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Chapter One

A short, muffled bump echoed inside the Campbdls big Victorian-style house and drew Willow
Rosenberg's attention immediately from the medieva text in her |ap. She looked around the living room.
Other people's houses and the noises that go with them... on the next Lifestyles of the Weird and
Eerie

Shefelt bad immediately because the Campbells were good people. They couldn't helpit if their house
made strange noises and she was getting creeped out while baby-sitting. And they couldn't help it if her
life had taken aturn for the weird sde of life that made every shadow suspicious.

Sheld automatically reached for the bookbag at her feet rather than the cordless phone on the couch
beside her. Experience had taught her the wooden stake in the bookbag might keep her dive against
thingsthat went bump in the night longer than diaing 911 would.

In Sunnydale, Stuated over the Hellmouth that alowed nearly any nightmarish thing to take shape, the
police often couldn't help—or didn't.

The large picture window across the room overlooked the CampbelIs flower gardens and greenhouse.
Usudly, like now, the backyard resembled ajungle. Luminescent pae yellow and white moon-flowers as
big as her hand reflected the brightness of the waning moon.

Did something move out there? Willow peered through the glass, and through her own reflection
painted on the glass by the glow of the lamp on the end table next to the couch. And if it did, would |
seeit?

And would it see me?
The flowers and the treesrippled in the gentle wind. All the movement seemed naturd.

Willow let out ashort sigh of relief. Shelet go the wooden stake. Just get a grip. You'retired and it's
been a long time since you've been in this house.

You're just creeping yourself out because you've got a friend with a really strange job.

Theliving room waslarge, filled with overstuffed furniture from the 1940s Willow remembered from past
timeswhen sheld baby-sat for the Campbells. Even the entertainment center and console televison were
rendered in the barogque style of thetime. A Discovery Channe presentation on the Amazon jungle shed
seen before was on the television, but she kept it on for company.

To be on the safe side, she went upstairs to check on the baby. The happy clown face night-light
revealed him in asoft glow. Tad Campbell was eight months old, with curly blond hair and big green
eyes. When he was awake. He was sill degping now, onetiny fist pressed to his mouth.

Now that's a Kodak moment.



Willow went back downstairs and opened her book again. The page she was on showed drawings of
medieval torture devices and intense narrative descriptions of their use. Not exactly light bedtime
reading, she thought lifting her diet soda from the coaster on the end table and taking asip. She dmost
choked when she heard the short, muffled bump repeated. Thistime shewas certain it camefrom
upstairs, not outside.

Don't wig yet, shetold hersdf. That could have been a cat or a branch, or something else.

Her mind seemed to redlly lock on the something el se possbility. The more she thought about it, the
bigger the something got. Evil things do tend to grow... when they have a supply of victims. She put
the book down and stood, listening intently.

Sheflicked the toggle on the intercom system, bringing up the baby's room. It was set to automatically
come on whenever the baby made noise. So far, Tad had dept dl night. She heard nothing.

Hicking the toggle off and knowing she was too weirded to camly st by without hearing the sound of
someone else's voice, she went upstairs and checked on the baby again. Still deeping.

Back downgtairs, she grabbed the cordless phone and dided Buffy's number. C'mon, c'mon, be there.
Every little vampire's back in its grave for the evening, right? She paced the living room as she
waited.

"Hdlo?"

"Oh, hdlo," Willow gasped, recognizing the voice. "Mrs. Summers, it's Willow. | was caling for Buffy."
"I'm sorry. Buffy's not here at the moment.”

No! She hasto be. Okay, deep breath. Do the calm thing. "When do you expect her back?
"Shedidnt say."

Theway Buffy'smom said thet let Willow know Buffy was out doing Slayer things, things Mrs. Summers
was aware of but sometimes couldn't acknowledge outright. Like maybe Buffy was going to run into
the one vampire that was too fast for the Sayer and not come home at all. At least, not without
really bad skin, big teeth, and a whole new drink of choice. Willow felt guilty about not going with
Buffy that night, but she knew Buffy sill did alot of solo runsagaing the vamps.

"Willow, are you okay?"

"I'mfine. Redly." Thelast thing Willow wanted was for Buffy's mom to flip out and tell Buffy that
something might be wrong with her. It wouldn't be good for Buffy to show up at the Campbells house
after gaking the latest fangers only to find out Willow wasimagining things. "l wasjudt... cdling to... uh,
ask her when she wanted to. .. get together for the tutoring she asked about.” That was believable. Buffy
sometimes struggled with her grades because of her extracurricular activities.

"Il tell her you called."

"No. That's okay. Thanks Mrs. Summers, but I'll just talk to her tomorrow." Like tomorrow's not going
to be too late. Willow said good-bye and broke the connection. She still felt cregped out and didn't
want to St down.

My spider senses are tingling, Xander would say.



She glanced at the clock on the VCR. It was 9:28 p.m. The Campbells wouldn't be home for another
hour and a hdf. Every bad teen dasher/baby-sitter movie Xander had ever talked her into seeing flashed
through her head.

She decided to call Oz. He dways made her fed cam. Hewasjust that kind of aguy, in spite of being a
part-time werewolf. He was rehearsing with his band tonight, but she knew held talk to her.

The bump sounded again while the phone rang.

Buffy Summers moved surefootedly through the darkness constantly scanning the forest around her. Her
Slayer senses were more acute than anormal person's, but not paying attention was not paying attention.
In her work, not paying attention could get her killed. She was quiet as awhisper gliding through a
mausoleum.

Her companion wasn't nearly so silent. Rupert Gileswas alibrarian and her Watcher. Though histraining
was speciadized so he could in turn train her, he hadn't been born with the specia physica attributes of
the Slayer. He stepped on yet another branch that cracked loud enough to wake the dead.

Or the undead in this case, Buffy thought, glancing back at him long enough to make sureit wasa
misstep and not an attack.

"Sorry," he whispered. "Waking around in this darknessis beastly.”
"Y eah, well you're going to see how beastly it can get if you don't treed allittle lighter there, Pathfinder.”

"Ah." Gileswas complimented despite the present mission. "l see you've been doing American literature
Studies. But | didn't know they were covering James Fenimore Cooper's tales of Natty Bumppo.”

"Extracredit, Giles" Buffy replied, aghing. I've learned to live for extra credit. "I kind of tanked the
last Lit test." Shewas dressed for the night, wearing black leggings, boots, and a stylish crocheted shirt
over ablack crop top. Her backpack held the gear she'd packed for the patrol.

"| thought you studied for that test.”

"l did," Buffy said, "but that was aso during the week those rockabilly vampiresfrom Tennessee cameto
Sunnyda e tracking down Elvismemorabilia™ Definitely not a restful week.

"Right." In the shadow of anearby tree, only Giles's blue pinstriped shirt and gold-rimmed glasses were
visble

"They killed three people before | found them.” Buffy ducked under the lowest branches of the oak tree,
following the gametrail shed discovered. "It'skind of hard baancing the Slaying thing and getting study
time"

"l didn't mean to sound like | wastaking you to task for your grades.”

Gilesistired too, Buffy redlized. "Look, it'sno swegt. The extrawork I'm doing is pulling my grade
back up from that test.” Sowly.

"Let meknow if | can help. James Fenimore Cooper told rather arousing tale.

Rousing? Buffy thought with asmile, but she continued dong the gametrail. Out from under thetreesin
the moonlight, the trail was amost visible to the normal naked eye. "Thanks, Giles, but for now it'sjust
meand Cliff."



Giles sumbled over aloose branch. "Cliff?"

"Buy aclue, Giles," Buffy said. "Cliff asin Cliff Notes. | read the book; | read the study guide; | do the
paper. Extracredit.”

"l see. You've been busy lately."

"I'm dwaysbusy, Giles. It just ssems more so lately.” He doesn't notice because he's been doing the
Watcher gig a lot longer than I've been a Sayer . Movement attracted her attention to her left, but she
didn't break her stride. The night wasfilled with hunters. She was merely one of them. Only the best
survive, though.

"Have you had any luck finding out why the vampires seem to be so interested in this park?" Giles asked.
He'd come along to offer another perspective on the recurring problem.

"No, and | haven't exactly figured out how to handle the Gordy/Willow situation about the Spring
Blow-Out coming up thisweekend either." Staking vampires is easy compared to that, and maybe
less dangerous.

Movement flashed again to the left. Low to the ground and definitely bigger than a breadbox. Bury
tracked it but kept moving. Sometimesin order to hunt best, ahunter had to pretend to be hunted. Giles
taught me that. Or was it Angel ?

"l wasn't aware there was a Situation other than the presence of the vampires.”

"Helo? How do you miss these things? Cordy's organizing the Blow-Out and Willow's againgt the sde of
the park to the land developers. Big conflict of interest. Huge, even. Haven't you noticed the tenson?

"No," Gilessaid honedtly.
"Both of them want my help, but | don't know what I'm supposed to do."
"What do you want to do?'

"I'd liketo go to the Spring Blow-Out," Buffy said. "But if Willow gets her way we probably won't have
it. Either way spending my school break staking vampires here in Wegtherly Park didn't show up
anywhereon my wish ligt.”

"No. | supposeit didn't.”

Most of Buffy's attention was on the movement to the left. There's more than one of them moving in
the trees. Thisis about to get really interesting. Despite the fear that thrilled around insde her, she il
felt alittle excited. She did her hand into her backpack and gripped the crossbow stock. Come on, boys

Buffy moved ahead again, more dowly. Shefdt their eyes on her now. Even without her beefed-up
Sayer senses and skills sheld have felt them. They stared with the same intensity of sixth-grade boys
who'd just noticed girlswere different. Crimson eyes glinted in the darkness asthey closed in. She
grabbed the front of Gilessjacket in one hand and jerked him to one sde just asthe lead vampire

leaped.

Shetwisted and rolled, barely avoiding the rush from the second one. Itsfetid breath pushed againgt her
cheek and itstalons raked her hair. Coming to her feet, she brought the crossbow to her shoulder and
fired.



The bolt crossed the twelve-foot distance and split the vampire's dead heart. The creature threw its head
back and screamed defiantly. But it was wasted effort. The wooden shaft piercing its heart reduced it to
an explosion of ashesin seconds.

Buffy didn't have timeto celebrate her victory, though. The other vampires rushed at them from the trees.
She grabbed Giles by the arm and shoved him ahead of her.

"Run!" she ordered.
The vampire pack howled at their hedls.

"Hi. May | speak to Oz, please?' Willow gripped the phonetightly. She listened intently for the bump to
repedt.

At the other end of the connection she heard arumble of voices, someone picking deliberate noteson a
guitar, the rat-atat-tat of snare drums, and music playing in the background. The band aways rehearsed
caaudly.

Willow checked the intercom to the baby's room again. She heard nothing. At least Tad's Sleeping
through this.

"Hey," Oz said into the phone.

"How's practice going?' Willow asked. Man, just one word, one syllable from Oz and I'm already
getting a whole new per spective on things. Now that she actualy had Oz on the phone shefelt better.
She dso fdt calling him about a couple of bumps was maybe alittle flaky.

"Good," Oz sad minimdist asdways. " So what's up?”

He always knows when to listen. Willow paced the living room. Why doesn't the bump sound now?
So | can say. See, that's what's freaking me out. "I guessI'm alittle nervous.”

"About baby-gitting? Y ou told me you'd baby-sat for the Campbells before.”
"Sure. A couple years ago when Bobby was small." The older Campbell boy was at a deepover tonight.
"Is Ted that much different?*

Willow smiled. Oz dways had agood memory. She knew most guys let whatever agirl told them dip
right through their heads. Even though Xander usudly remembered everything, he didn't dwayslisten as
attentively as Oz did. "No. In fact I've only changed him once. HEs been adeep al evening.”

"Did you get the chance to talk to Mr. Campbel|?"

"No." Actudly, getting asked to watch Tad Campbell when the regular baby-sitter called in sick had
gotten Willow's spirits up. She'd really wanted the chance to lobby Mr. Campbell against the proposed
zoning changesthat would alow Galivan Industriesto tear down Weatherly Park. It's something Cordy
would do if she had the opportunity. "Hewasin abig hurry tonight.”

"Dont giveup onit," Oz encouraged.

"l won't. Westherly Park hasalot of memoriesfor me and other kids. I don't want to see the park torn
down. Even to make room for anew amusement park. Those you can get anywhere, but Weatherly Park
isoneof akind."



Someone cdled Oz's name at the other end of the connection. "Betherein aminute,” Oz said.
"Areyou guys going somewhere?" Willow asked, hoping Oz would say no.

"We thought we'd grab a pizza then get back and work another couple hours,” Oz said. "Unlessyou
need something?'

"No." The bump hadn't been repested. Willow kept pacing. I'm not going to ask unless | know for
sure something weird is going on. She glanced at the intercom, realizing something was bothering her
but frustrated because she didn't know what it was. "'l guess... | guess| just wanted to hear your voice."
And that's true too.

"It'saways good to hear yours," Oz told her.

Willow smiled, and suddenly the fear that had been knocking around inside her seemed to be along way
off. Oz just had that kind of effect. "Why don't you go grab a pizzawith the guysand I'll talk to you
later.”

"Y ou sure you don't need me to come by?"

"I'm sure." Willow told him good-bye and punched the phone off. She stood by the window looking out
into the garden. The moonlight barely broke the darkness. Buffy's out there, somewhere, doing her
thang. Theleast | can do is handle my own baby-sitting and lobbying job. Shefolded her arms
across her chegt, feding the chill that suddenly raced through her despite the fuzzy sweater she wore
agang the night chill.

She returned to the couch and tried to get interested in the book again. It was no use. Her famed powers
of concentration were shaken. Fear, the number-one cause of dyslexia.

Her attention focused on the intercom again. Something still bothered her about it. She flipped the toggle,
opening the channd to the baby's room.

She heard nothing.

Hipping the switch off, shetried to rlax. Shewasin mid-sip of the diet sodathat was going steedily
flatter when she realized what was bothering her about the intercom. Sheflipped it on again.

She heard nothing. And nothing wasn't agood thing to hear.

She didn't hear Baby Tad snoring either. Nothing sounded at the other end of the transmission. A cold
ball of fear formed in Willow's stomach as she grabbed the cordless phone and raced toward the
staircase leading to the second floor.

Visonsof the shuttered window by the baby's bed formed in her mind. Please don't |et the bumps
have been the sound of the windows slamming against the house!

She punched Oz's number into the phone. It started ringing as she reached the stairs. Before she got
halfway up, dl the lightsin the house went out and darkness settled in around Willow.

Chapter Two

Buffy reloaded the crossbow on the run. Now there's dexterity! Glancing over her shoulder, she saw at
least Sx vampires coming after them. Gaining ground in fact. ..



"Whichway?' Giles asked bresthlesdy.

Sprinting quickly to the side, Buffy glanced ahead. Y low earth-moving monster machines occupied the
clearing ahead. She recognized bulldozers and backhoes and other tracked vehicles designed torip, dig,
or shove the earth.

"The equipment,” shetold Giles. "It's bigger than the trees. Itll give us more cover.”
The Watcher ran for the nearest bulldozer.

| never should have let him come out here, Buffy chided hersdf. | knew the forest was starting to
fill up with these guys. She and Xander had stopped in a Willy'stavern only yesterday and found out
about the gathering of vamps at the forest.

Giles ducked under the bulldozer. He hunkered down and glanced at her. "Come on, Buffy!"

"Do meafavor,” Buffy said. "Just stay there aminute and keep out of theway." Shedidn't meanitina
bad way, but they both knew she was better than him at this sort of thing. It waskind of what made him
the Watcher and her the Sayer. Watchers watched, and Slayers dayed.

Not breaking stride, Buffy launched hersdlf into the air. She turned a complete somersault inthe air and
landed on top of the bulldozer's engine cowling facing the direction sheld come from.

The lead vampire had been an older femae before she'd died and come back. Her gray hair flared out
behind her, proof that abad hair day could come back to haunt someone. Her yellow fangs glinted in the
moonlight, and asilvery bubble of anxious sdivagleamed on her lips.

Buffy aimed the crossbow and put the shaft through her heart. The creature stopped for just amoment,
then exploded into ashower of ash that the two vampires behind her rushed through without dowing
down.

Dropping the crossbow, Buffy reached into her backpack and pulled out apair of wooden stakes. She
twirled them in her hands and moved to counter the two young mae vampires legping up onto the
bulldozer.

One of them landed in front of her while the other dropped onto the canopy over the operator's seet.
"Stakes?" theonein front of her asked.

"WEéll, I've done the Shot-Through-the-Heart riff," Buffy said, "so | thought I'd try something alittle more
close up and persond.” Shefeinted, then ducked to the left, drawing the young vampire in front of her out
of hispogtion.

Heraked at her with hisfingers, intending to rip her face off. Buffy dodged under the blow, taking astep
behind him. Her Slayer senses also told her the vampire on the bulldozer's canopy was legping down at
her back as she turned.

Hooking her right elbow up into the first vampire's armpit and shoulder, Buffy flung him forward into the
onethat had legped. They struck each other with amesaty impact, sounding like linemen in afootball
game. Before they could disentangle from each other, she staked the one she'd thrown.

The vampire disintegrated, falling to ashes at her feet. "Oh man," the other vampire said, backing away.
Hetried to leap up onto the bulldozer's canopy again.

Buffy threw hersdf after him. She grabbed him by the shirt collar with her free hand. They fell over the



sde and crashed to the ground. The fall dazed Buffy for just amoment, but she recovered quickly. She
pushed hersdf up and started to stake her quarry. Then she noticed one of the other vampires dragging
Gilesfrom under the bulldozer.

Thelibrarian fought back vadiantly, punching and kicking, but the blows had no effect on the cresture that
held him. The vamp grinned, reveding huge canines.

"Giled" Burley cdled. He turned and she tossed the stake to him underhanded.

Giles caught the stake, then shoved the sharp point toward the vampire who hissed and jumped back.
"Thank you," the Watcher said over his shoulder. "I'll be back in amoment.” He took a better grip on the
stake and pursued the vampire.

Buffy's attention returned to the vampire she confronted.
"Lost your toothpick,” the vampire taunted. He stood and came &t her.

Holding her handsin front of her, Burley straight-armed him in the forehead, snapping his head back. She
whirled and sidestepped, bringing a dashing backs into the vampire's mouth. His fangs shattered with
loud pops. "That comes from not flossing between kills," Buffy said.

The vampire clapped ahand over his mouth and howled in disbdief. "Ou mroke muh teef! Ou mroke
muh teef!" He sank to the ground, momentarily stunned.

A shadow dipped acrost the ground to Buffy'sright. Without hesitating the Slayer leaped straight up and
flipped over, coming down with her heds on the back of another vampire. She drove the creature to the
ground.

In her life, thisvampire had been agirl not much older than Buffy. She howled in rage and rolled over,
raking out a handful of sharp talons.

Buffy flipped again, aready knowing the direction she needed to move. A half-dozen two-by-fourslay
on the ground near the bulldozer. She landed and picked the end of one up whilethe girl vamp hurled
hersdf forward again.

Stamping on the middle of the two-by-four, Buffy cracked it. She picked up the three-foot section she
held, satisfied with the irregular edge the break had created. She rammed it into the attacking vampire.

Ashesfdl where the creature had once stood.

Buffy braced herself and threw the other section of the wood at the vampire whose teeth she'd broken.
He exploded when the jagged end pierced his heart.

Glancing toward Giles, Buffy saw the librarian had managed to stake the creeture that had attacked him.
She gave him asmile, then retreated to her backpack while the remaining two vampirestried to figure out
what they wanted to do. She grabbed two more stakes from the backpack. What good isa Slayer who
doesn't accessorize to the max?

The vampires broke and ran, plunging into the forest.
"Well," Gilessad, "that was exciting.”
Buffy tossed him one of the stakes. "Oh, we're not done yet." She took up the chase.

Willow stumbled on the Sairsin the darkness. She grabbed the railing, listening to the phone ring and ring



in her ear. Panic welled up insde her, tightening her bresth. She made herself be calm. Redlizing that Oz
and the band must have dready gone for pizza and no one was there, she punched the phone off.

OZs gone. Buffy's gone. Xander! Gotta be Xander She punched Xander's number on the phone's
lighted keypad. Cupping it to her ear again, she started up the stairsagain. Tad's up there! | hope!

It amost broke Willow's heart to think of the baby lying up in his bed alone and unprotected. At the top
of the dairs she searched the wall with her free hand and found the rechargesble flashlight hanging there.

The phone picked up. "Hi, thisis Xander's machine," Xander's voice said. " Xander's not here right now.
Leave your name and number at the beep.”

Willow begt the beep and punched the phone off. She switched on the flashlight and a cone of yellow
illumination splashed againgt the ceiling. She adjusted it, pointing it toward the baby's room. The door
remained closed.

Okay, okay, be calm. Will, be calm...

At the end of the halway, awindow overlooked the upwardly mobile resdentia area. Lightsglowed in
al the other houses.

Not good, shetold hersdf. It's not good to be the only house without lights. She looked around for a
wespon, then redlized shewas dl out of hands. Phone, flashlight. It's a start. She crept across the
smooth wooden floor that, thankfully, didn't creak underfoot.

She listened at the door and heard nothing. Sheld aready decided that was bad. Thinking maybe Xander
was over a Corddias, she punched in that number.

"Hdlo?' Corddliasaid. "I don't recognize the name or number showing on my Caler ID, so this had
better not be aprank cal. I'll track you down and—"

"Corddlia," Willow whispered hoarsdly, "it'sme." She hated that she was reduced to asking Cordeliafor
help.

"l see," Cordeliasaid, clearly not seeing. "Isthis Me Smith or Me Jones? | get you two confused
ometimes.”

Willow put atrembling hand on the door, not liking what her mind was conjuring up about the baby.
Xander Harris, you're going to pay for all those movies you dragged me to. "Corddia, it'sWillow."

"Willow?Y ou sound like you have acold.”

"I'm whispering because | don't want to be heard." Willow put her hand on the doorknob and turned. It
turned easily. That was good. Or maybe it was bad.

"If you don't want to be heard, why are you calling?'

"Something's here with me." Willow pushed the door inward dightly and peered through the crack. She
barely saw the baby bed. The window on the other side of the room appeared closed and intact. She felt
alittle better.

"Something asin fanged and gruesome?”

"l don't know. I'm over at the Campbells house baby-gitting.”



"Baby-gtting?' Cordeliamadeit sound like leprosy.
"It wasafavor."

"lan't there a Campbel | on the zoning commission over the park development?* Cordelia's tone turned
suspicious.

Corddias knowledge of that surprised Willow. Usudly Corddiashowed moreinterest in fashion and
hairstyles. And heading up the planning committee for the Spring Blow-Out. "Y es, but—"

Corddiashifted into outrage. "Y ou went there to talk about Gallivan Industries and the amusement
park?'

"No. They asked meto baby-sit. | wasgoing to talk to him later.”
"Willow, thisis so beneath you! | can't believe—"

"Corddia, shut up and listen." Willow gasped, feding guilty and totally weirded out as she stepped into
the baby's room. Nothing moved. Please let the baby be aslegp. She crept toward the crib on trembling
legs. "I'm over here and something's going on. | heard these noises, like somebody might have been
climbing ontheroof."

"Probably acat,"Cordeliasaid. "Do they have acat?'
"No. But thelightsare out.”
"Power outages happen dl thetime.”

Giveit up. Will, shethought. Cordy's no help. Willow forced hersdlf to take adeep breath. "1 was
cdling to seeif Xander wasthere."

"No. He's out with his new best bud, Hutch, at the mall. They're coloring comics or something.” Corddia
sounded put out. "And | redlly don't gppreciate the way you're handling this. Y ou and your pathetic
Greenpeace wannabes could redlly endanger our chances of having the Spring Blow-Ouit. If Gdlivan gets
upset, hell ban us from the park. And might | remind you that most of the student body stands with mein
thinking thet is oh-so uncool 7'

"Thisisn't apower outage,” Willow said. "Thishouseisthe only one affected. Every other house has their
lightson.”

"So abreaker broke or afusefizzled. What'sthe diff? Y ou'rein the dark, right? 1 find that very
symbalic."

"I'm worried about what's in the dark with me." Willow stopped at the edge of the baby bed.

"Y our imagination," Cordeliaresponded. "It's lurking everywhere. Y ou're frazzled. Y ou need a party.
Y ou should lay off protesting Gdlivan Industriestill after the Spring Blow-Out.”

"That'son Friday,” Willow said automatically. "They're voting on the rezoning on Thursday. By Friday it
would betoo late to do anything."

"Whatever. Look, I'veredly got to be going now. Lots of plansto make, lots of peopleto cal. They're
going to be talking about this Spring Blow-Ouit for years."

"Don't you dare hang up yet," Willow said. She tracked the flashlight up toward the baby.



"What?' Corddiaasked in disbelief.

Theflashlight spilled light into the baby bed, reflecting from the white paint. The baby looked small under
the covers. Tad was only eight months old. He still dept on his stomach with his butt pushed up into the
ar. Onesmal figt rested at his mouth.

"What did you just tell me?* Cordeliahissed.

Willow released a pent-up breath she hadn't known she'd been holding. She couldn't believe sheld been
so forceful with Corddia. "Look," she whispered into the phone, "1'm sorry. But with dl the noise and dll
those awful movies Xander used to take meto, | guess| waskind of out of line."

"Out of line?' Corddiasnapped. "Y ou were off the map!”

Willow got alittle angry, and it felt kind of good after being so scared. It was good that the baby was
safe, but she il didn't know why the power was off. She played the flashlight over the rest of the room,
checking it out. "Hey, | apologized. 1—"

"Willow!™

Goosebumps crawled onto Willow's neck when she heard the cold, raspy voice echo in the quietness of
the room.

"An gpology isn't acceptable,” Corddiawas saying in her other ear. "Just because | hang out with Buffy
and you guys staking the occasiona vampire and whatever would-be monster or ancient curse that
happens to come aong doesn't mean we're anywhere near the same socid level. Y ou—"

Willow turned back to the crib. The flashlight beam played over Baby Tad.

Hewas sitting up, hislittle round head now too big for his body. He looked like an unfinished sculpture,
kind of soft and doughy around the edges, the way al babies did. He wore a Mickey Mouse deeper. But
his eyes glowed hot green like molten jade. A look of pure evil filled them.

"Willow," Tad said again, milky drool trickling down the sde of hischin. "Weneed to talk."

Chapter Three

Whoops! Looks like | just made the Buffy-et line! Buffy spotted the ambush too late to stop. The two
vampires she had been following charged her from both sides, leaping at her in snarling fury.

She continued on another step, then put on the brakes. Her boots bit into the soft earth, skidding for just
amoment.

Unable to stop themselvesin their headlong plunges, the vampires dammed into each other. They went
down in atangle of aamsand legs. Both of them were young men hardly older than Buffy. They wore
prep school clothing, letting Buffy know whoever had sired them had been hunting in the areas near the
private school .

She drove her stake through the heart of thefirst one. He turned to a pile of dust in aheartbest, his
scream dying in mid-protest.

as

The other vampire, sallow and thin, with abad case of acne showing across the vampiric distortionson



hisface, tried to get to hisfeet.

Buffy stepped forward and roundhouse kicked him in the chest, sorawling him onto the ground again.
Huffing, Giles came up behind him. The Watcher raised the stake.

"Wait!" the vampire begged. "Don't kill me! | haven't even bitten anybody! Thisismy first night!"
Giles stopped, panting hoarsdly.

Buffy strode over to the vampire, who tried to get up. She lightly kicked the top of hishead, bouncing his
head back. " Stay down. | want to know what you're doing here.”

The vampire hesitated.
"Comeon, comeon,”" Buffy saidirritably. "Thisisn't hard. Y ou ever see Dragnet?'

The vampire looked at her with his bloodshot eyes. "Isthat some kind of Vegas show thing?'Causeif it
is, | was never into that kind of Stuff.”

"Dragnet,” Buffy repeated. "Kind of an early NYPD Blue. Heavy into questions and answers. Y ou get to
play dong. | ask, you answer."

"Or you'll dap me on the head?"

"Or I'll stakeyou like abutterfly inbiology class" Buffy promised. It's hard to pull off the
little-lost-boy look with a face only a mommy vampire could love.

The vampirekid shrugged nervoudy. "Okay."

Buffy smultaneoudy kept watch over the darkness around them. Shedidn't for an ingtant believe dl the
vampsin theimmediate vicinity had been dedt with. "What are you doing here?’

"I waswith Brandon. The guy you staked. He told me there was something big going on here.”
"What kind of big?"

"I don't know. | just crawled out of my grave. Thisisdl till kind of new to me." The vampirelooked at
Buffy, then a Giles, asif seeking some kind of empathy. "I mean, you see the movies and stuff, but man,”
he shook his heed, "it redly just doesn't prepare you for thiswhole vampire gig, you know."

"Big," Buffy reminded.

" Supposed to be some kind of group thing down here. | got the impression they were looking for
something. From the way Brandon wastalking about it, | figured it must be pretty intense.”

Buffy tried another tack. "Did he say anything about Gallivan Industries?’
"Whao'rethey?'

Okay, we're on to the next topic. "Sunnydae High's Spring Blow-Out?!

The vampire grinned. " Sounds cool. When'sit going to be?"

Buffy shot him adisapproving look.

Thegrindied. "I guessyou probably wouldn't appreciate party-crashers, huh?'



Buffy showed him an evil smile. "A vampire party-crasher? Sure. Add a stake and they're more fun than
apinaa."

"I'll takeit off my to-do lig."

"Fantastic. What are they looking for?"

"l told you | didn't know," the vampire protested.

"Isit aperson?’ Giles spoke up now. "Or isit something in the ground?'

The vampire looked uneasy. "I'm going to have to guess here.”

"I'll take Guessing for two hundred, Alex," Buffy said.

The vampire nodded. "A few of them brought shovels.”

Buffy looked a Giles. "Treasure hunt?

"Actudly," the Watcher replied, "there's an archeologica dig stein these woods that I've heard about.”
"Y ou'd have figured the newswould have covered it," Buffy replied.

"The amusement park Gallivan Industriesis proposing took precedence. It was an early American Indian
fishing village," Gilessaid. "Some of the professors and students at university here were participaing init.”

Buffy shifted her atention back to the vampire. "Were they digging up stuff from the archeological ste?!
"I never saw anything like that. But we just got here alittle while ago. Maybe we missed it.”

"It's supposed to be alittle further on,” Gilessaid.

"And you know thishow?"' Buffy asked.

"Pathfinder?' Gilestried.

Buffy rolled her eyes.

Giles cleared histhroat. "The papers had amap. I'm sureit'll be clearly marked, and very noticegbleif it
in't. The university managed to get acourt injunction againgt Gdlivan rooting around in that area until
they're ableto finish excavating the area.”

"Then we go check out the dig Site,” Buffy said.
"Cool," the vampire said, getting to hisfeet dowly. "Then everybody's happy? | can go?'

Buffy swung too quickly for the cresture to compensate, burying the stake into his chest and driving it into
the heart beyond.

He opened his mouth to scream but turned into ashower of falling dust.

"He'sgone," Buffy said, feding only alittle bad about what she'd done. The vampire had been ahuman
being a onetime. Maybe he'd been a good one and maybe not. But the thing was, he wasn't human
anymore. "And o arewe. Which way isthisdig thingy?'

Willow tried to speak but couldn't.



Baby Tad glared at her with that impossible molten jade stare. " Willow, why haven't you worked
harder to protect the forest?' he asked in his hoarse, raspy voice.

Findlly, she got her legs to work. She took two steps backward. Not ideal for baby's first words.

Grimacing, the baby jumped up in the bed and grabbed therailing. "No! You won't be allowed to get
away so easily." The cresture gestured with atiny figt.

Abruptly, the door behind Willow dammed shut, sounding like acannon going off in the smal room.
Hands shaking, her mind racing, she dmost dropped the flashlight. She forced her voice to work.
"Wheré's the baby?"

"Willow," it rasped, "you believe in our cause.”

"What cause?" Willow asked. "1 don't know what you're talking about.” She held the flashlight trained on
the creature in the baby bed. Creature, monster—it definitely wasn't a baby.

"You've fought against the transgressor Hector Gallivan,” the creature said. Itsvoice, in spite of the
hoarse raspiness, held aplaintive whine. " You must champion the forest. It must not fall to his cruel
blades, to the smoke-snorting foul beasts that run on tracks which even now sleep in our forest.
You must help us bring the Homestone back so that we can take our proper place.”

"Gdlivan?' Willow repested. Homestone?
"Gdlivan?' Corddiasvoice cameout of theair. "Did you say Gallivan?'

Suddenly remembering the cordless phonein her hand, Willow clapped it to the Side of her face.
"Corddia?'

"What's going on over there?' Cordelia demanded.

"It'sthe baby," Willow whispered. "I mean, it can't be the baby, but it looks like the baby. Whatever itis.
Corddlia, | need help: Get Xander over here. Buffy'snot a home and | can't reach Oz."

"We thought you believed, Willow," the thing in the baby bed told her. " You have your powers. They
bind you more to the natural world than most humans.”

Willow continued backing away, trying to take small steps so the thing wouldn't notice. Small step, he
can't seeyou... small step, he can't seeyou... small step...

"Willow," Corddiawarned, "this had better not be some kind of trick."

"| don't play gags, remember? I've been the punch linedl my life." Willow kept the flashlight shining inthe
molten jade eyes, hoping the brightnessinterfered with itsvison. "Thisisme, Willow. | can't help but tell
thetruth. And the truth isthat amonster has taken over Tad's body.”

"Big sigh,” Corddiasaid with exaggeration. "l need an address."

Desperation. That's the only reason I'm not hanging up on her right now. Willow repeated the
addressthreetimestill shegot it right.

"Don't go away, Willow," the thing pleaded. "Many will be harmed if you refuse to act. The
Homestone must be made."

"Who's going to be harmed?' Besides maybe me. Willow wished she could grow another amto try the



doorknob. Flashlight, phone. Flashlight, phone. Which can | do without?

"Anyone who stands against us," the creature said, shifting agitatedly on the other side of the crib
raling. "We-of-Shadows will be hurt if they can't stop the Gallivan transgressor ."

"What are you talking about?' Willow asked.
The cresture thrust out asmdl fist again.

Without warning, the cordless phone spat out a series of violet sparks. Lost the baby, broke the phone.
Thisisnot a stellar evening. Willow dropped the dead handset and reached for the doorknaob. It
refused to budge.

"You must help us, Willow," the cresture said. " Your work to save the park and the forest has not
escaped notice of your own kind and ours."

"What work?" Willow asked, her mind struggling to make the necessary connections. "The protests
we've done at Wesetherly Park?' Theréd only been two of them so far, both of them kind of pathetic
actually. But they had attracted the attention of the local media, which planned to do afeature on the
protest she'd organized for Wednesday.

"You're fighting the fight of We-of-Shadows," the creature said. ""We wanted to acknowl edge your
efforts.”

"By possessing the baby | was sent here to take care of 7" Willow asked. "Trust me, that's not redlly a
good plan. A card would have been fine."

"We thought perhaps we could help."

Willow drew in abresth, growing alittle more brave thinking about the baby rather than hersdlf. "What
did you do with Tad?'

Thething gazed & her. "What was necessary."
Doesn't sound good. Different tack. "How did you know | was going to be here?

"I didn't. It was merely good fortune. Yours, and ours. You have power as a witch, Willow. We can
help you learn more about that power."

"Redlity check. | want you to release Tad," Willow said.

A hint of sadness darkened the creature'sface. "/ can't do that. Campbell must see the error of his
support of Hector Gallivan. The forest must not be made to suffer .

Willow thought frantically. It would have been so much better if Buffy was here. Buffy had no problem
about knowing what to do—even when she didn't know whét to do.

Another door to the side of the crib led to a small bathroom. She'd beenin it earlier when she'd changed
Tad. At least, | hope that was Tad! Cautioudy, she made her way to the door.

"You must join us, Willow. We can give you the power you need to prevent the cursed mechanical
beasts from ravaging the forest. "The creature turned its baby-szed head in her direction. "Where are
you going?'

Willow darted forward even asthe creature raised its hand. The scent inside the bathroom told her sheld



been right. The potpourri bound up in thelittle straw basket sitting on the sink areaincluded bayberry
leaves.

"Willow!" Working quickly, Willow grabbed the potpourri basket and emptied it into her hand. The
moonlight streaming through the window created barely enough illumination to see by, but she sorted
through the herbs. Since sheld started studying witchcraft, shed learned alot more than the life science
teachers had ever thought about teaching her.

"Willow!" Therailing on the baby bed rattled furioudy. "What are you doing, Willow?'

Separating the bayberry leaves out from the other herbs, Willow reduced the pile to a pinch she could
hold between her thumb and forefinger. / hope this is enough. She walked back toward the creaturein
Tad'sbody. Her heart pounded in her chest. "I... | had to get something," she said.

The creature's nose wrinkled and it sneezed. It was a perfect, baby-sounding sneeze, hardly louder than
acat's. "What?' it asked petulantly. It clung to therailing with both smdll fists. Innocence glowed inits

eyes.

Willow crushed the bayberry leaves between her thumb and forefinger. Then she sprinkled them onto the
cregture. "Bayberry leaves” she said. "And if you know your spdllcraft as much as you think you do,
you'll know that witches useit to break demonic possession.”

The bayberry leaves floated down onto the creature. It snarled in pain and spat angrily. " 1'm no demon!"
it shouted. "No common flesh stealer or mind waster! | am of We-of-Shadows, of the forest!" Where
the bayberry leaves touched it, the creature's baby-soft skin erupted in huge blisters.

Willow dodged back asit flailed at her.
"Filthy human witch!" it growled. "We should have known better than to trust you!"

Willow watched, hypnotized, as the bayberry leaves continued to sizzle against the tender flesh. The herb
melted away, puddling at the creature's feet. It threw its head back and howled again, and olive-colored
skin showed under the baby-pink texture. Two of the bigger blisters on its back suddenly exploded,
releasing apair of gossamer wings that looked deek and shiny as they caught the moonlight.

The creature's features morphed into a twisted, knotted grimace of pain and rage. Its hands and feet
morphed aswell, growing longer and dimmer, equipped with razor-sharp curved talons that shredded the
bedsheets. With acry of rage, it reached down into the bed and picked up asmall, razor-sharp axe. It
legped up into the air, beat the gossamer wings, and sped straight a Willow.

This, Willow thought, this is definitely not good.

Chapter Four

Buffy hunkered down in the shadows on top of the hill overlooking the dig Site. Red flagswith the sedl of
theloca university jutted up from the ground on wire spindles around the excavation site. Mounds of dirt
stood intal cones. Eventheair smelled dirty. Terrific. Rooting around in an overgrown anthill just
tops off the evening.

"Widll, they've been busy," Giles dated.

Buffy nodded. She scanned the forest and the scarred earth in an effort to spot any of the other vampires
possibly prowling the area. She took the broken branches she'd scavenged along the way from her



pockets and dropped them onto the ground. She worked them quickly into shape, shaving them to
crooked points with the lock-back knife she carried. She till couldn't get the Willow and Cordy Situation
off her mind. "Y ou're right about the Blow-Out."

lla.]?l

"Y eah. Things are kind of tense between Willow and Corddiaright now over the Spring Blow-Out.”
Buffy kept peding splinters from the branches, adding athird one to the two she'd aready sharpened,
then reaching for afourth. "Everybody's ready to party, but Willow's really wigging out over losng
Weatherly Park. She grew up here. It means something to her. And then there's this whol e environmental
issuething.”

"She'staking adecidedly more conservational gpproach to things since she became awitch.”
"It's getting in the way of the party."
"And that'swhat it boils down to for you?"

Not exactly, but it'sin the ballpark. Buffy fdt guilty for just amoment. "If Galivan Industries putsthe
amusement park in, it'll add about four hundred jobs to the community. Some of those will be summer
jobsfor peoplemy age." There, that was something positive.

"That's one of the advantages Gallivan Industries has mentioned to the press, | believe," Gilessaid.

"The additiond draw crested by the amusement park will lso help the loca businesses,” Buffy pointed
out.

"That's another of Gdlivan'sarguments.” Gileslooked at her in that totally Watcher way he had of histhat
sometimes put Buffy so on edge. " So do you support your friend, or do you—eh, party?'

"It'snot that smple” Buffy said. But it sure stacks up into an either-or pretty quick. "Cordy's heading
up the Spring Blow-Out organizational committee.”

"Yes" Gilessad, "but | think we can agree that even at the best of times, your relationship with Corddlia
Chaseisn't necessarily the best.”

Buffy reached for another branch. Shefdt tired and bruised from fighting the vampires. Luckily, with her
Sayer's enhanced condtitution, sheid be virtualy unmarked by morning. Giles wasn't so fortunate; held be
hurting for days.

"No," Buffy said quietly, "if | had to pick between them, I'd pick Willow."
"Except that you haven't.”

"Theres gtill what / want to consider. And there's Xander."

"Ahyes, Xander. Where does hefit in?'

"Xander is Willow'sfriend and has been for along time," Buffy replied. "But he'saso now Corddlias
boyfriend. Y ou can do the math on that one."

"He's going to be somewhat conflicted.”

"Morethan likely he's going to sdewith Cordelia.”



"Leaving poor Willow to carry on done.”

Poor Willow? Oh, now that's heaping on the guilt. "Y esh, and that kind of flat-lines the warm fuzzy
I'm supposed to get when | think of the party.”

"| see. However, that doesn't tell me how you fed."
"Confused," Buffy admitted. "Saying's much easier. Find the vamps, stake 'em, and move on.”
"Except daying isn't dl you haveto do.”

"No. What I'm doing out here tonight istrying to clear the decksfor the Blow-Out, If it happens. Asl
told you, | was patrolling the funeral homes and what do | find but one of the workmen who was killed
out heretoday risng up out of hiscoffin." That waswhen sheld caled Gilesin.

"| recal reading about the death in the paper. | thought the workman was electrocuted.”

"That'swhat the news story said,” Buffy agreed. "Maybe it even looked that way. But the medical
examiner missed the big absence of blood. Weve dready noticed how they do that around here, though,
S0 no big surprise. Anyway, the guy rose up and we chatted.”

"Only inthe early stages, they're sometimes not too communicative,” Giles said, remembering.

"And about asfriendly asthelunch ladiesin the cafeteria during a hedth department inspection.” Buffy
gathered her stakes. "He didn't have much to say, but | knew there was a problem. | started wondering
how involved Gdlivanis™

"You're suspicious of him?" Giles asked.

"Gdllivan was sanctioned by the mayor, and it was one of hisworkmen who got taken out a night. After
they were supposed to be off for the night. | also didn't know about the dig.”

"Y es, wdll, those two items shouldn't be connected.”

"Then again." Buffy pointed at thetrio of shadows that moved out from the tredine and walked toward
the dig. Their skin was pasty white under the pale moonlight, and their faces held the bumpy look of
vampires. Two of them carried shovelswhile the third carried apick.

"Interesting,”" Giles murmured, lowering hisvoice.

"Dangerous,” Buffy said. "If the vampires are ftill lurking the night of the Spring Blow-Out they're going to
have achanceat alot of victims. | can't let that happen.” She crept down the incline, staying hidden
among thetrees.

Gilesmoved quietly behind her.

"Thevampires| figure| can handle," Buffy said. "The problem’s going to be how to dedl with Willow and
Corddia That makesrefereeing a Soringer show look easy.” She kept going, dropping into full Sayer
mode as she closed on her prey.

Cordelia Chase put her foot down on the accelerator and burned through atraffic light just asit turned
red. She checked her image in the rearview mirror. Shewastall and had afigure that wasto diefor.
Most of it was smply good genes and being unafraid of atotal commitment to the Look.

Sheld pulled her dark hair back in case Willow's call resulted in some red Slayage, and shewore acerise



turtleneck, a hip-hugging black Spandex mini, and high black boots. Power colors. Sheld even grabbed
three pairs of earrings on her way out the door. Getting the right pair selected and on wastricky while
driving like shewas late for the checkered flag at the Indianapolis 500, but not impossible. Looking good
was never impossible for Cordelia. Never would be.

Corddliapulled hard on the whedl, and punched her cell phone's keypad. She narrowly avoided a sports
utility vehiclewith aPizza Ddlivery sgn onit. She had to check her rearview mirror to make sure shedd
redlly seen tha. Tres gauche, she thought with ashudder. Or thetips are really good. Nah. The tips
will never be that good.

Therewas gill no answer at the Campbells house. She punched the end button and tried another
number.

"Out of ThisWorld Comics," acheery voice sad. "If you're leaving the solar system, let ushelp you
pack."

"|s Xander Harristhere?' Corddiaasked.

"Xander? He was aminute ago. Oh, there heis. Hang on." The phone bumped and rattled, and the
connection faded in and out.

Corddiamade aright turn, screeching around the corner. Why couldn't Buffy be here? She's never
around when you need her. She roared around another corner, till waiting, and felt afamiliar sckening
crunch. Fearfully, she glanced at her steering hand, straightening her fingers out dowly in denid. When
she saw the broken nail, she wanted to scream.

"Hey," Xander greeted her.
"What are you doing there?' Corddliademanded.

"Hanging with Hutch," Xander answered somewhat sullenly. ™Y ou were busy with the Spring Blow-Out
committee, remember?' Hutch worked at the Out of ThisWorld Comics shop in the mall. Xander had
devel oped afriendship with the guy because they shared alot of the same interests. They wereinterests
that Cordeliawould never have.

And Hutch kind of creeped her out. She'd never seen anybody eat as much as he did and never gain an
ounce. He al'so had amore morbid and whacked sense of humor than Xander, and didn't mind if his
remarks hurt people.

"l remember you weren't interested in helping.” Cordeliaeyed the broken nail ruefully. If Willow's not in
trouble, and | mean the blood-spurting kind, she's going to need physical therapy to walk again.

"Surel was," Xander replied. "Up until the point where your answersto my suggestions went from 'l
don't think so' to 'That's just stupid.’ Then, as| recdl, | took my leave and you weren't unhappy to see
mego."

"Wel, if you'd hung around you could be answering this call for help instead of me," Cordeliasaid.

"Who'scdling for help?* he asked shifting from the lighthearted banter to full-blown seriousness. Most
people missad that quality in him, that ability to go from carefree to concerned. Of course, the annoying
thing to Corddiawasthat she couldn't contral it. "Buffy?"

"Willow," Corddiasaid. "She's baby-gtting at the Campbells and caled to tel me the baby turned into
somekind of monger.”



"Did she say what kind?"
"She didn't have time. The phone went dead.”
"IsWillow okay?'

Cordedlia heard the concern in Xander's voice and it grated on her nerves. True, Xander and Willow had
afriendship that went back to atime when they were kids, but he was going to have to put that behind
him sometime. Or at leat, tone it down abit around her. There are, after all, my feelingsto consider.
"I don't know. I'm on my way over there now," shereplied asicily aspossble. "But, just in casg, |
thought I'd call you and let you know."

"I'm gone," Xander promised. His voice rose as he turned away from the phone. "Hutch! Hey, man, can
you give me alift somewhere? I've got your gas covered." He turned back to the phone, hisvoice
clearer. "I'm on my way, Cordy. Be careful till | get there."

"If | was going to be careful, I'd have stayed home. | broke anail.” Cordelia punched the end button and
dropped the phone onto the passenger sest.

Willow ducked and covered her head to avoid theinitid attack. She swung the flashlight wildly in the
direction of the flying creature, which till looked alittle like the baby despite the changes. She missed,
and thankfully it did too.

She pushed up out of her crouch and sprinted for the door. Gripping the knob, she discovered it took
effort to open it, but the door did open. She fled through just as the heavy buzz of the gossamer wings
besting closed in on her.

"Willow!" it cried out in anger and pain behind her.

Something thumped into the door and she glanced back to see what it was. The axehead, no bigger than
her pam, jutted out of the splintered wood of the door.

It means business! she thought. She whirled around and raced for the stairway, grabbing the corner post
and whedling around to descend the stepsin aloud clatter.

The bedroom door gusted open behind her, damming into the wal. Halfway down the steps, she glanced
up and saw the flying cresture in immediate pursuit.

Willow ran down the stairs, barely managing to stay upright with one hand on the banister. Her bregth
camein choked gasps even though she tried to make hersdf stay calm. Calm? Calm doesn't mix with
trying to set a new Olympic record. Sheran acrossthe living room, through the foyer, and to the front
door. She yanked on the door, but it held fast. Reversing direction, she abandoned the door and raced
for the kitchen.

The heavy buzz of the gossamer wings beat the air franticaly after her.

Willow sped around the corner and nearly dipped on the waxed sheen of the hardwood floor. She flung
out ahand againgt the wall and regained her baance, zigzagging around the heavy kitchenidand in front
of her. Pots and pans hanging over the counter caught the outside illumination and their flat surfaces
glittered like a collection of miniature moons.

She flung open the heavy drapes covering the diding glass door that led to the outside patio, her fingers
clawing at thelaich...



Chapter Five

The patio doors wouldn't open. Chest heaving with fear, al out of placesto run, Willow glanced around
the kitchen, then settled on the hanging pots and pans. She edged over to them, keeping thetiled counter
to her back.

Thewinged cregture stayed severa feet away, hovering like abumblebee. The drone of itswingsfilled
the kitchen.

Working on adrendine and anger, Willow darted forward, reaching toward the pots above the counter
even as she saw the creature dart forward. She seized alarge frying pan, gripping thelong handlein both
figts. Still moving, knowing everything depended on speed, she swung the heavy pan at the creature.

The flying creature flapped its gleaming wings harder and rose above the swing. The pan whooshed by,
missing only by inches.

The momentum carried Willow around hard enough to crack tile from the counter. Chips sprayed the
wall. She turned back around, her hair flying into her eyes.

"You will join us, Willow. When the time isright.” The creature drew agnarled hand from the small
leather pouch at its Sde. Gleaming sparkles rained through the air like aminiature radioactive dust cloud.

Dust to dust? It wasn't a cheery thought. Willow tried to avoid it but couldn't. She tried to hold her
breath, but that wasn't possible either. The dust swirled around her head when she breathed in. Yuck!
What was that? She had abrief impression of the hardwood floor coming up to meet her, and then she
didn't know anything. Her last thought was about Tad. Where's the red baby?

Buffy crept to the edge of the excavation site and looked down at the three vampires digging into the soft
black earth. They'd spread out, chopping into the ground in different places.

"Anybody know what thisthing is supposed to look like?' avampire dressed in atennis outfit asked. In
redl life he'd probably have been amiddle-aged stockbroker or an insurance agent.

"Hey Grandpa, Dad wantsto know if we know what we're looking for,” ayounger vampirein
skateboard gear said.

"If we knew," the third vampire said, stepping on his shovel to drive it deeper, "everybody would
probably know. It'd be gone by now." He had been an old man in hislast life, dressed in Bermuda shorts
with high black socks and awrinkled fishing hat.

"Yeah," the young vampire snarled, "but we could dwaystake it from them."
"That'syour answer to everything, isn't it?" the father vampire asked irritably. "Just takeit."

"Hey, Dad, get aclue. We're kind of dead now, and when me and Gramps bring up avictim, | don't see
you turning it away. They aren't exactly giving their blood away, remember? At least, | think that's what
all that kicking and screaming is about.” He cackled maniacally as a sharp crack sounded from the earth.
"Hey, | found askeleton.” He yanked it from the loose earth and scanned it. Obvioudy not finding
anything that interested him, he tossed it aside and went back to digging.

The father vampireignored him. "Think about it. If were digging in theright place, why aren't the others
here digging too?'

The grandpa vampire turned around. "That's what's wrong with your generation. All you want to doisSit



around and whine about how hard you got it. At least your son iswilling to get out there and fight for
what he wantsinstead of Sitting back and getting therapy to understand his needs.”

Dysfunctional in life, dysfunctional in death. Family therapy will no longer help you, Buffy thought.
Knowing it wasn't going to get any better and that she wasn't going to learn anything further, she siood
up, stakesin both hands.

All three vampires turned toward her.

"| redly hate to break up this Halmark moment,” she said, "but I've got abone to pick with you."
The middle-aged man and his son retreated nervoudly.

Theold vampiresface wrinkled in disgugt. "Isthat her?'

"Yeah, Grandpa," the youngest one said. "That'sthe Sayer."

The old vampire shook his head. " She don't look so tough.”

"It'sthe bath oil beads," Buffy quipped. She moved with an economy of motion, stepping over the edge
and dropping into the seven-foot pit.

The old vampire came at her first. Heraised hispick and swung it, intending to drive it into Buffy's skull.
Only she wasn't there when he got there. When he doubled over, following the pick blow, shedrove a
gakeinto hisback, pushing it till it pierced his heart.

"Shot-nosed kids," the old vampire said, straightening to full height again. "' Got no respect for your
elders" Heraised the pick again, but exploded into dust before he could begin the swing.

"Not when they go to pieces over theleadt little thing,” Buffy said. She whirled to confront the remaining
vampires.

Thetennis player hurled his shove at her. The edge gleamed for a split second in the moonlight.

Buffy sdestepped, then reached out and caught the shovel asit passed, stopping it in midflight. She
lunged forward then, throwing it into the vampire's chest, rupturing the heart behind the breastbone asiit
drove through.

The skateboarder came at her, screaming and yelling. Claws and teeth seemed to be everywhere.

Holding astakein each hand, Buffy used them like kama sticks to beeat offal attack. She hit the boy's
hands and feet, knocking them aside, and rained blows on his head till she staggered him. Setting hersdlf,
the Slayer spun and kicked him in the head, putting him back againgt the earthen wall. Before he could
recover, she dammed a stake homein his chest.

"Yes, well... everything okay down there?' Giles asked.

"Yes." Buffy looked at the three piles of dugt, then turned her attention to the excavation pit. "Have you
ever worked on adig, Giles?'

He clambered down into the pit to join her. "A few times. During grad school and for ashort time
thereafter. | did some volunteer work so I'd get a chance to see more of the world. | found it quite
rewarding, actua—"

"Then tell meif you see anything interesting to vampires here." Buffy took a Maglite from her pants



pocket and switched it on. The halogen bulb took away alot of the shadows around them. Bright pits of
metd shone againg the dark earth.

"Wdl," Gilessaid, knedling down, "they made aright and proper mess of it, didn't they?"

"I don't think archeology isacolumnin Good Housekeeping," Buffy said. She yawned, tired and
grainy-eyed. Shetried to remember there was a party that weekend. Maybe. She stayed at Giles's back,
knowing held betotally absorbed in the clutter around him.

To Buffy the items he flicked through with hisfingersjust looked like bits of pottery, arrowheads, beads,
acollection of bones deliberately shaped into some kind of tools. Nothing there held her interest, and she
doubted it held any interest for the vampires either. So why all the rooting around? She hated puzzles
presented by vampires. Puzzles and intrigues meant problems.

"Thisisan interesting dig,” Giles said distractedly. His deft fingers pried still more objectsfrom the
ground. He brushed enough dirt off them to revea what they were, then placed them on the ground. "But
| don't think they're going to find anything out of the ordinary here."

"Y eah, but we've got vampires out here prowling through this. The Daily Double question is why?'

"Apparently that's the only noteworthy distinction thisdig Steis going to have about it." Giles scrambled
to adifferent areaand Buffy followed him with the light.

A crunching noise drew Buffy's attention. " Company,” she whispered. She extinguished the Maglite.

Gileswas haf-focused on something held just found, gazing &t it intently. "More vampires?' he
whispered.

Buffy jumped and pulled herself up to the edge of the pit, peering over. "Worse."
"What?'

Buffy studied the four men in uniform approaching the dig site. They ha/1 guns drawn and moved dowly.
"Gallivan Industries security guards.” She gazed at Giles. "Can't kill them and can't get caught.”

He didn't respond, captivated by whatever he held in his hand.

"Giles" Buffy whispered, dropping back to hisside, "correct meif I'mwrong, but | think thisisthe part
where you tell me we need to get out of here."

"What?' Helooked up at her, lost for only amoment. "Yes. Y es, we must get out of here."

"Any ideas?' Buffy heard the men's voices coming even closer. The security guards were amost on top
of them.

Giles stood up, dodging the ha ogen flashlight beam that sivept over thelip of the pit. "When we get the
chance, run. Very fagt."

Buffy stared at him in disbelief. "Y ou went to Watcher school for that?"

Giles nudged the shove on the ground with afoot. "1 suppose we could alwaystunnel out." He gave her
agmdl amile

"If we were here with Bugs Bunny," Buffy replied. Footsteps crunched closer and more light poured into
the excavation pit. They're going to be on top of us any second, the Sayer redized, and my Watcher



wants to play Dig-Dug.
"Actudly,” Gileswhispered. "I don't think old Bugswould be the answer either.”
Buffy gared a him. "What?'

"Well," Giles gated quietly, "theresthat wrong turn he was awaystaking a Albuquerque.”

Chapter Six

A shiver of fear coursed through Cordelia as she crept toward the Campbell house. She'd found it easily
enough with the address and Willow's directions. She left her car at the curb, the engine running in case
they had to leavein ahurry.

Shetook atense breath. It's okay. If Willow can handle this, you can handle this. Only Willow's not
handling, right? That's why she called. Corddiatried the front door but found it locked.

The privacy fence blocked the way at the side of the house. Muttering bad things about vampiresin
generd and adding afew about Willow in particular, Corddia climbed the privacy fence.

Shed gotten past the security guard at the gate to the devel opment with aminimum of fuss by saying she
was going to aparty and didn't have the exact address. She'd told him she'd recognize the car, but it
belonged to ared party guy who'd remember her. The security guard even had gone to the trouble of
checking her story out, evidently having ashort list of resdents who regularly partied. HEd gotten the guy
on the intercom and holding on to her license asked him if he knew Corddia Chase.

The guy at the other end of the intercom had asked "Corddliawho?' Clearly someone new to the area.
So Corddiahad stuck her head out and told him in her hottest voice, the one that Xander loved so much
to hear over the phone, that they'd met at the Bronze and wouldn't he love to see her again?

The gates had opened in record time.
But if she got caught climbing the fence with a stake in her hand what was she—
"Hey, what'sgoing on?"

Straddling the top of the fence, Cordelia glanced back down and saw Xander standing there. He was
dark and lean, with arebelious and mocking air that clung to him even before helet fly with the sarcastic
commentsthat cameto him so eadlly.

Hutch stood behind him. Corddiatried to think of hislast name and couldn't. She thought it Started with a
W. Hewastaller than Xander and heavier through the shoulders. Hisred hair was spiky. Earrings and
two piercings above his left eyebrow gleamed in the moonlight. He wore khakis and asolid green

collared pullover.

"I'm late for the OklahomaLand Run,”" Corddiasaid. "Tom Cruise was supposed to meet methere.”
"I can seel've caught you a a bad time. Whereés Willow?'

"She hasto beinsde. The front door'slocked."

Xander nodded. He raised the lever on the gate and opened it. "Gate's not.”

If he wasn't so worried about Willow, Cordelia knew held have laughed at her. Not long, because he
aso knew shewouldn't put up with it. "Get me down.”



Xander reached up for her and helped her down insde the Campbells yard.
"So what'sthe gig?' Hutch asked. His voice was smooth. A natural singer's voice, Cordeliathought.

"I don't know," she answered, leading the way through the flowers and shrubsto the redwood patio. "I
just got here. How'd you get here so fast?"

"Hutch. Had to catch aride from the mall, remember?’ Xander jerked athumb over his shoulder at his
friend. "Hisfamily comes from along line of moonshine runners. High speed to himiislike shopping to
you."

"Plus" Hutch said, "the mal's closer thisway than the way you had to come."

"If I'd known you'd get here so fast,” Corddliasaid, "1'd have stayed home and you could have called me
to let me know how everything turned out."

Xander ignored her.

She knew he was aware that some of the tough exterior she exhibited wasfase. A girl had to betough if
shewas going to survive at or near the top of the heap. And Cordedliahad her eye on the crown.

"Somebody hasaflord fixation," Xander griped in awhisper asthey crept through the flowers, shrubs,
and vines.

"Therés nothing wrong with plants,”" Hutch said.

"Not in moderation." Xander paused at the patio's edge, then vaulted therailing, landing dmost
soundlesdy.

"Somebody want to tell me why we're being so quiet?' Hutch asked. He linked his handsfor Corddiato
gepinto.

Corddiastepped into his hands and felt hersdlf lifted eadly. "Willow thought she heard aburglar.”
"Any reason why she didn't call the security guards?' Hutch asked.
Cordelialooked at Xander, who managed to shrug while flattening himsalf beside the glass patio doors.

"Library fines?" Cordeliasuggested. Hutch was busy climbing over the Sde of the devated patio, trying
not to make any noise.

"Right," Xander said, giving her apained look. "Library fines. Late books, misuse of zeaoudy guarded
library property, double-checking in the reference section.”

"Right," Hutch said. He glanced at the stake in Corddias hand. "Why are you carrying the stick?"
Corddlialooked at it. Uh-oh. "l foundit."
"And thought it would make afamily heirloom?"

"I was done and there might have been aprowler. | didn't exactly find alaser gun lying around.” There's
not much you can say to that, she thought. She glanced at Xander, who was peering around the side of
the door through the glass.

"Willow's on thefloor in there!™ Abandoning dl caution, he stepped in front of the door and reached for



the handle. He yanked on the door, but it didn't open.

"Let me," Hutch said. When Xander stepped away, he gripped the handle and twisted. Muscles corded
in hisarm and. the handle and the lock ripped away.

"Wow," Corddiasad. "Remind me not to shake hands with you. Ever."
Hutch tossed the handle and lock to the side. " Always been strong.”

Xander pressed the glass door, ralling it back on itstracks with abang. Corddiafollowed himinside,
covering hisback. Xander kndlt on the floor beside Willow and took her gently into hisarms.

Watching them, Cordelia experienced a short but unpleasant pang of jealousy. Some days she didn't
understand what attracted her to Xander, but other days she was envious of the time heldd spent with
Willow and how closely they'd gotten to know each other. She sometimes wondered if she and Xander'd
ever bethat close, ever get past the boy-girl thing. Not that the boy-girl thing was bad, because it wasn't
and she enjoyed it or she wouldn't have been there.

"Isshe okay?' Corddiaglanced around the room, the stake tight in her fist, but she didn't see anything.
Of course, you don't always get to see it coming, do you? The thought sent ashiver aong her spine.

"She's coming around,” Xander said. The note of relief in hisvoiceirritated Corddiaat the sametimeit
took away some of the worry about Willow.

Blinking and looking groggy, Willow peered up a them. "The baby,” she said. "I've got to find the baby."
Suddenly frantic, she struggled to get to her feet but couldn't.

"Wait," Xander ordered. "I'll go check on the baby. Whereishe?"

"That thing took him, Xander. | was supposed to watch him and | et him get taken away! It'sal my
fault!"

"Get ready to move," Buffy advised. "Fast." She scooped up ahandful of loose dirt. "When this Sarts,
you run back to the car. I'll catch up.”

Reuctantly, the Watcher nodded. "On your mark, then."

The footsteps approached the edge of the excavation pit. Dirt and loose rock rained down over the side.
"Now!" Buffy said.

Giles broke and ran for the other side.

Stretching up, Buffy let fly with her handful of dirt. It smacked the security guard in the face, clouding his
eyes.

"Help!" heyelled. "Over here!" Hefired hispistol twice. Luckily, the bullets only killed tree branches.

Springing up, Buffy caught the edge of the excavation pit with her palms and pulled hersdf up. Shethrew
aswinging leg block at the security guard and knocked him from hisfeet. Ashefdl, she plucked the
pistol from his hand, broke open the cylinder and dumped the shells, then threw the weapon away. One
down, three to go.

The other guards came on the run. Their flashlight beams splashed againgt the dirt mounds, zipping across
her too fast for them to get alock on her. Gunshotsrang out.



"Hdt!" one of them yelled, firing again. "Halt, or well shoot!"

Shoot? Snce when are rent-a-cops allowed to shoot? And isn't that halt warning supposed to
come just a little ahead of a Dirty Harry-style barrage? Buffy ducked her head down and ran,
narrowly staying ahead of the line of bulletsthat bit into the ground at her heels. Sheran in the opposite
direction Gileswent, heading for the trees.

One of the guys must have been atrack star because he ran at her from the side, closing the distance
rapidly. "I've got him! I've got him!" Hislight whipped across Buffy's eyesfor just an instant, blinding her.
Then he dropped a heavy hand on her shoulder.

Before he could start pulling, Buffy grabbed histhumb and yanked hard. Something popped, but she
didn't think she'd broken histhumb. He yelped and let go, but he kept up the chase with the others.

Buffy leaned into her strides, depending on her Slayer abilities and congtitution. She began along loop
back to where they'd left Giless car. Now if there just aren't any more vampires along the way, and
if I don't beat Giles back to the car, we should be good to go.

Willow looked at the empty bed where Tad had been. At least, | hope it was Tad. | fed him. | redly
hope it was Tad.

The only thing that remained in the bed was the eerie skin that peeled off the creature when the bayberry
leavestouched it. Xander played aflashlight over the puddle of goop lying there on the crisp white
sheets. He took apen from his pocket and used it to lift the shedded flesh.

Theflesh, or whatever it was, oozed from the end of his pencil and plopped back onto the bedshest.
"Now that's disgusting,” he said.

"That," Willow said in ashaky voice, "may have been Baby Tad." Tearswet her eyes.
"Hey," Xander said softly, "don't even be thinking like that."

"| fedl s0 helpless,” Willow said, gazing at the empty bed. "1 was supposed to be here to take care of
him."

"It probably won't make you fed any better, Will," Xander said, "but | don't think most babysitters would
have been prepared for this. | mean, this probably isn't covered in the handbook under the old 'Baby
Turnsinto aWinged Monster' section.”

"What am | going to do?' Willow asked. Shefet hersdlf cratering, no longer ableto hold it together.

Xander reached for her and took her into hisarms. "Were going to do what we can,” he whispered into
her ear. "Nothing less. | promise.”

Buffy raced out of the forest to Gilesslittle foreign car. The Watcher sat behind the whed, examining
something he held in hishands.

Still sprinting, her breath coming rapidly, Buffy reached the car and opened the door. She dropped into
the passenger seet, gasping. "Drive," she said. "One of those guys back there must be some kind of

Olympic hopeful "

"Of course." Giles pocketed whatever it was he held and turned the key. The engine grinded afew times
in aspirited effort to Sart.



Glancing over the back seat, Buffy watched the security guard who'd been on her hedls suddenly explode
from the dense foliage. He fired two rounds. One of them hit Giless car in thetaillight. "Hat or I'll shoot!”
heydled.

"Decent of himtowarn us," Giles said, pumping the accelerator. The engine caught. With the dense forest
infront of them, there was no way to drive forward. He had no choice but to go back along the side road
past the security guard. He peered through the back window and hesitated. The security guard ran
draight for them.

Buffy dammed her foot home on top of Giless on the accelerator. Thelittle car shivered but the engine
performed vaiantly, spewing gravel asit sped backward.

"Drive" Buffy sid. "Hesfagt. Trust me.”

Gileshandled the car easily. A surprised look flitted across the security guard's face, then he threw
himsdlf to one Sde, vanishing into the dense brush asthey roared past with aclatter and thump of muffler
and shocks.

"Buffy's ill not home, but | reached her mom." Willow glanced up at Xander. "Did you tdl her what was
goingon?'

Xander shook his head. "I didn't see any reason to. There's enough weirdness going on with Bully'slife
that | figure her mom doesn't need to know it dl."

"Any luck getting ahold of the Campbells?' Cordeliaasked, waking into the room with Hutch at her
heds

"No," Willow said, feding trapped and hel pless. Cold dread lined the pit of her ssomach like she'd drunk
a Sushieway too fast. For a minute she thought she was going to be sick. She glanced at thelist of
numbers she'd gotten from the Campbells before they'd Ieft. Six numbers of potentia placesthey'd be,
including their car phone, and she wasn't able to reach them.

Xander sat beside her on the couch and draped an arm across her shoulders. "They'll turn up.”
"We couldn't find any sgn of the flying whatever-it-was," Corddiasaid.

"But the doorswere dl locked," Willow said. Noticing thejealous gleam in Corddids eyes, she gently
pulled away from Xander. "It couldn't have gotten out. It hasto be here! We haveto find it and makeit
tell uswhere Tad id"

"Will," Xander said softly, "we looked. Corddialooked, Hutch looked, and | looked." He clenched his
fist and returned her gaze full measure. "It'sjust not here.”

Theslencethat followed that statement hung heavy and ill.

A knock sounded on the door and Hutch let two security guardsin. They wore patchesthat identified
them as part of the Wingspread development.

"Y ou the guys who called in the missing baby?" the older guard asked.

"Yeah," Xander said. "Can you help us?'

The man nodded and got a quick description of Tad.

"It's happened again,” the younger security guard said, showing fear and disbelief on hisface. "Gali-van's



going to have our badgesfor this."
"What's happened again?' Xander asked.

"Nothing," the older guard said, dapping his partner on the shoulder and starting him toward the door.
"Y ou guys stay hereand let ushandlethis. If wefind anything, you'll know about it."

Xander looked a Willow. "They said again.”
Willow nodded, not understanding.

Then the phone rang and she thought she was going to jump out of her skin.

Chapter Seven

It'sbeen ablagt, Giles. Well haveto do it again sometime.” Buffy looked a her Watcher more intently
when he didn't respond. They'd Ieft the park only afew minutes ago and were now stopped at the curbin
front of Buffy's house. "Maybe next time you can bring your attention span. Y ou know, the polite part of
you that remembers'm ill breathing?

Giless attention seemed consumed by the objects he had in his hands. The silence eventualy got through
to him even though her words didn't. He looked up at her. "'l apologize. I'm probably more distracted
than | should be."

"Point." Buffy glanced at the objects he held, recognizing them as the ones held found back at the park.
"Did you take those from the excavation Ste?'

Gileslooked embarrassed. "Yes, | must admit | did.”

"Y ou compromised the integrity of that dig Site," Buffy accused, only hafway serioudy. "While you were
lecturing me about your experiences on the archeological digs you went on, you said the dig siteswere
supposed to bein violet or ultraviolet or whatever."

"Inviolate. But the circumstances here are extenuating.”
Buffy folded her arms. "That sounds like a cop-out.”

"Buffy," he said with atrace of annoyancein hisvoice, "theitems| took clearly are not of
American-Indian origin. In fact, if I'm correct, they're Russian.”

"Andthat'sabig ded?'

Gilesmade aface. "The Russians were keenly interested in the North American fur trade a onetime
during the period this country was being settled. So perhapsit's not al that awe-inspiring. But this piece
does represent an anomaly. Since the vampires were there aswell, my firgt inclination wasto keep this
gnceit didn't fit." Switching on the overhead light, he revealed the object. Black corrosion covered the
dimtube. Caps at either end held weirdly shaped characters. "' had to scratch the corrosion off to get at
theletters, but they're part of the Cyrillic aphabet. The aphabet of the—"

"Russans,” Buffy said. "Got that. How many Russan vampires are hanging out over here?”

"None that I'm aware of. Though that's not to say that an artifact can't have been left here that's worth
investigating. Thistubeisactudly silver. Y ou can tell by the black corrosion. It'sthis color from
prolonged exposure to sdtwater, and | find that—"



"Giles" Buffy said, stopping his conversation by counting off on her fingers. "Test. Laundry. Spring
Blow-Out. The friendship metdown with Cordeliaand Willow. Seep. | likeyou and I'm glad you got
something that just mystifies the heck out of you, but that's not me. Historical mysteriesarereally low on
my persond interest lig.”

Gilesregretfully dipped the tube into his jacket pocket. "Understood. I'll see you in the morning.”

Buffy got out and went up to the porch. Gileswaited by the curb till she used her key and let hersdlf into
the house. That's so sweet, she thought, feding guilty shed cut him off short. She should have listened to
him alittle longer and let him enjoy hismoment of glory. Should've, would've, could've. She knew Giles
understood.

She walked back to the kitchen, thinking about some kind of snack. Chocolate sounds really good
right now. Maybe there's a piece of that cake Mom brought home |eft.

The light in the kitchen was on. Intrigued, Buffy dropped her backpack on the sofa and walked into the
room. Her mom sat at the kitchen table with afresh cup of coffee.

"Mom?What areyou doing up?' Asif | don't know this has got to be bad.
"Willow called. There's been sometrouble.”

Buffy jogged to the curb in front of the Campbells home and dowed. Her somach wasal crawly from
nervousness and dodging the guards at the main gate. The porch aready held a crowd that included
Willow, Cordelia, Xander, Oz, and Hutch.

"Thanksfor coming, Buffy," Willow said. Her cheekslooked shiny and her eyeslooked like she'd been
aying.

"Hey," Buffy said softly, "you knew I'd be here. | just wish | could have been here sooner. Mom said you
got ahold of the parents.” She sat beside her. Willow had been such asource of quiet strength for her
during their friendship, she hated to see her so knocked down. " So when are the police going to be
here?'

"I don't know," Xander spoke up. "Wetold the security guards and they said they'd handle things."

"A kidnapping, especidly achild's" Oz said on the other sde of Willow, "that doesn't just stop with the
police. It goesto the FBI too. Pretty much automaticaly with al the new lawsthat are out to protect
kids. The security guards here were talking about how thiswasn't thefirgt kidnapping in the
development.”

"Not thefirst?" Buffy was confused and even more scared. "1 haven't heard anything about it in the
news."

Oz nodded. "Neither has anybody e se. Creepy, huh?'

"Somebody's sonewaling somebody,” Xander said. " Parents wouldn't keep quiet about their kids getting
taken without somebody putting alot of pressure on them.”

Buffy slently agreed, fedling even worse because Willow had gotten caught up in something so bad. Who
would be taking babies, and why? And why wasn't anything being said about it?

A long black sedan whedled to astop in the Campbdls driveway. All the Sayerettes went on dert at
once.



A man who looked big enough to play professiona football got out from behind the whed. Hewore a
dark suit and, despite the lateness of the hour, wraparound dark sunglasses.

Another man got out on the other sde. He wore sunglasses and adark suit aswell. They both buttoned
their jackets, and from the way the cloth hung, Buffy waswilling to bet they carried concedled pistals.
Secret Service?Mafia?Military?Their moves were crigp and clean.

The driver went back to the rear door and opened it. He scanned the neighborhood while helping a
woman and aman out, then stood guard over them asthey headed for the door.

"l want my baby, Bryce! | want my baby!" the woman cried and held on to the man beside her. She was
afew pounds overweight but <till had agood figure and knew how to dressfor it. He wore a pinstriped
three-piece suit, wire-rimmed glasses, and areceding hairline that branded him as a corporate executive.

He approached Willow, holding on to hiswife.

Gray worry linesmarked hisface. "It's okay, Willow, you can go," he said gently. He handed her an
envelope.

Willow, Oz, and Buffy had risen to their feet.
"I can go?' Willow repesated. "Don't you want meto stay around and answer questions from the police?

"WEell interface with the local authorities,” the taller bodyguard said. "There's nothing you can do here.
Unlessyou can name the people who did this.”

"A person didn't do this™ Willow blurted.
Now that's going to draw some interesting questions, Buffy thought.

Mrs. Campbell suddenly pushed away from her husband, weaving unsteadily toward Willow. "Did you
seeit?' shedemanded. "Did you see the thing that took my baby?'

Before Willow could answer, though, Mr. Campbell pulled hiswife back to him. She fought againgt him
briefly, but he whispered something that quieted her.

Mr. Campbdl| turned to Willow. "The doctor prescribed amild sedative. It's hitting her harder than we'd
anticipated." Heled her away.

The bodyguards formed awall on the porch. "Timeto go," the big guy said.

That's a definite cue. Gently, Buffy led Willow away, turning that job over to Oz once he stepped up.
"I'll take her home," Oz volunteered. "Make sure she gets something to eat.”

Buffy nodded. "Sure." She glanced back at the big house, totaly mydtified.

Xander dropped into step with Buffy, one arm around Corddia, who accompanied him. Hutch fell in
behind them. "Let me seeif I've got this straight. Willow gets hired to baby-sit baby. Watches baby.
Watches baby turn into some kind of monster thing. It disappears. Mom and Dad come home way later
than you'd think caring parents should after they're told about the abduction of their son. They also have
Muitt and Jeff, two redlly mean looking guys whao're zed ous about guarding the Campbells. They don't
cal the police. They don't call the FBI. That about sum it up?'

"Y$"



"I canh sumit up for you in oneword,” Corddiasad. "Weirdness." She smiled. "But, lucky for us, thisisn't
our problem anymore."

Buffy nodded rductantly, her thoughts whirling. She knew she couldn't just let go of the thing now. Even
if shewas able, Willow wouldntt. It only took one glance at her friend to know that.

Corddialooked meaningfully at Buffy. "Trandation: thisisn't your problem ether. Moving on to more
cheery news, have you decided what you're going to wear to the party Friday night?"

Willow shot Corddiaalook of disodief, but being Willow, she didn't actually give vent to any of her
shock.

Let it go, Buffy told hersdlf. Thisis Cordelia. She livesin her own world. "Actudly,” shesaid, "I've
been meaning to talk to you about that." Maybe it wouldn't hurt to burst her bubble. Just a little.

"Tel meyou're not going to throw in with the tree-huggers,” Corddiasaid. "Greenis not a color
someone with your coloring would want to spend any redl time with."

"Look," Bury said. "Therés another problem. Vampires are gathering around Wesatherly Park, and
they're looking for something. If wetry to have the party there while that's going on, the only party favors

well be passing out will be body bags."

Baby Tad smiled up at Willow, kicking his tiny boots as she rubbed lotion onto his skin. The clean
smell of the baby, so fresh, made her smile back. He felt soft and vulnerable in her hands.

She lifted him up when she had him dressed again, talking to himin that singsong voice she'd
learned all babies liked. He gurgled at her, laughing so hard his eyes watered.

Then, without warning, he reached a small fist up and tore one of hislittle chubby cheeks off,
revealing the creature within.

"Willow," the creature promised, "we're not done with you."
Willow screamed—

And woke up in the darkness of her own bedroom. Shefelt her heart hammering inside her chest, and
was cold despite the blankets covering her.

Sowly, afraid something was going to jump out at her, she craned her head around to scan the room.

The dock/radio by the bed said it was 2:17 am. She closed her eyes and tried to go back to deep. She
knew it wasn't going to happen. Bone-tired, she staggered from her bed and into the hallway. She went
to the bathroom by memory, wanting a glass of water for her dry throat.

Her heart till hammered when she turned on the light and filled one of the disposable cups hanging on the
wadl. As shedrank, she glanced at the mirror above the sink.

Baby Tad stood in there, something he wasn't bleto do inredl life. It's scrying. It's a witch thing...
only without the surface of water that's usually needed to scry. Willow forced herself to keep from
totally fresking and tried to study the scenereveding itsdf to her.

Fog shrouded the area where Baby Tad was, but she got the distinct impression there were alot of
plants around him. He stuck dl thefingers on hisright hand into his mouth and sucked on them. He
waved, then turned around and walked away, disappearing into the fog and shrubbery.



Bresking free of the trance that held her while she looked into the mirror, Willow retregted to her room,
turned on thelight, and did the only thing she knew to do when things turned totally weird and scary. She
cdled Buffy.

Buffy walked through the hallways of Sunnydae High like azombiethe next morning. It was after first
period and she gtill wasn't awake. Sheld talked to Willow for nearly three hours last night—make that
this morning—trying to keep her friend calm.

Smothering ayawn, the Slayer walked into the schoal library, crossed the room, and sat on one of the
chairs across from the main desk. She held her bookstightly, trying to offset the chill that threstened to
cdamher.

"You look terrible" Giles said.

"Thanks," Buffy replied. She noticed the dark circles under Giless eyes and grew concerned. Despite the
physica dangers shefaced on aregular basis, she knew the Watcher frequently pushed himself to the
limit aswdl. "Didn't you get any deep lagt night?"

"Very little. The studies | entered into turned out to be quite demanding. But those hours last night appear
to have been timewd| invested, if not entirely rewarding.”

"Y ou found out why the vamps are so interested in the park?" Buffy's spiritsrose.

"No. But | did find out thetube | discovered thereis definitely Russian.” Giles reached back into the
office and opened his desk drawer. He took a baggie containing the silver cylinder out and laid it on the
desk. "It'squiteinteresting.”

"Meaning it has nothing at al to do with vampires.”
The Watcher gave her awry amile. "Unfortunately, no. But it does prey on the imagination.”

"Not the imagination of thisone. Weve aso got another bit of weirdness going on.” Quickly, Buffy
outlined the events that had happened at the Campbell house. Captivated by the story, Giles|eft the sllver
cylinder on the desk. As Buffy was finishing the story, Willow and Oz joined them.

"The parents requested you not go to the proper authorities?' Giles asked when shefinished. "That's not
right. They could be exposing the child to even more danger.” He turned his attention to Willow. "Can
you describe the creature?’

Willow did, in great detail, accompanied by shuddering that prompted Oz to drop hisarm over her
shoulders.

"Y ou're sure you've never seen anything likeit?" Giles asked. "Y ou've seen nearly as many of the books |
keep hereas| have."

Willow shook her head. "Trust me, I'd know if | saw that thing before. And I'll know if | seeit again.”
"Let'splan on not seeing it again,” Oz told her.

"You sad it knew you?' Giles perdsted.

"It called me by name. It told me that what | was doing for the park was good, but it wasn't enough.”

"The park?" Gilesrepested, glancing a Buffy. Y ou didn't tell me about this."



"That's because | wasn't told,” Buffy responded. During her association with the Watcher, sheld gotten
good at ddivering details even when sheld only gotten abrief glimpse of something.

"I guess| kind of forgot it in al the confusion,” Willow admitted. "Actudly... it ssid what | was doing for
the forest, not the park.”

"Buffy told meit changed shape.”
Willow nodded. "When | dropped the bayberry leaves on it. Bayberry isaherb that witches use to—"

"To free someone from the power of another,” Gilessaid. "1 know. Maybe the cylinder | found last night
doestieinto this. Tell me, are you familiar with the legend of the Changding?’

Chapter Eight

"That's one of the most prevalent myths about faeries,” Willow said, locking her eyes with the Watcher's.
"Do you think Tad was a Changdling?'

Faeries? Changeling? "Hold it," Buffy said. "Time out. Redlity check.” She glanced from Gilesto
Willow. "I'mlost. Vampires, | know. Same with zombies, mummies, and ahost of other mondo uglies,
but thiswhole Changeling thing throws me. Isit like the time that Xander joined the hyena pack?'

"No," Gilesanswered. "That was demonic possession, not changelings. Thereésabig difference. What do
you know about faeries?!

"They'relittle guys" Buffy said, thinking back to her childhood when such things had fascinated her.
"Wings. They hidealot, play tricks on you. Maybe wear green most of thetime?" Not sure about that
one. "Have athing for shoes and teeth?' Those, she fdt, were dead-solid locks.

Gilessghed. "Didn't you read faery taleswhen you were growing up?'
"We had dternate entertainment that didn't involve reading. Smurfs, Scooby-Doo, Duck Tales—"

"Enough. Trust mewhen | say there are dozens of different faeries that have been written about during
centuries of literature.”

"Thisisgoing to be the every-child-should-be-issued-a-library-card riff, isn't it?" Buffy asked.

"I'll forgo that smple pleasure. In al of the narratives concerning faeries, we are shown there are basically
two kinds of faeries”

"Good ones and bad ones," Buffy said, perking up. "See? I'm aquick study.”

"That's because when it comesto daying,” Xander said as he joined them, "that's about al thereis of
anything. What are we talking about?*

"Gilesthinks| saw afaery last night,” Willow said.

"Will, you're taking entirely too much comfort in that answer,” Buffy said. Or maybe she wasjust entirely
too uncomfortable withit.

Willow turned on her. ™Y ou drive stakes through the hearts of vampires on adaily—make that,
nightly—bas's, and you're trying to talk me out of bdieving in faeries? Don't go Scully on me, Buffy."

"You'reright," Buffy said, acknowledging her lack of open-mindedness. "l just don't want thingsto get



any more out of hand than they dready are.”

"They cant,” Willow sad quietly. "Tad ismissing.”

Buffy nodded, understanding. Oh Willow, | just wish you realized this can't be your fault.

"Hey," Xander said in the silence that followed, "I always liked the story about the cobbler and the elves.”

"Elves" Gilessaid, seizing the opportunity to steer the conversation again. " They're consdered by some
expertsto be another incarnation of fagries. Along with pixies and brownies. Myths and legends have
been around abouit the little people ever since people started exchanging stories. Beginning with
pre-Christian cultures researchers believe fagries were made up to explain acts and forcesin nature. The
Celts were among those who postul ated faeries were actudly spirits of the dead, drawn from their
graves. In lcdland, Norse mythology had it that maggots turned into Light and Dark elves.”

"Good and evil," Bury said, getting attention back to the fact that she knew her Stuff.

"Exactly. Asyou know from your own existence, Buffy, there are forces a work that congtantly aign
champions of the Light and Dark. Though, that is not to say that those champions are incorruptible or that
those of the dark are without salvation. Post-Christian mythology suggests that faeries were created when
Eve was washing her children and God came calling. Not wanting the dirty children revealed, she hid
them in the forest. When shewas asked if dl the children were present, she replied in the affirmative.
Then God punished her for lying and for hiding the children, telling her that the onesthat shed hidden
would forever remain hidden from the eyes of men.”

"Now therésastory to tell your kidswhen it comesbath time," Xander said. "It beats al that stuff you
hear about potatoes growing in your ears.”

Buffy pointed to anearby chair. "St."
Xander sat.

"There are other stories," Willow went on, "that suggested faeries were unbaptized children, falen angels,
or druidswho refused to convert from their pagan beliefs.”

"Exactly,” Giles agreed. " Science even got into the act with their own explanation, suggesting that when
the Cdtsinvaded some of the landsin northern Europe they fought againgt arace of much smaler

people.”
"Picts?' Oz asked. "They were small and around at about the sametime.”

"Quite possibly." Gilesbrightened at the idea someone other than Willow knew thisterritory. "At any
rate, the speculative historians suggest that the legends not only of faeries but dso of giants came from
those encounters. Traditiondly, iron wegpons harm faeries. At that time, the Celts had iron wegpons
whilethe smdler race didn't.”

"Interesting,” Buffy said in away that suggested it was not. "How doesdl of thishelp uswith Will?*

"Wings" Willow said. "Mogt faeries have wings. That thing last night had wings. It dso hit me with some
kind of dugt. | remember it reaching into alittle leather pouch it had and flinging it into my face.”

"That's another really common theme concerning fagries,” Giles said. "Faery dust that makes mortals
deep. But the biggest connection we seem to have here is the myth of the Changding.”



"That's where they traded afaery baby for ahuman baby, right?' Oz asked.

"Yes" Gilesanswered, clearly pleased. "One of the best and greatest tricks of the faerieswasto replace
faery children for human children. These changdings, if you will, looked exactly like the children they
replaced. Except that they were supposed to have huge appetites, malicious natures, and some kind of
deformity. Did you notice any deformities on the child you baby-sat last night?”

Willow shook her head. "No. He was just the perfect baby. He smelled clean and fdlt soft. He wasredly
no trouble at al." Her voice broke. "I'm sorry. It'sjust that—just that—"

"Weknow, Will," Buffy sympathized.

"Therésmoretoit,” Willow said to Giles. "Buffy aready knows because| called her last night. | had a
vison—"

"Or maybe adream,” Buffy put in.
"Or maybe adream,” Willow agreed. "But it didn't fed like adream.”
"Tdl mewhat you think you saw," Giles encouraged.

Willow explained about Tad and the plants. "1 think it wasavision,” shesaid. "I haven't redly
experimented with scrying, but | know what it is.”

"l don't," Xander said.

"Scrying," Willow said, "isan art attributed to witches. By looking into abowl of water, acrystd bal, or
any kind of reflective surface, atrained witch can see other places or other times. The past and the
future

"But you're not atrained witch," Xander pointed out.
"She'sgot ills" Oz sad. "Wevedl seenthat.”

It'strue, Buffy redized. They've saved our lives more than once. We don't know what Willow's full
capabilitieswill be.

"Assuming that it wasavison,” Gilessaid, "you must ask yoursaf why you observed it. Y ou weren't
actively pursuing such athing.”

Willow shook her head.

"Okay, let's|eave that there for the moment, shall we?' Giles leaned forward and picked the silver
cylinder from the desk. "Buffy and | know from observation last night that severd of the vampiresin the
areaare actively seeking something in or around Weetherly Park. During our excursion last night,
chance provided mewith this" He spilled the corroded silver cylinder from the baggie onto the table.

"Y ou took that from the excavation site?' Xander asked.
"It didn't belong,” Gilesreplied, dightly defensive.

"Bet the people responsible for getting al that stuff out of the ground don't fed that way about it.” Xander
grinned smugly, giving hiswho's-in-hot-water-this-time [ook.

"Asit turns out, the information contained within this cylinder may comein handy now." Giles carefully



pried one end of the cylinder off, revedling the hollow recessinside. He tapped it a couple times, then
tightly rolled sheets of some kind of writing paper came ot.

"What isthat?" Buffy leaned forward.

"A journd," the Watcher replied, "written on vellum. Cured shegpskin, to be exact." He carefully placed
the sheets on the desk and held them spread out with one hand. "Nearly al of it isin Russian. You can
recognize the Cyrillic aphabet quite easily.”

"Of course," Buffy deadpanned. "Do you read Russan?"

"Not enough to get through dl of this" Gilesadmitted. "But | picked up enough to dlow meto get the gist
of what's contained on these sheets. I've contacted people who might be able to do acomplete
trandation. I'll know morethisevening.”

"Sogiveit up," Xander said.

"Primarily these deal with warnings. However, | was able to decipher abit more. It warns of an unearthly
terror."

Yadda yadda yadda, Buffy thought.
"Did you get anameto go with that?' Oz asked.

"No. I'm hoping the people I've contacted will be ableto help with that. I'm certain whatever it iswill be
named in thistext. But thereis another word | was able to recognize. Domovoi ."

"What'sthat?' Buffy asked.
Gilesspped histea. "It'saRussan fagry.”
Xander shifted in his chair uneasily. "Heads up, people, we're about to be approached by the Gestapo.”

Buffy turned toward the door and watched as Principal Snyder entered the library. An unexpected visit
of this sort we don't need.

"Mr. Giles" Snyder said unctuoudly, "and some of my more favored sudents.” He offered asmile totally
devoid of sincerity. "I don't know if you've heard the Storiesyet, but it appears there was something of a
hoo-raw that took placein Weeatherly Park last nighty.”

"When?' Buffy asked before she could stop hersdf. Was it the security guards we saw last night? She
hoped it wasn't her fault.

"Miss Summers, | didn't know you had such an interest in current events. To answer your question, I'm
told that afew of our students engaged in vanddism at the excavation site near Weetherly Park some
time after midnight.”

It wasn't us. Buffy bresthed asilent Sigh of rdlief.
"Asaresult,” Snyder went on, "Mr. Gdlivan is doubling the security.”
Great, Buffy thought sourly, more vampire kibble.

"Also," Snyder continued, "the school isno longer in apaosition to sanction in any way the Spring
Blow-Out that so many of you may be looking forward to." He smiled broadly. "Y ou have my



condolences. I'll be making the announcement public in the next few minutes.”
"How do they know it was someone from this school 7" Xander asked.

"Mr. Harris," Snyder said, " Gallivan Industries security guards caught the students responsible for
sabotaging the bulldozers, and they identified them. Theré's no question about what school they're from.”
He switched his gaze to Willow. "I believe they were associates of yours, Miss Rosenberg. Possibly
some of the same people you staged your Protest in the Park and for the Park with last week. And if |
find out you had anything to do with organizing that attack againgt Gallivan Indudtries, I'll seethat you're
charged aswdll."

When Snyder turned smartly on hished and |eft the library, Buffy let out abreath. Well, at least there's
Nno reason to worry about the vampires getting more students.

Xander looked at Willow. 'Just a peaceful demonstration,’ you said. ‘Somebody hasto try to preserve
the park,’' you said.”

Willow opened her mouth to reply, but Oz interrupted.

"Hey, welll dedl later. Save the park, don't save the park—that's not really going to matter if we're getting
involved in avampireffaery turf war over that forest. Right?”

"He does have apoint,” Buffy said. Why couldn't things come like one problem at a time?

"Turf war?' Xander echoed. "Y ou make it sound like something out of a Coppolafilm. The Faery
Godfather . 'Let mekissyour ring, Faery Godfather.' " He was getting into it.

"Perhaps,” Giles said, "we could talk about what we do know."
"What are domovoi?' Buffy asked. "Y ou said they were somekind of Russian faery."

"They were consdered helpful faeriesin the Russian householdswho believed,” the Watcher said. "They
watched over and guarded the household. Usualy they lived behind the stove, though sometimesthey
lived under doorsteps. A domovoi'swife was reputed to livein the cllar.”

"Therésequdity for you," Xander said.

"Primarily, they were thought to be active a night," Giles continued, ignoring Xander's comment.
"Supposedly, the hairier the domovoi was, the more luck it was purported to bring. And if the family
moved to anew home, the family was supposed to take brands from the old stove to light the sove in the
new house."

"To bring the domovoi to the new house?' Oz asked.
"Exatly."
"And what doesthis have to do with the baby disappearances?’ Willow asked.

Giles shook hishead. "I haven't the dightest idea. But we can't overlook the juxtaposition of eventsand
the ssgnificance of the vampires searching the area. Thingsthat look related often are, even though you'd
think in al probability thet they aren't.”

"So where do we go from here?' Xander piped up. "It lookslike my Friday night isgoing to be free."

"We now have a couple avenues open to us,” Giles suggested. "1 shall endeavor to discover what | can



about this mysterious note and whatever information it might contain. Perhaps, Willow, you and Buffy
could see what you can ferret out on other kidnapped children of Galivan Industries employees. The
cryptic comment you overheard from the security guards points usin that direction. Though | don't recall
anything mentioned in thelocad media.”

"Gdlivan might have hushed it up,” Oz said. "From the way those guys were talking, it sounded like
they're taking orders from him. After dl, we haven't heard anything about Tad and we've been listening to
the news”

"If that's the case and Gallivan hashad ahand in things,” Gilessaid, "it may be hard to learn anything.”

"Gdlivan hiding the fact that babies are disgppearing.” Xander smiled, hisdark eyesflashing. "Man, you
gottalove aconspiracy."

"Yes, wdl," Gilessaid, "you have to remember that if thereis some kind of conspiracy afoot here, they!ll
have peoplein place whose job it isto ensure whatever information they're hiding isn't found out. Be
cautious”

The possihility troubled Buffy alot. "But if they're hiding the fact that someoné's taking children of
Gallivan Industries employees, why keep it quiet?' She didn't like thinking how much danger the babies
might bein.

"That isthe question, isn't it?' Giles agreed.

No one had any answers.

Chapter Nine
"Avoiding mystery meet day in the school cafeteria?”
Buffy glanced up as Xander joined her and Willow at one of the tablesin the student break area.

"Sort of," Buffy agreed. Actudly, shed hoped to have some time alone with Willow. Her best bud was
taking the loss of Baby Tad redly hard.

"Potluck,” Willow said. "Everybody was supposed to bring something." Sheindicated the chicken-spread
sandwiches shed made and the bowl of fruit and vegetables Buffy had cut up.

"Hey," Xander said, dropping into achair, "I kind of figured that. So | came prepared.” Hetook a
Snickers bar and a package of Corn Nuts from his pocket. "I think we have enough to go around.”

"Corn Nuts?' Buffy asked.

Xander shrugged. "I considered Skittlesfor the fruit group, but | decided to go with the Corn Nuts soit'd
be more balanced.”

"More balanced?" Willow echoed. "How can those things possibly resemble a bal anced meal ?*

Xander held up the Snickers bar. "Here you've got peanuts, aso known as protein. Chewy caramel
nougat, aso known as dairy. And something in there must be close to the bread group. The Corn Nuts
are vegetables.”

"L et me seethat package," Buffy said skepticaly.

Xander pushed the Corn Nuts across.



Buffy examined the package. "The closest these things ever cameto a vegetable was the oil they were
friedin.

"The name says corn," Xander argued. "Who knew? I'm telling you, there should be truth in advertising.
Get back to basics, that kind of thing." He glanced at the sandwiches and fruit. " So okay, |'ve anted up.
Amlinor out?'

Willow handed him haf asandwich. "In."

Buffy pulled the top off the fruit and vegetable container and offered it. "In."

"Great," Xander replied, tearing open the Corn Nuts package. "Who wants the first handful ?*

"l don't think so," Buffy said. "How's Corddia taking the announcement about the Spring Blow-Out?"

"Y ou know how the talk-show guests on the 'I'm Cheating on Y ou with Y our Best Friend' episodes react
when they'retold?"

"Yeah," Willow sad quietly.
"Not even that good," Xander assured her.

Buffy glanced back at the hallway and watched as students pulled one of the Spring Blow-Out banners
hanging around the school from thewall. Principa Snyder was watching nearby, a satisfied smileon his
face. "At least somebody's happy.”

"Oh, | don't think Corddlias totally put out,” Xander said. "Banning the Spring Blow-Out seemsto have
made it more popular than ever. She's even got aband lined up.”

"| thought she wanted Oz and hisband." Dingoes Ate My Baby played semi-regularly at the Bronze.
" She thought there might be some conflict of interest on Oz's part..." Xander glanced a Willow.

"That'sridiculous,” Willow said. "I don't have anything againgt the Spring Blow-Out. It's Galli-van's
intentionsto turn the park into Amusement City that I'm againgt.”

"Donttel me" Xander protested. "Tell Cordy."
"Closdly related to the advice to chew off your own foot when you're caught in atrap,” Buffy said.
"I'd rather face the trgp,” Willow admitted. "And the chewing.” She picked at her sandwich.

Buffy glanced at her friend and felt bad. So much is going wrong for her right now. She thought about
itamoment. Like tracking down all the vampires gathering in the park will be a picnic.

"Cordelia's going to be even less cheery when we do another protest at the park today," Willow said.
"We're supposed to get media coverage after what happened last night.”

"Did you hear who was caught?' Buffy asked.
"Lance Torrance and Kdly Carruthers,” Willow said.
"The pair voted most likely to join subversive activitiesinvolving munitions?' Xander asked.

"I don't think they've been at asinglerdly,” Willow said. "But they told police they were with the protest
last week."



"It gave them areason to do what they did," Buffy said, understanding.

"An excuse to blow something up, you mean,” Xander put in. "Remember what they did to the chemistry
lab last year? If it wasn't for al the other weirdness that goes on around here, they'd have been expelled
forlife”

"Buffy, I'm kind of thinking about going to see the Campbdllstoday,” Willow said. "To seeif therewas
any news. Or anything | can do. | was hoping you could go with me."

"I'm there." Buffy didn't want her facing the parents on her own.
"It's4ill going on.”

Buffy and Willow stepped down the street from the security gates blocking the entrance into the
Wingspread edition. School had ended, eventudly, with more of awhimper than abang and the two
friends had set out for the Campbells. "What?'

"Thevisonsof Baby Tad," Willow said in asoft voice. "I've seen ahdf-dozen of them today. In
windows. The bathroom mirror. Stainless sted surfacesin lab. Even oncein the flame of aBunsen
burner."

"Maybeit'sjust memory."

Willow shook her head. "Not memory. Memory fed s different. Like listening to afavorite song you
haven't heard in awhile. Thisis more like listening to arecent remake of an eighties pop tune. It'sthe
samething, just redly different.”

"What do you think it is?'

Buffy noticed the line of cars a the gate. The security guard was checking them through cautioudy. "
don't know. Maybe I'm kind of tied to the baby. Because of the guilt | fed. What scaresmeisthat | have
to wonder if these visons are put there by the faeries.”

"Because you're the one who's supposed to help them get to Home base?"
"Homestone," Willow said.

"Thet could beit. Couldn't it?'

"Maybe"

Buffy looked at Willow, seeing the gray fatigue clinging to her festures. "Maybe. But don't worry. Were
going to get to the bottom of whatever itis."

"I just can't stop thinking about Tad," Willow said. "'l keep thinking about how scared he must be.
Wondering if they're taking care of him, feeding him. Or if he's done somewhere or even... dive.”

"That'salot to think about, so try to think about it positively. Just remember that he's out there
somewhere, and that we're doing our best to get him back where he belongs. We may even get some
answers here. Especialy if we can get Mrs. Campbell one. She seemed like shewas ready to talk to
someonelagt night.”

Willow walked ahead, stopping beside the security guard.

"Hi," he said from behind mirror-lensed sunglasses. "I need you to tell mewho you're hereto see.”



"Mr. and Mrs. Bryce Campbell."” Willow fumbled nervoudy in her pursefor her ID. "I've got adriver's
license here”

"That won't be necessary,” the security guard said. "'I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to leave."
"Why?' Buffy asked. "Isthere somekind of problem?”

"No problem," the security guard said. "It'sjust that the Campbells no longer live here.”

"They moved?" Willow asked.

"Earlier today," the security guard said. "I saw the moving truck take out the last of their thingswhen | got
herethismorning.”

"Do you know where they went?' Buffy asked. Why would they |eave? Where would they go? Had
they got the baby back and not told anyone?

"No. But that would be privileged information eveniif | did.”

"Do you know why they moved?'

"No," the guard said. "Gdlivan Industries moved them out. That'sal | know."
"Gdlivan Industries?"

"Right. | guessit must be some kind of corporate thing. Thisisthefourth family that Gallivan has moved
out sincethefirst of the month."

Buffy looked a Willow. "Road trip to the schoal library?"
"I'mthere”
"Thefirg of the month was when Gdlivan Industries announced their plansfor the Weetherly Park area.”

Buffy sat behind Willow in the school library and watched as her friend brought up screen after screen of
papers and news articles. They'd been therelittle less than an hour and Willow's research skillsresulted in
alot of information about Gallivan Indudtries. It was strange that Gileswasn't there, but he had hisown
mysteries he was pursuing.

"So we can assume thefirgt of the kidnappingstook place just after that," Buffy said.

"We can make that assumption because we want to,” Willow cautioned, "but there's nothing concrete
that saysthat."

None of the papers they'd searched through so far mentioned any kidnappings, even onesthat weren't
related to Gallivan Indudtries.

"Gdlivan Indugtries cameinto Sunnydae dmost ayear ago,” Willow said, looking at her notes. "The
parent company isout of Houston, Texas. They specidize in property management and commercia
development.”

Quiet filled the cavernouslibrary, broken only by the hum of the computer in front of Buffy and Willow.
"Do they handle private residences?' Buffy asked.

Willow shook her head. "Business pages are such dry reading. I've been through most of them, but |



haven't found anything like that yet. | emailed dl thefilesto my home compuiter. I'll take another 1ook
tonight."

"Somebody sold Gdlivan Industries employees homesin Wingspread," Buffy said. "I'll do the phonething
tonight. Pretend I'm anew Gallivan Industries employee coming into the area.on a house-buying spree.”

"That means you're going to missthe protest at Wesatherly Park today.”

Whoops! "Can't do both, Willow. Most of the real estate agents offices close by five or six. Which
would you rather | do?'

"Cdll thered estate agents," Willow agreed. "Save the park, save the children. There's no choice there.
Let me know if you find out anything.”

Buffy paced the kitchen in her home while she made the calls after Willow went on to Wesatherly Park.
Thefirg cal she made wasto the management office a the Wingspread. Presenting herself as a potentid
buyer, she asked what real estate agents handled salesin the community. Luckily, there were only four.

The second redl estate agent she called, Pierce Properties, turned out to be the one she wanted.

"Y es, welve closed dedl's on eight propertiesin the Wingspread during the past year for other Gallivan
Industries employees," the cheery woman at the other end of the phone assured her. "All of them have
been very happy with their purchases.”

Buffy continued pacing, noticing how easy it was playing private eye when the person giving information
was trying desperately to make asde. "My... husband's really new to the corporation, so we don't redly
know anyone. And he's so busy with his new job and dl those. .. respongibilitiesthat he can't take the
timeto introduce me around.” That sounded believable, didn't it? Now to pour on the motivation.
"He got such abig sdary that he's nervous not to be there for them anytime they call. Y ou know how that
Is"

"Gallivan Industries appears to be very generous,” the red estate agent agreed.

"Hetold meto go pick ahouse," Buffy said, playing out the dumb blonde role shed chosen. "I mean, it's
that kind of money: just go pick ahouse. And he told me that some of the employees were buying houses
inthe Wingspreed.”

"Y ou couldn't do much better than the Wing-spread,” the agent said. "It's agated community. Very gtrict.
And there's atwenty-four-hour security network."

"Do they have much trouble out there?'
"Nonethat I've heard of ."

"Good, because we've got two kids," Buffy said. Two? Wouldn't one have been enough? Shedidn't
know where that had come from.

"Redly?' thewoman said. "And what are the names of thelittle darlings?'

Almost caught off-guard, Buffy searched the countersfor help. "Ginger," she said, that from the spice
rack, "and little Joy," that from the dishwashing detergent.

""Y ou sound very proud of them.”

"l am. They'reawaysjust kind of ... right there, you know."



"I can show you some placesin the Wingspread,” the agent offered.

"That'd be great, but before you do, I'd like to talk to some of the other women who've bought houses
out there. Just to get afed for things. Do you have alist of satisfied clients or something?' As shetaked,
Buffy got the fedling that al she needed to do to complete the role wastwirl her hair in her fingers.

"Yeswe do. And we've also got permission to give their names out. It's part of the agreement the
Wingspread haswith its new arrivals and the real estate companies. Well need your permission when
you buy in to the neighborhood too."

"That won't be any problem,” Buffy said. "Could | have the names?'
The agent gave them, including phone numbers.

"l say Lance and Kdlly had theright ideal We ought to nuke Gallivan and hiswork crews before they
can get Sarted! Thiswas our park along time before they decided to come in and tear it down!”

Willow hurried through the group of kids gathered in front of the merry-go-round she'd chosen to use as
their center stage in Wesatherly Park. Full dark had started to descend over the area and some of the
students were using flashlights. Others had brought eectric lanterns. Most of them were gathered at the
speaker's platform. "Excuse me. Pardon me. Sorry."

Luckily, the speech only found afew supportersin the crowd. Willow joined Craig Jefferieson the
merry-go-round, struggling to keep her balance asit twisted.

Craig was one of the big guys on campus, afootball player and sometime jerk. Willow couldn't
remember him ever coming to one of the previous gatherings against the sdle of the park. Hewastal and
broad, with short-clipped blond hair dyed sapphire blue on the ends. He wore agray ROTC tee and
camouflage pants.

"Y ou know what you need?' Craig asked her. "A PA system. Onethat'll knock the socks off everybody
out here"

"Uh, no," Willow said. "That would bewrong." So wrong! She lowered her voice even more, knowing
shewasrisking ascene. "And Craig, what I'd liketo do hereis... present a pogitive atmosphere where
people can do something... good.” There, that wasn't a concept that was too difficult to grasp, was
it?"l don't want to get them psyched up for an assault on Frankenstein's castle.”

Craig grinned and pointed out at the local televison station van only now pulling up to astop & the sde
of the park. "A little torch waving, afew pitchforks, you'd have amagor following in no time, Rosenberg.
People would bdievein you."

"I don't want them to believein me," Willow corrected. "I want them to believe in the park.”

"People believein individuds, not movements. The way soldiers beievein commanding officers” Craig
sad.

"Hey, Craig," Oz said, pringing up onto the merry-go-round. " Sounds like you've been listening to the
recruitment guys or you've seen Small Soldiers onetoo many times."

"A movement like this, taking on corrupt corporations, doesn't need any sissy-boysinit," Craig
chalenged.

"Excuse me,”" Willow said, "but thiswas kind of a save-the-park thing, not some call to battle.”



"It went beyond that,” Craig said, "when two of our warriorsfell to the enemy last night.”
"Media," Oz whigpered to Willow.

Willow glanced toward the street and saw the news channel getting out of the van. Sherecognized G. T.
Rockett, one of the roving reporters often featured on the program, by his permed dark hair, goatee, and
dazzling smile. He wore adark blue suit and gave directions to the camcorder and sound crew following
him.

"Y ou hold on to that thought," Willow said to Craig, "and I'll get back to you."
Oz led her through the crowd.

"Why do | dways get theimage of Craig looking like acommando?’ she asked. "One of those
specid-forcestypeswith aknifein histeeth?'

Oz shook hishead. "Thisis Craig, remember? It wouldn't be aknife. It'd be astick of dynamite.”
Willow could imaginethat. "But it would belit."

Oz smiled encouragement at her. "On both ends.”

"Don't go soft on these people, Rosenberg,” the football player caled after her in aharsh voice.

"They can't comein here and run roughshod over citizenswilling to stand up for their rights. Not if we can
present aunified front.”

A few more supportive yells and whistles came from the crowd, but Willow hoped that was because so
many of them spotted the arriva of the news personnd. The situation suddenly had the potentia of atotal
negative and sheredly didn't know what she was going to do about that. If anything could be done.

Willow stepped off the merry-go-round toward G. T. Rockett. The reporter turned toward her asthe girl
he was taking to pointed Willow ouit.

A wave of booing started in the crowd, growing in intensity. Looking around the reporter, Willow saw
Hector Galivan step out of alimousine parked behind the news van. He looked tall and imposing inthe
glare of thelight coming from indde the luxury car.

Definitely not good, she thought.

Chapter Ten

"Hey, Mom," Buffy said while raiding the refrigerator. She spotted an gpple down in the crisper that
looked good, if not overly appetizing, and claimed it. "I'm probably going to be out redlly late tonight. So
don't wait up, okay?"

"Y ou didn't say anything about planstonight.” Her mother sat a the dining table with portfolios spread
around her.

"Not redlly plans.” Buffy looked at her mom and gestured to the black windsuit she wore. Her backpack
sat at her feet. A couple newly sharpened stakes stuck out the top.

Her mom didn't look happy about the Situation. "'Is someone going with you?

"Yegh." Demons, vampires, that sort of crowd...



"Becaeful.”

"I'll be home soon as| can.” Buffy turned and left, not wanting to drag out the good-bye any longer than
it had to be. Both of them knew that each time she stepped out the door to go daying could be the last
time they saw each other, but they couldn't act that way. The emotiond falout would have been too
much. / think 1'd really love settling for the traditional problems between a mother and her
daughter. Dress lengths, guys, behavior, guys, grades...

Shefdt agust of cold wind at her back. Sheturned, her hands coming up automatically.

"Going somewhere?' Angd stood in the degp shadows staining the front yard. He wore alightweight
duster over hisusua dark wardrobe.

Buffy shrugged. "Got to do an errand kind of thing." Every time she was around him it was electric.
"Anything to do with what's going on a Wesetherly Park?'

"Maybe. What do you know about Wesatherly Park?'

"Not much. I've heard afew peopletalking. I'm not in with the usua suspectsin something like this"

Buffy knew that. Angdl's particular path had turned away from the norma pursuits of Sunnydale's
vampire crowd. "So what have you heard?’

"That you staked adozen vampires|ast night. Y ou and some other guy | figure had to be Giles." He
shrugged. "'l thought I'd come around and see how you were doing. Y ou're up against someredly terrible
odds."

"That'sthe par onthisgig," Buffy said. "Just one to a generation, remember? The loneliest number.”
"Not tonight,” Angel told her. "Tonight, I'll cover your back."

That thought made Buffy fed better than she wanted to. To have and yet not to have... It wasterrible.
"Thefirg part of thisisgoing to be boring—"

"Not with the company.”

Buffy smiled at the compliment, yet a the sametimeit hurt her. They could never have again what they'd
once had.

"Ded," shesad, setting out at abrisk pace. "I'll fill you inaswe go."

Willow watched Hector Gallivan step through the crowd. The student body for the most part backed of f
immediately, and the four bodyguards flanking him guaranteed no one would get close enough to touch
him.

Hetoo wore adark suit. His hair was combed straight back, black on top and steel gray on the sides.
The square-cut jaw was his most prominent feature.

"Hello, G.T." Gallivan stuck out a hand and took the reporter's.
"Hello, Mr. Gdlivan," Rockett said. "Thisisan unexpected surprise.”

"A lot of things have been unexpected lately,” the indudtridist said. He turned his attention to Willow.



Shefdt like melting, feding the eectricity in the man's gaze. Before she knew it, Oz stepped up beside
her and did hishand in hers, unseen by anyone else. Just having him there made her fedl confident.

The other students crowded up, swiftly forming acircle with their flashlights and lanterns. The
bodyguards, al big men with military-style haircuts, surrounded Willow, Oz, Rockett, and Gallivan,
cregting anidand inthe middle of al the people.

Rockett gestured frantically to his camcorder operator. "We had no idea you were going to be here this
evening," the reporter said. "Thisway we can present amore balanced piece.”

"Actually," Galivan said, not breaking eye contact with Willow. 'I'm not here to debate the issues at hand
inapublic forum."

That surprised Willow because she'd thought he'd put in an appearance to steal the show. Of course,
he's already done that to an extent just by showing up, sheredized. Theideathat he was
meanipulating her show put more resolvein her and she stood straighter.

"Maybeyoud liketo tell uswhat you are herefor,” Rockett said.

Almost casudly, one of the bodyguards seemed to inadvertently step between Gallivan and Rockett. The
reporter backed away reluctantly.

"No," Gdlivan said. "I'm not here for public comment.” He nodded a Willow. "It's Miss Rosenberg, I'm
told."

Willow nodded. She'd never heard anyone say her name like that.

"If you have afew moments, I'd liketo talk to you." Galivan gazed at her with dark eyes. "Maybe you
couldjoinmeinmy car."

"No," Oz answered quickly.
Gallivan looked a him, then back a Willow.

"I don't think s0," Willow said. That sounded better than a flat no, didn't it? Gallivans not a guy
used to no, shetold hersdf. But there was no way she was going anywhere with him by herself.

Gallivan lowered hisvoice. "Not even if wetak about what you saw at the Campbell house?"

Buffy rang the doorbell and waited on the porch with Angdl. The houselooked like dl the othersin the
Wingspread edition except for the patches of dying yellow grass and the dead plantsin the flowerbeds.

Angd stood at Buffy's side. On the way over sheld told him the stories of the park and the creature
Willow had encountered. He hadn't had any answers, but Buffy just liked the way they fdll into the old
routine of talking.

Just as Buffy was about to ring the doorbell again, the door opened. The woman who answered it was
dressed in arobe and dippers. She looks terminally ill, Buffy thought, trying to hide her shock.

"Y ou're the woman who called me? About buying in to the devel opment?”
Buffy nodded. "If thisis abad time maybe we could come back—"

"No," the woman said in aworn voice. Shewasin her late twenties, but looked ten years older. "It's just
that there aren't any good times." Shewaved themiin.



Buffy followed, but Angel had trouble at the door. Asavampire, he had to beinvited into someone's
house. He stood on the porch hel plesdy, waiting. Buffy hesitated, not knowing what to do.

"Aren't you coming?' the woman asked.

Buffy saw the resstancefdl away from Angdl. He stepped insde. "He'skind of shy sometimes," Buffy
sad, reaching for his hand.

"That's unusud,” the woman said. "Hector Galli-van generaly hires people who're sdlf-garters. I'm
Maggie Chapin." Sheled them into aliving room that was littered with boxes and clothing. She cleared
off asection of the sofaand gestured them toit.

"Y ou haven't finished moving in?" Buffy asked. "The red estate agent said you'd bought your house afew
months ago.”

"Wedid." Maggie sat in an old-fashioned rocker and drew her feet up under her. "Now Philip ismoving
out. I'm staying until the judge orders me out. Maybe even till the sheriff comes and makes me move.”

"I'm sorry,” Buffy said. She glanced around the house, seeing how much in disarray everything was
despite the luxurious layout. Large windows, massive fireplace, white carpeting. And lot of boxes. It
reminded her of the time when her own dad had moved ouit.

"Don't be. Don't get mewrong. | wish our marriage wasn't ending, but | don't believe Gallivan the way
my husband does."

"Believe him about what?" Angel asked, his voice quiet and strong.
Maggi€e's eyes reddened and her voice broke. "About... about Cory."
"Y our son?" Buffy asked.

The woman looked at her sharply. "I didn't mention that | had ason.”

"Thered edtate agent did," Buffy explained. "1 told her about our own two kids." She avoided the glance
Angel gave her. Whoops! Forgot to tell him our cover story.

"I know. When you mentioned you had kids, | knew | had to talk to you. Gallivan's people haven't told
you about the other kids that have been kidnapped, have they?"

Willow waked beside Gallivan, following one of the Sdewalk trailsthat cut through Wesetherly Park. Oz
trailed just behind her, close enough to take part in the conversation if he wanted to. So far, he was
leavingit upto her.

Gdllivan's bodyguards stayed dert, peering into the darkness. Willow had no doubt they carried weapons
under their jackets. / wonder if they have anything effective against vampires. Remembering Buffy's
reports she kept an eye on the shadows.

Rockett and his cameraman tried to follow, but Gallivan's security team had made that impossible. Craig
and hiswannabe freedom fighters had aso been dissuaded.

"The security guy with the Campbellsthe other night seemed to believe | wasimagining things," Willow
sad. "But | know what 1—"

"They'rered," Gdlivan interrupted. "Or rather, it'sred. All I've ever heard of isonebeing seen a atime.
Unlessyou saw more than that.”



He believes me. He bdlievesin this!
"No."

Theindudtridist hesitated just amoment and the behavior really stood out to Willow because he gave the
impression of aguy who never hesitated. "What do you know about the lantern?' he asked.

"Lantern?' Willow shook her head. "' don't know anything about alantern.”

"l see. And you say you only saw one of the creatures.” Gallivan sounded rdlieved. "Then maybe there's
away to contain thisthing.”

"Contain what?' Oz asked.

Gdlivan gared at him asif trying to Sze him up. "All the bad publicity, of course.”
Oz's face soured.

"Do you know wheét that thing is?" Willow asked.

"No."

"Ever had to dedl with it before?' Oz tried.

"No," Gdlivan said. "Never anything likeit."

"The babies are being taken?' Willow asked. A chill ran through her as sheredlized for certain it was
morethan just Tad.

"Soit appears.”

"Then why aren't you going to the police?' Oz asked.

"Y ou heard what she saw," Gallivan said. "What good are the police in thisinstance?’
Willow and Oz didn't comment. What good were the police in Sunnyda e ever?

"Asfar as handing out speeding tickets, rousting thelocd juvenile ddinquents, and containing the
doughnut population,” Galivan said, "they're probably great. They're not, however, people | want to
depend on. I'd rather depend on my own guys.”

"What's happened to the babies?" Willow asked, desperate to stay on this point. Animage of little Tad
formed in her mind.

"l don't know. I've got people investigating. That'swhy | decided to talk to you."
llMe?l

Gdlivan stopped in the middle of the concrete jogging path. His stance reminded Willow of an old-time
gunfighter. "Y ou're thefirg tie we've had between the disappearance of the children and direct opposition
to the amusement park | want to build here.”

Willow couldn't believeit. "Y ou think | had something to do with it?"

"l don't know," Gdlivan said. "That'swhat | thought I'd come ask you."



Willow was outraged. / can't believe Gallivan thinks | had anything to do with this. Anger and
frustration took the place of most of the insecurities Willow had been feding. "I didn't have anything to do
withit!"

"The baby disappeared while you were there. Mrs. Campbell told me she put the boy to bed hersdlf.”
"If he wasthere,” Willow said. "When | found that—that thing, it only looked like Baby Tad."
Gdlivan'sface wrinkled in perplexity. "What are you talking about?'

"That thing took the place of Baby Tad," Willow said. "It looked exactly like him till it accused me of not
trying hard enough to stop you."

Doubt creased Gallivan'sface. "Why would it want to stop me?"

"l don't know."

"And why chooseyou asitsemissary?

Because I'm a witch. "I don't know," she said aloud.

"Y ou got agood look at the creature?’

"Wes"

"What wasit?'

"Theonly thing | know for sure,” Willow replied, "isthat it'sevil "

"Then I'm fighting something that's evil," Galli-van said. "Doesn't that make me on the sde of good?”

The thought caused Willow to pause. Good and evil were two polesthat had taken up residencein her
life. She knew the world wasn't evenly or easily divided into the two camps, but sometimesit came close.

"Actudly," Oz spoke up in hisdow, thoughtful way, "it makes methink of that old saying about having to
choose between the lesser of two evils. | don't think you're completely blamelessin this. How many
children are missng now?"

Pridefilled Willow a Oz'singght.
Gdlivan'sface hardened. "That's privileged information.”

"Yeah," Oz sad, "but who's privileged by it? Families are missing their kids. They're obvioudy depending
on you for help, only you're more interested in breaking ground on your amusement park.”

"Weadl haveour priorities” Galivan said.

Seeing that Oz was on the verge of losing some of the cool that was so much his trademark, Willow
interrupted. "Why did you want to talk to me?"

"| thought there was a chance we could come to some kind of agreement.” Galivan amiled. "Thisareais
perfect for the amusement park my planning committee has developed. No other place in Sunny-dale has
quite the same access to the community and to the highways. However, | do have an opportunity to
purchase another areathat would make a fantastic open park that would replace thisonein the
community. I'm willing to finance the new park there and build the amusement center here.”



"So you'll just buy usoff?" Willow said.
Gdlivan spread his hands, the winning smiletightly locked in. "That'swhat businessis.”

"Thispark,” Willow said, "isn't business. It's memories and potential, and one of the truly beautiful places
in Sunnydale." If you don't count the vampires.

"And | could find you another redly nice park,” theindustridist offered.
"No," Willow said. "We're going to be here and et people know what we'relosing.”

Gdllivan nodded at his security people. "1 think we're done here.” He turned his attention back to Willow.
"I wish we could have come to terms, Miss Rosenberg, because I'm not going to be stopped. Not by
your efforts, and not by this creature asyou termit. I'm going to start with the people my security team
caught last night. And if | can make the charges stick, I'm going to come after you for putting them up to
it"

Fear clawed cat tracks up Willow's spine, prickling up her skin. She barely maintained eye contact with
theindudtridist, but Oz's being there, believing in her, made her sironger.

Gdlivan turned and waked away, flanked by his bodyguards.
"Wheat about the children?' Willow asked, starting after him.
"Well find them," Galivan threstened. " And whoever hasthem is going to pay."

"There's something you might consider,” Oz said, jogging to keep up with Gdlivan's dride. " Someone's
trying to send you amessage. If you don't get the message soon, whatever's taking the children may
decideto comefor you."

Gdllivan stopped and gave them ahard look. "Isthat supposed to be athreat?
"No," Oz replied. "Just reminding you that you might want to watch your back."
"I pay somebody elseto do that. And I'm far better protected than you people are.”

Chapter Eleven
"Hector Gallivan's security people are keeping the kidnappings quiet,” Maggie Chapin said.
Buffy listened, filling in the information she had only guessed at earlier. "How many kids?"

"Six that | know of," Maggie answered. "Welost Cory. | heard the Campbellslost their son Tad last
night. The Englandslost both of theirs. The Moltons and the Dixonslost their daughters.”

"The Englandslost two?' Buffy asked.

"Twin boys" Maggie sad.

"How old?"

"Ten, deven months. | forget.”

"But lessthan ayear old?" Angd asked, his hand tightening dightly on Buffy'sarm.
Maggie nodded. Her eyesteared up and her voice thickened. "They al were. Just babies.”



Maybe that's a clue, Buffy thought. According to the faery legends Giles and Willow had discussed with
them, the spriggans and other evil faeries aways replaced babies. Because they had power only over
babies? Were they limited in some fashion?

"That'sterrible,” Buffy said, acting like aconcerned parent. It wasn't hard because it redlly wasterrible.

"Y ou look awfully young to have kids of any age. How old are they?' Maggie got up from her chair and
walked to the fireplace mantel. She took a picture down.

"Four and two," Buffy replied. "We adopted.” Theliesfelt bad now because Maggie was being so
truthful with them.

"Y ou might be safe. I've never heard of any kids over ayear old being taken.” Maggie handed Buiffy the
framed picture. "That's Cory."

Buffy studied the picture, imagining how it must fed not to seethat amiling little face every day. "He'svery
cute." She handed the picture back. "I'm sorry."

Maggie took the picture and studied it. "He's il dive. A mother knows these things, you know."

Buffy nodded like she did know, not wanting to think of what shed put her own mother through. "What
isGdlivan doing about it?'

"He says hé'sgot an army of private investigators on it. And he probably does. | talked to three of them
mysdf. He thinks the children are being taken for blackmail. His corporation is very rich, asyou know."

"But some of the parents don't believe that?* Buffy said.
"| don't believethat,” Maggie sad. "1 may bethe only one. Philip islike the other families Gdlivan hired.”
"They believein Galivan and the job istoo good to risk," Angel surmised.

"Y es. Without the job, they'd have nothing. And it's only been a couple weeks since thefirst baby
disappeared.”

Two weeks? That was when the heavy machinery started breaking ground around Weatherly
Park. Buffy shifted on the couch uneasly. "When did Cory disappear?”

Maggi€'s voice broke. "Eight days ago.”
"Did you go to the police?!

Shenodded. "That night. | was hysterical. | called them while Philip called Gallivan. Wed aready found
out one of the other babies was missing. Maybe two. Galivan told Philip held take care of everything,
and Gdlivan wanted Philip to make sure | didn't talk to the police.”

"But you did,” Angel said, "becauseit only made senseto do that." His support of the decision was
obvious, and Buffy knew it would reassure the woman. He was good with dealing with people.

"Yes. Philip tried to talk me out of it until they parked at the curb. | met them out in theyard. | didn't
make agood impression, crying and screaming and yelling at Philip. He kept telling the police officers1'd
had too much to drink at an office party.”

"Had you been drinking?* Angdl asked.



"No. But there was an office party Gallivan had hosted that evening at his estate herein Sunnydale. |
didn't go, but Philip told them | had.”

"So were you with Cory when he was taken or did you have asitter?’
"No, | wasthere."

Buffy leaned in closer, deciding to risk the rapport sheld built with the woman. "Y ou saw it, didn't you?
The thing that took Cory?"

Tearsran down Maggi€'s surprised-looking face. "How do you know about that?"

"I haven't been entirely honest,” Buffy admitted, feding better now that she could tell more of thetruth. A
friend of mine was baby-gtting at the Campbells house last night when their son was taken.”

" She saw the—the thing?'

"Wes"

"What did you see?' Angel asked softly.

Maggielooked at him, totally confused and distrustful. "Why should | tdll you?"

Angd looked at the distraught mother. Buffy knew the intensity that dark gaze brought with it. Nobody
could look at you theway Angd did.

"Because," hetold her, "I know loss. And pain. And | want to spare anyone else what you've been
through." He paused, letting the sincerity of hiswordssink in. "Weretrying to find out what happened to
the children. And if we do, we're going to try to bring them back.”

"Do you think you can?' The hopein the woman's voice dmost broke Buffy's heart and brought alump
to her throat.

Angel hesitated just amoment. "1 don't know," hetold her truthfully. "Were going to try."

Maggietried to speek, couldn't, then tried again. "It wasthislittle... horrid thing. That'sal | know to cal
it. At first | thought it was Cory."

"Butit changed,” Angd sad. "Didn't it?"
"Yes. It changed. It became something evil looking. It had wings, fangs, and these animal-like claws.”
"Did it spesk to you?' Buffy asked, leaning forward.

"Yes. | think that wasthe part that made Philip believe | was crazy. But it did talk. It told meto tell
Gdllivan to stop work on the forest. That the forest was under their protection.”

"What happened to the thing?' Buffy asked.

"It flew away. | went to get Philip, and that was only minutes before | called the palice. | told them too.
That was when they redlly started believing Philip's story that I'd been drinking. Philip has aways dealt
with stress and turmoil better than | have. Hewastotaly cam.”

"That made what you were telling the police sound even worse," Angdl said.

Buffy empathized with her, wondering how shed managed to hang on thislong. But | guess you have to



if you think you're going to need to be there for your child. | guess that's what keeps Mom dealing
with everything she knows.

Maggie nodded. "Philip told them that Cory was with a baby-sitter provided by Galivan Industriesfor
the party. They cdled the number he gave them, and someone told them Cory wasthere."

"But hewasnt?' Buffy asked.

"No, but the police didn't inquire further." Shelooked at them. "Do you redly think you can help with
this?' Her eyes hed steady on Angdl.

"Yes" heanswered. "Weve dedt with thiskind of thing before." He reached forward and took her
handsin his. "And we bdieve you, Maggie."

Buffy walked down the long dark street leading out of the Wingspread edition, amixture of emotions
swirling inside her. The mercury vapor lights painted her shadow long and lean before her, and shefelt
cold enough to wrap her arams around hersdif.

"You okay?' Angel asked.
"No," she answered honestly.
"That waskind of intense.”

She blew out along breath and glanced back, staring at the silhouette in one of the windows above the
dead flowerbeds. "Y eah."

"So whereto now?'

"Westherly Park,” Buffy said. "Until Gilesor Willow can find something else for usto go on, the answer
seemsto bethere." She picked up the pace, asif burning the extra energy would chase the confusion and
borrowed pain from her. "And if we don't find the answer to thisright away, &t least the vampires will
provide adigtraction.”

"Three cheeseburgers, adouble order of fries, ajumbo chocolate shake, and two of those apple pie
turnovers." Hutch turned from the Paco's Pagtries counter in the mall's gdleria. "What do you want,
Xander?It'son me.”

Xander glanced at hisfriend and shook his head doubtfully. "Y ou sure you can afford to feed both of
LS?I

"Yeah," Hutch answered. "Today | can." Heriffled the billsin hisfist. "I've had a couple good weeks a
the comic shop. A guy camein and sold off his X-Men collection because he was getting married.
Comics and wives, man, they just don't mix. Don't know how many guys I've seen give up their stuff
when they get married.”

Xander had amini-nightmare of what it might be like to share a house with Cordelia. How much stuff
would | have to get rid of to meet her approval ? What about my collection of ... He stopped himsdlf
before he got too far. My lifeis never going to be someone else's ballast. "Cheeseburger and a
chocolate shake."

Hutch shook his head. "Don't see how you keep yoursdlf dive. Hey," he addressed the guy working the
counter, "where can | get me one of those paper hats? | mean, that's stylin'."



The clerk tried to shoot him atough look.
Hutch only laughed uproarioudy. He paid and grabbed the tray when their order was completed.

"And | don't ssewhereyou put al that,” Xander said, grabbing the shakes, wishing Hutch hadn't hasded
the counter guy. The guy couldn't help it if he had abad job with a dress code that totally sucked.

They found atable at the back of the food court between plastic palm treesin olive green buckets. Some
thoughtful soul had sprayed the palm trees with pine air freshener, creating an interesting contrast of
expectations.

"A couple of leisand wed beright at home, huh?' Hutch asked, laughing in that big way of his.

They dug into the meal with gusto. Hutch had one of the cheeseburgers finished before Xander had taken
two bites. "Y ou ever count your fingers after you eat?" Xander asked, only halfway kidding.

Hutch grinned at him, then glanced out at the mall crowd going by. "Now there's abad case of wishful
thinking." He nodded toward a girl two sizestoo big for the Spandex pants she wore.

Although he and Hutch shared the same skewed sense of humor and wit that had originaly brought them
together, Xander stopped short of being just pure mean. Xander didn't comment.

Themall crowd wasin full swing, creating asteady buzz of conversation in pockets separated by neon
lights and advertising. The wakers strode past, checking their heart rates with practiced proficiency,
while the teens hung out in packs and talked big dreams. The mall, Xander had dways felt, waswhere
dreams and nightmares collided. Good and evil, success and failure—it was dl there and not conveniently
marked for consumption.

A few more minutes passed with conversation topics that ranged from comics to conspiracy theoriesto
comicsto the latest gag giftsthey'd seen at the novelty store upstairs. Xander's attention wavered from
Hutch, to the television above the Paco's Pastries booth, to his meal. Despite the discrepancy in volume,
Hutch finished his cheeseburgers, fries, and drained his extra-large shake before Xander finished his. He
polished off his apple turnovers while Xander finished hisfries.

"Hey," Hutch said, "isn't that Willow?"

Xander followed Hutch's nod and looked at the television above Paco's Pastries. Thelocal news station
was carrying alive transmission from Weetherly Park. "That is Willow."

The story was short and brief, highlighting Willow's leadership in the protest againgt Gallivan Industries
effortsto build the new amusement park in Sunnydde.

"Y ou know," Hutch said, "Willow is one hot babe. Saw that the other night when we went over to help
her."

Cold apprehens on threaded down Xander's spine. "Maybe you should lay off talking about Willow like
thet."

"Why? Hit anerve?'
"She'safriend," Xander said with an unaccustomed edgein hisvoice. "Okay?'
Hutch shrugged. " Sure. Doesn't mean anything to me oneway or the other.”

That's not exactly what | wanted to hear either. Xander tried to turn his attention back to hismeal.



More footage, this provided from Gallivan's security people, rolled on the capture of the two Sunnydae
high school students who'd been sabotaging the bulldozers used on the site. A few scenes of Galli-van
himsalf after he spoke to Willow appeared. The reporters speculated that some kind of deal might bein
the offing.

"Do you think Willow's going to knuckle under to this guy?' Hutch asked when the story finished.
Xander shook his head. "No."
"I don't know, man," Hutch said. "Willow doesn't seem to be the in-your-face type.”

"Shelsnot,” Xander replied. "But shell stick. You just don't know Willow. She'sabeliever, and when
she believesin someone or something, shelll stick longer than anybody | know.”

"Maybe," Hutch said doubtfully. "But you can bet Gallivan's not going to quietly go away." He paused.
"Why aren't you out there with Willow?"

"You met Corddia?"
Hutch nodded. " She doesn't approve of Willow trying to save the park?'

"The park doesn't apped to Corddias sense of nowness," Xander explained. But he till felt guilty for not
being there. Corddia shouldn't make him fedl he had to make a choice between them. Willow never did.
"Maybe it would have been okay when shewas akid, but she's not one now."

Hutch grinned. "I've noticed.”
"Don't notice so enthusiagticaly,” Xander growled. Sheesh, what isit with this guy and appetites?
"Down, boy."

"Cordelias afraid Willow's protests are going to sink the Spring Blow-Out. And the party is pretty much
totaled.”

"Niceto know Cordelia has her priorities," Hutch replied.
"Hey, you want to lighten up alittle?"
"I'm just saying Willow seemsto have the higher mora ground.”

"Y ou'relooking for mora ground,” Xander said, "but that turfs not for everybody. Y ou're not exactly
familiar with it yoursdf. | seemto recall acertain Spandex crudity from only afew minutes ago.”

"I've never thought of mysdf as perfect.”

"And I've never heard of you speak warmly of the park in these past weeks."
"l grew up heretoo," Hutch said softly.

"l didn't know that."

"Theresalot you don't know about me, Xander." Hutch was quiet for amoment, his gaze tracking over
the menu at the fast-food counter again. " Galli-van might even get more desperate about the protest going
oninthepark."

"What do you mean?"



Hutch looked a him, hiseyesflat and hard. "Willow's drawing alot of attention to the land devel opment
dedl. Usuadly any land set aside for parks and other community property is pretty well protected.
Whatever legidation or agreement was originaly defending that piece of land, however, sesemsto have
disappeared in dl the discussions.”

"Not a pretty thought,” Xander said.

"Didn't meanfor it to be. At this point, you have to start wondering what kind of dirty dedls Galivan
pulled off to even get the plans approved.” Hutch paused. "And how far Galivan's going to go to protect
it. He's covering up the kidnapping of dl thosekids.”

"So what made you Dick Tracy dl of asudden?’

"l wasjugt thinking," Hutch said, "that it might be good to know more about Gallivan's business over
there than what we do so far."

"Now that makes mefed kind of nervous and giddy,” Xander said.
Hutch grinned, besting out atune on the tabletop. "Metoo. Exciting, isn't it?'
"Definitely. Whet do you havein mind?

Hutch sprawled in the chair, finding more room for hislong frame. "One of the regularsin the comics
shop isamall security guard. His company got hired to do some of the shift work at the park.”

"| thought only Gdlivan's saff were handling that.”

"Not al the shifts, just the management and specid projects. The guy told me that with al the protests
going on, Gdlivan Industries was thinking of putting more people on and it might mean a promotion for
him"

"He getsabigger badge or something?'
"He's hoping for alicenseto carry agun.”
"Now there's a cheery thought.”

"Yeah," Hutch said in away that let Xander know theideawas so not. "Thisguy loads up on Sec Force,
Full Auto, and The Penalizer . He's deadly force just waiting to happen. | thought it might be agood
ideato seewhat Galivan'sredly hiding."

"How?" Xander asked, loving the hint of danger and illegality contained in Hutch'swords.

Asif by magic, Hutch opened his hand, revedling asmdl keyring. "While my guy was sorting through the
back issues boxes when | offered him a speciad ded, | boosted his keys. The security company he works
for hasasmal officein abuilding not far from here. I'm thinking Gallivan's such a control fresk he's
probably got his computerstied in somehow with the security company's system. With al the guards
getting put on at the development Site, there's nobody at the office. The watch commander's operating
out of hiscar with acomputer and a cell phone. Nobody's home."

Someone's given this a lot of thought, Xander thought. " So what do you plan on doing?'

"Letting myself into the office and taking alook at the computer system. I'm good with computers.” Hutch
closed hisfist over the keyring. "Youinor out?"



Xander thought about it for amoment. Theimmediate pull was the adrenaine rush, the same thing that
made hanging with Buffy so cool. Another part wasthe fact that hed kind of be spying on the corporate
Goliath Willow was up againgt, and maybe even finding out key information they all needed.

"I'min," hesad.
"WEll be like Butch and Sundance," Hutch said, smiling.

"Maybe an anaogy with a better ending would be morein order,” Xander suggested. "I'm not into jinxing
thislittle campaign before we get it off the ground.”

"Pinky and the Brain?" Hutch asked, getting up from the table.
"No." Xander followed hisfriend through the food court.

"Y ogi and Boo-Boo?'

"Never got apicnic basket did they?"

Hutch grinned.

Chapter Twelve

"That went well," Willow said, breathing asigh of relief now that the protest had wrapped. She looked at
Oz when confirmation wasn'timmediately forthcoming. "Don't you think?"

Hereturned her gaze. "What? The part about let's al join together to save Westherly Park, or the part
about not firebombing the construction equipment because it would be abad thing?"

Willow grimaced. "Okay. So maybe it didn't go so aswell asit could have." She and Oz walked through
the dark parking lot. A mosaic of shadows lay across the pavement, like agroup of trapdoors just

waiting to spring open.

The stragglers were just leaving. Most of them had been students, but there'd been afew more parents
among them thistime.

"Why do you think so many parents showed up tonight?' Willow asked.

Oz opened the passenger door of hisvan. "They were afraid al the phonelines at the police station
would be jammed and they wouldn't get there with the bail money in timeto keep their kids out of lockup
with thered criminas™”

"Yourekidding... right?’
"Nope," Oz said. "At leadt, that'swhat | heard Jeannie Whitman's parents were here for."
"Jeannie wouldn't do anything." Willow got in.

Oz closed the door after her and looked in through the window. "As| recdl, Jeannie was the one who
offered to bring the bottles for the Molotov cocktails."

nd,].ll

"Thought you heard that." Oz came around the van and got in.



"l must havemissed it."”

Oz did behind the steering whedl and switched on theignition. "Y ou were kind of busy handling Craig at
thetime"

"Right." Craig had brought schematicsfor the various pieces of earth-moving equipment held

downloaded from the Internet. He'd color-coded al the weak places where hydraulic fluid hoses could
be cut that would keep them from operating. And he'd passed them out like candy at Halloween. "'I'm not
doing something wrong, am 17" she asked aloud. Indecision and insecurity ate a her sense of doing the
right thing.

Oz shook his head, his attention on hisdriving.

"No, Will, I think if you do anything you believein, you can't be doing wrong. Aslong asyou don't cross
over theline. You havent.”

Willow bit her lip. "Other people have because of it, though.”

"There'saways going to be people like that. Y ou're not their keeper. 1t's enough for you to be
responsible for your own actions.”

"Evenif they inspire someone e seto crossthat line?' Where do you draw the line on personal
responsibility?

"Lanceand Kdly look for linesto cross.”
"Crag'snot.”
"Crag'slooking for hisfirst battle decoration.”

Without warning, one of the visonsfilled Willow's mind. Baby Tad suddenly stood in the road ahead of
them, dressed in his Mickey Mouse play-suit. " Stop!"

Oz stepped on the brakes at once. Rubber screeched as the van did sideways. He looked at her,
concerned. "What'swrong?'

Willow blinked her eyes. Theimage of Tad blurred, then evaporated. "1 saw Tad again.”
"Where?'

Willow pointed. "Hewasin the road." She dropped her hand to the door release and opened it. She was
out of the van before Oz could stop her, drawn by the intensity of the vision. What does it mean? Why
am | getting these visions?

Therewas only scarred pavement where she'd seen the baby.
"Areyou okay?' Oz asked.

Willow trembled, feding her knees go week. "Yes. | think so. But I'm starting to wonder if I'm going
crazy."

"If you have to wonder," Oz said gently, “then you're probably not in any danger.”

"That was supposed to be funny, right?"



He shrugged and smiled at her lopsidedly. "Guessit wasn't, huh?' He touched her face tenderly. "Y ou're
going to be okay, Willow. | won't let you be any other way."

"I'vegot tofind Tad," shetold him, trying to make him understand how strongly shefelt that.

"I know," hereplied. "1 know you do. You will. I'll help." He guided her gently back to the van. They
were aone on the road, so when the rustling sounded above them, there weren't any other distractions.

Willow glanced up and saw three winged shapes land on the crooked branches overhead. Even though
she couldn't see them clearly, she knew what they were. She grabbed Oz by the arm, no longer being
led. She yanked him toward the van. "Run!" she ordered. "Run fast!"

Behind her, she heard wings best the air as the faeries|launched themselves from the trees.
"Hey, Buffy."

Crouched in the Stygian shadows crowded into al the smal places of the park, Buffy heard the casud
tone and thought the voice sounded familiar. She peered around the tree where she'd hidden.

The guy stepped into the clearing ahead of her wearing a Sunnyda e High varsity jacket and khakis. His
hair was shaved almost to the scalp, leaving only stubble behind. He looked young, but the hollow eyes
had dready st in.

"That'sright, isn't it?" he asked, walking toward her dowly. "Buffy Summers. | dways thought you
looked s0 hot. Of course, that wasn't a.cool opening line back in school.”

"Back in school ?* Buffy echoed, fedling pretty miserable about meeting him there. She stood up and hid
the rough wooden stake behind her leg. "Y ou were in school yesterday, Gary. Does it seem so long

ago?"

Angel moved to her right through the trees, circling to provide cover for her. They'd dready found and
staked three vampires.

Gary carried ashove in one hand, but he dapped the other one againgt his chest. "'Y ou remember me?”
"Second period,” Buffy said. ™Y ou thought you were the class clown. It was kind of hard to missyou.”

Helaughed insandly, like she was acomedian. "1 told people you'd be funny if they got achanceto get to
know you."

Buffy stood and waited. "1'm not feding very funny now."

"Maybe you don't get thejoke." In the moonlight, he looked waxy and gaunt.
"What joke?"'

"Knock knock."

"Who'sthere?' Buffy asked, letting him get closer.

"Dwayne"

"Dwaynewho?"

Gary grinned. "Dwayne the blood bag. I'm starving.” He laughed uproarioudy.



"Kind of like being avampire, don't you?' Buffy asked, al sympathy for the guy leaving her.

"l would say it doesn't suck,” Gary replied. "Except that it does.” He bared hisfangs. "Every chanceit
gets”

Before she could move, Buffy heard branches rattle overhead. She took a step back and glanced up,
spotting the two vampires hanging upside down from the tree limbs overhead. They fell a her like
missiles. Elongated fangs gleamed in their mouths.

Buffy legped backward, going into afull somersault to get the most distance. One of them missed her, but
the other crashed on top of her, knocking her to the ground.

The vampire was an older, heavier guy who looked like atruck driver. At least, he wore a Peterbilt cap
and smelled like diesdl, aswell asthe grave. He snarled and his face morphed somewhere between
human and feral animal. He snapped at her and histeeth popped together only inches from her neck.

Buffy rolled and struggled to get away. She dapped the vampire in the face with her pam, putting as
much of her weight behind the blow as she could and driving his head back as he snapped & her again.

His cold hand clamped around her throat, shutting off her breath. Trapped beneath hisweight, she found
it hard to fight him.

"Y ou're out here looking for it, aren't you?' the truck driver vampire asked. "Y ou heard about it too."
Freeing her empty hand, Buffy jabbed him in the eyeswith her fingers.
He howled in pain and jerked back, one hand clamping over his eyes.

Buffy took advantage of his distraction. Pushing his weight to one side, she scrambled to the other and
kicked out from under him. The other vampire came at her, cutting Gary off.

The second vampire was too confident. Buffy came up with him, lifting the stake before her. It crunched
through just below his sternum, then she angled it up to hisheart. He turned to ash and blew away.

Thetruck driver vampire howled and pushed himsdlf up to his knees. He peered at her between his
parted fingers. "Get her! Get her!™

Gary vaulted toward her, incredibly fast. His features morphed as he drew the shovel back over his
shoulder. He set and swung it hard, swiping the blade at Buffy'sface.

Reacting ingtantly, aware that Angel had run into other vampiresin the trees beyond the clearing, Buffy
kicked the shovel handle just behind the blade. The wood snapped with aloud crack and the shove
head went flying.

Totdly surprised, Gary drew back the broken end of the shovel handle. "Wow. Who knew?"

"Me. Andto tell you thetruth, | think your comedy routine has come up alittle iff." Buffy grabbed the
shove handle and took it from him with aquick jerk. She reversed it in one hand, handling the length of
wood as easily as abaton, then droveit into Gary's chest.

He grabbed the shovel handle sticking out of his chest and stared at it. "Ooh, now therés afatdity
move." Without another word, he exploded into dust.

Thetruck driver tried to get to hisfeet. Buffy drove a spinning back kick into hisface and knocked him
down again. Heralled, spitting and snarling, his claws raking the ground.



Buffy kicked again but missed. Before she could recover, the vampire got to his feet and punched her.
She flew backward and landed on the ground with a bone-jarring thump. As she got to her feet again, the
vampire rushed her, arms spread and yelling some kind of rebe ydl thing.

Setting hersdlf, Buffy grabbed the lapels of hisdenim shirt and halted his headlong charge by kicking him
in the sscomach and doubling him over. While he was doubled over, she brought her knee up three times
inrgpid succession, damming it into the vampiresface.

As he staggered back, Buffy shoved him with one hand. She seized a stake from her bag with the other.
She didn't stop pushing him till he flattened up against atree. She dropped the point of the stake against
his chest and stared into his dead eyes.

"How lucky do you fed now, gruesome?' she asked. "I mean, with the stakes raised?’

He stared at her with sour sullenness.

Buffy raised her voice, aware that sounds of a struggle no longer came from the nearby brush. "Angel ?!
"I'm here.” Angdl strodeinto the clearing and brushed leaves from his clothing. "Two more are down.”
"Traitor," the truck driver vampire hissed at Angel.

"Areyou saving him for anything specid?* Angd asked coldly.

"| think he knows what they're looking for," Buffy answered. Shelooked the vampirein the eyes. "Don't
you?"

"Maybe"
"And youregoing to tell us" Buffy promised.

"Letmegoif | do?’

"Hmm, let methink... no."

The vampire trucker didn't seem surprised by the answer. "Then there's no reason to tell you.”

Buffy wrinkled her brow asif trying to make adecison. "Staked or parboiled a dawn? Staked or boiled
" She shook her head. "There'sjust no way to make that sound nice, isthere?"

"Y ou wouldn't do that."
"Yes" Buffy lied. "l would."

Ange took asmal metal Thermos from hisjacket pocket. "Holy water,” he said quietly. "1t'd be
interesting to see how fast your toes burn off." He shook the Thermosthreateningly. "And if you've heard
of meat dl, youknow I'll doit."

A defeated expression filled the vampiresface. "Rumor hasit there's some kind of leprechauns or faeries
living in theforest. All this excavation around here has made them come out into the open again. We
didn't know they existed."

"What doesthat have to do with the vampires?' Buffy asked.

"Legend hasit that if avampire finds the home of the leprechauns, he gets one wish granted.”



"I've never heard that,” Angel said.
The trucker vampire shrugged. "Y ou're not from around here, are you, boy? At least, not origindly.”
"No." Thedisbelief continued to resound in Angel's voice.

"That story's been around here a hundred and fifty years," the vampire said. "I know because I've lived
every oneof them. And I think I'll live afew more!" He twisted suddenly, bresking free of Buffy's
stranglehold. Quick on hisfeet and totaly desperate, he d most made the safety of the underbrush.

Spinning, Buffy drew the stake back, then hurled it forward. The stake flipped and caught the fleeing
vampire between the shoulder blades. He turned to dust while legping for cover.

"They're out here because of superdtition,” Angel said.
"Youthink thet'sal itis?' Buffy asked.
"Cmon,” Angd said. "You cant believethat drive.”

Buffy looked a him, noticing how the shadows around them dtered the planes of hisface. Shetried hard
not to think of how handsome aface it was. "' Some people il think vampires are myths. Zombies.
Werewolves. Ghosts. And if somebody had told me about the Sayer afew years ago, | wouldn't have
believed that either. We'reliving in the DMZ of superdtitions and myths. Maybe they're wrong, but now
we know what they're out herefor."

"Welve staked eight vampirestonight,” Angel said. "But you know we've seen at least acouple dozen
more. It'sgoing to be hard to get rid of al of them by the Spring Blow-Out." He glanced at the woods
where held come from. "Two of those guys were security guards taken in the last couple days."

"Gdlivan's not reporting that ether.”
"Surprise”

"Not," Buffy agreed. "Gary was at school yesterday, | think, and avampire tonight. Thisis getting out of
hand." She picked up her backpack and dung it over one shoulder.

"Theresonly oneway to get rid of them here,” Angdl said.

"Find out how to clear thefaeries,” Buffy said. "I know. Gilesisworking on it, and Willow is closer to
them than anyone thinks."

A ghrill scream suddenly cut through the forest around them.

Buffy tracked the direction automatically, swinging around. Then she redlized she knew the voice. "That
wasWillow!"

Angel nodded and raced in the direction of the scream with dl the incredible speed his vampire powers
gave him. Buffy stayed at hisside, her own Slayer prowess and adrendine surge giving her asmuch
speed as he had. They plunged through the night-black forest, breaking branches and ripping through
brush.

Please, pleasepleaseplease don't let me betoo late...

Getting into the office building where Baxter Security was located proved relaively worry-free. Xander
trailed after Hutch, surprised how lightly the big guy moved on hisfest.



Baxter Security was on the third floor, Suite 310. The carpet wasworn thin, advertisng alack of real
prosperity. Don't know if it's because the security guards in Sunnydale get such a bad rep, or if it's
because it's not exactly a growth industry. With so much weirdness going on all the time, they
have about the same survival rate as Sarfleet red shirts.

Hutch paused in the dimly lit hallway before the door to Suite 310. The glass windows displayed office
hours, a brief advertisement, and two phone numbersin white letters.

Xander peered through the window shade and saw a ssmple desk and phone set up on the other side on
theleft. A haf-dozen mismatched chairslined the wal to theright. A bronze-colored door with a
nameplate on it hung on the back wall. Xander reached down and tried the door, finding it locked.

"Careful,” Hutch said. "We don't want to set off any darms.”

Xander nodded and stepped back. At the mall, theidea of invading Baxter Security officesin the hopes
of ng away into Galivan Industries mainframes had sounded totaly rad. Now, standing in front of
the door and knowing they could get so busted, it sent acold chill through him. You don't exactly get to
meet the best of people in lockdown.

"Maybethisisn't such agood idea," Xander said, trying to sound cool abot it.

"Weenieing out on me?" Hutch taunted. He knelt in front of the door and reached into hisjacket pocket,
bringing out an aerosol spray can.

"No," Xander said. But it wouldn't take much. Thisisreally a bad idea now that | think about it.
"Sinceit'slocked, are you going to settle for some obnoxious graffiti?"

"Were getting in," Hutch said. He inserted asmall plastic nozzle straw onto the spray can. Fitting the
nozzleinto the lock, he pressed the valve. The spray can sounded asloud asa 727 taking off inthe
hdlway.

Xander glanced around nervoudy, knowing someone was going to come investigate at any second. Only
they didn't, and in the next minute Hutch swung the door open.

"Coming?' Hutch gestured toward the open door.

"Yesh"

Xander reluctantly went inside, peering around at the Sdes. "What wasin the can?"
"Graphite. Causes chegp tumblersto dip right through themsalves.”

"And you learned that where?' Xander entered the room, growing braver because it looked like they
were going to get away with it.

"Latest issue of ArachniKid. Don't you stay current?”

"A guy with eght arams and no socid lifeisn't astaplein my reading routine," Xander admitted. Eight
arms might be different, but the no-social-lifeistoo close to home.

Hutch camein and shut the door behind them.
"Computer," Xander said, pointing to the one on the secretary's desk.

Hutch shook his head. "They wouldn't keep it here. The guy that comesin the store says his bossisone



of those red sdlf-important types. It'll be there." He went to the door to the back office and ripped the
lock out with a screech.

"I suppose there's areason you didn't graphite that door too," Xander said. Hutch is getting way too
into this.

"Sure," Hutch said. "What funisit bresking into aplaceif you don't let them know you were there?”
"I redlly wouldn't know."

"Trust me," Hutch said. "It's not the same.” He pushed the door and walked through. " Oh man, this guy
has got amajor obsession.”

Xander stepped into the office and saw it was covered with photos from different crime scenes. Hewas
redlly getting concerned till he saw some of the police vehicles pictured were from different towns and
even gates. It was just ahodgepodge of pictures of law enforcement in action. Maybe it impresses the
clients, Xander thought. Or maybe this guy gets one of those feel-good sweats out of looking at the
police force in action shots.

Hutch took the high-backed chair behind the desk. He cracked his knuckles theatricaly, then tapped the
keyboard experimentaly. "Okay, let's see what you've got there, Brainiac."

Xander peered at the screen. Even though he was used to the miracles Willow seemed able to pull out of
acompuiter, those feats paled in comparison to the skill Hutch seemed to wield. For thefirst time,
Xander got aredly good look at Hutch's hands. "Hey, your forefingers are longer than your middle
finger." And they were. By about haf aninch.

Hutch made pistols of them and shot Xander, then blew off the"barrels.”
"Better for pointing, Grandma. Y ou trying to say I'm deformed or something?!
Xander shook his head. "Not me."

"I hateit when people do that." Hutch reached in his pocket and took out a package of M&Ms. He
opened it and started crunching away. He offered the package to Xander. "Want some?"

Xander held up ahand in surrender. "Pass. Still full from Paco's Padtries.” He watched Hutch at work.

"Good," Hutch said triumphantly, "he's got adiad-up link to Gallivan Industries. Once | get past their
firewalls and security programs, we're going to be home free."

Xander watched and tried not to act like he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. If a silent alarm
gets tripped, does that mean we don't hear it in here either ? 1t wasn't a happy thought.

Chapter Thirteen
"Rupert,” the deep voice on the other end of the phone line said. “So nice to hear from you."

"Desmond," Giles said, wiping his hands on the apron he wore. He peded the garment off and laid it on
the counter of the small bachelor's gpartment he kept not far from the high school. He turned the stove
burners off and put hismeal to one side. Over the years of preparing to become aWatcher and actualy
handling that position with Buffy, hed learned meals had to be things that could be put off and taken back

up again.



"But, if | know you, thisisabusinesscal.”

"Actudly, yesitis." Giles paced the smadl living room. "Have you had achanceto look at that document |
faxed to you?'

"Of course, my friend, otherwise | wouldn't be troubling you so late."
"It'slater whereyou are, my friend. Or earlier | suppose, depending on your point of view."
"Da, and these old bones creak more than they used to."

"| think you have afew more good yearsin you yet," Giles said. Desmond Tretsky was something over
ninety years old and showed no signs of stopping.

"Thank you for the vote of confidence, but the winter years have been kind to me. Thisnoteisinteresting.
So full of portent. Have you had a chance to read any of it?"

"I've got the gist of it. Things appear to be somewhat sticky."

"Inthis profession, there are no other circumstances. You livelife at its keenest edge, and usudly with
only your own razor-sharp witsto keep you clear.”

"Thereisdsothe Sayer."

"Ah, dear Rupert, always you espouse the worth of those we're destined to train. But how many ever
redlly get seasoned enough to truly contribute to their own perilous salvation, save for the physicd skills
they're given upon reaching their sation?”

Gilesrefused to rise to the offered bait. He and Desmond, though deepest friendsin other respects, held
firmly to disparate bdliefsin the Sayer'srole. " She's quite good, you know."

"Yes, and | trust that you'l train her well during the time you have with her."

Quietly frustrated, knowing Desmond was ddliberately reminding him of the sometimes brief tenurea
Watcher had, Giles rubbed the back of his neck. He knew Desmond was resentful of the fact hisown
Sayer, whom held spent severa yearswith, had died never having had the chance of demondtrating the
education Desmond had provided.

"Thisresearch isquitefascinating,” Giles said, hoping to steer the conversation onto more positive
ground.

"Faeries, asyou know, are not unknown to our group.”
"Yes, | waswell aware of that.”
"Have you had any experience with them yoursdf?"

"No." Giless experiences had been many and varied, and not aways ones condoned by hisown
mentors. A familiarity with a subject bred a certain rebeliousness as well. Hed raised his own demons,
physicaly on occasion, and dedlt with them.

"Mogt, asyoull discover,” Desmond said, "are quite treacherous. They lie. They sted. Severa of the
different races are quite frankly homicidd."

"Asisthisonewere currently facing."



"Yes. Though in actudity, this group of them shouldn't be any problem of yours."

"We're dill deciding on the extent of that,” Giles said. "Though their activity has certainly embraced one of
the people on Buffy's periphery.”

"My advice on the matter would be to steer clear of them," Desmond said. "These are very bad things,
my friend, and can possibly cause you tragedy in thelong run.”

"l understand that," Giles said, getting upset about Desmond's long way around to the point. "I'll certainly
take that under advisement.”

"You'ddowdl if you did. Let'stak about your faeriesin particular, shal we?'
IIYSII

"The narrative you found at the excavation Ste came from a Russian trapper who was managing afur
trading outpost of the northwestern sector of the United States. He was the one who first came across
the lantern after it arrived here, and the history that goeswith it.”

"What lantern?' Giles asked.

"Some of thisisonly intimated in the narrative, not fully explained because the narrator didn't have the
whole story. He lived among the Indians, you see, buying and sdlling furs ong the Pacific Northwest for
Russian clothiers. HEd done afair bit of trapping himself in that area, and sometimestraveled with his
teams down to San Francisco when areas in the north were thought to be impassable. Dmitri, the man
who wrote the narrative, arrived in San Francisco only afew years after the Gold Rush at Sutter's Mill."

Giles made notes to support his memory. Shorthand chicken scratches, actudly.

"In San Francisco,”" Desmond continued, " Dmitri spotted the lantern hanging on atavern. He didn't know
what it was at firdt, but after examining it, he knew it was of Russan origin.”

"By thedesign?' Gilesasked. "I think that's a stretch there.”

"By thewriting onit," Desmond said. "The markings were in Russian script. The tavern owner had
thought the lantern rather decorative and had replicas made. Remember, those times werefilled with
largesse from the gold strikes. When Dmitri read what was on one of the lanterns, he was moved to find
the origind lantern. For the moment, well go alittle further back intime."

Despite theimmediate fear the flying faeries caused in her, Willow kept her head. Her heart pounded
frantically in her ches.

"Get down!" Oz yelled a her sde. He struggled out of hisjacket as he ran with her. Moving quickly, he
flung the jacket up, netting afoot-and-a-half-tall faery with a stone axe about to swing at Willow.

The jacket wrapped around the flying creature, trapping it. It dropped from the sky and thudded against
the ground. Thetiny voice squeaked curses. Small hands and feet worked against the material.

Miniature arrowsfilled the air around Willow. She covered her head with her hands and kept running. Oz
streaked at her side. The sharp arrowheads embedded in the pavement, stabbing up at an angle. Willow
ran through them, sngpping the delicate shafts.

"Willow!" one of the creatures shouted out behind her.

Sheignored it, glancing at Oz to make sure he was il there. The van was only afew feet away when



she saw the arrow strike him in the back of his neck. It quivered when it struck home, Almost
immediately, Oz tripped over one of the fagries that had flown beneath him and hefell.

"Oz!" Willow stopped and turned toward him. The faeriesfilled the air above her, thick as a swarm of
bees. The moonlight glittered with razor-edged silver around her. She grabbed Oz by the arm, fedling him
kick and tremble. "Oz!"

"Go!" he ordered her in aweak voice. "Get out of here!" Hetried to get up again, but wound up only
sorawled out alittle further than he had been.

Willow pulled desperately on hisarm. I'm not going to leave you, Oz. You wouldn't leave me, and
there'sno way | could do that to you. Helooked up at her and tried to pull hisarm from her grip, but
he was too wesk.

Then Oz'seyesralled up into his head and he went completely limp.

Willow couldn't tell if hewas breathing. She caled out his namefrantically, pulling a him, but shewasn't
strong enough to do more than drag him. The faeries surrounded her, the air filled with the hum of their
besting wings.

"You must come with us, Willow," the faery in front of her said.

"No. Leave me aone." Sherefused to let go of Oz and pulled on him as hard as she could. His dead
weight did only afew inches.

"Don't you want to save the children?' the faery taunted.
"Youwon't let me" Willow sad in frugtration. Oh, Oz, please be okay. Please wake up.

"You can't leave, Willow. You will save the forest. You will save us." Thefaery reached into hisbag
and flung ahandful of glowing dust into her face.

Willow fought againgt it, trying not to breathe in. But the dust touched her eyes and was absorbed into
her skin. Lethargy stole her senses and drank down her mind in along gulp. She saw the pavement
coming up, but she never fdt it hit.

"Theorigind lantern was crafted in Russia," Desmond was saying. "I got this story from a colleague within
my circle, who was able to research the story he trandated. A landed family in Russia, one of the czar's
nobility who'd fallen out of favor with the courtsfor taking part in an insurrection bid, wasforced to flee
St. Petersburg upon threat of death.”

"Now there's an invitation you can't find at the card store," Giles commented dryly.

"True," Desmond said. "Thisfamily was reputed to have wedth and favor because of the domovoi that
looked out for them. The legend says that one of the patriarchs of the family helped afaery king by the
name of Elandoral some yearsin the past and won his undying gratitude.”

"How?'

"One of the legendsthat | turned up in my own research indicated that Elanaloral's own rise to head of
date among the fagrieswas due to the family'said in destroying one of hisrivas. Using his powers, the
faery king helped provide the man and hisfamily after him with wealth and power. 1t's believed that had
the head of the family |eft Elandord adone, the family might have become the rulers of Russa However,
he didn't have the patience for that. He wanted the power and wasn't content to let it pass to some future



family member. The man grew ambitious and tried to stage a coup. He was sentenced to death. Even
with the help of the fagries, he narrowly escaped with hislife. The czar's soldiers pursued him to the
coast, where he bought passage for hisfamily on aship bound for the western colonies.”

"To Cdifornia?"

"Actualy,” Desmond said, "it's believed they were headed for Alaska. Russian communities were starting
to flourish there because of the fur trade. In Sitkaand other places. The man gathered al of Elandoral’s
peopleto him, knowing they couldn't risk the domovoi being discovered. Using the generosity of the
faery againgt them, the man had the faery king bind his people with amagica spdll. It took days of them
hiding and running, and sometimesfighting to reach the coast and the ship. When it wasfinished, King
Elandoral and his people were imprisoned in alantern, making it easier for them to be transported.”

"Thisisthelantern Dmitri found on the San Francisco tavern,” Gilessaid.

"Da. The man got passage for himsdlf and hisfamily aboard aship and set sail. Unfortunately, asdid
happen in those days, the ship didn't complete the voyage. It sank somewhere off the Cadifornia coastline,
the victim of aharsh ssorm. When Dmitri talked to the tavern owner, he discovered that the lantern had
been one of the few surviving items aboard a shipwreck that washed up on the shores near the city a
handful of years before. Normally, most metals dissolvein the seg, giving in to the harsh bite of the st
and other elements. Gold and platinum, however, do happen to survive."

"Thistavern owner didn't recognize the lantern as gold?" Giles asked.

"It was platinum,” Desmond answered. "And apparently the tavern keeper thought it was silver, which
was nearly worthlessin agold-bearing country. He liked the lantern so much he had the replicas made.
After hewastold of the lantern's history, Dmitri was certain this was the lantern of those legends.”

"Sowhy wasit o interesting to him?' Giles asked.

"It was reputed to have specia powers," Desmond answered. "It was supposed to be capable of
preventing diseases and desth and of ddlivering greet power. All the things aman in those dayswould go
searching for."

"Or inthisday, asameatter of fact,” Giles said. He was beginning to get aredly bad feding about the
lantern. " So what wasingde the lantern?'

"The legends that were referenced don't say. Perhaps some otherworldly pocket universe. Perhaps
nothing at al. Whatever it was, it eventually drove the faery king and his subjects quite mad when they
were trapped insde.”

"Mad?' Giless somach flip-flopped.

Buffy broke through the ragged tredline two steps ahead of Angel. They didn't try to go quietly, instead
pounding through the silence that seemed to vibrate around them. Willow's scream had died away
seconds ago. Turning left, Buffy spotted Oz's van stopped in the middle of theroad. Sheranfor it at
once, staying next to thetredline.

A dense group of what looked like sogp bubbles hung in the air above Oz. He lay on the ground, arms
and legs fanned out around him.

"Oz!" Buffy ydled. She ran toward him, looking around wildly. Willow was nowhere to be seen.
The glimmering sogp bubbles burst gpart. They formed tendrils that flowed toward Buffy. Asthey got



closer, she recognized the gleams as the wings of faeries. She dso noticed that some of the reflections
came from the weapons they carried. She called out awarning to Angd and set hersdlf into adefensive

position.
The lead faery carried asmadll, incredibly sharp sword that fit its hand perfectly. The blade swiped at
Buffy's heed.

She ducked beneath the blow and came up with afront-snap kick that caught the faery dead center. The
creature flipped backward, itswings dapping at the air franticaly. Still in motion, she continued her
attack, kicking and punching two more faeriesthat came at her.

Ange wasin motion only afew steps away. He used the long tails of hisjacket aswell ashishandsto
combat theflying faeries. They shrieked and screeched in their high-pitched voices, snapping their wings
and trying to find room to maneuver.

Buffy found it easier to push toward the masses of fagriesrather than try to take them on one to one.
They couldn't move well in groups and they interfered with each other. She reached Oz and stood guard
over him, staring helplessly at the small arrow in the back of his neck.

An arrow ripped through the air and passed through her hair, narrowly missing her face. She stepped
forward and kicked, bringing her foot down on the faery. It screamed in pain, thudding againgt the
pavement afew times before it was able to take to the air again.

Shetried to remember everything that Willow and Giles had said about faeries that morning, searching for
aweakness she could use againgt them. Iron, she remembered Giles saying. Good to know, but | don't
have any with me. She kept fighting, keeping them away from Oz.

Onefaery reached into asmdl saichd at itsside. Flying closeto her, it flung ahandful of glowing dust at
her. Buffy stepped back, avoiding the dust cloud by doing aback flip, taking out two more faeries with
kicks. She breathed deeply, keeping the oxygen flowing through her blood. She didn't warn Angel
because he didn't bresthe anyway.

The faeries hung back, more cautious now. They regrouped, giving each other more room. Another
dozen buzzed away from Angdl. No casudties. Every faery that had been hit had recovered.

Four arrows flew at Buffy. She dodged away, flipping toward the tredine. She flipped again and came
down on her feet, and then stepped into the shelter of the branches. Glancing down at the ground, she
chose a half-dozen smooth stonesthat were just the right size. Holding them in her left hand, she stepped
back out of the tredline asthe faeries hovered nervoudly.

Shetossed the stones like throwing stars, whirling them into the faeries with uncanny accuracy. They hit
the winged creatures with enough impact to knock them backward. Then one of them called the retrest.
They flapped their wings, leaving the area en masse.

Buffy threw hersdlf in pursuit, trying desperately to keep up. Willow hadn't been at the scene, but Buffy
knew Willow had been with Oz. He wouldn't have left without her. But even her own speed didn't allow
her to keep up. The faeries disappeared in seconds. She turned and found Angel behind her.

"They got away," Buffy said disgustedly.
"They didn't get far,” Angd told her. "WEell find them, and well find Willow."
Buffy nodded, then led the way back to the road. She knelt beside Oz, gently rolling him over.



He blinked his eyes and looked up at her. "Willow?" he croaked, worry filling his eyes.
Buffy hestated, not wanting to tell Oz the bad news.

"They got her," Angd told him softly, dropping a hand on Oz's shoulder. "But were going to get her
back."

Oz nodded weskly. " She said she saw the baby. Tad. That's why we stopped.”

"It'sgoing to be okay," Buffy promised. "Well call Gilesand Xander, and were going after her. Let'sget
to aphone.” She pulled him to hisfeet.

Chapter Fourteen
"The faerieswent mad," Giles repeated, underlining the word on his notepad. "Asin insane?"

"Mad asin terribly insane, according to Dmitri," Desmond answered. "' The Russan managed to isolate
theredl lantern, then stole it from the tavern and fled. Evidently the tavern owner wouldn't sall it to him.”

"How did Dmitri end up herein Sunnydae?'

"He was familiar with the Indian tribe the local archaeologists are only now gtarting to excavate,”
Desmond answered. "Dmitri had stayed among them before during his trading trips and was welcomed
by their tribe. While he was there, he solved theriddle of the lantern, managing to undo the spell that held
the faeries trapped.”

"He freed them?"

"Only afew of them," Desmond said. "The exact answer isn't given in the narrative, but it was enough to
convince Dmitri they were uncontrollable. However, those few sought out other supernatural creaturesin
the areato help them try to free the rest of their band. Notably, the vampires. The faeries no longer
trusted humans for the most part, and they made aded with some of the vampiresinthearea. In
exchange, the faeries had protected the vampires, kept them from harm. If a protected vampirewasdain,
the fagries gathered its dust and resurrected it with their magic. Unfortunately, as with most beings that
come into sudden and easy power—"

"The vampires got greedy,” Gilesinterposed.

"Asdid the freed faeries. They attacked the Indian village and tried to take the lantern and the rest of
their people. The vampires weren't successful in combating the Indians, but the attack did pique the chiefs
interest in the lantern Dmitri ingsted they protect. Asaresult of his people getting killed by the vampires,
and the fact that they had to stake afew of them later who returned from desth, the chief took the lantern
from Dmitri. Our records end there, leading usto believe it might be there at the excavation Ste.”

"What happened to Dmitri?' Giles asked.

"He was blamed for the attack on thetribe,” Desmond said. "And he was driven from their camp. After
discovering the existence of the faeriesinsde the lantern, the chief struck aded with King Elandord. In
exchangefor his people'srelease from the lantern's spell, the faery king agreed to protect the Indians and
the forest, never alowing their enemiesto despail it."

"But the Indianswerekilled."

"Eventudly," Desmond agreed. " Although the preliminary excavations done by the local archaeologists



seem to indicate the tribe succumbed to inner strife that decreased their numbers and to a disease that
finaly wiped them out one harsh winter."

Gilesflipped open the notepad to the place where held taken notes from Willow's recitation of the
Campbell baby kidnapping. "What about something called the Homestone?"

"Ah, the Homestone," Desmond said, "thisiswhere things begin to get even more interesting again...."

The ease Hutch showed at dicing through Gali-van Industries computer security stunned Xander. He
peered over hisfriend's shoulder, listening to the syncopation Hutch drummed into the keyboard.

Screen after screen of names, numbers, and video flashed by. The interrupts between siteswithin the
corporation grew longer with each new entry as the defensive programming fought his progress. And
Xander got uneasier with each one.

"What are you looking for?' Xander asked, speaking barely above awhisper.