like dirty feetand . . ." Fred stopped
when she redlized that everybody was saring. "Sorry," she said with an embarrassed grin. "I'm till getting
readjusted to socidization. It'sjust that dl things considered, thisisn't so bad.”

Cordelia stepped in before the old man could become any more confused. "Ange Investigations
waswondering if we could ask you aredly big favor.”

Elijah looked &t her, his grandfatherly features becoming very serious. "And what would that be, Ms.
Chase?' he asked in a soft, gentle voice, intelligence and decades of experience amystery in hiseyes.

She began to tdll him about Axtius and his Codition, about the vicious murders of haf-breeds. Elijah
revesled that he had already heard about the desths from some of his customers and had even sold some
texts of spellsthat would help hide someone who didn't want to be found.

"And speaking of hiding people," she continued, getting to the rea reason for their visit. "Do you
think we could stash some of the refugees here? Things are getting kind of hairy on the Streets, and you
have that redlly neat spell around the store.” She flashed her most winning smile at the old man. "What do
you say? It wouldn't be forever."

"Excuse me, dear,” he said, moving past her to climb the single step that would take him behind the
front counter. "Would any of you carefor ahot drink—a cup of teaor instant coffee?" he asked. "I have
afresh hot pot of water back here, and it won't take but aminute.” The old man held up awhite plagtic
kettle.

Taraand Fred politdly refused.

Corddialeaned againgt the counter. "Thanks for the hospitality, Elijah, but we don't redly havea
moment. We need to know your answer pretty quick, yesor no."

"Of courseyou do, Corddia," Elijah said. "l understand the importance of something so dire, and



I'm well aware of the danger these poor soulsarein.” He set the kettle down on ashef below the
counter and brought a hand up nervoudy to stroke his snowy white beard.

Something seemed to be bothering the old magician, something that he did not care to voice.

"I think if we were to move some of the stock around out back, we should be able to make
adequate room," he said, hisfingers still combing through the hair on hisface.

"Sothat'sayes?' Corddiaasked carefully, not wanting to say anything to change his mind.

Elijah smiled weakly. "Of course," he answered. "How could | turn my back on those in need—or
refuse the request of three ladies as fetching asyou?'

Fred clapped like she was trying to bring Tinkerbell back to life, and Tara beamed.

The old magician turned the OPEN sign on the door to CLOSED, made himsalf a cup of instant
coffee in amug with a picture of Hemingway on its side, and showed them to the storage room in the
back. Stacks of boxes and crates rose up dl over the room. They were amazed at the volume of stock
that till hadn't found its way to the store's shelves.

"I'd swear they were breeding,” he muttered under his breath as he maneuvered around a pile of rare
textsto reach a clearing amongst the sea of boxes. Hetook asip from his mug and set it on the floor near
hisfeet. "If you ladieswould be so kind asto step thisway," he said, and motioned for them to stand
besdehim.

Elijah raised hisarms, cleared histhroat, and closed hiseyes. "I think | can recall the spell we need,”
he said ashis eyesfeathered open. "Shdl | giveit atry?'

The magician muttered something under his bregth that Corddias years of occult research alowed
her to recognize as L atin. She could not speak or read the language, but she knew it when she heard it.
The air became charged with apulsing, eectric energy. He pointed his hands toward the obstaclesin the
room, hisvoice suddenly booming. Tendrils of white energy shot from the old man's fingertips, ensnaring
the multitude of boxes and stacked books. In what seemed to be the wink of an eye, the back stock of
Cobwebs Antiquarian & Used Books was stacked nesatly along the wallsfrom floor to ceiling, clearing an
enormous space in the center of the room.

Tards eyeswidened in gppreciation. "Wow."
"Impressive," Corddiasaid asthe magician flexed his hands and blew on hisfingertips.
"Itis isntit," hesad, looking about gravely.

"Look, Elijah," Corddiasad, again sensing hisdiscomfort. "If you don't want to do this, no biggie.
Well find another way to—"

"Please understand, Corddlia," he said, touching her shoulder. "It's not that | don't want to help, it's
just that—I'm afraid what might happen if the demons should come searching for their prey."”

"What do you haveto be afraid of, Mr. Carnegie?' Taraasked. "Anybody who can do the kind of
magick | just saw shouldn't have any trouble defending himself againg—"

"It's not the demonsthat I'm afraid of, young lady,”" he said, deadly serious. "It's the magick."
"Why would you be afraid of magick?" Fred asked.



Corddiastepped in to help the old magician. "Elijah hasa. . . an averson to certain kinds of
magick," she began, vaguely remembering something he had said when shefirgt visited the store with

Angd.

"Please," Elijah sad, "let me explain.” Helooked at them, hiseyesgrave. "l am an addict,” he sad,
lightly touching his chest, "not to narcotics, or dcohal, or gambling—magick ismy drug.” They were
slent, letting him say hispiece. "During my years as astage magician, | became bored with smple deight
of hand— smoke and mirrors, if you will—and | began to delve into real magick. Into sorcery.”

The old magician bent down to retrieve hisHemingway coffee mug. He looked at its contents
dreamily, asif seeing something other than himsdlf reflected there. "'l became engrossed iniit, learning dll |
could about magick and its myriad uses. | allowed it to consume me."

Elijah took asip of coffee.

"Is... isthat even possible?' Taraasked hdtingly. "Cana. . . aperson actualy be addicted to
megick?'

The old man dowly nodded. "It getsinside you, makes you think that you can't live without it. The
magick makes you itsdave. It took me close to ten years before | became its master again—and even
then—" The old man paused, remembering atime obvioudy very painful to him. "Now | only do
congtructive magick," he said. "The kind of magick that would be needed for defense against these
demonswould probably est mediveif | tried to control it again.”

They were uncomfortably silent. Fred nervoudy played with her hair, and Taralooked as though she
might be sick. From her expression, Corddiathought it had probably never occurred to the young witch
that the magick she and Willow wielded with such ease could actualy end up hurting them.

Elijah broke the slence with aclgp of hishands. "That's quite enough of that,” he said. "1 just
remembered that earlier thisweek | uncovered a case of talismansthat might comein handy,” he said,
ushering them to the door. "Why don't we go up front and I'll show them to you."

"What would you do?' Taraasked in abarely audible voice. They all turned to look at her. "If
Axtiuss men attacked here. What would you do?"

Corddialooked at Elijah and saw the pain spread across hisface.
"Let'sjust hopeit never comesto that," he said, turning quickly and proceeding up the aide.

The Sayer stood before the open weapons cabinet in the lobby of the former hotel and dowly
withdrew afunky sword.

"Nest," she said, brandishing the eegant, curved blade of stedl. She held the scimitar before her,
testing itsweight, eyestracing the razor-sharp arc of itsblade. A smaller blade of equa sharpness curled
from the pommd in the oppogite direction.

"Wonder if Giles could get me one of these," she mused, dicing at the air, imagining the horrible
damageit could do to Axtiuss minions.

"I'm sureif you're extragood and eat al your veggies, Santa Watcher will put it under the Christmas
tree,” Xander said from behind the front desk where hewas still doing research.

"Hooray for Chrismas," Buffy cheered, practicing some fencing moves. From the corner of her eye
she could see Xander set down his pen and watch her. The expression on hisface told her she must have



been doing well.

She completed her routine by bringing the sword swiftly downward and stopping mid dash. She
inhaled deeply and then dowly exhaled through pursed lips as she lowered the blade. Xander gaped at
her from the front desk.

"Sorry," she said, relaxing and heading back to the weapons cabinet. "Feding alittle antsy. Needed
to show off."

"No problem," Xander said with acasua shrug. "Do you want meto cal out for something you can
kill?" he asked, reaching for the phone. "It'sL.A. I'm sure they ddliver just about anything."

Buffy carefully replaced the blade. "No, | think I've got the old bloodlust under control for now,
thanks," she said, eyeing adisplay of Japanese throwing stars.

"Or if you don't want take-out, you could always go upstairs and put Spike out of our misery—but
that'sup to you."

Xander looked tired, and she redlized that despite her instructions to the contrary, none of them had
gotten much rest sncearriving in Los Angeles.

"I know how you fed," she said, moving away from the wegpons cabinet. "But he does have his
uses, even though it makes mefed al kinds of grubby to say it. Thinking about Spike makes my head
hurt. Sometimes I'm sure he just comes dong for theride ‘causeit's safer for him with usthan againgt us.
But then he does something like this, risking hisown lifeto save Angd's.”

Xander did hishandsinto hisback pockets, glanced at the hotdl celling, and laughed nervoudly.
"Yep. That Spike. HE's an evil enigma, wrapped in a sadistic mystery, and served on abed of lettuce. |
know where you're coming from on this, Buff, | really do, but I'm still having a hard time accepting an
undead mass murderer into our happy little family.”

He turned away, shuffling toward one of the lobby couches. "1 don't know," he said plopping down
onto the sofa. "Maybeit'sjust me, but | say—I've aways said—dust him. Just because he can't hurt
anyone now doesn't forgive what he's done before. 1t's not like he's Angdl, looking for redemption, trying
to make up for the awful things his body did when it didn't have asoul init. With Spikeit'slike somebody
hit the 'off button on hishomicida maniac mode. But what happens when it getsturned on again?'

"Thenwell dust him." Buffy held out her hand to silence him. "Y ou have to trust me, Xander," she
sad. Buffy sat down on the plush sofabeside him. "A lot of what | do isabout ingtinct, in my gut. And |
know how | would fed if wejust dusted Spike without finding out what that chip has really doneto him.
Maybe therés moreto it than just him not being able to kill humans? Sometimes | wonder."

Xander sighed and started to look away. She squeezed his shoulder and forced him to look at her.
Hewinced, and she looked deep into her friend's eyesin an attempt to convey the importance of what
shewastrying to get him to understand.

"l haveto trust theseingtincts, Xander. 'Causeif | don't, | won't have anything.”

He gave her atired smile. "Guess that's not too much to ask for the girl who's saved the world from
gpocaypse a coupleatimes,” he said as she returned the smile. He wagged hisfinger at her. "Just don't
go expecting thislevel of mature underganding dl thetime.”

Buffy laughed, leaning into her friend, her heart suffused with such love for Xander and gppreciation
for her friendsthat for thefirst timein avery long time, for just afraction of amoment, she was glad that



they had brought her back from the dead. The world was hellish, the opposite of paradise, but there
were glimmers of blissand wonder in it that were akind of heaven unto themsdlves.

"A touching moment amidst the sweeping dramaof war," said alow, rasping voice.

Buffy looked to the stairway to see Spike carefully descending asif every movement brought him
excruciating pain— which it probably did. Ange wasright behind him, looking equally pained. Ther flesh
was till badly burned—red and raw in places where the skin had pedled away. Buffy had to wonder
how it was possible for them to be wearing clothes—never mind the fact that they were up and around.

Sherose from the lobby sofa and approached the stairs. " Should you two be up aready?' she
asked. "You gill ook alittle—crigpy.”

"If | have to spend another minute with him in that room, I'll stake mysdlf back out on that rooftop
just to get away" Angel muttered, going around the dowly moving Spike.

"Like asked for your bloody company,” Spike said, reaching into ashirt pocket for cigarettes that
weren't there. "Bollocks," he growled. " Anybody have aciggy they could spare?’

"There'sno smoking in the hotdl," Angedl said as he reached the lobby. "If you want to do it, youll
have to go outside. It should only take you aday or so to makethetrip.”

Spike snarled. " Pretty tough for aguy beaten within aninch of hislife by a Brachen demon.”

Angd carefully turned his body toward Spike, who was still making hisway down the sairs. "You
know I'm till feding agreat dedl of anger about that, Spike," he growled. "Maybe | can take it out on
you awhile, relesse my frudtration.”

"Maybe you could try, Mr. Tdl, Dark, and Char-Grilled—"

"It'sredly great to see that distance hasn't torn asunder that special bond you two share,” Buffy said,
hands on her hips.

"Kindalikeoneof those A T and T commercids,” Xander said, joining them at the foot of the gairs.
"Getsyou right here," he said, punching the area over his heart. "How you been, Angd ?'

"I'vefdt better,” Angd responded. "But dl indl, can't complain.”

"Just me being curious,” Buffy suddenly spoke up, "but how isthis going to work with you two? Are
we going to have to separate you in the middle of taking down Axtius, or do you think you can control
yourselves?'

Angel glared at Spike, who had finally reached the bottom of the stairs. "Weve got atentative
detente going. Well take it day by day, since what's going on out there is more important right now than
what'sgoing onin here."

"That'sright," Spike said as he scratched at his neck, flakes of charred flesh drifting to the floor like
black snow.

Buffy wrinkled her nose with distaste.

"For today weve agreed, nothin' homicida," Spike continued, pushing the burned pieces of skin
around on the floor with the toe of his boot. Then he grinned, the expression cracking his blackened skin.
"But who knows what tomorrow'll bring?”



"Heain't here now," said the enormous beast as it dowly emerged from benesth a blanket of refuse
and roseto itsfull and impressive height outside the basement entrance to the abandoned bakery.

"But has Zeke returned?’ Wedey asked the creature, which he recognized as some breed of troll.
He casudly removed atwenty-dollar bill from insde hiswallet and showed it to the beest.

"How come these guys aways got their hands out—or claws, or tentacles or whatever?' Gunn
asked in disgust, to no onein particular. "They ain't hiring down at the DoubleMeat Palace anymore?”

"Gunn, please," Wedey sad.

"Yeah," thetroll answered, extending alarge, spaddike hand covered in thick, yellowed cdlus.
"Y eah, he'sback. Got back earlier today."

Wedey pressed the bill into the center of the troll's hand and watched as the black clawed fingers
closed around it.

"I watch the place for him while hesgone," thetroll said, examining the twenty before it disappeared
into a pocket somewhere benesth thefilthy layers of clothes. "I keep theriffraff out, and he letsme crash
here, gives me alittle cash now and again, y'know what I'm saying?' the troll asked.

Wedey put hiswalet avay. "And whereis Zeke now?' he asked.

Thetroll thought for amoment, scratching the top of his shaggy head with a clawed nail. "Not too
sure,” he said. "Waskind of worked up after he got in, said he had to find out some stuff about what's
been happening since he was gone."

"l see" Wedey said with asatisfied nod of hishead. "Wed liketo wait for him," hetold thetrall,
gesturing to Willow, Gunn, and Cavin beside him. "If that wouldn't be any bother."

Thetroll smiled, showing off amouthful of teeth that would have driven the most sdwart dentist to
the brink of madness. "That's coal," he said, reaching down to the floor to pull up astained blanket.
"Zeke'staked about you," he said, draping the blanket over his shoulderslike ashawl. "Said you were dl
right for ahuman." The monster reached out and opened the door for them. "Go on in, make yoursalves
a home"

The cool, fetid smell of dampness and rotting wood wafted out of the basement to greet them.

"If you don't mind keeping an eye on the place for me," thetroll said as he prepared to leave them,
"I've got a date with abottle of Jack Danielsthat I'd hate to put off any longer.” He patted the areawhere
he had stashed the money Wedey had given him and jauntily strolled away with afriendly wave. "Nice
taking with you folks," he said happily. "Tdl Zeke I'll catch up with him later.”

"Niceguy," Willow said casudly, "for agtinky troll. Meeting him I'm beginning to have second
thoughts abouit that trash those three billy goats gruff were talking."

Wedey gestured for Willow to enter Zeke's dwelling before him.

"Why did we have to bring her dong?' he heard Calvin ask Gunn in awhisper. "Fred would have
been a better choice.”

"Y ou think s07" Gunn asked as they moved through the door. "And why isthat?"
Cavin didn't answer as he stepped into the dark basement. Wed ey was beginning to suspect that



the boy was devel oping a crush on acertain young lady recently rescued from an inter-dimensiona
demon redm.

"SothisZekeislikeafriend of yours?' Willow asked him as she gazed about the low-ceilinged
room.

Wedley noticed alantern hanging on anail besde the door and removed it. "Not so much afriend as
aninformant,”" he said, looking around for away to light the lantern.

"Here, let me" Willow said, taking the lantern from him.

He watched as she lifted the glass cover. She muttered something softly benesth her breath and
touched the exposed wick with her fingertip. There was aflash of blue, and the wick ignited, throwing off
awarm glow. Wed ey thanked her and set the lantern down atop arickety, makeshift desk.

"Ohyeah," Cdvin sad, turning hisnose up. "It'sso much nicer inthelight.”

The wood of the support beams was charred a nasty black, the low ceiling stained with soot. The
smoky smdl of fire dtill lingered in the damp and mugty air.

Gunn nudged the teenager roughly with his shoulder and scowled a him. "What'd | say now?"
Calvin asked.

"ZekeisaMiquot demon,” Wedey sad, ignoring the teen. "A pariah from his clan for some reason
or another. He lives here—in the city, part of the time—and on theidand during the rest.”

"Y ou mean Monger Idand?’ Willow asked, raising her eyebrows and smiling.

"Though atad overly dramatic, yes," hesaid. "Monster Island.” He carefully leaned back against
the table behind him.

"Zeke was a contact of Angel'sbefore | arrived at the agency— introduced by Doyle, | believe.”
"Y ou didn't know him—Doyle—did you, Wedey?' Willow asked.

He shook hishead. "No, | didn't,” he responded. He had had to deal with the specter of Doyle's
death when he had first arrived at Angdl Investigations. Angel and Cordelia had never said much about
ther falen friend, but they didn't have to. The depth of their grief had been evident to him each and every
day. "He'd been gone afew weekswhen | began to work at the agency.”

"He sounded like acool guy,” Gunn said, walking around the basement. "1t must have been pretty
rough for Angel and Corddia." He squatted down in front of aplastic milk crate besde amattress. The
crate was filled with mildewed paperbacks, and he began to rummage through them. "Even today, they
can't talk about him without getting dl weird and stuff.” He began to flip through a Louis L'’Amour
Western as Calvin joined him.

" think it hurt much more than we will ever realy know," Wedey said as he crossed hisarms.
Though the awkwardness about Doyl€e's death had diminished over time between himsalf and his
coworkers, it had never quite gone away. Grief was like that, he knew, beginning as excruciating agony
and fading over timeto adull twinge that was barely noticed until something triggered it again, opening
old wounds. Wedey was concerned that this case would do exactly that, putting an uncomfortable
distance between Angel and Cordelia—and those who had joined them after Doyl€'s degth. He
wondered if he should have atalk with Angel.



The eerie quiet of the room was violently shattered as the door into the basement dwelling was
kicked open. Startled, Wed ey pushed away from the desk, his sudden movement tilting the rickety table
and sending the lantern—their only source of light—crashing to thefloor.

"Damn!" he hissed as the basement was plunged into inky blackness.
"Wedey?' Willow cdled out from somewhere nearby.

He could just about make out the shape of a hooded figure asit darted through the door and into the
embrace of the darkness.

"Y ou think you can ambush mein my own lair?' asked agravely voice. "Y ourewelcometo try," it
hissed, and then came a distinctive sound, one that Wed ey recognized asthat of flesh being pedled apart.

Suddenly he knew exactly what was happening and who it was they now faced. Zeke. And that
sound . . . the Miquot had the ability to produce organic knife blades from the flesh of their forearms.
Wed ey dove through the ocean of black—

"Everybody down," he heard himsdlf bellow as the hiss of arazor-sharp dagger passed his head.
"Zeke, it'sme!" he shouted. "Wedey!"

Abruptly the room wasfilled with an intense light, asif the sun had suddenly decided to cometo life
in the basement. Shielding his eyes, Wedey looked upon a glowing sphere that spun and sparked in the
ar above them. Willow had conjured an illumination spell.

The Miquot demon stood ready, and his ever-present hood had fallen away to reved his crested,
demonic countenance. He was poised to throw another of hisarm blades at Gunn.

"It'sWedey," he said again, climbing to hisfeet, reaching out to the demon. "They'rewith
me—please, put the blade down.”

It took amoment, but a park of recognition graduadly replaced the look of fury in the demon's dark
eyes, and he lowered hisweapon.

"Friend Wedey," he said in abresthlesswhisper. "1 thought you were one of them—the killerswho
have begun to hunt in the night.”

The others dowly drew closer.

"No, but we come with news about those very samekillers," Wedey said to Zeke asthe Miquot
went to the door, checking outside before closing it.

"The Streets are stained with the blood of half-breeds,” Zeke said. "What can you tell me of those
who are responsible?’

"A Brachen, who happensto be the father of your old friend Doyle, isleading acodition of
bloodthirsty soldiers on a crusade to eradicate impure demon races.”

"Doylesfather,” the Miquot said with disbelief, staring off into space, hishand dowly pulling up the
hood of his sweatshirt.

"We have information that leads usto believe that the inhabitants of your idand—Questrd—may be
in grave danger."

"Questrd?' Calvin piped up. "What's. . . oh, so that'sitsrea name."



The demon swiftly moved past them toward the old maitressin the far corner. "Although | havejust
returned,” Zeke said, "1 must get back to the idand at once to warn them.” He produced aduffel bag
from somewhere benesth the mattress and began to fill it with itemsfrom hisliving space. "If what you
say istrue, thereislittletime." There wasacadm intendty in the demon'svoice.

"Axtiushasraised an army,” Wedey said grimly. "The people of theidand won't sand a chance
agang them.”

The demon stopped his packing and gazed at him. "What choice do we have?' he asked.

"If you can stand alittle company,” Willow said, raisng her hand to draw the glowing energy sphere
back to her, "you won't be going back to theidand adone.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Angd wasin pain. Nothing like what he had felt earlier, of course, but hiswhole body stung. Every
time he moved, the still-healing burns sent sharp splintersinto hisflesh that went down bone deep. The
only consolation he had for his pain was that he knew Spike would be feding it too.

Wedey and Corddiahad taken off for what they were dl calling Mongter Idand, with Spike,
Willow, Xander, and Lornein tow. Now Angel drove stiffly aong the Los Angeles backstreets— the
dangerous neighborhoods that most of the traffic avoided— heading for the warehouse Gunn's crew il
used astheir main base of operations. Some of the streetlights were out, and there wasn't much by way
of typical L.A. neon in this neighborhood, but what illumination there was striated the hood and
windshield of the convertible.

The lights washed over Buffy where she sat in the passenger seat, casting a golden glow upon her
face for amoment before throwing her into shadow once more, only to begin again. The effect gave her
the look of some old-time Hollywood starlet, and she was just as radiant.

Just drive the car, Angd chided himsdf.

With asmile that pained him as the skin at the edges of hislips crackled, he forced his gaze back to
the road. Fred wasin the backsest, along with Tara. Though Angel had met Willows girlfriend before, he
gtill was not sure what to make of her. On the outside was akind of vulnerability that made him want to
protect her, aclassc damsd in digtress, and yet, he sensed something resonating insde her, astedly
resolve that told him that when put to the test, she might well be as strong-willed as any of them.

Stronger, even.

The combination of Taraand Fred, in whom Angel had sensed asimilar interna power upon firgt
meeting her, was odd, to say the least. Fred would mutter something that seemed nonsensical to Angel
and Buffy, up infront, but in back, Tarawould smileand say, "I know" with a certain inflection that made
Angel wonder if the two weren't communicating telepathicaly Not that he thought they were, but the
women seemed to have formed an instant bond.

The headlightsin Angel's rearview mirror belonged to Gunn'struck. He and Calvin were following
behind, more to keep the teenager away from the rest of them in case something should happen than
because they couldn't have squeezed in together.

Angd turned |eft dong aone-way street that waslittle more than an dley. His own headlights
splashed across a Dumpster and a bunch of broken wooden palettes. A police car was pulled upto a
loading dock on theleft, but it was empty and dark.



"James Ellroy, et your heart out,” Buffy said.
"Y ou read James Ellroy?" Angdl asked, raising an eyebrow as he shot Buffy a sidelong glance.

"I might," shereplied, not looking at him. After amoment, a sweet smile cameto her face. "Okay. |
saw LA. Confidential. Watched the extrason the DVD."

"Not much timefor reading in thisline of work," Angd observed, trying to reassure her.
"No," Buffy sadly agreed. "No, thereisn't.”

They were quiet after that. Taraand Fred continued their shorthand conversation of half-sentences
and knowing mutterings, but Buffy and Angel had nothing else to say to each other at the moment. The
truth was they had nothing else to say to each other ever. Ever. Forever. Once they got beyond "good to
seeyou" and "how are you?" their conversations seemed to trail off into the ether. Neither of them
wanted to get into painful territory or to repeat the grave conclusions they had come to about why their
destinies were Ssmply not entwined.

But Angd il fdt it, and he knew Buffy did too. They were good together. They fit. Together they
were smply deadly.

"Herewe are," Angd said as he pulled the convertible up to the curb at the rear of the warehouse
where Gunn's crew hung out. He glanced at Buffy, then back at Tara. "Follow Gunn'slead on this. Most
of the traps set out are for vampires, but his friends don't take kindly to uninvited visitors even when
they're human."

"Redl sodid butterflies, huh?' Buffy replied.

Shedidn't wait for an answer, just leaped out of the convertible without using the door. Fred and
Tarafollowed quickly enough, and by the time Angel had opened and closed his door—figuring that
someone ought to—Gunn and Calvin had parked the truck and caught up with them.

"How we doin'?" Gunn asked, looking from Angd to Buffy.
"Following your leed," Buffy replied.
Gunn nodded, turning to Cavin. "Y ou gtick with me."

Cavin blew air out of hismouth in anoise of dismissd. "Gunn, you been out of the neighborhood a
while. They my boystoo. No one's gonna come down on me."

The teenager started toward the back door of the warehouse, and Gunn reached out and snatched
the back of his shirt, hauling him backward. "Maybe not on purpose, Calvin. But you go in that door right
now, the rest of usll be hosing your remains off the pavement.”

Thekid's eyeswent wide. Angel tried not to smile.
"After you," Tarasaid, gesturing for Gunn to lead them.

Gunn shook his head in mock disgust at Calvin and headed off to theleft, along the back of the
warehouse, away from the booby-trapped doors. A huge metal fire escape was attached to the rear of
the building but came down only to a place about a dozen feet above the ground. There were no
dreetlights on this stretch of road, or if there had been they had been broken. But Angel's night vision
was better than ahuman's and he could see that up in the scaffolding of the fire escape there was another



ladder, an extension ladder that had been painted black and was not a part of the origind structure.

From his pocket Gunn withdrew asmall flip phone. He punched in a sequence of numbersand
clapped it to hisear. "It'sGunn," he said. " Sweet Chrisgmas.”

He closed the phone and dipped it back into his pocket. Angd watched him carefully, bemused,
and when Gunn looked up he just had to ask, "Sweet Christmas?’

"Just something a guy from the neighborhood used to say. Guy we al looked up to,” Gunn
explained. "It'sthisweek's password. '‘Course they'll changeit now when they redlize you've dl heard it."

"Password for what?' Fred asked.

Ange glanced over at her and saw her studying the face of the building, mystified. She clearly hadn't
noticed the other ladder. Tara had moved up beside Buffy, understandably more comfortable besde a
friend should danger present itself.

With aratcheting of gears, the black-painted extension ladder began to lower itself toward the
ground.

"Whoa," Calvin uttered.

"Gottalikeit," Buffy observed. She glanced at Gunn. "Motor and chain for agarage door opener?”
Gunn looked surprised. "Yeah."

"Y ou boys have anice clubhouse. Can girlsjoin?' the Sayer inquired.

"Not alot of playing in this clubhouse,” Gunn replied grimly. "But yesh, theréswomen in the crew
too. Girls, even. Wedl got something to fight for."

"Do they ever fed like you abandoned them?' Taraasked. "Working with ..."

Her wordstrailed off asthough she had suddenly redlized where her train of thought was taking her.
Taraflushed ahit, but Buffy gave her an encouraging 0ok.

Gunn glanced at Angel before answering. "1 guessthey do. Keep tryin' to tell them | got a chanceto
step up to the Mgors, fight our fight on awhole other level. Sometimes | think they get it. Sometimes|
know they don't."

The ladder touched down, the gears grinding to a halt. Gunn reached out to steady it and ushered
Cdvin up first. He glanced pointedly at Angdl. ™Y ou go last. Y ou know you make them skittish,
especidly with that nasty-ass sunburn.”

Angel nodded and waited patiently as Gunn, Buffy, Fred, and Tara preceded him. When they had
al scrambled up the extension ladder and were mounting the meta stairs of the red fire escape, the
sound of the chain and the gears began again and the ladder began to rise. By reflex, Angel looked
beneath him to make absolutely certain nothing had followed them up the ladder.

Only the shadows below.

When he reached the roof he was met with the mouth of ablowtorch, spitting bluefireat him with a
hiss. Hefroze at the top of the fire escape. Beyond the blowtorch and the grim-faced, one-eyed,
twentyish man holding it, he saw Buffy, Gunn, and the others dl standing with Cavin and acouple of guys
from Gunn's crew he recognized.



He chose to ignore the blowtorch, climbing the rest of the way to the roof, physicaly forcing
One-Eyeto ether burn him or back off. The grim young man took several steps back, but till watched
Angd warily. The vampire did not blame him; nearly every one among Gunn's crew—or what had once
been Gunn's crew—had lost loved onesto vampires. It was only natura for them to be suspicious.

"S0," Angel said, shooting Gunn adark look, "if we're done with dl the welding, why don't we see
what we've got?'

Gunn glanced at the two men he had been speaking with, then gestured toward the door on top of
the warehouse that led down inside the building. Taraand Fred followed Gunn and Calvin down the
dairs. Angel hesitated amoment, but it appeared Mr. Blowtorch and histwo friends were going to stay
topside, so he and Buffy followed the others.

"Gunn'sfriendsarealittle jumpy,” Buffy whispered to him asthey went down through the
metd-and-concrete stairwell.

"Oneway to put it," Angel agreed.

At the bottom there was a door that led onto the floor of the warehouse. Gunn rapped hard on it
three times and waited for it to be opened. When it was, they all stepped into avast, poorly lit section of
the building where cars were being worked on and racks of weapons lined the walls. Various members
of the crew were out on the floor working on various projects, and Angel spotted ayoung priest in a
white collar amongst them. That was new, but he was not surprised. Faith was a powerful wespon
againg vampires, againg evil. Why not recruit someone who could wield it?

From across the warehouse floor came a phalanx of half a dozen members of the crew, led by a
diminutive, dangerous-looking Latinawoman. She went immediatdly to Cavin and gave him abig hug,
kissing him theway amother or older sster might. But when she looked up from the teenager, shewas
al busness. "Gunn," the woman said, "we expected you earlier.”

"Wegot alot going on, Lucinda.”

The woman, Lucinda, glanced dubioudy at Fred, Tara, and Buffy. Angd could read the doubt in her
expression. Hefigured awoman her size ought to know better than to judge the vaue of acombatant by
hisor her appearance, but he chose to say nothing—particularly given the sneer on her face when she
finaly looked a him, carefully studying the places on hisface and hands that were ill burned from his
closecdl withthe sun.

"Yeah. Sodowe," Lucindasniffed. Then shelooked at Gunn. "Only reason we're going along with
thisis'causeif itsasbig asyou say, itll affect usall.”

"That'sfor sure," Fred said, her voice low.

Lucindaglared at her, stepped over, and looked her up and down. "Y ou this'Vampire Sayer' |
keep hearing about?'

Fred's eyes went wide, and then she looked at the ground. "Oh, gosh, no. Not me."
Thewoman glanced a Tara, but only for amoment before her gaze settled on Buify.
"Yeeh," Buffy said. "Me"

"Y ou don't look like much,” Lucinda said doubtfully.



Buffy defiantly locked eyeswith her. "Neither do you."

For along timethey just stared at each other. Concerned, Angel glanced at Gunn to seeif they
should intervene, but Gunn gave an dmost imperceptible shake of hishead. At length, Lucindasmiled
and nodded.

"All right, then. Why don't you &l come have alook at our guest,” Lucindasaid, turning to lead them
back the way she had come, across the floor of the warehouse, past all the others who worked on
various projectsthere. "Weve got some information out of him that might be helpful, and | think were
not too far away from getting therest.”

"Y ou're dready working on this?' asked Angedl.

Lucindaonly laughed.

Gunn glanced back a Angel. "They've been working on it. Had alittle more luck than you did.”
"Wl therésalot more of them," Buffy said hepfully.

One of the other members of the crew, who had fallen behind, snorted in derision. "And we don't
haveto hidefrom the sun."

"Theresthat," Gunn agreed.

Angd said nothing. These people might not answer to Gunn anymore, but they had gill developed
into their own little anti-supernatural army, right therein the dark heart of Los Angedles. It wasimpressve,
and alittle unnerving.

Lucindaled them to atrailer truck that looked as though it hadn't run in years and had long since
been abandoned. The crew had usefor thetrailer, apparently, for there was apair of guards with axes
standing beside the rear doors of the huge metal box.

"We checked dl our sources,”" Lucindasaid. "And we weren't real polite about it. Came up with this

At anod from the woman, one of the two guards unlocked the rear doors of thetrailer and pulled
them open. Insde, the place was empty savefor ametal chair to which had been chained aLei-Ach
demon. Angel had not seen onein years.

"Hey," Buffy said. "I've seen this species before." She frowned, turning to Lucinda. "But they don't
gpesk English. How did you get any information—"

"Bite me, you filthy bitch,” the Lei-Ach demon snarled.
Taraactualy flinched at thewords. " Apparently this one's learned the language.”
Buffy glared a it. "Remindsmewhy | killed them dl thefirst timel ran into them.”

The Lei-Ach, itsface gray and leathery, mottled asif with disease, snaked out itslong black tongue,
and made obscene noises with it. Fred blushed dightly and looked away, but Angel studied it more
closdly. The Lei-Ach had been severely beaten. Itseft leg was broken above the knee and was aready
badly swollen. There were severe burns on its chest and neck, and all of the fingersonitsright hand had
been shattered. They were mangled and bloody, edges of broken bone jutting out from the skin.

"Who did thisto it?" Angel asked.



Lucindaraised an eyebrow. "I did. Why, you soft on these freaks?"

Ange studied the brutaized demon. "Given that they're mainly known for sucking the bone marrow
out of ther victims, I'm not inclined to care much. Just wondering if it was necessary."

"It'shorrible," Taraspoke up.

Fred took atimid step forward, her gaze ticking from the tortured Lei-Ach to Lucinda "lsn't there
another way to do this?!

"Maybe," Lucinda admitted. "But nonethat | know, and we've got atime crunch, anyway, don't
we?'

"What'swrong with you guys?' Cavin asked. He had been quiet snce they had arrived, tagging
aong but not making a nuisance of himsalf. Now they all turned to look a him, and the kid had agrim,
dark look on hisface, his eyes narrowed. "It'sademon. Y ou heard Angdl. It kills people and eatstheir
bone marrow. It'sevil, and you're gonnacry over it?'

"Well, | wouldn't put it that way,” Tarareplied avkwardly.
"Nobody's crying,” Fred said.

Gunn rapped his knuckles on the meta wall of thetrailer. "It'samongter. And therésawhole army
of 'em out there, with plansthat include us only if were on the menu. End of story.”

"Can't arguewith that logic,” Buffy sad.
"All right,” Angel agreed. He turned to Lucinda. "' So what have you learned?’

Lucindastared in at the Lei-Ach demon, which began to curse loudly initsown language aswdll as

in English.

"This genera—AXxtius? His assault team is ready. Demon troops just waiting to go. Even our friend
here wasn't sure how many he'sgot,” Lucindasaid, gesturing at the bleeding, mangled Lei-Ach. "They're
headed out to someidand. Couldn't get much more than that. Gonnadaughter everyone there, and that's
just therr first stop.”

Buffy glanced over at Angdl and he saw afamiliar gleamin her eye.

"Okay. Maybe we can't op him going there. Therés only afew of usand awhole lot of them. But
we've gotta be able to dow him down so we can prepare the idanders. Any idea exactly how Axtius was
planning to trangport this huge army across the ocean?’

Lucinda's eyes darkened. "' asked. He wouldn't say."
"We need to know," Tarasaid. "Willow's out there. We have to buy her sometime.”

Lucindaput her hands on her hips and shot Taraahard look. "Well, we could maybe find out, but |
wouldn't wanna hurt your gentle sengitivities by damaging the marrow-sucking homicidal demon
anymore."

Before Tara could respond, Calvin stormed toward therear of thetrailer. "Hell, let me do it!" the
teenager snapped.

Gunn grabbed him and held him back. Angel saw the discomfort in Fred's eyesand intheway Tara



stood, uncertain, knowing what had to be done but not wanting any part of it.
"Givemeaminute” Angd said.

He stepped inside the trailer and reached back to close the doors behind him. Buffy grabbed the
door, holding it open so that she could enter with him. Their eyes met, and Angel stepped asideto let her
gofirg, then he shut the doors nearly al the way, letting only asmdl diver of light in but blocking out any
view of their friends and comrades.

The vitriolic demon laughed and swore at them.

Two minutes|ater it told them that Axtius had engaged ahuge freighter called the Marianne to take
his troops across to the idand.

"So that's our next step,” Buffy said quietly, gazing at Angel over the silent, sulking, bloody form of
the chained demon. "We sink his boat. Could be fun.”

Quedtral

The fishing boat rocked with the surf asits captain piloted it toward Mongter Idand. Zeke had
assured them dl that the man, whom they had been introduced to only as Captain Hobbs, was religble.
Apparently Hobbs was Zeke's regular ride out to the idand, and hisloyalty and ability to keep asecret
had been proven many timesover.

Night had fallen, but before dusk Spike had gone as deep bel owdecks as he could get, unnerved
apparently by theideathat should he suddenly be exposed to the sun, there would be nowhere for himto
run. He had mentioned something about always having bad luck with boats, but he wouldn't elaborate
and no onewas really interested enough to push him to do so. Now that it was dark, the vampire had till
not emerged, but nobody seemed terribly interested in waking him from his nap.

Cordeliaand Wed ey were degp in conversation with Zeke in the main cabin, but Willow had gotten
gueasy down there. All she wanted was some fresh air, the starlit sky above her, and the spray of the
ocean asthefishing boat cut the waves.

Willow fdt strange being away from Tara. As much as her girlfriend would have chided her for
worrying, she could not dispd the anxiety that lingered in her mind. She didn't like being apart from Tara,
epecidly inagtuation likethis. If they were going to face danger, Willow thought they should face it
together. At leadt, that was how she would have explained it to Tara. The truth was dightly different. She
didn't want Tarafacing any danger at al, ever, but if it was unavoidable, Willow wanted to make sure she
was there when it happened.

"Worried for your lady love?" akind voice whispered beside her.

Lorne stood beside her, gazing at Willow with those gentle eyes, and she smiled at him and nodded.
It would be no use, she sensed, attempting to shield her fedings from him; even without the snging, Lorne
could seeright inside people.

"Shell bedl right," the green-skinned demon assured her. " Shel's got Angd, Gunn, and your Sayer
friend with her. Not to worry. They'll take care of her."

Willow smiled. "I know. But | want to be the one taking care of her."

Xander had been talking to Hobbs, who had given him aturn at the helm of the boat, but when
Willow wasn't looking he had joined her on deck.



"(Gotta say, pretty sure your witchy woman can take care of hersdlf,” he said, smiling as he sat down
on top of acooler full of Hobbs's beer. " Sure, she'sasweet girl, but aso, one tough cookie. A
chocolate-chip cookie. Sweset. Tough. See where I'm going with the snack metaphor?”

"Completely,” Willow agreed.
"Sounds to me like you're hungry,” Lorne noted.
Willow laughed. " Xander's dways hungry.”

A moment passed when the three of them smply gazed out at the ocean, searching the dark horizon
for some sgn of theidand that was their destination. Then Xander broke the silence.

"So, Mr. Greenjeans,” he said to Lorne, "any thoughts on the whole
train-the-idanders-to-defend-themsal ves scheme, other than that it seemsto work perfectly well inold
Western movies?'

Lorneraised an eyebrow. "Don't ook a me, handsome. I'm till not quite sure how Angel
sweet-taked meinto thisone."

"It wasn't Angd," Willow reminded him. "It was Cordelia. Besides, were al herefor areason.
Wedey hasthe book learnin'. Corddiaknows some of these people from saving their lives before, so
that's gotta hel p. Zeke's our ambassador. I'm mojo girl. Spike's muscle, and maybe some nasty strategy
the rest of usaretoo niceto think of."

"Andif you left him behind, Gunn might havekilled him," Lorne noted.
"Oh, the tears we would not have shed," Xander muttered.

Willow pointed to Lorne. "Y ou're our semi-seer and al-pro demon language trandator. And
Xander's till got al that magicka military training bouncing around in the back of his head, so he'sgotta
have some soldier thinking going on there.”

The demon's eyes widened, and he turned to look at Xander, the moonlight glinting off his horns.
"Military?'

"Long story. Magick. Halloween. Army man memories. Complicated,” Xander said. "But better than
eating school mascots.”

"Ooh-hoh, okay, amigo and amiga," Lorne said, holding up his handswith asmile. "My mind made
absolutely no sense of that, but | get the fedling it doesn't want to.”

Willow stood up and went to the prow, gazing off across the ocean but seeing nothing. "What about
theidand?' she asked. "I don't see anything on the horizon at dl. It'smagick, isn't it? A shieding spell.”

"According to our new playmeate, Ezekid, that's exactly right," Lornereplied. "And therésaward
that influences boaters and anyone e se out on the water to navigate around it without even redlizing
they're doing it. Kindanifty, actualy. Sometimes| think wed dl liketo bethat invisble, just for alittle
while"

There was sadnessin hisvoice, but when Willow glanced at him, Lorne was gazing back intently.

"Not to tell you your business, Red, but | wouldn't be so quick to mark Wedey down only inthe
knowledge column if | were you. I've seen him kick some big nasty booty once or twice."



Xander snorted. "Wedey? Thisis Wedey you're talking about?'

Willow smiled. "No offense," she assured Lorne. "But back when Wed ey was awatcher, he wasn't
exactly dl, y'’know, Macho Man."

"Ah, another day, another Village Peoplereference," Lorne said, eyestwinkling. "Now | can go to
deep happy tonight. Serioudy, though, don't count our bespectacled British friend out. He might not
come off as much of an action hero, but he's got the chops, especially when Angdl's not around to lead
the charge.”

The demon stood and stretched, yawning, apparently having no difficulty staying on hisfeet despite
the pitching of the boat on the water. As Willow watched him, the night seemed to sparkle around the
fishing boat, and the vessdl shuddered asif snagged on something. Then the clear night was transformed
into athick, gligening mist.

"Did | ever mention how | hate magick?' Xander asked, clutching at his ssomach, apparently
nauseated from the passage through the sorcerous wards protecting the idand.

Zeke bounded up onto the deck, hislemon skin strangely complementing the lime of Lornée's. The
Miquot demon strode across the fishing boat so quickly that he had reached the prow before Wedey and
Corddiaemerged from the cabin.

"Thereitis" Zeke sad, hisvoice husky with emotion. "Questrd."

"Questrd?' Willow asked, as Xander and Lornejoined her and Zeke at the front of the boat, al of
them admiring the view of the lights of the harbor ahead.

"My home," Zekereplied. He glanced at Willow, smiling. "You cal it ' Mongter Idand.”

Therewas very little talk amongst them as Hobbs navigated the boat through the waters of the
harbor. Willow wasfilled with an dmaost childlike excitement, and her mind whirled with thoughts about
Mongter Idand—Questrd. Here was a civilization made up entirely of nonhumans. In the midst of the
twenty-first century, off the coast of one of the largest citiesin America, an entireidand filled with
demons of al breeds, a bizarre Utopia, amelting pot of the kind that America had been meant to be once
upon atime.

Benevolent demons, and perhaps some who were not so benevolent but who had surrendered their
hatreds and enmities for the dream of peaceful coexistence. It wastruly amarvel.

The fishing boat drew closer, and Willow could see more details. The village that spread out behind
the harbor was apatchwork of architecturd styles. There were dwellings that were smilar to human
houses clustered in one place, and a series of treetop Structures that must have belonged to a specific
demon tribe in another. To the north was agrouping of huts such as one might have found in Southeast
Asia, and to the south what appeared to be enormous anthillsjutting from the earth, undoubtedly the
home of some underground species.

In the center of the harbor village, where dl of these sorts of living arrangements seemed to have
been gathered in an extraordinary, dmost surred town square, ectric lampposts shared space with
blazing torches. Willow imagined there must be a least afew shops and restaurants, supplying the
denizens of Monster Idand with goods and services.

Despitethe horrifying enormity of dl of thisexisting here— akind of microcosm of dl of the
demonic species and subspecies that roamed the world in secret—she felt her heart swell with wonder.



Hobbs carefully brought them up alongside a dock, where Zeke leaped off and grabbed amooring
lineto tie up the boat. Xander dropped to the dock and gave him a hand, tying off the aft of the vessdl.
Willow was transfixed by the view sheé'd had of theidand asthey camein, but now the harbor itself and
some of the small, thatched buildings nearby kept her from seeing much more. She was particularly
interested in those anthill-like dwellings, but knew that her curiosity had to be put on hold for now. They
were hereto help the idanders, not to study them.

"It'sbeautiful," Lorne said.

"Itis" Corddiaagreed, asthe rest of them began to climb down to join Xander and Zeke on the
dock.

"Oh, sure," Xander added. "Until they eat us."

"Thank you for your uplifting outlook,” Wedey chided him. "1 for onefind it al fascinating. I'm
wondering, aso, if that mountai nous area beyond the main village is volcanic. There might be something
we can do with that, defense-wise™

Willow had barely noticed the mountain—really more of alarge hill—that loomed above the lush,
tropical forest of Questral. Now she saw that Wedey wasright. Therewaslikely to be some way to put
theterrain here to their advantage when Axtiuss attack came. But they would need time.

It was good, though, that they were aready thinking dong those lines. Wedey was dready thinking
ahead, planning and strategizing. Willow found that she was having less trouble than she had expected
thinking of him asthe de facto leader of this expedition.

Her thoughts were interrupted by shouts from the end of the dock. A pair of small demons of the
same species—each with six Kali-esque arms and four eyes that glowed red in the dark— were coming
toward them, gesticulating wildly with their many upper limbs. A third hung back on thewharf. It threw
back its head and loosed an ululating cry that Willow was certain was some kind of alarm.

"Goody, the Welcome Wagon," Xander said, Sghing.

Thetwo six-armed demons rushed forward, and Zeke stepped out in front to greet them. They were
agitated and began to shout at him in alanguage that seemed dl glottal stops and spitting. Zeke argued
with them in arough gpproximation of their own language, gesturing wildly toward Willow and the others.

'What are they?' Willow asked.
"Bazhripa," Lornereplied by her sde. He touched her elbow politely so that he could dip by her.

"Lornel" Corddiacdled, only to find him aready moving past her and Wedey tojoin Zekein
conversation with the two Bazhripa.

Meanwhile, the screaming of the third one had dready begun to gather alarge crowd. Willow felt a
chill sweep through her as she watched their numbersincrease, and for the first time since they landed she
had ared sensethat if things went poorly, they might well have put their livesin peril just coming here,
however noble their intentions.

Amongst the gathering crowd she saw amultitude of varying demon breeds, things with horns and
fins, with many eyes and no eyes. There were Durdar Beasts and Skench demons, aVahral or two, and
so many other things that Willow recognized from research but couldn't put aname to. Serpentine things
and tiny things that might have been porcupinesif not that they were armed. They camein every color
and size, and had horns and fangs, tusks and antlers.



There were mongtrous things that |ooked as though they might have crawled out of the deegpest
ocean trench, skittering things that once had lurked benegath the beds of human children. So many breeds
had gathered there.

And they al looked pissed.

The gathering of demons remained at the wharfs edge, horrified spectators to the unfolding drama of
Zeke and Lornetrying to reason with the furious, six-armed Bazhripa. Willow and Xander moved closer
to Corddlia

"What are they saying? Any idea?' Willow asked.

Corddiashot her afrugtrated glance. "No clue. Can you whip up some hocus pocus, nice light
show, maybe scare off the loca's so we can have acamer conversation here?

Willow thought about it. It wouldn't have been difficult, but she doubted, somehow, that most of
these creatures would be frightened by alittle magick, and alittle magick was dl she could manage
without hurting someone. "I don't think that'sagood ideg,” she said.

"Decidedly not," Wedey agreed. "We've got to be very careful here. We need these peopleto trust
lBH
Cordeliagrabbed Lorne by the arm. "Hey! Could we get alittle info back here? What's going on?”

"What do you think?" Lorne Sighed. "Zeke isn't exactly supposed to be bringing touriststo the
idand. Especidly human tourigs.”

"Tourigts?' Xander snagpped. "They think we're here for the fun of it?"

"They don't want ushere a dl," Wedey sad, "but they do need us. Zeke, can you and Lornetry to
explain to them—"

"Weretrying!" Zeke said, but the six-armed demons seemed only to become more agitated. On the
wharf, many more had gathered. They were al jockeying for adecent view of the goings-on.

"Okay. Enough of this. We don't have time for screwing around,” Cordeliasaid. She grabbed Lorne
by the hand and shot a glance back a Willow. "Come with me."

Though the Bazhripatried to stop her, Cordelia marched down the dock until she was face-to-face
with the gathered idanders, Lorne and Willow dongside her.

"Trandate," she sad, tapping Lorne onthearm.

Then she smiled at theidanders, and Willow recognized that smile. It was her radiant Homecoming
Queen candidate smile, the smile she probably had used for auditions when shefirst came downto L.A.
in search of an acting career.

"Citizens of Questral Idand,” she said. "My associates and | wish you no harm. We come,
unfortunately, with pretty darn bad news, but we are here asfriends, to offer what help we can.”

Lorne quickly trandated what she had said, and the crowd quieted down ingtantly. Willow stood up
draighter, trying to look asimpressive as she could manage without any actua magick. The truth was she
didn't fed very impressive, but shefig-ured if Cordeliacould act dll regal, she could too. Sheld done the
talent show back in high school, after al, and okay, sure, she had run off the stage, but she could act for



thirty seconds without fleeing. She hoped.

Wedey made hisway up until he wasjust behind Corddia. "She speakstrue,” hesad. "Weare
friends. We wish to speak with the august Assemblage who govern your idand on amatter most dire.”

There was a pause. Some of the demons undoubtedly spoke English, unlike the Bazhripa who had
at first accosted Zeke— and who now stood back warily, ready to attack if any of them should make
even athreatening gesture.

Then from behind the crowd of demons who watched them, these vulnerable newcomersthereon
the dock, came adeep, rasping voice, like the creaking of ancient, rusted hinges.

"And who, may | ask, are you?"'

Instantly a path appeared in the mass of demons. They scrambled aside as quickly as possibleto
make way for the being who approached the wharf now, whose terrible voice had carried across the
land and the dock and out over the water.

"Dai'shu," Zeke whispered hurriedly asthe tall demon stepped down onto the wharf. "Yill demon.
He'samember of the Assemblage. And a sorcerer.”

And a sorcerer. Willow turned that over in her head amoment as she studied the new arrival.
Dai'shu wore robes so long, they dragged on the ground as he walked. Historso wasimpossibly long, his
legs and arms somewhat truncated, and his face was grotesque, the skin tugged obscenely back by a
crown of spinesthat jutted from his scalp backward. The Yill were apparently hairless, but these
spines—eight or nine dl told— jutted back from Dai'shu's bald pate in a strange approximation of
windblown hair. There was something unspeakable about them, and Willow tried not to Sare.

"My nameis Wedey Wyndam-Pryce," the former Watcher said, sepping forward only to then
move aside and bow toward Cordelia. "And thisis Cordelia Chase, the Princess of Pylea."

A rumble of mutterings went through the crowd. Then atrio of demons who were humanoid save
the hideousness of their features pushed out of the onlookers. One of them, afemale who appeared to be
the oldest, called out to Dai'shu.

"Sheidl" thefemaedeclared. "l recognize her. | know not if she'sa princess, but sheis Corddia
Chase. They saved my family, saved al my tribel"

Dai'shu peered a Corddiathrough ditted eyes. In theillumination cast by the torches and
dreetlamps of the harbor village it was difficult to tell, but Willow thought that his eyes might have been
glowing adim blue. With that hideous, stretched-out face bent forward to study them all, the sorcerer
seemed to float aong the dock toward Cordelia.

"Isthistrue, Princess of Pylea?'

Before Corddiacould reply, aloud groan could be heard from behind them on the dock. Willow
whipped her head around in darm only to see Spike standing shirtless on the deck of the fishing boat,
angry burn scars il visible on hiswhite flesh. He was obvioudy freshly woken from deep. Rubbing at
his eyes he glanced &t the enormous gathering of demons and the tall, monstrous sorcerer who loomed
over Cordelia

Spike sniffed and looked down his nose a Dai'shu asif he had just smelled something awful.
"What'sdl this, then?" he asked.



With aroar, the Bazhripawarriors rushed at the fishing boat in afit of rage, screaming asingle word
intheir guttura language. Up on the wharf the menagerie of demon clans and tribes began to shout, some
of them fleeing back toward the village and others moving onto the dock. Dai'shu's eyes were wide, and
his face became even more grotesque as he sneered at them.

Willow felt apowerful hand on her arm, and she was spun around to face Zeke, who held her tight,
hisfeatures very crue up closelikethat, thefin on hishead a golden color in the moonlight.

"A vampire!" Zeke snarled. "He'savampire?'
"Isthat what they're ydling?" Willow asked.
"He'savampire?' Zekeroared again.

Willow shrugged. "Y eah?'

"Damn you!" Zeke said. 'Why did no onetell me? Vampires are banned from Questral upon pendty
of death should anyone dlow them. They are the only banned demonic race. They have no conscience
and cannot be trusted. They're going to execute usdl!”

"That'swishful thinking, buttercup,” Lorne said. "They're not going to wait for anything so formd as
an execution.”

Wedey and Corddlia backed up, and Xander rushed forward so that they were all grouped together
there on the dock as the demons rushed in to surround them, brandishing weapons and shouting threats
and cursesin ahundred languages.

"Oh crap," Xander whispered in Willow's ear.

Dai'shu began to float, eyes glowing afiery blue, and he raised his hands and shouted an order to the
crowd.

"Tear the intruders gpart and bring me their eyesto eat.”
CHAPTER TWELVE
Los Angeles

On board the ship Marianne, Angd reached from a concedling pool of darkness and yanked the
two pureblood demonsinto the inky shadows with nary a sound. Beside him in the dark corner, Buffy
pulled one of the startled demons toward her and snapped its neck with cold efficiency. Angd did the
sameto his captive, and they lowered the corpses silently to the metal deck.

"Anyone e se here serioudy grossed out by that sound?" Gunn asked from behind Angel.

"What sound?' Angel said in awhisper, checking fore and aft before emerging from the patch of
shadows and heading toward a stairwel| that led down into the ship's main cargo hold.

"1 didn't hear any sound,” Buffy whispered, faling in behind Angel.

"Nice to know you can keep that specid sense of humor even during these high pressure moments,”
Gunn muttered as he followed them down into the cool darkness of the ship'sinnards.

At thefoot of the rusted metd stairs, Angel motioned for them to stop. He crouched, listening to the
sounds of the ship: thefaint creak of old iron and sted asthe freighter languidly bobbed in dock, the



skittering of rats aong her decks, the muffled sounds of demonsthey had yet to encounter somewherein
the distance. Confident that it was safe to proceed, he motioned for them to follow him to another set of
steps descending farther into the ship's bowels.

Before he had even begun the gesture, Buffy was past him, taking point. He smiled to himsdif. It had
been too long since they had done something like this—something so dangerous— together. Usudly he
wasthe oneto lead the way, to take the biggest risks, to call the shots. But no way was Buffy going to
wait for him to do that. Nobody called the shots for Buffy Summers.

"Thisjust keeps on getting bigger and badder, doesn't it?" she whispered as Gunn joined them in the
hold.

Angel gazed about at the crates stacked around them inside the hold. Suppliesfor troops going to
war, heimagined as his eyes scanned the lists of contents stenciled on the many boxes.

"It'sdl sowell organized,” he said softly, moving farther into the hold amongst the crates. "Also
pretty disturbing that we haven't heard about any of it before now." He motioned to the crates and the
ship around him. "Something like this takes time and planning. We should have had some idea—"

"Shoulda, coulda, woulda," Buffy whispered. "No sense in besting yourself up. We're here now, and
we're going to sopit.”

Gunn stepped up beside them, carefully removing his backpack. He knelt beside the pack and
unzipped it, then cautioudy reached inside and dowly withdrew its deadly contents.

"Where did you say your crew got that again?' Buffy asked him.

"It fell off the back of atruck,” Gunn replied as he gently placed alarge block of C4 plastic
explosive on the deck.

Ange imagined that his own expression of dishelief matched the look on Buffy'sface.

"No, redly," Gunn said, removing the detonators and makeshift timer from the pack. "A box of the
stuff fell off aconstruction truck at the beginning of the year. Weve been saving it for aspecia occasion,”
he said with abig smile as he peeled away the plastic sheath covering the C4 and began to break off
pieces of the explosive.

"Something tellsme I'd hate to be in your neighborhood on the Fourth of July," Buffy said, watching
the man as he began to set up the explosive charges for placement.

Angd walked dowly around the hold and stopped at the dightly curved wall of the ship. "Here," he
sad, looking a Gunn. He placed his hand against the cool metal seam, letting hisfingersfall acrossthe
vertica line of rivets. He could dmost fed the patient power of the ocean outside just waiting for its
opportunity to enter. " Set the first charge here.”

Gunn showed them each how to insert the detonators and set the smple digital timers. Then they
placed the explosives where they would do the most damage to the belly of the ship and send it to the
bottom of the harbor.

"Think weve |eft oursalves enough time?' Buffy asked as the three quickly walked to the stairsthat
would take them back above.

AsBuffy and Gunn began to climb the stairs, Angel stopped and glanced over his shoulder at the
red digital readouts. They had alittle more than six minutes.



They reached the next level without incident and quietly crept to the second stairwel| that would take
them above deck. They continued their stedthy climb, Angdl thinking of Tara, Fred, and Cavinwaitingin
the car.

"Hope nobody's gone poking around and found the guardswe. . . ," Buffy began in ahushed
whisper.

"What wasthat?' Angd asked quietly. "I didn't catch thelast part,” he said as he followed Gunn into
the darkness on deck— and froze.

Ten of Axtiuss soldierswere waiting for them; each armed with avariety of bladed wespons. There
were Vahralsand Y uits, and aDosdlle with that breed's trademark fanged albdominal maw gaping open,
drooling bloody spittle.

Gunn chuckled dryly as he eyed the demons and tensed for afight. " She said she hoped no one
found any of the guardswekilled."

Sideby sde, Angel and Buffy settled into combat stances, and awave of familiarity swept through
Angel. He could fed his connection to her, the way they worked together so perfectly in battle.

"Seemslikeold times™ Angd said.

Buffy nodded, but she pulled up the deeve of her denim jacket and tapped at her wrist wherea
watch would have been if she had worn one. Time was growing dangeroudy short.

Calvin didn't want to admit it, but haf of him wished he had stayed back in the neighborhood. He
had never understood the concept of stress until held started hanging out with Gunn and his whacked
new friends. Here he was hiding with shy-girl Taraand the totally hot Fred behind aforklift stacked with
wooden pdlets, waiting for Gunn, Angel, and Buffy to return.

He looked down at the battle-ax clutched in hishands. A battle-ax, he thought with amazement.
Never in amillion years had he imagined the world was as complicated and dangerous asthis. Peeking
out a the freighter Marianne, he silently wished that parents would stop lying to their children. Mongters
werered, and if you weren't careful—they'd get you, sure as hell.

"What'staking them so long?" he hissed, squeezing the shaft of the ax in hisgrip. "Maybewe
should—"

"Maybe we should relax and wait for them to return,” Tarasaid in what he thought was supposed to
be acaming voice. It would take alot more than caming voices to bring him down tonight.

"They'relate," he muttered.

"Not yet they aren't,” Fred said, moving up beside him to catch alook at the ship. "Not for another
fiveminutesor s0."

Shetouched hisarm and gave it agentle squeeze, and for amoment he actudly did fed abit
calmer—>but then came the sounds of screeching brakes and racing truck engines. Two pickup trucks,
their open backs |oaded with the unmistakabl e shapes of demon soldiers, had come around the corner
and were speeding down the wharf toward the Marianne.

"Reinforcements,” Fred said as she moved around the fork-lift to get a better look. "The guys must
have been discovered.”



"We gotta do something,” Calvin snagpped, attempting to build up areserve of courage that would
enable him to actudly use the wegpon he clutched in his hands.

There was a sudden gust of frigid wind that didn't come from the ocean ahead of them, and Calvin
turned to see that Tarahad moved away from their place of concealment and was now standing in the

open.
"What the hell are you doing?" he hissed, looking to Fred for backup.
"I think she'sgonnabuy usalittie moretime," Fred replied.

Tarastood with her arms outstretched—her mouth was moving very fast, but Cavin couldn't hear
the words. An even colder wind whipped about them, and he could have sworn that he saw flakes of
snow floating about in the freezing air.

Thefirg truck had cometo ascreeching hat in front of the gangplank. The witch extended her arms,
and the chilling wind that had been swirling around her was propelled toward the first truckload of
demons with what sounded like an anima's growl.

It wastruly an amazing sight to behold. A mini snowstorm moved with lightning swiftness acrossthe
dock and enveloped the entire truck and all itsriders with its freezing embrace. Cavin felt asmile of
wonder begin to creep across his face as the vehicle's demonic occupants ceased to move, covered by
layer upon layer of snow and ice—frozen solid by Taras powerful magick.

"That waskiller," Cavin exclamed, turning to look at the witch. Then he frowned, concerned, for
Tarawas pae and she stumbled backward, holding her head. "Areyou al right?' he asked asheran to
her sde.

"I'mfing" shesaid in abreathlesswhisper. "Just abit of agtran—that'sdl.”
"l don't mean to be ungrateful and al," Fred suddenly said, "but remember there were two trucks.”

Calvin glanced back to see the second truck rumbling toward its destination. Taralowered her head
asif nodding off to deep. She seemed to stay that way for quite awhile, and he was tempted to give her
agood shake when she raised her head. Thistime he could hear the words that were coming from her
mouth, but they werein alanguage that he couldn't begin to understand—and from the way they
sounded, didn't want to understand. Even her voice sounded different, asif she were speaking in dow
motion—underwater.

The second truck was nearly to the gangway that would lead its cargo of demon soldiers on board
the Marianne. Fred had begun to do alittle dance of nervousness, when Taratossed back her head and
screamed. Tendrils of crackling energy flowed from her fingertips toward the demonic soldiers. She
dumped to the ground as the sorcerous attack reached its destination. It was asif some gigantic, invisible
hand had landed among the demonsin the back of the pickup like an angry child swatting aside histoys.
Thetruck veered off to the left, speeding up. The demons roared in darm, and some of them tried to
jump off the bed of the pickup, but they weren't fast enough. The truck was hurled into the harbor, its
passengers tumbling out asit crashed to the water.

Taralay upon the ground, her breathing shalow, exhausted by the strain. "How . . . wasthat?' she
asked, looking up at Calvin through acurtain of sandy blond hair, atired smile on her face.

He wastoo stunned by the girl's display of supernatural might to think of areply, and could only give
her the thumbs-up. When he had first figured out that Taraand Willow were girlfriends, Calvin had been



fascinated by the two of them. Not just because they were leshians—he knew plenty of gay people—but
because they were lovers and witches. He had the ideathat there was something powerful about the
combination. Now, though, he knew that hewas only partidly right. Taraand Willow were powerful
together, sure, but even individualy they were not women to betrifled with.

“I think | seethem!" Fred cried.

Calvin moved to stand beside her and, straining his eyes, searched every dark nook and cranny of
the freighter until he too saw Gunn and the others, surrounded by some of the nastiest, most
monstrous-looking demonsyet. "1 see'em too. But we're not the only ones.”

Buffy was aways amused by the way nearly every nasty freak and monster she dedlt with figured he
was going to be the one to tame her, to whip the Sayer. She had met plenty of human guyswho had the
same attitude toward women, but with demonsit was not just limited to gender. Sure, some of them ran
away a the merest mention of her name. But too many of them were loaded with so much swagger that
they could not help puffing up their chests and thinking about how tough they were, how their repswere
going to be made by taking her down.

She was a petite little blonde, how could she possibly be everything the legends said she was?
Idiots.

Shelaunched hersdf at the ten demon soldiers, very aware of the explosive chargesticking
inexorably forward in the hold below them. Buffy went after the two biggest baddiesfirst. They werethe
ones grinning the widest as she came at them, and thudly the onesthat she felt deserved to buy it fird.
Victims of their own arrogance, she thought as she drove aballed fist into the throat of the one on her
left, who kind of looked like Babe the pig, only seven feet tall with razor-sharp teeth. Shefdt his
windpipe disintegrate beneath the force of her blow, then yanked away his weapon—ameta staff with a
nasty, serrated blade at the end—before his body hit the deck. The Slayer dashed out to her right with
the bladed wegpon and severed the cobralike head of another demon from its writhing, muscular neck.

Ange and Gunn weretrading blowswith aFyarl and aVahral, but now al of the surviving demons
stopped in their tracks, stunned by the speed with which their comrades had been dain. Maybe thereis
something to that reputation after all, sheimagined them thinking now, al nervous.

"Not bad for alittlegirl, huh?' she said, with ady smile that told them they were not long for this
world.

"Can't let you have dl the fun," Gunn said as he drove hisfist into the ssomach of a Y uit, causng it to
pitch forward. A powerful uppercut finished the beast and sent it sprawling onto its back, out cold.

Angd had liberated asword from one of the other attackers and was moving amongst the troops
that remained, cutting aswathe of bloody death for them to follow. The Dosdlle lunged at him, the fanged
maw inits belly gaping wide. The vampire drove the sword into that mouth and tugged the blade up,
cracking bone as he diced the demon in two.

"Let'shudtle, kids," he caled before hacking off the hand of another Y uit. He finished it with athrust
through the shaggy thing's black heart. "Not much time before the big event.”

Buffy and Gunn joined Angdl, their backs againgt the cold, rusted meta of the Marianne's raling.

"How much time you think we got left?" Gunn asked as thunderous footsteps hammered on the deck
of the ship and reinforcements began to arrive on either sde of them.



"I'd have to say we're pretty much out,” Angel replied, gazing fore and aft at Axtiuss soldiers.
Buffy gestured toward the expanse of ocean behind them. "After you.”
Ange smiled and mimicked her gesture. "No, no, | indst. Ladiesfirg.”

She could fed the shuddering vibrations through the floor of the deck as Axtiuss men charged.
"Alwaysthe gentleman,” she said, hurling hersdlf over theralling into oblivion.

Angel and Gunn followed right behind her. Asthe three of them dropped toward the surf below, an
explosion rocked the night. The sound was deafening as the explosive charges blew, signaing the death
knell for the ancient freighter. The force of the blast was so greet that Buffy felt its bresth, hot and hungry
upon her back, before being enveloped in the chilling, watery embrace of the Pacific.

Questral

It was all about to hit thefan on the Idand of Misfit Monsters. Xander looked around at the demons
now encircling them. The chattering, multi-limbed Bazhripawere carrying on asif someone had taken
away their hand moigturizer, snarling and spitting, thrusting their spearsin the gang's generd direction.
Cdl it abizarre sixth sense, but something told him things were not quite going according to plan.

"So what do you think?" he whispered in Willows ear as the Assemblage's demon sorcerer, Dai'shu,
hovered in the air above them, his eyes crackling with afunky blue energy. "Last oneto the boat isa
Bazhripasuncle?

"Y ou might want to step back abit," the witch said just before beginning an incantation. Her fingers
sketched angrily at the air asif she were trying to poke out the eyes of some enemy Xander could not
see.

He moved away and sscumbled over one of Corddiasfest.
"Oh great," she muttered, "abroken foot, just in timeto run for my life."

Xander was about to reply when Willow bellowed the last of her spell. Her hair was whipped about
her head in a sudden gust of wind, and a shock wave of supernatural force exploded from her, propelling
the encroaching demons away, scattering them like tenpins.

Corddiastepped quickly away, Wedey close behind. "Hello! Listento me," she said, hands
outstretched in the universal gesture for everybody to cool their jets. "Let'sjust everyone take adeep
breath and count to ten—we had no idea that vampires are as offensive to you asthey areto us."

"I'll show you how bloody offensivel can be," Spike snarled.

Xander turned to see Spike jump from the boat to the dock and rushed forward to cut him off,
pushing him back toward the boat. "Maybe you should stay put until we get things straightened out with
thelocas.”

The vampire made amove to get past him, but Xander blocked hisway. "Back off, dustball. Maybe
you don't understand what's going on right now," he said, looking into Spike's cold, undead eyes. "They
want to kill us because of you. Isthat sinking into your thick vampire skull 7" he asked, thumping him
back toward the boat with his chest.

The sky wasfilled with a sudden flash of bluelight and the deafening crack of athunderbolt. Xander
whirled away from Spike to see the sorcerer Dai'shu swooping down toward Willow like some gigantic



bat, his robes billowing out like ebony wings, and azure energy jumping from the ends of the spines
covering hishead. If he wasn't busy being terrified, Xander might have stopped to admireit.

"Y ou say you've cometo help againgt some dl-powerful threet, yet you bring that vile, soullessthing
to taint our home," Dai'shu's voice boomed as he hung in the air above them. "I think it isyou who are the
threet!"

The demon sorcerer extended one of his short, stubby arms, and ablast of blue lightning erupted
from hisfingertipsto scorch the wooden pier, narrowly missng Willow, Corddia, and Wedey.

Willow seemed to be cooking up another blast of mojo when Cordelia again took it upon hersdlf to
play peacemaker. Heaven help us all, Xander thought as he watched hisformer girlfriend stride toward
the enraged demon sorcerer.

"Maybewe should. . . ," Xander began, but was stopped by afirm grip on hisarm. He turned and
glared a Spike.

"Hang on there, boy wonder," Spike said with asmirk. "L et's see how the pom-pom queenisa
diplomecy."

Corddiaplaced her hands on her hips and looked up into the crackling eyes of Dai'shu. "L ook, blue
eyes, we didn't want to come here any more than you want usto be here,” she said, tapping one booted
foot on the ftill smoldering pier. "But there are alot of lives a stake, and the Powers That Be have
dumped aload of responsihility in our laps—which just so happensto include trying to keep you folks
dive”

"Y ou dare to address mein such amanner?' Dai'shu growled, the eectricity dancing from spineto
Spine aop his head growing more intense.

"Listen up, Spanky," Cordelia said, gesturing for the demon to come down. "I know you're upset
about the vampire being here—that it's some big taboo deal or something—but we didn't know. We're
sorry. Get over it."

The demon reared back asif dapped, and a collective gasp went out from al those present.

It didn't take the demon long to react—but Xander doubted it was the kind of reaction Cordelia had
been looking for.

"Insolent human!” the sorcerer shrieked as he raised both of his maformed arms. Crackling energy
leaked from hisfingertips as he pointed his glowing hands at Cordelia. ™Y ou shall be thefirst to suffer!”

"My, thisis getting interesting,” Spike muttered, hisamusement plainin hisvoice.

Xander watched as Zeke, Willow, and Wedey al moved to shield Cordeliafrom Dai'shu. Lorne,
the green-skinned lounge singer, actudly stepped up aswell, proving himsef far more courageous than he
had let on.

"Gresat Dai'shu, please," Zeke pleaded. " Show the ignorant humans mercy. They are nothing more
than children benesth the superiority of the populace of our blessed home."

"They're just abunch of big dumb animals, redly," Lorne added.
Xander frowned. So maybe Karaoke-Boy isn't going to be as helpful as | had hoped.



Dai'shu waved hisarms, the air shimmered with hismagick, and Corddia's protectorsflew off in
different directions, their bodies entwined in tendrils of writhing edritch energy.

"First the Princess of Pyleawill be punished for her insolence, and then the others shdl follow," the
Yill demon growled, his hands again crackling with sorcerous energy.

Xander cautioudy looked for something, anything he could use as awegpon, but there was nothing
handy. The others appeared unharmed, stunned by the magicka force, but il intact—at least for the
moment.

"Thisis between me and hover-boy here," Corddiasaid.

The Yill demon was snarling, and the electrica activity between the spines on his heed was truly
something to marvel at. It was obvious this guy had some anger issues, and Xander wondered how much
was actually about the fact that they had brought avampire to Questral.

He was about to join Cordelia, to at least be by her side as they were both blasted into charcoa
briquettes, when acry filled the air. " Stay your anger, Dai'shu,” pleaded the femae demon who had
earlier vouched for Corddia. She emerged from the outskirts of the crowd of demon spectators, joined
by severa of her tribe.

"My kind will not dlow this" she said in defiance asthey encircled Corddlia, clasping their hands.
"The Princessis under our protection. Wewould rather die as awhole than see any harm cometo her."

Dai'shu shrieked hisrage, his short armsflailing in frustration as the mystical energies dancing around
the spines of his head erupted in abizarre display of paranormal fireworks.

"Then dieyou shdl," the sorcerer growled, his hands beginning to glow brighter, and brighter ill, as
the magickd charge grew within them.

"| think he meansit, guys," Corddiasaid, tapping the femae demon on the shoulder. ™Y ou might
want to get away before he blows histop.”

"Then we meet our end protecting one who defended usin the past,” the demoness said, turning her
chin up proudly. The otherswithin the circle did the same, and Cordelia cringed, waiting to be
crispy-fried.

It seemed to Xander that time had suddenly stood still. The anticipation of the moment hung thick in
theamost tropical air of Questral. Nobody moved. Nobody even seemed to breathe as the sorcerer
prepared to rain death down upon Cordelia and those who chose to protect her.

Then the throngs of demons began to murmur loudly, many bowing their headsin reverence as
something made its way through the burgeoning crowds. The commotion distracted the Assemblage
sorcerer as he turned to see the cause of the disruption.

Another demon, this one dressed in flowing robes of scarlet silk, emerged from the crowd, and
Xander wondered who thislatest addition to the party could be to cause such aruckus. The demon was
tall and carried himsdlf in aregd way. His skin seemed to be carved from fine, white marble, hiseyes
large and solid black. His hair was long, combed back severely onits pale, skeletal skull.

Thenew arrival raised along, spidery hand, the fingers covered in multiple rings, toward the
sorcerer angrily hanging inthe air. " Cease your tantrum, Dai'shu,” the demon said, hisvoice cdm and
soothing. "1 have heard the reasons why these visitors have come, and | wish to question them further.”



Lorne seemed to deflate. "Oh honey, you're not a minute too soon.”

Dai'shu immediately backed down, athough he looked none too happy to be doing so. Xander left
Spike at the boat and moved to stand with the others. "Who's the guy in red?' he whispered to Zeke,
moving to stand behind the Miquot, whose yellow skin gleamed in the moonlight.

"That isthe Sage, Ephraim—Ieader of the Assemblage. Though its members rule together, hisisthe
find voice"

"Great sage," Dai'shu said, bowing to hisleader, ill floating inthe air, "the invaders have flagrantly
broken our most sacred law." The sorcerer gestured toward Spike with his stubby arms. "They have
brought an abomination to our paradise, and for that they must be punished.”

The Sage nodded his head, his enormous black eyes seeming to takein al that wasaround him. "I
amwell aware of the laws they have broken, sorcerer,” he said clasping hislong, bejeweled fingers
before him. "But if what they say istrue—if thereisaterrible threat to our home—then we must be
tolerant of their ignorance.”

Dai'shu descended to the docks, making hisway toward the Sage. "But surely—"
"1 will hear no more, Dai'shu," the Sage proclaimed, hisvoice growing louder and more powerful.

The sorcerer seemed to shrink, bowing his head in acceptance. "Asyou say, Great Sage," Dai'shu
capitulated, his voice tinged with displeasure.

The demons encircling Cordelia unclasped their hands and moved back into the crowd, each
bowing to her asthey passed. Yep, things certainly have changed since high school, Xander thought
asthetensoninthear of Mongter Idand dramaticaly diminished.

Ephraim turned to regard them, these people who had come unbidden to the shores of theidand
sanctuary. His eyes scanned each of them in turn, but settled, in the end, on Zeke. There were beads of
sweat on the fin on top of the Miquot's head.

"Ezekiel of the Miquot Clan,” Ephraim began, hisvoicelike distant thunder, filling theair. "You are
welcome here. Y our judgment in bringing strangersto thisidand, bringing humans here, shal be debated
at another time. Until such time astheissue of their presenceisresolved, you will continue to act as our
ambassador.”

Zeke nodded respectfully.
"Now, tell me, who spesksfor these vistors?”

Wed ey and Corddiastepped forward. "'l speak for us, Great Sage," Wedey stated with abow of
hishead. "And | wish to reiterate how sorry we are to have broken your laws."

Corddianodded in agreement. "It'skind of ironic," she said in explanation. "Wedidn't even redly
want to bring him." She shielded her mouth with her hand. "Between you and me, | think he'sabigpainin
the buit.”

"l heard that," Spike said, striding away from the boat.

This seemed to get the Sage's attention. He turned his large black eyesto Spike, and the vampire
frozein histracks.



"If the terrible warning you have brought to usistrue,”" the Sage said, turning his attention back to the
gang, "then it must be discussed amongst the Assemblage. Only then will we decide whether to accept
your ad."

"Soundslikeaplan," Lorne said, looking around, obvioudy relieved by the turn of events.

"Meanwhile, however," the Sage began again, "if you are to remain heré’—hefocused again on
Spike and pointed along, gnarled finger covered with multiple adornments—"The vampire must be
placed in custody.”

Cordeliashrugged. "Okay by me" she said, seeking the approva of the others. "Chain him up likea
dog. Torture himif you want. Y ou won't hear us complaining.”

"Now just abloody minute," Spike snarled again, moving toward them. "I've got just as much right
to be hereas—"

Xander intercepted the vampire and pushed him back toward the vessdl. "If you act up, we're back
to square one here," he said, attempting to be the voice of reason.

"I'm here to help these stupid gits," Spike spat. "Just like you are.”

"Exactly," Xander said soothingly. "But if you don't do what they want, they're going to kick us off
theidand—and worse, all these people aregoing to die.”

"Way I'mfeding, I'm not sure redlly care one way or the other.”
"Okay. We could just let them kill you," Xander said.

Spike thought for amoment. "Theresthat,” he said, eyeing the gathering of very angry-looking
demon folk behind him.

"What's it going to be, Spike?' Xander asked.

Thevampireturned on hished. "I'm going to get my shirt," he mumbled, and then spun back toward
Xander, pointing an accusatory finger. "But don't expect me to be abloody moded prisoner.”

Axtius sat in the cool darkness of atrailer that had once belonged to atelevision starlet. It had al the
comforts of home: an entertainment center, afull kitchen, and an exercise room. It both amazed and
enraged him how humans chose to pamper celebrities. Thiswas a system he would gladly crush benegath
his boot when the pure demon races again dominated the world.

The Brachen demon casudly reached up and grabbed hold of one of the many quills protruding from
hisface—and pulled. The pain was sharp and invigorating as the quill tore loose from the muscle beneath
the blue flesh. It was a nervous habit he/d had since he was young, and one he had yet to break himsalf
of. Axtius studied the quill beforeflicking it off into the darkness. He could aready fed anew onerising
up through the muscle, growing through the skin. Thistoo was painful, but it did not distract him from his
troubles.

Axtius sat behind the desk in the trailer's business office and contemplated the many waysin which
he might kill the vampire with asoul, Angd. He had wanted the vampire to experience the most
excruciating demise possible. Y es, decapitation or tearing his undead heart from his chest would have
been quick, but atogether unsatisfying. He had wanted Angd to suffer.

Axtius reached up and grabbed hold of another quill. He had put his own desires before what was



best for the mission, but he had been unable to help himsalf. And now he had received word from one of
his spies on the street that Angel had been seen thisvery night, dive.

| should have used the Pristagrix to turn the vampire to bloody paste right therein the alley.
He tugged the quill from hisface. Now Angd was free—the creature responsible for the deeth of hisson
was out there in the night—aloose end Axtius could not afford. Thisiswar. There was no place for the
personal vengeance he had been pursuing. And yet he could not help himsalf. Angel would be madeto
uffer.

He was preparing to rip another of the spines from his face when there came afaint knocking at the
trailer door. "Enter," he growled, moving his hand away from the pleasuring pain.

His back was to the door, but he knew that Guhl-iban and Haborym, histwo most trusted
lieutenants, had entered the trailer. Axtius's senseswere sharp. The stench of arecently consumed mesl
of human flesh followed Guhl-iban like adark cloud, and he could hear the faint snap and crackle of
living flame emitted by Haborym's eyes.

"What isit?" he asked, hearing the door dam behind them. He knew they were standing before the
desk, waiting for him to face them.

"Great Axtius. . . ," Guhl-iban began, but floundered.

"I amwel aware of who | am," he barked, turning the leather chair around. He scowled at them,
showing his displeasure. "Now tell me why you have disturbed my meditations.”

The diminutive flesh-ester turned to Haborym. Thisdid not bode well, and Axtiusfdt hisire begin to
rise. Y ou do not need your companion's permission to speak, Guhl-iban. She does not command youl.
Speak up, or perhaps the next skull | crush will beyours.”

Guhl-iban still hesitated.

Haborym lifted her chin defiantly and responded when the flesh-eater seemed unable to do so.
Flames shot from her mouth with each disturbing word. "It isthe ship, Lord Axtius— we've just received
word that it has been sunk.”

Axtius surged up from his seet, riding atop the crest of pure, undiluted rage. "What?' he screamed as
he flipped the mahogany desk onto its sdewith acrash. "How isthat possible?!

"A vampire. Thelocd taent tdlsushisnameis Angd. Supposedly he hasasoul,” Guhl-iban said
quickly, asif to purge himsalf of the distressing information. "And theword isthat . . . well, he wasn't
adone. The Sayer waswith him."

Axtiusonly stared at them, ahollow feding spreading through his chest. Angel. And the Sayer. If
not for hisown whimsy his desireto torture the vampire instead of killing him outright, al of thiscould
have been avoided. It was daunting enough that he till had the vampire to deal with, but now the Sayer
had been added to the potent mix aswell.

"They found their way onto the ship, killed many of our soldiers, and planted explosives," Haborym
explained as Guhl-iban nodded in agreemen.

Axtius stood before the overturned desk, flexing his clawed hands. He wanted something to destroy,
but he knew that the satisfaction he might receive from such aviolent act would only be short-lived. He
needed to cam himsdlf, to think clearly, efficiently—and then he remembered the wegpons.



"The Mahkesh cache?" he asked, anticipating the worst.

Guhl-iban smiled. It was a nauseating sight, strings of flesh dangling from yellowed, sharklike teeth.
"That isone piece of good newsthat | can bring you, General," he said, rubbing his hands together
eagerly. "We hadn't finalized the ded with the arms merchant. The Mahkesh wegponry had not yet made
it tothefreighter. They are safe.”

Axtius nodded, fresh venom filling that hollow in his chest. Thiswas probably the first true piece of
good news held heard in weeks. "For once, your incompetence has actually served a purpose,” the
generd said with arumbling chuckle. "If those ancient wegpons had been logt, | would have taken your
heads™"

Crafted during atime before the rise of Babylon, the Mahkesh cache was created for asmilar war
againgt impurity long, long ago. It was asymbol of everything he believed in, and he saw it asasign that it
had been spared.

"Leaveme," the demon genera ordered with adismissve wave of hishand.

"Asyou wish, Lord Axtius," Guhl-iban said as he and the fire deity quickly backed away from the
generd's quarters, carefully closing the door behind them.

Axtius stood, hands clasped behind his back. With the freighter destroyed, they would need to
move quickly to maintain their schedule. He began to andyze the Situation, to formulate a course of
action.

Histhoughts were interrupted by an intrusion upon his mind, words whispered inside his head.
General Axtius, camethevoicein hishead. We need to speak with you at once.

The demon commander sighed heavily and made hisway from the office to the space within the
trailer that had been designated as the entertainment center. Where once stood alarge screen television
and dtate-of -the-art audio system, there was now an undulating pool of dark burgundy liquid upon the
floor, the blood of aVertazzi Seer, amost excdllent conduit for communication.

Axtius approached the rippling puddle and bowed his spiny head. "I am here," the generd saidin
obeisance.

Thewine-dark fluid began to bubble and seethe, and three shapes began to form.

"We have been hearing whigpers, Axtius," theliquid-figure in the shape of Chancellor Dgjardom
said, seven tentacleswaving in the air as he spoke.

"Whispers of what?' Axtius asked, raising his head to gaze at the images of the Codition'sthree
demon chancellorsforged in blood.

"Y our ship has been destroyed,” Chancellor Tee-Kd gurgled, wings of crimson unfurling upon his
back.

"Ah, that," Axtius said with anod of hishead. "I've just heard of thismysdf. A minor setback,” he
assured hismasters. "1 will begin the process of obtaining a new troop transport at once and—"

"Of courseyou will, General Axtius," Chancellor Dgjardom said, aamswaving asif caughtina
pleasant breeze. "But what isthis we have heard about an attack on an archaeologica dig in Cambodia?’
he asked.



"Y esssssss,” Chancellor Shammesh said through multiple mouths, hisbody of blood changing sze
and shape as he spoke. "The director of thisssss dig—sssshe wassss attacked and nearly killed by
Coadlition soldiersss. What hasss sshe to do with our busssinesss at hand, General Axtiusssssss?'

He thought of his son and fdlt hisrage begin to roil. The demonologist who had—revoltingly
enough—been his son's wife was another loose end that he should have seen to himsdif.

"Nonedirectly, srs," he answered, "but she had been known to provide safe haven for those we
wish to see destroyed. | thought an example of our power would crush the morale of those who often
relied upon her, and she would no longer be a hindrance to our plans.”

The demon chancellors went eerily silent, and he hoped that his explanation was sufficient enough to
placate their prying curiosity.

"And what of the vampire with asoul?' Tee-Ka belched, hiswings fluttering, soraying blood around
the room. "Why pray tell have your actions drawn him into the fray?*

Axtius scowled. "Angd isan abomination,” the demon generd spat, "the antithesis of everything our
cause standsfor. With him destroyed, we are that much closer to achieving our desires.”

"But he hassss not yet been dessstroyed, General Axtiussssss,” Chancellor Shammesh chimed in.
"And the Sssdayer hasss now become involved assswell.”

"l am aware of that, Sirs," Axtius said in response, amodd of coal efficiency, though his mind was
awhirl ashetried to determine who among hislegions might be soying upon him for the chancellors.
"Another smal wrinklein the tapestry of imminent glory.”

"|sthere anything you wish to share with us, Axtius?' Dgjardom asked, swaying in anonexistent
breeze.

Axtius stood tall before the questioning chancellors. "1 have no ideawhat you're suggesting,” he said,
clasping his clawed hands behind his back.

"Y ou have aways been an exemplary officer in our service, Axtius," Chancellor Tee-Ka hissed.
"Do not give us cause to believe that you serve a purpose other than our own."

"Thereisno other," helied, the memories of hisson forcing their way into histhoughts. Hewas
grateful that none of the chancellors present were psychic, or he would have been in dire trouble indeed.

"Y ou areto ded with thessse—how did you put it?" Shammesh asked. " Sssmall wrinklesss?'

"Angel and the Sayer are proving themselvesto be quite the nuisances,” Tee-Kd added. "We think
it would bein your best interest—and the best interests of the Codlition—that they be dedlt with as

expeditioudy aspossble”

Chancdlor Dgardom pointed al of hisbloody tentacles a him. "Do not give us reason to doubt
your gbilitiesfurther, Generad Axtius."

"Thy will be done," the general said, bowing his head to his masters, just asthe bodies of blood
began to discorporate, the shapeslosing their cohesion, splashing back down into the body of the small
scarlet puddle.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Though the patchwork village that was the main population center of Questra likely had places
where such ameeting might be held, the Assemblage gathered for their public deliberationsin an open-air
structure built like a Roman forum. There was a central floor that looked as though it had been created
with performance in mind, but a carved-stone dais had been constructed at its center, and it was upon
thisthat the Assemblage met.

Wedey glanced around and marveled at the place as Zeke led them ingde the circular forum.
Willow and Xander hung back, speaking quietly to each other, but Cordeliaand Lorne kept abrisk
pace, staying closeto Wedey.

"Why do | fed like were about to be thrown to the lions?* Cordelia whispered.

The former Watcher glanced back at her and nodded. It was an apt comparison—enough to make
him shudder—but there were differences that gave him comfort. The Assemblage itsdf was down in the
ring with them. There would be no lions, no gladia-toria combat, and no bullfighting, either—for that was
the other thing the place reminded him of, abullring—as ong asthe rulers of theidand were there with
them.

Of course, if the Assemblage was to depart, he would begin to grow concerned.

Ashefollowed Zeke across the vast forum, like the town lit by both electric lamps and torches, as
well astheillumination of the moon and stars, Wedey studied the audience that dready had begun to
gather in the galeries around them. Thefirst two rows, al the way around the circle, were occupied by
marble-skinned, black-eyed demons that resembled the Sage, Ephraim. Behind them were agreat many
Yill demons. Other races of great number were staggered behind those, until the last few rows—even
though there were nearer empty seats—were packed with amenagerie of varioustypes of demons.

"Zeke," he whispered. "I'm curious. There appearsto be a hierarchy in the seating arrangements.”

The Miquot demon'sfin gleamed in the light as he turned to Wed ey without breaking stride. "More
than ahierarchy. A caste system. For the most part, it'smgjority rule. That's how the Assemblageis
decided. The five most popul ous species are represented . . . dlong with Garth.”

"Gath?'

Zeke shrugged and brought the conversation back to the topic a hand. "Beyond sheer numbers,
there's also a pecking order that's based more on what you'd call class. Caste system isn't far off. Y our
vampire wouldn't even be dlowed in the forum, but there are species who are only given seats because
the law of the idand says no one can be turned away. Doesn't mean there aren't demonswho'd like to
changethelaw."

Wed ey was horrified. "Which would make them little better than Axtius," he whispered asthey
approached the dais at the center of the forum.

Behind him, Corddiaand Lorne had moved closer and were listening to the conversation.
"Except the idanders may be snobs, but they don't kill over it," Corddia pointed out.
"But maybethey'd liketo,” Lorne noted quietly.

Zeke shot them dl awarning glance and turned his attention to the dais. Wed ey took his cue and
postponed any further discussion of theidand's cultural dynamics. Willow and Xander were il
whispering to each other, and he looked over his shoulder at them. He caught Willow's eye, and she
quickly shushed Xander, and then the five of them, with Zeke as ambassador, stood quietly in front of the



dais and waited.

The breeze brought tropical idand scents aswell as a hundred other more exotic aromas; Wedey
could not differentiate between the smells of food and floraand the crestures that lived here. Hundreds of
demons had filed into the galleries that looked down upon the forum, and more still were coming in. The
Assemblage appeared to be waiting for more of them to arrive, and so Wed ey took the opportunity to
make a closer study of the ruling body of Questral themsalves.

The Assemblage had seats upon the dais, but they had foregone them at the moment, clustered
together asthey hissed and muttered, obvioudy discussing their strange visitors and the ominous message
they had brought. Wedey recognized Ephraim the Sege immediately, hisheight and skeletd frame making
him impossibleto miss. Also with him was the sorcerer Dai'shu, with thelong torso particular to Yill
demons and the circle of spinesthat jutted back from his skull like a Native American headdress,
digending hisfeatures.

There was a Bazhripa—one of the six-armed, red-eyed warriors that had first confronted them
when they docked—but this one was afemale. She wore a crested iron helmet and a bronze breastpl ate.
Besde her was another femae, a green-tinted woman who seemed to be floating. There was something
beautiful about her, despite the hue of her skin, and though her long hair seemed to twist Medusarlike
around her body, he thought she was naked. Wed ey found himself riveted by the sight of her, hardly able
to catch his breath. Asthe breeze blew she seemed to ripple with it and when she turned dightly he
redlized that he could see through her.

A Vapor, hethought, surprised that one of the many disembodied demons—those commonly
known to possess human beings—would be accepted by the others and not relegated to the lower
cagtes. Shefloated there, a stunning, nude woman, nothing but acloud of greenish mist.

Wedey had to force himsdlf to ook away. He glanced around the forum in search of other \V apors.
There were none visible, but he knew that the disembodied demons were only seen when they wanted to
be or when they were powerlessto prevent it.

"She's something, isn't she? A redl angd.”

Flushing as though he had been caught at something, Wedey turned to find that Lorne had come up
beside him. The Host had whispered, but Wedey was still embarrassed. He frowned to cover up his
reaction and fiddled with his glasses.

"I'm not sure 'angdl’ isthe word I'd choose.”
Zeke shot them a cautionary ook, and Wed ey nodded back at him.
"There were supposed to befive," he said to Lorne, dropping hisvoice even further. "I count four.”

"Take another ook, my friend," the Host replied. He nodded his head toward the dais. "He's the
only one aready seated.”

Wedey stared for amoment at the seats up on the dais. It took him amoment to redize that Lorne
wasright. Thetall, wooden chair second from the left was turned sideways to face the others as they
conferred. At that angle he had missed it at firt, for the find member of the Assemblage was ademon
little more than two feet tal, a savage-looking beast with aback covered in quills. HEd seen these things
when they had first arrived, like porcupines carrying swords, and thought they looked almost comical.

But one glimpse of thisthing with its upward jutting needle teeth and a crudl sneer on its features,



and hewas no longer ready to dismissthem.
"Ixwik demon. Blacksmiths and armorers, usudly. Viciouslittle buddies™ Lorne whispered.
Corddiawhapped Wedey on the arm. "Would you two please shut up!" she hissed.

Wedey wanted to protest—after al, Lorne had been doing most of the talking—but Corddiawas
right. Zeke obvioudy thought they should be silent out of respect for the Assemblage. But it was difficult
for him to suppress his fascination by the different species and the mixed culturesthat they had
discovered on Questral.

At Corddias words, the sorcerer, Dai'shu, glanced up sharply. A moment later Ephraim the Sage
nodded to the others, and they began to take their seats. The crowd had been muttering to one another,
the combined effect creating adrone of voices all around them, but now it ceased completely, and silence
fell over theforum. Wed ey had amoment to wonder how many demons lived here, how large Questra
was overal, and how long the idand had been a sanctuary. Then Ephraim dapped apam on thetablein
front of him and dl other thoughts were driven from the former Watcher's mind.

The palm-dap seemed to beritual, away to cal the gathering to order. The other four members of
the Assemblage gave Ephraim their atention.

The old demon cleared histhroat, wide black eyes scanning the surrounding audience. Then he
frowned and looked down a Zeke. "Ambassador,” Ephraim said. "We will hear you now."

"That'shig of him," Xander muttered.

Alarmed, Wedey glanced back at him, ready to silence him if necessary, but Willow had aready
done so with astomp of her foot on Xander's and awithering glare.

A tiny smile touched the edges of Wedey'slips. There were times when, despite the smashing failure
it had been, he missed histenurein Sunnydde.

Zeke stepped forward. Though he had been wearing a cable knit swesater, inexplicably he pulled it
over hishead, snagging it for amoment on thefin atop his skull. Hetied it around hiswait, and Wed ey
gared amoment at the pae ydlow complexion of hisflesh. Clearly thiswas moreritud, but aritua of the
Assemblage or of the Miquot he did not know. He hoped it was a Miquot thing, because he doubted
Corddiaand Willow were going to be stripping to the waist, no matter what the stakes.

"Venerable Ephraim,” Zeke began, bowing his head. "Honored Assemblage. Theseindividuals,
human and demon alike, have traveled from Los Angelesto offer their assistance to usin what may well
be our darkest hour, though we do not know it yet. Others are on the way, including the vampire with a
soul, Angel—who helped save the lives of alarge number of those who live here on theidand—and
Buffy Summers, the Sayer.”

A ripple of murmured comments went through the crowd at thisrevelation.
"Unthinkable!" Dai'shu barked.

Zeke paused only amoment before continuing. "May | then present Wedey Wyndam-Pryce,
Xander Harris, Krevlornswath of the Deathwok Clan, the sorceress Willow Rosenberg, and Corddia
Chase, the Princess of Pylea”

Asthey were named, Wedey and the others each gave some gesture of respect, from Lorne's deep
bow to Willow'stiny wave. When Cordeliawas named there was even asmall smattering of applause



from the crowd.

"l have served as Questral's ambassador to the world outside for twenty-seven years," Zeke added.
"Never in that time have | brought a human being to these shores. | would not have begun now if the
gtuation were not grave. Y ou have heard the warning these people bring aready, but now | must lend it
my support. Events have begun to unfold in Los Angeles that make me believe wholly that they speek the
truth.

"The Brachen demon Axtiusis gathering an army of pure-bloods. Thisis part of amuch larger plan
to diminate those of usthey cal haf-breeds, and any pureblood who might aly themselveswith so-cdled
lesser races. Thereisalarger scheme at work that will reved itsdf intime. All that need concern us at the
moment isthis: Very soon, General Axtiuswill bring hisarmy here. Heintends to eradicate our settlement
completdy and kill dl who reside upon thisidand.”

A roar went through the stands, gasps and shouts and outbursts rippling around the forum. The
people of Questral might not believe humans, Wedey mused, and many of them had likely only just heard
what news the outsiders had brought, but they would believe Zeke.

Dai'shu stood from his seat upon the dais and raised hishand. A flash of golden light streamed from
hisfingers. It was sllent, but achieved the desired effect of caming the gathered demons and getting them
to focus once more.

"And you, venerable Ephraim,” Dai'shu said, inclining his head to the Sage, "what do you say?'

But before Ephraim could speek, the Bazhripafemae leaned over the daisto glare down at them.
"Why should we believe them?' she snarled, red eyes glowing more brightly. "Humand" she spat.

The Ixwik demon stood on its high chair, quills standing up like a peacocks feathers. " Shikah spesks
truth,” it growled, its voice difficult to understand. "Humansis vermin. Least of the lesser. Almost asbad
asvampires.”

Willow took a step forward. For al that she had silenced Xander, it appeared that she could not
now remain quiet hersaf. "We're vermin? But you speak our language. Y oure spesking English.”

Zeke glared at Wed ey, obvioudy wanting him to shut Willow up, but Wedey knew that it was
usdless. The witch was a gentle soul and always had been. She had adow fuse, but once it had burned
down, it was best to just get out of the way.

TheIxwik raised itsnose asif being addressed by a human were benesth the demon. But the
Bazhripa, Shikah, was not willing to ignore this affront.

"Mogt of usonthisidand lived in your world first. English isthe only language many of our races
havein common. It is considered the low speech, but at gatherings of the Assemblageit is necessary.”
The six-armed female sneered at Willow. " Speak up again without being spoken to, and | will have you
killed."

Ephraim dapped his palm against the table three times, obvioudy caling for order. The others
relented, though obvioudy with great reluctance. When the sensua Vapor rippled in the breeze, her hair
floating back behind her, and turned to Ephraim, Wed ey thought that every creature in the forum hed its
bresth.

"We are being poor hosts, venerable one," she said, her voice a hush like wind through the trees. "If
our ambassador gives credence to the claims of these outsiders and they truly have cometo offer their



ad, theleast we ought to offer in return is courtesy.”

Asthe Vapor finished speaking, atremor shook the ground beneath their feet. Wedey saw on his
friends facesthat they were as startled as he was. However when he glanced at Zeke he was surprised
to find that the Miquot demon seemed not even to have noticed.

Another tremor, this one more subtle, rumbled through the forum. Cordelia gasped and her eyes
widened, and Wedey followed her line of sight to discover what had dicited her astonishment. His mouth
opened in alittle O of surprise. "Good Lord," he muttered.

Beyond the highest wall at the back of the forum, above the last of the galleries, asingle bright
orange eye stared down at the proceedings. The members of the Assemblage turned toward the
Cyclopean monstrosity with curious expressions. The thing rose up higher, reveding that its head
consisted of that single eye, amass of serpentine tentacles that squirmed out from the place amouth
ought to have been, and askull laden with fissures from which flamesjetted in spurts.

"What are we seeing here?' he asked Zeke.

The Miquot shot Wedey aquizzicd look. "That? Oh, that's Garth. | thought I'd mentioned him. He's
the sixth member of the Assemblage.”

"Okay," Xander whigpered, coming up behind Wedey. "Why am | getting the feding that we're
going to be fed to that thing now?'

"Too many Japanese monster movies," Willow whispered in reply.

Corddiatapped him on thearm. "Wes. Arewe dedling with an Elder God here? Maybe just me,
but | don't remember asingle referencein al our research to one of the Great Old Ones not trying to end

theworld in fiery apocaypse.”
Zeke shushed them again.

Properly chastened, Wedey replied to Corddiain the lowest whisper from the corner of his mouth,
unableto tear his gaze away from the sixth member of the Assemblage.

"Firg timefor everything, | suppose. Though it'spossblethat. . . Garth ... isnot one of the Old
Onesat dl."

Xander snickered, abit of hysteriamixed with the sound. "Well, heisn't Mojo Jojo."

With arumble that sounded like arockdide, avoiceissued from amidst the mass of tentacles upon
the Old One'sface. The Assemblage and dl of theidanders gathered seemed to be listening intently To
Wedey it did not sound like language at dl. "What's he saying?' he asked Zeke.

Which was when Lorne stepped up beside Wed ey and laid acomforting hand across his shoulders.
"Don't get your knickersin abunch. The Big Ugly'son our sde. He thinks they oughta give us the benefit
of the doubt."

Wedey glanced a him. ™Y ou understood that?"
Lorne shrugged. "Hey, you wanted meto trandate. I'm trandating.”

Therewas a brief, whigpered conference amongst the Assemblage, and then Ephraim stood, his
enormous black eyes gleaming.



"Very well. We have decided. Y ou will be given quarters for the night and allowed your freedom
while you remain our guests. All save the captive vampire. In the morning we will return our judgment as
to whether we will trust this warning and accept your help. Meanwhile, we suggest you look to our
ambassador for guidance asto how to conduct yourselveswhile on theidand.”

"Of course," Wedey replied, inclining hishead in asort of curt bow. "Thank you."
Corddiasiffed. "What are we thanking them for again?' she whispered under her breeth.
"Not egting us, for Sarters,” Willow replied.

A quartet of Bazhripawarriors gpproached, and they al fell slent. Zeke and the Bazhripa escorted
them from the forum to get them settled in their quartersfor the night. Wedey did not want to express his
alarm to the others, but it had occurred to him that if the Assemblage decided not to trust them, Xander
and Willow's concern about becoming part of theidanders diet might not be too far from the truth.

He kept a pleasant smile on hisface, but only with atremendous effort.

Theidand was beautiful. Lorne knew he ought to be more alarmed—things certainly weren't going
as according to plan at this point—but he could not help being captivated by his surroundings. The trees
and thetropical breeze, the smell of the ocean ... it was al so wonderful. But he knew there were other
reasons the place gppealed to him. Despite the obviousracia issuesthat divided the demon specieson
Quedstrd, they seemed to live in peace and be relatively accepting of one another. They took their
neighbors at face vaue, not asking them to be anything they were not. It was so different from theway he
had been raised, which was haf the reason he had |eft Pyleain thefirst place. What he had tried to create
at Caritas, that kind of environment, seemed to exist here on the idand aswdll. It touched him deeply.

His services as atrandator had not been as vita as he had expected, but he was now glad that he
had come. This place deserved a chance to survive. Not that he was going to be doing much of the actua
defending, but Questral was worth fighting for.

"Lorne?' Wedey prodded.
The Host raised an eyebrow and turned to him. "Huh?'
Wedey sighed in frugtration. "What did he say?"

"Oh, sorry Wes. My mind's wandering. Gottareinitin." Lorne glanced up at thetreesagain . . . and
above thetrees, at the Old One called Garth. The ancient demon was huge, perhaps fifty-five feet high,
and despite the tentacles on itsface it had a body that reminded him mostly of agiant mantis, withitsthin
insectoid body and limbs. Though itstrunk glowed the same orange asits single eye, the fire that |eaked
out of its head did not seem to spill out anywhere dse.

Zeke had arranged for Wedey to have a chat with Garth, and Wes had asked Lorneto trandate for
him. With apair of Bazhripawarriors as guides, they had trekked to the cavern where Garth made his
home and found the enormous, ominous demon to be very welcoming. Wedey had just asked what it
was like on the earth when humanity first appeared. Garth had seemed to hesitate—L orne guessed he
did not want to offend Wedey with the obvious response, which would be that humans were merely a
nuisance a the beginning—but in that moment of hesitation, Lorne's mind had begun to wander.

"Garth, my apologies,”" Lorne said, hisvoice low and grinding, the language of the Old One much
like spesking German with amouth full of gravel. "Could you repest that?*

The ancient demon lowered its trunk down, its flaming head sparking, its huge orange eye



unblinking. The tentacles at itsface redly did take the place of amouth, Lorne had noticed, as each one
of them seemed to have atiny mouth of its own, and they spokein unison.

"It was as though a new weed had begun to grow in the garden of our world," Garth said. "A weed
we could not kill, for everywhere we plucked it from the ground, it spread faster and farther.”

Lorne quickly trandated for Wedey, but saw that the man was deeply unsettled by Garths
comments. He grew pae and looked as though he might be sick.

"Wes, you dl right?"

"Yes, yes" Wedey said with an impatient nod. "It'sonly that ... it sounds agreet ded like what more
advanced human civilizations have been doing to native populaionsin various parts of theworld for
millennia™

Lorne offered arductant nod in return. "It isin your nature.”

Wedey stared at the Old One, the awe he felt plain on hisface. "It's so strange being able to talk to
him. Who ever thought an opportunity like thiswould present itself. Strange. . . but dso terrifying. It'sa
chilling perspective on higtory. I've aways known that the world once belonged to demons, but for the
first timel redlly know it. It fedslike thetruth in away it never did before. 1t's most unsettling.”

Lorne began to trandate.
"Stop!" Wedey snapped. "Dont trandate that!"
"Sorry. Any other questionsfor the big guy?'

Deeply troubled, Wed ey shook his head. "No. Just thank him for histime. And for giving usthe
benefit of the doubt earlier.”

Willow stood outside the squat, thatched-roof hut in the Bazhripavillage where she and Cordelia
were to deep for the night. The warrior pecies seemed to be the security force for the entire idand under
the command of Shikah, the Bazhripa member of the Assemblage. But once dl of the tension had gone
and the gathering had dispersed, the six-armed demons were more than polite. Despite the claims of
Shikah, Willow had found that most of the demons she ran into spoke only ahandful of wordsin English,
if at al, but apparently it was the only language the various races had in common.

A short way from the dirt-floored hut, agroup of small demon children had gathered around
Corddia. Apparently, they were of the species Corddia, Angel, and Doyle had saved from pureblood
Nazi demonsthe previous year. The kidslooked at Cordy as ahero, gazed at her with open affection,
and sheindulged them with patience and akindness that surprised Willow. Thisimage of the woman
amiling a demon children did not match her memories of the cynical, superficid girl shed knownin high
school. It had been clear to her for agesthat Cordy had changed for the better, but those moments
watching her play with the kidswould stay with Willow for avery long time.

"Okay, evil munchkins" Cordeliasaid, pushing her hair back away from her face. " Auntie Cordy
needs her beauty rest. Maybe we can play some more tomorrow, alittle game| like to cal stab the nasty
invading demon with asharp, pointy stick.”

The kids barely understood her and hesitated.

"Goon," shesad, grinning. " Shoo!"



When Corddiastarted back toward the hut and noticed Willow watching her, she acted nonchaant,
asif embarrassed. Willow turned away and nearly bumped into the sorcerer Dai'shu, who had come up
beside her. Shelet out atiny gasp, annoyed that she had let him surprise her like that. The Yill demon
was not aone ether. The leader of the Assemblage, Ephraim, was with him.

"Hi. There." Willow smiled thinly. "Whoa. Y ou guys are pretty sedthy, aren't ya?'
"It was not our intention to Sartle you, sorceress,” Dai'shu said, inclining his head.

"Startled, me? Nah. I'm okay, not easily startled. Not me. Also, sorceress? That isn't entirely
accurate.” Willow raised ahand and crossed her fingers. "Sure, magick and me, like this. But more of a
witch, redly.”

Corddiahad walked up during her taken-off-guard rambling and now she spoke up. "Don't let her
fool you. Willow may seem innocent, but she's quite the sorceress. Oh yeah. Big-time magick."

Ephraim raised an eyebrow, and both he and Dai'shu regarded Willow more closdly, asthough
szing her up anew. Then Ephraim smiled at Corddliaand extended a skeletal, marble-skinned hand.
"Good evening, Princess," hesad.

Corddiatook his hand, and Ephraim kissed it, a gesture so chivalric and courtly that Willow could
not help but smile. Corddiahersdlf, astherecipient of this gesture, was practicaly beaming. Dai'shu, on
the other hand, sniffed his disapprova.

"S0, to what do we owe the honor?' Willow asked, trying to be as courteous as possible.
Ephraim glanced at Dai'shu, and the sorcerer nodded.

"We are unused to vigtors,” the Yill demon said, the spikesthat jutted from the back of his skull
seeming to stretch hisface even moretightly. "The Assemblage has not yet reached ajoint opinion, but
we wanted to extend amore cordid welcome than the one you received upon arrival. We have
determined, after speaking with our ambassador, Ezekiel of the Miquot, that your introduction of a
vampire onto these shores was not a purposeful dight.”

"Thank you," Willow replied, for she could think of no other response that seemed gppropriate.
"Yes," Corddiaadded, nodding with false sincerity. "That's greet of you guys, redly.”

"We believe that your efforts, regardless of the truth in your warning, arein good faith, and we will
try to respond in kind," Ephraim said, glancing at Cordelia. "Y ou have friends here, Princess. Those
whose lives you helped to save hold you in high regard.” His gaze shifted to Willow. "Segp well. Inthe
morning you will hear our decison.”

Willow smiled. "Grest. Thanksfor that. Redly. Y ou too—the deeping wel part, | mean.”
"Night,” Corddiasad smply.

When Ephraim and Dai'shu had departed, Willow and Cordelia stood in front of the hut for severa
seconds, speechless.

"So what was that about, do you think?* Corddliasaid at last, as the two of them turned to go inside
the hut.

"Not redlly sure. Besidesfreaking me out, | mean. Maybe they just thought it over and redlized they



hadn't exactly sent out the wel come wagon and wanted to make nice. Or they could be lulling usinto a
false sense of security before we're executed at dawn.”

Cordeliahad been aout to lie down. Now she shot Willow awithering look. "Were you alwaysthis
degth-obsessed, or isthisnew?’

"Hello?" Willow replied. "L ook around. Monster Idand.”

Cordy shrugged. "True. Then again, maybe they just started thinking about who they were dedling
with—the Sayer, Angel, Witchie-poo, rogue demon hunter, and of course the Princess of an entire
demon dimens on—and figured they oughta be alittle more polite.”

Xander waswired. Twist and turn as he might on the soft earthen floor of the hut, he could not fall
adeep. His mind was buzzing with thoughts and questions and with his fears about what the morning
might bring. And not merely the morning, but the subsequent hours or days, when at last Axtiusstroops
struck theidand.

He missed Anya He would have given amost anything in those quiet hours, donein the hut, to fed
her warm breath againgt his neck, fed her silky, supple skin benegth his hands, even just asthey held
each other in bed, in the dark. He thought about what she had said when she was disoriented, after she
had been injured; what she had said about needing to be okay because she wanted to have his babies
someday. Theideathrilled and terrified him a the sametime. Heloved Anya, but whenever he thought
about having children of hisown in the future, he thought of his own father. He could not help but wonder
if he would repeat the man's mistakes, if he would end up treating his own children the sameway. The
ideamade him fed sick. Xander would rather spend a century in Hell than grow up to be hisfather. He
had never met Doyle, but with afather like Axtius, he figured the Brachen half-breed had to have fdlt the
sameway.

Again he thought of Anya. Whatever hisfears or reservations, just being with her, laughing with her,
having his arms around her, dways made him fed better. He needed her now, and he worried for her as
well. Though he knew that she would recover quickly enough from her injuries, till he found himsalf
regretting not having stayed with her.

Instead, he was there on the ground on the floor of ahut usualy occupied by six-armed battle
demons, and the two guys who were supposed to be hisroommates for the night—Wed ey and the
karaoke demon, Lorne—were off on walkabout on the idand. Great for them, but Xander did not fed
much like Sghtseeing.

Buffy had been clear about the danger Axtiuss plans represented, and though he tended toward
self-mockery most of the time, he knew in his heart that he had alot to offer. Already he had been
checking out the idand, figuring out which structures could be turned into bunkers, looking for likely
places to stage an ambush on invaders. Once upon atime, thanksto asingle magick night, he had been
temporarily transformed into aU.S. Army soldier. Traces of the training and knowledge he'd had while
under the effects of that spell till remained.

It was completely logical for him to have come aong. He knew the odds, knew the stakes. But
Anyawas a home, injured, and al hell was going to break |0ose here soon. There wasn't anything fun
about it for him.

Though his eyes were wide open, his mind abuzz, it was not long before deep finaly began to creep
up on him. In the distance he could hear the soothing crash of the waves upon the shore, and abreeze
blew through the hut that felt wonderful. His eyeidsfluttered, and Xander began to drift off.



"Ohhhh, my," whispered avoicein the darknessingde the hut.

His eyes snapped open. Had heredlly heard that? Xander glanced around inside the hut but saw
nothing. Therewas only a curtain where the door should have been, and it fluttered in the breeze but
there seemed to be nobody in the doorway or just beyond it.

Nerves, hetold himsdf, wishing Wedey and L orne would come back, even though held never been
very fond of the one and barely knew the other.

"Y ou're agrapping young man, aren't you?"

Xander sat up straight, staring about the darkness of the hut. 1t was very warm, and he had been
deeping only in hisunderwear with alight, raw cotton sheet thrown over him. Now he covered himsdlf
with the sheet. The voice had been sensud, filled with insinuation, and unquestionably female.

"Where are you? Who'sin here?'

A cloud of mist began to codescejust afew feet away, agreenish fog that quickly sculpted itsalf
into the form of the stunningly beautiful demon he had been staring at dl through their audience with the
Assemblage. Her hair gill danced around her shoulders as though in some wind he could not fed, but
where earlier it had strategicaly covered her, it no longer did. She was not corpored, aspirit demon, but
her brazen nakedness il had an effect on him.

Xander brought his knees up in front of him and averted hiseyes. "Can | help you with something?*
he asked inasmdll voice.

"Oh, | hope s0," she said in that same, sultry voice. She floated toward him, her body now hovering
above thefloor, and her fingers reached out toward hisface.

A tremor went through Xander, and he could not be certain if it wasfear or excitement or a
combination of the two.

"l am Ileana," she said, her voicelike acaresson him.
Xander felt compelled to look at her now and could not tear his eyes away.

"] am so pleased that you and your friends have come,” the achingly beautiful demon said. "It has
been s0 very long since | have had human contact. | have dways believed that dl peoples aretruly one,
al sentient beings belong together. Commingling of racesis awondrousthing, don't you agree?"

Xander edged backward across the floor of the hut. "Oh, absolutely. Sure. Nothing like alittle
creative commingling, | dways say. Well, maybe not it in those words exactly. But, see, | . . . aren'tyou a
Vapor demon? | mean, not of the flesh. Not that, you know, thefleshisal I'm thinking of. But how can
you . . . wait, you want to possess me, don't you?"

The sudden realization made him stop moving backward and start to riseto hisfeet.

Ileana pushed him down again, the most seductive of smiles on her green-hued face. "Don't be
ridiculous. If I wanted only to possessyou, | could have done that without you ever knowing | was here.
| want . . . morethan that."

Xander stared at her fingers where they were splayed againgt his chest. They were solid enough, that
wasfor sure. Solid enough to push him down. Solid enough to now begin to trace across his chest, giving
him goose bumps. Solid enough to—



"Hey!" he exclaimed as she drew the sheet away from him. Xander snatched it back and scrambled
away from her. Hisface was flushed, and he forced himsdlf to picture every small detail of Anyasfacein
hismind.

"Thanks. It was sweet of you to come by. Very neighborly, redly But I'm serioudly in need of my
beauty deep. Hard to believe, | know. Plus, y'know, kinda have rules about the commingling. Well, not
me, redly, but my girlfriend? Did | mention she's avengeance demon? Wonderful thing, commingling, but
the vengeance demon girlfriends can be kinda strict about it.”

Ileanadrew back, her body suddenly less solid, mist swirling, the outline of her form seeming to blur
out of focus. The Vapor demon put a hazy finger to her lips and gave him a coquettish smile the likes of
which had never been directed at Xander Harris beforein hislife. In that moment he nearly forgot all
about Anya.

Nearly.

"All right, my young man," the demon whispered. "But when you think of melater . . . when you
dream of Ileana. . . remember the pleasure that you might have had.”

She blew him akiss, and then evaporated before his eyes.

Xander swore low, under his breath. After nearly afull minute of smply staring at the darkness of his
hut, he lay back down, but he knew there was no way he was going to be able to deep now.

In awindowless room more like ameat locker than ajail cell, Spike sat up againgt the stconewall,
bored out of hismind. Bloody hell, he thought, for perhaps the thousandth time, a bloke wants to help,
and thisis the thanks he gets.

If that wasn't bad enough, he was nearly out of cigarettes.

Hetook along drag on the one perched between hislips now, the embers glowing in the darkness,
and tapped at the pack. Three |eft. The vampire wondered if any of the demons on thisidand of freaks
would have cigarettes, or if they were banned. Maybe Zeke. The Miquot spent alot of time on the
streets of L.A. Spike held out hope that Zeke would have some cigarettes.

"Bored now," he muttered to the darknessinsde hiscdl.

The smoke that furled from the end of his cigarette began to blossom and grow, and he noticed that
it had taken on atinge of green. Spike raised an eyebrow.

"What'sthis, then?"

The smoke continued to grow into a cloud, and then from the cloud, a shape began to take hold. A
very lovely shape, indeed.

"Well, well," Spike said, abroad grin stretching across hisfeatures. "What have we here? Lookslike
not everyone on thisidand thinks vampiresre the bottom of the barrel."

Ileanasfingers caressed his heding face, touched his hair, ran down his scarred chest. Spike tossed
hislit cigarette onto the stone floor and reached to pull her toward him. She was not the one he wanted,
but she was breathtaking, heartbreakingly beautiful. If the one he wanted wouldn't have him, he was more
than happy to make due.

The burning ashen ember of the cigarette'stip began to fade. But Spike could see very well inthe



dark. And heliked what he saw.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
unnydale

The phone jarred Dawn out of adream that involved school, nudity, humiliation and, oddly enough,
bungee-jumping. When her eyesfluttered open and the fog of deep began to clear from her brain, she
was pleased to berid of the dream. Then the phone rang again, and she raised her head off of the science
book she had fallen adeep upon.

Ever snce Buffy had left, Giles had been putting so much effort into covering for her that he had let
things at the Magic Box go dightly. Anyahad taken him to task for the detrimenta effect this could have
on sdesif they did not keep up appearancesin the store, not to mention their inventory. Tonight, she had
badgered Gilesinto foregoing any sort of patrol to ded with the Store after it had closed for the night.

Thetruth was, Dawn thought Gileswas relieved to take anight off. After he had cleared out the nest
of vampireswho had been living in aneighborhood over by Miller's Woods and hunting the neighbors, he
had dept for nearly fourteen hours straight. The guy deserved a bresk.

Though with Anyadriving him crazy—she worrying about Xander and him worrying about Buffy
and the two of them taking it out on each other—Dawn thought Giles might have gotten morerest if he
had spent the night patrolling for nasties.

The phone rang again. Anyaemerged from the back room and shot Dawn an annoyed glance.
"Hello? Do you hear astrange ringing noise? What on earth could it be?!

Dawn shrugged. "It could be the phone. But | can't be sure, ‘cause I'm il half-adeep. | think |
drooled on my science book."

Anyasighed in frustration and picked up the phone. "Magic Box. It isso far after hoursthat this
better be Buffy or colorful vengeance will ensue, even if | have to wresk it with my bare, pathetically
human hands.”

In the midst of this gpeech, Giles aso emerged from the back room. He had |eft his glasses behind
somewhere, but that was dl right; Dawn aways thought he looked kinder without them.

"Isthet Buffy?" the Watcher asked.

Anyaglanced at him, listening intently to the voice on the other end of the phone line, and shook her
head in hisdirection. Dawn got up quickly, al traces of deep banished from her mind, and went over to
the counter. Her first thought wasthat if it was not Buffy, that might mean that something had happened
to Buffy. "Iseveryonedl right?" she asked.

Anyaignored her, ligening intently.
"Hey. IsBuffy ... iseveryone okay?' Dawn asked again, reaching out to prod Anyaon the arm.

Anyaturned and seemed about to give her anasty ook, but then surprisingly her expression
softened. "Hold on," she said into the phone, then she spoke to Dawn. "Everyone's okay so far. That was
thefirg thing shesaid."

"Who?' Giles asked. "Who said?'



"Tara," Anyasad, holding out the phone to him. "She needsto talk to you. She was asking me
about some spdlsand things, but I'm lost."

Dawn fdt awave of relief passthrough her. She wanted to know why it was not Buffy caling,
wanted to talk to Tara hersalf, but she knew that there was alot going on. Serious business. Aslong as
everyonewasdl right, she could wait. She was going out of her mind, waiting for word, waiting for
everyone to come home, but she could wait.

Asif she had any other choice.

"Yes, Tara, what's going on?' Giles asked as he took the phone. Dawn watched hisface, his
expression grim, as helistened to Taraon the other end of the line. Eventually he began to nod, dmost to
himsdf. "Yes, actudly, | think | know just the thing. Y ou have to understand, though, that sorcery on that
scae. .. war magick . . . it'srarely used these days. Medievd, redly. Torepe aninvasion. . ."

He paused, listening again. Repel an invasion, Dawn thought. She bit her lip. It was hard enough to
have to worry for Buffy al the time, but she had gotten used to her Sster going one-on-one with demons
and vamps. One-on-one. Not repelling invasions. Slayer or not, Buffy was only one person.

But sheisn't alone, Dawn reminded hersdf. Not even close.
It was cold comfort, but it would have to do.

"Yes, | know," Gileswent on. "I'm merely explaining to you why it isn't the sort of thing I'd havein
my library. The Council would certainly have the volume you need, though | can't say for certain how
quickly. . . hmm? Ohright, sorry. Medieval War Magick. No, no, that isthetitle. But | doubt. . . redly?
Well, | certainly hope so. Cdl meif theres anything in it that you need help deciphering. And pleaselet us
know the ingtant there's news."

After afew moments spent on good-byes, Giles hung up the phone. Anya and Dawn both watched
him, waiting for him to explain the conversation he had just had. When he volunteered nothing, Dawn
tapped the counter. " Giles? What's going on?"'

"Hmm?" he muttered without looking up. "Oh, Tara needed me to recommend some spdlls sheand
Willow might useagaing . . . againgt Axtius."

"Medieval War Magick?" Anyasad. "That soundsalot bigger than just Axtius."
"Oh,itis" the Watcher replied, speaking quietly. "Itis.”

Gileswas garing a the phone asif hethought it might ring again, or give him somevita piece of
information, or promise him that everything was going to bedl right.

But the phone remained slent.
Burbank

The warehouse in Burbank wasidentica to ahundred, even athousand, othersin the greater Los
Angdesarea. If Gunn's crew had not acquired the precise address there would have been no way for
them to track it down. It was located at the rear of an industria park, set dightly apart from the other
buildingsin the complex because it had been added as an afterthought to the origind development, and
apparently no one had wanted to rip up perfectly good trees, landscaping, and pavement when they
could throw the warehouse up beside the lot where the trucking company's trailers were parked when
not in use.



Except the trucking company had gone belly up amonth ago, avictim of shady accounting. The
place should have been empty.

Of courseit wasn't.

Completely slent, asthough he were some stone gargoyle, Angel crouched in the darkened rafters
thirty feet above the warehouse floor, abroadsword dung in its scabbard across his back. Below him, in
the square portion of the warehouse where the building's current occupants had bothered to turn the
lights on, aded wasin the making. Lorne was out of town—thanks to Angel—but there were il
whispers on the street. Charlie Nickels had felt asthough he had let Angel down—taken onelook at the
charred spotsthat <till had not completely hedled on his skin and decided he was going to makeit up to
him.

Gunn's crew had pinpointed the time and place where Axtius was supposed to try to acquire some

serious hardware for his soldiers. But it had been Charlie Nickds who had discovered the truth of what,
exactly, Axtiuswastrying to buy.

The Mahkesh cache.

Asif that damned Pristagrix hadn't been enough, Axtius was bent on getting his hands on an entire
armory of cursed wegponry, swords, and axes and arrows that would cut through any hide or armor, that
would kill anything or anyone, so long asthey found their mark.

All the more reason to ruin Axtius's night, Ange thought grimly.

Perched silently he had watched as Axtius entered. It had taken every ounce of restraint he
possessed—and he was not a creature known for his restraint—to prevent himself from descending upon
the Brachen demon immediately Just onelook at the blue, spike-faced demon swaggering into the
warehouse in his leather armor ... it brought back in excruciating detail the way Axtius had ambushed
him, and images of historture upon that rooftop, and the pain of hisrecovery.

Hisfeatures had shifted into the countenance of the vampire the second he saw Axtius, and he bared
hisfangstherein the dark.

But he had waited. Buffy and Gunn were outside, watching for the moment they had planned in
advance. Two minutes after the weapons merchant entered, they would comein fighting.

Axtius had only two of hislackeyswith him—a skeleta demon with jagged-edged limbs, and atall,
imposing female whose eyes poured liquid fire. More than likely there were ahandful of others on guard
outside, but Buffy and Gunn would make short work of them, he was certain.

The demonic generd tapped hisfoot impatiently, there in the midst of the empty warehouse.
"He'slate, Guhl-iban," Axtiusgrumbled. "I don't like to be kept waiting.”

You won't be waiting much longer, Ange thought. He knew Axtius must have been infuriated by
theloss of histrangport to Questral, but this was another story entirely. The Mahkesh cache was too
dangerousto fdl into hishands.

The skeletal one, Guhl-iban, went to asmall door set into amuch larger diding metal door inthewall
of the warehouse. He opened it and glanced out, then turned back toward his general.

"They'rehere”



Axtiuslet out along bresth and nodded with satisfaction. Despite hisarmor, he did not seem to be
carrying any weagpons. Angel presumed this was a condition of the meeting, but he was pleased because
it meant the Pristagrix was not here.

His heart did not best, but the vampire il felt asthough hisblood began to flow alittle faster. He
did not need to breathe, but air hissed in through hislips and he thought he could taste vengeance.

"Haborym, help him with the door," Axtius commanded, standing up to hisfull height, trying to look
asimperious as possible to his guests. The Brachen demon was huge and broad-shoul dered, much bigger
than his half-human son had been.

The fiery-eyed female, Haborym, went to aid Guhl-iban. Together they unlatched the larger door, a
diding patch of corrugated meta twenty feet square. Asit opened, Angel could hear an engine beyond,
and headlights flooded the interior of the warehouse. Fortunately the illumination did not extend into the
rafters.

A pair of pickup trucks, their bedsladen with long wooden boxes, rolled into the warehouse one
after the other. Thelead truck pulled up right in front of Axtius, the demon grinning in the splash of its
headlights, and then the driver killed the engine. The second pickup stopped behind the first and followed
auit. The passenger door of the lead vehicle opened and adiminutive, rotund, ebony-skinned V osgash
demon stepped out. Despiteits bulk it moved swiftly toward Axtius and offered its hand in greeting.

"Generd. Trox Caniff. We spoke on the phone. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Reluctantly Axtius shook the V osgash's hand. The wegpons merchant might be a pureblood demon,
but Axtius obvioudy did not think much of Trox Caniff, or his species. "Let's see what you've brought
me," Axtiustold him.

Angd tensed, hands gripping the steel beam upon which he crouched. The clock was ticking.

The demons who climbed out of the pickups after Caniff were not Vosgash at dl but amuch larger
breed Angel did not at first recognize. There were dozens of species of demonsthat had offered
themselves as mercenariesin ages past; powerfully built, durable, and none too bright. He stared at
Caniff's three associates—copper-hued creatures with vicious-looking claws, vagudly fdine features, and
black tiger stripes on their faces.

A ripple of unease went through him, puzzle pieces snapping into place in hismind, and then he
redized what he was |ooking at.

Mahkesh, hethought. They're Mahkesh. It should have been impossible. All of the records about
the Mahkesh Warsindicated that the entire tribe had been wiped out. But here was evidence to the
contrary right in front of hiseyes.

Thirty seconds had passed, and the Mahkesh warriors were uncrating the weapons. It made no
senseto Angd. Why would Mahkesh warriors be willing to sell—or alow Caniff to sell—the weapons
that were their tribe's greatest legacy? As he turned the question over in his head he watched the
merchant and his guards display severd gorgeous cutlass-style swords that gleamed in the smdl square of
light in thewarehouse. Angel fdt at oncetheinferiority of the blade he himself had brought aong.

Axtius muttered his praises of the weapons, |ooking genuinely pleased. Other crates were opened to
reved apair of war-axeswith long, curved handles.

"Oh, well done, Trox. I'm very pleased. The Codition will reward you handsomely.”



Angel frowned. There was something hollow about Axtiuss words, something too forced about the
way he was speaking, as though he knew he had an audience and was playing to the rafters. That was
ridiculous, of course. If Axtius had known Angel was there watching he never would have gone through
with the trade without dedling with theintrusion first. He never would have—

Alarm bellswent off in Angd's head. Even as he was pulling his suspicions together, there camea
scraping, scuffling noise at the back of the warehouse. There was motion deep in the shadows there.
Angd peered into the darkness, eyes sorting shapes out of the shadows, as they moved forward toward
thelight.

A phalanx of demons of various breeds dragged Gunn into the light, hands tied behind his back,
glver duct tape over his mouth. Axtius glanced over at the new arrivals and at Gunn, who struggled
againg his captors, but the Brachen demon said nothing. Thiswas no surpriseto him at al.

Angd's hand went swiftly to the hilt of his sword, fingers closing around the grip. Unconscioudy his
lips curled back from histeeth, and he bared hisfangs.

"Genera," said the fire-eyed demon woman, Haborym. "We have more visitors."

On the warehouse floor, Axtius glanced quickly over at the wide entrance. In the rafters, Angel did
the same. Shadows outside in the night quickly resolved themselvesinto eight more Mahkesh warriors, all
of them armed with the extraordinary weapons of their tribe.

Thelast puzzle piece clicked into place. Not only had Axtius known they were coming, not only had
he set the entire thing up as atrap, but the weapons deal had aready gone down. The rotund merchant,
Trox, probably wasn't even amerchant a dl, but one of Axtiuss men.

The Mahkesh wereworking for him. They weren't sdlling their tribal heritage, but were helping
Axtius buy it back.

In the fraction of asecond that €lgpsed asthe circuitry of al thislogic connected in Angd'smind, he
saw Guhl-iban, Haborym, and the Mahkesh warriors below spread out as they walked around the
pickup trucks toward their generdl.

Thelast of the Mahkesh was dragging Buffy by the hair, unconscious and bleeding from severd
wounds that had blossomed red stainsin her clothes. Angd could smell the copper tang of her blood in
theair, blood with which hewas so familiar.

Theroar of fury that burst from histhroat at that moment was so ferd, so primitive, that he could not
have held it back even if he had desired to do so. With achime of meta he drew his sword and tensed to
leap down into the fray, unmindful of the odds or of whatever other preparations Axtius might have
mede.

In his peripherd vison he barely saw the dithering, clinging, spiderlike thingsthat scurried along the
rafters toward him with horrifying speed. Then they were upon him, teeth sinking deeply into his
gtill-tender flesh, talonstearing the sword from his hand, and Angd and his two attackers tumbled out
into the open air, fell end over end, and struck the concrete floor with a crunch of bone.

As he had fdlen, Angel had snapped the neck of one of the hideous things and had used it to break
hisfdl. Still, he was disoriented, images swirling in his heed, a collection of sghtson hisway down, of
Axtius, Gunn being forced to his knees, Buffy bleeding on the concrete. Angedl rose and kicked the
second of his attackers—they were deek beasts, a strange combination of mongoose and lizard, but
wrought in thefires of some Hell or other—hisboot striking it hard enough to send it flailing into the



collection of demonsthat now began to gather around him.

Guhl-iban. Haborym. At least half adozen more of Axtiuss soldiers, taken from various breeds.
Nearly adozen Mahkesh, al now widding the cutlasses and war-axes of their tribe save one, who held a
golden bow, already nocked with an arrow the color of rust. They moved quickly to encircle him.

Angd's hands flexed asif only now redlizing there was no weapon for them to grasp. He bared his
fangs again and turned to Axtius.

"What'sincredibleto me," Axtius snarled, hatred blazing in his eyes, shuddering dightly so that the
spinesthat jutted from hisface shook, "isthat you survived my vengeance, and yet still you set yoursdlf
againg me. Don't you seethat this city is aready mine? Somehow you have developed theillusion that
you are more than anuisance.

Angel took asingle step toward Axtius. The Mahkesh and the other demons closed the circle more
tightly, blades now thrusting toward the vampire. Flamesflickered around Haborym's hands. Gunn was
forced facedown on the ground, and aVahrall planted a heavy boot on the back of his neck.
Unconscious, Buffy was lft to bleed.

"Y ou think we're the only oneswho are going to stand against you?' Angel asked, the threat implicit
inhistone,

Axtiuslaughed. "Y ou prove my point about your delusions of saf-importance, vampire. Nothing can
gandinmy way."

The Brachen demon waved his hand, agesture of command. Angel whirled intimeto seethe
Mahkesh bowman release hisarrow. It whistled asit diced through the air toward Angdl's chest. Hetried
to evade the arrow.

He smply wasn't fast enough.
Los Angeles

The hotel was eerily quiet. Tara could not imagine how anyone could stand to be doneinsidethe
enormous old building. It echoed with the ghosts of the livesthat had been touched as employees and
guests passed through the place. It wasn't meant to be empty. Calvin was crashed out adeep in one of
the rooms upstairs, but Tarasat with Fred in Wedey's office. No way was she going anywherein thisold
place by hersdf.

Not that there was anything to be afraid of ; not redlly. It wasjust so very londly. Thefeding was
only exacerbated by the story Fred had been telling.

"Y ou poor thing," Tarasaid, gazing at the pae, fragile-looking girl. "All that timein such asavage
place. Living in acave by yoursef. Y ou must have been so lonesome.”

Fred glanced away. Tarafelt badly, worried that her words had struck too close to home, had
brought back difficult memoriesfor the brilliant young woman about her yearslost in the demon
dimenson of Pylea

"That was one of theworst parts of it, yes," Fred agreed with asmal nod. She amiled shyly. "I'd say
spending that much time aone could drive a person crazy, but | don't think it would be just hyperbole. |
think | did go alittle crazy. And then Angel came dong. He saved me."

Tarasmiled back, pushing her hair away from her eyes. "He doesthat alot, | hear." She yawned,



covering her mouth. "It's hard, isn't it? Finding out there's so much darknessin the world. But you've got
some good peopleto faceit with."

"Seemslike you do too," Fred replied.

"Oh, | do," Taraagreed wistfully. "I do." Her mind went to Willow, and she wondered what was
happening out on that idand, what kind of reception her girlfriend and the others had received.

"Y ou miss her, huh? Even though it's only been alittle while?' Fred asked.

Tarablushed dightly and glanced away. "I ... | miss her whenever she'snot with me. Even . . . even
for aminute.”

"Gosh, | hope someday | find someone who'll miss me that much,” Fred said with earnest
admiration. " Of course, | wouldn't want them to missme, so | probably wouldn't go anywhere unless|
had to."

"Sometimes the choice gets taken away from us. There are just thingswe haveto do,” Tarasad.
"Yeeh," Fred replied, dmost dreamily. "Still, it'sredly something.”

From the tone of her voice and the faraway |ook in her eyes, Tarawondered if there was someone
Fred already felt that way about, or hoped to, and though she normally was not one to intrude, she was
about to ask when she heard footsteps on the stairs.

"Cavin'sawake," she said, hating to state the obvious but feding as though in aspooky old place
likethisthat it might befor the best.

"In herel" Fred caled, and then she seemed to start, as though frightened by her own raised voice.

A moment later, Calvin appeared in the doorway to the office. He wore the same T-shirt and torn
jeans he had had on earlier, but he was barefoot. He stretched and yawned as he stepped into the office,
aline dill creased on hisface where he had lain on a pillowcase seam. "Hey," he said. "I just wanted to
come down and see how things went. Gunn and the others aren't back yet?!

"Not yet," Taraconfirmed.
"When wasthelast timethey cdled in?' Calvin asked.

"Right before they were going to enter the warehouse," Fred confirmed. "They're supposed to check
in every hour, but it'sonly been ..." She glanced up at the clock on thewall and her eyes went wide,
alarm sketching an dmost cartoon expression on her face.

Taralooked at thetime. "Oh no," she said, getting up, glancing quickly at Cavin. "We were just
talking and lost track of thetime.”

"Well, when were they supposed to check in?" the young man asked.

Fred had gotten up immediately after noticing the time and had gone to a heavy bookcase at the
back of Wedey's office. The glass doors were locked, but she fished around on top of it for the key and
opened it up.

"Forty-five minutes ago,” she said as she pulled abook from the shelf and began flipping through it.

Calvin swore low, under hisbreath. "That ain't good, ladies. Y ou don't think they're—"



"Don't even say it," Fred snapped. "And no. They can't be."

Taras mouth had gone dry, and her heart was beating too loudly in her chest. Shewastrying to
imaginein her mind that Buffy, Angdl, and Gunn could be dead, wastesting it out in her head, and she
could not.

"Weve got to go there. Bight now,” she said, mind whirling, pulse speeding as shetried to figure out
how she, Fred, and Calvin might be able to do any harm to demons who had been able to sop Angdl,
Buffy, and Gunn from checking in.

"Not right now," Fred said curtly.

Taraglanced up at her. Cavin stared at her also. Suddenly Fred did not look nearly as sweet and
demure as she had afew moments earlier. A frown creased her forehead, and she was al business as she
held out the ancient tome she had drawn from Wedley's bookcase.

"Canyou learn this?' she asked, diding the book into Tara's hands.
"Maybe?' Tarareplied hesitantly, studying the Latin text on the page.

Fred glanced down as though she herself were responsible for what had happened to the others.
"Maybe isn't going to be good enough.”

With ashort, sharp intake of breath, Taranodded. "Then yes. I'll work it out.”

"All right," Fred said gravely. "Now we just need aplan.” She glanced over a Cavin. "Charles
would want you to stay behind, but we could use you."

Cdvin grinned. "Then useme, I'm dl yours."
Burbank

As consciousness seeped into her mind, Buffy groaned. Before she even opened her eyes shefelt
theiron cuffs around her wrists and the sensation of dangling from them. Her wrists were chafed badly,
but when she put weight on her feet to take the burden off her hands, adiver of pain shot through her.
The Sayer hissed air through her teeth and winced, her eyes at last fluttering open.

Angd'svoicefloated out of the dimness around her. "Buffy."

Her vision till focusing, she looked around. She was insde awarehouse—presumably the same one
where Axtius had turned the tables on their planned ambush—which waslit just enough so that she could
see Angel chained to a support beam twenty feet away. "Hey," sherasped, her throat dry.

"Hey." Therdief wasobviousin hisvoice. Y ou had meworried there.”

"Take more than the Thundercatsto do mein," Buffy replied, though the pain in her lower abdomen
and her rib cage beneath her left arm throbbed with an urgent reminder that the demons she had thought
of immediately as Thundercats had done a pretty good job of it. If they had wanted her dead, she would
be.

Already she had begun to hedl. Of dl the so-caled gifts that came a ong with being Chosen to be the
Sayer, superhuman hedling was pretty much number one.

"Areyou dl right?' she asked Angdl.



In the gloom of the warehouse she saw him stand a bit straighter.
“I'll befine"

Which meant that he wasn't fine now, but that he would be. Buffy might have given him ahard time
over the semantics, but since she wasin roughly the same condition, she figured shewould let it go. A
Mahkesh arrow jutted from Angdl's chest, just inches from his heart. Word was the Mahkesh wespons
never failed to find their mark. That meant thet, for now at least, Axtius wanted Angel dive. Thearrow
had even been removed before Angd was chained up. She knew that probably meant Axtius had far
worse in store for them later, but Buffy did not care about that. Asfar as she was concerned, they
werent going to give Axtius alater.

Should've killed us when you had the chance, moron, shethought. "Gunn?"' she asked.
"He's4ill out,” Angdl replied.

Buffy glanced around the warehouse. The place was enormous and amaost completely empty. It
took her only amoment to spot Gunn, chained to another support beam across the floor from her—the
three of them in akind of triangle. Gunn was bound the same way she and Angdl had been, but he was
sested on the ground, umped back againgt the stedl beam. A surge of concern swept through her. Gunn
looked dead.

"Youresurehe'sdl right?' she asked.

A grange, chuffing sound whispered through the warehouse and it took Buffy amoment to redize it
was quiet laughter coming from Angdl.

"He'sfine. Bruised, maybe, but fine. They didn't knock him out. He's taking anap. He got bored
waliting for you to wake up.”

The Sayer gaped across the dimness at Gunn, astonished at the idea that the guy could fall adegpin
agtuation likethis. It had to be some kind of defense mechanism, or sheer exhaustion, or . . . she thought
about it and realized that with the life Gunn had led, being able to catch an hour's degp in dmost any
circumstance would be considered asurviva skill.

"Do you think we should wake him up now?" she asked, lowering her voice.
"Hésfine Givehimalittlewhile” Angd sad.

They had been speaking quietly, and in the vast warehouse with Gunn adeep and no oneeseto
hear them, therewas akind of intimacy in the air. For amoment Buffy hesitated to continue, relishing dl
that remained unspoken between them. Thisis how it ought to have been, shethought. How it could
have been. The two of them, facing the darkness together.

A smile edged up at the corners of her mouth, and sherolled her eyes. Oh yeah, real romantic,
Buffy, shethought. 1sn't this sweet, we get to be tortured and possibly die together. Not that she
thought that was going to happen—she was confident they would get out of their predicament—but there
was certainly something perverse about her idea of romance.

Forget it, shetold hersdf. That's yesterday.
She could not tell in the gloom, but she thought Angel might be staring &t her.

"Buffy," he said, hisvoice alow rasp, afamiliar, suggestive tone.



"Yeah," shereplied. "Fancy meeting you here"

The fedings they had for each other created atension between them, but now it broke. They both
began to laugh softly.

"So what now?" she asked. "Axtius has amagor mad-on for you. Why aren't we dl dead?"

Angd tugged forward, testing his bonds, using his feet against the support beam to try to get
leverage enough to break the chains. Thiswent on only for afew seconds before he paused and turned
back to Buffy. She wished she could see hisface better in the dark, that she could make out his
expresson.

"| think we have you to thank for that," hetold her. " After they dragged you in here he thanked me
for bringing you dong. We know that Axtiusian't the top of the totem pole; he has someone he answvers
to. Something tells me he wantsto put on alittle show for them.”

A chill went through Buffy. The Thundercats had known who shewas, called her "Sayer," and
though she had managed to kill two of them with one of their own wegpons, they had overwhelmed her
with their speed and redlly crappy odds. It had to have been ten or twelve to one.

"Gredt," shesaid, Sghing. "Nothing like alittle public execution to make my day.” With afrown, she
glanced around again, peering into the darkness. " So why no guards? He doesn't redlly think well just
walit for him to come back, does he?'

Once more, with agrunt of effort, Angel lodged his feet againgt the support beam and tried to snap
hischainsto no avall.

"Apparently he does. Though I'm guessing there are guards. Probably outside. The Mahkesh.
Maybe afew of the others."

"Mahkesh?' Buffy asked.
"Thundercats.”
"Ah." She nodded.

For long seconds they stood in silence. Buffy began to test her own bonds. Whatever €se hewas,
Axtiuswas not afool. The chains and the iron cuffs that were around her wrists were very thick, very
solid. Sheremembered her little sister Dawn telling her oncein very gory detail about a Stephen King
novel in which awoman handcuffed to abed practicaly tore off her own hands getting out, how her skin
darted to dide off like she was wearing gloves. Buffy shuddered. Not redly an option for her.

Not yet, at |east.

"Y ou know what | don't get?' she said, turning to Angel again, peering at him through the gloom.
"Axtiuswas s0 disgusted with himsdf, with his own behavior, after doing the wild thing with Doyl€'s
mom, that he went off and joined the Nazi Demon Jamboree or whatever. So he despised what his son
was, but he still scoured the world looking for magick that could drain the human out of Doyle, make him
more like Axtius. He could have just had more children. A demon as nasty as Axtius. . . why would he
cae?'

Thistime the sllence that hung suspended between them was heavy with something other than
intimacy, abittersweet thing not unlike regret.



"Very few creatures are pure evil," Angel replied, voicelow. "Doyle was his son. | understand why
Axtiuswantsto kill me. It isn't because he blames me for Doyl€'s death. It's because he blames me for
gedling away the possibility that he could finally have made Doyle the son he aways wanted him to be,
Never mind what Doyle would have wanted. That never matters.

"Lots of fathers are disgppointed with their children; it's not unusua for them to want their kidsto be
more like them. Especidly their sons. Fathers want their sonsto share their morals and beliefs.”

More than ever, Buffy wished that she could see hisface, that she could reach out and take his
hand. "We're not just talking about Doyle anymore, are we?"

Angd glanced up, hisface bathed in shadows. "No. | guesswe're not. His father wanted him to be
more vicious, more brutal, to kill. 1t's easy to shake your head at that. Axtiusisademon. He'sevil. But
lots of fathersjust want their sonsto grow up to be responsible and decent.”

"Likeyour father," Buffy offered gently.
At first Angd did not reply. At length, though, he chuckled softly. “"He was abastard, my father.”

Buffy felt her jaw tighten. Images of her own father flickered through her mind, of this man who had
divorced her mother and then become a.casud drifter in her life, there when it suited him and gone when
it did not, cavalier with her affections, with her heart. She dtill loved him, of course. Hewas her father.
But there was no intimacy between them; Hank Summers made no effort to understand who his daughter
was.

On the other hand, Buffy was more fortunate than many other peoplein smilar circumstances. Her
father might have to be reminded he had a daughter, but Buffy had Giles. Certainly the Watcher wasn't
her father, but Buffy had abond with him that went deeper than blood. Inlife, she had learned, there was
the family you were born with and the family you chose. In that sense, Gileswas a better father to her
than she ever could have hoped. Buffy knew he would dways be there for her.

She thought again about Angd's father and her own, and then her mind automaticaly went to
Xander'sfather, and to Tardsaswell.

"Some people aren't meant to be parents,” she said, her words echoing through the warehouse. She
had spoken more loudly than sheld intended.

"That'sahard truth to learn,” hereplied. "But was my father any different from other men of hisera?
Would any of them have behaved differently if they'd had ason like ... ason like me?"

Buffy wanted to argue with him, but she could not. They had spoken severd times before about
what Angel had been like in the days before he had become avampire. A drunken brawler, an
irresponsible layabout. And after he had become undead . . . but no, that was something else entirely.

"Youturned out dl right,” Buffy offered. Y ou're one of the good guys, Angdl.”

Again, it took him amoment to respond. "I've wondered amillion timesif he was dways a bastard,
or if having me for ason made him that way."

Buffy gazed at him, knowing that vampires could see very well in the dark, that he could probably
see the expression on her face.

"Weall haveregrets,” shesaid. "Axtiusisamonster, pure and smple. But I'm sure there was a part
of Doylethat wondered why it had to be like it was. Once upon atime all of our mothers saw something



indl of our fathers that was good. Kinda scary to think about, but true.

"Evenif you hated your father then, even if you fed terrible about it now, al of that went into making
you who you are now. So I'm grateful for him, just for being your father."

The sound of someone clearing histhroat echoed around the empty warehouse. Buffy and Angel
both turned to find that the source of the sound was Charles Gunn. He waslittle more than a silhouettein
the dim light, set againgt that sted beam. Gunn was gill seated, but his head was up now. Buffy could not
help wondering how long he had been awake; how much he had heard.

"Sorry to interrupt,” Gunn said, and she believed that he meant it, that he was as uncomfortable with
whatever he had heard of their conversation as she was. ""But maybe we should get out of here now. No
way to tell how long it'll be before Axtius comes back.”

Buffy arched an eyebrow and stared at him amoment. "Easy for you to say, Sleepyhead.” She spun
around, ducking under her own arms, crossing the chains at her wrists. Then she planted her feet against
the beam, just as Angdl had done, and with al her strength, hauled against her bonds. The chains scraped
the beam, sending sparks flying, and gave akind of creak that made her think they might snap.

They did not.

"Y ou know," Buffy said as she stopped trying, ignoring the painin her wrigts, "I'm starting to think
there's some spell on these or something.”

"Makes sense,” Gunn replied. "But whoever cast it wasn't exactly thorough.”

Something in histone made her turn toward him. Buffy was stunned when she saw Gunn standing
severd feet from the beam with along chain dangling from the cuff on onewrigt, and the other wrist
completely free.

"Y ou've been busy," Angd observed dryly.

"Didn't mean to eavesdrop,” Gunn replied. "But | wasn't deeping. If Axtius did some hoodoo on
these chains, it was only to keep them from breaking. Doesn't stop 'em from being picked.”

Heraised his handsto digplay them. Something glinted silver in hisright fist, catching the diffuse light,
and then Gunn went to work on the other cuff that had been holding him. It had taken him agesto get the
first one off, but then he had been bound. The second one took under three minutes.

"Y ou're an expert lockpick?' Buffy asked increduloudy.

"Not an expert. Trust me. | know experts,” Gunn replied, rubbing at his unmanacled wrigts. "Wasn't
that hard, actudly. Mogt cuffs aren't. Growing up in my neighborhood, you pick certain thingsup isdl.
And there are some tools you aways have handy. With my crew, a stake, and one of these." He held up
the diver of sed again.

"You get agold ar,” Angd told him. "Now get usout of here."
"My pleasure,” Gunn replied.

Buffy dill fdt dightly awkward—he had overheard her entire conversation with Ange—but
somehow she doubted that Gunn was the type to repeat what he had heard. When he walked over to her
she gave him agrateful nod and turned so that he could reach her manacles.



In the darkness of the rafters above her head, something hissed.
"Gunn!" Ange shouted.

Even as Buffy looked up, something lunged at Gunn from above, knocking him to the concrete floor.
Its skin seemed wet in the dim light, and it hissed asit gripped itsforward talons around Gunn's throat
and began to squeeze.

Gunn stabbed it in the eye with hislockpick. The thing shrieked and staggered sideways. Wheezing,
clutching histhroat, Gunn got to his feet and began kicking the demon, which reminded Buffy of aGila
mongter, only without atail.

The problem was, it wasn't done.

A chorus of hissing came from above, and Buffy looked around to find that there were other
Gila-demons crawling down the walls and down the support beams. They moved so quickly, they dmost
seemed to be swimming toward the floor instead of crawling, bodies undulating back and forth.

Gunn swore. He bent to pick up the chain he had released himsdlf from, lifted it, and began to swing
it. He managed to strike one of them before the others legped upon him and dragged him into the
darkness.

Angel caled hisname, and Buffy listened for some response, but only amuffled rustling and a
clanking of chain came from the shadows on the far side of the warehouse.

She gazed up into the rafters. Axtius had not been asfoolish as she had thought. The genera was
not relying only on enchanted bonds. Buffy peered into the gloom, wishing yet again that she could see
Angel'sface.

Furious, now, she planted her feet againgt the stedl column again and began to tug. The cuffs chafed
her wrists, but even when she began to bleed, she did not stop.

Questral

What a weird world thisis, Xander thought, lying in the darknessin hishut not far from a
green-skinned karaoke-singing psychic demon with a predilection for pastel suits. The weirdest part of
that, though, wasthat Xander had taken to Lorne dmost instantly. Sure, demon, and hornsand dl, but he
was amost impossible not to like.

"Hey, Lorne," he said, continuing the kind of middle-of-the-night-can't-deep conversation he
remembered having during deepovers when hewas akid. "Did you ever meet this Doyle guy? What was
helike?'

The demon's silky voice cameto him in the darkness. "Never did, chico. But fromwhat | hear, he
was atroubled soul. Haunted by what he was and didn't want to be. I've known alot of guyslikethat,
actudly.”

Xander glanced over, and even in the dark he could see the outline of Lorne, lying on his back with
his hands under his head, horns protruding from his forehead.

"He didn't want to belike hisfather," Xander said.

"That's about the 9ze of it."



A deep sadness welled up in Xander, then. A melancholy the likes of which he tried desperately
never to indulgein. Echoes of hisfather's voice—seemingly aways raised in anger—drifted around insde
hismind. And etched there asif in stone, that ook hisfather had, the one that had dways made him fed
so worthless.

"I know the feding,” Xander admitted. "'If my dad ever found aspdll that could get rid of all the
things he didn't want meto be, I'm sure héld use it in aheartbest.”

Lorne sat up and looked a him. Xander could just make out the kind expression on hisface.

"Trust me, sometimes being a disappointment to your parentsisthe best thing you candoinlife. I'm
aplanet-sze disappointment to my family, and, wow, thank goodness for that.”

Xander could not help but smile, though he was somewhat envious that Lorne could be so laid back
about hisfamily Stugtion.

Before he could respond, there was arustling at the door and both of them looked up to see Wedey
enter. Xander had been growing concerned that he had been gone so long after Lorne came back, but
Wedey was amiling.

"Good news?' Xander asked.

Wedey started. "You're awake?' he said in surprise as he took off his glasses and began to settle
down on hisown bedroll for anap. "I thought you'd both be deeping by now."

"Who can degp whilethe jury's till out?' Lornereplied.

Xander knew what he meant. They were dl concerned about what might happen if the Assemblage
decided they were unwelcome after dl.

"Not to worry,” Wed ey told them, smiling even more broadly. "I've just been to speak to Corddia.
It appears that she and Willow made some headway with Ephraim and the sorcerer, Dai'shu. Also, Zeke
tellsme that the Vapor, lleana, is going to speak on our behalf aswell. She's even going to ask that they
release Spike. It seemsweve got at least haf the Assemblage willing to give us the benefit of the doubt.
I've no ideawhat prompted |leana's support, but I'm glad to haveit.”

Xander shuddered dightly. The Vapor demon—the breathtakingly beautiful wraith—was going to
support them, and ask for Spike's release. Wedey had no ideawhy Ileanawould do such athing, but
Xander had afeding hedid.

Soike, hethought. It seemed that his hut had not been the V gpor's only stop of the evening.
To hissurprise, and not without a certain flush of guilt, Xander found that he was jedous.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Los Angeles

1 need another boat," Axtius said, kneeling down at the edge of the swimming pool, staring at the
water's sole occupant with an unwavering gaze.

The merman, ahairless demon covered in scales with the upper body of a humanoid and the lower
haf of afish, floated in the water with dow, languid waves of itslarge, fanned tail. His name was Ricco,
and Axtiusdidn't carefor hiskind in the least.



"Ancther boat?" Ricco echoed, adisturbing smile adorning his amphibious features. "What do you
think, they grow on trees?' He began to laugh, agurgling sound that reminded Axtius of something
drowning, itslungsfilling with fluid.

"I'm well aware of their scarcity, Ricco,” he said, removing one of hislesther gloves, placing hishand
in the water, and swirling it around. It was warm—almost to an extreme. "But it doesn't change the fact
that | need one."

Ricco's base of operation was an abandoned health club on Hollywood Boulevard. Axtius had
aready visted once, during the earliest stages of his plan, and had intended never to return, but cruel fate
had deemed otherwise.

The annoying merman swam in circles, an irritating clucking sound coming from hismouth. "1 need
one, | need one," he repeated in amocking tone. " Just because you need one doesn't mean that | have
one" Ricco sad, lying back in water and using powerful flipsof histail to propel himsdf the length of the
Olympic-size poal.

Axtius fumed as he waited for the aguatic demon to swim back toward him. But no matter how
much Ricco vexed him, he would not alow the creature to blemish his good mood. He thought of Angel
and the Slayer imprisoned back at the warehouse, and elation coursed through him. Their desths would
provide the proof his masters needed; proof that he was indeed the correct choice to spearhead this
glorious mission to purify the demon race. He mused briefly on the notoriety he would gain with the
elimination of the half-breed nest—and how hittersweet the victory would be without his son by hisside
to shareit.

The Brachen's good mood quickly began to evaporate, and he watched with a predator's eye asthe
merman svam toward him.

"l do have an old ship," Ricco said, swvimming closer to the edge. "Not the top of the fleet, but it's
the best | can do on such short notice.”

"How much?" Axtius asked, his hand moving through the tepid water.

Ricco svam inacircle, hismuscular tail splashing the water as he moved about. "Ten million," he
replied. "Five now, five on ddivery.”

Axtius removed his hand from the water, flicking the moisture from it onto the tiles a the pool's
edge. "What wasthat?' he asked, placing the hand to hisear. "With al your splashing about, | couldn't
quite hear you."

The merman surged forward with apowerful wave of histail, acruel smile on hisswollen, fishlike
lips. "By dl means, let me repeat mysdlf, Generd. Twenty million,” the merman spat defiantly. "Ten million
now—"

Axtius shot out his arm and grabbed the aguatic demon by the throat, cutting his words of defiance
short. The demon generd watched amused asthe gills on the side of the supplier's neck began to flap
nervoudy, suddenly eager for the flow of water acrossthem.

"It must be the acoudtics here," Axtius said with arumbling chuckle, pulling Ricco up from the water
by the neck. "But | could have sworn you said twenty million dollars.”

A strange, fishy odor that could only have been the scent of amerman'sfear emanated from Ricco's
scaed skinin pungent waves. "1'm the only gamein town, Axtius," he sammered, his eyes bulging more



than usud. "Y ou don't want to draw attention to yoursdlf yet by daughtering the crew of some oil tanker.
That leaves me. Hurt me and you'll have nothing.”

Axtius pulled him closer so their faces nearly touched. "Now who said anything about hurting you?"
he growled. "'l just want to be certain that | heard the right price—wouldn't want you to think 1'd pay
anything but fair market value." Heincreased his grip upon the fish man'sthroat, enjoying the fact that he
held the pathetic creatureslifein hishand. "Businessisbusnessand fair isfair,” Axtius said with adow,
knowledgeable nod of hishead. "And I'd hate to have to go to a human vendor for my purposes.”

"Eight million," Ricco gasped, squirming in the demons clutches. Histail nervoudy dapped at the
water benegth him.

"Eight million?" Axtius asked, tightening hisgrip just abit, to show who wasindeed the magter.
"Eight million on ddlivery,” Ricco blurted out.

Axtius released the merman, allowing him to fal back into the pool where he quickly submerged
himsdlf, diving to the bottom. The genera stood, grinning, abit of his pleasant mood having been revived.

"You'l have your money in ametter of hours," he said as he flexed the musclesin hishand, "and |
will expect my shipinthesame."

Ricco had returned to the surface and had svum to the center of the pool, rubbing at his throat with
awebbed hand. He nodded slently in agreement.

"A pleasure doing businesswith you again, Ricco," Axtius said with adight bow before turning his
back and striding from the abandoned hedlth spato hiswaiting limousine.

Therewas till much to be done, and time was at a premium.
Burbank

The ancient spell of mistrust floated around in Tara's head, and she had to make a conscious effort
to prevent the arcane words from becoming nothing more than an incoherent jumble insgde her brain. She
had to stay focused. If Buffy, Angd, and Gunn were till alive, and she certainly hoped they were, it was
up to Fred, Calvin, and her to free them. Everyone e se was occupied e sewhere, on that vacation
getaway caled Mongter Idand.

Tarasguatted with Fred and Calvin in the cover of high grass and weeds along the edge of the
warehouse parking lot. They weren't much, the three of them, but Tara had begun to think that perhaps
they each had more to offer than any of them had assumed. Fred had survived yearsin ademon
dimension. Petite and unassuming as she was, she was brilliant and courageous.

And Calvin . . . Tarahad only learned a portion of Calvin's story, but what she did know made her
shudder. The kid's parents had been daughtered by vampires years earlier and only recently had he
learned that his own father was one of them, and had come back to town in search of his son.

A lot like Axtius, infact. A nasty, sadistic son of abitch who wanted hisboy to bejust like him.

Thebig difference was that Calvin was il dive. Gunn and hiscrew . . . and now Taraherself and
al of Angdl'sand Buffy'sfriends. . . were determined to keep him that way. She felt dmost guilty for
bringing him into this, not that he would have stood for being left out. But at the sametime, there was
something comforting in having him around. With the hell some of them had gone through with their own
fathers—Tara hersdlf included—this teenage boy was an exampleto live up to, areminder that one didn't



have to become what your parents expected of you, didn't have to be driven down by the ugliness
heaped on you.

Even though Fred apparently had wonderful parents, Tara thought that she admired Cavin's
fortitude aswell. Fred might not be ableto relate, but she saw the kid'sbig heart.

"All right,” Cavin said, grinning, his eyes sparkling. "Let's go kick some demon ass.”

"There are two of them guarding the front entrance," Fred said, looking through a compact pair of
night-vison gogglesthat she had found in the hotel weapons chest. "' Catlike—in the eat-you-in-one-gulp
kind, not the here-kitty-kitty. Very formidable looking, and oh, did I mention sharp weaponry?' Fred
brought the goggles down from her eyes and stared at Tara.

Cavinwas garing aswell.
"You up for this?' Fred asked.

Therewasatension in her voice that Tarafound abit disconcerting, but under these circumstances
how could they not al be tense? It was up to them to save the day, and with her being amgor ingredient
in whether the plan would be successful or not, she was feding abit stressed.

"I-I'm okay," Taraanswered with anervous nod of her head.

The spell of mistrust spun round and round insde her head. Shetried an old trick she had used to
help her memorize thingsin high school—setting the wordsto music. The old song "'Locomotion” and the
ancient Latin words seemed to go together quite nicely.

"No timelike the here and now," Calvin said, clutching the short sword, aso from the weapons
chest back at the hotel. He was sounding more and more like a veteran in the battle against the forces of
darkness.

"Now?' Taraasked Fred as she positioned the spell in her mind.

Fred held aweapon as well, a nasty-looking mace with a spiked head. Wouldn't want to be on the
receiving end of that, Tarathought as she prepared to unleash her magick.

"Let'er rip," Fred said, sanding up, Calvin at her hedls.

Tarastood aswell. She had to have some eye contact with the area she was hoping to affect. The
ancient spell, to the tune of "Locomotion,” spilled from her lips—and she doubted that she had ever been
30 scared. So much was riding on her performance—but one thing, one happy congtant in her life kept
her lack of confidence from spinning out of control. Tarathought of Willow—her Willow, and dl the
magick they had done together, both supernatura and otherwise—and suddenly things didn't seem quite
so bad.

| can do this, Tarathought. Willow would tell me | can do this. She'd believe in me, so I've got
to believe in myself.

The spell had been building up insde her dowly, gradudly, and when it felt asthough it were going
to explode out of her body Tara extended her arms and et the magick flow from her fingertips at the
looming structure before her. It glided through the air and formed awrithing, bluish cloud that drifted
down from the sky to envelop the warehouse.

Taraheld her breath as she watched the two feline sentries catch sight of the approaching Fred and



Calvin. She was about to cast another spell, something a bit more destructive, when she saw that the
glamour she had woven had begunto kick in.

Savagdy and without provocation, one of the tigerlike demonsturned on the other. It raised itsgold
sword above its head and brought the blade down to dice through the thick, muscular shoulder of its
compatriot. The other beast shrieked in a combination of surprise and pain. It turned to face its assailant,
pulling aknife from a scabbard at its Sde, plunging it deep into the attacker's belly.

Taraflinched with each new act of violence. The spdll was a complete success, but it made her want
to throw up. Calvin turned and gave her the thumbs-up, but she only smiled weakly. She did not want to
accept praise for something so violent and bloody.

She and Calvin joined Fred at the warehouse door, but as Tara passed the two cat demonslying
one atop the other in abloody heap, one opened its gore-flecked eyes and glared at her. Its body began
to thrash asit tried to pull itsdlf to its feet and attack her. She drew back, fingers contorting as she
prepared aspdll to fend it off, but that turned out to be unnecessary. A moment later it succumbed to its
injuries, awhistling exha ation of desth escaping its fanged mouth.

"What was that al about?' Calvin asked her, tensed as he stood near the door. "Y ou said they'd
only be going after each other.”

"l ... 1 don't know," Tarastammered, quickly moving by the demon corpsesto join Fred by the
warehouse door. "It's supposed to make supernatural beasts turn on one another. It shouldn't even have
noticed us"

Tarawas shaken, but the question would have to wait until after they had taken care of business
ingde. Still, she could not shake the sense that something might be wrong.

"Herewe go," Fred said, turning the knob and swinging the door wide. The sounds of ferocious
battle greeted them as they prepared to enter. "Oh my," Fred whispered.

Tara peered over her shoulder to get alook at what had garnered such aresponse. Her mouth
gaped open in shock as she stared at the melee she saw unfolding before her—the results of her spell of
mistrug.

The horrors she had wrought.

The amdl of hisformer lover'sblood filled his nostrils—and Angel wanted nothing morethanto dip
his bonds, go to the Slayer, and beat her within an inch of her life for the pain she had caused him.

He recoiled from the disturbing, alien emotions roiling around inside him and tried to decipher their
source, but when thefirst of the reptilian creatures guarding them had sunk its sharp, needle teeth into the
face of another, Angel knew something was amiss. Within seconds all the lizard creatures were tearing at
one ancther, the ferocity of their fighting amost too much to watch.

"Buffy," he called across the darkened room, suppressing the fedling that she had somehow betrayed
him, "'Buffy, something's happening.”

He heard her grunt and then therattle of chains as she struggled to free hersdf. " Shut up,” she
hissed. "1 think I've heard more than enough from you the past couple of days."

There was venom in her tone, and he suspected that whatever was affecting him and their reptilian
guardswas having asmilar effect on her aswell. Supid bitch, hethought. Not even listening to me. |
should rip out her throat.., drink her down...



No.

"Ligten," he said to her, watching as one of thetaillesslizard demonstore the head off one of its
brethren inaspray of gore, "I. . . damnit... | know how you're feding right now. I'm fedling pretty much
the same”

The smell of her blood was stronger as she continued to work on the chains. It made him want to
howl with rage, but he held it in check. "It isn't right. Look . . . look around, Buffy. Something's affecting
us—them." He mationed with his chin to the fighting guards, trying to tune out the tearing of flesh and

gnashing of fangs.
"It's sorcery, Buffy. Look at. . . look at the guards. | think the cavalry has arrived.”

The lizard demons numbers had dwindled to nearly half, the dead torn asunder, limbs scattered
around the room, blood pooling on the concrete. The way they werefighting, Angel guessed that the
remainder would bedeadinnotimeat al.

He was returning to his disturbing ruminations on how long it would take for him to beat hisformer
lover to death, when the front door opened and Fred stepped inside followed by Calvin, and then Tara.

"Would you look at that?' he heard Buffy say. "Y ou were actudly right about something—for once."

Angel suppressed the overwhelming urge to gnaw off his own hands and leap across the room to
shove hisbloody stumps down her throat, shutting her up for good. The sight of Taramade him certain
they had fallen prey to some kind of magicka spell. He watched asthey hurriedly crossed the
warehouse, avoiding what remained of the battle-frenzied lizard demons and the puddles of lime green
blood and sundered body partsthat littered the floor. A pair of the reptilian mongtrosities lunged for Tara
but sherattled off aspell that froze them in place long enough for Fred and Calvin to finish them off.

"Hey," Fred said as she reached Angd, wearing abig smilefilled with relief. "Nice to see that you're
dill in one piece.”

A sense of cam eddied through Angd's tormented mind. The chaos, the rage, and the murderous
edge were still there, but Fred's presence seemed to have interrupted it momentarily. He frowned.
Whatever made him want to rip Buffy apart did not seem to be affecting how hefelt toward Fred.

Calvin came up beside Fred, eyes darting around, searching the darkness of the warehouse. "Hey,"
thekid said. "Where's Gunn?'

Anged twitched. The urge deep in him to daughter Buffy, to massacre the reptilian guards, did not
seem to gpply to Calvin, either. The vampire nodded toward the shadows on the other side of the
warehouse.

"They . .. dragged him over there. Check on him."

Immediately, larm lighting up hiseyes, Calvin ran to search for Gunn. Angdl glanced around the
warehouse and quickly established that the last of the swift, wall-crawling demons that had been left to
watch over them was dead. They had massacred one another.

Then Tara stepped up beside Fred, and Angdl felt hisfury begin to boil al over again. That made
him certain.

"What did you use?" he asked the shy witch in an angry hiss. Tara seemed confused by his question,
and he couldn't hold back hisinexplicable anger.



"What the hell did you use, you stupid cow?' He strained againgt his bonds, his scarred features
transforming into the hideous countenance of the vampire.

Tarastumbled back, eyesflashing with anger. Her mouth began to move, aspell upon her lips—and
thetipsof her fingers crackled with bluelight.

"Hey!" Fred exclamed, shocked by their actions. "Save it for the bad guys.”

Angel shook his head vidlently, trying to clear the homicidd ragefromit. "Thespell,” hesadina
strained whisper. "' To make the demons turn on one another—what was it?"

"Get methe hell out of these!" Buffy suddenly shrieked from across the room, pulling on her chains
like amadwoman. Blood poured down her forearms, little crimson rivulets where she had torn the flesh
at her wrigtstrying to escape. "I've got businessto take care of!"

Shewasglaring a Angd, and hefdt certain she was thinking of how she would loveto kill him—it
was the same kind of fed-ing he was experiencing a the moment aswell. He suppressed a particularly
colorful burst of profanity and returned his attention to Fred. The expression on her face told him that she
had just now realized something was serioudy amiss.

Taragrunted and put a hand to her face, overtly struggling with her emotions. Angd could tell from
the way her lipstwisted into a scowl, her teeth grinding together, that she was being affected just ashe
was. Perhaps not as strongly, but affected just the same.

"It wasaspdl of mistrugt,” she blurted out, obvioudy fighting the magick. "It was supposed to make
supernatural beings distrust one another, but | . . . something went wrong.”

Angd shook his head, findly understanding what had gone wrong. "No, you didn't screw up. . .
spdll worked just fine" Hefound that he was snarling at her, and it took every ounce of willpower to
stop.

"l don't...," Tarabegan, and then the redlization of what had happened beganto sink in. "Oh," she
said, her hand going to her mouth. "How could | have been so stupid?’

"What'sgoin' on?' Calvin asked, digracting them.

Angel glanced over and saw that Calvin had found Gunn after al. He was bleeding from agash on
his cheek, and his face was bruised and puffy. He favored hisright leg when he walked, and winced
every time hetook a step with the left. But hewas dive. Gunn wasal right.

Despite the primd, violent fedings that overwhemed him, relief washed through Angel. But then
Gunn moved toward Buffy, and he stiffened. Gunn had somehow retrieved hislockpick and wasin the
process of setting her free.

"No," Angd spat, straining againgt hisbonds. "Gunn.. . . don't. Not until the spell islifted.”

Buffy went crazy, thrashing againgt the chainslikeawild animd. "Y ou set me freeright now," she
screamed, as both Gunn and Calvin dowly backed away from her. "What's the matter, Angel?' she said
with asnarl. "Afraid I'll get to you before you can get to me?”

"Would somebody pleasetell mewhat is going on here?' Fred demanded, confused and annoyed.

Tarapiped up. "They're. .." Shewinced asif speaking caused her pain. "They're supernatura
cregtures. I'm . . . I'm asupernaturd cresture, in away, from the contact I've had with . . . with magick,"



shesaid, obvioudy disgusted by her lack of insight. "I should have put two and two together when that
demon tried to attack me outside. The spell can't differentiate between who's good and who's not.”

Visbly struggling againg the violent urges that must even then have been surging up within her, Tara
began to recite another spell. A crackling energy legped from her outstretched fingertips, permesting the
ar and dispelling the magick that lingered there. It was asif agigantic fan had been turned on, blowing
away the poisonous glamour. In ameatter of seconds, Angd felt the weight of hisanger lifted away and
breathed asigh of rdlief. He had not cared for the feding in the least; it reminded him alittle too much of
times past, when he went by the name of Angdlus.

Taralowered her arms and offered a nervous, gpologetic smile. "How's that?"

Angd returned the smile, thankful that the madness had passed. "It's safe now," he said to Gunn,
who went to work on Buffy's manacles with the long, thin piece of metd.

"Have you out of thesein asecond,” Gunn said, manipulating the metal pick within thelocking
mechanism of Buffy's bonds.

"And | promise not to kill any of you once you do," the Sayer said asthefirst of the manacles
Sprang open.

Buffy glanced around sheepishly, as though she had just pranced naked out into her living room with
al her friends around. Angd wanted to laugh or hug her; he could not decide which.

Los Angeles

Guhl-iban sensed opportunity in theair. It was aunique talent of his demonic speciesto be ableto
read and exploit an opponent's weskness. Now, for the first time since pledging his adlegianceto the
Codlition's holy cause, the marrow-eater had the nagging impression that something was amiss, something
he could use to his own advantage.

Axtius drove abaled fist down into the center of his desktop, splintering the wood surrounding the
point of impact. "Damn him and dl who stand with him!"' the demon genera raged, bringing down the
other fist with equa force.

Haborym had just informed Axtius of Angel's escape and, not surprisingly, the Brachen demon was
not at al pleased. But there was something in the generd's behavior that Guhl-iban had never witnessed
before: araw emotiona recklessnessthat hinted of weakness—a chink in the mighty Axtiussarmor. A
vulnerability to be exploited, perhaps? Guhl-iban wondered. It seemed unlikely that the escape of one
captive would be dl that was needed to set the fierce Brachen warrior on edge. Perhaps there was
something more to Axtiuss rage, something yet to be revealed.

"Angd did not escape by himself, Generd," Guhl-iban said as his commanding officer continued to
vent hisanger on the office furniture; afar more gppeding choice, he mused, than either one of his
lieutenants. ""From what the survivors of theincident say, powerful magicks were used to support their

escape.

"The vampire has aready taken so much from me," Axtius hissed, "now he attemptsto sted my
honor—my glory." The demon's fury was abating, his blows upon the wreckage of the desk dowing.
"Thisissomething | will not dlow," Axtius said with an emphatic sheke of hisspiny heed.

The generd gazed at them—truly looked a them—and it was asif he had just redlized that he was
not alone. Axtius stood up straighter, suspicion glazing his eyes as he studied them. Clearly the genera



was agitated by hisirrationd display. "We are so close to accomplishing our misson that any
setback—no matter how minor—upsets me greetly.”

Guhl-iban smiled. "Not to worry, Generd. We are dl on edge now that the most holy of crusadesis
findlly upon us™

It had something to do with Angel—of this, Guhl-iban was certain. The vampire had taken
something from the Brachen generd—but what? he wondered. The demon's thoughts were in afrenzy,
reaching back in the past to when they had first became involved with the vampire. It had begun with the
questioning of that Jashak demon they had dragged in. Something that Axtius had learned from the
Jashak had led the generd to search for the vampire with asoul. Guhl-iban pictured the Jashak in his
mind— afilthy half-breed with a head shaped like a crescent moon—and wondered what the thing had
told the generd that had driven Axtiusto pursue Angd with such ferocity. To know this, Guhl-iban
realized, would be to know the generas weakness.

A weakness he himsdlf was certain to profit from.
Questral

Buffy picked her way carefully dong the winding path through the jungle on theidand of Questrdl,
her sscomach rumbling with hunger. Hobbs, the captain of the boat that had run her, Gunn, and Angdl out
to theidand, had offered her a peanut butter sandwich before they had reached good old Monster
Idand, and Buffy had been too jacked up on adrenaline to want to eat. Now she wished she had.

Tara, Fred, and Calvin were dill back in L.A., taking care of abit of last-minute business. And
probably feasting on cheeseburgers, fries, and milk shakes at this very moment, shethought, her
somach growling again.

With asigh, Buffy picked up her pace. She, Angdl, and Gunn were following a quartet of
four-armed warrior demonsthat Angel had identified as Bazhripa demons. They seemed to be security
on theidand, even though it appeared they did the job with nothing more than spears and sneers.

The demons ahead began to chatter excitedly amongst themsalves, and the end of the path came
into view. The Bazhripaimmediatdly in front of Buffy turned and spoke to them in its guttura tongue. She
sood very gtill and listened very carefully. 1ts multiple arms gestured wildly asit spoke.

"What'sit saying?' she asked Angdl.

"l don't have aclue," he said, watching the demon closdly. "I've never had the patienceto learn
Bazhripa”

"And now don't you fed foolish,” Gunn noted dryly.

The demon stopped gesticulating and stared at them with its deep, dark eyes. It appeared to be
thinking, wondering how it could bridge the language barrier between them. Suddenly it brought one of its
multiple hands up to its mouth and smply hushed them, as though they were boisterous children.

"I think he wants usto be quiet,” Buffy whispered.

She made amoation asif she were zipping her lips closed, and the demon smiled, nodding his head
wildly and imitating the motion. Then he turned back to the othersin their party and they moved toward
the end of the path.

The group emerged from the jungle into what seemed like avast town square. As Buffy gazed



about, she was struck by the vastly different structures that seemed to meld from one odd architectural
design to the next, with none seeming out of place. There was aharmony here, abalance—asif thiswas
exactly how it was supposed to look. She could see signs of the buildings inhabitants, and began to
suspect why the Bazhripawanted them to come into the square silently. The residents seemed frightened;
peeking out from windows and around corners, some clutching their children—others huddled in mass,
giving credence to the phrase "safety in numbers.” Buffy was amazed by the variety of demon races
standing side by side; some she recognized from past encounters, but many she did not. Obvioudy the
harmony here extended far beyond mere architecture.

Buffy glanced at Angdl and Gunn and saw that she wasn't the only one caught up in the exotic
beauty of the place, and its overwhelming sense of unity. It made her think of her friends— the so-called
Scoobies—and she was certain that Angel was thinking of his adopted family aswell. It just went to
show that no matter how screwed up you were, there was aways someplace you could belong.

"1 bid you welcometo theide of Questral," said arich, dignified voice.

They turned as oneto find aregal demon, draped in robes of scarlet, emerging from a structure that
appeared to be carved from the bones of some gigantic beast. The Bazhripa bowed their heads asthe
red-robed demon glided across the town square toward them. Other demons followed, but they, too,
kept their distance.

"l am Ephraim," said the demon, whose flesh seemed to be carved from marble. "The voice of the
Asmblage”

He gestured toward the smdl group of demons behind him. Buffy stared at them amoment: a sexy
Vapor demon; afemale Bazhripa, who looked like she was prepping for some serious ass-kicking; a
porcupine on two legswith shining, intelligent eyes; and athing with what looked like knitting needles
jutting backward from the edges of hisface, the overdl effect of which wasto make him look like hedd
had seventeen too many plastic surgeries.

Buffy took note of the many rings that adorned Ephraim’s unusudly long fingers. She wondered if
they got the Home Shopping Network on Questral.

"Let metakeawild guess,” she said, pointing to the demons behind him. "The Assemblage?’

Ephraim nodded, his dark eyesfixing upon her and her friends, his sare dmost hypnoticinits
intendty. "Andyou are..."

"Buffy," shesad withasmile.

"The Sayer," hefinished with asnarl.

"Yes," shesaid dowly, taken aback by the overt hostility. "That going to be aproblem?”
Angel and Gunn moved up to stand beside her.

"I'm Angel," he said, and gestured with his thumb to the man beside him. "And thisis Gunn.”
Gunn gave the demon acasua nod. "'Sup?"'

Ephraim continued to stare at them with eyeslikelarge, black marbles.

Buffy's mind raced. She knew she should say something, but had no red ideawhat it should be. She
could fed hodtility in the air, and began to fear for the safety of her friends who had come before her. She



was just about to ask after the others, when Ephraim'srega tones broke the ominous stillness.

"Many of our kind arefrightened of you, Sayer," he said, pointing with along, clawed finger, its
length bedecked with jewdry. "Y ou, and al of your companions. Demon hunters,”" he said, spitting the
last two words.

"But you, especialy And why should they not be? Y ou are the terror we use to encourage our
children to behave—if they do not, they aretold, the Sayer will get them. | cannot begin to tell you how
often | have heard these words spoken.”

She wasn't sure how to react. Thiswas nothing she had not heard before. And yet in the past it had
always pleased her, the ideathat she could be the bogeyman for the night tribes, the forces of darkness.
But thiswas different. These folks were demons, but they weren't exactly the front linesin the war against
humanity. She wanted demonsto fear her, of course. But to scare little monstersinto esting their
broccoli? She wasn't quite sure she was up for the honor.

"Since establishing our retreat, we have dways known that the peace and solitude we work so hard
for isafragile one, that thereis aways achance that you—or someone like you—will come to take away
what wetry so hard to maintain.”

Behind Ephraim the other demons of the A ssemblage nodded their misshapen headsin agreement.

"Now something extraordinary has happened. Our ambassador has broken acardind rule, bringing
to these shores vampires and humans and demon hunters. And yet we are told that you are dl here on
Questrd to protect usfrom an even greater threat.”

Buffy nodded. "Y ep, that's why we're here. Not wanting to scare anybody. Just wanting to help.”

"And that is perhaps even more terrifying a hgppenstance than we could have imagined,” Ephraim
said as he motioned toward the Assemblage behind him and the other residents peering out from the
safety of shadows.

"I don't understand," she said.

"Y our helping us goes againg dl that we have been taught. And it fillsuswith fear. For weredize
that it means that the enemy we face must then be even worse than the nightmares our children have had
about you. The Assemblage has ddliberated, Sayer, and our seers have peered into the fractured future
and the minds of your friends. We know that you al speak true.”

Ephraim lowered his gaze. "We are | eft with no choice but to accept your help.”

"Great," Buffy said, stepping forward. "Now that we've got that out of the way, where are the
others?' she asked, looking around. The demons were dowly emerging from their hiding placesfor a
better look at the personification of their worst nightmares. "I would have thought they'd be here to greet
us" shesad, seeing only demons.

"Your friends are preparing,” Ephraim said, gesturing with a broad sweep of his hand for them to
follow. "I will take you to them."

"Preparing?’ Buffy asked asthey followed the demon spokesman and the Assemblage from the
town square. "Preparing for what?'

Ephraim stopped short and turned to gaze at her. She could see her reflection in his enormous,
ebony eyes.



"For war, Sayer," hewhispered. "They are helping usto prepare for war.”
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Los Angeles

"Fed better now, big man?' Charlie Nickels asked as he picked himsdf up off thefloor of the Ninth
Levd, righting his overturned chair and Stting down across from the nasty-looking demon that had just
gruck him.

He reached into his mouth with gnarled fingers to remove atooth that had been knocked loose by
the blow. " So much for getting it capped,” he said smugly, dropping the yellowed molar on the table and
wiping the bloody salivafrom hisinjured face.

"You are afunny little thing, aren't you?' Guhl-iban asked, nodding in agreement with hisown
words. He had abeer in front of him, one that he had taken from anow empty table, and Charlie wasn't
about to argue with him. Thelast time hetried, hed ended up with afist in hisface.

"Y ou have dready had dealingswith some of my soldiers,” the demon said, eyeing the ill cozing
cigarette burn on the twigted little man's hand. "They said that you were quite impertinent, but informative.
"The answer man,' they called you."

Guhl-iban smiled, and Charlie was reminded of avist to azoo in Peru, before he'd been cursed,
whered they kept atank full of piranhafish on display.

"Oh, were those your friends?' Charlie asked, reaching for hisglass of Merlot. "I never would have
known."

As he spped hiswine he chanced alook to the ground, where Sol lay bruised and unmoving a his
feet. When dl hell had broken loose within the Ninth Level, the bartender had heroicaly cometo
Charligs aid, only to be beaten unconscious by the demon soldier. Charlie certainly hoped that Sol was
al right; the prospect of having to find yet another Harold Hill for his production filled him with dread.
This project must be cursed, he thought, swishing some wine around in his mouth to wash away the
taste of blood.

Guhl-iban reached out and snatched up Charliestooth to study it. "So tell me, answer man, what do
you know of Angel and Axtius?

Charlie brought his glass away from his swelling lip. "V ampire with a soul—demon-Nazi, next
Question.”

The demon moved with lightning quickness, swatting the wineglass out of Charli€'s hand. The booth
was spattered with purple as the glass shattered against the wall.

"| take it that wasn't the answer you were looking for?"

"Do not mock me," the demon soldier said as he tossed the tooth into his maw and began to chew.
Charlie listened with disgust as the molar was ground to dust between powerful jaws. "1t would not be
healthy for you—or for your friend,” Guhl-iban continued, kicking Sol's unconsciousform.

Charlie knew what Guhl-iban wanted. The connection between Angd and Axtiuswas Doyle; the
half-breed son of ademon racist who died fighting the good fight for the Powers That Be. He guessed
that the leading generd for the Codlition for Purity hadn't been very forthcoming about the skeletons
rattling in hiscloset.



Thenit hit like alightning bolt of divineinspiration, and alarge smile began to spread acrosshis
wide, disfigured face. What would that kind of information do to the generd's sanding with his
men—never mind the Codlition?

"Do | amuse you, answer man?' Guhl-iban asked, and again brought hisfist down, knocking Charlie
from hischair. "It'sfunny, most people don't find meamusing a dl.”

Charlielay on the floor, more blood filling his mouth and dribbling over his split lip to puddle beneath
his face. He so wanted to see these Codlition bastards suffer for what they'd done—for what they
intended to do—and he believed he had the information that could throw a pretty big monkey wrench
into their schemes. It wasn't too often that the little guy got to piddie in the big guy's pool, and herewas

the perfect opportunity.

Charlie lifted his bloody face to see that the demon had returned to his seat and was finishing what
remained of hisborrowed beer.

"Y ou should be more careful, answer man," Guhl-iban said, placing the empty mug on the tabletop.
"Not everything isabig joke. Talk to me, or | will eat your fingers."

Careful what you wish for, halitosis-boy, Charliethought. You've got the questions and maybe
you'll even like the answers. But something tells me, the end result is gonna be nasty.

Hefigured if the Codition SOBswere fighting amongst themsalves, that could only be helpful to
Angd. And here Charlied gotten himsalf whacked around for nothing.

Guhl-iban reached out, grabbed one of Charlies hands, yanking him up onto the table, and dowly
brought the fingerstoward his horrible maw.

"Yaknow what?' Charlie said with anervousgrin. "l just recalled someinteresting dirt | heard afew
days back. It might be what you're lookin' for.”

The flesh-eater released his hand, and Charlie began to talk—and talk some more—all the while
thinking of hisfriend Angd. Charlie hoped thiswasthe right thing to do. If anything should happen to the
vampire asaresult of hisflapping gums, Charlie would have to do something specid to makeit up to him.

Maybe a fruit basket, Charlie thought as he continued to spill hisguts, not scrimping on the details.
Fruit isalways nice.

Elijah Carnegie was fighting the urge.

The old magician unlocked yet another door at the back of Cobwebs Antiquarian & Used
Bookstore, this one hidden behind an old, moth-eaten curtain the color of dried blood.

"What were looking for isbehind here," he said as much to himsdlf asto hisvistors—Tara, Fred,
and the kid, Calvin—who were waiting patiently behind him. Elijah could hear the seductive song of
power as the objects behind the metal door became aware of his presence. His hands began to tremble,
and hismemory fatered as hetried to recall the spell that would unlock the door.

A demon child, no more than five, peered out from the storage room across from them, where Elijah
was harboring five haf-breed families. Thelittle girl stifled a giggle with awebbed hand. They al turned
to look at her, and the child waved, bathing them in the beauty of acherubic smile.

"Cutekid," Cavin said, waving back.



"She'sadorable,” Taraagreed.

Elijah turned from the door and placed his hands on his hips. "Cute and adorable,” he said in agtern
voice, "but dso very naughty.”

"Thislittleangdl?' Fred asked. "Naw, you've got to be mistaken.”

The old magician strode toward the storeroom door and gazed down &t the demon youngling.
"Victoria here has been told to go to deep at least three times tonight,” he said. "Haven't you, Victoria?'

Thelittle girl hung on to the doorframe for dear life and looked up a him with wide, emotion-filled
eyes. "l want adrink of water," she said in avoice no louder than the squeak of amouse.

Elijah couldn't hold back any longer, and his angry demeanor cracked. He grinned at the child ashe
squatted down in front of her, hisold knees cracking in protest. "And if | give you a glass of water—uwiill
you then go to deep?”!

Victorianodded her head and tiny antennae, which had been hidden benesth the verdant curls of
blond hair, bobbed free, bouncing with the movement of her head.

He held out his hand, palm up, and searched hisbrain for aspell of transference. He was actually
grateful for the child'sinterruption. It gave him afew more minutesto sted himsdlf, to gather up the
strength and courage to face what he had hidden away over ten years ago.

Elijah completed the transference spell, and apink cup filled to the brim with water appeared in his
hand, much to the ddight of little Victoria. The demon child clapped happily, then snatched the cup from
his hand and began to greedily durp its contents.

The magician sood up dowly, using thewall to steady himsdf, exaggerating the pain of hisgtiffness
with alanguid Stretch.

"A word to thewise, my friends," he said as he placed a hand to the crook of hisback. "Never
grow old."

Victoria burped, and they all began to laugh. She handed the cup back to Elijah with a soft whisper
of thanks. He patted her head, wished her sweet dreams, and gently closed the door behind her.

"Now, forgoing any moreinterruptions. . . ," he said, clapping his hands together and returning to
the door acrossfrom him. Hefelt better, stronger. Performing constructive magick always seemed to
bolster his confidence and resolve against temptation.

Elijah noticed Cavin looking at hiswatch and rolling his eyes. "This shouldn't take but aminute,” the
magician said, placing the pam of hishand againgt the cool metd of the door. "I wouldn't want you to
missyour boat."

The custom enchantment, designed for him by anecromancer in Prague who specidized in locking
spells, took form in his head, and he began to spesk it doud. He heard the sounds of gears beginning to
turn and bolts diding back. Elijah uttered the find words of the eaborate enchantment and stepped back
asthelast of the magickal locks was tripped, and the heavy metal door swung open.

"Isthat it?" Calvin asked as he peered into the closet. "Angel has more than this back at the hotel .

"Cdvin, behave yoursdf," Fred scolded. "Elijah was nice enough to offer usthe use of his priceless
magickal texts and wegponry and—"



"It'sdl right, Fred,” Elijah said, turning his attention to the closet's contents. "1 know it doesn't [ook
like much, but looks can be deceptive. In fact, that's what got meinto trouble long ago. It never looked
like it was more than | could handle—but | waswrong."

Taramoved closer to stand beside him, gazing at the old volumes and scrollsthat littered the shelves
ingde the compartment. "What arethey exactly?"

It had been quite some time since Elijah last considered the contents of the storage closet. But even
gtill, after dl these years, their power caled to him. He resisted, keeping in the forefront of hismind the
ruin his life had become when last he was trapped within their seductive embrace.

"Various hexes, spells, and enchantments—all of an offensive nature," he answered. " Severa books,
including the one about which you had inquired, Medieval War Magick." Elijah stepped back and
gestured for them to help themsalves. "Takeit al,” he said. "That devil Axtius must be stopped, no matter
the cost."

As he watched the young peoplefilling their aams with books and wegpons, heimagined what it
would be like once they |€ft to continue their mission. How long the days and nights would seem ashe
went about the day-to-day running of his shop, watching out for the demon people and familiesin his
care. He knew it would be unbearable, knowing he could have helped but instead sat idly by while others
fought the baitle.

He was speaking the words doud before he even redlized he had made up hismind.
"I'm going with you."
Taralooked up from aduffel bag she was packing full of bladed weaponry. "What's that?"

Hewas certain she had heard him the firgt time, but obliged her with his proclamation again. "l said
that | will be going with you—to Questral.”

Fred looked to Taraand then back to him. Her aams were filled with ancient texts and scrolls. Y ou
don't haveto do that, Elijah," she said gently, placing the itemsinto abox. ™Y ou've done enough by letting
the demon families stay here and dlowing usto take these things. Y ou've hel ped more than you know.
We don't have any right to ask you to jeopardize everything you've worked so hard to achieve.”

Elijah smiled, at peace with his decision and feding the beginning of excitement. It would be good to
get out of the musty old store and breathe in the air of adventure. ™Y our concern for meis unwarranted,”
he said with confidence. "I'm well aware of my foibles, but | aso have much to offer and would be an
asst to your team."

Calvin backed from the closet, a sword decorated with red rubiesin hand. "An asset? No offense,
Mr. Carnegie, but how's that, exactly?'Y ou won't use magick to attack the demon army were gonna be
facing. How're you gonna help otherwise?' He looked to Taraand Fred for support. The girlsjust
looked embarrassed. For Calvin, and for Elijah.

Elijah smiled widdly and reached behind the red curtain. "Taraand Willow might benefit from my
knowledge of these scrollsand I'll be able to help defend dl of you during the battle. And if I'm attacked,
wdll, I'll fight back dl right," he said, withdrawing awooden basebd | bat and taking a powerful swing at
someimaginary foe. "Just not with magick.”

Axtius stood in the dank, dark belly of his new transport ship and pondered hisimpending victory.

How many of hisloyal soldierswould diein battle, he wondered as he waked amongst the crates of



supplies and weaponry that had been hastily loaded aboard the Sea Bat. How many would give ther
liveswillingly to purge theworld of the half-breed scum? It redly didn't matter, aslong asvictory was his.
He hoped that casudtieswould be low, that the enemy would fal like whest benesth the scythe, but he
knew that was smply adream.

There were puddles of water on the floor of the hold, but Ricco had assured him the ship was
seaworthy. He thought of hisfirst ship, sunk in the harbor by Angel and his cohorts, and hisire began to
bubble to the surface. He would need to dedl with the interlopers swiftly to avoid any further ddlay inthe
conquest of Questrd.

The demon generd laid his hands gently upon the wegpons crates as he walked amongst them. He
could fedl the raw power emanating from Mahkesh weaponry, and it gave him confidence.

There was an annoying, tickling sensation at the base of hisbrain but Axtiusignoredit. The
Chancellors of the Codlition had been attempting to communicate with him telepathicaly for hours, but he
chose not to answer, the bowel s of the ship providing him a certain amount of sanctuary. Axtius did not
need to be reminded of hisfalluresyet again. The guilt he felt was eating him up insde like a powerful
acid. Hewould ded with his enemies on Questra, saving the most venomous part of hisragefor the
vampire with asoul. Angel would fed the wrath of afather whose son'slife had been cardlesdy stolen
away—and in Angel's death, he would prove the love of afather for his child.

"Axtius," said avoice from somewhere in the hold.

The Brachen demon turned, curious as to who would dare address him in so familiar amanner.
Guhl-iban had descended the metal stepsinto the hold with the fire deity Haborym at his back.

"1 am your commanding officer, Guhl-iban. General Axtius, or I'll have your head." He snarled,
unwilling to tolerate even the tiniest insolence from hislieutenant.

Axtius watched as Guhl-iban strolled casudly toward him and he knew something was amiss. There
was no fawning, no gpology for the insult. Guhl-iban was smiling, and that felt very wrong indeed.

"Do you understand me, Lieutenant?" Axtius barked, glaring a his subordinate.

The flesh-eater nodded his bald head dowly. "Of course, Genera Axtius," he hissed, his gaze
unwavering. "So sorry to have offended you." Again he smiled, hisingncerity blinding.

Haborym stood silently by Guhl-iban's Sde, aflaming spear in her powerful hands. He had seen her
use the mystical wegpon in the pagt, itsfiery blade passing through flesh and armor with frightening ease.
It was aweapon to fear, dmost as much asthe warrior woman who wielded it.

"What do you want?' Axtius demanded. "Why do you disturb me?'

Guhl-iban bowed his head dowly, averting hiseyes. "I bring you troublesome news, my generd,” he
said. "It has been brought to our attention that thereisatraitor in our midst." Guhl-iban looked up into
AXxtiuss eyes. "One of our own—one who serves the cause—has betrayed us."

Axtiuslooked from oneto the other, clenching and unclenching his powerful hands.

"He haslain with a human woman and produced ason," Guhl-iban continued. "Neither demon nor
human, a blight upon the world whose sole purpose for existing was achieved when his pathetic life was
taken in service to the most hated Powers That Be."

The generd's thoughts were awhirl with fury, shame, and confusion. He had no ideahow his



lieutenant had learned about hisindiscretions—about his murdered son—but it was information that could
not be alowed to leave the hold. Axtius went for the blade that he kept beneath hisleather tunic, closeto
his heart.

Before he could move, Haborym's burning spear was at histhroat.

"Do you know of whom | spesk, General Axtius?' Guhl-iban asked, sadistic pleasurein hisgravelly
voice. "Doesmy information fill you with such rage that you fed the need to dispatch the traitor yoursel f?*
The lieutenant gestured toward hisknife. "Drop the blade, Generd Axtius," Guhl-iban said. "Haborym
and | will dedl with the betrayer.”

Axtius et the dagger fal from hishand. The heat from the spear tip was intense, and he could fedl
theflesh at histhroat begin to blister. "Y ou shdl be made to suffer for thisinsubordination,” Axtius spat,
looking into the fire deity's blazing eyes. "Both of you."

"Insubordination?* Guhl-iban asked with mock surprise. " Surely you jest, my general. We are
performing aheroic act for the good of the Codition." The demon lieutenant began to pace before him.
"Imagine my surprisewhen | learned of your duplicity,” he continued. "How could | ever alow Codlition
troops to be commanded in battle by one as deeply tainted as yourself. For al we know, you arein
league with the vampire Angd. Or even worse, the Sayer."

Guhl-iban stared at him defiantly, the curl of asnarl upon hislips. "For reveding your hypocrisy, the
Chancdlorswill surdly make me genera, and then it will bel who isremembered for purging this
dimension of the accursed, half-breed blight.”

The amdl of hisown burning flesh filled Axtiuss nogtrils, but he did not cry out, usingthepanasa
focusfor hishate. If it werewithin his power, he would propd this hate like ajavelin into the traitorous
heart of hislieutenant, killing him dead for exposing his past weaknessto the world.

"Kill me," he said suddenly, turning his eyesto Haborym. "If you're going to do it, be donewith it so
| need no longer listen to your partner'sjeers. | believe | have at least earned aquick death for my
sarviceto the Codlition and their jihad."

Hefdt the spear tip waver at histhroat.
"He... heisnot my partner,”" she said, her voice athroaty crackle.

"Do asheasks," Guhl-iban said with a casua wave of hishand. "Then | will contact the Chancdlors
and inform them of what | have learned—and what | have done asaresult.”

Axtiuswas prepared for death; it was an inevitable part of life that he had never feared. He had
aways hoped to diein battle, the blood of his enemy coating the blade of hiswegpon. It would have
been agood death. He could have fought back, but the fire deity's blade would pierce histhroat, cooking
him from theinsde out, before he even had a chance to act.

"Isit true?' Haborym asked him, tapping the tip of the burning blade againgt afresh piece of flesh
withaszzle,

"Kill him," Guhl-iban ordered, the command rolling off histongue asif practiced many atime.

Axtius looked into the warrior woman's gaze and answered her question. "He whom you wish to
punish was destroyed many years ago,” he growled as he waited for hislife to be brought to an end. "
burned that wesakness out of me. The offspring of that moment of degradetion isdead. | serve only the
vison of purity and the reclamation of this entire plane of existence for the pureblood tribes of athousand



hdls
"Do asyou mugt, Haborym."

"Did you not hear what | said?' Guhl-iban ordered, striding forward. "I said to end thetraitor's life—
now!"

"Andsol shdl."

Haborym's burning blade cut through the air, easily passing through the flesh, tendons, muscle, and
bone of Guhl-iban's neck, severing the lieutenant's head from his body. Axtius watched with aperverse
amusement as Guhl-iban's head hit the floor with abounce. Then the flesh-eater's body collapsedina
broken heap, like amarionette with its strings cruelly cut.

"And he so wanted to be general,” Axtius growled, placing his booted foot upon the decapitated
head to keep it from rolling. Guhl-iban's face wore an expresson of complete surprise. The generd
turned his attention to Haborym. "Why?" he asked.

"| didiketreachery," she said, tongues of flame shooting from her mouth, asif afiery anger were
growingingde her.

"And what of my own?'

Haborym turned her back upon him and proceeded toward the stairs. "Weakness, not treachery.
And, asyou said, burned from you long ago.”

"Don't expect meto thank you," Axtius said as he watched her begin to ascend the metal steps.

She stopped and watched him with blazing eyes. "I do not want your thanks, my generd. All | want
isfor you to lead well."

"It shdl be done," he vowed. In that moment he found the fire deity quite alluring. Perhapswhen
victory was achieved, he mused, the two of them would celebrate—or maybe he would have her killed.
Hewasn't quite sure yet.

"Prepare the troops, Lieutenant," he ordered, his powerful voice—the voice of agenerd—echoing
throughout the hold.

Haborym snapped to attention.
"Wesal a firg light.”
Questral

The plaintive wails of the seers shattered the early morning calm, their screeching harbinger of the
horrors that would soon be visited upon their home.

Ephraim awoke from afitful dumber, quickly dressed, and strode across the promenade to the
dweling of the seers. He had been waiting for this moment, but it ill filled him with creeping dread. Now
was not the time to dwell on defeat. The battle was yet to be fought. But he could not help thinking that
no matter what the aftermath, something was about to be lost to Questral forever.

Ephraim reached the seers dwelling and pulled aside the flap that would take him insde their
quarters. The tent was made from the skins of seers past. To be surrounded by the flesh of their brethren
was believed to be agreat comfort and benefit to the ancient species, heightening their prescience.



As Ephraim entered the darkened quarters, lit only by asingle brazier of white-hot coas, he was
taken aback by the intensity of the seers reaction to their latest vision of the future. The three ancient
beings sat upon colorful mats, aso made from the skin of ancestors, immersed in the horrors of what was
to come. Their hooded and cloaked bodies huddled close in the gloom, whimpering and moaning before
crying out their mournful lament.

"What do you see?' Ephraim asked, knowing full well what the answer would be, but fearing it
nonetheless.

"A ship now crossesthe sea," said one of the seersfrom within the darkened folds of its hood.

"Itsbelly filled with hate," added another of the precognitives. "Oh, how they revile usfor what we
are—for what we have," it moaned sadly.

The last of the seersto speak hugged its body and trembled asif cold. "So many different
species—all sizes and shapes— unified by dreams of death and destruction. A dark mirror of what has
been founded here on Questra.”

"Soitistrue" Ephram said. Thetiny, misguided diver of hopethat it was dl amistake evaporated
away to nothing, replaced by aterrible, overpowering foreboding. " The enemy comes.”

The seers began to writhe and sway to some inaudible music of the future. Then, asone, they
dumped forward and grew ill. Tentatively, Ephraim moved closer.

"And what of the outcome?What can you tell me of that?'

"All isdarkness," whispered one, its voice tired and weak. "Blood and fire and tears. But to the end
...who shdl survive... weareblind."

With those words, the seers went quiet, and Ephraim knew there would be nothing else. He bowed
to each and |eft them to rest. As he strode from the tent of demon flesh, he prayed to the dark gods of
creation that there would be afuture for them to dream of, not just the cold embrace of desth.

Ephraim emerged from the tent, his mind racing with what till needed to be done to prepare the
people of Questra for the coming conflict. The Sage was shaken from hisruminations as he beneld a
gathering that had formed in front of the seers dwelling.

"Heard the caterwauling and decided that we should check thingsout,” the Sayer said, hefting an
enormous battle-ax that bore the mark of the Ixwik demon Faghaol, the chief armorer of Questrd.

The others of her band had joined her aswell, each sporting some form of letha weagponry—aso
forged by the Ixwik and his weaponsmiths—but what truly amazed the Sage was the sheer number of
Questrd's resdents that had gathered around them.

Demons of every tribe had amassed around these outsiders, who up until afew short days ago
would have been looked upon as the enemy, loathsome reminders of aworld theidanders had |eft
behind. Each of them carried wegpons clutched in hands, claws, and tentacles—any appendage that
would alow them to take up armsin defense of their home. Ephraim swelled with pride at the
overpowering show of unity.

"So what'sthe word?' Buffy asked, hefting the ax asif it weighed nothing.

Ashe gazed a the hundreds that had gathered, and the others who continued to gather still, a
strange fedling began to grow stronger within him. It was afedling that he had not experienced a al since



the outsiders had come to the idand and told of the impending attack. It was a sensation that he had not
dared to dlow himsdf, for to experienceit and have it torn away would be the most terrible loss of al.

Ephram fdt the sirring of hope within him.
"They come," he croaked, the weight of hiswords resonating through al that had amassed there.

The Sayer nodded dowly, her eyes connecting with those of her friends and companionswho
surrounded her. Her gaze then traveled beyond her people, to the residents of Questral, seemingly
touching each and every one of them, before returning her atention to him. "We'reready," shesaid witha
powerful certainty.

And Ephraim believed her.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

As the denizens of Questral marshaled their forces and prepared their defense of their idand home,
the word that kept popping up in Angel's mind was "chaos.” But every timeit did, he had to force it back
down again. For thiswas not chaos, far from it. Smply because it was difficult for his sensesto record
and his mind to decipher adl that was going on smultaneoudy there on theidand did not mean it was
anarchy. Rather, heredlized, it was the highest form of order, not unlike the feverish work insgde a
beehive.

The chaosis still to come.

Willow and Dai'shu had gathered the handful of magick-users on theidand and were discussing
strategy with them. Cordelia, Xander, and Lorne were working with agroup of shambling Zhredicsto
corrd the children of the various tribes and gather them in the forum, whose gates would be magickally
reinforced and guarded. Wed ey and Gunn were in conference with Shikah and Faghaol, the leaders of
Bazhripaand Ixwik troops that were gathered at the center of the patchwork village. The village of huts
had been abandoned, and Zeke was rounding up other non-combatants and trying to get them to the
forum.

Morning was only hours away.
Whatever was going to happen, it was going to happen fast.

"1 wish we had gotten here sooner," Buffy said, staring out at the dark surface of the ocean, dert for
any sgnof aship.

Ange stood beside her on the shore. They werejust a short way from the village in case they were
needed, but amazingly, they seemed to be needed very little. They had provided dl of the strategic advice
they could, but the truth of the matter was that their greatest Significance in this battle would be asleaders
and warriors on the field of combat.

"If we hadn't stayed behind and given Axtius the trouble we did, thiswould al have been over by
now," Angel reminded her. "We bought them the time they needed. Cordelia, Wedey, and Willow and
the others have done everything that was possble.”

For along moment the Slayers gaze drifted across the waves. At length she turned to him, and her
eyeslocked with his. Angd smiled softly, a sweet melancholy achein hiscold heart. Severd minutes
passed as the two of them stared at each other in silence. The words had all been said ages ago. Now
there was no need for words.



Ange reached out, hisfingers grazing Buffy's cheek, and then he bent and kissed her forehead
lightly. Buffy smiled and grabbed his hand. Their fingers twined together and hung in the air between
them.

"If thisishow it ends. . . ," she began.
He nodded. "I've lived along time. If thisishow it ends, that would be dl right.”

Her smile was gone, but therewasalight in her eyes. "Yeah. Yeah, it would. But first we have to
make suretheidand issafe." Buffy squeezed his hand and then let it go, and the two of them turned to
gtride back toward the village.

Asthey approached they saw Wedey in the street in front of alarge stone building talking to
Ephraim. The leader of the Assemblage was so tall, he had to bend histhin frame and lean down to
gpesk with Wedey. There was something awkward and yet ingpired about this odd scene, at theway it
communicated what they were dl trying to do here, and Angel nodded solemnly to himsdif.

Ephraim spotted them firt. Or, rather, from the way helifted his head quickly, it seemed that he had
sensed them. He said something to Wedley, and then the two of them looked up to watch as Angdl and
the Slayer strode back into the village. Wed ey was grim and dark-eyed, his expression severe. Thiswas
the man at the heart of him, Angd knew. Whatever anyone wanted to say about Wedey, hehad a
ferocity benesth the cultured sheen that was usualy in evidence around him. When it came out, it could
be gartling.

"Any word from the lookouts?* Buffy asked.

Ephraim shook hishead. "Nothing yet. And the seersare slent. It seemsdl that remainsistoliein
wat."

"We're about to deploy thewarriors," Wedey said, gaze ticking from Buffy to Angel and back to
Buffy again. "1 was hoping you'd come back before we did that. | think you should talk to them.”

Buffy looked darmed. "Me? And say what?'

Wedey rubbed the back of hishand across his unshaven chin with arasp. " Something inspirational.
Thisisn't something they were ever prepared for. Certainly there are agreat many among them who have
been in combat before, and there are alot of dangerousindividuas. But for them to have to draw
together likethis. . . though they live in harmony, it's been atenuous one. Many of the tribes don't
particularly like one another. They need to fed like an army, like they'rein thistogether.”

"Y eah, but why me? Can't Angd doit?"

She glanced a him. Angel felt just as reluctant as Buffy seemed to be, but he understood the point.
" think it should be you," Wed ey prodded.

"He'sright," Angd agreed.

Baffled, Buffy shook her head. "Why?"

It was Ephraim who at last answered the question. He raised his hands, spindly fingers pointing
toward her. "It should be you, Slayer, because you are the one thing they can al agree on. You arethe
onething they dl fear."



Her mouth opened asif she were going to argue, but then she closed it again. "All right. But | want
Spikewith me."

Ephram's eyes narrowed. If it was at al possible, his skin grew even pder. At length, he nodded.

Ange clenched hisjawstightly together and said nothing. Theideathat Buffy would want Spike on
the stage with her made him amost nausested. If he had had any ideajust how involved hisold dly, his
old enemy, had becomein thelife of the Sayer . . . but no, that was aridiculousline of thinking. Angel
would not have done anything, save perhaps stew over it. Buffy wasabig girl. She could take care of
hersdf. Still, no matter what destiny had in store for him and Buffy, envy and hatred seethed insde Angel
when he thought of Spike fighting alongside Buffy in what he would alwaysthink of ashis place.

He pushed dl that aside today, however. Thiswas different. He wasfairly certain he knew where
Buffy was going with this, and Spike belonged beside her thistime. Much as he hated to admit it, even to
himsdlf.

So Angd kept slent, and within minutes he and Buffy were waking toward the main building at the
center of the village. It had high stone stepsin front, like some sort of monstrous city hall, and alarge
crowd of armored demon warriors had gathered in front of it, alow current of mutterings running
amongst them. At the base of the steps they passed Gunn, Xander, Corddia, Lorne, and Willow, who
stood in aclugter at the front of the gathered warriors. Together, Buffy and Angel climbed the steps.
Ephraim and Wedey were already at thetop, in front of aset of tall doorsthat swung open asthey
approached. Zeke appeared through the open door, and a moment later Spike emerged from inside that
building. The chatter of the crowd ceased completely.

Angd could fed the tension amongst them, the anxiety and the horror that it had cometothis. . .
these proud demons standing at the base of the steps and looking up at a vampire who had been placed
abovethem in their own home. Anger and resentment emanated from them in waves.

Severd steps below Ephraim and Xander, Buffy stopped. Angd paused only amoment before
continuing on, alowing her to take the forefront, the spotlight, and thus bear the brunt of the ugly
emotions surging up from the crowd. Zeke and Spike stood behind Ephraim, but now Buffy turned to
gesture toward Spike, who raised an eyebrow in surprise.

"Me?' Heglanced a Wedey. "Somekindaritud sacrifice, then?”
"Sadly, no," Wedey replied.
"Go, Spike" Angd snarled. " She needsyou.”

A change then swept over the blond vampire. He stood up abit Sraighter, his chin lifted high, and he
nodded once and walked down the few steps to where Buffy waited with such dignity that he might have
been at his own wedding. Angd wanted to throttle him. And yet, there was apart of him that could not
help but approve of the way Spike had risen to the occasion.

In the moonlight, Buffy and Spike stood side by side and gazed out over the gathering of demons.
Swords and axes and armor plating gleamed in that light, while in the shadows of the night, monstrous
eyes burned red and gold and green. Beauttiful, hideoudy angelic Vapors swirled and danced in the
darkness above the warriors, come to witness the spectacle. Their job would be to possess as many of
the invading demons as they could, turning Axtiuss men againgt one another. But the VVapors were
mercurid, unpredictable, and thus far fewer than twenty had sworn their aid in the coming war.

Angd fdt it wasagood sgn that they had come hereto listen.



"Youdl know me" Buffy began.

The crowd was absolutely till. Her voice echoed out over the village square. To Angel's gaze, the
petite girl on the steps had never looked more stunning, and never looked more like the warrior she was.

"My nameis Buffy Summers. I'm the Sayer. Chances are I've killed someone you knew," she
began. Another ripple of anger went through them and severd snarled and started for the steps. Buffy
continued on. "I'm not here to gpologize. I'm not hereto makeit dl right. If they died at my hands—or
the hands of any of my friends—they deserved what they got, and probably more."

A few of the bravest warriors began to hiss. A Bazhripa started up the stairs, but hisgenerd,
Shikah, stopped him with two of her powerful arms.

Angd tensed to spring down the stairs if need be.

"Maybe taunting them isabad idea," Zeke suggested.

Before Angd could cometo her defense, Wedey did it for him.
"She knowswhat she'sdoing,” the former Watcher said.

"I'm the Sayer," Buffy repeated. "But I'm not ahunter. I'm not a predator. | don't do what | do for
fun. | doit to protect my people. Just as you want to protect yours. | defend humanity from demonic
threats. If you're not athresat, then I've got no issue with you."

Now she turned toward Spike, dowly and obvioudy, so that al of them could see her. Silhouetted
inthe moonlight, Angd could see Buffy scowl in profile.

"Y ou hate vampires. So do |. Spike, here, hastried to kill me. . . how many times, would you say,
Soike?"

Like awell-behaved schoolboy, Spike had his hands behind his back and his shoulders straight.
"Couple of dozen, I'd say. Give or take. If you count the times | sent blokes after you, aswell asthe
times| tried to kill you mysdlf."

The audience was riveted.
Buffy stared a him. "Y ou're atwisted, sadistic freek."
"Musicto my ears, pet.”

The Slayer returned her focusto the crowd. " Spike's got no conscience. Vampires never do. But
he's got this chip in hisbrain that prevents him from harming human beings. I've got him helpless. | should
just dust him and do us al afavor. There arealot of reasons | don't. One of them isthat | hate theidea
of killing something defensd ess, something harmless. But the other isthis He may not have a conscience,
but with this chip inhibiting hishomicidd ingtincts, I'm wondering if he can grow one.

"Given the times hel's helped when he didn't have to, I'm starting to think maybe he can. Thejury's
dill out. Cal him my little experimentd labrat.”

"Y ou've cut meto the quick, Slayer,” Spike said, one hand over his heart.
Buffy ignored him, her attention fully upon her audience now.

"My pointisthis Hewants me dead. | fed the same about him. But | know there€'s worse out there



than him. | know there are evils, the true forces of darkness, that thresten us both. No matter what our
differences, fate has thrown us together, made us alies. The same could be said of dl of you, living here
together on thisidand, so many varied races. Despite your differences and whatever attitudes and
resentments may drive you apart, you share this home together. To protect it, you've got to pull together."

At the base of the steps, Angel saw Willow and Xander— members of Buffy's chosen
family—exchange glances with Cordelia, Gunn, and Lorne—members of hisown. The vampire
understood the looks they gave one another, amoment of recognition that Buffy might aswell be talking
about them as about the demons of Questral. Something happened for al of them in that moment, akind
of bond forming.

"Itisn't just Questral, you must understand that,” Buffy went on. "It'sthisworld. Thiswhole plane of
exigence. Theredly unnerving thing isthat what they've doneis afunhouse mirror image of what you've
done here. They've gathered together al different breedsaswell . . . different full-blooded breeds, at
least. But their gods and beliefs are the polar opposite of yours. Y ou want peace. They want blood. If
Axtius and his masters have it their way, there won't be anywhere you can hide. . . and there won't be
anywhereyou can cal home."

For along moment, her words echoed out across the village square. Angel searched the facesin the
crowd, and they had dl changed. Though till grim, they were no longer focused on Buffy but were heavy
with the burden of shared purpose. The Sayer was the one thing they could al agree on, the one thing
they dl feared.

And yet she had just given them something el se upon which they could al agree.
Angd had never been more proud of her.

The sllence was pierced by the noise of ahorn sounding, carrying across the idand from the south,
where the Zhredics had their underground warrens. Angel glanced at Wedley and Ephraim. The old Sage
nodded.

"A ship has been sighted.”

The dliffsthat overlooked the ocean near the village made it difficult to run dong the shore. Instead,
they were forced to cut through a portion of the jungle, the path snaked with vines and mined with stone
outcroppings. In the darkness there were hundreds of things that might have tripped Buffy up, but shefelt
an adrendine surging through her unlike anything she had ever felt before. She sprinted dong the path,
unmindful of therest of Questral's defenders. Wed ey had worked out strategy with their military
commanders, and she was not going to question it. Like Willow, Xander, Cordelia, and the others, she
wasjust going to do what she did best.

Of coursg, it didn't hurt that she had Gunn and Angdl and fifty Yill demons armed with swords
pounding aong the jungle path behind her.

The horn continued to sound, but it mattered little. The moment Buffy emerged from the trees she
could see down the hill toward the ocean and the dock where Captain Hobbs had let Wedey and
Willow and the others off days earlier. And beyond the dock, out on the water, a single ship appeared
through the fogbank that shrouded Questral from the outside world and knifed across the water toward
Mongter Idand, itswhite sail ghostly againgt the night sky.

Halfway between the edge of the jungle and the shore, Buffy dowed to ajog and then she halted
completely, staring at the boat. She listened intently to hear if there were any other horns being blown,
but there were not. Angel and Gunn and the platoon of Yill stopped behind her.



"A salboat?' Gunn asked, increduloudy. "The big bad demon generd got himself asailboat?
Couldn' fit more'n ten, twelve people on there. Maybe another half dozen below."

"There must be others,” Angd said, starting toward the dock, taking the lead.

"l don't think s0," Buffy replied, asmile spreading across her face. "We were worried that Taraand
Fred wouldn't make it back with those books before the fighting started. | think we can stop worrying.”

Angd glanced back at her, then out at the boat again. It was more ayacht than a sailboat, but Buffy
wasn't sure exactly what to call something like that. A schooner? Hobbs had been supposed to pick them
up and come back, but obvioudy they had redlized that time was of the essence and somehow had
gotten other transport.

"Thosegirlsknow how to doit upin style" Gunn said admiringly.

Buffy waved ahand at the Yiill to indicate that they should be at ease for the moment. The demons
werewary, however, and followed at arespectful distance as she, Gunn, and Angel made their way
down to the dock. They watched as the sail was dropped and the boat made itsway up to the
deepwater dock at the idand's edge by motor power.

There were severd figures on the deck of the boat, and Buffy could make out Tara's hair whipping
in the breeze. Fred had herstied back from her face. But the two women weren't done. Calvin waswith
them.

"Damn, Cd," Gunn groaned. "Fooal kid."

The owner of the yacht was a deeply tanned, white-haired man in his sixtieswho looked as though
he had just walked off a Brentwood golf course. None of them had ever seen him before, but he just
smiled and shook his head in amazement as the others helped him moor the boat. Taratossed alegther
satchd down to Buffy that was heavy with the books that were insde. Angdl and Gunn helped the three
of them down to the dock.

"Sowemadeit, | guess," Fred ventured tentatively.

"Bardy," Gunntold her. "It'sgonnahit the fan pretty quick. We oughta get you to cover.” Then he
turned to Calvin, brows knitted with anger. Calvin's expression was proud, but it became wounded when
Gunn shook afinger a him. "And you and me need to have atak."

"Hey! I'minthis, Gunn. Y ou think I'm gonnajust St back in the neighborhood, wetch TV whilethis
goesdown?"

Gunn stared at him. "I told you not to—" He cut off his own words and shook his head. "Not here.
But wearegoing totak."

Buffy watched as Fred spoke briefly, quietly to Angel. For her part, Tara scanned the shore with
hopein her eyes, not even seeming to notice the Yill demons or the jungle. It was obvious who she was
looking for.

"She's at the forum,” Buffy said. "I'm sure shell come as soon as shefinds out it's you and not the
bad guys."

Tarasmiled shyly. Buffy could not be certain in the moonlight, but she thought the witch was
blushing.



The moment was broken when avoice came to them from the deck of the boat. "What, no one's got
ahand for an old man?1 could magick mysdf down, but | want to save my energy. A little courtesy
would be appreciated.”

All of them looked up. Buffy expected it to be the owner of the boat, but instead found hersalf
gazing at aman with aruddy complexion and hair and beard so white, he might have been Santa Clausiif
he gained fifty pounds.

"Elijah?" Angel said, hissurprise evident in hisvoice. Then he snapped his head around to Sare at
Tara "You brought Elijah?’

Buffy saw the hurt in Taras eyes, the protest that she would never put voice to, that she was not
responsible for the old man's presence. Shetried to get Tarato look at her so that she could offer anod
or asmile or reassurance, but the witch would only look at the ground. Tarafrowned, obvioudy
troubled, but then she took the satchel of books back from Buffy and started off up the dock.

As soon asthe aging magician was off the boat, the owner laughed, shook hishead againin
amazement, and started the motor. The boat began to dip away from theidand and, in just afew
minutes, it waslost again in the fog bank.

"Who the hdl wasthat?' Angel asked.

Elijah arched an eyebrow and glanced a him. "Y ou've got your friends, Angel, and I've got mine.
We didn't want to wait for your Captain Hobbs to return, and it seems we made the right choice. Now,
shall we get onwithit?1 hardly think we al ought to be standing here when the forces of Hell come
thundering down upon our shores.”

Buffy smiled. She had only heard about Elijah, had not met him, but aready she liked him a great
ded. Angdl, however, was obvioudy very unhappy with the old man's presence.

"Y ou shouldn't have come," the vampire told the old magician.
Elijah's eyes narrowed. "And who are you to decide?"

Gunn and Calvin had gone off aways down the dock, toward the shore. Tarawas standing amidst
the glent, gruesome Yill demons asif they were tropical shrubbery. Buffy felt awkward and out of place
in the face of the intengity with which Angd regarded Elijah now, but it would have been even more
awkward for her to excuse hersdlf, and Angel gave her no opening to do so.

"Thisisgoing to beawar, Elijah. Demons and magick. Sorcery. What part of that don't you
understand? People are going to be killing one ancther herein alittle while."

"All the more reason for meto come. | can help savelives, Angd.”

"Of courseyou can," Angel replied, scowling. "But can you do that and nothing more? Can you
watch theidanders die, maybe watch some of my friends die, and not attack those who are doing the

killing?"

Thenit al came back to Buffy. When Tara had told her about Elijah, she had said that the old man
only did defensive spells, never destructive magick, that once upon atime he had become a power
junkie, addicted to sorcery. Angd knew that, and he was afraid Elijah would rip himself apart by being
involved in something like this. Buffy could seethe painin Angel's eyes, the concern for this old man, and
she understood that at some point in the past, Elijah had been to Angdl what Giles represented in her
own life. She wondered how it could be that Elijah mattered so very much to Angel, and she had never



heard of the old magician before thisweek. It was yet another reminder that there was so much moreto
Ange'slong life than she had ever learned.

"Youreafrad I'll succumb to temptation,” Elijah said, sghing. "Aswel you should be. And perhaps
you'reright. But if | locked mysalf in my shop and closed my eyes and pretended none of thiswas
happening, I'd never be able to live with myself. Besides, I'm here now. It'stoo late to send me back.
Get onwithit."

For along time Angel stared at him, but al of the vampire's anger was gone. At length, Angel only
reached out to place ahand on Elijah's shoulder. There was only sadnessin hiseyes, and lovefor Elijah
Carnegie. In that moment it was as though she were seeing Angel face-to-face with the father that fate
should have given him. It seemed to her that Angel felt that aswell. If he and hisfather had cared for
each other afraction as much as Elijah and Angd did, the whole long, sordid history of terror and murder
that was Angel'slife might have ended far more pleasantly amost two hundred years earlier.

But there was no room in Buffy'sworld, no timein her life, for thoughts that began with "if."

Gunn felt akind of panic take hold of his heart that was entirely unfamiliar to him. The moment he
had seen Calvin up on the deck of the yacht his mind had begun to spin, casting about for some way to
get the kid off theidand. If he could have been one hundred percent certain that the yacht was not going
to run into the demon invasion on the way back to Los Angeles and end up at the bottom of the Pecific,
or worse, he would have forced the Hollywood type manning the boat to take the kid back with him. But
he could not be sure of that.

Hell, he couldn't redlly be sure of anything anymore.

He cared about Wes and Cordy and Fred, sure. And back in the day, when he had yet to meet
Angel and was hunting vampires, running with his crew, he had cared for them aswell. When things got
down and dirty and it looked like the nasties were gonna win—even when members of his crew
died—Gunn had soldiered on. His old crew and the people at Angel Investigations, they dl knew the
score, knew what they were getting into.

Truth was, Gunn understood that Calvin knew the score just aswell asthey did. Maybe better than
some, after dl he'd gone through.

But since what had happened to his parents, Gunn had vowed to himself to look out for Calvin. The
kid had never been one of the soldiers, held been one of the citizens, no matter what he wanted to think.
He was Gunn's respongbility. All dong, the only reason he had let Calvin hang around was that he
figured the kid was safer with him and Angdl and Fred and Tara than he would be back in the
neighborhood, especialy with hisvampire daddy still sniffing around.

Now, though—
"Look, just let it go, Gunn. We got more important thingsto—"
"Not we. Me. I've got things. You don't . . ."

Gunnfdl slent as Angd, Buffy, and Elijah passed them on the dock. Calvin eyed them asthey
passed. When they had gone on by, Gunn lowered his voice some and gazed intently at Calvin, trying to
get through to him.

"How'm | supposed to take care of you here, Cal? Huh? Tell methat.”
The teenager looked as if he'd been dapped. "1 don't need to be taken care of, Charles. I've been



doin' pretty well sofar. You think I'm akid. | get that. But I'm fifteen. What were you doin’ in the
neighborhood when you were my age? | know the answer.

"Listen, back there, most kids got a choice of one gang or another, beating one another down,
climbing into cars and shootin' people for no good reason ‘cept they come from a different block of the
same crappy tenements.” Calvin shook his head and spread his arms out wide. "What you got here,
Gunn?'Sjust another gang war. The differenceis, right here, right now? There's something worth fighting
for. Dangerous? Hell, yeah. But no more so than a home. And if I'm gonna.cash in at fifteen, I'd rather it
be fighting for something than for nothing."

Gunn gtared at him along time. At length, he sucked in abreath and let it out long and dow. "There's
aplaceinland, like an arena. We gathered up the children and the old folks, some of the demonswho
can't fend for themsdlves. There'sawholetribe lives underground here, dowest things you ever saw.”

Cavinswore. "Y ou ain't gonnaput mein there with them!"

"No," Gunn agreed. "I'm not. But someone's gotta defend them. Cordelia's over there now. Willows
working on some protection spells. Weve got aton of demon soldiers guarding the place. | have you on
the front lineswith me, I'm never gonna be able to focus. Probably get mekilled just worrying about you.
But if youwannahelp, redly do some good, that's the place to be."

Calvin stared a him for severd long seconds, and then he put out his hand. Gunn took it and they
shook, then he pulled Calvin into hisarms and hugged him.

"You gay dive," Gunnwhispered in araspy voiceinto thekid'sear. "Or I'll never be ableto go
homeagan.”

"Yeah. | wouldn't want to get you in trouble with your boys."

"What do you mean hewon't fight?'

Wedey ran dong the jungle path with Lorne right behind him. The Host was trying desperately to
keep hissuit from getting ruined, but the jungle was not being kind to his couture.

"Do | sutter?' Lorne said curtly. "l went to check in with our friendly neighborhood Great Old One,
wondering why he hadn't shown hisface yet. Ephraim told me to leave him to hisbusiness, but | didn't
redlize that meant the gigantic old softy wasn't gonnafight.”

No, no, no, no, thisis not happening, Wedey thought. Lorne had tracked him down at the village
square only moments after word had come that the first ship was afalse alarm, bringing Taraand Fred
rather than Axtiussinvasion force. Now they had passed the forum and were running deeper into the
jungle. There was reportedly an enormous cave in the Side of the smal mountain at the idand's center
where Garth, the Old One, kept hislair. Wedey hoped they did not have to go too deep to find him.
Therewas no timefor this.

But without him . . . Wedey did not want to think about it.
"Think, Lorne, what did he say exactly?'

"Y ou know," the Host replied, huffing as he ducked benesth some low branches, "you're truly
unpleasant when you get into this everyone's-amoron-except-me mood.”

"Lome!”



"Hesad it wouldn't befair."

Wedey ssumbled and practicaly tripped over his own legs as he stopped short on the path. The
ground had started to rise under their feet and the hill doped up even more steeply ahead. He spun on
Lorne and stared at the demon's eyes, which were wide and almost eerily white, set into his mottled
green kin.

"Didyoutdl himwedon't want it to befar?' Wedey demanded, baffled.
Lorne crossed hisarms. "All right, Mr. Pushy. Tdl him yourself."
“Tdl him—"

Then Wedey noticed that Lorne was not staring at him, but above him. The former Watcher turned
and saw the Old One looming over them, as high asthe highest trees. Wedey was a once grateful they
did not have to search the caves for him, and terrified that they had found him at al. The Medusalike
mass of serpentine tendrils where the Elder Demon's mouth ought to have been dithered and swayed in
upon themsalves, and Garth lowered his massive upper body to the path. Wed ey recoiled from the
gtench that came from its face and from the chilling sight of those tendrils, each of which ended with a
mouth of its own, snapping and hissing.

"Wesley," the Old One said. "I understand why you have come, but you should not have. The
otherswill need you now."

Side by side now, Wedey and Lorne stared at the enormous, antediluvian demon.
"Umm, didn't you have aquestion for the big guy?" Lorne prompted.

For amoment, Wedey did not respond at al, his mind filled with images of aworld before the world
of man, aworld of pre-prehistory, when beingslike Garth roamed the planet. Millions of years ago, Hell
on Earth had been aredlity. It had aways been hard for him to accept that asfact rather than myth. But
he knew it wastrue. It also meant that Garth himself was millions of years old. He had seen death on a
scae that reduced full-on war to the significance of alight spring rain. To ahuman, such arain shower
meant nothing, but to the antsin aflooded anthill, everything.

We're the ants, Wedey thought, staring a Garth.
But sill he pulled himsdlf up to hisfull height and glared at the Old One. "Coward," he sngpped.

All of the serpentine tendrils on the Elder Demon's face flinched back at the two syllables as though
they had been aphysica attack. Then, asone, they hissed. Wedey fdt asthough his ssomach werefilled
withice, and he bit hislip on theinside to keep from screaming.

"Way to go, Chief," Lorne whispered beside him. "Wish you'd told me | was gonna be eaten tonight.
| would've worn my Sunday best."

Wedey did not take his eyes off of Garth's.
"You dare much, Wesley Wyndam-Pryce," the Old One thundered. " Explain yourself."

"I'm not the one who needsto explain. Y ou are. Questral's your home, Garth. Y ou chose not to
return to your own dimension, chose to settle here in the company of the other demons on theidand.”

"That istrue,” Garthreplied, dl of those serpentine tendrils spesking in unison, al of them shaking



up and down as though they were dl nodding. "I chose to remain here. Ever and always, thisis my
home. | want no more of destruction, no more of Hell. | will never be what once | was. And so |
will not interfere. "

The Old One shuddered as he did closer to Wedey on the path. It might have been meant as
intimidation, but Wedey did not think so; rather, he presumed the ancient demon was fascinated at his
defiance and wanted a better look. Wedey gaveit to him. He himsaf moved closer to the Old One, and
Garth blinked twice.

Lorne stayed where he was. "Wedeyyyy," he sang in asmdl, high voice.
Wedey stared. "Coward,” he said again.
Once more, the serpent mouths began to hiss.

"You are apart of thiscommunity. Y ou have become that, alowed it to be so. Thisisyour home.
The other demons on thisidand might mean littleto you, their lives so fleeting and ephemerd. But to
them, you are one of them. If you will not fight for them, think on this: Without you, they'll likely die. If
Axtius should win, hiseventuad god isto return thisworld to the hellish place it once was. Thousands,
likely millions, of demonswill trod upon the soil of the earth. 1t will burn. Blood will run. Others of the
Old Oneswill return. 1t will become again the very thing you came here to seek refuge from. "And all
because you chose not to act.”

Tarafdt lost. After dl she had been through back in Los Angeles, the idea of coming to Questra
loomed large in her mind asthe end of ajourney. She had savored the thought of it, not caring at al that
theidand was populated by demons or that there was adaughterhouse in the offing sometime in the next
hour or so.

Willow was here. Somewhere. And wherever Willow was, that was home.

But as she stood there on the shore amidst dozens of hideous demons whose faces were
grotesquely stretched by spinesthat jutted backward from their skulls, shefelt cast adrift. The others
wered| in motion aready, Buffy, Angd, and Gunn hurrying off to wherever they needed to be now for
the fight. Tara had the books from Cobwebs, and she knew there was work for her to do. Elijah and
Cdvinwerewaiting for her.

But Taracould not |leave yet. She was waiting too.
Waiting for Willow.

She began to fed more and more inggnificant, standing there on the shore with the Yill not noticing
her a al and Elijah and Cavin degp in conversation, politely ignoring her as a courtesy while she waited.
The weight of what was going on around her began to grow heavier, as did the books in the lesther
satchel. Taraglanced around at Elijah and realized she should just get on with it. She should take out
Medieval War Magick and ask him to help her figure out how to do the Monstrous Sea spell on her
own. Willow was probably involved in something more important. The idanderswould need her
desperately right about now.

But so do |, Tarathought.

Then she glanced up at the opening in the vell of jungle at the top of the path and she saw an
answered prayer. Willow had just stepped out of the trees and now she froze, staring down at Tarathere
on the shore.



Taradropped the satchel.

She started toward Willow, her pace picking up, and soon she was running. Willow began to run
down toward her aswdll, and to Tarait looked amost as though her girlfriend, this woman who was her
very heart, wasflying. Sparks of magick crackled around Willows hands and face, and Tarafigured she
wouldn't even notice.

They met hafway between ocean and jungle, their bodies nearly colliding, and instead at the last
minute Smply folding into each other. Tarasfingers dipped into Willow's hair and tangled themsdlves
there as though they had amind of their own.

Willow pressed her forehead againgt Taras, her eyes sparkling, asmall, sweet smile on her lips.
"Hey."

Tarasthroat was dry. Shelicked her lips. "Hey."
"How'smy girl?* Willow whispered.

Tarahad no words to respond. Instead she brushed her fingers through Willow's hair again and then
shekissed her, lips brushing againgt Willow's so lightly, it stole her breath away. Then their mouths met
again, thistimewith afervor that Tarahad longed for, and into which she put dl of the fear for Willow
and for hersdf that she had been holding in dl thistime.

Then shejust held Willow tight until she could breathe again.
"l was o afraid for you," Willow whispered.

Taralaughed and pulled away from her, saring a her in amazement. "The feding's been very
mutua,” Tarareplied. She sghed lightly and then tried to focus on the world around them again. "' So what
now?'

Willow began to speak, but her response was cut off by the ped of ahorn that cut through the night,
echoing from the surf and thejungle. It was joined by another, and then another. Tarasaw thealarmin
Willow's eyes and she turned to ook back out at the ocean just in time to see amassive, rusted freight
ship pushing itsway through the fog bank that encircled theidand. There were dready other boatsin the
water, motorboats that had been lowered over the Sde, lifeboat style, and were even now buzzing
toward several destinations on the shores of Questrd.

"Tara" Elijah shouted as he ran with Cavin up the shore. "The books!"

She saw the satchd where she had dropped it. Her gaze ticked toward the incoming motorboats
and the huge freighter, and she wondered how many demonsit was carrying. Tarasfingerstwined with
Willow's and, hand in hand, the two witches ran toward the ocean, toward the leather satchel and the
volumes of perilous sorcery contained within.

Taraprayed that it was not too late.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Xander stood in the village square with Gunn, Spike, and Zeke, the four of them waiting to confirm
the location of the spearhead of Axtiuss attack so that they could lend their help where they were needed
most. From what Xander had heard so far, the freighter and motorboats off the eastern shore were the
sum total of the ondaught. He was growing impatient. The battle was here, and they were dtill just
ganding around.



"Not that I'm abig fan of assault rifles or anything,” Gunn said, bouncing on hisfeet, obvioudy filled
with energy and ready to go, "but thiswould be awhole lot easier if we had some serious wegpons.”

He had a double-edged battle-ax draped casually across his shoulder as though it were a baseball
bat. Xander had asword in a heavy scabbard hanging from hisbelt. Spike had a sword aswell, but it
was a curved scimitar, the sort of thing that was made just for decapitation. Zeke needed no wegpons, of
course. The Miquot grew daggers from their own flesh and bone and were able to pluck them from their
forearms when they were needed. At the moment, Xander could see the outlines of fresh marrow-blades,
as Zeke caled them, bulging beneath the Miquot's yellow skin. It was both kind of cool and nausesting at
the sametime,

"Thelocadsaren't infavor of guns,” Xander reminded them. "Zeke made that clear when we were
organizing this™

"It isour custom to eschew such modern wegpons,” Zeke explained. " Some tribes despise them,
and for othersit isamatter of ritual, of faith. Still other demon races smply cannot use such weaponry
without it failing on them, as though they have akind of hex upon them that causes them to mafunction.
Not to worry, however. Y ou will find the sameistrue of Axtiusstroops. Some have this same hex
problem, and others smply misirust such weapons, preferring amore viscera approach.”

Spike snorted in amusement. "And hallelujah to that. Besides, snot asif we'd've been ableto find
enough assaullt riflesto equip everyone on theidand.”

Xander shrugged. "Y ou'd be surprised what you can pick up from the local military base with alittle
gedth and the right attitude.”

Gunn shifted the ax to his other shoulder and glanced around the square. "Thisistaking too long,
man. Things are going down and they're going down without us."

Hewasright. Xander looked up to the steps where Buffy had addressed the troops earlier.
Ephraim, Dai'shu, and one of those creepy-looking seers were the only ones till here besides the four of
them, and he had to wonder what the hell the sorcerer was standing around for. He exchanged alook
with Gunn and then nodded. " Screw this"

With one hand on the pommel of his sword, he ran up the steps. Zeke called out to him to try to
discourage him, but Xander was past being patient. A moment later he heard the others trudging up the
gairsbehind him.

Ephraim glanced up a him, bresking off whatever conversation he was having with Da'shu. The
skeleta Sage had those huge black eyesthat made Xander think of dien invaders and gave him the
creeps, but he tried to ignore them. Dai'shu was uglier, but Xander had seen ugly plenty of times. Better
that than those staring eyes.

"Excuse me, boys, but we're just hanging out here. Don't you think we oughta get moving?'

For along moment the two regarded him. Behind them, severa stepsfarther up, the seer gazed off
at nothing, its eyeswide and white.

"The seersarein communication,” Ephraim explained. "They have been placed in strategic locations
around the idand to monitor al angles of gpproach.”

Xander rolled hiseyes. "Y eah, | know, it was my idea— remember? Look, have they spotted
anything yet? Other than the action we know about?"



Dai'shu grimaced. When he did, the flesh around his mouth pulled even more tightly, and the spikes
that jutted back from the sides of his face twitched. "Nothing yet."

"Nothing?' Xander asked. "Nothing. At dl."
"No."

Xander dapped hisforehead. "Then thereisn't anything ese. After what Buffy, Angdl, and Gunn did
to the last boat, we were pretty sure Axtius wouldn't be able to get more than one, anyway. If your seers
haven't seen anything more yet, there's nothing e se coming. Axtiuswouldve launched it dl a once.”

"Definitdy," Gunn intoned behind him.

"Ligten," Xander went on, pointing at Dai'shu, "you can do that trand ocation thing. Thiswas part of
the plan. Leave the seersthere, just in case, but go and get al the troops we deployed around the edges
of theidand. Whip up the doorways or whatever you do and get them to this coast. Right now."

Dai'shu's lips curled back from fanged teeth, and he hissed. "Who are you to—"

"Heisright," Zekeinterrupted. "They are throwing al their forces at the eastern shore. We must
repel them hereor not at dl.”

Ephraim hesitated. He glanced past them, down toward the village square. "Where is your leader,
Wedey?'

"He'snot my leader,” Xander replied tersdly.

"He has gone to speak with the Old One, who was reluctant to do battle,” Zeke explained.
"Gonna be a bloodbath, we don't start making better decisions round here," Spike muttered.
Gunn shot him ahard look. "Good. Y ou could use a bath.”

"Look, Wedey's busy, but so what? It doesn't take ateadrinker to figure this out,” Xander argued.
"There's nobody el se coming. Axtius doesn't think he's going to have any problem daughtering the ot of
us, and frankly, if you don't get your full force down there right now, he's probably going to beright.”

Severa secondsticked by before Ephraim nodded. He turned to Dai'shu. "Retrieve the warriors
from therest of theidand. All of them. Concentrate on the east.”

The sorcerer's eyes flashed with a crackle of dark blue energy, but then he made a gesture of
obeisance with hishands. "It shdl be done."

"Thank you," Xander said. Then he turned to Gunn, Spike, and Zeke. "Let'sgo!"
He ran down the steps, and the others kept pace with him.

Buffy and Angel had gone back toward the dock with reinforcementsfor the Yill demonswho were
guarding it and to back up Willow and Tara, so Xander and the otherstook another path away from the
village, one that would bring them to the coast faster. There would aready be a phdanx of half-breed
idanders down there, mostly Ixwik and Bazhripa, dl of them ready for battle. From that vantage point it
would be smpleto determine where the full-bloods were going to make landfall, and the idanders would
do their best to repel theinvaders.

Horns till sounded, echoing out across the idand and the ocean waves. Xander was surprised when



Spike overtook him on the path. Of course he should not have been; vampires could move far more
swiftly than humans. But Spike had atendency to hang back and jump in when he could be most
effective. It might have been cowardice, or smply that he liked to be snesky, to fight dirty. Not thistime.
When Spike ran pagt, his newly-heded face had aready changed into the ferocious visage of the
vampire, and hewore awide, hideous grin.

He's loving every minute of this, Xander thought. With the chip in his head, Spike could not harm
humans but he could daughter as many demons as he liked. 1t |looked like he was going to take
advantage of the opportunity. Though he was disturbed by the glee in Spikes face, Xander had to admit
to himsdf that hewasglad. Glad, at least, that Spikeis on our side.

The vampire wasfirst to emerge from the trees onto the shore. Xander, Gunn, and Zeke followed
quickly after. The dock where Captain Hobbs had dropped them off was perhaps a quarter mile along
the coast, but the moonlight was bright and the night over the idand was clear and he could seethe
defenders gathered near the dock. Buffy and Angel were among them, and Willow and Taraaswell. The
freighter was getting closer to the idand. Motorboats buzzed toward shore, spread out acrossthe idand's
eastern coast, and Xander nodded once to himself.

"Herethey come," he said, focusing on along Boston whaler with at least adozen of those
tiger-demons Gunn had told him about on board. The Mahkesh, hethought. That's what they're
called. Thewhaer was going to beach itself about twenty yards from where they stood.

Xander drew his sword. Its blade rang againgt the metal scabbard. "Here, kitty, Kitty, kitty," he
whispered.

Then he ran forward amongst the half-breeds gathered there and he, Spike, Gunn, and Zeke merged
into and became a part of Questrd's defending army.

It'sall or nothing, now, Xander thought. All or nothing.
"Damnit!" Willow sngpped. "Were blowing it!"

She crouched on the shore with Taraon one side of her and Elijah on the other. Calvin hung back
dightly, staring around with wide eyes, obvioudy wanting very badly to join the fight. But Tarahad the
kid's number and she was not going to let him go anywhere. Willow redlized that the two had bonded
while they were working together the past day or so. They weren't exactly brother and sister, but Cavin
seemed to listen to her. Which was good, in the keeping-the-kid-alive department.

Now Tarareached out and covered Willow's hand with her own. "We can start again. But thistime
stop focusing on thefighting. Tuneit al out and focusjust on me.”

Elijah nodded his encouragement. "Precisely Clear your mind, Willow. Look at Tara. Find peace.
Y ou must be calm to cast such atumultuous spell.”

The old magician was obvioudy tense. Beads of sweat were running down hisforehead. A lot of
Willow'sfrudtration came from having Elijah right there with her. Here was aguy who could do this spell
himsdlf, probably from memory. He had done it before. But he refused. Okay, she understood the
magick junkiething, at least intellectudly. She knew about acoholics and gambling addicts and, yeah,
smokers. . . but if someonetold arecovering acohalic to have one drink and save athousand lives. . .

"Willow, come on, baby," Tara pleaded.

Willow shook her head to clear her mind. Gotta focus.



Not that it was as Smple as dl that. They had not been fast enough. Thefirst transport boat had hit
the shore while they were digging through the book and Elijah wasfinding the right page. Asthe Yill
demons had defended them against agroup of Fyarl and a couple of Brachen—as swords clashed and
soldiers died—Elijah had explained the procedure to them, sounding out the German words they could
not pronounce.

Buffy and Angd had arrived with reinforcements. Even now Willow could hear the voice of her best
friend shouting over the sounds of combat, caling to Angel to watch out for itsstinger . . . and Willow did
not want to think about what it was. Now there were Bazhripaand Ixwik and other idand dwellers
spread along the coast. More transports came from the freighter.

In the sky, winged demonsin the service of General Axtius prowled, picking off haf-breedslike
seagulls diving for fish swimming too near the surface. The thingswere scaled like dragons but smaller,
with two heads and two tails gpiece, and al she could think about was King Ghidorah from the old
Godzlla movies, except Ghidorah had three heads. Already she and Tara had been forced to use
magick to turn one of those thingsto stone asit lunged from the sky at them, eyes burning in the night.
Then they'd had to duck out of the way before the newly fashioned statue had fallen on top of them.

Some of thethingsin serviceto Axtius did not need boats at al. They swam or crawled aong the
ocean bottom, and soon enough more full-blood monsters were on the beach. The Bazhripa commander,
Shikah, barked ordersto the warriors of Questral. The seductive Vapor |leana had taken on amore
terrifying aspect, and haf adozen others swept down from the sky, shimmering like
apparitions—because they were—and Ileana commanded them to possess the invading demons. The
Vapors obeyed, and soon severd of the most hideous, vicious-looking of Axtiusswarriorswere turning
on their comrades, their bodies controlled by the V apors.

Boots thundered on dirt.
"Willow, look out!" Calvin shouted.

Sheturned to see a Polgararushing up toward them, having somehow dipped away from the melee
on the shore. Thelong spike that jutted from its forearm was glistening in the moonlight. Tara uttered a
tiny cry of darm. Willow threw hersdlf in front of her lover and brought up both hands, words aready
forming on her lipsthat would incinerate the demon.

Elijah Carnegie moved in front of her. With aquick sketch of hishandsin front of hisface, hecast a
spell that surrounded them in adome of golden light. The Polgarastruck the barrier, and it seemed to
legp out at him, sizzling magicka power sparking adl over hisbody. The demon went down but began to
gir dmost immediately.

'Willow," Calvin snapped.

She looked up at thekid, saw theintengity in his gaze, and she nodded. "Right." Willow reached out
and took Taras hands. Their eyeslocked. The book was spread open on the ground between them, but
she did not think either one of them needed it anymore. They had done the spell, unsuccessfully, twice
aready and had been practicing magick long enough that they rardly had trouble memorizing the words
quickly, even in another language.

Taralicked her dry lips and nodded.

Together they began to speak. The name of the spell in English was the Monstrous Sea, but
according to Elijah it had often been mistrand ated to the point where sorcerers expected to useit to
conjure seamongters. That wasn't the point of it a al, however.



"Ozean aufsteig und stossen meine Feinde ab!”

Just to speak the guttural German words hurt her throat, but Willow ignored it. She focused on Tara
and she could fed akind of calm sweeping through her, enveloping her. It was extraordinary to her that
even in this chaos, she could find peacein Taras eyes.

Willow squeezed her girlfriends hands even moretightly asthey spoke the last of the spell. With the
find word the two young witches grunted smultaneoudy, and Willow fdt as though someone had
punched her in the gut. The magick was torn from them—or thrown from them—and adark wind
swirled around the four of them, therein that protective dome.

"Well done, girls" Elijah muttered.
Cavin sworecolorfully.

The witchesturned toward the ocean. An invisble wave of power blew dong the shore, knocking
over invaders and defenders dlike. And then it struck the water. A longboat rowed by
demons—yprobably an actua lifeboat from the old freighter—was shattered, and severa of the demons
on board were literdly torn apart by the spell.

The water off the eastern coast of Questral began to churn, the surf exploding upward asif a
volcano were erupting benegath the ocean. Waves reached toward the sky like living things, twisting into
water funnels, crashing down upon themsalves. Whirlpools formed. The Monstrous Seahad cometo life,
and it battered the freighter's transport boats. Willow saw one of them sucked down into awhirlpool,
broken in two, even as another was thrown into the air and then clapped between two enormous waves.
A water demon—abeast unfamiliar to her with fins and tendril stingersthat seemed to fed the water
ahead of it asit swvam—was suddenly boiled aive, its blood mixing with the ocean in a pinkish-green
geyser that shot upward.

Thefreighter rolled atop the wild surf. The waves and the wind dammed againgt it. But much to
Willows dismay, it did not sink. She had so hoped that it would. A much faster end to thingswould have
been in the offing then. Also, the spell did not extend the length of the idand's coast, but only ahundred
yardsor S0 in ether direction.

"It wasn't enough,” Willow said gravely.
Taraput ahand on her shoulder. "It will haveto be. For now."
"Itsadart,” Elijah replied. "And therésmoreto do.”

Which made Willow snap to attention. He was right, of course. There was alot moreto do. They
had d owed the attack, done some rea damage to the invasion force, but there were preparations | eft
incomplete. . . vital ones. . . and they had to be done as quickly as possible.

She reached out and grabbed Taras hand, then glanced at Elijah and Cavin. "Follow me. And
hurry!"

They were ashore.

Gunn was ankle deep in the surf as Axtiuss warriors rushed from their boats or crawled from the
water. There were more than a dozen Mahkesh nearby, brandishing the engraved weapons from the
cache Axtius had bought for them. Each blade seemed to glow withitsown interior light. A Fyarl rushed
at Gunn swinging amorningstar mace around on its chain, distracting him, and he ducked out of the way
of the spiked bal on the end of the chain. His momentum twisted him around and he went withit, letting



his hands dide down the grip of hisax so that when he completed his spin heleaned into it and the ax
blade hacked right through the Fyarl's neck before the demon could get control of itsweapon again.

Its corpsefdl at hisfeet in the water as the waves grew more violent from the witches spell, but
Gunn ignored it. There wasn't time to think about anything but offense and defense. He had seen the
tumultuous results of Willow and Tara's magick— those witches were something individualy, but get 'em
together and they were just amazing—and he had shouted in triumph. But that was only the opening salvo
inthisbettle.

Faghaol, the Ixwik member of the Assemblage, appeared suddenly amidst the chaosto Gunn's | eft.
Hewas hacking at the legs of aMahkesh with ashort sword. Though injured, the feline demonraised a
massive broadsword and swung it down at the quill-backed, porcupine-like Ixwik. Gunn shouted—his
wordslost in the roar of battle—and lunged to defend Faghaol, but too late. The Mahkesh blade struck
thelittle demon'sarmor . . . and was turned aside. Sparksflew.

While the Mahkesh was busy staring in astonishment &t thelittle demon, Gunn swung hisax and
buried it in the ancient warriors chest. It staggered backward and fell into the surf. Gunn tried to tug his
ax out but it was lodged in the full-blood demon'srib cage. He put afoot on the corpse, glancing around
in afrenzy, on the lookout for other attackers.

A scay thing with no eyes and too many teeth exploded from the water beside the dead Mahkesh,
gnashing itsjaws. It obvioudy didn't need eyesto see him. Gunn cursed and staggered backward.

"Human!" asmd| voice sad.

He glanced beside him to see Faghaol proffering the dead Mahkesh's gleaming sword. Gunn
snatched it from the Ixwik's hand, fell to hiskneesin the water, and thrust the blade up into the scaly,
eyeless demons abdomen asit fell upon him. Whatever it bled burned where it spattered his hands and
forearms. Gunn dipped out from benegth it and rinsed hisarms off, but the sting remained.

"Thank you," hetold Faghaol, even as he sood up to defend himsalf again, eyeing severa Mahkesh
and a couple of Brachen who were closing in. "But how did you survive that? The bladesin the Mahkesh
cache, they're supposed to kill anything they strike."

Faghaol laughed like alittlegirl. "Indeed. But they's not striking me. | makesthis armor, human.
Magick in the Mahkesh cache, and magick in my armor, too. We al wantsto live, better get those
blades away from the Mahkesh."

Gunn glanced around, saw the way the battle was going, and knew Faghaol wasright. A Bazhripa
was il fighting, though three of hisarms had been severed. Too many deed haf-breedswerein the
water and on the shore. Mot of it was due to the Mahkesh weapons. The idanders outnumbered
Axtiusswarriors, but they couldn't defend properly againgt those things.

He had lost track of Spike and Xander, but now he spotted Zeke. The Miquot had one of his
marrow-blades in each hand and was darting around a couple of Axtiusswarriors like some kind of
freakin' ninja. Every time he passed the full-bloods, Zeke's hands would flash out and held cut them,
badly. A few passes and the invaders were ripped open, dead before they even knew they'd been hurt.

Gunn was not going to worry about Zeke. Miquot could take care of themselves.

A moment later he caught sight of Xander amongst afew Bazhripa. The kid was dways fast and
loose with the humor, usually picking the worst possible time to be funny. Not tonight. Tonight Xander
was slent and brutal. As Gunn watched, he dove into the water to get away from a Brachen that was



after him with along whip made of metd links, like some ancient warrior's version of abicyclechan. The
Brachen bent over and tried to follow Xander's progress in the shalow water, with the waves rushing
past. It even whipped a the water with that heavy metal chain.

From benesth the water, Xander stabbed it in the face with his sword, the point of the blade bursting
out the back of the Brachen's spiny head.

"Damn," Gunn whispered. He hadn't given Xander much credit, not even with the stories about him
meagickally having the memories of military training. The truth was he'd figured Xander wouldn't be worth
much in afight. But it looked like when the chips were down and every fist counted, Xander was ready
to surprise everyone.

"Gunn!" avoice erupted from hisright.

He turned, but not in time. A Mahkesh was right behind him, sword thrusting for his gut. Gunn just
had timeto hold his breath and think of hissister, killed by vampires, whom he hoped to see againin the
afterlife. Then Spike dammed into the Mahkesh from the Sde, latching onto it. Gunn redized it wasthe
vampire who had warned him.

Ferd, face smeared with blood, and without any weapon at all, Spike grabbed at the hair of the
staggered Mahkesh, hauled back its head, and tore out itsthroat in asingle motion. A gout of demon
blood splashed hisface, and then he sprang away from the feline monster asit fell into the water. Spike
bent and pried its sword from his hand. "Lost my other blade," he said happily, drawing ahand across his
lips and smearing the Mahkesh's blood farther. "Thisll do.”

Gunn gared a him. "Y ou saved my life."

Spike gave him alook of regret. "Did 1?2 Bloody hell. Got to be more careful about that. Got my
reputation to seeto, you know?"

"Dont doit again,” Gunn snapped.

The vampire gave him agruesome smile and drew an X across his chest. "Cross my heart. Just a
dipup." Then Spike nodded in Xander's direction. "Boy's got spunk, don't he? Thisisthefirst timel've
been glad | never got round to killing himin the good old bad days. 'Course I'll likely change my mind
tomorrow, but for now—"

"The Mahkesh. The onesthat look liketigers" Gunn interrupted. "We need to work together, alittle
bait and switch, tag-team the mothers and get their weapons from them. Take away their advantage.”

"Right," Spike nodded reasonably. "Let'sgotoit, then.”
Gunn gared & him.

Spike chuckled. "L ook, street punk, fighting together like this doesn't mean we like each other. You
gl want to kill me. | get it. I'd like to tear your heart out right about now. But | can't do that. And weve
got bigger problems at the mo', yeah?!

"Yeah"

That was one thing they could both agree on. Out on the water, severa more boats were headed for
shore, the next wave of Axtiussinvasion. Gunn and Spike turned and, side by side, waded back into the
battle.



Corddiastared up into the night sky and tried to count the two-headed, winged demons circling
above the forum, their shapes silhouetted in the moonlight. "We are o screwed,” she muttered.

Her heart pounded and her throat was dry. Thiswas not part of the bargain. Nobody had said
anything about winged demons, and she had not had asingle vison thisentiretime. It was as though the
Powers That Be were too busy hanging back and watching the show to give her the first clue asto how
things were going to turn out.

Maybe that's better, shethought. Maybe | don't want to know.

The Zhredics, the underground burrowers who were stashed in the forum aong with the demon
children—and an uglier bunch of cuties she never did see—were usdessin afight that didn't take place
underground. They were up in the standsright now asif they were watching aball game, and Cordelia
wanted to scream at them to do something. But there was nothing they could have done. Just too damn
dow.

That |eft her, Fred, and abunch of redly ancient Yill and Bazhripa, aswell astwo or three other
species she wasn't familiar with. They had wegpons—the rustiest, dullest weapons on the idand, the only
onesthat could have been spared—but there weren't even enough of those to go around.

"Don't say that, Corddlia," Fred reassured her. "It'sgoing to be dl right. Well beall right.”

Cordy glanced up at the mousy physicist, whose moist eyes were just |oaded with sincerity. She
wanted to punch Fred in the nose or hug her, she could not decide which.

"| faced way worse odds afew times on Pylea, and | aways survived. By hiding." Fred glanced
around. "Never out in the open like this, though." Shelaughed nervoudy. "That would've been suicide.

"Wedidn't know they had flierd" Corddiaprotested. "It isn't fair!"
"No," Fred shook her head. "It redly isn't."

A chorus of screeching noises erupted in the sky above them and as Cordelia glanced up she saw
the two-headed demons diving toward the forum, wingstight againgt their bodies. They were comingin
for thekill. Corddiaraised her rusty sword, and the aged demons around her did the same.

"Oh, we are so dead," Fred muttered.
So much for the power of positive thinking, Corddiathought.

Suddenly awave of ghostly lights flashed across the sky above the open forum. Severd of the
winged abominations paused, hesitating, and thistime when they went on the attack again they weren't
aming at the forum, but at the other two-headed mongters.

"TheVapord" Cordeliasaid excitedly. "I thought they weren't going to help!”

Fred smiled. "Most of them said the outcome of a battle between fleshly creatures didn't matter to
them. | guessto some of them it did.”

The hope that was sparked in Cordeliadid not last long, however. As she gazed up at the heavens
she saw that the odds were decidedly against the Vapors. There were only ahandful of the winged,
hideous demons possessed, and far too many others that were not. The Vapors had bought them afew
minutes, no more.



Then Fred tugged on her arm, and Cordelia glanced where she was pointing, at the main entrance to
the forum, and hope blossomed once more in her heart. Willow and Tara had arrived with Calvin and,
much to Cordelias surprise, Elijah Carnegie. With awide grin, Corddliaran to the old man, dropping her
old sword in the dust, and threw her arms around him.

"Ohmy God, Elijah, you have noideahow glad | am to seeyou.”

The old man offered a sheepish grin. "Had | known | would have engendered that sort of response,
Corddlia, | would havejoined the cavalry long ago."

Cavin was anxioudy watching the entrances on both sdes of the forum while Willow and Tara
converged with Corddlia, Fred, and Elijah.

"Hey," Corddiasad, "get with the magick, will you? We need something that's going to protect the
kids and the fogeys, and we need it now."

Tarasmiled, books under her arm as though she were going to class. She set them on the ground
and glanced up at Corddia. "We can do that."

As Fred kept an eye on the demons tearing one another apart above them—bits of demon flesh
raining down like bird droppings—Cordediawatched the witches and the sorcerer at work. With Elijah
overseeing the whole operation, Willow and Taradrew ahuge circleand alot of sgilsin thedirt, hurrying
and swesting asthey worked asfast asthey could. Corddiafelt helpless because she knew if shetried to
ad them shewould only bein theway.

But at least she had gotten the children here and had hel ped defend them. At least she had been able
to do that much.

When they were finished drawing in the ground, Elijah had the witches hold his hands, Willow on
one sdeof him and Taraon the other. Together they rettled off aspdll in Latin. Elijah had said he would
be drawing on their innate magicka power, that he would need it for something so large, but he had
never explained exactly what that something would be.

Then thewind kicked up, and al of the sgilsdrawn in the dirt began to glow agolden yellow. A
flash of power blasted from that circle as though abomb had gone off, but an explosion of light and wind
only. It Szzled loudly like ail in afrying pan, and then the entire interior of the forum waslit up asthough it
were daytime.

All around the forum was a dome of shimmering, crackling magickal power, abarrier to keep the
demons at bay and protect all of thoseinside. Willow and Tara shuddered, the strength drained from
them, but both of them smiled &t the old man.

"Youdidit," Willow told him.
"Damn skippy!" Corddiacried.

"Wedidit," Elijah said, hisvoice arasp. For amoment he sumbled, and a hand fluttered to his
chest.

"Elijah?" Taraventured, even as Corddiarushed to hisside.

He waved them away, pae but smiling. The golden light emanated from his hands as though he were
the filament insde the world'slargest lightbulb, but in that moment. . . just for that moment . . . the dome
flickered. Then it was glowing stronger than ever.



Corddiahestated, watching Elijahs face, hoping that her fears were unfounded and that the strain of
this magick would not be too much for him. He was here to do exactly what he had dedicated himsdlf to
... hewas here to defend them.

Shesad aglent prayer.

"That ought to keep them out,” Willow said warily, also watching Elijah for sgnsthat the stresswas
too much for him.

"Yeah!" Cavin sad, rushing up beside Fred, staring up into the sky. "The ones who weren't already
indgdethe bubble!"

Cordelia saw Fred raise her own rusty blade as she gazed upward. Then she, too, looked up. Three
of the winged horrors were on the inside of the protective dome.

Wonderful, Corddiathought, glancing frantically around for the blade she had dropped. And me
empty-handed.

The demon children began to scream.
CHAPTER NINETEEN

In ahaze of pain and rage, the Sayer pirouetted between apair of Fyarl demons. In her hands was
an ax she had picked up somewhere adong the way—the sword she had begun the battle with long since
lodged in the chest of one attacker or another—and as she spun she scythed the blade through the necks
of the demons on either side of her with asplinter of bone.

The haft of the ax broke hdfway down, and the head—uwith severd inches of jagged handle—fédll to
the ground with the dead mongters.

Buffy did not even dow. She ducked to retrieve what remained of her weapon, thinking only of the
sharp edge of the ax blade. Then she was off again, moving through the chaos on the eastern shore of
Quegtrd. When the war had begun adrenaline had been surging through her, her heart thundering in her
chest. Now, though, it had dowed to an dmost norma rate asif al of this. . . the blood and death . . .
was as hatura to her as breathing.

It frightened her to think so, but only in those divers of time when she gave any thought toit. At the
moment Buffy was doing very little thinking. There had been timesin the past when she had beenin the
midst of combat and al of her that was Buffy seemed to dip away, leaving only the Sayer, the primal
thing ingde her, thewarrior. It waslike that now.

Primitive. Feral. And yet graceful. Shefdt hersaf merging with thefirst Slayer, asthough the ages
between the present day and that ancient time had been erased. A whisper of death, she dipped across
the battlefied, dwayswith an eye out for Axtius himsdlf. Inthat tiny placein her mind where rationdity
was gill functioning, Buffy knew that killing him might turn thetide, but thusfar she had not spotted him.

The sorcerer Dai'shu had been gathering the half-breed warriors from their defensive positions
around the idand and returning them to the eastern shore. Had the spell Willow and Tarahad cast been
permanent this might aready have won the day for them, but the effects of that magick had disspated
within minutes, and Axtiussinvasion force kept coming. Buffy and Angel had known there were alot of
warriors at the generd's disposa, but even they had underestimated. The horrors serving thisterrible
dream of Hellish reign over Earth continued to come in with each new wave, somein boats, some
svimming, someflying.



The battle had been focused on severd different spots dong the coast at firdt, but now the three
fronts had merged. As she moved through thefield of death, blood staining the shore and bubbling in the
surf, she caught glimpses of the others—of Angel and Xander, of Spike and Gunn, of Zeke and members
of the Assemblage. Severa times she had been wegponless, only to have ablade or an ax thrust into her
hand by thelittle quill-backed Ixwik commander, whose name she would have to remember intimeto
thank him properly. If we both survive. . .

Buffy found hersalf abruptly back to back with Shikah, the warrior queen of the Bazhripa The
four-armed woman had a spear in one hand, asword in asecond, and with one of her remaining arms
she was strangling afemale Brachen who had been foolish enough to come close to her. The part of
Buffy that was il the girl from Sunnyda e wanted to flinch away from thisterrible visage of deeth and
destruction, like the goddess Kai cometo life, but the primal heart of the Slayer recognized in Shikah a
kinship, and Buffy was proud to stand and fight &t her sde.

Therewas asound like flesh tearing open, and Buffy whipped around only to find that the noise
heralded good tidings rather than bad. Dai'shu, the Yill sorcerer, had returned once more. A holein
redlity opened asthough it had been diced into the fabric of the world. It gaped, and from her position
Buffy could see through that opening to a shoreline somewhere else on Questral. Dai'shu wasthere, dong
with Bazhripaand Ixwik warriors who had been stationed there. With abattle cry, thisfresh wave of
defenders swarmed through the portal Dai'shu had opened and entered the fray without hesitation.

Buffy nodded with satisfaction, even as a Mahkesh rushed toward her. It carried an ax aswell, but
itswegpon shimmered with unnaturd light and Buffy grinned. When she had glimpsed Xander, Gunn,
Spike, and Zeke at variousintervals, she had noticed they al now wielded bloodstained Mahkesh
weapons. And why not? Forged in magick, the weapons were deadly.

Shewanted one.

The swift and massive feline demon lunged at her. Buffy crouched and sprang toward him, surprising
the demon. Hetried to bring his weapon down, but she had closed in too quickly. Her momentum and
strength threw the Mahkesh backward. She hung on to itstorso, shattered haft of her ax in her right
hand. When she landed on top of the Mahkesh, the blade was trapped between the demon and the
ground and she heard its spine break, the ax cutting flesh and snapping bone.

Theglint of lifein its eyeswas snuffed out.
Buffy tore the gleaming Mahkesh ax from its hand, leaving her broken wegpon behind.

"Thanksfor the upgrade,” she muttered at the demons corpse. She was drenched in blood, some of
which belonged to her enemies and some of which was her own. Her jeans and shirt were torn, long claw
marks on her legs and more she could fed on her back. Her hair was awild mess, matted with blood.
But it wasjust beginning.

Hundreds of demons massed on the shore, daughtering one another. Buffy knew that unless
something was done, most of them would be dead before it was over.

Instinct made her glance toward the ocean. Another motorboat was coming in, whipping toward the
shore, and it was obvious that its skipper had no intention of dowing. The boat was going to beach.
Therewere ahandful of figures on board, one of whom was awoman whose eyes and hair were on fire,
and whose upraised hands it the way for the boat with flickering flames.

"Incoming!" Buffy shouted.



She evaded an attacker, knocked the thing backward with the butt of the Mahkesh ax blade, and
scanned the shore for Angd. She spotted him ashort way away . . . noticed him noticing the boat. The
way his eyes narrowed and hislips curled back from hisfangs confirmed that hed come to the same
conclusion as she had.

Axtius, shethought.

A trio of Yill warriors rushed knee deep into the water to meet the boat. The Miquot, Zeke, was
just behind them. Shikah of the Bazhriparan for the water. A moment later, Ephraim wasthere aswell.
Buffy had been astonished by the Sage's speed. His skeletal body seemed so delicate, but he moved
swiftly indeed.

Buffy tensed and glanced around. They had been waiting for this moment. Thefifth member of the
Assemblage, the seductive lleana, who was leader of the VVapors on Questral, was supposed to make
her play now. Buffy beat down a Fyarl that attacked her and looked around again. There was no sign of
lleana, but that was dl right. The Vapors could beinvisbleif they wished.

The boat camein, engine whining. Its prow hit the sand. There were five demons on board: Axtius,
the flame-monster Haborym, apair of Mahkesh, and in front, adeadly looking hulk Buffy did not
recognize. It was amassive, ugly beast, a powerfully built monstrosity whose red flesh was knotted with
corded muscles and whose mouth was amass of needle-thin fangs.

She glanced around and saw amongst the melee Spike and Xander to the north and Gunn to the
south, al far too busy staying dive, fighting off their own attackers, to help repd Axtius. Buffy thought
perhaps that was for the best, snce she was certain Axtiuswould have kept his deadliest warriors by his
sde.

The Yill waded at the boat to attack. One of Axtiuss Makhesh guards was killed amost ingtantly
But fortuneswere reversed far too quickly. Axtius held agleaming, brutal-looking war-hammer that
could only have been the Pristagrix, the wegpon with which he had defested Angd thefirst time. The
only time, she amended.

The Brachen generd barked ordersin aguttura tongue that Buffy did not understand, but which
echoed up and down the shore. Axtius stood up in the back of the boat, swung the Pristagrix, and
shattered the head of a Yill demon asthough it were nothing more than rotten fruit.

Ephraim had no fear. Asthe massive, red-skinned warrior demon jumped from the prow to the
shore, revealing that it had hoovesinstead of feet, the leader of the Assemblage darted in and hacked at
its flesh with his blade. With a spark and a clang of meta, the sword was turned away by the
needle-fanged warrior's own flesh.

The second of the Mahkesh legped from the boat toward Zeke as the Miquot approached wielding
one of its marrow-daggers in each hand. The Mahkesh had one of the long, cursed swords of itstribe,
and the marrow-daggers were short weapons, made for hand-to-hand fighting, up-close nastiness. The
feline demon brought its blade down, but Zeke dodged, then darted forward and stabbed the Mahkesh
in the gut with both marrow-daggers, ripping upward, eviscerating the enemy where he stood.

Even asthis unfolded, Buffy tried to fight her way to the shore to lend her support. Nearby Shikah
of the Bazhriparoared as she made her way to the water. A sideways glance reveded that Angel was
attempting the same, snapping the neck of a Polgarathat tried to block his progress.

The delay was costly.



Haborym, the fire-demon at Axtiuss side, stepped to the front of the beached boat and vomited
flames onto Zeke. The Miquot screamed as the blaze engulfed him, greasy black fire licking up into the
night sky as he wasimmolated on the spot.

"No!" Angel shouted, dl hisfury locked ingde that one syllable.

The defenders of Questral were still many . . . outnumbering the invaders. . . but dl of them paused
inthat moment. Even at a distance Buffy could see the hesitation in expressions of the Ixwik, Bazhripa,
and Yill, asswdl asthefamiliar faces of Xander, Spike, and Gunn amongst the mass of bloodied warriors.
Hope had been dedlt aterrible blow.

The ram-horned demon who had been recruiting for the Coalition up in Sunnydae stepped in front
of Buffy, blocking her way. With a scream of fury and frustration she brought the ax over her head as
though she were chopping wood. It split the demon in two from skull to navel, stuck there, and then she
had to tear the ax away from the things inking remains.

A roar snapped her attention back around to the boat that had brought Axtiusto Questral. Ephraim
had been distracted by Zeke's death, and now the monstrosity with itsimpenetrable red skin reached out
and grabbed the Sage by the throat. As Ephraim’s huge black eyes became impossibly wider and he
began to choke, the cloven-hooved creature opened its mouth, hundreds of needle teeth like divers of
glass glistening in the moonlight. There was apop and a crack and its jaws unhinged, so that it looked as
though the top of its skull might smply fal off.

Thenit ate Ephraim's head.

Thistime it was Buffy'sturn to scream. Thetide had turned and she knew it, but she was unwilling to
dlow it. Thewarriors of Questra had seen their leader and their ambassador die within seconds of
Axtiusslandfal, and she would not alow them to surrender now, not even in their hearts.

She rushed forward, reaching the shore dmost in the sameinstant as Angel and Shikah. The warrior
queen of the Bazhripa launched hersdlf at the cloven-hooved thing even asit dropped Ephraim's corpse
into the surf. It batted her away with one powerful hand. Shikah hit the ground, rolled, and came up again
right between Buffy and Angdl.

Whilethe rest of the battle raged around them, the Slayer, Angel, and Shikah faced off against
Axtius, Haborym, and the red-skinned devil.

Axtius grinned hideoudy, the spines that jutted from his face twitching with the expression.

"So now it comes down to this, Angdl," the generd said, hefting the Pristagrix and fedling itsweight
in both hands. "1 hoped you would live long enough for meto destroy you. | thank you for surviving this
long. Y ou owed methat much, at least.”

Thisisbad, Buffy thought. Thisis very bad.

Once again, the air wasfilled with aripping sound, but thistime it was much louder, close behind
her. Buffy did not dare turn to see the portal open and the last of the warriors of Questral spill through.
She started forward, sword gripped in her hand so tightly, it hurt, ready to hack at the cloven-hooved
demon's neck over and over until she beheaded it.

A hand gripped her shoulder and held her back. It was Shikah. The Bazhripa glanced at her with
eyesthat glowed amisty green. Buffy had never noticed thet little detail before,

"Wait," Shikah said.



Buffy paused.

A lance of bluelightning struck the red-hooved beast, blowing ahole through its chest, and sent it
crashing backward with such force that when its corpse struck the prow of the motor-boat, it turned the
vessd to shattered timber. Axtius and Haborym leaped into the surf, the water sseaming where the
fire-demon waded into it.

"That'smorelikeit,” Angd muttered.

Buffy glanced a him, knowing full well that he had dso felt the tide turn againgt them. Now, though,
things might be changing again. With a crackle of power, the sorcerer Dai'shu floated over their heads
and hovered there, midway between invader and defender. Tendrils of bluefire arced around him,
gparking from his eyes, forging aweb of magicka energy that danced along thetips of the spinesthat
jutted like a headdress back from his skull.

Though she knew that they were needed farther inland— that the winged demons that had passed
overhead must have been headed for the forum—Buffy wished Willow and Tarawere with her aswall.
Much as she preferred an ol d-fashioned ass-kicking session, Buffy figured right now they could use dl
the magick they could get.

"Y ou and your soldiers are not welcome here, Generdl Axtius," Dai'shu sneered, bluefire crackling
around his hands.

Axtius shook hishead, amaevolent gleein hiseyes. "Y ou've made amistake, sorcerer. | am not
your enemy. Think of the future.”

"That iswhat | am thinking of," Dai'shu countered.

Sowly the sorcerer descended until hisfeet hung only inches above the place where the surf washed
in tiny waves upon the shore.

Kick his spiny ass, Buffy thought.

Beside her, Shikah laughed softly. "'I've been waiting for thisalong time," the Bazhripa commander
muttered.

So caught up was she in the tension of that moment, that face-off, that it took a second for Shikah's
wordsto sink in. By then, the Bazhripawas aready in motion. Buffy shouted and reached to stop her,
but one of Shikah's extra arms batted the Sayer's hand away.

Shikah drove her spear through the back of Dai'shu's skull with a pop, the point erupting from the
Yill demon'sface. The blue light around Dai'shu winked out, the magick dying, and hefell dead into the
shalow ocean water.

The Slayer gaped at the dead sorcerer and his murderer. "Oh, crap."

Angd and Buffy lunged at her. Ax and sword came down swiftly, but Shikah wasfast. Metd
clanged upon metal as Axtius laughed softly.

"Well done, lleana,” the Brachen generd said.

And then Buffy understood. The green glow of Shikah's eyes. The mysterious absence of the leader
of Questra'sVapor population. lleana, amember of the Assemblage, had betrayed theidand. She was
inleaguewith Axtius.



"Itisn't her, Angel," Buffy said as she brought her ax up to parry Shikah's sword. "lleanas
possessing her.”

"I know what you're thinking, Buffy," the vampire replied, fangs protruding as he snarled with each
word. "Y ou think we have to stop her without killing her. But we don't have time to do thingsthe
honorable way."

The possessed Bazhripa commander had adagger in her upper |eft hand and she waved it at Buffy
to keep the Sayer at bay, while with the pair of swords she held in her upper and lower right hands she
attacked Angedl. The vampire parried as best he could. There was an opening, and Angel hacked off
Shikah'slower right arm at the elbow, but 1leana—the demon possessing the Bazhripa—drove her
remaining sword through Angd's chest.

Buffy shouted his name as she watched him stagger backward, the sword coming out of the wound
with awet, sucking noise.

We don't have time to do things the honorable way, Angel had said.
"Youreright," Buffy told him. "Wedont."

Axtius strode through the surf toward shore, Pristagrix in hand. The war-hammer seemed to glow
ever more brightly. The clang of weapons and shouts of pain and fury rang across the beach asthe battle
raged on, but Axtiusignored it dl. He had eyes only for Angdl.

Haborym followed her generd, the fire-demon's eyes and hair like one huge torch searing the
darkness. When she saw Buffy glancing a her, Haborym grinned, and liquid flame |lesked out of her
mouth.

Shikah was awarrior. The Bazhripa commander would have understood, would have demanded
that Buffy take her life when to do otherwise might cost the lives of everyone on theidand. Still, Buffy
hesitated. How could she murder her dly, no matter what hung in the balance?

With aroar, alithe, paefigure lunged past her. Spike ran right into the Bazhripa's dagger thrust,
taking the blade in his chest with agrunt, and brought his own Mahkesh sword whistling through the air.
The blond vampire beheaded Shikah, then clutched his bleeding abdomen and stood beside Angel on the
shore, an ingtant before the demon woman's head thunked to the ground.

"Y ou hestate like that again, Sayer, youre gonnaget usdl killed," Spike grunted painfully.

Buffy could think of no reply. She was grateful to Spike for saving her from having to meake aterrible
decision, but shewould never tdl him that.

Green migt spilled from the corpse, quickly codescing into the floating form of [leana. The Vapor
demon was till nude, but there was nothing at al seductive about her nakedness now. Her face was
contorted into an expression of pure hatred.

"Hello, love. Miss me?" Spike asked the Vapor.
"You bagtard,” she snarled a him.

"What, | ruined everything?' Spike said with adry, humorlesslaugh. "Y ou expected meto throw in
with you just 'cause we had alittle fun? I'm not that easy. Y ou're the traitor, Casper. Dedl with the
conseguences.”



Buffy glanced at Angel, but he and Axtius had locked gazes and neither waswilling to look away.
The Slayer expected the Brachen to shout out acommand, to have hiswarriors descend on her, Angedl,
and Spike. When he didn't, she had to wonder if it was because they were otherwise occupied, if they
were struggling to win thiswar even with the daughter of the last few moments, or if Axtiussimply no
longer cared about the idand or the Codlition for Purity, and in that moment only desired to tear gpart the
one he hed responsible for the death of hisonly child.

She suspected the | atter.

Haborym raised her right hand, tendrils of fire licking up from her fingers. She beckoned to Buffy.
"Comeon, littlegirl," she hissed. "L ookslike you get to dance with me."

"No thanks," Buffy replied. "I'm not redly in the mood.”

But even as Haborym started toward her, Buffy faced adifferent enemy. A green fog enveloped her
body, and she began to choke as |leanaforced herself into the Sayer's throat and up her nostrils. The
mist burned as the VVapor demon did insde her. Buffy tried not to breathe, but she could not stop Ileana
frominvading her body.

She could il think, could still hear with her own ears and see with her own eyes, but Buffy was
now only apassenger insde a prison of flesh and bone. Therewas ametalic tastein her mouth.

Her lips moved. Her voice spoke. "Angd."

Y et it was not Buffy who uttered that name. It was lleana. And when Angel began to turn toward
her, it was Ileana, wearing Buffy's body like asuit of armor, who raised the Mahkesh battle-ax in her
hand.

Tarahad seen Elijah's eyes glaze over in that moment when the protective spell had been cast, had
seen hispallor go white, almost alabaster in the moonlight, and she knew he was not well. Even now as
she shot him another inquisitive glance, she saw the Srainit cost himto smile at her.

Sheranto himagain. "You need help. Let mein. We can create acircuit, you can siphon magick
from me. Y ou don't haveto do thisal by yoursdf."

"I'mfine, my dear,” Elijah said, aflourish in hisragged voice that made her think he spoketo her
now the same way he had spoken to his audience decades ago when he had been a stage magician.
Either way, the confidencein histone was a sham.

"Elijah—," she began to protest.
Then Willow cried out her name.

Taraturned and saw thefirst of the two-headed demons— Corvig Draconis—pin its wings back
and swoaop down toward a clutch of screaming children. Zhredic demonstried to shuffle the young Yill
and Ixwik toward the bleacher seats around the forum, but there was no time. Cordelia, Fred, and
severd dderly idanders brandished grimy blades and moved to intercept the Corvig asit dove, two sets
of fangs gnashing, droal dipping from its maws, toward the children.

No one was going to be able to get to them intime.

Willow had her back to Tara. Both hands were up and she was stabbing at nothing with her fingers
asthough she could carve the air into aweapon. No, no one could reach the childrenin time.



But magick can.

Tarastood beside Willow. They did not join hands. Their sides did not even touch. But no contact
was necessary for them to fed the connection, the bond that they shared. An eectric cracklelike Satic
eectricity szzled in the air between them, and Tararaised her hands aswell, duplicating Willow's
gesiures.

A single sidelong glance passed between them. Taraheld her breath and felt her heart race and her
throat go dry. But there was not a shred of doubt in her. Alone, she was capable of minor sorcery, of a
certain amount of magick, but when she and Willow were together they were so much more than the sum
of their parts. Thiswasthe big witchy mojo. Together, Tarafelt they could do anything.

A breeze from nowhere blew her hair around her face, and an dectrical, burning smell filled her
nogtrils. Her teeth stung with ametdlic flavor, asif she had been chewing auminum foil. Then the power
erupted out of her and Willow smultaneoudy, the spell complete. Ingtinctively, Tarahad understood
what her girlfriend was doing. The Corvig were an unknown; there was no way to predict if agpell to
burn or freeze them would work, and turning them to stone might kill people beneath them when they fell.

They had to be destroyed.

The spdll the witches completed in that moment was akiller. The power lanced from Willows and
Taradsfingerswith aputrid yellow glow, appropriate for the darkness of the magick they were
performing. The Corvig that was diving for the children was seized in midair. The eyes on both of its
heads went wide, and in apanic it tried to fly away. It twitched and shuddered, locked therein stasisin
theair, asthe spdl boiled dl the liquid inside the demon. Itswings flapped once more, but they were
tissue-thin now and that motion aone was enough to tear them to ribbons.

The beast fell to the ground, but it was dead before it struck the earth, the impact enough to tear it
gpart. Itsremains spilled al around the point of impact, little more than bones and dried skin now.

Tarafdt awound openin her heart and soul. There was nothing good, no victory &t dl inthis. Still,
the children were screaming. It must be done. She reached out and clasped Willows hand, and the circuit
continued to crackle. The spell did not need to be cast again. All they needed to do thistimewasto turn
their attention on the other two Corvig Draconis, the monsters who circled above, preparing to attack.

Thewinged demons died just as hideoudy asthefirgt had.

When it was done, Taralet go of Willow's hand and dropped to her knees on the ground, exhausted
in body and spirit.

Cordeliaand Fred came running over.
"That was amazing!" Cordeliasaid. "Y ou two are your own army!"

Willow staggered and leaned on Cordeliafor support. "Except I'm ready to deep for about ayear
now. Takesalot out of you."

For her part, Fred dipped quietly up besde Taraand waited for the witch to meet her gaze before
spesking. "Areyou dl right?' she asked.

Tarashook her head.
"It had to be done," Fred assured her.



A hundred thoughts went through her mind then. Was it inevitable? Had there been no other
way? Shouldn't there be some other solution to all of this hatred? She knew she was being
unreglistic, but Tarahad no interest in rationality at the moment. She watched Willow catching her bregth,
and atremor went through her as she wondered how Willow felt about what they had just done. It had
felt wrong to Tara, but Willow seemed more exhilarated than anything e se.

"Hey," Fred said softly, nudging her. Taramet her gaze and was grateful for the gentle kindness
there. "The kids are safe. That'swhat matters.”

Cavin's profanity was becoming familiar to them al by now, but thistime when herattled off astring
of curses, Taracould hear theterror in them. She and Fred glanced at him smultaneoudy and
immediately saw what had upset him.

With aspark and crackle, the dome was fading.
"Elijah," Fred whispered.

Corddiahad corrdled abunch of the kids, and the wizened old demons were helping her get them
up into the gallery seats, where the roof that hung out to cover that portion of the stands would keep
them out of sght from above. Now, though, the woman who held Angel Investigations together stopped
and looked down at Tara, Willow, and Fred with sorrow and fear etched in her features.

"Do something!" Cordelia shouted.

For along moment they all stared at Elijah, cognizant of their magickal protection collapsing around
them and of the children whose lives they had vowed to save. As Taraturned to look at him, Elijah fell to
hisknees. All pretense was gone from his expression. His cheeks were flushed a deep, unhedlthy red,
and swest ran with tears down hisface. One of hisarmswas contorted dightly, held againgt hisside as
though he wanted desperately to clasp one hand across his chest but did not dare.

Heart attack, Tarathought. Or a stroke. But the words barely registered in her mind. They were
only asubdtitute for the other thought, the one that overrode everything elsein her head.

He's dying.

Tararan to him then, this sweet old man who had been kind to her and who had risked everything
for abunch of creatures most people would have called monsters. When she reached him she put a hand
on hisarm and found that his skin was clammy. His eyes were glazed when he looked &t her.

"Hlijah?" sheventured.
Fred and Cavin were beside her then.
"Got to protect these kids," Elijah said.

"No!" Calvin sngpped. "Just let it fal,” the kid told the old magician, raising hisblade. "Well fight
them off."

"We can if we haveto," Fred said, her words heavy.

Taraglanced upward again. The protective dome flickered and crackled, gapstearing into it where
the magickal field evaporated. Those gaps grew larger. One of the Corvig dipped through, singing itstails
on the edge of the hole asit entered the forum. It made a sound that was like abark, but to Tarait
sounded like laughter.



Willow, Tarathought. Confused, she glanced around, wondering where her girlfriend had gone.
Willow had been standing with her only moments before, until they had seen Elijah beginning to collapse.

A scream tore through the darkness, echoing across the forum. Zhredic demonsturned dowly,
children cried out and peered anxioudly into the middle of the open ground inside that structure. Cordelia
shouted Willows name from the stands.

Taragasped and felt her chest tighten as though she, too, were having a heart attack.

Willow stood in the midst of the forum adone. Her hands were raised, and both of them glowed with
abrilliant green light that the winged demon could not miss. It was circling vulturelike above them, but dl
of itsattention now was on Willow. She screamed at the Corvig. "Down here, ugly! I'll give you ameal
youll never forget!"

The Corvig dove at her.

Tara screamed, but she was paralyzed with horror and indecision. Elijah was going to die. She had
to take his place, reinforcethedome. . . but Willow . . .

Without summoningit a al, shefdt the magick surge up inside her. Fred was cradling Elijah, but
Calvin was standing right next to Taraand he jumped backward as her armslashed out. A painful spasm
racked her body. Instinct had taken over. Her fear for Willow and her hatred of the demons that were
trying to kill her had combined with her anguish over Elijah's condition.

The magick flashed from her handsin the very same moment that Willow attacked the Corvig that
was swooping down at her. The thing's gaping mouths were open, and both seemed to sneer with
pleasure. Willow was an eyeblink from being swallowed whole or torn apart.

The two witches baked the Corvig in midair just as they had done the other three. It fell to the
ground as little more than a husk. Willow had to run to get out of the way of itsfaling remains, and she
sprinted over to where the rest of them stood around Elijah. The children were sobbing in the seats
around the forum.

Taraglanced up at the dome and saw that it wasfailing fast. Other Corvig Draconis were flying past
its outer edge, surveying the openings, looking for away in.

"Elijah!" Willow cried as she came over to them. Her eyes flashed with anger. " Stop. Drop the spell.
We can protect them. Taraand | can. Let it go. It'sgoing to kill you."

"She'sright,” Cavin pleaded, "you've got to drop it."

A look of darm passed across Fred's features. "Can you be sure you can stop them al? What about
the kids?'

"WEell protect them," Willow inssted.

Taracould see the adrendine surging through her and she knew that Willow bdieved it
wholeheartedly. But how could they be sure? They had come here to take part in awar and now they
had. Their magick had launched the opening attack in the battle, and Tarawas afraid that was not enough
for Willow, that her girlfriend would rather take the demons on face-to-face than smply block them out.

"Yeah," Taraagreed, gazing lovingly a Willow. "Wewill. Weve got to protect them because now
there's no one e se who can.”



Willow began to nod, but then Tara crouched beside Elijah and Willow fatered.

"Repest the spell,” Taratold the old magician, "and I'll say the wordswith you. I'll restore the dome.
Y ou've done enough, Elijah. Y ou've saved lives."

The old man grimaced with pain. "I could've done so much moreif | wasn't so afradto giveintoit."

Taralaid ahand over his. Elijah was stretched out on the ground now, his head on Fred'slap. The
sorcerer's power still emanated from him, spreading out to create the dome around the forum, but it
faded more and more with each shuddering breath. Elijah winced at the pain in his chest, and his body
diffened.

"Wedon't need to do it thisway," Willow said gently, laying ahand on Tara's shoulder. "He can rest

now.

Taraglanced up at her. "Thisisthe better way," she said. Then she urged Elijah on. "The spdll,” she
sad.

The magician began to recite the words, and Tararepested after him. After amoment, Willow's
voice joined hers, and Tarafelt akind of grace and peace suffuse her. That was how it was meant to be,
the two of them joined.

Gradudly the light that emanated from Elijah faded from his agonized body and began to shower
upward from Willow and Tarainstead, even more brightly than before. When Taralooked up she saw
that the dome was completely restored. Corvigs dammed againgt it and were shocked by theimpact and
thrown back.

Corddiacame running across the forum, the children having been ensconced in the gallery sests,
hidden from an aeria view. Her concern for the old man was obvious, and shefdll to her kneesinthedirt
beside him, taking up a place beside Cavin and across from Fred. "Elijah? Tak to me!" she commanded.

There was no response.

Calvin cleared histhroat, but his voice shook when he spoke. "Is he dead?’

"Unconscious but il breathing,”" Fred replied.

Corddlialooked up at the witches. "They've got to end thisfast or he's not going to makeit."
The ground began to rumble benegth their feet.

"Man, you gottabe kidding!" Calvin snapped. "What the hdll isthisnow?'

Taranearly lost her balance and fell againgt Willow. The witches held one another up.

"l don't think | can take much more of this," Tarawhisperedin her girlfriend'sear.

Willow clutched her tightly. "I'm here, baby. I'm here.”

Then, over Willow's shoulder, Tarasaw Fred staring off to the southern end of the forum. She
turned. . . they al turned . . . and over the wall of the enormous structure they saw the towering,
mantidike Old One asit passed by, the nest of tentacles weaving where its mouth should have been, that
one orange eye glowing brightly in the blue-black, predawn darkness. The fissuresin itsmassive,
oversized skull shot flamesinto the air asif each were fed by agiant bellow. Tarahad seen the cregture
before, but till, she held her breath—and her girlfriend—as it passed, making the ground quake. The



Old One, one of the Elder Demons who had waked the earth since before the first man.
"All right!" Calvin shouted. "Dude looks pissed.”
And it wastrue.

When the ground had ceased its trembling—though Tarahad not—all the children began to come
back down onto the open expanse of the forum, the Zhredics and the aged demons gathering there as
well. Willow and Tara kept up the magick that powered the protective dome, but the winged demons
above were gone, perhaps frightened off by the passing of the Old One.

"Areyou familiar with the expression ‘deus ex machind?' Fred asked quietly.

"Inimately,” Willow replied.

Fred stared off in the direction the Old One had gone. "WEell, baby here it comesin spades.”
CHAPTER TWENTY

All of therage, dl of that prima fury ingde Buffy, evaporated in an ingtant. The ancient power of the
Sayer secemed to withdraw, leaving only the ordinary human woman behind, the girl who had once
wanted nothing more than what every other girl wanted: a cute boyfriend, cool clothes, parentswho
didnt fight dl thetime. That was never to be. Not for Buffy Summers. Fate had other thingsin store for
her. But even asthe Sayer, inthemidst of dl of that, the girl had fallenin love, grown into awoman, and
logt that love.

All of that she could survive. But this? No, not this.

The demon lleanawas inside her. Buffy fdlt the Vapor invading her, burning down her throat likea
shot of whiskey, which she had tried once and never again. Y et she had not felt the moment when the
thing possessing her had taken over, had disconnected Buffy from control of her own body. All of her
senses remained. She could hear Angel say her name and see his eyes go wide as he stared &t her. Did
he see her eyes glowing green as Shikah's had?

Buffy could feel the handle of the Mahkesh ax in her hands, but it was not her will that moved the
musclesin her arms, that swung the ax toward Angd. With every fiber of her soul, Buffy tried to stop
Ileana, to stop the ax from swinging. Perhaps she dowed the possessing demon down just the dightest
bit, for Angel spun away from her, the ax passng harmlesdy by him.

Trapped insde her own body, Buffy heard the demon Axtius shouting in triumph, exhorting lleanato
batter Angel, to cut him, to break him—~but not to kill him. Axtius wanted the V gpor to save that for him
done.

Spike wrapped an arm around the Slayer's throat from behind and began to choke her. Buffy's
thoughts churned. We don't have time to do things the honorable way, Angel had said before, and
Buffy had agreed. She hersalf had been unwilling to kill Shikah, but she was privately relieved that Spike
had not had any such compunctions. Now, though, it was she who was possessed. Spike and Angel
should just kill her. Any delay might mean the deeth of them al. And, besides, she had been dead twice
aready. What wasthat saying? Third time's the charm.

Instead, Spike was trying to choke her into unconsciousness,

"Never an exorcist around when you need one," the vampire muttered.



Buffy's elbow shot backward into Spikes stomach, her fist crashed up into hisface. Hewas
staggered, and then, using the Slayers body, |leanalegped into aroundhouse kick that knocked him to
the ground. Spike sprawled amidst a violent clash of wegponsin which apair of Mahkesh weretrying to
prevent Gunn and Xander from joining thefray.

None of them would be in time to change the course of events.
The Sayer's body was faster and stronger than any of them, and Ileanawas in control.

"Yed" Axtiusroared from his position on the shore, daughtering apair of Ixwik demonswho were
attacking him. "Drive him down. Make him bleed!"

Buffy wanted to cry, but [leanawould not alow her even that.

She felt every movement as she turned on Angel once again. He brought his sword up, but Buffy
knew hewould not be able to bring himsdf to useit. Her mouth opened and, using Buffy'svoice, lleana
began to laugh. With the Slayers speed, she attacked, bringing the ax down. Angdl parried thefirst
attack, but the Mahkesh weapon would not be denied blood. Ileana used Buffy's hands to swing the ax
around again.

Despite Axtiuss ordersto the contrary, it was clear to Buffy that the thing possessing her meant to
kill Angel. The ax would split his skull. He would die, and the blood would be on Buffy's hands. lleana
cared not at dl that Axtius had other plansfor Angd.

Buffy's back wasto the ocean.

A roar came from behind her, but it was not Spike thistime, nor Xander or Gunn, al of whom were
too far away. Buffy was a passenger in her own body, staring out through the windows of her eyes as
[leanaturned to see Axtius screaming in afury, bearing down on her with the Pristagrix high over his
head, ready to ddiver akilling blow with the war-hammer.

"Noooo!" the Brachen general shouted.

Buffy felt Ileana's control over her loosen. That moment of panic had shaken her free. The Vapor
was gill ingde her, but for just those seconds, |leana's uncertainty had given Buffy her body back.

The glowing war-hammer crashed down toward her skull.

Buffy stepped in closer to Axtius, sidestepped, and rammed the butt of the ax handle into hisside.
The Brachen genera grunted in pain, tried to turn the heavy war-hammer toward her, but itsweight and
momentum were too great. He let go of it with hisright hand and punched her in the Sde of theface, a
blow that sent her to her knees on the shore, head ringing, cheek numb.

The Sayer glanced up and saw Haborym il standing in the surf, water steaming around her ankles,
observing the proceedings with great curiosity. Her posturing had disappeared once |leana had
possessed Buffy, and now she seemed more fascinated than homicidal.

Axtius, however, was more enraged than ever.

"How dare you?' the Brachen screamed at Buffy. Or, more accurately, at lleana. "Break him, | said.
Bleed him. But hell die by my hands"

But Buffy wasn't redlly listening. She was waging another battle, thisoneinsde of her. Her somach
churned now, and therewas asting in her throat. 1leanawas trying to get control of her again, but Buffy



was hot going to alow that. Summoning every ounce of her will, Buffy fought her.

Nausea surged up in her. With agreat gasp that wracked her body, Buffy vomited onto the shore,
but dl that came out was aspray of green mist.

Even as she coalesced again, the Vapor was hissing at Axtius.

"So beit, Genera!" lleanasneered. "Stand or fall on your own, then." And the naked form of that
woman dispersed into nothing more than alight green fog that was swirled away by the breeze and then

disappeared completely.

Angd had risen dowly to hisfeet, cautious, ready for battle, takingital in. None of Axtiuss
warriors would approach him now, though there was blood on hisface and he swayed dightly as he
regained his bearings.

Axtius saw him and started toward him. Severa Bazhripatried to bar hisway, but the Brachen
would not be stopped. Inexorably, he began to cut through them, hisfocus entirely on Angel now.

Wiping the back of her hand across her mouth, Buffy stood, shakily. Spike rushed to her, raisng his
sword, and the two of them were back to back, waiting for the next attacker. As Buffy glanced over at
them, Gunn and Xander ran their swords through a Mahkesh that was blocking their progress. It did of f
their blades, and then they rushed to Buffy's side aswell.

"Wheat the hell wasthat al about?" Gunn asked the Slayer, glancing nervoudy a Haborym, who
remained motionlessin the weter.

Buffy frowned. "Tdll you later." Shelooked a Xander. He was sweating and spattered with blood.
Therewasalong cut on hisleft cheek and ascrape on his right temple from which asmall line of blood
trickled. His eyes seemed hollow. "You al right?" she asked, her heart breaking to see him likethis.

Their eyes met. Xander nodded. "1 will be. Whenthisisover."

Up and down the beach, the battle still raged. The shore and the shallow surf were littered with
corpses. Blood tinted the water and stained the idand soil. There were far fewer warriors now, and what
had been amassive battlefield had split gpart into severad dozen smdler battles.

Here, though, on the stretch of shoreline where Axtius had beached his motorboat, there were just
those seven. Haborym in the water. Buffy, Spike, Gunn, and Xander on the shore. And thirty feet farther
inland, Axtius marched toward Angel, who stood waiting with his sword in hand.

"Oy!" Spike shouted.
Buffy whipped around, redlizing ingtantly that he was talking to Haborym.
"What're you waiting for, then, hot stuff? An invitation?' Spike taunted.

Buffy stared at him. She was not exactly sure why, but Haborym had been having second thoughts,
obvioudy hesitant to attack them. Or perhaps she was content to leave them alone aslong asthey did not
try to prevent Axtiusfrom fighting Angel.

Now, though, gouts of flame shot from Haborym's eyes as she took a step toward Spike, the tiniest
of waveswashing over her feet. Amidst the clash of wegpons and the shouts of war, her voice was qui€,
and yet Buffy heard every word.



"Y ou will address me with respect, vampire.”
"Spike—," Buffy warned.

"What, afiery little bint like you?' He sneered at Haborym. " Give me an hour, pet, and I'll show you
al kinds of respect.”

Haborym snarled and raised her hands. Tendrils of firelicked at her fingers.
"Xander! Don't let Axtius have any help!™ Buffy snapped.

Then she clapped ahand on Spike's back and propelled him aongside her as she rushed Haborym.
Fire legped from the demon'sfingers, and Buffy fdlt it searing her shoulder and upper arm, but fortunately
most of the attack was focused on Spike. He snarled in pain as flames scorched his chest and legs.

But Buffy and Spike were running directly at Haborym. The fire-demon took a step back into the
water, and then Buffy careened into her, knocking her off balance, and the three of them fell in atangle of
limbs and amatrix of fireinto the ocean. Buffy felt her mouth fill with seawater and she spat it out, then
held her bresth as she got hold of Haborym'sarms.

The Sayers padmswere seared but she held on, hoping Spike had caught on, hoping he would work
with her to keep the fire-demon under the water long enough for her to fal unconscious.

Buffy prayed Haborym would run out of air before shedid.

With the copper tang of blood in the air and the heat of combat in his cold heart, Angel had stalked
across the shore of Questral wearing the visage of the vampire, the face that had terrorized al of Europe
in days gone by. Now, in the predawn light, as the war was reduced to desperate duels amongst those
warriors|eft dive, hetook in alungful of tropical air, abresth his undead body did not need. Ashelet it
out, he shuddered and his features changed once more.

When he confronted Axtius, he wore the face of the man he had become.

The generd stood a dozen feet away, the two of them circling each other warily on a stretch of
beach that seemed to have been staked out asthe arenafor their final confrontation. The Brachen wasa
full-blood demon, taller than Angel and broader in the chest. His chest heaved beneeth hisleather body
armor, and he gripped the Pristagrix tightly in both hands as though he planned to hit ahome run with
Angd'sskull.

"Areyou remembering, Angel?' Axtius snarled. "Areyou recdling the last time we met in battle, and
the way the Pristagrix crushed your bones?’

Ange felt vulnerablein historn shirt and black pants—he did remember thefed of hisbones
breaking—but he wasn't abouit to let Axtius know that. The vampire shook his head, abit of pity
creeping into his heart to join the disgust that had coagulated there. He raised the sword he had liberated
from a Mahkesh demon—

—and then he tossed it away. It landed with athunk on the shore.

He caught a glimpse of Buffy, Spike, and Haborym fighting beneeth the water—of Spike'sfist risng
up from the waves and faling again and again—but he had to rely on the Sayer to take care of hersdlf.
He had faith.

"Youreafool, vampire," Axtius scowled. "Y ou don't honestly think I'll follow suit? That out of some



sense of honor I'll toss this wegpon asde?

Angd stood alittle straighter. A wave of hatred passed through him and hisface nearly morphed
again, but he fought it back. When the hate was gone, only the pity and disgust remained.

"Never occurred to me," Angel replied with abitter smile. "It's obvious honor's aforeign concept to
you, General. Look at you. High and mighty with the hammer. The Pristagrix is dangerous, sure. Y ou
could kill mewithit, grind my bonesto chak dust."

Helet hisupper lip curl inrevulson. "But last time, you had the jJump on me, pinhead. Thistimel'm
looking you right in the eye. I'll lay odds that hammer doesn't touch me. But | am very definitely going to
touch you."

They continued to circle. Axtiuss heavy boots kicked up sand. His blue skin gleamed in the strained
moonlight that remained in this hour before dawn. The hate that burned in his eyes was akin to madness.

"My son died because of you, filth," Axtius said, biting each word off with asnap of hisjaws.

Ange froze, glaring a him. "Y our son died ahero. He died fighting for people who couldn't fight for
themselves. He was agood man, Axtius. Y ou would've been so ashamed. But not nearly as ashamed as
he would have been had he survived to see what you've done, what you've become.”

Axtius stopped circling aswell. Hisfingers tensed on the Pristagrix. He shuddered with fury, and
then helaunched himsdlf at Angdl.

The vampire waited for him. Axtius brought the Pristagrix around with inhuman speed and ademon's
ferocity. Angd fetit al risng up in him; hisdisgust, his sadness over al this needless daughter, and his
lingering grief over Doyl€sdeath. A strength immune to fatigue rushed through his body, and he launched
asngleblow at Axtius. Hisfist pummeled into the Brachen demon's face, the spines that jutted from
Axtiussflesh puncturing Angd fingers. Blood and spittle flew from Axtiuss mouth as his head snapped
back.

The Prigtagrix came down, but the swing was off now and Angdl dodged it.

He backed off, letting Axtius catch his breath. A smdl clutch of demons nearby—invadersand
defenders both—had stopped their own combat to witnessthis.

"Look a you," Angd taunted him. "The big bad demon generd . . . whatever you believe now about
wiping them all out, about only pure-blood demons having aright tolive.... it'sal tak.

"Y ou loved ahuman woman once, Axtius. Y ou fathered a half-breed. But you wanted dl these
demonsto follow you?Y ou teach them to hate and hate and hate . . . and kill. . . ‘causeit's okay for you
to fed something, but not for them.”

"Liar!" Axtiusroared. He rushed a Angd again, swinging the Pristagrix.

Angd had another flash of memory of Axtiusambushing him, of the way that hammer felt asit turned
his bones to powder. He sidestepped, dipped back in, and grabbed the handle of the war-hammer. The
Prigtagrix burned in his hand, but he held on. With agrunt, Angel kicked Axtiusin the abdomen, theair
echoing with the impact of hisboot on leather.

He held on tight to the hammer and kicked the Brachen again as Axtiustried to pull hisweapon from
Angel'sgrasp.



"Hypocrite,” Angel sneered. ™Y our motives are so twisted, you can't even see straight. Y ou hate
half-breeds and humans now because you see them as a reflection of the weaknessin yourself.”

Now Angd grabbed the Pristagrix with both hands, legped into the air, and snapped akick at the
Brachen's head. Severa of the spinesin the generd's face stuck in Angd's boot, and when Axtius
staggered backward, they tore from hisskin.

Axtius released the Prigtagrix.
Ange dropped the war-hammer to the ground.

Fury and shame burned in Axtiuss eyes, and when he shouted to his troops now there was ashrill
desperationin hisvoice.

"Kill him!" Axtius cried, glancing around at hiswarriors. Some of them were Smply watching, but
otherswerein the midst of fights of their own. "Kill the vampire!™

"What's the matter?' Angel asked. "Change your mind? Can't kill one vampire on your own?"
"Kill him!" Axtius yelled, then bared amouthful of deadly sharp teeth and rushed & Angd.

Buffy had swallowed too much water. Haborym had fought back, struck her in the throat with a
hard elbow, causing Buffy to gasp underwater, sucking in ocean. Now the Slayer choked as she got her
feet under her. Sherose from the waves, coughing, hoping she wouldn't throw up a second time.

A hissing sound came from right beside her, and the stench of burning flesh filled her nogtrils.
"Bu—Buffy!" arasping voice cdled.

The Sayer turned to see that a staggering, weakened Haborym was throttling Spike. Her hands
weredtill onfire. . . and so was the vampire's throat. Once again his skin blackened and charred, and
flameslicked up Spike's cheeks. His hair had only just begun to burn, the fact that it was damp with
ocean water not doing anything to douse the supernatura flames of the fire-deity.

The most bizarre part of al of thiswas that Haborym was not paying attention to Spike at al. Not
anymore. Her focus was on the face-off between Angd and Axtiustaking place on the shore. Buffy
heard Angel speaking, heard the things he was saying to Axtius, but she could barely make sense of them
as she sucked in air, her throat and chest aching from nearly drowning.

The waves lapped against her hips.

"Put him down," Buffy snapped.

Spike looked at her with grateful eyes and then squinted away from the demons blazing fingers.
Haborym glanced at Buffy and offered atiny shrug.

"Fine" said thefire-demon.

She dropped Spike into the ocean. He rose to his knees but kept his head underwater, |etting the
cold seawash over hisburns. Buffy stepped toward Haborym. The Sayer had no wegpon and little hope
of avoiding afiery desth without the eement of surprise. In her mind she prepared to lunge, to try to get
her arms around Haborym's neck and break it before the demon could immolate her completely.

But Haborym ignored her.



Up ontheidand, Axtius began to yell. "Kill him!" the generd roared. Some of hiswarriors continued
with their own struggles, and others seemed pardyzed. Many of them, however, fought off their
opponents long enough to rush along the beach toward Angedl.

Haborym did nothing.

"Damn," Buffy whispered. She gave athought to Spike, who would heal aslong as Haborym did not
try to finish the job. Angel needed her more. She started to wade toward shore.

Then the ground began to shake. Buffy glanced at Haborym and saw that the fire-demon was just as
surprised as she was, flames shooting from her eyes. Even the ocean trembled. On the shore, dl the
demons paused in their fighting, some of them thrown to the ground by the earth tremor. Over the noise
of the rumbling ground, Axtius screamed again.

"Kill the vampire now!"

"Kill meyoursdlf, you coward,” Angel replied.

But then the ground stopped shaking and another voice carried adong the shore.
"I think there's been enough killing."

The voice belonged to Wedey. Every being upon the eastern shore of Questra who il lived stared
up at the tree line farther inland, at the opening of the path where Wedey had emerged with Lorne,
whose green skin looked far too yellow in the predawn light and whose tattered clothes seemed more out
of place than ever.

But nobody was paying very much atention to Lorne'sfashion sense.

Behind Wedey and Lorne was the cause of the earth tremor. The Old Onerested onitshind legs
now, its spindly insectoid body partidly blending with the treesin away that its hideous face and that
single, massive, orange eye never could. Thefirefrom thefissuresinits skull sent up whorls of smokeinto
theair.

No one moved. Not even Axtius.

Then the Old One began to speak in that low, guttura tongue, the language of the Elder Demons. It
was the only sound other than the surf. Asthe tentacles on the ancient creature's face dithered, itsvoice
coming from those many mouths, Lorne took three steps forward. Despite his attire, there was a quiet
dignity about the Host as he began to trandate.

"Gar'thraxus the Elder begs your indulgence, finewarriors," Lorne shouted, his voice carrying along
the shore. Full-bloods and haf-breeds dike gave the Host and the Old Onetheir full attention.

Spike rose from the ocean, spitting salt water and clutching his scorched throat. He glared at
Haborym with murder in his eyes. Buffy was about to tell him to hold back when Spike noticed the
extraordinary tableau on the shore and then he, too, paused to listen to Krevlornswath of the Deathwok
Clan ashetrandated the language of Hell on Earth.

Once more, Garth—Gar'thraxus the Elder—spoke in that guttura tongue.

"There are those among you who are nearly immorta,” Lorne trandated as Garth'shuge, single
orange eye scanned the bloodied combatants. "Y et when your children's children are dust, thousands of
years hence, till shall | walk this earth. | was here when the world was young, when the ground shifted



and ran molten hot, and | will be here when the sun has died astheworld is cold and dead. The age
between monkey and man and the end of such thingsisonly afraction of thelife of thisworld, and of my
timehere

"You aredl fragile, ephemerd things. | do not understand how you can shatter one another,
extinguishing the spark of life. Every desth carries you farther along the path to the end of things.

"And yet you follow thewill of this child, Axtius? Very well, then. Those among you who are truly
pure, who are true demons, kin of my ancient blood, step forward.”

Every warrior was till.

"l an eternd,” Gar'thraxus said, and Lornetrandated. "Y et | do not place myself above even the
least of you. Think on this. If there isto be more death here, more blood spilled, then step forward and
Foill my blood. Take my life. If this battle isto continue, | demand that | be the next to die. Come for me,
then, righteous soldiers. Erase my blight from the universe™

The massive mantis body of the Old One shifted. Wedey and Lorne moved aside as Gar'thraxus
lumbered from the jungle onto the shore and lowered his head so that it would be vulnerable to the
warriors weapons. Fire leaked from the fissuresin his skull, and the tentacles on hisface twined around
one another. The glowing orange eye of the Elder Demon dimmed somewhat.

When he poke again it was il gutturd, but somehow he managed to form three wordsin English.
"Or go home."

One by one, and then in groups, the dozens of warriorswho remained of Axtiussinvasion force
began to drop their wegpons. Only the surviving Mahkesh kept hold of theirs, but swords were sheathed
and axes were lowered. They began to drift back toward the transport vesselsthat had carried them to
Questral, obvioudy intent upon returning to the freighter out on the weter.

The spell was broken. The silence ended. Axtius had been frozen dong with dl the rest during the
Old One's speech, but now the Brachen demon shrieked amost unintelligibly. Buffy could make out only
afew words. One of them was"no." The others were a stream of epithets directed toward Haborym, the
intent of which was obvioudy to command her to help him destroy Angd.

Thefirethat flickered in her eyeslegped a bit higher. Buffy thought that the expresson on
Haborym's face was more disappointment than anything else.

"You'readisgrace," Haborym said.
Buffy went to seeto Spike's burns, turning her back on the fire-demon without concern.

Angd knew it wasn't over. The madnessin Axtiuss eyes had only deepened with the Old One's
arrival and the withdrawal of the generd'’s soldiers. He faced the Brachen demon in adefensive posture,
waiting for the attack he knew was coming, but his heart was calm. He was thinking mostly of Doyle,
missing hisfriend, both sad for him and proud of him at the sametime.

Doyle had been living proof that what mattered was not where you began the journey of your life,
but the path you choseto travel on the way to its conclusion. Angel thought of al of the people he had
surrounded himsalf with, and the friends Buffy had gathered around her aswell, and he knew they would
al undergand. All save Spike, and though he was reluctant to let himsdlf imagineit, Angel wondered if
there might not be aglimmer of hope for him aswell. It seemed impossible, yet if there was anything he
had learned in hislong life, it wasthat nothing wasimpossible. Not redly.



Axtiuswas dhrieking at Haborym, but sheignored him.
"Comeon, then, Generd,” Angd said quietly. "Let'sfinishit.”

All the desperation went out of Axtiussface then. The spinesthat jutted from his blue skin quivered
and he nodded dowly, lowering himself into a predatory crouch. The Pristagrix lay on the ground half a
dozen feet away, till glowing. Axtiuss gaze ticked toward it, then back to Angel.

The Brachen demon lunged. Angd tried to block the attack, but Axtius wastoo fast for him. The
generd'sleather armor cresked as he moved in and his massive fists were in motion. Axtius struck Angdl
in the side of the head with such ablow that Angel felt his cheekbone crack, and he staggered sideways
severa feet. Helashed out and caught Axtiusin the chest, but the demon's armor absorbed most of the
blow.

Axtius hit him again with such speed and power that Angel felt two ribs pop. The demon kept
coming, striking him twice more before Angel could retdiate. Axtiustried to head-butt him, but Angel
punched him in the throat. The Brachen demon staggered, and Angd shot aroundhouse kick at his
abdomen, then another kick at Axtiuss knee, hoping to break it. He succeeded only in knocking the
demon down.

Axtius snarled, wordless and feral, and dove for the Pristagrix. The demon's hands curled around
the handle. Angel ssomped a boot down on the war-hammer, then kicked Axtiusin theface again. The
Brachen was down and Angel kicked him again and again with every ounce of strength he could muster.
Blood began to leak from Axtiusslips. His eyeswere no longer mad, but disoriented as hetried to get to
hisfeet again.

"Y ou relied too much on wegpons,” Angel told him. "Y ou were fast enough. Y ou had the edge. But
you thought you needed the hammer, and that dowed you down."

"I'll kill you," the Brachen rasped.
"Maybe. But not today. And not here."

The sky had turned a shining blue, and the eastern horizon glowed golden. The sun would rise soon.
Angd looked around for hisfriends. Wedey and Lorne stood with the Old One. Gunn and Xander were
with thelittle Ixwik armorer and severd Bazhripawarriors. He caught sight of Buffy and Spike, knee
deep in the ocean. They started in toward shore.

But Haborym was aready approaching. The fire-demon's hands were blazing, and her eyes seemed
to dance with flames. She amiled.

Ange tensed, exhausted but ready to combat her if need be.
"Y ou're not going to kill him?" Haborym asked as she approached.

"Not today," Angd repeated, |ooking back with revulson at the Brachen demon. Then he glanced
up at Gar'thraxus. "And not here.”

The Old One nodded silently.
"Y ou are merciful," Haborym said.

Axtius struggled to stand and findly managed it, swaying, looking around at those he had tried so
furioudy to destroy. His own warriors had al turned their backsto him, all save Haborym, and it wasto



her that he turned now with grateful eyes.
"l amnot,” thefire-demon said.
She burned Axtius to death, there on the shore.
EPILOGUE

They burned the dead at dusk that night. There were so many corpses, both of idanders and of their
attackers—whose comrades had | ft their remains behind—that four pyres had to be built. Bonfires of
the dead burned so brightly and so high in the sky that if not for the magicks that protected Questral from
discovery they would have been visible from the SantaMonicapier.

Buffy cried.

They had saved so many lives and yet somehow that seemed little consolation. Haborym and the
other demons who had been under Axtiuss command had retreated to their vessdl; neither they nor the
idanders wanted any more dying that day. But despite Garth's example, Buffy knew that it wasn't over.
Some of the others might disappear back into the fabric of the world, but Buffy felt certain that Haborym
would report the events of the day to whatever evil things were behind the Codlition for Purity. Axtius
hadn't been the top of that totem pole. Who or whatever was at the top, they weren't going to like what
had happened on Questral.

On the other hand, after the casuaties they had suffered in the assault, Buffy had afedling it would
be awhile before they tried another. Maybe they never would. It was possible the casudtieswere so
great that it would cripple their effortsfor the foreseeable future.

Possible.

But sheand Angel and al the others—and the idanders— would have to be dways on their guard.
Justin case.

Her friends gathered around her. Willow laid her head on Taras shoulder and watched the blazein
slence. Xander's wounds had been tended to, but he still 1ooked grim, impatient to be home. Spike had
fought as vaiantly for the idanders as anyone, but he held back from the spectacle of the burning of the
dead, keeping to the shadows beyond the glow of the pyres.

The peoplefrom Angel Investigations stood in afamilid cluster near the water. Fred, Corddia, and
Wedey dl watched the proceedings gravely, and Gunn kept a paternad hand on Calvin's shoulder asif to
reassure the young man that it was over.

Only Angd was missing. But none of them could fault him. As soon asthe sun had fallen below the
horizon and it was safe for him to emerge into the darkness, he had gone off to bury Elijah.

The news of the magician's death had struck Angd particularly hard. Buffy ached for him. None of
them, hersalf included, had known how much the man had meant to him, the role that Elijah had filled in
Anged'slife. The swest, funny old magician had been like afond uncle. The closest thing to afather Angel
had had since regaining his soul, despite the fact that in truth Angel wasfar older than Elijah could ever
have lived to be.

And now Elijah was dead.

It had taken hours for a new Assemblage to be convened. Ephraim, Shikah, and Dai'shu had been
replaced by others of thelr tribes; it turned out that when aYill sorcerer died, the youngest of thet tribe



inherited his power, so the Yill representative to the Assemblage was merdly achild. The Vapor lleana
had fled after her betrayal, and no other of her breed was invited to sit with the ruling council. Asthe
senior member, then, it fell to the Ixwik armorer, Fashjaol, to lead the Assemblage. Among the first
rulings of the new A ssemblage was that the Pristagrix, that terrible wegpon that Axtius had wielded in
battle against them, would be buried there, upon the idand. It, and the other M ahkesh weaponsthat had
been captured, would be kept on Questral, never to be used in war again.

Ange asked the permission of the Assemblage to bury Elijah on theidand. Though it was Questrd's
custom to burn the dead and it was unprecedented for a human to be honored on the idand, they agreed
unanimoudly to that request.

When they had remained at the pyres|ong enough to pay their respects, Buffy and the other visitors
to theidand al made their way somberly through the jungle to the forum. Angel had chosen a spot just
outside the massive structure's entry to bury Elijah. When they arrived there, he had completed the
interment and was gathering stones and building acairn on top of the grave.

No one offered to help. Angel had made it clear that he wanted to do thisaone.

When he had finished, Buffy hesitated amoment. She was not redlly apart of hislife now. Corddia
and Wed ey were probably closer to him than anyone else. Y et when she glanced over at them, she saw
that they expected her to be thefirst to speak with him. She found herself feding incredibly grateful. No
matter how much time they spent apart, she thought that she would never be as close to anyone as she
wasto Angdl, and she knew hefelt the same. The others seemed to understand that.

Buffy strode to him, leaving the others behind.

Angel stood quietly over Elijah's grave, staring down at the cairn of stones asthough he was
wondering if there was anything more he could do. Buffy dipped her hand into hisand just stood there,
with him, sharing in his sadness.

At length, Angel spoke. "They're going to build amonument here to everyone who's died defending
theidand. Elijah'sname is going to be on it. They're going to put Doyl€son it too.”

"That'll begood. | think Elijah would've liked that."
"Yeah," Angd agreed. He didn't have any family. Just hisshop. The books. I'm ... heleftit dl to
me"
"Y ou're going to run the bookstore?"
Angd smiled softly and glanced down at her. "Can't you pictureit?' He chuckled. "No, we had a

long-standing arrangement. The occult books I'll keep. Everything ese will be donated to charity,
including whetever | get for sdling the store.™

"Therearetoo few like himin theworld,” Buffy said.

"Oneinamillion," Angd agreed, squeezing her hand. "And you know what the worst, most ironic
part of it dl is? A mongter like Axtius fathers a son, and someone like Elijah never gets achanceto have
children.

Buffy understood this. Giles had such wisdom, humor, and dignity that he would have made an
extraordinary father, but time and fate had not conspired to give him children of his own. Buffy wasthe
closest he might ever come to adaughter. Time and again since al of this had begun she had thought of
Giles, but dso of her father, Hank Summers. Her mind returned to him again now.



"Parents arejust people. Imperfect, just like the rest of us. They bring usinto thisworld, Angd. And
maybe the way they behave, and what they expect from us, is partly responsible for what we become.

But only partly.”

Angel nodded. "Doyle knew what hisfather was, what his father wanted him to be." He chuckled
softly. "Hewasn't exactly perfect either, Doyle. But he wanted something more for himself, something
better."

"It'swhat wedl want," Buffy whispered.

They stood there, hand in hand, for severa minuteslonger before turning from the fresh grave and
rgoining the others, these friends who had become their families.

Los Angeles

In acondemned tenement building only two blocks from where he grew up, Cavin Symms stared
into theface of hisfather and felt hollow inside. Thisthing, this grotesque shell, wasn't hisfather. He
stared into the vampire's eyes and he saw no trace of Raymond Symmsthere.

"Oh, Pop," Cavin muttered through trembling lips.

"Y eah boy, it'sme. Y ou don't want to let this happen, Ca," the vampire wheedled, straining against
the hold Gunn and Angel had on him.

But Cavin'swords had not been recognition. They had been asigh of mourning, of good-bye.

With help from Gunn's crew—my crew, Cavin thought—they had tracked Raymond and hislittle
nest of vampires. During the time they had al been out on Mongter Idand, Raymond and his leeches had
been worming their way back into the neighborhood.

The other vampireswere dl dust now. All except for Raymond.
"Cd?' Raymond urged, yellow eyeswide.

Calvintook onelast look just to confirmiit, just so he would always remember. Hisfather wasn't
ingde those eyes. Hisfather had been dead for years.

He turned his back and left the filthy room, stepped into the corridor, and closed the door behind
him. The other members of the crew had retreated to the front of the building to guard the place, and
Wedey was with them. Cordeliaand Fred waited for him in the hdl, and Calvin went to Fred, who put
her aams around him.

Cavinlet himsdf cry, and the tears came hard and fast. Fred hushed him and touched his hair and
held him close. In the room he had just left, Angel and Gunn would be dusting the vampire that used to
be hisfather.

Cordelialaid ahand on his shoulder. Calvin wiped at his eyes as he glanced at her.

"What'sin there, that'sthe past,” she said. "Y ou're free now. Freeto figure out what the future's
gonnabe."

Sunnydale

Business had been dismdl al day. Anyahad claimed to be recovered enough from her injuriesto
comein to work, but Giles had told her to wait until tomorrow. She could usethe rest, and it was very



quiet at the Magic Box. Giles had relished the quiet, actually, in spite of the lack of sdes. It gave him the
opportunity to tidy up properly, to do some orders he had been unable to get to, and to enjoy the jazz
CDs he had bought the day before. But even with the music filtering through the store and the busy work
he assigned himsdlf, he could not focus entirely.

With asigh he went to the hot plate he kept in back and put on akettle for tea. Then he returned to
the counter. While he was attempting to decide whether to order afull or only half adozen Tantalus
crystas, the bell rang over the door of the Magic Box.

Giles glanced up to find Buffy standing just inside the door. She was a bit worse for wear, scratched
and bruised here and there, but all in one piece.

"Widll, hello there. Look what the cat's dragged in," the Watcher said, smiling softly, one eyebrow
raised. "I've just put apot on for tea. Would you like acup?’

Buffy sighed and returned hissmile. "I'd love one," she said as she marched across the store and
boosted hersalf up onto the counter beside the register.

Giles nodded and turned to fetch the cups. He paused and glanced back at her. "Welcome home."



