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Part One A

“This is very important, Buffy.” Giles’ voice wasare urgent than normal. “You
need to remember.”

“I know, Giles, I'm sorry,” Buffy replied. “I'm tryng.”
“We need to know what night the ritual is goinga&e place, otherwise we’ll be
forced to stake out the Hellmouth every night umtccurs,” Giles mused, taking

his glasses off and rubbing the bridge of his riwsdly.

“I'm not bloody well staking out the Hellmouth,” #& muttered, rolling his eyes.
“You know, slayer, you're not really blonde, yowsitd be ableto . . .."

“Shut up, Spike.” Xander whacked Spike upside theklof the head as he walked
past him.

“Watch it, git,” Spike snarled.

“Or what?” Xander taunted the chipped vampire. “Yidaite me?”



Spike’s eyes flashed yellow. “I get this chip out .”

“Hey, why don’t we do a spell?” Willow chirped, ertupting Spike’s threat. Spike
gave her a dirty look for ignoring him, which wdsaignored.

“What k-kind of spell?” Tara asked, wringing hemnks.
“A memory boosting kind of spell, to help Buffy rember when the ritual is going
to take place,” Willow said, bouncing with excitemb€‘l mean, the information’s

in there, we just need a super-duper dose of magjitiego biloba.”

“Oh, uh, I don’t know about that, Will,” Buffy saidl remember the last time you
did a spell.” Buffy glanced over at Spike with tiggtion.

“That was different,” Willow huffed, crossing hemas over her chest. “I didn’t
know the spell had worked when | made those widBesides, both Giles and Tara
are here. They can look the spell over, and helpvitieit, so no chance that it'll go
all . . . wonky. Besides, I've done plenty of otlseells since then,” she pouted.
“But not on me,” Buffy muttered.

Tara made soothing noises and patted Willow’s back.

“Did you have a specific spell in mind, Willow?” I&s slipped his glasses back on.
“Giles!” Buffy objected.

“I'm sorry, Buffy,” Giles said without looking atdr. “Trust me when | say |
understand how you feel, but we really need tH@grmation, and it is locked
somewhere in that head of yours,” he said distdgtas he took the spell book
Willow handed him and began to peruse the memaeif spe’d chosen. “Hmm,

this actually looks like it might work,” he said.

“Don’t sound so surprised!” Willow complained.

“Yeah!” Buffy added her two cents.



Giles handed the book off to Tara so that she calsid check over the spell. “I
believe | even have all the necessary ingrediesrts &t the shop.” He moved off to
check the shelves, ignoring Buffy’s continued sgngtiof protest.

While Tara read the spell, Willow helped Giles gaitthe necessary ingredients.
Within minutes, they were ready to perform the lsp&lllow and a reluctant Buffy
sat cross-legged inside a chalked circle, lit camdurrounding them and a pouch of
herbs that Giles had mixed for the incantation ildi's hand. The others stood
closely around the circle to watch, except for pikho didn’t want to chance
kissing the slayer again.

Willow began to speak the short spell.

“The eye cannot see,
What the mind holds deep;
Reveal what is hidden,
The secrets it keeps.”

As she spoke, Willow drew a handful of herbs outhef pouch and sprinkled them
over Buffy. No one noticed that Xander had learmd/érd and breached the sacred
circle, or that some of the herbs Willow flung laadon him.

Willow thanked the God and Goddess, then put aut#ndles, ending the
ceremony.

“Well?” Giles asked. “Did it work?”

Buffy looked up, eyes wide with horror. “Tonighthe said. “The ritual takes place
tonight.”

“Oh, bloody hell,” Spike swore.
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The training room erupted in chaos, with everydmausing and running around in
circles. Giles stuck his fingers in his mouth agiddut a shrill whistle that halted
everyone in their tracks. “Thank you!” he said, wisgence reigned once again.
“Now, we need to be a bit more organized.” He tdrteeBuffy. “Whattimeis the
ritual supposed to start?” he asked.

“Midnight,” Buffy responded immediately. “You knows a real turn-on when
you take charge like that,” she added. Everyoneetlito stare at her. “What?” she
asked. “Oh, please, don't tell me you don’t agreeWillow!” she turned to the girl
she knew had a crush on Giles during high school.

“Traitor,” Willow hissed at her best friend. “It lsnda sexy,” she admitted, when
Giles caught her eyes. She glanced at her girtfriibon’t you think so?”

“W-well . . .,” Tara stammered.
“I do,”Anya heartily agreed.
“Ahn!” Xander was broken out of his stunned silebgeAnya’s proclamation.

“Well, it is,” Anya said. “Kinda like how you getldake-charge-y when we play . .

“Never mind,” Xander said, quickly covering Anyaisuth with his hand.

“Can we get back to the ritual, now?” Giles askactastically, slightly
embarrassed.

“Please,” Spike murmured.
“Sure, Giles,” Buffy replied.
“Sorry, G-man,” Xander said.

“Now,” he started again. “We’ll need weapons. Yaw!’ He pointed to Willow
and Tara. “Gather the ingredients you'll requiredpells. The rest of you, choose



your weapons from the trunk.”

Buffy was there first, snagging a broadsword; Spdak an axe; Anya chose the
baseball bat she was becoming quite proficient;vaittd Xander grabbed a short
sword. Giles reached for his axe, a bit smallen i@ one Spike carried, and said,
“Don’t forget your stakes.” Everyone scramblediticttieir pockets with stakes.

When they were all ready, they headed for the Hmilim, which lay beneath the
ruins of the old Sunnydale High School. They snim¢t the school and the old
library without being seen, and looked down inte tihasm created when they'd
blown up the school. A group of thirteen demonsnmggaflowing black robes with
voluminous hoods formed a circle, and chantingdilthe air.

“The ritual,” Buffy hissed worriedly.

“Yes, it looks like they've started early,” Gilesplied evenly. “Perhaps now would
be a good time to stop them,” he suggested.

“Gee, ya think?” Spike asked sarcastically, and faenped down into the rent in
the floor without waiting for anyone else.

“Hey! Wait for me!” Buffy yelled. “You can’t havelithe fun.”
Giles shook his head as Buffy also jumped down tinéopit.
“You don’t expect me to do that, do you?” Xandéteab

“No, Xander,” Giles assured him. “I think we leseeimans should climb down a
little more carefully. You girls stay up here ottloe fighting and, uh, do your
spells.”

Giles, Xander, and Anya climbed down into the hatere Buffy and Spike were
already fighting. The demons were a little pisdet their ritual had been
interrupted. One of the demons broke off its attaelSpike and Buffy, and rushed
the three newcomers. Xander met it head on. Wheddimon was too close to
change its course, Xander squatted, and grabbetkthen around its legs. In a
fluid motion, he stood and tossed the demon owehéad, hearing it hit the wall



with a satisfying ‘crunch?!

“Holy moly,” Xander thought he heard Willow say,twas too caught up in
staying alive to check. He waded further into tiglt, taking one demon with a
stab through the heart with the short sword hdexrand another with a punch to
the face followed by a series of kicks to the absl a beheading.

He looked around and saw that, between their fightand Willow and Tara’s
spells, the number of demons had been halved. e back to the fight just in
time to see another demon charging towards himd&ahesitated, and then turned
and ran away from the demon, which gave a mighdy amd chased him. When he
reached the wall, Xander jumped up and placed @oteoin the rock face. Using his
momentum, he pushed off the wall and back towdrdslemon. He kicked ourt,
hitting the demon in the head and knocking it ®floor, where Giles finished it
off.

Xander landed lightly in a crouch, and quickly ledkup. Fewer demons still, but
two of those remaining had backed Spike into aiceewhere he was unable to
swing his axe. One of the demons was struggling $fike’'s axe hand, while the
other looked like it was going to choke Spike uhid head popped off. Xander
stood and ran towards them.

“Nooooo!” he screamed, in an attempt to distraetdbmons holding Spike. Both
of them turned, and Xander barreled into the oneihg Spike’s wrist. He

slammed it into the unyielding rock wall, causibgpi relinquish its hold on Spike,
and then stabbed it with his short sword. Spikey was now able to move out of
the tight spot he’'d been trapped in, and whoseharel had been freed, shoved the
head of the axe into the stomach of the demoncstdking him, knocking the air
out of it. The demon doubled over, gasping foramg Spike decapitated it with
one swing.

“You all right?” Xander asked frantically, lookirf§pike over.
“Uh, yeah,” Spike said, confused. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” Xander said, and then turned to lao&und them. All of the demons
were dead, and all of his friends were staringmat lWhat?” he asked, with a



shrug.

“You fought,” Buffy said.

“| always fight,” Xander replied, a little annoyed.

“I think she means, you foughtell,” Giles said, though not unkindly.

Xander wanted to take offense at that, but knewrtbemally he didn’t fight well.
“And you s-saved Spike,” Tara added.

“Hey, now!” Spike said, not wanting it to get ar@uthat the puny human had saved
his bum. “I'd’ve taken ‘em.”

“l didn't do anything special,” Xander said, trying shrug it off. He had no idea
what had just happened, how he’d been able to fighaind fight well. Nor did he
know what made him rush to Spike’s rescue.

“Xander!” Willow chastised his dissembling. “Yourdw that demon over your
head!”

“A-and you stabbed the one,” Tara offered.

“And punched and kicked the other,” Anya added.

“And you did that jump-thing up on the wall,” Gileaid with wonder.
“And you savedspike” Buffy said in disbelief.

“Hey!” Spike cried.
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Without replying, Xander clambered up the stond.v# laid on his stomach and
extended his hand to help pull Anya up. His friem@éched silently as he



practically hoisted her up unassisted. Anya sqdealed then kissed Xander when
she reached the top and they were both standirggtrithback to the Magic Box
was made in stunned silence.

When Xander and Anya finally got inside their apaant, she immediately fell on
him, ravenous with desire. She pushed him backnagthe recently closed door
and kissed him, hard and heated, her hands sqgdasishoulders, and then
moving down his body. Xander, having spent therersinort drive home listening
to Anya tell him how turned-on she’d become watghim fight, and exactly what
she was going to do with him when they got honmrewaonderfully explicit detail -
was very receptive to her vigorous attentions.

Anya pulled his shirt out of his pants and splalgedhands over his stomach,
kneading his muscles, teasingly slipping her thub#®eath his waistband as she
continued to kiss him. Xander groaned and cuppeds® squeezed her buttocks as
his prick reacted to her touch much the same wlagdtreacted to her words earlier.
She unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, then pukkaddown his legs.

Pulling out of his hands, Anya went to her kned® ®ok him in her hands,
wrapping the fingers of one hand around the shaftranning her thumb over the
moist tip as she reached between his legs andygamped and squeezed his balls.
Xander groaned, his legs shaking as he watchethkehim into her mouth. He
threw his head back against the door and closeéyeis as she sucked him off.

Later that night, Xander lay awake in bed, Anyarsrgpsoftly beside him. There
was no logical reason for him to be awake. Afterwegh Anya, especially hot and
heavy sex like they’'d had tonight, his body wasasfswvorn out. But he couldn’t
shut down his mind, was afraid to close his eyesaBse every time he did, he
pictured Spike. Instead of Anya. Spike on his kneasking him, moaning around
him; Spike on his back, his legs drawn up as Xatig@st into him, begging him
for more, and harder, and deeper.
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Xander didn’t sleep much over the next week. Hetvirem work, to research, to
patrol, and then home with Anya. He spent the daysdering why he could



suddenly fight; why his reflexes were faster, histinct sharper, his senses more
acute. Why, when he had sex with Anya, he pict@pike’s face. He spent the
nights fighting sleep, afraid what he would seenvhe closed his eyes.

Tonight’s patrol was especially difficult. Spikechapotted a couple of Fyarl
demons at Willy’s bar, so they were searchinglfient to find out what brought
them to town. Buffy took Willow and Tara with hevhile Anya and Xander got
paired with Spike. Despite his newfound agility ayrdce, Xander found himself
awkward and clumsy around Spike. Until they fouinel Eyarl demons.

The pair of Fyarl demons seemed to appear fronofonibwhere. Xander hadn’t
seen them, nor sensed their presence. It was abthat Spike, who looked just as
surprised as he felt, hadn't either.

“Are you the vampire known as Spike, William the&dly?” one of the Fyarl
asked, its voice deep and rumbly.

“Who's askin'?” Spike responded, adopting a deasghyicasual stance.
“You must come with us,” the other demon intoned.
“Uh, yeah, right,” Spike replied sarcasticallydtn’t think so, mate.”

“You do not have a choice,” the other spoke agahe must not return without
you.”

“Then you won't be returning,” Xander broke in. Biepped forward, swinging the
small axe he carried, not sure exactly where trogegtive feeling for Spike was
coming from.

“Walit!” Spike yelled, but one of the demons steppmdards Xander and the fight
was on.

Xander hacked and twirled and kicked, while Anyageamed and battered the
demon with the bat. Spike took on the other derdomg his best to beat it, while
keeping it alive. His battle was against his owmde, which was raging with
blood lust, as much as it was against the Fyarl.



After Xander and Anya killed their demon, they stdmack and watched Spike.
When it looked like the demon was getting the bettdim, Xander joined the
fight and planted the blade of his axe in the démback. When the demon
dropped dead to the ground, Spike turned his owmodeon Xander.

“What in bloody hell do you think you were doing3pike growled around his
fangs, amber eyes blazing.

“Saving your life!” Xander yelled back.

“Saving my life?” Spike asked in disbelief. “| domieed you to save my life,
human,” he snarled.

“Hey, don't you yell at him!” Anya yelled at Spike.
“Then why didn’t you finish it off yourself?” Xandesked angrily.
“Because | wanted dlive, you moron,” Spike snapped.

“Bullshit!” Xander responded with a little less é&, suddenly unsure. “Why would
you want him alive?” he asked, subdued.

“To find out who sent them,” Spike explained sloydg if he was talking to an
idiot.

“Ohhh, God,” Xander moaned. He closed his eyescandred his face with his
hand. Christ, he'd really screwed up. What haddenlihinking? That was the
problem, he hadn’t been thinking. He'd seen a thi@&pike, and dealt with it.
“Sorry,” he mumbled.

And he was, sorry that he’d screwed up, sorry lleatouldn’t control this . . .
whatever it was that had him thinking about Spikmappropriate times, and
rushing to his rescue, like he really needetderto rescue him.

“What's that?” Spike asked in surprise.



“| said,” Xander said, lowering his hand and ragsims head. “I'm sorry. Let’s just
get back to the Magic Box,” he said, then took Asyaand in his and started
walking back the way they’d come, not looking te geSpike followed them,
almost hoping that he wouldn't.

That night, for the first time in their relationphiand despite Anya’s valiant
attempts to make it otherwise, Xander was unabjettorm. Regardless of
Xander’s fear of closing his eyes, and his seljdlation over his screw-up that
night, he fell asleep. And dreamt of Spike. Thoaghwaking thoughts of Spike
usually consisted of the vampire naked and swedtamgath him, his dream was
less, and yet so much more.

Spike smiled at him before kissing him tenderlyd #men held his hand while they
snuggled on the couch watching television; Xandakewvith tears dried on his
cheeks.

~kk kK

Before Xander left for work the next morning, h&exs Anya to beg off research
and patrol that night when she saw Giles at wokkkew she was hoping they'd
have a romantic evening in, but he knew that tresded to talk. When he got
home, Anya already had scented candles lit, armitielmf cheap champagne
cooling in a dishpan full of ice, in lieu of a pepce bucket.

Xander gave her a sad kiss, and then took a shéwséhe water washed the day’s
dirt and sweat away, Xander beat himself up. Henkitat no matter how he
handled this, he was going to hurt Anya, but hddigticontinue to live with this
inside him. He needed to tell someone, and thextdtl Anya almost as much as it
affected him.

Cleaned up and dressed in a pair of jeans, ali#tgy because he didn’t have
much of an appetite these days, Xander emergedhatliving room. Anya was
sitting on the couch, playing with the chain aroined neck. “Is something wrong,
Xander?” she asked, direct as always.

Xander sat on the couch and took one of her hantdseth of his. He played with



her fingers while he considered the best way tordsat needed saying. “I think |
know why | can fight,” he said, starting with theesningly innocuous.

“Really?” Anya’s eyes sparkled with interest as Eamed towards him. “Why?”

“Remember that spell Willow did so Buffy would rembker when the ritual was
taking place?” he asked, without taking his eyé$ef fingers.

“Yeah,” she replied, sounding a little confused.

“Do you remember the words of the spell?” Xandekkxd up at her. Anya shook
her head ‘no’. “I looked them up,” he continuedddhen quoted the spell to her.

“The eye cannot see,
What the mind holds deep;
Reveal what is hidden,
The secrets it keeps.”

“Why is that important, Xander?” Anya asked witfr@awvn.

“Did | ever tell you about the time | was possedsgdhe spirit of a hyena back in
high school?” Xander asked, with a twist of hislip

“No.” She shook her head again. Xander told heuabiee hyena. “And you
think...what exactly?” she asked when he was done.

“I think | can fight better now, because | . . m@mber.” He motioned to his head.
“I remember what it’s like ttve a hyena. How to move . . . it's just instinct now.
And my senses are more . . . keen.”

“What senses?” Anya asked.

“Hearing, smell, sight . . . .”

“Does this have something to do with last night?iyA asked.

“Yes. And no,” Xander said. Anya cocked her headanfusion. “I think the spell
did something else.”



“Another memory?” she asked.

“Not exactly. More like . . . suppressed . . . desi’ Xander replied. He closed his
eyes and took a deep breath. God, this was goihg tbfficult.

“You're gay!” Anya said. “Iknewit!”

What? “Y-you did?” Xander squeaked. He wagdi Where did she get that idea?
All right, he was attracted to Spike, but that dicgnake himgay Did it?

“When you were unable to respond to me last nigkriew it must be something
like that, because it certainly couldn’t be me.lRRj she asked worriedly.

“Of course not!” Xander found himself agreeing witér. Maybe it was better this
way. Much easier telling her he was gay than teawas attracted to the evil
undead. And how could thpbssiblybe? HehatedSpike. Always had, always
would. Right?

“Oh, Xander,” Anya said sadly, and hugged him.l“tie all right.”

“Will it?” Xander asked, letting her comfort him.igdemotions overwhelmed him,
and the dam holding back the flood of tears brtkes never . . . . You're the only
one .. .. Please don't tell anyone else abost"the finally got out.

“Of course not, Xander. And | won't forget, eith&lot like the other times.
Promise,” Anya assured him. After a couple of masudf rocking Xander in her
arms, she asked, “Do you want me to move out?”

“No!” Xander said, pulling back a little to look her. “I mean, obviously we can't .
. . you know. But I'm not seeing anyone else, aodl'ng not . . . at least, not yet. |
don’t see why we can’t stay here as roommatesrasds you're not
uncomfortable with that.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Anya, | like you. | even love you. You're a verpgd friend, and the only person



I've mentioned this to, of course | don’t mind iéwve together for a little while
longer. You know, until some guy smarter than meegps you off your feet,” he
added.

“All right,” she said. “Thank you.”

“Besides.” He gave her the patented Xander-griavé&S me having to lie to my
friends when [ tell them why we broke up.”

“You're not going to tell them?” she asked.

“Nah,” he said. “Not until you find yourself anothguy. This is all kinda new to
me, and I'm still feelingabit. . ..”

“Fragile?” she supplied.

“Yeah,” Xander said, with a bitter-sounding chucated a sickly smile. “Fragile.”
Like the wrong word, the wrongok, might shatter him.

“That’s how | felt when | found out | was human agaAnya said.

Xander looked around the candle-lit living room. &W some champagne?” he
asked.

“It was for a special night,” Anya said sadly.

“It has been a special night,” Xander said, squeeher hand. Getting that off his
chest didn’t really change anything, but for soeeson it made him feel a whole
lot better. Lighter, like he wasn’t the only onergang that burden, now that he’'d

shared it.

Anya grinned as she rose from the couch. “Let’stbhsespecial glasses instead of
the plastic cups, then.”
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The next night at the Magic Box, Xander took Gasgle and explained what he
thought had happened to make him a better figthat;the spell Willow performed
on Buffy somehow affected him and made him “remerhtbe hyena possession.
He didn’t mention the part about being attracte&pdke.

“Oh, dear lord,” Giles said, removing his glassed wiping the lenses with a cloth
he produced almost magically from his pocket. H#lve to see what we can do
about reversing it,” he said thoughtfully, almgséaking to himself.

“Do we have to?” Xander asked. “I mean, | can figétter now. That’s good,
right?” The last thing he wanted was to go backdmg the one everyone else had
to protect. Being able to fight, to actually cobtrie, felt good.

“Yes, of course it is,” Giles agreed. “But theraultbbe other side-effects of the
spell we're not aware of. We don’'t even know whgffected you, Xander.”

Xander almost laughed. Other side-effects, indidak thought reversing the spell
would make him forget his attraction to the aggtenpbleached-blond vampire,
he'd do it in a heartbeat. His luck, he'd lose ddigity to fight, and remember being
attracted to Spike. That didn’t bear thinking about

When they returned to the front room where everyoraduding Spike, was now
gathered around the research table, Giles repeditatdXander had just told him.
Willow, though excited that she had been able lEase the hyena’s knowledge --
which they thought had been purged from Xanderisdnbut must have been
deeply buried instead -- was horrified that yettaapspell had gone wrong.
Xander tried to comfort her, assuring her that giamg was good, and that he
wasn't upset.

Things went smoothly over the next week. Xander meeded for little more than
research and the occasional vamp dusting. He wagexirat how quickly he'd
adjusted to his new abilities. The night Willow haetformed the spell, Xander
already noticed increased speed, agility, and gthemnd over the last two weeks
he'd just became even more adept. He and Anya spem time alone, talking;
learning how to be friends.



When Saturday rolled around again, Buffy wantegddo The Bronze, so Xander
and Anya agreed to meet her, Willow, and Tara théfieen they arrived, the place
was already crowded, the band in full swing. Theghed their way through the
throng and found the three girls already at thebtd. Each girl had a cup of soda in
front of them; a pitcher and two more plastic cagsin the center of the table.

“Ladies,” Xander greeted the three giggling women.

“Hey, Xan!” they called over the noise. “Anya.”

“Hello,” Anya replied as she took the chair Xantetd out for her. He sat beside
her, and poured soda into the two cups. When itemgsty, he motioned to the
waitress for a refill. After she took the pitch¥gander sat back and looked around
the table at his girls. Willow and Tara sat witkittheads close together,
whispering, while Buffy scouted the club for an usgecting victim to be her dance
partner.

Xander looked at Anya, who was also searching tbed. He leaned closer to her.
“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Looking for a man,” she said.
“Ah.” Xander nodded.
“For you, not me,” she assured him.

“Ahh!” he squealed. “That’s really not necessatyg’said. “Especially with my
friends right here.”

“You do realize they'll find out eventually; oncety do find someone?” Anya
asked. “Besides,” she said, “we’re just looking.”

“No,” Xander corrected, “you’re looking. Why donite dance instead?” he asked,
when he heard the first strains of a slow songstded and took her hand, pulling
her out of the chair. “We're hitting the dance fidde told the others. “Join us?”

Willow and Tara jumped up, hand-in-hand, and preddtiem to the dance floor.



“Buff?” Xander asked. Buffy’s eyes alighted on lkely prospect, and she nodded,
detouring to ask him to dance as Xander and Anydenttaeir way to a spot near
Willow and Tara. When Buffy joined them, she intnodd the guy she’'d snagged,
and then each couple concentrated on their partner.

Xander was relaxed and having fun, chatting withghls and the different guys
Buffy danced with in her search for Mr. Right, wi@pike showed up. He watched
as Spike pulled up a chair and straddled it, singlyle group sitting around the
table while he tilted the beer bottle to his lipenm, Spike’s lips, Xander thought.
They looked kissable.

Xander shook himself and stared at his cup, deterdhnot to look at Spike again.
When he glanced up, he noticed that Spike was wagdhim, a quizzical
expression on his face. Xander frowned at him,tanted away. The rest of the
night passed smoothly despite Xander's preoccupatith Spike, and his inability
to actually keep his eyes off the other man. Planira made note of Spike’s not
inconsiderable assets, while the other part waatingrhim for feelings he couldn’t
control.

Then Anya leaned over to him. “How about that or&#® asked, not for the first
time that night. Xander automatically raised hiseto where Anya was pointing,
and then groaned. He didn't realize he’'d groaneddiluntil he turned his attention
back to the table and saw his friends all starifgra. “What?” he asked.

“What's wrong?” Buffy asked.

“Nothing,” Xander denied, even as he felt heatissdfhis skin.

Spike, though, hadn’'t missed the byplay betweend€aand Anya. He looked over
at the guy Anya had pointed out to Xander, and theark at Xander. “Something
you want to tell us, Harris?” he asked with a smirk

Xander didn’t think he could blush any more, nanlddhe think of anything to say
in response. Anya leapt into the breach. “I've bigimg to convince Xander that a

threesome would be fun. He’s not being very codparad

Xander was wrong; he could blush more. He wantentdw! into a hole at the



looks of disbelief and disgust Buffy and Willow ga&nya. Well, actually, Willow
looked more intrigued than disgusted, and that’tdelren bear thinking about.
When Xander looked at Anya and she gave him a bttkrug of her shoulders and a
‘sorry’ face, he couldn’t be angry with her. Heliead that she’d said the first thing
she could think of to cover for him.

Although, a part of him pointed out, she wouldréive had to cover if she hadn’t
been pointing out possible guys for him. If onlydoaild tell her that the guy he
wanted, the only guy he wanted, was sitting rigirehat the table with them. But he
didn’t think he could ever do that. Xander did dmy thing he could; he put his
arm around Anya’s shoulders and leaned down tolggvea kiss.

“Why don’t we talk about this later?” he asked,daenough for his friends to hear
him, to believe that he and Anya were actually asing the possibility of a
threesome. Xander found himself enjoying the shdd&eks on his friend’s faces
at the thought that he might really be consideAnga’s proposal. But the relieved
look on Anya’s face was worth it.

“Really?” she asked. “I mean, you're not mad?”

“I'm not mad,” Xander assured her. He was prettyair, however, that he
wouldn’t be able to sit at the table with Spike doryger without giving something
away. So far he’d managed to avoid soulful looks deep sighs, but you never
knew. “In fact, why don’t we go home and talk abautow?”

“Now?” Anya asked in surprise.

“Yeah,” Xander said, rising to his feet and helpAgya out of her chair. “You can
try again to convince me.” Anya giggled. “Goodblglies,” he said, looking
around the table. “Spike.” The vampire looked batkim with narrowed eyes,
barely visible through a cloud of smoke.

When they got outside, Anya apologized. “I'm soXgnder. | didn’t realize | was
being so obvious. | just, | love you. I've nevedrabest friend before. And | want
you to find somebody who makes you happy.”

‘I know, Ahn,” Xander said, as he led her to the ¢dice save, by the way.”



Anya giggled again. “It was the first thing thafgped into my head,” she admitted.
“And | figured they'd believe it since |, well, hawa tendency to say those private
things when | shouldn’t, and . . . .”

Xander silenced her with a chaste kiss on the 1lps.okay,” he said, and opened
the car door for her. “Why don’t we go home andiséeere are any old black and
whites on television?”

“Okay!” Anya agreed, as she slid into the car.

Neither of them saw Spike step from the shadowbhe&sdrove away, a look of
contemplation on his face.

~kk kK

Three weeks later, Xander and Anya were still Gviagether, and his friends
remained ignorant of the fact that they were nost fiends. On Friday night, they
went to the movies. As they were walking back ®¢hr, Xander's more sensitive
hearing picked up raised voices and the soundsofifile from the alley beside the
movie theater.

“Ahn, go get in the car,” Xander said, pulling aks# out of his pocket and heading
towards the alley.

“Xander!” Anya hissed worriedly.

“I'll be all right,” he said, looking briefly ovehis shoulder at her. “Go!” He turned
back to the alley and moved stealthily towardsahieance. He didn’t know how
many vampires there were, but he couldn’t leavenaacent in their clutches. The
scene that met him when he poked his head aro@dh was unexpected.

Spike was on his knees, clutching his head whikeetimen kicked and punched
him, laughing and taunting him. One man - obviodlsy man Spike had managed
to hit before he went down when the chip kickedwas lying on the ground.
Christ, Xander thought, humans. Since they wetengiand kicking Spike, he



hoped that meant they weren’t carrying weaponsediaced the stake in his
pocket, and snuck down the alley.

Fuck, he thought, when the dim light from the dtggmted off the blade of a very
sharp looking knife. The thug’s arm flashed, anchd& thought he heard the blade
slice through the t-shirt and skin covering Spikaigst. He lifted his arm for
another slash while his two buddies laughed. Bdifereould strike, Xander moved
in and grabbed his wrist.

“That would be a bad idea,” he growled as he sqeebdze man’s wrist. Xander
found that he found altogether too much enjoymemtfthe grimace of pain that
covered the other man’s face as he crushed hig waarly as much as he enjoyed
the howl of pain and the clatter as the knife & pavement.

One of his friends moved in to assist him. Xarféérhis approach, and without
looking, punched him in the face. When he angtigirged Xander again, Xander
kicked him hard enough to send him crashing inéolthick wall on the other side
of the alley. He slid down the wall and ended wprgded on the ground. The fourth
man made a move towards Xander, but Anya’s voengest him.

“l wouldn’t,” she said. Xander glanced over his lgleo to see her standing with her
feet spread, the baseball bat they carried indndeld in both hands, like she was
ready to take as swing.

Xander looked back at the man now kneeling before Hif you want to keep this
hand,” he snarled, squeezing harder, “you’ll disgypl don’t want to see you
again.” Xander let go of him and he staggered $ddet, cradling his wrist against
his chest. The man Anya stood off picked up the Sgike had downed before
Xander showed up, then helped the one Xander lekediinto the wall regain his
feet. The four of them stumbled out of the alley &ander heaved a sigh of relief.

He turned his attention back to Spike. He kickezlkthife away and slowly went to
his knees. Spike was now lying face-down on theepaant, his eyes closed.
“Spike,” Xander called softly. “Spike?”

Xander carefully rolled Spike to his back, and étssSpike must have been in this
alley with those men for a while before Xander fduhem. His face was swollen,



and covered with cuts and bruises. He was bleddang the cut on his chest, and
Xander was afraid to see what kinds of wounds \wetden by the clothes he was
wearing. Without conscious thought, Xander liftgdk® in his arms and carried
him out of the alley.

“Is he all right?” Anya asked as she looked arotiram to make sure the thugs had
actually left and weren’t waiting to ambush them.

“I don't know,” Xander said. “He’s not dust, at &d

Anya opened the backseat door, and Xander cardéwiyyed Spike into the car. He
drove back to their apartment as quickly as heccdivhen they got Spike upstairs,
Anya helped Xander remove his duster, and themidehim on the couch. Spike
was still unconscious. Anya gathered their firsttldat while Xander cut Spike’s t-
shirt off him. He gasped at the bruises covering &g torso. It was impossible that
his ribs survived this beating intact.

When Anya returned, Xander took the first aid ko her and carefully cleaned
the cuts covering Spike’s face and the slash ochest. While he was doing that,
Anya removed Spike’s boots to make him more corafdet Xander hemmed and
hawed about removing Spike’s jeans to check fariag to his legs. He finally
looked up at Anya.

“Should we . . . .” Xander gestured. “. . . rembng jeans?”

“Yes,” Anya replied immediately. “He’s bleeding.h8 pointed to a damp spot on
the leg of Spike’s jeans. Xander pressed his fibgér and it came away red.

“Shit,” he said, quickly and mechanically undoingk’s jeans and pulling them

off him with Anya’s assistance. “Throw these in thasher, would you?” Xander
asked, as he set to cleaning the cuts on Spikgss Those bastards must have been
wearing steel toed boots, he thought, wishing heid them worse when he’d had
the opportunity.

When all the cuts had been doctored, Xander taokment to let his eyes wander
over Spike’s naked body. He'd never seen Spikeawitiis t-shirt, much less
without his jeans, and the sight of his musculastland strong legs was enticing.



Despite the severity of Spike’s injuries, Xandearrfd himself getting aroused.

“He’s very nicely shaped,” Anya commented from Imehhim, and Xander’'s
unseemly erection deflated.

“'m going to get him a pair of sweats,” Xanderdsaand hobbled into the bedroom.
Anya helped him dress the vampire in the sweatspamd then pulled the curtains
while Xander placed a blanket over the unconsdious. He sat on the coffee table
and studied Spike while he had the chance.

“I'll just go get ready for bed,” Anya whisperedaider acknowledged her with a
nod, though he barely heard her. His thoughts weneentrated on the man lying
on his couch. The man he felt a sudden, inexplecatitaction to. Tears burned his
eyes as he thought about how he’'d almost lost Spikght. Lost him before
Xander had a chance to tell him how he felt. Nat tie ever would. Xander could
just imagine Spike’s reaction; the horror, the aemusnt, the contempit.

Xander didn’t think he could face that, so Spikauldanever know how he felt.

And how, exactly, was he supposed to re-bury tifeslengs? Perhaps he should
see if Giles had come up with a way to reversesgigdl. He’d miss being able to
fight, because that gave him such a rush, butghbte worth it to no longer have
feelings for Spike. Feelings that he could nevenigdhat would never be returned.

He reached out and lightly brushed his fingers @meke’s face. His chest ached,
feeling the loss of something he’d never even N¥éith a low moan -- of pain, of
sorrow, Xander didn’'t know -- he leaned forward ataced a gentle kiss on
Spike’s lips. A soft sound caught his attentiond Xander whirled his head
towards it. Anya stood just inside the living rodmer hand over her lips, her eyes
wide.

“Oh, Xander,” she said once he’'d spotted her. “Sipike?”

Xander couldn’t speak, everything suddenly seenvedwhelming and unfair, and
a tear rolled down his cheek.

“Oh, Xander,” she repeated, as she walked ovemto 8he sat down on the coffee
table and pulled him into her arms. Xander restedibad on her shoulder and let



the tears fall. He wrapped his arms around heofi€ses turned to sobs, and her
hold on him tightened as she whispered nonsensgsvaedrcomfort. Tears of
confusion, and fear, and unhappiness that had lln@khng up over the last month
spilled out of him.

When the tears finally stopped Xander wiped hig faith the hem of his t-shirt.
“Tomorrow I'm going to see if Giles has found a wayeverse the spell.”

“Do you think that'll work?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” Xander found the box of tissared blew his nose.

“Do you really think you can un-remember all ofshXander?”

“God, | hope so,” Xander said despairingly.

Anya’s brow crinkled in confusion. “But, | thougibu liked being able to fight?”
“l do,” Xander admitted. “And I'll miss that, iféven remember that | could, but

it's very difficult suddenly being attracted to seome you've hated, someone who
still hates you. | don’t know if | can do it anynect

Part One B

Xander was sitting at the kitchen table drawindgrast in spilled sugar with his
finger when Spike finally woke up. Bleary-eyed dullly-healed, Spike sauntered
into the kitchen. “What ‘m | doing here?” he asked.

Xander jumped. “Jesus, Spike!” he cried, grabbinigimchest where his heart
galloped out of control.

“And where’re my clothes?” Spike added, looking doat the sweats that were
nearly sliding off his hips.

They were interrupted by the sound of a key inftbiet door. Anya was already
talking as she pushed the door open. “Xander? thgoblood, and a new t-shirt.



Has he wok—. Oh!” she said, when she caught sigBpdte standing in the
kitchen with Xander. “| guess he’s awake. And coetglly healed. Nice chest.”
Anya placed the bags and the Styrofoam containblooid from Willy’s on the
table. “And those sweats look very sexy, t0o.”

Xander was in hell. He just knew it. His life couldt have gotten this complicated,
even on the Hellmouth. He watched, unable to tesaeyes away as Spike tugged
the sweats up.

“What do you mean, completely healed?” Spike askadowed eyes trained on
Anya.

“You got beat up last night,” Anya explained as ghea mug out of the cupboard
and poured some blood into it. “Xander saved yayaiA. You were unconscious,
so we brought you back here.” She put the mugemilcrowave and set the timer.

Xander groaned at Anya’s wording, though he redlsd®e was just sticking up for
him. He knew it would piss Spike off to think thed had to be saved by anyone,
much less one Xander Harris . . . and not for its¢ time. Spike closed his eyes
and a frown of concentration marred his beautdicefAnd did | really just think
that? Xander asked himself.

“Humans,” Spike growled, and opened eyes that @dsgmber. “Well, don’t expect
me to thank you,” he snarled at Xander.

“I really don’t,” Xander replied sadly. He foundettbag with the t-shirt in it, pulled
it out and tossed the package at Spike. “Heresvatrshirt. Your jeans are on the
chair in the living room.” The microwave dinged.nker got the mug out and set it
on the table in front of Spike. “Drink your blodthen take a shower. The sun’s up,
so you're stuck here for a couple hours.”

“Oh, bloody hell!” Spike swore. “There’s gotta basewer entrance near here,
‘cause | don’t plan on spending the rest of thewdly you gits.”

“You won't have to,” Xander said, trying to keegsvoice from cracking. Spike’s
insults were nothing new, but he couldn’t help takihnem more personally now
that he had heretofore unrealized feelings foiritating blond menace. He



grabbed his jacket off the coat rack near the dmad, Anya followed him from the
kitchen.

“Xander.”

Xander grabbed her shoulders and dropped a qusskadk her lips. “I'm going to
the Magic Box to see Giles. Stay here with Spilkeage?”

“Oh, Xander, no.”
“Please?” Xander interrupted her again.

Anya made a face that told Xander she really watdedgue the point, but finally
she relented. She pulled him into a hug and saltiyight,” against his shoulder.

Xander pulled away. He had to get out of here led@r started doing something
unforgivable, like crying in front of Spike. He gleed over where Spike leaned

against the counter drinking his blood as he wat¢he by-play between Xander
and Anya. “Don’t steal anything,” he said, and tipefied the door open and left.

~kk kK

When Xander arrived at the Magic Box, Giles, whd ket Anya leave early, was
swamped. He was forced to pitch in, helping custsrfiad items and bagging
purchases while Giles rang them up. After the ersdhed, Xander sat at the
research table and looked through the books piléda middle, while Giles helped
the last few stragglers. In addition to magic apelldfooks, there were books on
psychology, hypnosis and false memories, and tlysiplogy of the brain.

“Oh, dear lord,” Giles sighed, as he finally drogpeto a chair across from Xander.
“And how are you this afternoon, Xander?”

Xander got right to the point of his visit. “Havewfound anything about reversing
that spell?” he asked.

Giles sighed. He took his glasses off and cleahedeinses as he raised his eyes to



the ceiling. “No,” he said as he slipped the glagssck on. “Willow and | have
been doing some research, and we’'ve determinedsihat the memories were
merelyrevealed and not given to you, or planted, like false maaxs) there’s
really nothing we can do. The brain is very compéaxd trying to make you forget
something you’'ve now remembered could have unfarseasequences that are
very dangerous.” His tone turned worried. “Why? go& having side-effects from
the original spell?”

“No,” Xander lied, shaking his head as his heanti@acted painfully in his chest. “I
was just -- curious.”

Xander didn’t know what to do next. He didn’t féige staying at the Magic Box
where Giles might be able to figure out that he lyagy to him, and he couldn’t go
home because Spike would be there. Xander wandered the street until he got

to the park. He took a seat on one of the benamespeople-watched. He needed to
figure out what to do.

If he was going to be this sensitive to Spike’srkp@omments, he wasn’t going to
be able to ignore him like usual, or give it backim in-kind. He wondered if he
would be able to avoid Spike, and then laughetiatthought. Between research
and patrol at least five nights a week, there waway Xander would be able to
avoid him. He'd just have to build up a thick skimgle his pain behind laughter.
He’'d done it before; he could do it again.

By the time he came to this determination, thelsaoh set. Xander looked around
him; in the dusk, the park still looked friendlyybu didn’t know what lurked in
the dark. Xander shifted and made himself comféetab he waited for something
he could kill to show up.

“What're you doin’ sittin’ out here in the dark?ptke asked from behind him.

Xander sighed, closed his eyes, and shook his laglist couldn’t win. “I'm
waiting for something | can fight,” Xander said.

“Hmm! Looks like somebody grew a pair,” Spike said]ling the pack of a
cigarettes and his lighter out of his duster pocketl then sitting on the other end
of the bench.



Xander didn’t respond or give any indication thatthheard the comment.
“Talkin’ to you, Harris,” Spike growled as he Ilé cigarette and took a drag off it.

“Look, Spike,” Xander said. “I need a fight with apponent who can actually fight
back. Now, unless you got rid of that chip, thaid you, so why don’t you just . . .
bugger off?”

“Hey, now!” Spike said, taking offense. “| was justin’ to make conversation. No
need to get personal!” Xander snorted at the iadrypike getting upset with him.
“Was just gonna say | appreciate the blood and-dart.”

Xander looked at Spike in disbelief, and then sthkeowingly. “Anya bitched at
you all afternoon, didn’t she?”

“Bleedin’ hell! The silly chit wouldn’tshut up | almost threw myself out the
balcony into the sunlight at one point. Thank laditts unholy the sun finally set,”
Spike complained, placing the cigarette betweetifpgsand inhaling deeply.
Xander felt his lips twitch as he imagined Anya mgkSpike’s unlife hell for
being mean to him.

“Gotta love a girl who'll stick up for you with thevil undead,” Xander mused.
“You think I'm evil?” Spike asked.
“Yeah, Spike,” Xander sighed. “I think you're evil.

Course | am.” Spike nodded his head.

“Company,” Xander said softly, when he sensed agaf five vampires
approaching.

“Oh, bollocks,” Spike swore, with a look at his faginoked cigarette. “Can’t you
morons wait until I've finished my fag?” he askée approaching vampires.

“You playing with your food, or is this a buffet®he of the vampires asked.



“I think you mean ‘take-out’, mate,” Spike said,l#@sdrew on the cigarette.
“Whatever.” The vampire rolled its amber eyes. “Ygmnna fight us for him?”

“Oh, no!” Spike said with a smirk. “He’s all youtdde turned to Xander. “Have
fun, Harris. Tag me when you need a break, ‘kay?”

“Sure thing, fangl—.” Xander broke off. He suddefdit like a heel making fun of
Spike’s chipped status, despite the fact that leeghad the vampire hadn't killed
any of them, and just now realized that he’d nénere had the opportunity to get
to know Spike without it. “Spike,” he finished, astbod.

“So, how do you want to do this?” he asked the vieenpho had spoken.
“Do what?” the vampire asked.
“Fight,” Xander replied. “One at a time, two, ailé . . . what?”

The lead vampire laughed. “There’s not going t@light! We're going to drain
you dry, and then you’re gonna die.” It turneddoM at the other four vampires.
“Like this is even gonna be a challenge!” The smiées still on its face when
Xander twisted its head and pulled it off its neck.

“What was that?” Xander asked the now-silent vamps it turned to dust.
“Hmm,” he said as he dusted his hands off. “He dibeseem to be laughing
anymore. Now, who’s next?” He grinned. This wag isat he needed.

The four vampires looked at each other and chaagezhe. Xander’s grin grew.
Yeah, this was gonna be fun. He pulled his stakeeasoncentrated on one
vampire, and then ducked as their hands reachddrfgrgrabbing the vampire
around the legs and lifting it off its feet. Xand#ood and tossed the vampire over
his head. It connected with one of the other vaespiand they both tumbled to the
ground, stunned.

Xander turned around just as the two vampiresrdratined on their feet swung
back around toward him. He didn’t wait for thenréach him. With a yell, Xander



charged them. Just before he reached them, he gumfzethe air and kicked one of
them in the chest, knocking it down. Xander puthaads out to break his fall, and
then did a somersault and vaulted to his feet fifeermomentum.

The two vampires he’d knocked down were back oir teet. Xander punched

one, and kicked out at the other, then twirled kickled the only vampire he'd left
standing so far. He elbowed one of the vampirékerthroat, then brought his hand
forward and punched another. He looked up and sakeStanding by the bench,
affecting boredom.

“You gonna actually stake any of ‘em?” he askedastically.

“Sure,” Xander said, then slammed his hand behindand staked the vampire
he’d kicked to the ground as it tried to sneak ogmn. “That’s two for Xander,
zero for Spike,” he said with a grin.

“Pillock!” Spike said, and then jumped into theyira

The battle was short-lived after that. When it wasr, both men were breathing
heavily, and Xander wondered at that. They bothrgad at each other, feeling the
camaraderie of the fight. Spike sobered first.

“Well,” he said, wiping the smile off his face.should get going. Got better things
to do than hang out in the park with you, Harris.”

“Right,” Xander said with a nod, letting his ownitarfade. ‘See ya,’ he wanted to
say, but instead said nothing, just turned and edalkvay, trying to keep his
shoulders from slumping. He headed to his apartniéshoped Anya wasn’t
worried about him.

~kk kK

When Xander finally made it home that night, hpsvias cut and swollen, his cheek
sported a large bruise, and the knuckles of his hgnd were scraped raw. Anya
hissed in a breath at the sight of him.



“Xander! Where have you been?” she asked as shedsean at the table to clean
his wounds. “Giles said you left the Magic Box refsundown.”

“Didn’t want to come back while Spike was still BgrXander said, feeling kinda
punchy after the fights he’d managed to find onwlg to the apartment.

“What about after?” she asked.

“Needed to work off some frustration,” Xander repli He'd felt so good after
fighting with Spike at his side, and then, withtjoae well-placed barb, Spike had
erased it all, and Xander had been back to feébungy.

“What did Giles say?” Anya asked.

“He said it's too dangerous to mess with the bramg since they’reny memories,
trying to make me forget them could have . . . egognces,” Xander answered,
then gave a bitter chuckle. “Like there aren’t atly consequences.”

“I'm sorry, Xander. About the spell, about Spike.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Xander said, stopping Anya befshe could apply the ointment.
“'m going to take a shower first.”

“Okay,” she said, stepping back to let him standnder stumbled into the
bathroom and turned on the shower. He removediftisathd bloodied clothes and
then stepped under the warm spray, wishing he cwath away his cares as easily
as he did the dirt covering his body.

The next evening, Xander met Buffy at the Magic Barxpatrol. She took one look
at him, and went into mother hen mode. “It's nothinXander tried to assure her.
“l just don’t have slayer healing.”

“It may be nothing this time, Xander,” she said;, a@ce raised in worry, “but it
could have been something bad. | know you've gsthigena-thing going on now,
but you can’t go off fighting without backup!”

“Who's fighting without backup?” Spike asked.



Xander and Buffy turned in surprise to stare ak&pboth having been too
involved in their argument to sense him come in.

“Bloody hell! What happened to you, Harris?” Spdsked.
“He’s been fighting. Alone,” Buffy growled.
“Thought you were going home?” Spike asked, igrepBuffy.

“Took the scenic route,” Xander said. “Look, are gamna patrol tonight, or
what?” he changed the subject.

“Giles!” Buffy turned to her watcher for support.

“You really shouldn’t patrol on your own, XandeGiles said. “It isn't safe. You . .
. we all need to have backup.”

“Fine!” Xander said, holding his hands up in deféllio more going out and
looking for fights without backup. Can we go patnow?” He pushed past Spike
and out the door.

“You went looking for a fight?” Spike asked, asvieirled to follow him. Xander
heard Spike’s question, and felt Spike right betimd, but didn’t answer him.

“I'm talking to you, Harris,” Spike snarled, reanlyiout and grabbing Xander’'s arm
and pulling him around.

Xander tugged his arm out of Spike’s grasp. “Yeaseiht looking for a fight. Do
you have a problem with that?”

Spike shrugged. “You're gonna get yourself killgdy keep going off half-
cocked,” he said.

“And that would concern you . . . how?” Xander atke

“Didn’t say it would,” Spike retorted.



“Exactly,” Xander said, turning away.
“Birds’d miss you, though,” he added.

Xander froze. He wanted to scream. He wanted toGog, he felt like such a . . .
big old girl! He was so emotional, and he hatetié'd had no time to get used to
his feelings; they didn’t gradually sneak up on hinstead, in one moment,
‘whammo!’, he’d gotten slammed with feelings foril&pfrom out of the blue.
They confused him, and set him on this emotionmrooaster from which there
seemed to be no escape.

“Xander?” Buffy called his name softly.

Xander took a deep breath and straightened hidddrsu“Let’s just go find
something to kill,” he said.

That night he fought like a man possessed. And tigement home and jerked off in
the shower to images of Spike. When he was donkeaned against the tiled wall
and cried for the things he’'d never have. He woed @rthese feelings would go
away with time, or if he’'d be stuck pining for Spikor the rest of his life.

~kk kK

On Friday, they hit The Bronze again. Xander wisgi alone at the table
watching the four girls on the dance floor whenk&mat down beside him.

“Where’re the chits?” he asked. Xander inclinedhiead towards the dance floor,
and Spike followed the motion. He grunted whendunil the girls, then took a
long swallow of beer. “Wanna play pool?”

Xander just looked at him for a long moment befweespoke. “Me? You're asking
meto play pool with you?”

“Yeah,” Spike drawled. “No need to make a bloody theal out of it. ‘'S just pool,”
he added.



“All right,” Xander agreed. Spike grabbed two qeastoff Xander’s pile of change
and went up to claim the next spot. Xander jusédohis eyes. When their turn
came, Xander racked the balls while Spike choseumesstick. Spike chalked his
cue while Xander looked the remaining sticks ot#sr.could never tell the
difference between them, so he just grabbed onenWik turned around, Spike
was placing the cue ball on the felt to break.

Xander watched him bend over as he lined up tht betatedly remembering to
look at the table to see what balls went in whehdwsed the ‘clunk, clunk! of
several balls falling in the pockets. When thesgfimished dancing, they grabbed
their drinks off the table and came over to joiartharound the pool table. Anya
cheered loudly for Xander, though he lost all ttgames he played against Spike.
After losing the third game, Xander gave up anddearhis stick to Buffy.

“Good luck,” he said wryly. He sat next to AnyaJdinog her hand as he watched a
smirking Spike take on the slayer.

An hour later, Buffy had managed to take one gant@bthree from Spike. On a
high from her win, she declared that she had tdgete as she and her mother had
a girl's day planned for the next day. As they wieeving, Xander noticed Anya
waving goodbye to someone. He turned his head ancignan with light brown
hair leaning against the bar.

“Meet someone?” he asked softly. Anya just shruggetishook her head ‘no’, but
the light pinking of her skin made Xander belietlesowise.

The six of them stood in the parking lot making Brtadk for a couple of minutes
before saying goodnight, and Spike took the oppaguo light a cigarette. “Need
a ride home?” Xander asked Buffy.

“No, Will and Tara are giving me a lift. Thanksptigh,” she said, then gave
Xander a hug.

“Welcome,” Xander said, hugging her back tightly.

“Spike?” he asked, turning to face him.



“Nah,” Spike said. “Gonna walk through the bad sfiéown, see if | can’t find
some action.”

Xander nodded. “Goodnight,” he said to everyoneingi Willow and Tara quick
hugs before taking Anya’s hand and leading hehnéoctr. “So, who was that at the
bar?” he teased as they walked across the par&ing |

“Just some guy who wanted to dance with me,” sigk sarugging it off.
“He looked all right,” Xander said. “He wasn’t arden, or anything, was he?”
“No,” Anya assured him with a smile. “But you'reeio talk,” she added.

“Got me there,” Xander agreed, opening the car.door

~kk kK

Buffy called Xander the next morning and asked tartake patrol for her that
night so she could spend the whole day with heherotXander agreed. She then
made him promise to take Spike as backup. Givenwelthey got along the
night before, Xander was quick to assent. LeavingaAwith a movie they'd picked
up that afternoon and a pitcher of margaritas, Xaheaded out just before
sundown to meet Spike at the Magic Box.

Xander had grabbed an extra stake and was twalisigall axe in his hand to get
the feel for it when Spike came into the trainiogm.

“Hey! Watch it with that thing, Harris,” he saidyucking out of the way in an
exaggerated movement.

“Very funny, Spike,” Xander said. He gave the are tast swing before holding it
down at his side and waiting for Spike to choseolwa weapon, a large broadaxe.
He followed Spike back out into the shop, and taskoment to tell Giles they
were off.

“Coming, nit?” Spike groused from his place by tlent door.



Xander just shook his head, said a quick goodby&ilas, and followed Spike out
the door. “Would it kill you to call me Xander?” lasked.

Spike gave him a look. “Might. If | weren’t alreadgad,” he replied.
“You're a laugh a minute, William,” Xander respoide
“Don’t call me that,” Spike growled.

“Why not?” Xander asked. “You have a million nicknes for us, only about two
of which can be said in polite company. Why carcall you by your real name?”

“Because William is dead,” Spike snarled. “He wdsaody ponce, and he’s not
me"

“A ponce, huh?” Xander said thoughtfully. “Whattsat mean, he was a nice guy?”

“And he got walked all over,” Spike said. “Nice guyever finish first,” he added,
and spent the rest of the night proving to Xantdat he was no longer a nice guy.

Xander couldn’t say or do anything right; he talked much, he walked too heavy,
he walked too slow, he walked too fast, he breatbhedoud. Xander finally chose
to remain silent and try to ignore Spike’s bitchangd complaining. Note to self, he
thought, never call Spike William.

They managed to find a couple fights that shoulelalowed Xander to work off
his frustration with the way the evening had unéoldbut it just grew as the
evening progressed. Spike was like a burr in lis,sand he continued to poke at
him. By the time they finished, he was ready t@anr in annoyance. He managed
to clean his weapon without using it on Spike, talkled to himself the entire drive
home.

Anya was still awake when he unlocked the door@mhed it open. “How'd it
go?” she asked, after muting the sound on theisabev

“I'm going to kill him,” Xander said, as he tookdhjacket off and hung it up. “That,



or he’s gonna be the deathroé”

“What happened?” Anya asked.

“Nothinghappened!” Xander said, dropping onto the coukle. Was just . . .
picking...” He made a violent motion with his hantll night long. Pick, pick,
pick! It's like he was trying to get on my nervasdastart an argument. | just don’t
getit!” Xander threw himself back, his head restingtbe back of the couch.
“Maybe that’shis problem,” Anya suggested.

“What?” Xander asked, looking sharply at her. “Thdbn’t get it?”

“No. Maybehedoesn't get it,” she clarified.

“Get what?” Xander asked, confused.

“Why you’re suddenly being nice to him.”

Xander opened his mouth, and closed it. “What dompean?” he finally got out.
“One day, you and Spike hate each other; all yoardpe at each other. Next thing
you know, you realize you're attracted to Spikeyso start being nice to him,
saving his life and stuff. Spike doesn’t know whatised your change of heart, nor
does he know if it's real, or if it's going to lasflaybe he just expects you to start

being hateful again, and he wants to be readyt,foshe finished with a shrug.

Xander was silent for a long moment as he thougbtathat. “Was | that mean to
him before?” he asked.

“Well, consider your nicknames for him,” Anya oféel. “Fangless, evil undead . . .
. Neither one of you had a nice thing to say ablogiiother. | understand that this . .
. attraction you have for Spike wasn’'t somethiraf tjrew gradually, it was just,
one day it was there, but have you ever given hayght towhyyou're attracted to
him?” she asked.

“I've wondered ‘why me?’, but that’s probably nohat you meant,” Xander tried



to make a joke.

“No, Xander, that’s not what | meant,” Anya agrekdly. “I understand that this
repressed feeling, or whatever it is, hit you &hsudden, but have you given any
thought to when, or how, it started? The attragtionean.”

“No,” Xander said, shaking his head. “Really justh doing the whole ‘woe is me,
I'm attracted to someone who hates me’ bit.” H&kkabat Anya, a frown of
concentration marring his brow. “Do you think | wesmean to hirbecausd was
attracted to him? You know, subconsciously covedpgomething | didn’t even
know. Heh, that even sounds to weird to me.”

“No! That’s possible,” Anya said. “Your mind workeegry hard to bury this
attraction, it's very possible you overcompensdtgdeing nasty to—.”

“Nasty?” Xander yelped.
“Well, uh, unkind?”

“So now | have to convince Spike that my friendgngeanor is sincere?” he asked.
“How?”

“I think you have to figure that out on your ow\hya said. “I'm going to bed.”
She leaned over and kissed Xander lightly on tleekhthen turned the television
off and set the remote on the coffee table.

Xander took her hand when she stood. “How did yetut@ be so smart?” he asked.

“Eleven hundred years and lots of experience vatled relationships,” Anya said,
her tone matter-of-fact.

“Right,” Xander said, shaking his head. He jnatito ask, didn’'t he?

After Anya went to bed, Xander stayed up and thoadglout his relationship with
Spike, the mutual hatred, and the sudden appeabthneire held for him. He
couldn’t remember a time when he’d looked at Spikd consciously thought the
vampire was attractive. And wasn'’t it odd that lkeger questioned the existence of



these new feelings? Never doubted the attractiamleacknowledged feeling for
someone he’s recently hated?

Granted, it helped that he knew the hyena-memosyhiown. But shouldn’t he
have been a little more wigged about being attchttieanother guy? About being
attracted t&Spike Was he so accepting of it because his mind rezedit as
familiar? Or was it because it was more than agsgad feeling now? Surely the
mere suggestion of repressed feelings of attractid@pike wouldn’t make him feel
an attractiomow. Would it?

And he certainly did feel an attraction. He let kel remember Spike’s grin when
he’'d won the first game from Xander the night befdhe way his blue eyes glinted
with suppressed laughter when Xander knocked inobi&pike’s balls; the tight fit
of his t-shirt over his chest; the peek of bara sidnen he’d itched his stomach; the
way his jeans pulled snug over his ass when heit deer the table to take a shot.

Xander groaned as his body reacted to the thowgl8pike that were running
through his mind. Heat coiled low in his belly am&l stiffened inside his jeans.
Xander pressed the heel of his hand against treedddss cock, his touch both
quelling and stimulating at the same time. He deadgs hand over his growing
erection, stroking himself through the denim. Xarmdl®pped his head back against
the couch, closed his eyes and opened his mindte mages of Spike: his smirk
when he said something he thought was funny, thghded look on his face in the
middle of a fight, the accent that sent a shiveKapder’s spine.

Xander frantically unbuttoned and unzipped his gedinen reached inside his
boxers. He bit his lip to hold in the moan whenfmgers brushed the swollen
head. He stroked his thumb up and down the hagthetrying to calm himself,
then swiped the pad of his thumb over the tip, eteepearlescent drop had
gathered in the slit. Xander spread the fluid dlierhead, pressed his thumb into
the slit and gasped at the jolt of sensation thstied through him.

Xander wondered what it would be like to have Spadeching him like this. Would
his hand feel warm or cool to the touch? Woulddnasp be rough? Did he have
callouses? Did he like it fast or slow? Would heyéa that he didn’t need to
breathe, as he had after the fight? Imaginingithas Spike touching him, Xander
took himself in hand and pulled.



He alternated a loose fist with a tight grip, hardl fast with slow and gentle.
Xander pushed his jeans and boxers down furthechesl back with his other hand
and cupped his balls, gently squeezing them. Hesprkhis finger against the sweet
spot with each upward stroke, gasping and pantitigeaelectric shock that shot
through his cock and into his balls with each todinder tasted blood as he bit
through his lower lip to keep from groaning outdou

Xander’s balls tightened in his hand and his ertady tensed. Blue eyes, chiseled
cheekbones, and a sexy smirk filled his vision, gém&h he came, his cock pulsing
as it dragged his release from him, warm, stickidfspurted onto his hand and
stomach. He moaned as his muscles unclenchediayeti sprawled on the couch
for a moment to recover from having his brains shudthis dick, and then Xander
wove his way to the bathroom and a hot shower.

~kk kK

Over the next week, Xander made a point of beiog to Spike. He included him
in conversations, cut out the most hurtful of hicknames, and listened when the
vampire had something to say. No matter what heSjpke continued to make
snarky comments and belittle him whenever the dppdy presented itself. By the
end of the week Xander had reached the end obpes and allowed himself to
daydream about staking the most annoying vampirthemace of the earth. Not
counting Angel. Those daydreams quickly turned ¢b dveams where Xander tied
Spike up naked and forced him to admit his attoacto Xander while Xander
jerked himself off.

On the following Monday night, Xander and Spike evpaired for patrol, while
Buffy took the two witches, and Anya stayed in kagic Box with Giles to
research the demon they were on the lookout fdaerAktening to Spike’s insults
and cocky rejoinders for nearly two hours, Xangdrpse nerves were already
frayed, lost his patience and his temper. He gral3mke by the lapels of his
duster, and shoved him against the nearest ha@csyuwhich turned out to be a
tree in the middle of the cemetery they were phitigpl

“What is your problem?” he hissed, shaking Spik#ith me personally, | mean,



not in general, because we don’t have that muce.timave gone out of my way to
be pleasant to you, and you have been nothing bairglete and total pain in the
ass!”

“Yeah, why is that, anyway?” Spike asked, shoviramder’'s hands off him with
just enough force to get the job done and not atdithe chip.

“Why have you been a pain in the ass?” Xander gskethentarily confused by
the query, but thinking, good question!

“Why have you been ‘pleasant’ to me? It's bloodstdibing,” Spike said.

“Disturbing,” Xander repeated, taking a step bdtkas under the obviously ill-
conceived notion that we could be friends.” He igroSpike’s snort of disbelief.
“We are the only two guys in a sea of girls, exdgpes. | thought it would be nice
to have a guy friend.” Xander wasn't lying, exacte figured he’d have to be
friends with Spike before he could be more, ané soale of one to ten, that now
looked like it would happenevet

“I don’t need friends,” Spike said. “Especially arhan, and the slayer’s pet at
that.”

“Okay, pot, meet kettle,” Xander replied with enugnark to make even Spike
proud.

“What's that supposed to mean?” Spike asked.
“You've joined Buffy’s little band of do-goodersXander said. “As much as you
deny it, you're one of us now. Is that what’s ghe burr under your saddle?” he

asked. “Or have you always been this much of ances?’

“Now is that very friendly, Xander?” Spike mock-fged and blinked big blue eyes
at Xander.

“I'm not feeling very friendly towards you right mo Spike,” Xander said, and
since he couldn’t think of anything more to sayned and walked away.



“Hey! Where do you think you're going?” Spike callafter him. “This is just
getting good, ya twit.”

Xander didn’t respond to Spike’s taunts, too bu#h welf-recrimination. He heard
Spike approaching him, but ignored him, hoping heake it home . . . . Where
Spike had an invite. Shit! He wouldn’t even be &bléide in his apartment.
Xander got a sudden whiff of something horribled atopped walking. Spike, who
had been following him closer than he thought,ireo him with an ‘oomph!’.

“What are you doing?” the vampire complained, sygaglhimself with a hand on
Xander’s shoulder.

“Shhh,” Xander hissed. “You smell that?”

Spike took a deep breath. “Oh, bloody . . . . Thdisgusting! What is it?”

“I don’t know! I think it's coming from over theréXander replied, pointing.
“Well, go look.” Spike gave him a little push.

“'m not going!” Xander squeaked, his hyena-abagiforgotten with the olfactory-
offending smell.

And then they didn’t need to go looking for the sawf the horrible, disgusting
stench, because it came to them. At the first gkt Xander backed away. Spike
grabbed hold of his jacket with the hand not hajdims axe, backing up with him
step-for-step.

“What are you doing?” Xander hissed over his sheuld

“Hiding behind you,” Spike replied. “If you wereakty my friend, you’d take this
one,” he added.

“Fuck you, Spike,” Xander muttered, watching thensh-monster lumber
inexorably towards them.

Xander realized they couldn’t just keep backingyaWwam the smelly demon, so he



stopped walking and stood his ground.
“Nowwhat are you doing?” Spike yelped in his ear, lyegafening him.
“Taking a stand,” Xander said. “You go right, b left.”

“What?” Spike asked, and then the demon was upem @#nd Xander was diving to
the left. “Oh, bollocks!” Spike yelled as he lungedhe right.

Xander rolled to his feet and swung around, sli¢hr|ydemon with the short sword
that had been belted to his waist. A hiss of puitcescaped from the open wound
and Xander gagged on it.

“Holy fucking hell!” Spike cried, as he hacked hétdemon with his axe. “What are
you doing back there?”

“l think my nasal passages have just been burngtiXander said, his voice
muffled through the hand that now covered the Iotalf of his face.

“Oh, bugger!” Spike swore.

“What . . . ?” Xander peeked around the demon ¢ongeat had happened to Spike.
He was covered with a slimy green goop. Xander nilaglenistake of removing his
hand from his face to laugh, and immediately stbetaughing and choking on the
smell.

“Serves you right, pillock!”

While the angry demon was preoccupied with Spilkamadér took the opportunity
to drive his sword through the demon’s back wheréhought the heart might be.
As soon as he pierced the demon’s tough hidegarstof the same slimy green
goop that covered Spike squirted out and landedarder.

“Oh fuck me!” Xander cried as the smell intensified

“Just desserts, tosser,” Spike muttered as he Haatkihe demon’s neck.



“Do you think that's such a good idea?” Xander asled then the demon’s head
went flying from it's body and more slimy green g@purted out of the demon’s
severed neck and covered Spike and Xander. “JB&ais! phah,” he spat.
“Gaaahh!” He shuddered.

“Green’s your color, mate,” Spike said, and thevkkd down at himself.

“It looks pretty good on you, too,” Xander saidoking Spike over. “Which is
rather fortuitous.”

“Why’s that?” Spike asked, his smirk fading.

Cause you'll be wearing it for a while, and |, ¢ime other hand, will be going
home to take a shower,” Xander said with his owirlsm

Spike thought for a minute. “A friend would let mse his shower. And maybe
even wash my clothes,” he said.

Xander looked him over again, and shook his hegishg not to laugh at the green
goo dripping off Spike’s nose. “Too bad you doréed any friends,” he reminded
Spike of his earlier words.

Spike gritted his teeth. “I might have been a lastly with that,” he said.

“I don’t believe you,” Xander replied archly. “I da think you really want to be
my friend. In fact, | think you just want to use fioe my shower.” Xander batted
his eyelashes for affect.

“And washer,” Spike added.

Xander turned his back on Spike, and began the Emglly walk back to the
Magic Box.

“Yo, Harris!” Spike called to him.

Xander turned around. “Xander,” he said.



“Huh?”
“My name. It's Xander,” he repeated.

Spike stared at him for a long moment, and Xanuaudght he’'d refuse this request.
“Xander,” Spike finally said, as thought the narak ¥veird on his tongue.

Xander smiled. “Yes, Spike?” he asked pleasantly.

“May |. Please. Use your shower?” Spike asked,auder thought Spike was
going to crack his jaw as he ground his teeth tuget

He grinned. “I'll think about it,” he said, and ted to resume his walk back to the
magic shop. Spike growled behind him.

When they reached the Magic Box, Xander let thethénback door so they didn’t
track any of the green slime through the shop.€€ilhe called into the shop.
“Xander?” Giles replied, sounding perplexed.

“Xander?” Anya queried.

Xander stepped away from the doorway when he heargair of approaching
footsteps. Giles and Anya came through the dooamalyhalted almost
immediately when they caught sight of the two mfemd then their faces screwed
up and they covered their noses.

“Eeuww!” Anya cried.

“Oh, dear lord!” Giles exclaimed. “What happened?”

“We found the demon,” Spike said as he cleanedjtben gore off his axe.

“Yes, | see that,” Giles said.



“We've been slimed,” Xander said, removing the sioelt from his waist.
“Yes, |-l see that, as well,” Giles said.

“We're going to walk to the apartment so we canvairg’ Xander told Anya. “Will
you take the car home?”

“Of course,” Anya replied, the words muffled thrdulger hand.

Xander wiped as much of the slime from his handeasould onto his already
slimed pants, reached two fingers into his frortksb and pulled out his car keys.
He handed them to Anya. “l just need the apartrkent’ he said. Anya took the
apartment key off the ring and handed it back tadéa, careful not to get too close
to him.

“Thanks,” he said with a smile, feeling happy floe first time in a very long time.
“Welcome,” she said, stepping back quickly.

“Want a kiss goodbye?” Xander teased her.

“No, that's all right,” she declined. “In fact, I'detter get back to research.” She
motioned over her shoulder towards the shop.

“The demon’s dead,” Xander said.

“Still,” Anya said, “there can never be enough exsl.”

“Sure?” Xander took a step towards her.

“Eep! Very!” Anya skipped backwards. Xander jusidaed.

“Let’s go, git!” Spike whacked him on the back. ‘$tstuff's starting to itch.”

Xander handed the slime-covered sword to Giles aisheepish grin, and Giles
took it from him with a grimace. “Thanks,” Xandexnd, then turned and followed



Spike out into the night.

Spike was leaning against the brick wall, puffimgtbe cigarette he’d just lit when
Xander slipped into the alley and pulled the ddartdehind him. “You know,” he
said, looking Spike over, “that stuff could be fiaable.” Xander just grinned at
the look Spike shot him, and led the way to histapant.

Just inside the front door, Xander made Spike ssditicdo he could wipe most of
the green slime off his duster before allowing inmemove it and toss it over the
back of one of the kitchen chairs. While Spike wabing off his boots, Xander
took his jacket off and tossed it, sans stake, timowasher, then pulled his t-shirt
off. He slipped into the bathroom and washed higlsathen got a fresh towel out
for Spike to use.

“Just leave your clothes on the floor,” Xander sasche passed Spike in the
hallway. “I'll get you a pair of sweats, and thrgour clothes in the washer.” He
had decided to let Spike shower first because the'tdivant a bored Spike to get
slime all over the furniture.

As he pulled the smallest pair of sweats he hadbtlte back of one of his
drawers, Xander heard the shower turn on. He imatelgiimagined naked Spike
in his shower. “Shit!” he hissed, closing his egesl willing his erection down.
When Anya got home, both men were sitting on thechalrinking beers and
watching television as Xander waited for the sgicle so he could throw their de-
slimed clothes in the dryer.

“'m home!” Anya called, as she pushed the doonmope

“Hey, Ahn!” Xander called over his shoulder. “Wanwatch football?”

S not real football,” Spike muttered in disgu¥2oncey buggers.”

“Is that the game where they wear tight pants?”adied, taking her coat off and
hanging it up.

“That’s the one,” Xander grinned at Anya’s predatéaresponse.



“And nancy boy pads,” Spike continued his diatribe.

Xander heard Anya open the refrigerator. “You guged another?” she called,
beer bottles clinking as she pulled one out fosélér

“I'm good,” Xander said, and looked over at Spit&pike?”

“M good,” he snarled, slouching further down o ttouch. “Can’t believe you're
making me watch this.”

“Feel free to go home anytime, Spike,” Xander stidn gave Spike his best butter
wouldn’t melt expression. Spike flipped him thedpiwhich made Xander chuckle.
When the washer ended the rinse cycle with a fibaking rattle, Xander switched
their clothes over to the dryer, first checkingrtake sure that all of the green goo
had come out in the wash. He’'d seen the resultsixahg demon viscera and
laundry detergent when Buffy had once ruined a pawof pants, and it wasn't
pretty.

Part Two A

After that whole deal with the explosive goo dem¥ander had thought the rough
patch with Spike was over and it would be smootlnggfrom there on out. He'd
thought wrong.

The downhill slide started the following Thursdaght, which found Xander doing
a cursory patrol while Anya was out on a date \Bittzz. (Merely a nickname,
Anya assured him, which nickname had nothing tevillo chainsaws nor haircuts
nor astronauts, but something to do with the wawéet through girlfriends in high
school. Not an auspicious indicator, in Xander'swam, but who was he to judge,
he was in love with a vampire.)

Xander still wasn'’t ready to tell anyone that hd &mya had broken up, so he was
on his own tonight. Instead of sitting home in akdgpartment and not answering
the phone or door, Xander had decided that a gladrdl around the block where
his apartment was located might be the thing tdkwirsome of the excess energy



that came with his Hyena Powers, as Anya had stadaling them, making little
finger quotes to reinforce the fact that she wamstakzing the words as she spoke
them, even though Xander could practicalarthe capitalization. without that
extra assistance.

Xander had strayed further away from his apartrttgant he’d planned, and was
just about to call it quits when a sound, nearfuidible, caught his attention. It
appeared to come from the alley up ahead, so lvenaitically slowed his step and
melted into the shadows. As he approached the nudutie alley the sounds
become more clear, and coalesced into moans cyiteaather than cries of pain.
Xander peeked around the corner just to be sudesaw two people pressed
together. The sounds of pleasure were even manadtithis close. He was
embarrassed to think that he’'d nearly interruptedwple in the throes of passion,
and determined to take more care in the futureympméting the noises he heard.

Xander was just about to turn away when a fladblaid caught his eye. He only
knew one person -- one vampire -- with hair thatdhgly white. The thought of
Spike here in the alley, with someone else, wasdilsharp kick to Xander’s
stomach. He’d never thought of Spike as sexlesshafd never expected Spike to
be celibate, but the knowledge that Spike was #gthavingsex -- with someone
who was not Xander -- came as an unwelcome surptaeder automatically took
a step into the alley and Spike, as if he sensadtarder, raised his head from the
girl's neck. His forehead was ridged, his eyesoyelland blood dripped from his
fangs.

Xander was frozen in place. All he could think wals,my god, Spike’s biting
someone! Betrayal and anger and fear slowed his, v reaction time, and when
he heard the girl moan, “Don’t stop,” Xander readizhat he’d been standing there
long enough for Spike to take both him and theaitl if that's what he’d wanted
to do. Instead, Spike just looked back at him, thlewly, deliberately licked the
blood off his lips.

“We’ve got company,” Spike said, and pushed heryainat gentle, but not hard
enough to hurt her. Or to activate the chip.

She turned and looked at Xander, eyes wide arttleadit unfocused, and then she
smiled. “He’s cute. Is he a vampire, too?”



The question broke Xander out of his stupor, angdiged, “No!” Who the hell
was she, and how did she know about vampires? Aord importantly, why was
she letting Spike bite her? Speaking of biting. d@mturned on Spike. “What the
hell are you doing?”

Spike’s face closed up. He ignored Xander’'s questind said to the girl, “Fun’s
over for tonight.”

The girl made a sound of protest, but Spike sildriea with a look. “All right.
Thanks, Spike.”

Xander thought maybe his head might spin off.
“Get back inside, now.”

The girl shot an angry glare at Xander, then dieapgd through a door set farther
back in the alley that Xander hadn’t noticed.

Xander turned back to Spike, who had shaken offjamme face and stared back at
Xander with brilliant blue eyes. “The chip?”

Spike rolled his eyes and sauntered to the moutheoélley, brushed past Xander
and started down the sidewalk. It took Xander aiséco realize that Spike had
just blown him off. “Hey!”

By the time Xander caught up with him, Spike hatlgpuouple blocks between
himself and the alley. “What the hell was that?”

“Just fulfilling a need.”
Xander sputtered. “Fulfilling . . . ? She needetaeditten?”
Spike shrugged. “Was talking about my need, buhyshe wanted it.”

“Why?”



“Fresh blood, some dosh . . . .”
“Not you, her! Why would she want you to bite her?”

“You had a choice between Bubba the redneck, dogefaamp and yours truly,
who would you choose?”

“I'meant . ... God damn it, Spike, stop walkiniinder grabbed Spike’s arm and
jerked him to a halt. Spike glared at the handisrdhbster sleeve and Xander
quickly removed it, but left it hovering in the @iist in case Spike took off again. “I
meant,” he continued, trying to remain calm. Heidtjseen Spike feeding off
someone, after all. He figured he deserved todddtle bit thrown. “Why would

she wantany vamp to bite her?”

“Feels good, don't it?” Off Xander's look of ‘huh@pike said, “Didn’t the watcher
teach you gits anything?”

Now Xander did say, “Huh?”

Spike sighed and rolled his eyes, as if he feltypan having to explain these
basics of Vampire 101 to Xander. “Vampire bites barvery . . . sensual.”

Xander felt his brow crinkle up even more.

“They make you fedleally good.”

Xander remembered the sounds of pleasure theagirbken making and finally got
it, but he couldn’t believe what he was hearing,rind just refused to wrap itself
around the idea that a vampire bite could make rm@yeel good, and he shook his
head.

Spike smirked as understanding spread across Xaridee, but clearly couldn’t
resist adding, “You come before you go.”

“Oh, god, Spike, | did not need to know that!”

But Spike had already started off down the street.



“Damn it, Spike, quit walking away!”

Xander pulled Spike around again and Spike snartlddim. Xander shoved his
shoulder. “Don’t start that crap with me, | wantrebanswers.”

Spike shrugged Xander’'s hand off his shoulder didn’'t attempt to walk away.
“Already answered your questions, Harris.”

“'m not done. If the chip’s still working, how cdaiyou bite her?”

Spike gave Xander his patented ‘I'm really tryiogoiss you off’ smirk. “Wanted
it, didn’t she?”

Xander refused to allow Spike to bait him. “Itishidd to hurt. The bite.”
“Wanted that, too.”
“That’s ridiculous!”

“All part of the larger experience, pet. A littl& bof pain makes the pleasure that
much sweeter.”

Spike might be trying to piss him off, but Xandeasicertain he wasn't lying to
him. “Why do you do it?”

Spike raised one eyebrow. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“Pretend I'm an idiot.” Spike opened his mouth, Kainder added, “Shut up,”
before Spike could actualBaythat he didn’t have to pretend.

“Warm human blood, fresh from the tap. That nobadyenough reason for you,
pet?”

“Quit calling me that, and why don’t you just kilem when you're done?”

“What makes you think | haven’t?”



“You let her go.”

“You were standing right there, wouldn’'t have béem smart of me to kill the girl
right in front of you, yeah?”

“Stop playing me, Spike, and answer the question.”

Spike just looked at him for long enough that Xartleught he wasn’t going to
answer, but then he said, “Not sure the chip walltav that. No matter how good
it feels, at some point they'd realize | wasn’'tgimg and they’d start to struggle,
and then it would be migraine time for old SpiketMorth testing the theory.
‘Sides, if they were dead, they couldn’t make aapttonation.”

Xander’s voice rose in pitch a little when he séithey come back fomore?”

“Repeat business is the key to success,” Spike sauthding just like one of those
work-at-home infomercials. “Besides, | need thehdd$ot like | can live on the
measly pittance you lot pay me.”

Xander’s voice squeaked. “Wait, thpgty you to bite them? Why would anyone do
that?”

Spike just stared at him, waiting.

“Okay, right, never mind.” Xander wondered briefiyt worked both ways, and
even opened his mouth to ask, before realizingahatwould be a very bad idea to
give Spike any more ammunition, and b) he wasni duhe wanted to know. “Just
.. . let me think about this for a minute.”

Xander was pretty sure it would take more than raune for him to wrap his mind
around the idea of people actugllgyingvampires to bite them. Xander had so
many questions they were all bouncing around irhbed like little ball bearings,
and he didn’t know which one to ask first.

“So, these people, how do they know about vamgires?



“Not everyone in this town turns a blind eye to bheody obvious.”

“So they're smart enough to see the truth aboutpiaas, but stupid enough to let
one bite them? Unless they know about the chip?”

Spike snorted. “Yeah, because I'd advertise to menhat | can’t really hurt
them.”

“l just don’t understand why anyone would put thelwss in that position. How
they could trust you not to kill them.”

“Part of the thrill,” Spike said, and this time whbee walked away, Xander let him
go.

~kk kK

Xander didn’'t get much sleep that night, nor thetnide couldn’t stop thinking
about the significance of everything he’d becomaravof when he’'d stumbled
upon Spike in an alley, feeding upon a woman whzaggntlywantedit. Xander
wasn’t sure what he found most disturbing, the flaat Spike could bite someone
without the chip going off, or the idea that anyevaild wanthim to, that the bite
felt so good someone would not only pay for it, put their own life at risk for the
pleasure of it. It was quite possible that the worha’d seen had a death wish, but
it was just as likely that Spike was right, as wvatty thrill-seeker or addict, the
danger was part of the rush.

Xander watffled on whether he should tell Buffy whatd learned. He knew that if
he did, Buffy would stake Spike, no questions asBedfy’s world was black and
white; there wasn’t any room for grey in the mong&iting business. Just knowing
that Spike could bite, despite the fact that hentiddlled anyone -- to Xander’s
knowledge, and he preferred not to think othersiseould be enough to get him
staked. That was certainly not something Xandert@erso he kept his silence,
though the guilt of that silence weighed heavilyhom. He consoled himself with
the thought that Spike was currently one of thedgguys, even if Spike would take
umbrage with that description.



There was nothing brewing on Saturday, thankfllgcause Xander wasn'’t at his
best on patrol. He was tired and distracted, ankleSpbitching because there was
nothing to kill was giving him the headache fronil.hEhey ended their fruitless
patrol -- during which Spike had staked one fledgd made plans for a game of
poker that Xander realized he’'d have to preterichtiw nothing about if Willow
ever got wind that there were games of kitten pgléng on right under her nose.
Unfortunately, Xander had never been able to tkd B0 Willow's face since the
Barbie incident, which meant he’d be screwed iffslumd out -- at the Magic Box.
Xander stuck his head in long enough to reportites(sthen planned on going
home and settling in front of the television witheer and a bag of something salty,
and hoped he could shut his brain down and get stere.

Which was part of the reason he was slow to respdrah Spike asked Xander if
he wanted to head on over to the Bronze for a gemeol. That, plus the fact that
he was struck speechless by the offer itself.

“Actually,” Xander finally managed, “I'm kind ofted, and I've got this headache .

The sneer on Spike’s face told Xander that he’dwed up. Big time. Before he
could backtrack, Spike said, “Right. Knew that whdlwanna be friends’ line was
a load of bollocks. What's the matter, Xander,"saél, letting his eyes flash
yellow, “don’t like being reminded who's the predgtand who's the prey?” With a
snap and twirl of his duster, Spike was gone.

“No, Spike, wait!” But Spike had disappeared irtte tlark before Xander'd gotten
his brain in gear, and now all he could think waisit! He’'d have cut off his right
hand -- well, maybe a finger off his right hand adingernail -- for the opportunity
to spend more time with Spike, and here Spike lra@nly been willing to spend
time with Xander, voluntarily, he’d been the onassue the invitation. Which
Xander had turned down. How stupid could he pogsibl?

Xander rolled the windows down and drove about IIBsyper hour the entire way
to his apartment, hoping that he’'d find somethimaf heeded killing. It felt like the
entire Sunnydale High marching band had set udeaske inside his head, but
Xander had a lot of frustration to work off. Jus luck, when he was looking for a
fight the night remained silent.



~kk kK

Xander didn’'t get much sleep that night, and thd day his mood waffled from

quiet and depressed to bitchy in the blink of am &nya had finally had enough
and confronted him, and that was all the incenXaader needed. Glad to finally
have someone he could unburden himself to, Xamieher everything that had
happened since he’'d discovered Spike feeding ogithim the alley.

Xander wasn’t surprised that Anya was perceptiganging Spike’s attitude and
reaction, she had a unique perspective with regpat@mon-human relations,
especially when said demon was forced to turneovéry humans they'd once
preyed upon for assistance. What was surprisingetier, was Anya’s lack of
surprise when Xander told her that someone had$yaike to bite them.

Anya actually sounded impressed that Spike hadd@way around the chip. Then
she remembered her own humanity, which she seamfedjet at times -- though
after eleven hundred years of immortality, Xandgured he could understand how
a couple of years of being human could be easiindised -- and made Xander
assure her that Spike could only bite them becthesewanted to be bitten.

When Xander asked her if she thought he shouldtdfl, she said, “Buffy would
stake him if she knew. You don’t want that, do yoli@ which Xander had to
admit that he didn’t. “Besides, it’s not like h&#ling anyone. He’s not, right?”

Xander repeated Spike’s comment about repeat lsssinad Anya just nodded.
Xander wondered if she was mentally calculatingpbssible profit in pimping out
vampires to humans who wanted to experience thie-thf Spike was telling the
truth -- and considering the odds on whether shesdto spend it.

Xander, though, was able to breathe a sigh offréligya had stated his own
concern about telling Buffy, and repeated his oustification for not doing so.
Having the decision made took a great weight affdiioulders. Until Anya
shrugged and said, “Though who knows if the otlanpires have the same
incentive to leave those willing humans alive whtggy're done with them.”



“Yeah, but if they were killing them, wouldn’t threebe a bunch of bodies piling up,
or reports of missing persons?”’ Xander argued. Teegaid, “Wait, what other
vamps?”

Turns out Xander had been giving Spike too mucHitkecause, while he'd taken
advantage of the humans who enjoyed being bittenidea hadn'’t originated with
him. Xander wasn’t altogether certain whether thatle him feel better or worse
about Spike’s participation. He'd been so shockeiithd Spike biting someone that
he hadn’t thought to question Spike’s comment albbobsing him over some
other, less appealing vamp. This new knowledgediroXander’'s concern for the
humans back to the fore. Spike might not be ablalltthem, but how trustworthy
were the other vamps?

When Xander asked how she knew, Anya told him &p¢ &n ear to the demon
underground. She also told him where one of thes&®was located, where the
humans and vamps transacted their business. klaydight, and before he decided
what to do about this new information, Xander wdriteget a look at the area. He
grabbed his jacket and made sure there was aistéloth pockets, just in case.

Anya asked if he wanted her to go with him, but demfinally understood Buffy’'s
concern for those of the group who weren’t as gfras she was, so he reassured
her that he was just going to have a look arourtttald her to stay home and
indulge in her relaxing Sunday afternoon rituale Talevision, which Anya had
muted for their conversation, was already tunedfetime, and it looked like her
toenails were going to be a nice bright fuchsia tireek.

Just before he pulled the door closed behind hinyafsaid, “Do you think these
humans will thank you for saving them?”

As he drove to the abandoned house Anya had toichbout, which wasn’t too far
away from where Xander had come upon Spike lask wethought about why
these humans would be willing to let vamps biterth€pike had said it felt good,
he'd also said that the initial pain of the bitelhseen part of the experience. Were
they just thrill-seekers, like people who jumped ofuplanes or scaled rock faces?
Did they make the choice to face the danger, orthay lost the ability to do that
because they'd become addicted to the pleasutdijasvith any other drug?



It felt odd to think of a vampire bite as a drug@ame could become addicted to, but
weirder things had happened. And Xander knew frepegence that people who
were addicted to drugs or alcohol lost the abtlitynake clear-headed decisions
regarding their own well-being, lost sight of thellbeing of friends and family. If

it looked like they were in immediate danger frdma vamps, Xander couldn’t let
the fact that the humans would blame him for tlss lof their next fix keep him

from putting a stop to it.

Which meant he’d still have to decide what to dowlSpike, and he couldn't let
the fact that he was in love with him affect higid®n. Could he?

The house looked abandoned; there was no movearahjo indication during the
bright light of day, that it saw any action once #un went down. Xander walked
around the house. The grass was high, but therneebodies piled up, nothing to
indicated anything had been buried recently, andlnwaous signs of violence.

Xander wanted to get a look inside the house. Adethe windows were boarded
up, but not enough to make it a safe haven for waggping the day. Unless they
holed up in one well-protected room, or the baséntéa tried the front door,
which, surprisingly, remained locked despite thigoacreputed to take place in the
house, then went around and tried the back doopdhed easily.

Xander withdrew a stake and gripped it tightly asstepped inside. He paused to
allow his eyes to adjust to the dim interior, thegan a systematic search of the
house; the first floor, the second, then the baseniéere was no one in residence,
though stained mattresses lay on the floor of easin, and some contained stuffed
chairs, the upholstery ripped in places, tuftstoffgg sticking out.

There was no blood -- though Xander wouldn’t haard bn one of those mattresses
without hazmat gear if you paid him -- and no bediehe worst scare he had was
when he disturbed a rat in what had once beenittiggh, and it scurried across the
torn linoleum and disappeared behind the doorkfsgerator.

While he was relieved that he hadn’t discoveredangence of foul play, Xander
wasn’t convinced. Later that night, while Anya veasffling over the Sunday night
movie on LMN, Xander went back to the house. Ligh#se on, but the boarded-up
windows and grime from years of neglect kept anyfooi® noticing it unless they



were looking for it. Xander walked around to thelbdoor, peering in the dirty
windows in a futile attempt to see what was going o

Xander wasn’t sure what he expected when he pusieedoor open -- he’d run any
number of horrifying and embarrassing scenariosutjin his head all afternoon --
but it wasn’t the pretty young blonde who was pigyhostess. She didn’t look like
someone who'd seek out vampires, or want to berblify them -- no piercings or
eyeliner, not a single piece of black clothing.

“Hi!” she said. “New here?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Are you looking for anything in particular?”

Xander wasn’t sure that telling her he was checkinglead bodies was the right
tack to take here, so he asked, “Like what?”

“Well, male, female, young, old.” She gave Xandeiapapraising once over which
made him feel good until she said, “We have some syecialize in first times.”

“Oh. |, um, I'd just like to look around.”

“Still thinking about it, huh?” She sounded so natfor someone who routinely let
vampires bite her. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t hurtnlgss you want it to.” She smiled
bright and perky, which seemed so out of place.here

“Do you ever have any, uh . .. problems?”

Her eyes were shrewd, but she just said, “What kingtoblems?”

“Things getting a little out of hand.” Xander watsslre people dying could be
classified as ‘a little out of hand’ but he wasagdrthat Little Miss Bright and Perky
could become angry if she thought he was herestoipli their proceedings. Perhaps

Xander hadn’t thought this through; coming heraalmight have been a bad idea.

She looked at Xander with new eyes now, no longacerned with making him



feel welcome. “Nothing we haven't been able to harid

Xander didn’t know what that meant, but it made el better because if a dozen
vamps decided to go on a rampage, they wouldn'¢ li@en able to handle that.
What continued to worry Xander, though, was theigi that these people didn’t
fully realize the possible danger. Xander gaveilbede a little smile, then moved
through the house, following the path he’'d takeat Hfternoon.

Xander saw sights and heard sounds that mightseafor life, but nothing that
led him to believe any of the humans were in danfanything more than gross
stupidity.

~kk kK

Xander showed up at the Magic Box for researchyehagr for the next week
hoping to run into Spike. While the others reseadchctual demons, Xander
carefully read the obits and police blotter, loakior any indication of additional
vampire activity.

Buffy and Willow gave him strange looks, but Spit@ver showed up. Buffy said
he’'d been a no-show during patrol on Sunday andddpnbut had started just
showing up whenever Buffy ran into a group of van@oger than she could handle
on her own. He'd bitch and complain about not ggtpaid for helping them out as
he kicked and punched and staked, and then heaghpkesr without a word,
sometimes before the dust had even settled.

Xander knew it was his fault that Spike was pullihig weird Houdini act, but he
didn’t know how to fix it. He considered beardingil& in his crypt one day and
apologizing, but Xander didn't know if that woulcake him the bigger person, or
just seem pathetic. So he waited, but the longevdrd without seeing Spike, the
harder it became to figure out what he was goingatowhen he did.

While he was waiting for Spike to stop avoiding hixander did a few patrols on
his own. He kept them to the area surrounding pastanent, the other homes and
the businesses within walking distance. Severditsiguring the week Xander
stopped back at the House o’ Vamps to check up@mgoings on there. No one



spoke to him, though he got a couple suspiciouscgls, but they didn’t try to stop
him, so Xander considered it a win. Especially witenonly thing he found was
more memories to be shoved into the ‘do not opeleupain of death’ box in his
head, and locked away forever.

On Tuesday, over a week after his misunderstanalitigSpike, Xander went to the
Magic Box straight from the construction site. Arhad called during his lunch
break and told him that Buffy and Spike had comerug demon they hadn’t been
able to kill the previous night. Giles had spenstraf the morning doing research,
and once he and Willow discovered how to kill tleendn, they'd need everyone to
hunt it down.

“Hey, Xander!” Buffy called when his entrance d&t bell over the front door to
ringing. “l figured no one would have time to esd,| picked up some burgers.
Come get some.”

Xander sniffed, and the familiar scent of greasdertam salivate. “You're my
hero, Buf.”

“Cool.” She grinned, and Xander grinned back. Heegaer a quick hug before
snatching a burger out of the bag sitting in thddia of the table. He leaned over
the counter where Anya was counting up the dagsipts and gave her a kiss on
the cheek even as he was unwrapping the burgechLinad been a long time ago,
and construction work was hard. Plus, he wasasgliowing boy.

He plopped down at the table. “Hello, ladies.” Heeged Willow and Tara around
a mouthful of burger. Tara gave him a shy smilé¢,Willow shot a mock glare his
way.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full, Xander.”

“Yes, and do try to keep the grease away from nokbd

“Sure thing, G-man,” Xander said, as a pickle slid of his burger and landed on

the paper with a splat. Xander waited for Gilegit@ him an exasperated look
before asking, “So, what have we got?”



“Buffy, would you . . . ?”

“Sure, Giles.” Buffy slurped the last of her soteough the straw, then lobbed the
empty cup towards the basket. It bounced off tbe sf the bookshelf and
ricocheted in. She opened her mouth to speak, alctidx.

“Five,” Xander said.
“And a half,” Willow allowed.

“No way! That was at least a seven!” When neithan&er nor Willow were
willing to give it to her, Buffy turned to Tara. ara?”

“No more than a s-six,” Tara said. Willow chucki@ad gave her a gentle elbow in
the arm, and Tara returned it with a smile.

Buffy hugged. “I still sa—.”

“Fascinating as this is,” Giles said, in his snoBtitish tone that said it wasn't
really fascinating at all, “perhaps you could ¥dnder about the demon you and
Spike fought last night.”

As if the sound of his name had conjured him upké&was suddenly right there.
The sun hadn't finished going down, yet, and henitasnoking, so he must have
used the sewers, or stuck to the shadows. “Muiealkhe bloody thing three
times,” he said.

Spike wouldn’t look at him, so Xander took the ogipnity to drink in the sight of
him. God, he had it bad if not seeing Spike foreskvturned him into such a girl.

“Problem is,” Buffy continued with the tale, “it wiin’t staydead. Much as | hate
to say it, Spike’s right; we inflicted enough daredg kill it three times over, but
the wounds, even wounds that should have been ffegaled.”

“Stabbed it in the heart, it healed. Slit its thyohealed. Cut off its weapon hand,
regenerated a new one on the spot.”



“Holy crap! How do you kill something like that?”
Giles gave him a British look. “That’s what we're...”

“Silver blade dipped in the blood of an innoceritdra said, and everyone turned to
look at her, mouth’s gaping. When she noticed tetaring, she stammered, “Th-
that’s what it says right here,” and pointed to Itleek she held.

“Let me see, sweetie.” Willow took the book andd¢lae passage, then handed it
across Tara to Giles. “That does sound like ouratein

Giles read it, also, only with a lot more ‘hmm’sdahuh’s, and finally said, “Yes, it
does. Good job, Tara.”

Buffy stretched her arms out and took a swing withmaginary sword. “Does that
mean | can go slay?”

“When you say ‘innocent’,” Xander said, wonderingawvould be called upon to
donate. Surely no one in this room could be comstiennocent any longer, and if
they needed the blood of a virgin, or a child, thatild certainly put a crimp in
things.

“Anya, do we still have that lamb’s blood in stotk?

“Oooh, lamb’s blood?” Willow’s lips turned up inpout and she gave Giles a look
of disappointment.

“It was shipped to us by mistake,” Giles assured ‘it since it's not a returnable
item, we kept it, just in case.”

“Good thing,” Tara said softly, patting Willow’'s hd. “I'm sure the Goddess
appreciates the lamb’s sacrifice, sweetie.”

After that it was just a matter of digging out aipte of silver-bladed knives,
making sure they were clean, sprinkling some herasthe lamb’s blood, and then
dipping the silver blades into the mixture. Will@xeyes were still all big and sad,
and her lips were turned down in a pouty frown, $he helped Tara pack up their



patrol bag, making sure they had all the spelledgnts they needed.

When everyone was armed and it was time to splgauhey could cover more
ground during their hunt for the demon, Buffy ausdimally sent Xander with
Spike, while she went out with Willow and Tara. Esace Xander had proven to
Buffy that he could take care of himself, they'tida into the habit of dividing
themselves up in this manner, but Xander couldelp lylancing over at Spike to
see if he’d argue about being teamed with Xandstrtiime.

Spike remained silent, but he was staring so hiattteatloor that Xander thought he
might actually be able to stare a hole right thioug

Giles sent them on their way with his usual, “Doclaeeful out there.”

Spike was out the door before Giles had finishedhkmg. Buffy tilted her chin
towards the door through which Spike had just exité/hat’s up with him?”

Xander just shrugged. Somehow he knew that teBiaffy that Spike was mad at
Xander because he thought Xander didn’t really waise his friend would not
elicit the reaction he was going for, and Buffydaing herself to death on the
Magic Box floor wouldn’t get them any closer tolikiy that demon.

“Want me to beat him up for you?” she asked, saumdi wee bit too hopeful for
Xander’s sense of comfort.

Xander tried to grin. “Nah. If it comes to thatdn do a pretty good job of it
myself, now.”

Buffy pouted. “Fine, take all my fun.”

Willow gave Buffy a gentle push towards the doad patted Xander's arm as she
passed. “Good luck, Xan.” Tara just offered hinhg smile.

When he was alone with Giles and Anya, Anya puladder into a hug and
whispered, “Talk to him!”

“I'll try,” Xander said, and then he held on to Her a minute because the hug felt



good, and he really needed one right about then.

Just before his hand touched the door knob, Angad@dd‘Oh, and be careful,
Xander. | like all your parts right where they ab¢ander grinned at her over his
shoulder and Anya actually blushed this time. “lemeyour fingers and arms, and
your head, and stuff.”

Xander laughed as he headed out into the nighthdoaf demon that was difficult to
kill, and to apologize to Spike. Xander thought tm&axilling the demon might be
easier than apologizing, so he found himself hopirag they were the lucky ones to
find the demon. And quickly.

Patrol was the horrible experience Xander had d@rdeSpike stayed close enough
to Xander that Buffy couldn’t accuse him of leavidgnder on his own, should
anything untoward happen, but walked far enouglache make conversation --
unless Xander wanted to yell, which he did nompassible. Not that Xander was
looking forward to apologizing, no guy did, butdid want things to get back to
normal between him and Spike.

Well, maybe not normal, because normal actuallitddoa lot like today, but back
to the friendly camaraderie it appeared -- fortaltof about five minutes -- that
they were heading towards. For weeks Xander had heging for something like
that, and the memory of that brief taste was lik@aehe in his belly. He wanted it
back, but he wasn’t sure how to get it, wasn’t suhad ever been his to begin
with, when you got right down to it.

Spike killed five vamps. After the first vamp -- &iin Xander had suggested that
they find the demon they were supposed to be hgiffitist, and Spike had glared at
him -- Xander had remained silent. He'd stood hks&entinel, stake in one hand,
watching Spike’s back, listening to the soundshefriight to make sure they
weren't attacked while Spike took his time killittige second vamp, beating it to a
pulp before finally staking it.

Xander figured it was a message about how upsbthim Spike was, and he
decided that, discretion being the better partaddry it was best to let Spike take
out his frustration on the vamps before tryingattx to him. Plus, he hoped that
Spike would be in a more receptive mood if he adldwhe blood lust to run its



course. As plans go, it wasn’t a bad one, excegitttite second vamp Spike staked
had a group of friends who showed up just in tiorelfie finale, as the dust that
was all that remained of their former friend rairtknivn around Spike.

Xander had been completely ignored in favor ofckitag the vamp who'’d killed
their friend, so he had an advantage. At least| h@atook out the first vamp and
drew attention to himself. In the heat of battlergthing else was forgotten -- his
confused feelings about Spike, the fact that Spiae mad at him, his dread at
having to apologize. The only thing that existedHon at that moment was the
fight -- the sound of flesh pounding against flasie, taste of blood in the air, and
the scent of fear when the vamps realized thatighahey’'d outnumbered Spike
and Xander by nearly three to one, they'd beenlasged right from the start.

When the fight ended, Xander was bent over, handgsknees, trying to catch his
breath. He forced himself to straighten up whemneneembered a far off gym
teacher telling him that his lungs couldn’t expainte was bent over like that, and
staggered over to a tree so he could lean agawkile he recovered from the
fight. It hadn’t been a particularly difficult fighthough Xander thought he might
have pulled a muscle in his side and he felt timg sts sweat dripped into a cut on
his cheek, but he felt wrung out, with very litdeergy left to worry about whether
Spike would accept his apology or not.

“Look,” Xander said, between gasps for air, “I'ntigg all right? | was not trying to
blow you off last Saturday.wastired, | hadn’t slept very well the past two night
and | was just thinking about going home and craglon the couch with a beer,
and, frankly, your invitation took me a little iy surprise. But if you'd just given
me a minute to think about it, | would have . .elliwokay, no, | probably wouldn’t
have accepted, but I'd have asked if you wantesh&oe a beer and whatever was
on the television back at my place. So, could ymigleasestop avoiding me and
treating me like | have the plague, or whatever?”

Spike’s expression hadn’t changed, and Xandenv&itin't a hundred percent sure
whether his apology would be accepted, when Spikidenly tilted his head and
listened. Remembering that they’d been sent ohtitd an unkillable demon,
Xander did some listening of his own. What stepinéal the clearing though,
wasn’t the demon.



“More vamps?” Xander asked.
Spike gave him a disgusted look. “Humans.”

“Hey.” The guy that spoke had dark hair and wag palough to be a vamp. There
was a large tattoo on his neck and a bar piercedymabrow. “Didn’t mean to
interrupt the big make-up scene, which was reallghing, by the way.”

“You two a bunch of fags?” the second guy askeds ©he had tattoos running up
both of his arms and had a stud in his nose, wihéckept swiping at.

That hit too close to the truth for Xander’s likirapd he sucked in a breath as he
pushed away from the tree. Great, he thought, deaggs he watched nose-
piercing guy sniffle and wipe at his nose.

“What's it to you?” Spike said.

“Nothing,” the first guy said, “so long as you haowkr all your cash without any
problem.”

Spike just raised one eyebrow without respondirandér knew that Spike was
fully aware he couldn’t fight them, not without gig himself a migraine, but
Xander also knew that Spike would take the migréeiere he’'d just give them
what they wanted. Xander took a couple of stepseclto Spike, but not before
brow-piercing landed a punch that cut Spike’s g aent him rocking back on his
feet. Spike just licked the blood off his lip artdred at the guy, daring him to hit
him again. So he did.

Just as Spike was pulling his arm back to swinggialiation, Xander jumped
between them and knocked brow-piercing to the gitotihey rolled around on the
ground, with Xander landing punches and kicks. Hedn winded from the fight
with the vamps, but he was infused with a secomatlwit the thought of these
humans hurting Spike.

Nose-piercing pulled Xander off his friend, andkgpgot in a good, hard kick to
brow-piercing'’s ribs that sent Spike to the grougidbbing his head and writhing
in pain. Nose-piercing screamed his friend’s nattmex) started punching Xander in



a drug-infused and fear-fueled frenzy, but all Xemcbuld hear was Spike’s cry of
pain as he went down. If it didn’t sound ridiculpX@nder would have thought
he'd heard the hyena howling just before he cangke-piercing’s fist in his hand
and started to return blows.

Behind him, brow-piercing got to his feet. Noserpirg's eyes rolled that way and
Xander knew he would soon be double-teamed. Heeddm®w-piercing come up
behind him, and swung one arm out, knocking brosvgang’s raised arm down. At
the last minute the gun brow-piercing had beenihgldvent off. The noise so close
made Xander’s ears ring, and the smell of corditzlfhis nostrils.

Xander felt no fear, but he knew he had to endribis. He shoved nose-piercing
away and concentrated on brow-piercing’s gun h@msk well-aimed kick snapped
brow-piercing’s wrist and sent the gun flying. Xandollowed-up with a punch
that broke brow-piercing’s nose and sent him staggdoack, screaming and trying
to staunch the flow of blood and cradle his wridih@ same time.

Filled with blood rage, Xander had to strugglend ¢he fight. “Get out of here,” he
growled. He forced himself to wait until they wenet of sight, and he could no
longer hear or smell them, before turning to Spikee you all right?”

Yellow eyes glared at Xander. “What the hell do ylomk you were doing?”

“Protecting you!” Xander said, and the moment tloeds left his mouth he knew
he'd said the wrong thing. Spike was overly semsidbout the chip, about his
reduced status in the demon community becauselpedhihe slayer, about the fact
that he couldn’t harm one little hair on the heafithose he’d once called food
without giving himself a migraine from hell, and ixder had just implied that he
couldn’t protect himself, which, while true, wasatimething Spike liked to be
reminded of.

“I don’t need your help,” Spike snarled. “And | suas bloody hell donivantyour
help.” Spike gave Xander a shove that pushed himariree and knocked the
remaining breath out of him. “You’re nothing buetbklayer’s lapdog, bringer of
donuts and stupid jokes. You're weak, Xander, dhithieeats aside, | wouldn’t bite
you if you were the last human on earth.”



Xander knew that Spike’s angry words were fueledhisyown impotence, but that
didn’t make them hurt any less. He forced himseKeep his eyes open, keep them
trained on Spike’s face so he could see the angkhatred directed at him. He
wanted to be able to remember this, trot the memotyhen he needed a
reminder that Spike would never be his friend, migsls anything more. Xander
was caught unaware when Spike finally ran dowtedihis head to the side and
sniffed the air.

Xander swallowed hard, made himself ask, “What?5 i

“Blood.”

“Blood?”

Spike grabbed Xander’s jacket and pulled it awaynfhis side.

“Hey, what the hell are you . . . ? Oh, ow, ow!"éf was a sting of pain in his side
and Xander tried to look down at himself, but Sfgkeead was in the way. “What

happened?”

“You've been shot, you big galloping moron.” Spik@ntinued to call Xander
names as he lifted up both shirts so he couldrseddamage.

“Is it bad?”
“Can't tell, there’s too much blood.”

Xander got lightheaded. “Oh, god, I'm gonna dierfrsaving your ass. That really
sucks.”

“You're not gonna die, git.”
Somehow, Spike calling him names made Xander fetgéb Xander watched,
confused, as Spike went to his knees. Despitetdidmg pain in his side and the

ache in his heart, Xander’s body reacted to thgkitsi\Wh-what are you doing?”

“Need to clean the blood off. No sense lettingoittg waste.”



Xander nearly hyperventilated when he realized 8pake was going to lick the
blood off his side. “But, you said . . . .” Thenikgs tongue touched his skin and
all thought fled. He didn’t know why Spike was dgithis, but right at that moment
he didn’t care. Xander pushed his head back irmadhgh bark, using the pain to
distract himself from the pleasure-pain rasp ok&itongue, clenched and
unclenched his fists to keep from reaching for 8pik

His hurt at Spike’s bitter words was a dull achet tissipated like mist as arousal
flooded Xander’'s body. He bit his tongue until loelld taste the blood in an
attempt to clamp down on his desire. Spike’s torlgpped up the blood and then
bathed the wound. The pain of it was muted, dsaif part of Xander’s brain had
closed down, until Spike touched an especiallyitgaspot and Xander flinched.

Spike jerked back. “Ow! Bloody hell!”

“Sorry, sorry, | didn't mean . . . .” But the monmewas over; Spike, reminded of his
Impotence, glared at Xander as he rose to hisdeat,it was Xander’s fault that
he'd been down there in the first place.

“Better get back to the Magic Box, let the watctae a look at you.”
“But . . . the demon.”

“If it was around here, we’ve probably scared it 8ides, you're no good like
this.” The sneer was back, and so was Xander'savger. He'd seen the way his
father had treated his mother all his life, thergngurtful words he’d hurled at her,
telling her she couldn’t do anything right, thaeskas worthless. Xander had
vowed that he’d never treat another person that aag he certainly wasn't going
to stand being treated that way himself. Bullieskpd on people they perceived as
weaker to make themselves feel better, and thasistly what Spike was doing,
taking his anger at the hand he’d been dealt outasrder.

As much as it hurt him to do so, Xander knew he natdan end to it. He pulled his
shirts down, grimacing as his movements pulleth@ttound, then straightened,
pushed away from the tree until he was standingi®own. “Fuck you, Spike,”
Xander said, then turned and headed back to thecNBaxx, not waiting to see if



Spike followed him.

His side ached, but Xander knew it was dampenedlllilge other emotions
swirling around inside him. He was not looking fang to the inevitable crash that
followed an adrenaline rush, because it would gmeepain free reign.

By the time he reached the Magic Box, the dull duhe intensified. Each
movement had pulled at the wound, and the rougiorcatf his t-shirt had irritated
it. He pushed the door open and walked into a damopof sound. Buffy, Willow
and Tara had returned, and from the red in theseks and the glow in their eyes, it
appeared that they'd found and dispatched the demon

Buffy’'s happy, “Xander!” was soon followed by Angahorrified, “Oh my god,
Xander, what happened?”

Xander started to assure them all that he was lhimeBuffy saw the blood that had
soaked through two shirts and was staining hisgade'd have been worried
about the blood ruining the jacket if it didn’teddy have a bullet hole through it.

“You're bleeding,” Buffy said.
“Just a scratch,” Xander said, then promptly passgd

When he came to, Xander’s world was loud and pai&ftadually he was able to
place the sounds, Willow and Anya worrying abou hasking if he was going to
be all right, Buffy berating Spike for letting higet hurt, and the pain narrowed
down to where Giles dabbing gently and carefullshatgunshot wound.

“What happened?” Giles asked, quietly. No one afg#eared to realize yet that
he'd regained consciousness. In the background efamehrd Spike tell Buffy how
Xander had idiotically stepped in front of a gundaGiles caught his eye.

Xander shrugged, grimaced as the movement jarseside. “Human,” he said, as
if that explained it all. And for him, it did, thgh no one else would probably
understand. Anya was suddenly beside him, kneelmthe floor, stroking his
head. Her eyes were shiny with unshed tears. gtiityimaybe one person would



understand. Why did he break up with her again?y@ah, Spike. Xander
wondered if Giles had any of the really good driadfs

Part Two B

Xander went to work the next day and claimed thaiugger had shot him. He
hoped that they would not require a doctor’s excssee he hadn’t gone to the
hospital, and he couldn’t afford to take unpaidséeavhile he healed. The new
foreman was a younger guy with blond hair and aemablove his upper lip. He'd
replaced the guy who'd been there for years wherctimpany discovered some
discrepancies in the invoices.

Doug crossed his arms and stared hard at Xandéhasould get the truth out of
him by reading his mind. He pursed his lips, dragattention to the mole, but
Xander was too busy panicking as he wondered igthereallycouldread minds,
then Doug said, “I need some help straighteningloeimess Roemer left behind.
You willing?”

Xander’s, “Uh, yeah, sure,” wasn’t a ringing en@onent, but it was good enough
for Doug, who had him work half days in the office the rest of the week. The
following week he worked in the foreman’s trailatlitime through Wednesday,
then started dividing his time between the offind éhe construction site, doing
small jobs that didn’t require a lot of lifting etretching.

Before Xander left for the day on Friday, Doug edlhim back into the office.
Despite the fact that his new schedule had gonetlyp Xander's first thought
was that he was in trouble, possibly being firedtdad, he was offered a promotion
to assistant foreman. He'd spend part of eachm#lya office, and part on the
construction site, and he’d be the middle man betw&oug and the rest of the
crew. It came with a nominal pay increase, but Xauwveas too surprised that he
was being offered a promotion of any sort, much tase that put him on the
management track, that he didn’t care about thagaAvould scold him later for

not thinking about the money, but for now Xandes\yest happy to still have a job.

Xander stopped for a bottle of champagne on theheaye. Anya was getting
ready for another date with Harold -- Xander hadnaex Buzz's real name out of



her because he was having trouble taking anyonedad&uazz seriously, though
Harold was only a little bit better -- but she gied long enough to squeal happily
with Xander over the news, and when Harold arricegick her up, made him
come in so they could all share a glass of contiatity champagne.

It wasn't the first time Xander had met Harold,c@rhe’d been home the few times
he'd stopped by to pick Anya up, but it was thetftrme they said more to each
other than the required, ‘Hey, how you doing?ultnied out that Harold had a sharp
wit and a great sense of humor, and his favoriée Btek character was Worf,
followed very closely by Deanna Troi, to which Xa&naould totally relate.

Xander had stayed away from the House o' Vamp#ofardays following his

injury, afraid that the smell of blood would gerterenore interest than he was
comfortable with, and that he’d be hampered bytbend should he need to fight.
Not that it was likely, but Xander figured it wasdb to be prepared to fight, even if
he didn’'t have to. During one of his visits Xandpoke with the blonde and found
out that her name was Linda, and, ironically, shs & dental assistant.

After that first time, they frequently spoke durikgnder’s visits. “We’re not
weird,” she told Xander one night. “It's just whatns us on.” Which was way
more information that Xander needed. When he akke@bout addiction, she
laughed. “It's not any more addicting than sexasmmally, it just feels really, really
good.” Which made Xander blush. And when she brougb his attention he
realized that it wasn't the same group of humamsyenight, and sometimes it was
several weeks before he saw the same face twice.

Though Xander had started back up with his reguats to the House, he hadn’t
been by the Magic Box since he’d been shot lassdayg though all of his girls had
been over to visit him and see how he was doingl they'd been happy to tell
him, in excruciating detail, how they'd killed tiv@killable demon. Turns out the
longest portion of their night had been spent fagdi. Once they'd discovered its
nest, Willow and Tara had only just linked handd bagun to spin their spell when
Buffy had gotten close enough to nick the demoih wie silver blade. It had
deflated like the Goodyear blimp. The worst pad baen the loud noise as all the
air was sucked out of it. Once it lay on the grolikel a pile of discarded clothes,
Buffy had kicked at it, just to make sure it wasuadly dead. And to make doubly
sure, they'd burned the remains. Willow and Tard fugsed a little ball of sunshine



at it, immediately incinerating it.

The Saturday night following Xander’'s promotioneytall met at The Bronze
before Buffy went out on patrol. They hadn’t gottegether in a few weeks, and it
felt good to be out with his friends. They playambl) and danced, and chatted, and
everything was normal. Until Spike walked in.

Xander had tried not to think about Spike overl#st week, because every time he
did he was filled with either hurt or anger or haihd working through all those
emotions was an exhausting experience. He keptgdlimself that Spike wasn't
worth it, but he was having a difficult time coneing himself of that. Despite
Spike’s issues over the chip, and the fact thavd®a vampire who'd just as soon
kill them as look at them, there was somethingeddint about Spike, and as much
as Xander knew that he should forget about hinvag easier said than done. But
that didn’t mean that Xander was able to forgetikinegs Spike had said to him.

When Spike showed up at their table, he barelyddak the rest of them, just
zeroed in on Buffy and asked her if she was reagbatrol. Xander refused to let
Spike know how much his words had cut, but he agulatring himself to look at
him. He told Buffy to have fun on patrol, then asldya if she wanted to dance.
Anya’s acceptance was almost too boisterous, aatstmmpted to cover for
Xander’'s more quiet demeanor, but it didn’t stopfih@m glaring at Spike. Xander
might only be human, but he’'d had that look dirdcehim before, and he figured
an eleven hundred year old vengeance demon, thougiuman, trumped a
century old vampire.

Even after he was completely healed, Xander stayey from the Magic Box
unless he was pretty certain that Spike wouldnttheee. He stopped in one
afternoon when he got out of work early to chatwv@iles and Anya, and spent a
Saturday helping Giles put up more shelves, butibé to make sure he was gone
before the sun set, just to be on the safe sidenWtillow complained that they
never saw him anymore, Xander girded his loinssmaved up at their next
research session with pizza and wings. Giles camgdlaabout getting sauce and
grease on his books, but Xander could tell histheasn’t in it, especially after he
caught sight of the veggie pie Xander had ordespe@ally for him. Spike didn’t
show up, and Xander wasn't sure if it was relieflisappointment he felt.



But Xander still continued to visit the House. Gueh visit, there was a new vamp.
Xander didn’t recognize him, but he recognized Xand

“Hey, aren’t you the slayer’s friend?”

You could have heard a pin drop in the ensuingnede Xander straightened his
shoulders, but didn’t reach for the stake. “Yea?,’s

“So maybe you're gonna tell her about this place.”
“Nobody gets killed, you don’t have to worry abdliat.”

The two faced off long enough for Xander to beginvonder if he’d make it out
alive if all the vamps backed this one up. He'dgofa little complacent in his
visits to the House, treating them more like actisits than patrols, and it looked
like he might be going to pay for it now.

Until a vamp Xander did recognize stepped up tosmapire challenging Xander,
slapped his shoulder and said, “He’s all right, @eoCome on, you know what
Linda’ll do if you cause trouble. Besides, | gotaupair of twins upstairs. First-
timers.”

Xander waited while the two vamps made their wastaips. When they were out

of sight, he let out the breath he’d been holdihgn turned to begin his patrol of
the first floor. Linda was watching him, and he wered what she’'d seen. She gave
him a nod before turning her attention back todber.

~kk kK

Xander’s luck ran out when he got a call from Buifye day. The night before
she’d heard rumors that a large group of vampim®wow making the Hellmouth
their home, and she wanted to get rid of them leafl@ad bodies started showing
up. Xander agreed to meet them at the Magic Baxxatvhich meant he had just
enough time to rush home for a quick shower andaamge of clothes. Normally he
wouldn’t have wasted the time on it, but one of¢h®wvs had been blowing
insulation, and Xander, though he’d only stoppedheysite briefly, had been



itching all afternoon.

By the time Xander got there, everyone had loagedrustakes. Buffy handed
Xander three. He shoved two in his jacket poclaatd, kept the other in his hand.
He’'d tried shoving one in the back of his waistbane time, but it had chafed, and
also, poked him in the butt when he’'d been tossedi®ass, so Xander didn’t do
that anymore. Buffy and Spike also carried shargpees; Buffy her favorite
sword, and Spike an axe, because his always hael bogger than Buffy's. Xander
had learned the hard way that enhanced strengtedsgnd agility did not mean he
was any better at wielding a sword, so he lefteitosthe others.

Before Buffy could team him with Spike, Xander sdidl go with Willow and

Tara.” Everyone looked at him as if he'd lost hismdh Except Spike, of course,
because Spike was acting like Xander didn't exi#,same way Xander was acting
as if Spike didn’t exist.

“Been a while since I've partnered with the witalhyo, don’'t want to get stale.”
Willow punched him in the arm.

“‘Ow.”

“Watch who you're calling a witch, buster.”

“That’s actually a very good idea, Xander. Althougiim not sure that a night when
you're hunting for a large group of vampires is tight time to get your practice in,
but....”

“We’'ll be fine,” Xander said. “They won'’t let anyitig happen to me. Right,
ladies?” Willow was still glaring at him, but Tanas smiling, so Xander figured he
was okay. “Shall we?”

Xander ushered Willow and Tara to the door, thekéao over his shoulder to say

goodbye to Giles and Anya. For the first time irels® Spike was looking at him.
Xander wasn’t sure what that meant.

~kk kK



Trouble at the House, when it finally came, arrifiein a quarter that Xander had
never considered. He had just finished his patrdlaas saying goodbye to Linda
when there was a blood-curdling scream from therseg¢loor.

Xander was up the stairs, stake in hand, folloviiregscreams down the hallway
until he found the door from behind which they sduHe kicked it open, fully
ready for the fight, only to find the human he’gegted to have to save sitting
safely in the chair, blood staining his wrist, dlloig smile on his face. The
vampire was writhing on the floor, screaming.

“What happened?”

Human eyes full of madness turned to Xander. “hedyer,” he said, and grinned.
It sent shivers up Xander’'s back.

Xander looked between the human and the torturetgpva horror. He didn't know
if he should stake the vamp, put it out of its myser if it might heal. Xander
asked one of the vamps that had pushed into the baind him, but she didn’t
know. The question was passed back through thedctioat gathered in the
hallway.

After what seemed like hours of listening to thenpére scream in what had to be
excruciating pain as the holy water burned it fithi@ inside, but could only have
been less than a minute, the vamp finally grewsileut only after it had turned
into a pile of dust.

Xander was the only thing that stood between therki could he even be called a
killer if he destroyed something that was alreadgadf -- and he could feel the
crowd at his back, could hear their muttering, ddekl the change in atmosphere
as they all turned from a group enjoying a forbig@géasure, into a mob intent on
revenge.

Xander was horrified at what had happened, at dgneldbe way the vampire had
been killed, and his first thought was that the rhad to be punished. But who
would punish him? Not the police, for there wasody. Not Buffy, because he
was human, and he’d killed a vampire, a demon.&uder was having a tough



time reconciling the monster before him with soneeber’d been killing vampires
to save.

Before Xander had to decide what to do -- let hofa urn him over to the angry
mob? -- the madman charged him. Xander swung msaad caught the man on
the shoulder, sent him sprawling to the floor. Befdander could reach him to
subdue him, he was back up on his feet. Xanddnéetact that his opponent was
human slow his response, and he got through Xasmidefense, clawed fingers
reaching for his face.

Xander side-stepped and struck out, and the mahflyerg into the wall. Xander
crouched in a defensive position, but the man didsé. When Xander was certain
he wouldn’t be attacked again, he went over tanthe to make sure he was alive.
The unnatural position of his head told Xander tleatvasn’t, even before he
checked his pulse.

Xander had just killed a human. It was self-defeasel accidental, but that didn't
make him feel any better. Nor did the cheers behind

“We need to call the police.”
“You're kidding, right?”

Xander didn’t recognize the voice. He heard petgdlang, but he couldn’t make
out the words, all he could think was that he hest killed someone. “l just killed
someone.”

“It was self-defense.”

“Yeah!” The voices got louder as everyone agread tiney’d seen what happened,
even if they'd been standing down the hallway, trad it was self-defense.

Then Linda was there, turning Xander over to thepiae that had stood up for him
that one time. Xander still didn’t know his names the vamp led Xander away, he
heard Linda taking charge behind him. Xander knewlould be doing that, he
was the one who had experience with things likg, tkilling things, cleaning it up
so no one knew that anything sordid had happenetwBit, he couldn’t clean this



one up, it had to be reported to the police.

Suddenly they were in the living room, and whenvhmp pushed Xander down
onto one of the mattresses, he didn’t even compldimgs were happening around
him, but Xander couldn’t focus. There were voiced Bootsteps and crying and
doors opening and closing. “Oh god, Billy!"” someavaled, and Xander
remembered the vampire’s name. Billy. He'd been-ikedd despite being a blood
sucking creature of the night, and quite popular ttuhis youthful good looks.

He’d been turned when he was sixteen, and hdaikked fresh-faced fifty years
later.

“| killed someone.”

“So you said. You don’t think any of us are gonnaaver his loss, do you? Not
like they're crying over Billy. Good riddance todaubbish, | say.” A moment
went by, then the vamp asked, “What’s your name?”

“Xander.”

“'m Stephen. So, you really a friend of the sl&®er

“Yeah.”

“You kill any vampires before?”

“YeS.H

“You ever cry over them?”

“That was different.” It had been. Hadn't it? Hesm& sure that the human vs
vampire argument was going to be a winner with [$tep Xander was having
trouble believing it himself. “They were trying kdl me.”

“So was he.”

There was something wrong with that argument, thackto be, but Xander
couldn’t figure it out right now. Ihad been self-defense, even if Xander had been



horrified at the vampire’s, Billy’'s death, everh#’d considered, however briefly,
turning Billy’s killer over to the others, evenhé couldn’t bring himself to feel
sorry that the man was dead, though he was satytthad been at his hand.

Linda returned and asked Xander who she couldaraliim. They argued over
whether he was in any shape to drive, which snapfaedler out of his funk long
enough to appreciate that someone cared. Lindaedidikn to his car, which
Xander thought was ridiculous, becatigavas supposed to be the one walking
people to their cars, the one looking out for th&wmehow, right then, Linda
didn’t look like she couldn’t take care of hers&@he looked . . . bigger, like she'd
taken on a larger presence.

Before he climbed into his car, Xander asked, “Yoa human?”
“Are you?”
“I don’t think so.”

Xander had once seen things in the same black artd fae knew Buffy saw them
in, but shades of grey had been creeping in emeedie’d admitted to himself that
he was in love with Spike. In love with a vampire.

~kk kK

Xander waited outside the Magic Box for Spike tke&tmight. He was still riding

an emotional roller coaster, even though Anya loachd him sitting on the couch at
three in the morning and made him tell her what eggbened. She’d made him hot
chocolate, and held his hand, and wiped his tehile \Wwe wondered what he’'d
become, and tucked him into bed when he’'d exhawsdltduls reserves.

And now he was here to warn Spike. Anya said stle’'d, and Xander knew she’d
be discreet, or try to be, but he felt like it véamsnething he needed to do. When
Spike finally showed up, he didn’t look surprisedsee Xander, and Xander
realized that he’d probably spotted him a waysldé.was lucky that Spike hadn’t
decided to turn around and leave.



“Surprised to see you here, Harris. | was undeirtipression you’d quit your little
Scooby gang.”

Xander refused to let Spike bait him. “l just wahte let you know, next time you
meet one of your . . . friends in an alley, be ftdr& here’s been a case of blood
tainted with holy water.”

“Heard about that.”

Word sure got around fast in the demon world. Thedrtant thing, though was
that Spike knew, and that he'd be careful. “Goothhder pushed away from the
wall that had been holding him up and headed batikstcar.

“How'd you find out?”

And because that was a question Xander didn’t weatitink about, much less
answer, he kept walking.

Sitting in his car, parked a block down from theude, Xander was torn about
visiting. He knew that now was when he’'d be mogideel to maintain order, when
something had upset the precarious balance, buabe’t sure he could face people
who knew what he’'d done. And given the way he’dcted after, would they even
find him a threat now? He'd killed someone andefallo pieces, how intimidating
was that?

Xander forced himself out of the car and to thekldmor of the House. Linda
greeted him as if she’d been waiting for him. Wherstepped inside he felt as if
he’'d been transported to Cheers; everyone appeatetbw his name. Part of
Xander was thrilled, and another part was horrifidhat if they only liked him
because he’'d proven himself a killer? Which wasimnsince at least half of the
people there were human, and had probably killeding bigger than a cockroach
their entire lives. The simple truth was, he’'d ayesh Billy, however inadvertently,
and Billy had been one of theirs. Now, it appeasedywas Xander.

It took Xander longer to finish his walk-throughathit normally did, because
everyone stopped him to talk to him, to thank hmorpat him on the back. One
vamp even offered to bite him for free, which Xanpelitely declined. When he



got back to the first floor, Spike was leaning agathe doorframe, talking to
Linda, and Xander nearly had a heart attack.

“Spike. What are you doing here?”

“Could ask the same.”

The words ‘bite me’ were on the tip of Xander'sgar, but he knew that would be
a mistake. Instead he just said goodnight to Lisnalh pushed past Spike. He
wondered if Spike would tell Buffy about this, theondered why he would, since
it would be like cutting off his nose to spite fase. Not that Spike was above that,
but....

When Xander got to his car, Spike was leaning agaire driver side door.

“You know, pet, if you wanted to know what it féke, you could’ve come to me.”
Which pissed Xander off, just like it was supposgdnost likely. “Really?
Because | was under the impression that you woudtiimik my blood if | was the
last person on earth.”

Spike shrugged. “Might’ve overstated things a bit.”

“Fuck you, Spike. Get out of my way.”

Spike studied his nails, picked off a bit of blguMish. “Know what they call you?”
Huh? “Uh, Xander?”

“The Enforcer.”

“Funny, Spike, now move.”

Instead, Spike got more comfortable. “Heard thesis ® bit of a brouhaha down

here last night. Heard one of the vamps got dustedrd the Enforcer killed the
human responsible. Didn’t think it'd be you, though



Even though Xander had been feeling guilty abollihgia human, Spike’s
comment angered him. “Because | don’t have the fguti$?”

“Does the slayer know you've let go the apron sfPin
“What? Spike, what the hell are you doing here?”
“Following you.”

“Why?”

“Wondered what put that look in your eyes.”

“What look?”

“Haunted.”

For a blood sucking demon, Spike was way too péreep’'m not haunted by
anything.”

For a long time, Spike just looked at him, thershigl, “Come by the Magic Box
tomorrow. Chits miss you.”

“What about you?” Xander asked, wondering if hisggnce meant that Spike
wasn’t going to be there.

As he walked away Spike tossed back over his skoutis voice a high falsetto,
“Oh, I've missed you, too, Xander.”

Xander shook his head and thought, what an ass Ai@emiled, and for the first
time in weeks he felt a little bit lighter.

~kk kK

Xander showed up at the Magic Box the next eveniihgre was nothing big going
down, so they sat around the table chatting uipik&showed up to drag Buffy off



to patrol. He jumped up on the counter and flipbedwrist over, as if he was
checking his watch. “The night ain’t getting anyuyger, slayer.”

Buffy just rolled her eyes, then looked at Xandeley, Xan, wanna come with?”
“Oh,1....

“Can’t get much practice in when you don’t showfappatrol,” Giles said without
looking up from his book.

Spike just raised one eyebrow in challenge.

Between the two snooty Brits, Xander was darnée Wvas going to back down.
“Yeah, sure, I'll go.”

Xander had been visiting the House regularly, asepbkng up with patrols around
his neighborhood, but this was only the second tmtbe past several weeks that
he'd really been able to let go. And it really fgtiod to have an outlet for all the
frustration and guilt and fear that had been weigHim down.

When they split up for the evening, Buffy headiragk to the Magic Box, and
Xander off to the House, since he was still feelrigtle bit overprotective, Spike
followed him.

“What are you doing?”

“What's it look like?”

“It looks like you're following me.”

“Guess you're not as stupid as you look, Harris.”

“Why are you following me?”

“Because you are not going back there alone. Winat &f idiot goes into a
situation like that without someone to watch tlhsck, anyway?”



Despite the fact that Xander had thought the esatte thing on a couple of
occasions, he automatically opened his mouth teearghen he closed it. Why was
he arguing, exactly? Spike was offering to spendenione with him. Spike was
offering to watch his back. Spike had brought hexlinto the fold, and had
finagled him into patrol, which had given him a semf accomplishment he hadn't
felt in awhile.

Spike was, maybe, in his own fashion, trying tolagiae to Xander.

“Fine.”

Of course the first vamp they ran into had alrelaalg a run-in with Spike.

“What's he doing here?”

“Hey, George. | take it you two know each other.”

“| said, what's he doing here?”

Xander sighed, turned to Spike. “It's great how yoake friends wherever you
go.”

Spike shrugged. “It’s a talent.”

Xander turned back to George. “He’s with me.”

“Figures. Slayer’s pets, both of you.”

“Ouch. George, that hurt.”

Stephen appeared out of nowhere. “Hey, Georgeygjatsnack in 204.”
Xander winced. “Could you not call it that?”

Stephen just laughed and dragged George away.

“Well.” Xander turned to Spike. “Good thing you camlong to watch my back.”



“Don’t you have work to do?”

Somehow, even the nights Xander didn't show upatMagic Box, Spike was
waiting for him outside the House when he got thiéneent on like this for several
weeks, Xander would show up at the Magic Box wherduld, and, after visiting
with the girls, he and Spike would patrol. Soméehtsghey would visit the House
after patrol, some nights they stopped by The Bedorza drink, and some nights
Xander asked Spike if he wanted to come over artdnwiV.

It was one such night that Spike came face toattea naked Harold.

“You're not supposed to be home yet!” Anya yelleohf the bedroom.

“You're changing the sheets!” Xander yelled back.

Xander introduced Harold to Spike, who looked teligjobsmacked. Xander wasn't
sure if it was the fact that they'd interrupted Argnd Harold, or the fact of . . .
Harold, all of him, right there in his face. Xandmmt a couple of beers out of the
fridge, handed one to Spike.

“Want a beer?” he asked Harold.

“Thank you.” Harold took it and held it in front bimself.

Xander grinned. “You can go get dressed now, if waint.”

“Thank you!” Harold turned and scurried away, arhBer remarked to Spike,
“Heh, farmer’s tan.”

Spike was just staring at him.

“Anya and | broke up. But we're still friends, obusly. | mean, she’s still living
here. Well, you know, not that kind of friends, s, the three of us, we've never .

“Dibs on the remote.”



Xander watched Spike bounce on the couch. “Youtdeem surprised.”

“M not.” Spike could probably win first prize itiere was a speed-channel-
changing contest.

“Why not?”

“You stopped smelling like her.”

“What do you mean, | . . .. Okay, you know whaind answer that.”

Knowing that Spike could smell . . . . Well, thatled for chips. And another beer.

Then Spike called one Saturday. Xander pulled¢beiver away from his ear and
looked at it, then put it back to his ear. “Spike?”

“That’'s what | said, isn’t it?”

“When did you get phone service?”
“Didn’t. Stole someone’s cell.”
“Spike!”

“Kidding. So, The Bronze at sunset? A little pawmie of those flowering onion
things, maybe some wings. What do you say?”

“The Bronze?”

“Yeah, little club on the bad side of town, youleard of it. What, not too tired,
are you?”

Xander sighed. He was never going to live that doWo. And you’re so lying
about the cell phone. You better give that back.”

“Sure thing, pet, soon as we hang up. Sundown.”



“Fine.”

“And then we’ll visit your little pals at Bitetowt.

“Why do you call it that? And | usually go on Sugda

“I know. They know. Everyone knows. You're gettipgedictable, Xander. How do
you expect to keep an eye out for unusual occueenitien they know you're

coming, hmm?” Spike hung up, leaving Xander witlia tone.

Xander hung up the phone. He wasn't sure, but tiegiht Spike might have just
asked him out on a date.

A date which ended badly, if you count your datmtpg@ropositioned by a bite
whore and then calling you jealous, a bad thingidliXander did.

“Jealous?”

“No!”

“I could bite you if you want to know how it fe€ls.

“I don’t! Not like that. That's so . . . impersoriaKander wasn’t about to tell Spike
that he wanted much more than a bite that Spikebeasy paid to . . . perform. Not
that he wanted the bite at all, because he di#nén if he might have wondered
what it would feel like, one time. Twice max. Atldse people enjoyed it, came
back for it, there had to be something to it, right

Spike’s eyebrow went up. “I could make it perschal.

Not like | want Xander thought. That night he dreamt about Spiieg him.

~kk kK

The next couple of days were more of the same.eSueked as if nothing had



happened. And maybe for him, nothing had. Then Jdhay rolled around and
Buffy called out the troops. A band of Lothrap der®owhich meant six, per the
books. Easy to kill, if you could get past themtiecles. Luckily, like vampires, they
didn’t care for the sun, so Willow and Tara prepaitegemselves to create a couple
of their wonderful balls of sunshine. It wouldnitlkhe demons, but it would
incapacitate them long enough for one of them twsla piece of steel through
their hearts.

Turns out that they were traveling in a double havidch required one for luck, so
there were thirteen demons to kill. Lucky thirte€hings were actually going quite
well, since they had the advantage of the sunskne.ball of sunshine could
incapacitate all of them for a short period; thesnloser to the spell for a longer
period, so the three of them would slice and dia thrust each time Willow and
Tara created a ball.

Unfortunately, the demons weren’t stupid, and aftersecond ball of sunshine
they realized that Willow and Tara were the immesthreat. Without them, the
playing field evened out a little bit. Everythinggpened very fast after that.
Xander saw two of the demons sneaking up on Widow Tara and called out to
warn them.

Willow and Tara both turned, and the ball of sunshghot out of their hands,
bobbing uncontrolled in the general direction a ttemons the three of them had
surrounded. While Xander was distracted, one ofifmaons snuck up behind him.
Spike dove at the demon just as the ball of suresieaved in that direction.
Xander knocked Spike out of the path of the bafiwsishine, which slammed into
the demon and set its clothes on fire.

Xander was still lying on top of Spike when he gd|l“Balls of sunshine, Spike.
Balls of fuckingsunshin&

Spike shoved Xander off of him. “Hey, this time dsvthe one savingpur ass!”

They both got to their feet and faced off. Xand@vregSpike a shove. “You? If it
wasn't for me, you'd be dust right now!”

“And if it wasn’t for me, you'd be demon chow!”



“Hey, guys!” Buffy called. “Can this wait until theest of the demons are history?”

Xander ignored her and gave Spike another shodehacause it felt good, another,
until Spike’s back was against the fence. “Yesright? Yes, | was jealous.

Happy?”
“Bloody thrilled!”

“Good!”
“Fine.”

Xander’s blood was running hot, but it wasn’t framger. This could not possibly
have happened at a worse moment. “I'm going to yassnow.”

“No, you're not. I'm kissing you!”

“Fine!”

“Good.”

Looking back, Xander was never really sure which ohthem had kissed the other
first, but Spike always insisted that it had bean.[W o be contrary, Xander always
insisted the opposite, which inevitably led to mkissing. But it didn’t matter, not
really, because Spike’s hands were tight on hi& eed Spike’s body was hard
against his, and they were finalissing

“Oh dear goddess, Anya is going to kill him!”

“Willow! Watch the sunshine! | think you singed rhgir.”

“Sorry, Buffy.”

Xander figured that now would be a good time to eaean to his friends about
his breakup with Anya. But since there were stdbaple of demons left, and they



seemed to have their hands full, he determineduldcwait a few more minutes,
and kissed Spike again.

The End



