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Part One 

Spike knew something was up by the way everyone 
stopped talking when he came around. He’d walk into 
the room and then the conversations would stop and the 
perky welcomes would start. He ignored it for a few 
hours, but after it happened three times in a row, he was 
too irritated to pretend disinterest.  
 
He walked into Angel’s office, not bothering to knock. 
Inside, Angel and Wes both straightened up, obviously 
getting ready to change the subject again. “No.” 
 
“No?” Angel blinked, looking confused. 
 
“No, I’m not going to tell you how I am or answer 
whatever inane question you come up with. What I am 
going to do is listen while you tell me what’s going on.” 
 
“What makes you think something’s going on?” 
 
You’d think with all the time they’d spent together for 
the past six years, Angel would have picked up on a few 
tricks for successful lying. “Right now I’m just irritated. If 
you keep beating round the bush, I’m going to get 
pissed.” 



 
Wesley sighed. “I think we’ve located the Vlerner.” 
 
“Then why aren’t we leaving to go get him?” A young 
Vlerner demon had fled the safety of his clan after a 
nasty argument with his father. That was bad enough, 
but really only concerned the demon’s family. The fact 
that the Vlerner had taken the ceremonial Stone of 
Authority from his father’s headdress was what made 
the incident worthy of their attention. Without that 
Stone, the clan couldn’t function. There could be no 
important decisions made, no decrees issued, no 
successions completed. The clan had come to Angel and 
the rest of them, looking for help in finding the young 
demon. So far, nothing they’d tried had worked. It was 
just frustration and dead ends and more questions than 
answers. Until now, apparently. 
 
“Because of where he is,” Angel said. 
 
“And that would be…” 
 
“Cleveland.” 
 
Spike got it. They were all scared to tell him what was 
going on because poor fragile Spike had died on the 



Hellmouth at Sunnydale and couldn’t handle going to 
another one. Just because he hadn’t gone to Cleveland 
since finding out it was a Hellmouth didn’t mean he was 
scared to go. “When do we leave?” 
 
“You don’t have to come,” Wesley said. “I’m sure we will 
be able to cope just fine without you.” 
 
Angel nodded. “There’s still a lot of work to do here. You 
could-” 
 
“When do we leave?” Spike said with exaggerated 
patience.  
 
Wesley looked ready to keep arguing, but Angel shook 
his head. “Tomorrow.” 
 
“Right then.” Spike walked out of the office. Tomorrow it 
was. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Faith had new scars, of course. She was a Slayer, one of 
many now but still a Slayer and they lived hard. It was 
the lines on her face that threw Spike a bit. Slayers never 



got wrinkles; they never lived long enough for that. That 
had all changed after the confrontation with the First, 
but it was still strange to see a Slayer who was really a 
woman instead of a girl. 
 
Wrinkles or not, she was still Faith. “A Vlerner, huh?” 
Angel, Wes and he’d barely gotten in the door and she 
was ready to begin the hunt. “I don’t know if I’ve seen 
one of those before.” 
 
“You might have and not known it,” Wesley said. “They 
can pass for human without much difficulty.” 
 
“So this demon kid looks like a human kid.” Something in 
Faith’s expression shifted, becoming more speculative. 
“Are there Vlerners here?” 
 
“Not that we know of.” Frustration bled into his tone. 
“And the Hellmouth’s influence is interfering with our 
tracking spells.” 
 
“He’s a runaway, then.” Robin began to smile, then tried 
to smother the expression. 
 
“Yeah,” Faith said, beginning to smile herself. It matched 
Robin’s. 



 
Spike wasn’t sure what to think of that. He wouldn’t have 
picked those two as the ones that would last, the 
survivors of Sunnydale who would stay together, but 
somehow they had. They’d stayed on the Hellmouth and 
in the same bed for the past six years and gave no sign of 
changing. “He’s a runaway. So what?” 
 
“So the church has a good outreach program for 
runaways here. You should start there.” Faith’s smile got 
bigger. 
 
Angel and Wesley also looked off balance, but Angel just 
nodded. “Where’s the program located? Can we get in 
there tonight?” 
 
“Downtown,” Robin said. “But you can’t go there tonight. 
The complex the church uses closes at night. They won’t 
open up for anything except emergencies and you three 
won’t count.” 
 
“I could make a few calls,” Angel said. 
 
“Do you really want to set Wolfram and Hart’s power 
against that of the Catholic Church?” Wesley asked.  
 



“It’s not like the church likes me.” 
 
“We can wait until morning.” Wesley’s tone was firm. 
 
Spike stayed out of the debate. Wesley was right. Even if 
it did mean spending more time here. He did his best to 
avoid Robin. They’d settled their differences over the 
years; the fact that Spike had died had seemed to make 
things even. That didn’t mean they were friends, but 
Spike had left his duster behind.  
 
That left him the others to talk to and he didn’t want to 
deal with Angel and Wes watching him and waiting for 
him to panic over being back on a Hellmouth. That left 
him Faith. He wandered over to stand by her side. 
“How’s tricks?” 
 
“The usual. We put down a nest of Lurpids last week. 
Other than that, it’s been pretty quiet.” She stretched 
her shoulders, the power in her lean frame quiet and 
obvious.  
 
“You really think a priest is going to be able to help us 
find the Vlerner?” 
 
She grinned. “Oh, yeah.” 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Faith gave them directions to the outreach center the 
next morning. She didn’t go with them, citing the need to 
be somewhere else. Angel found it just fine and parked 
right out front, staring at the open front doors through 
necrotempered glass.  
 
“I could go in on my own,” Wesley offered. 
 
“No.” Spike wasn’t going to be left behind. “We’ve got 
blankets for a reason.” It only took a few moments for 
them to get inside, barely enough for the blankets to 
begin to heat up.  
 
Spike hadn’t known what to expect when he got inside. 
Runaways had never held much interest for him except 
as a possible easy meal. What he found looked more like 
a hotel lobby than anything that he’d been imagining. A 
small reception lobby was dominated by a desk on one 
side. A staircase led upstairs, and there were several 
doors leading to who knew what. 
 
A young man behind the desk looked up as they came in. 



“Donations?” he asked, looking at the blankets. 
 
“We’re actually here looking for information.” Wesley 
spun a quick tale about a runaway boy and a concerned 
family who had hired them to find him. 
 
“You want to talk to Father Harris.” He pointed through 
the door on the far left. “He’s in the gym.” 
 
“Thank you.” 
 
Beyond that door was a gym that Spike recognized from 
every school he’d ever entered. There were basketball 
hoops and bleachers and kids all over the place. “See 
anyone in a collar?” 
 
“There’s a man in black over there,” Angel said, pointing. 
 
Spike trailed along in the wake of the other two as they 
walked over to where the man was standing. He wasn’t 
all that eager to talk to a priest. Sometimes the clergy 
would just recognize vampires when they saw them and 
he wasn’t looking forward to having some kind of 
confrontation here. They needed to find the Vlerner, not 
have to deal with a priest denouncing them in front of a 
bunch of confused kids. 



 
“Father?” Wes approached the priest. “We were 
wondering if you could help us?” 
 
The priest turned around. “I’ll certainly see what 
I…Wesley? Angel? Spike?” Xander Harris stared back at 
them. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike moved past Wesley, needing to be closer, needing 
a better view because he couldn’t understand what he 
was seeing. Long dark hair fell down to Xander’s 
shoulders, threatening to curl but not quite managing it. 
He still had an eye patch, black and stark against his skin. 
His face had lost the roundness that it had once had, 
narrowing back down to almost boyish sharp lines again. 
Boyish lines above a black collar with a white square in 
the center.  
 
It was Xander…but that little white square made him 
someone entirely new, a stranger. A stranger who knew 
them and was staring at them, startled. There wasn’t any 
fear in that gaze, though. “What are you doing here?” 
Xander asked. 



 
“What are you doing here?” Spike countered. “What 
what’s with the get up?” 
 
One of the kids who was nearby approached hesitantly. 
“Father Harris? Is everything ok?” 
 
The shock left Xander’s face immediately and his 
expression became light-hearted, his smile easy and 
warm. “Yeah, Mike. Everything’s fine. I used to know 
these guys a long time ago. I was just surprised to see 
them.” He nodded his head over toward a game taking 
place a few yards away. “I think they’re short a player.” 
 
Mike nodded, but he didn’t move. “You’re sure?” 
 
“Get going.” Xander watched him go, then turned his 
attention back to Spike and the others. “Let’s take this 
over to the side. I don’t want to freak out the kids.” He 
didn’t wait for them to answer before walking over to 
the wall, near a table laden with candy bars. He kept his 
back to the bricks, watching the kids. “What are you 
doing here?” 
 
Spike opened his mouth to repeat his questions, but 
Angel stopped him with a hand to his chest. Spike 



slapped it away, but he subsided. 
 
“We’re here looking for a runaway Vlerner demon,” 
Wesley said. “He could be passing as a human. Faith said 
that we should come down here and see if he’d been 
seen here. She didn’t mention you.” 
 
“She didn’t call me about you, either.” Xander shook his 
head. “I can’t believe she thinks she’s funny. I can’t 
believe Robin agrees with her.” 
 
“So this is real, then?” Spike asked. 
 
“I heard this outfit was a good way to get the ladies.” 
Xander glanced over at him, so strange and so familiar 
with that sarcasm on his tongue. “It’s real. I’m in charge 
of this center.” 
 
Spike wanted to know more. He wanted to know how 
long Xander had been a priest and what had driven him 
to make that choice. Father Harris? Last thing he would 
have expected from this boy. This man. 
 
“Tell me more about these Vlerner demon. Are they 
dangerous?” 
 



“Not really. They don’t have much contact with humans.” 
 
“Are my kids in danger?” Xander straightened up and 
suddenly there was some of that old Sunnydale wariness 
back in his stance and his gaze.  
 
“No,” Spike said quickly. “The one we’re looking for isn’t 
a danger. He’s in trouble himself and so’s his family until 
we get him back to them.” 
 
Xander relaxed a bit. “You’re sure? I’m not taking 
chances with them.” 
 
“They’re not in danger,” Angel said. “We just want to find 
this kid and get him home to his family.” 
 
That seemed to be the right thing to say and Xander 
relaxed. “I’ll see what I can do to help you, then. I don’t 
want to talk about it here. Not in front of them.” 
 
Angel looked ready to argue. 
 
“They’ve got enough demons in their lives,” Xander said, 
no give in his voice. It made him a stranger again. 
 
A group of kids approached the table near them. 



Xander’s attention immediately shifted over to them. 
“You guys know the rules.” 
 
“Just one,” chorused the girl in the lead. 
 
“Good girl.” Xander looked back over at Spike. “We’ll talk 
later on. I can meet you at three or so.” 
 
“Time is rather of the essence,” Wesley pointed out. 
 
“My kids are important, too. I can clear up some time for 
you at three.” 
 
Spike was amused to see those kids Xander was so 
worried about eyeing the candy table and Xander 
speculatively. One of the kids reached out for an extra 
candy bar, glancing over at Xander but clearly confident; 
after all, he was on the priest’s blind side. 
 
“Leave it, Andy,” Xander said, not turning his head at all. 
 
Andy snatched his hand back. “How did-” 
 
Xander reached up and tapped the white of his collar. 
“Comes with the job. I get all these cool super powers, 
direct from the Man Upstairs. Eyes in the back of my 



head, power of flight, the whole shebang.” He let the 
awed silence stretch for a few moments, then looked 
over at Andy. “I was a teenage chocolate fiend once, too. 
Leave it. If you steal seconds, there won’t be enough for 
everyone.” 
 
Andy sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
“It’s all right. I told you, I understand. What are you guys 
up to this afternoon?” 
 
“We’re just hanging out.” 
 
“Well, hang out a little further away from the table.” He 
grinned, taking away any potential sting from his words. 
 
Andy sighed, grinned, and surrendered, walking away 
from the table and heading for the bleachers on the 
other side of the gym. 
 
Xander watched them go. “Three. Come back here at 
three.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“There’s no way he’s a real priest,” Angel said 
stubbornly. “No one ever mentioned it to me.” 
 
“Because you and Buffy speak so often,” Wesley said 
dismissively. 
 
“Has Willow mentioned it to you?” 
 
“No,” he admitted. “Where is Faith? She could explain 
this.” 
 
Spike was about ready to go hunting for the Slayer. He 
wanted some answers and he wanted them now. Just 
before he could start tearing the place apart, she showed 
up. He could tell by her smile that she'd been waiting for 
them to arrive, ready to see their reaction to what they’d 
found. He was instantly right in front of her. “You set us 
up.” 
 
“I gotcha,” she said, openly grinning now.  
 
“You knew that we’d find Xander there,” Wes accused. 
 
“Admit it. I gotcha good.” 
 



“That you did,” Spike admitted. It had been a lovely little 
shock to throw at them: he was having a hard time 
coming up with something better than ‘Father Harris’.  
 
“And now we need some answers,” Angel said. 
 
Faith shrugged. “I thought the collar pretty much 
explained it all.” 
 
“Faith.” There wasn’t a lot of patience left in Angel’s 
voice. 
 
“Fine.” She flopped down onto the couch. “Sit. I bet 
Xander told you he wouldn’t talk to you until he was off 
shift. You’ve got time. I can’t tell you why Xander decided 
to join the God Squad. He didn’t ask my permission. He 
came back from Africa quiet. He stayed with us for a few 
months, but he never snapped out of whatever was 
bothering him. One day, he said he was moving out, but 
he’d still be around they city if we needed him. Some of 
the girls here were all for throwing him a housewarming 
party, but he said no. They kept pushing and that’s when 
he told us that he was in the seminary. They’re not real 
big on girls there.” 
 
“Xander Harris. In a seminary.” Angel shook his head. 



 
“I know! At first I thought he was possessed, but he 
denied it and the spells we had run on him didn’t reveal 
anything hinky. He said it was what he wanted and we 
couldn’t stop him just because it was weird.” 
 
“He just woke up one day and wanted to be a priest?” 
Spike couldn’t believe it either. Xander had never talked 
of God or faith, never had any interest in spiritual 
matters. And from what he could remember about the 
way he and Anya had carried on, Spike couldn’t imagine 
Xander giving up on the pleasures of the flesh. And yet 
he’d seen him wearing that uniform of purity and faith. It 
made him want to go back and demand some answers. It 
made him want to get Xander alone somewhere and see 
if he had that same fire in his gaze when he got riled up, 
if he still smelled like sunshine and fear. He wanted to 
muss up his hair- 
 
“Spike!” Wesley voice jarred him out of his thoughts. His 
tone made it clear it wasn’t the first time he’d tried to 
get Spike’s attention. 
 
“What?” Spike asked irritably. 
 
Wes stared at him for a moment, then shook his head. “It 



doesn’t matter.” 
 
Spike tuned back into the conversation, but it was mostly 
just talk about the Vlerner and other demons on this 
Hellmouth. Faith didn’t have any more information about 
Xander…at least none that she was going to share with 
them. Time seemed to drag on and on as the hours 
passed until three o’clock rolled back around. 
 
Faith begged off on coming back to the center with them. 
“Xander isn’t going to be happy to see me. I’m gonna 
give him some time to cool down before I talk to him 
again.” 
 
“Any message you want us to pass on?” Spike asked. 
 
“Nah. I’ll see him soon enough.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike half expected Xander to stand them up. They’d get 
to the center and find that Father Harris had been 
transferred to Guatamala or somewhere far off to escape 
them. They’d have to find some other priest to help them 
find the Vlerner…but no one else would be able to 



explain the changes in Xander and that was far more 
interesting to Spike. He was already creating reasons in 
his head for why he should go after Xander himself. 
There had to be a good excuse for why they’d need him. 
 
All those excuses went out of his head when he saw 
Xander leaning against the desk in the lobby area. Still in 
his blacks and collar, he was laughing with the kid behind 
the counter, impossibly young despite the patch. Some 
of the laughter went out of him when he saw them come 
in, but the smile stayed on his face as he spoke 
reassuringly to the guy behind the counter. He walked 
over to them. “I’ve got a room for us.” 
 
“Are you sure of our welcome?” Wesley asked. 
 
“I’ve pretty much got free rein about who I let in here. 
You’re with me; it’ll be all right.” 
 
“You run this center?” Angel asked. 
 
“The Church does.” Xander led them through one of the 
doors on the back wall. Instead of leading to the gym, 
this one brought them to a meeting room. An old table 
sat surrounded by old chairs. Xander sat down at the one 
at the head of the table and looked comfortable there. 



“Sit. I can’t offer any refreshments. We don’t cater to the 
undead.” 
 
Spike claimed the chair closest to Xander. He didn’t 
bother to hide the fact that he was staring at him. 
 
Wesley looked a little offended. “I’m not undead.” 
 
Xander looked a little embarrassed. “Sorry. We also don’t 
cater to the living…unless you’re a runaway. All the 
money we take in goes right to the kids. I don’t have 
anything to offer. Water?” He didn’t look over at Spike, 
didn’t acknowledge the staring. 
 
“We didn’t come here to eat,” Angel said. “We came 
here to find the Vlerner.” 
 
“Yeah.” Xander straightened in his seat, becoming all 
business. “So explain to me why you’re looking for a 
demon kid here on the Hellmouth.” 
 
Wesley quickly sketched out the problem, explaining why 
they were looking for the Vlerner and how important it 
was to get him back. 
 
Xander listened attentively. “Do you have a picture of 



him?” 
 
Angel reached into his coat and pulled out a copy of the 
one photograph they had to work with, then slid it across 
the table to Xander. 
 
Xander picked it up and held it a little off to the side as 
he studied it. “I’ve seen him.” 
 
“Where?” Spike leaned forward, the hunt stirring his 
interest almost as much as Xander did. 
 
“Here. In the gym. We have games there in the 
afternoon, but we serve breakfast and dinner there, too. 
He came through for dinner one night.” 
 
“When?” 
 
“Three or four days ago.” 
 
“Which was it?” Angel asked. 
 
“I’m not sure.” 
 
“Xander, this is important.” 
 



“All my kids are important. You know how many different 
kids we feed each day? An average of three hundred. 
Three hundred different kids and that’s a drop in the 
bucket. I do what I can to learn their faces and names, 
but they change every day. I can’t tell you what name 
this kid is using, but three or four days ago he was here.” 
 
“At least we know he’s still in the city,” Wesley said. 
 
“He’s likely to come back. There aren’t that many other 
places where he can go. This is the biggest and best-
funded program in the city. If he’s still here and still on 
the streets, he’ll come back.” 
 
“You take in demons, do you?” Spike asked. 
 
“I didn’t know he was a demon,” Xander said, finally 
looking over at him.  
 
“I’d think the Church would have this place warded to 
keep them out.” 
 
An odd smile twisted Xander’s lips, but he just shrugged. 
“Every so often we get a demon in here. I usually spot 
them. This kid didn’t register at all.” 
 



“But you think he’ll come back?” Angel asked. 
 
“Yeah. He won’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
“You want us to stay here and wait for him to show up?” 
Spike directed the question at Angel. He thought it was a 
good idea. Wesley and Angel could hang out in the lobby 
and wait for the Vlerner to show, and he could keep an 
eye on Father Harris. If the Vlerner took a while to show 
up, maybe he’d get to keep his hands on him, too. 
 
“I don’t see what other choice we have.” Angel shook his 
head in a gesture of frustration. 
 
“If that’s all right with you,” Wesley said, belatedly asking 
permission. He barely glanced at Xander, obviously 
expecting him to agree. 
 
“That depends on you,” Xander said. 
 
“Excuse me?” 
 
“You want to be in the lobby watching faces, that’s fine. 
I’ll make sure that everyone knows that you’re supposed 
to be here. I don’t want you approaching any of the kids 
that come in here. If the kid you want comes in here, tell 



me. I’ll get him for you.” 
 
“He’s our problem.” 
 
“Your problem in the middle of my center, mixed in with 
my kids. You grab him or start a scene and you’ll scare 
some of my kids and I don’t know if they’ll come back. 
I’m not willing to risk that.” 
 
“Yeah?” Angel asked. “And if I go looking for your 
superior? What’s he going to say?” 
 
Xander made a show of checking his watch. “The Bishop 
should be in his office right now. You can call him if you 
like.” There wasn’t any worry on his face; in fact, Spike 
could see some of the smug confidence that used to 
show up every so often back in Sunnydale in his 
expression. Xander wasn’t worried about what his 
superior would say. 
 
Angel shook his head. “Fine. We’ll give it a few days and 
try it your way.” 
 
“Thanks,” Xander said. He looked down at the picture in 
front of him and some of the smugness faded from his 
face. “Can I keep this?” 



 
“Why?” Angel asked. 
 
For a moment Spike was sure he was going to make a 
sarcastic response, but Xander surprised him. He drew in 
a deep breath, then let it out. “There are a few kids that 
trust me, will talk to me about the others. I’ll see if they 
know where he might be hanging out.” 
 
“You’ll have time to do all this with your other duties?” 
Wesley asked. 
 
“My duties keep me here. I’ll fit them in.” 
 
“So you’ll be here when we come back for dinner?” Spike 
wanted to be sure. If Xander had to report back to 
Church headquarters or whatever it was priests did, then 
he wanted to know. He’d follow Xander and leave Wes 
and Angel to watch for the kid. 
 
“I’m always here.” Xander stood up and stretched. 
 
Spike watched the way his shirt drew tight over his chest. 
Xander might be a man of the cloth, but he was finding 
time to keep himself fit. Very nice. 
 



“I’ve got to get back to my duties. Can you see yourselves 
out?” 
 
“What time should we come back?” 
 
“We start serving dinner one hour before sunset.” He 
smiled a little sadly. “I try to get as many of them off the 
streets before dark as possible. Come back at sunset. If I 
see him, I’ll get him to hang around until you get here.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike sauntered up to the center’s front door. Time to 
make a proper entrance, without having to worry about 
bursting into flame now that the sun had gone down. 
Xander might be waiting for him, so he wanted to do this 
right. He swung the door open and made his way inside, 
ignoring Wes and Angel who trailed along in his wake. 
 
Xander was there all right, in the center of the room. He 
was talking to two other men in black, one close to his 
age, the other a generation older. Xander turned as they 
came into the room. "Here they are now," he said. 
"They'll be here in the lobby. Don't worry about them 
hanging around." 



 
The younger priest looked over the newcomers. "I 
thought you didn't like people loitering in your lobby." 
 
"They're not people," the older priest said harshly. He 
stepped forward. "How dare you come into a place of the 
church!" 
 
Xander reached out and grabbed the man by the 
shoulder, pulling him back and swinging him around. 
"Tom...Father Thomas! That's not necessary." 
 
"Do you know what you've invited in here? They're-" 
 
"I know what they are," Xander said, voice low. "And if 
you keep going on like this, you're going to scare the 
kids." 
 
"These creatures will kill your precious kids!" 
 
"They won't." 
 
The younger priest tried to move to separate them. 
"Would you two please tell me what's going on?" 
 
"Alexander is risking lives and profaning church property 



by inviting-" 
 
"I told you to stop," Xander said, talking over him. "Not 
here. Not now." He glanced over his shoulder at the door 
that led to the gym.  
 
"You go too far," Tom said. "I'm going to the bishop. He 
may have indulged you so far, but he will not stand for 
this." 
 
Spike took a step forward. He didn't understand 
everything that was happening, but he didn't have to. 
Tom was threatening Xander and Spike wasn't going to 
have that, not while he still had so many questions. 
 
Xander didn't seem to feel threatened. He let Tom go 
and spread his hands. "You do what you think you have 
to. Right now, though, I run this center, and I say they 
stay." He walked around Tom, ignoring the other priest's 
fury as he approached Spike. 
 
"Problems?" Spike asked, looking past him at the two 
priests speaking in low voices behind him. The older one 
glared back at him, but didn't stop talking to the younger 
one, who was starting to look a little sick. 
 



"Nothing I can't handle." 
 
"Sure about that? Don't think your boss will be too 
pleased to hear about you letting the likes of us into your 
center." 
 
"He knew what he was getting when he put me in 
charge," Xander said simply. When Wes and Angel joined 
them, it was like he'd already forgotten the threat and 
the priests behind him. "I'll ask you to stay out here in 
the lobby. The kids are in the gym and I don't want 
anything interrupting the meal. When they leave, they'll 
have to come through that door." He pointed at the one 
they already knew led to the gym. "I don't think he's in 
there, but I could be wrong." 
 
Wesley looked dubiously over at the other priests. "We 
don't want to start a conflict with the church." 
 
Spike was about to disagree with that, but Xander spoke 
before he had a chance. "You're not. I'm having a conflict 
with Tom. Don't worry about him." He jerked his head 
over to the chairs. "Sit down. Watch. I need to get back 
to my kids." 
 
Wes and Angel moved toward the chairs. Spike stayed 



right beside Xander. "Wouldn't mind a look at your 
operation." 
 
"Sit down," Angel said shortly. 
 
"Fuck you." Spike stayed where he was. "Father Harris?" 
He shaped the words carefully, testing out how they felt 
in his mouth. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“I’m working, Spike.” 
 
“And me following you around will stop you?” 
 
Xander shrugged. “Fine. Follow me. This is my house, so 
my rules. If I send you back out here, then you leave.” 
 
“Fine by me, pet.” He followed Xander back into the 
gymnasium. The place had been transformed into a soup 
kitchen: volunteers manned tables and ladled food out 
onto trays as kids went down the line. At the other end 
of the gym, row after row of tables had been set up. Kids 
crowded around them and spilled out onto the bleachers 
where they ate with trays balanced on their knees. 



 
Xander didn’t head for the serving line; instead, he made 
his way over to where the kids were sitting. He walked 
through the crowd, pausing to talk to some on his own, 
getting stopped by others. Spike trailed him at a distance, 
not intruding so he could hear what the kids wanted to 
tell the Father. Some just greeted him; others asked if 
they could talk to him later. Xander seemed to know a lot 
of them by name.  
 
It was a little like looking through someone else’s glasses: 
Spike could still see, but everything looked weird. Xander 
was the grown up instead of the kid. He told jokes, but 
only little ones and once he had a smile he was done. He 
didn’t waste words, didn’t go on and on like he used to. 
Spike had seen him do a lot of growing up when they 
were facing the First, but Xander had still felt like a big 
kid half the time. That was gone. He could relate to the 
hard children who filled the gym, but he wasn’t one of 
them. It was more than the difference in years and 
clothes: Xander had finally grown up. 
 
The back door opened and a group of three girls entered. 
Spike watched them with sharp tingles running down his 
spine: even with the soul he could still sense a Slayer…or 
a group of them. The girls looked alert, eyes roaming 



over the kids as they looked for the vampire in the midst. 
 
Xander noticed their entry and headed over to them 
immediately. Spike continued to shadow him, staying 
close enough to overhear what was said but far enough 
away that no one would know he was intruding. 
 
One of the slayers moved in close to Xander. “There’s a-” 
she hesitated, then made a face that was all teeth and 
wrinkled brow. “You know. In here.” 
 
Xander nodded. “I know. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
She shook her head. “You sure?” 
 
“Yeah. What do you girls need?” 
 
“We wanted to know if you wanted to coming hunting 
with us later on.” 
 
“Faith put you up to this, didn’t she?” 
 
“No.”  
 
“Yes, she did. Tell her that she’s not going to get out of 
trouble by having a vampire eat me. She’s still on my shit 



list and I’m not going to get killed before I get my 
revenge.” 
 
The slayers giggled. “What did she do? She won’t tell us.” 
 
“That’s between me and her. You just tell her to watch 
her back.” 
 
The slayers started to leave. One girl hung back for a 
minute; she hadn’t spoken yet. “Xander?” 
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“Can I come back later?” 
 
He took a step closer to her. “Are you all right?” 
 
She nodded. “Just…I might want to talk later. Maybe.” 
 
“You know where to find me.” 
 
Relief washed over her face. “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
He touched her arm. “Anytime. You know that.” 
 
After the slayers had gone, Spike moved over to Xander’s 



side. “If I needed to talk, could I come and find you?” 
 
Xander kept his attention on the room in general. “It 
would depend on what you needed to talk about.” 
 
“I’m a vampire with a soul. I’ve got all kinds of spiritual 
issues I need to have resolved.” 
 
“You’ve got the wrong priest. Usually I’d refer you to 
Tom, but I don’t think he’s going to talk to you. I’ll ask 
around and see if there’s anyone out there who wants to 
try counseling a vampire.” 
 
Spike blinked. “So what are all these kids coming to you 
about, then?” 
 
“They live on the streets, Spike. You think they spend a 
lot of time worrying about God? Evil tends to be a bigger 
part of their world.” 
 
“You think you’re an expert on evil?” 
 
Xander moved to face him, face calm, not reacting to the 
challenge in Spike’s voice. “I’m all they’ve got.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander knew he was supposed to be intimidated. The 
abrupt summons, the refusal to give him a ride…it was all 
calculated to make him feel nervous and apprehensive. 
He made sure that he smiled broadly as he walked to the 
bishop’s office, smiling and nodding at the people who 
watched him pass. Even Tom got a smile as he passed 
him in the final hall. He’d been called before the bishop 
before, but never like this. 
 
He walked past the bishop’s secretary and opened up the 
door to his office. “Hey, Steve,” he said cheerfully, before 
closing the door behind him. 
 
Behind his large desk, Steve closed his eyes in a show of 
mock despair. “You had to do that with the door open, 
didn’t you?” 
 
Xander sat down in one of the chairs facing the older 
man. “They called me down here like they wanted me to 
crawl to you and ask you not to take me out to the 
woodshed. I didn’t feel like giving them what they 
wanted.” 
 
“You felt like making my life more difficult.” 
 



“Maybe a little.” Xander leaned forward. “How’re you 
doing? It’s been awhile since I’ve had a chance to come 
here and talk.” 
 
“You’ve been busy.” 
 
“There are always more kids in the city during the 
summer.” He looked out the window. “It’s easier for 
them than in the winter, but more kids is more kids.” 
 
“You’ve got so many that you’re looking for help from 
vampires?” 
 
“They came to me.” 
 
“Xander…” 
 
He knew it was time to stop teasing. He had a feeling 
that few people were able to look past Steve’s position 
and see the man that sat behind this desk, the one who 
had a sense of humor as wonderful as his heart. Xander 
had always thought that was a shame, but there was a 
time and a place for the jokes and this wasn’t it. “I know 
them. From before.” 
 
Steve settled back in his chair, ready to listen. 



 
Xander explained about the runaway demon that had 
brought Spike and Angel to the city. “They just want to 
take him home.” 
 
“Still, to allow them inside of the center…that is still a 
part of the church.” 
 
“They’ve got souls,” Xander said. “Can’t call them all 
demons, can you? Both of them fight on the side of the 
light. Spike…” He swallowed. “He died when Anya did; 
incinerated himself to save the world.” 
 
“Perhaps an exception can be made.” 
 
“They’re here to take a kid home.”  
 
“A demon.” 
 
“Who’s made a mistake and has a family who misses 
him.” 
 
Steve sighed. “Why did I tell you that the church had a 
place for you?” 
 
“You always stood too close to the shaman’s fire. You 



ever have flashbacks?” 
 
“Enough.” He was smiling, though. “Your friends won’t 
be any trouble?” 
 
Friends? Xander shook his head. “My friends are never 
trouble.” 
 
That earned him a laugh. “How is Faith?” 
 
“Itching to come back to church ever since Tom told her 
not to.” 
 
“Tom…maybe the center isn’t the right place for him.” 
 
Xander stood up. “It’s not my place to say that.” 
 
“You don’t get along.” 
 
“Neither of us tries very hard.” He looked down at his 
watch. Night had fallen; he’d missed dinner. “Have I been 
here long enough for you to have reamed me out and 
taught me my place?” 
 
“Probably. Do you have to go?” 
 



“I missed dinner. The kids will look for me.” 
 
“Xander…” 
 
He tried not to fidget. He wanted to be gone, back to his 
center, back to his work. “Yeah.” 
 
“Nothing. Go.” 
 
Xander was almost to the door when he heard Steve say 
his name again. “Yeah?” 
 
“Try to remember that a sanctuary isn’t just a place to 
hide. It’s a place to heal.” 
 
Xander nodded and made his escape. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike fell into step with him as he walked up to the 
center. “Get sent to the principal’s office?” 
 
Xander couldn’t stop his smile. Part of him wanted to, 
the same part that wanted to hate Spike for getting a 
second chance when Anya didn’t. It was an ugly voice in 



the back of his head, one that he tried not to listen to 
anymore. He mostly didn’t, except when nights lasted 
too long with nothing to distract him. Then the voice got 
soft and compelling even as the thoughts it gave him 
became darker. He wasn’t going to think about that right 
now, though. He kept walking, not bothering to look at 
Spike. “Someone tattled about you.” 
 
“Someone,” Spike echoed disgustedly. “Tom.” 
 
Xander shrugged. It didn’t matter. If Tom hadn’t gone to 
Steve, then someone else would have. He wasn’t out to 
win friends and influence people…which was good, 
because he was failing miserably at it. He was good with 
the kids, though, and Steve had offered him sanctuary 
for as long as he needed it. “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
“If it got you in trouble it does.” 
 
“You and Angel and Wes can stay.” 
 
“Wasn’t talking about me. I go where I like.” 
 
Xander glanced over and there it was: full-on arrogant 
Spike smirk, just like he saw in his dreams. “I can stay, 
too.” 



 
“Teacher’s pet, are you?” 
 
A bark of laughter escaped Xander as he remembered 
poking Steve hard in the chest, demanding to know 
where his God was when the world was going to hell and 
it was nothing but one small girl standing in the way. 
He’d never been Steve’s pet. A project, maybe, but never 
a pet. “No.” 
 
“You’re that good at your job?” 
 
“There are too many kids for me to be good at it. I do 
what I can.” The work was never ending and near 
crushing and it was exactly what he needed. He led the 
way inside the center, pleased to see Wesley and Angel 
in the chairs they’d occupied the day before. He’d been 
concerned that one of the others might have tried to 
stop them from coming in. He walked over. “Any sign of 
him?” 
 
“None,” Wesley said. “We might be better off trying to 
track him down on the streets. If you would agree to 
continue looking for him here…” He glanced over at 
Father John, even younger than Xander who was glaring 
at all of them from the corner. 



 
Cocking his head to the side, Xander took in Angel’s nod 
of agreement. “Are you trying to save my job?” 
 
Angel looked embarrassed. “We’re not getting anything 
done sitting here except getting you in trouble.” 
 
“Go if you think you’ll have more luck out there. I’ll keep 
an eye open –” He watched them wince, amused that the 
eye jokes could still get to them – “and I’ll keep asking 
after him. If I hear anything, I’ll tell Faith.” 
 
“Why don’t you tell me?” Spike asked. 
 
“Because you’ll be with us,” Angel said. 
 
Spike ignored him. “Might be handy to have me around if 
the Vlerner hears you asking questions and takes 
exception.” 
 
“Might be handy to have you around if he’s looking to be 
defrocked and excommunicated,” Angel hissed. 
 
Xander knew that if he protested, Spike would go. He’d 
get to go back to work and just add looking for the 
Vlerner to his to do list. Blue eyes stared at him intently 



and he knew it was the stupid thing to do the moment he 
opened his mouth but he couldn’t resist saying, “He can 
stay.” 
 
“Xander –” 
 
“The bishop isn’t going to fire me because I’ve got a 
vampire following me around.” He smiled. “How do you 
think we met?  

Part Two 

It was a little like playing ghost again, drifting along 
behind Xander, watching him talk to the kids in the gym 
and the volunteers who were there to feed them. No one 
paid him too much mind, just avoided him and 
occasionally pulled Xander aside for a whispered 
conversation, suspicious gazes turned his way. Spike 
ignored them. Kids knew something was up with him? 
Good for them. Meant their instincts were working. All 
he cared about was Xander. 
 
Two kids arguing in low voices began to shove at each 
other and Xander was right there in the middle, getting 
knocked around as he pushed them apart. Spike started 
to move forward and then one of the kids was shamed 
faced and apologizing while Xander was pulling the other 



one away, taking him off the main floor to a tucked away 
corner. Still playing ghost, Spike moved closer until he 
was within hearing range. 
 
“No one pushes me around,” the kid said, his voice low 
and stubborn. “I don’t gotta take that shit.” 
 
“No, you don’t,” Xander agreed calmly. “But neither does 
he.” 
 
“He got in my face!” 
 
“About what?” 
 
“About why I won’t –” His face shut down. “Nothing.” 
 
“Jesus, Mike, you’re a bad liar.” 
 
Looking scandalized by Xander’s words, Mike shook his 
had. “I’m not lying.” 
 
“So you just started shoving T-Bone over there over 
nothing? That makes you the asshole.” 
 
“You won’t tell anybody?” 
 



Xander tapped the white square of his collar. “Not unless 
you want me to.” 
 
“People will think I’m crazy.” 
 
“Mike, trust me. It’ll take a pretty wacky story to make 
me think that.” 
 
Mike leaned in close to him. “Monsters. I think I saw 
monsters down near where T-Bone hangs and I’m not 
going down there any more.” 
 
“What kind of monsters?” 
 
“What do you mean, what kind?” 
 
“What did they look like?” 
 
Mistrustfully, Mike gave a halting description of what 
sounded like Thebals, young ones. They were a lot like 
human kids, liked to get together in groups in familiar 
places. They weren’t like human kids in the way that they 
would eat other creatures that encroached on their 
territory.  
 
Spike considered calling Angel about them. If this night 



turned out to be a bust, they could work off their 
frustration by convincing the Thebals to find a new place 
to call their own. 
 
Xander squeezed Mike’s shoulder. “Thanks, Mike.” 
 
“That’s it? I tell you I’ve been seeing monsters and you 
just say thanks?” 
 
“I’m also going to tell T-Bone to find a new place to hang 
out.” He met Mike’s gaze steadily. “Everyone here has 
seen monsters. Why do you think they’re here?” 
 
Mike drew in a shaky breath and nodded. 
 
“You all right?” After he had Mike’s assurance that he 
was, Xander left him to gather himself and walked over 
to join Spike.  
 
“Thebals can be nasty,” Spike told him. 
 
“So can priests. You weren’t supposed to be listening.” 
 
“Can you remember me doing what I was supposed to?” 
That got him a smile. “You want me to take care of them 
for you, pet?” 



 
“I’ve got a whole gaggle of Slayers at my beck and call. 
You don’t have to.” 
 
Violence versus getting to follow Xander around some 
more… Ladies first.” 
 
Xander grinned and for a moment Spike could see the 
boy he had been. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The room began to clear out sooner than Spike expected. 
“Where are they off to?” 
 
“Some are headed upstairs to sleep.” Xander looked at 
the dwindling crowd and he clearly wasn’t happy. 
 
“You can’t have enough beds for them all.” 
 
“No. Not all of them want beds, though.” Xander 
bunched his hands up into fists for a moment, then 
slowly relaxed. “We take care of the ones who want to 
stay.” 
 



Spike wasn’t surprised. At night, there were all sorts of 
lucrative opportunities for the people willing to take 
them…or be taken. The kids leaving the center were as 
likely to be prey as predators and he could understand 
Xander’s frustration. He couldn’t make them stay and 
once they left, they were beyond his control. Beyond his 
protection. “You give them a choice.” 
 
“Try to, anyway.” Xander drew in a deep breath and let it 
out slowly. 
 
“What’s next on the agenda? Time for you to climb back 
into your priest hole until tomorrow?” 
 
Xander blinked. “My what?” 
 
“Don’t know much about the history of your lot, do 
you?” He’d thought that would have come up. Not that 
he’d ever been to seminary, of course, but he thought 
history would be a staple there, along with theology and 
Latin. Although it was just about impossible to imagine 
Xander speaking Latin. “Dixitque ad eum quid fecisti vox 
sanguinis fratris tui clamat ad me de terra?” 
 
“Forty-two.” 
 



“No, pet,” Spike said. 
 
“Have you ever noticed that’s never the answer?” 
 
“No. Did notice that you don’t speak Latin.” 
 
“I don’t have a head for languages.” 
 
“Have a head for theology?” 
 
Xander glanced down at his watch and feigned surprise. 
“I’ve got to get to work.” 
 
No, then. “That collar like one of them honorary 
diplomas law schools keep offering Angel?” 
 
For a moment it looked like he’d pushed too hard. 
Xander’s eyes narrowed and his fingers curved like they 
were tracing the shape of a stake. White collar and black 
glare and Spike knew why kids thought he could protect 
him from the monsters. The dangerous look passed in a 
matter of moments, though, and Xander relaxed back 
into his normal posture. “Hide and heal,” he murmured. 
 
“What was that?” 
 



“Want to see my office? You can tell me if it’s as 
impressive as Angel’s.” Xander didn’t wait for an answer, 
just turned and started walking. 
 
Confused but even more intrigued, Spike followed after. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander’s office couldn’t begin to compare with Angel’s. 
Angel’s office hadn’t changed much over the years, 
except to loose all the glass. Sure, he couldn’t see into 
the lobby, but he couldn’t be thrown through the solid 
wood as easily, either. Other than that, it remained 
impressive, weapons on the walls, desk large and 
imposing. Xander’s office…Spike had made a crack about 
a priest hole, but that’s almost what this was. A 
claustrophobic room with a desk and two chairs and 
what he thought was a Murphy bed in the wall and that 
was pretty much it. “Angel wins.” 
 
“I thought he would.” Xander sat down in the chair 
closest to the desk. 
 
“You really work here?” Spike nodded toward the 
Murphy bed. “Sleep here?” 



 
“It’s nicer than the basement.” Xander tilted his head 
back and smiled. 
 
Memories crashed through Spike. Some days he tried to 
push thoughts of Sunnydale away, some days he hoarded 
them close. No matter what he did, he couldn’t escape 
them. Tied to an old chair down in that basement, 
watching Xander sleep and spinning revenge fantasies in 
his head of what he’d do once the chip came 
out…revenge fantasies that almost always became 
fantasies of a more carnal kind. He’d watched and 
wanted and never had. “Had crypts nicer than that 
basement,” he said dismissively. 
 
“I’ve got fond memories of that basement.” 
 
“So do I.” He indulged himself with a suggestive look up 
and down Xander’s body. 
 
It didn’t seem to faze Xander at all. “I thought Angel was 
the one with a thing for the clergy.” 
 
“For nuns, pet. I think it might be the habits. I’m the one 
that likes collars.” 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He should have been freaking out. Xander knew that. 
He’d invited a vampire up to his room, had invited him in. 
Tom was going to go batshit when he found out. Steve 
might not be able to protect him from the fallout. He 
gave Xander a lot of freedom, a lot of trust, but that 
didn’t mean Xander could do things like this and expect 
to go unpunished. One part of him didn’t care – who 
were they to judge him, safe and protected in their warm 
beds at night? He had children to feed and house and 
ward…but that was why he should care. Without the 
Church, none of that would be possible. He needed to 
keep his place if he wanted to continue to help them. 
Add in the fact that Spike was eyeing him like he hadn’t 
eaten for a week and he should have been in full panic 
mode.  
 
Instead, he stretched lazily and nudged the other chair 
with his foot. “Sit.” He reached up and unfastened his 
collar, pulling it loose and dropping it on the desk. He 
didn’t miss the fact that Spike followed the motion with 
his eyes before his gaze moved back to his throat.  
 



“Always leave the door open?” Spike asked. 
 
“I can’t get the bed down when it’s open. It helps 
eliminate any…misunderstandings, since this is my office, 
too.” He would never, but he had kids up here at all 
hours of the day and night, looking for someone to 
confide in. He didn’t need to give the suspicious any 
more ammunition than they already had. 
 
“There are lots of things you can get up to without a 
bed.” Spike leaned back in his chair, legs spread wide as 
he sprawled.  
 
All he needed was a cigarette and they could be back in 
Sunnydale, sniping at each other to pass the time. 
Except…Xander knew himself to be different and Spike 
had to be, too. They were years and miles away from 
Sunnydale. Hell, Spike had died. Everything should be 
different between them, but it wasn’t. The urge to 
respond with an insult was still there, only now Xander 
could admit it was because he wanted to see Spike’s eyes 
light up with appreciation when he got in an especially 
good barb. He wanted to have the other’s attention 
focused on him for a little while, instead of on all the 
other more important people in the room. It was juvenile 
and he was grown up enough that he could fight it down. 



He wasn’t so mature that he didn’t start playing with the 
collar as it lay on the desk, though. Spike’s attention 
immediately shifted over to it and Xander laughed. 
 
“Father Harris, you’re a tease. Bet you spend a lot of time 
in the confessional.”  
 
“On my knees, begging forgiveness?” Oh, this attention 
was a thousand times more intense than anything he’d 
been able to provoke out of him in the old days. 
 
Spike leaned forward, mouth set in a wicked grin. Before 
he could say anything, his pocket began to ring. With a 
muttered curse, he pulled a cell phone free.  
 
Xander was ready to eavesdrop, but his own phone rang, 
distracting him. He picked up. “Harris.” 
 
Nice greeting, Faith teased. 
 
“I’m sorry. This isn’t the line for heretics who want to 
confess their sins and return to the church. You’ll need to 
dial 555-” 
 
Funny. You paged me? 
 



“Yeah.” He filled her in about the Thebals. 
 
Thanks. Does this mean you’re not mad at me anymore? 
 
“Will saying yes make you drop your guard when you 
come here again?” 
 
See you in another couple of weeks, then. The laughter 
faded from her voice. Seriously, Xan. Are you all right? 
 
“I’m fine. Come see me anytime you want to.” As he 
hung up the phone, he glanced over at Spike’s chair. 
Empty. He started to turn when cool fingers slid down 
the side of his neck. 
 
“Got to go, pet.” Spike’s lips were right at his ear. 
“Angel’s got himself and Wes in a jam and they need me 
to pull them out of it.” His fingers move further down to 
the hollow of his throat where they stroked the delicate 
skin with barely there touches. “I’ll be back soon.” His 
fingers lingered for a moment more, then they were 
gone. 
 
When Xander turned around, so was Spike.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“Nice of you to finally join us,” Angel said, wiping his 
blade on a fallen demon, grimacing at the slime that 
stubbornly clung to the sword. 
 
Spike didn’t move from where he was leaning against the 
wall. “You two were doing all right.”  
 
Wesley joined in the glaring at him. “If by ‘all right’ you 
mean ‘not quite dead’ then yes, I suppose we were.” He 
reloaded his guns. 
 
Spike refused to feel guilty. They’d been fighting hard, 
but those demons hadn’t been anything they couldn’t 
handle. They hadn’t called him because they needed him 
for this fight. “What do you want?” 
 
“Some help would have been nice.” 
 
“Can it, Angel. I’m not as dumb as you look. Why’d you 
call me?” 
 
“If the Vlerner was going to show at the shelter, it 
already would have. There was no reason for you to keep 
hanging around there.” 
 



Spike was about to correct him when his instincts began 
screaming danger at him. He pulled his hands out of his 
pockets and was moving into a crouch when Faith turned 
the corner, followed by a few of the Slayers he’d seen at 
the shelter. 
 
“Oh, it’s just you.” She flipped her stake around and slid 
it into the back of her jeans. “Having fun without us?” 
She looked at the carnage in the alley appreciatively. 
 
“Out on patrol?” Angel asked. 
 
“Running an errand for Xander,” she said.  
 
“Thebals,” Spike guessed. 
 
“Ex-Thebals now.” She still had the same vicious glint in 
her eyes that he remembered. “If I’d known you were 
looking for action, I would have invited you along.” 
 
“You didn’t need our help,” Wesley said, sounding proud 
and wistful at the same time. 
 
“Nah. But walk back home with us, just in case we do.” 
Despite making the invitation to Wesley, Faith fell into 
step beside Spike as they walked. “Heard you were 



playing Xander’s shadow.” 
 
Spike shrugged. At first, maybe. He and Xander were 
playing a different game now. “Is this the part where you 
tell me to leave him alone?” 
 
“No, this is the part where I tell you to make sure it’s a 
game he likes.” 
 
“He seems to be enjoying it so far.” 
 
“Only Xander.” She shook her head. 
 
“Willow called him a demon magnet once or twice.” 
Spike grinned at her. “Fact that I’m a demon doesn’t 
seem to bother him.” 
 
“It wouldn’t.” There was something amused and 
secretive about her smile, but she didn’t share what she 
was thinking. 
 
“Guess the only problem we’ll be having is me being a 
man, then.” He knew that Angel was likely listening in 
and hoped this would rattle him like it would Faith. 
 
Except Faith didn’t rattle. She didn’t even break stride. 



“You’re a few years too late on that one, too.”  
 
She was laughing at him. “What?” He’d known Harris 
noticed guys, had noticed him now and in the past, but 
there’d been no hints that he’d done more than look. 
‘Harris has a boyfriend’ was too good a story not to be 
passed around. 
 
“You’ll have to ask him.” Faith’s smile faded. “But do it 
carefully.” 
 
“Not a happy story?” 
 
“He didn’t give me all of it. He got quiet, so I had to get 
chatty to fill in the silences. He said enough, though.” 
 
Spike glanced over his shoulder, straight into Angel’s 
glare. He wanted to go back to the center tonight, but 
knew he’d have a fight on his hands if he tried. Better to 
wait till the next day. Better to think this over; he’d come 
too far to screw this up by rushing in where Slayers 
feared to tread. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“We need you on the streets.” Angel didn’t bother to 
look at him, never raising his eyes from the paper work 
spread over the table in front of him. 
 
“You and Wesley can’t handle a half-grown Vlerner on 
your own?” 
 
“There are other things on the streets.” 
 
“And again I ask: you and Wesley can’t handle 
yourselves?” 
 
“Leave Xander alone.” 
 
Spike made a show of tilting his head to the side and 
striking a thoughtful pose. “Hm. No…no…wait…huh. 
Funny. I can’t remember when this became your 
business.” 
 
“Xander’s helping us and you’re playing with him. That 
stops now.” 
 
“Haven’t begun to play with him,” Spike corrected with a 
leer. “Want me to tell you all about it when I do?” He 
grabbed his coat from the back of the couch. 



 
“Put that down.” 
 
Spike flashed a rude hand gesture. 
 
“Spike…” 
 
“You ever get tired of having this conversation? I’m not 
going to do what you tell me. You’re not going to like it. 
Can we just skip to the part where I leave and you go kill 
something?” 
 
“There’s a reason he’s a priest, Spike.” 
 
Spike had never been as stupid as Angel thought he was. 
He hadn’t missed the way Xander was focused on 
providing a sanctuary for the kids in the city – sanctuary. 
That word mattered to Xander. He’d also heard his slip 
when he’d murmured hide and heal. Spike had the 
feeling that Xander had been hiding behind that little 
square of white on his collar for a long time now. Maybe 
it was time for him to stop. Faith thought so; why else 
would she be dangling bits of information in front of him, 
teasing and tantalizing him and making sure his interest 
in Xander didn’t wane? Xander had reasons to become a 
priest…but he also had reasons why he was letting Spike 



follow him around, why he was letting him deeper and 
deeper into his life.  
 
He patted his pocket. “Have Wes call me if you need 
me.” 
 
“Why do I get to call?” Wesley asked, looking wary as he 
walked into the room. 
 
“Because you’ll call when you actually need me. Not 
because Captain Buzzkill here wants to jerk on the 
leash.” 
 
“He’s going to go see Xander again.” Angel winced, 
clearly hearing the tattling tone in his voice. 
 
“Do you two get some sort of odd pleasure in making me 
feel old?” Wesley sat down on the couch. “It’s bad 
enough that you both look years younger than I. Could 
you not act like it, too?” 
 
Spike stuck his tongue out at Angel. “Sun’s gone. So am 
I.” He didn’t wait around to hear what Angel said in 
response. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
How could Xander not be at the center? He was always 
there. Unless… “Get summoned to the woodshed again, 
did he?” 
 
The kid behind the counter shook his head, eyes wary.  
 
“Then where is he?” 
 
“He got called out.” 
 
“Where?” 
 
“I don’t know.” 
 
For a moment Spike considered grabbing the kid and 
throwing him up against the wall, showing off his demon 
guise and scaring the information out of him. It would be 
faster and infinitely more satisfying then all these 
questions…but Xander wouldn’t allow him back if he did 
that. “Who called him?” 
 
“The cops. Something happened. He didn’t tell me what, 
though.” 
 
Spike was halfway to the door before the kid finished 



speaking. Xander and cops didn’t sound like a good 
combination to him. For a few moments he was tempted 
to call Wes and get him to use Wolfram & Hart’s 
connections to find out what was going on that would 
require a priest, but he discarded that idea and took to 
the rooftops instead. None of the Sunnydale group had 
ever lost their distrust of the law firm, no matter what 
good Angel managed to do with it. Better to keep it out 
of this. Besides, he wasn’t so out of practice that he 
couldn’t do this on his own. It only took a few moments 
concentration on the feel and smell and hum of the night 
to figure out which way to go. Cops needing a priest 
usually meant bad and Spike followed the bad until he 
found flashing blue and red lights and vultures in human 
form crowding around yellow tape, pressing close for a 
better look. The acrid scent of smoke and death rose 
desultorily into the air. It was all over as far as Spike 
could see, the fire subdued and the dead and wounded 
gone. Xander was right in the middle of it, his blacks 
looking oddly in place with the uniforms of police and fire 
personnel around him. 
 
Spike ducked under the tape and when a cop moved to 
stop him, he pointed right at Xander. “I’m with the 
Father.” 
 



The young uniform looked immediately relieved. “You 
here to take him home?” 
 
“When he’s done, yeah.” 
 
“Make sure someone keeps him company, all right? 
He…we don’t want to lose him.” 
 
Spike nodded like he knew what the guy was prattling on 
about and stepped around him, moving over to Xander’s 
side. He didn’t like what he saw. Xander’s hair was dirty 
and tangled and he had smears of blood on his hands, his 
clothes, one on his face where he’d pushed hair back out 
of it. “Xander?” 
 
Blank brown eyes turned his way and it took far too long 
for recognition to snap in. “Spike.” 
 
“Are you done here?” 
 
Xander looked back over at the smoking building. “They 
say there couldn’t be any more survivors in there.” 
 
“They’re right.” 
 
Xander nodded slowly. “One more thing, then I can go.” 



He walked away from Spike, heading over to where a 
young firefighter was coiling up a hose with hunched 
shoulders. Spike couldn’t hear what he said over the 
noise of the crowd and the machines around them, but 
the fireman nodded several times and when Xander left 
him, he was standing straighter. 
 
“Do you want to go back to the center? Faith’s?” 
 
Xander looked down at his bloody hands. “What time is 
it? Never mind. It’s too early. I’ll scare the kids.” 
 
“Faith’s, then?” 
 
Xander hesitated, then nodded wearily. “All right.” 
 
An older policewoman approached them. “Father, you 
need us to give you a ride to the Bishop’s?” 
 
“Not this time.” 
 
“Are you sure?” She looked at Spike dubiously.  
 
“Yeah. I’ll talk to you later, Captain.” 
 
“You just might,” she said, looking wry and shamefaced 



at the same time. 
 
Spike had heard enough talking. Xander was filthy and 
tired and his eyes weren’t tracking right. Time to get him 
out of here before shock could really set in. One hand at 
the small of Xander’s back, he guided him away from the 
scene and glared at the crowd until they gave them room 
to pass. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The house was empty and that was almost enough to 
make Xander consider taking up prayer again. He didn’t 
know if he’d be able to handle anyone’s company but 
Spike’s right now. He left Spike downstairs and made his 
way to Faith and Robin’s room. He’d had to borrow 
clothes from Robin before. There was no way that they 
were going to fit, but he couldn’t put what he was 
wearing back on, not caked in blood and dirt as it was, 
not with it reeking of smoke. He grabbed a pair of sweats 
and a t-shirt and then closed himself in the bathroom.  
 
He didn’t look at himself in the mirror. He really didn’t 
want to know what his face looked like. He just stripped 
off his clothing, tossing it on the floor in a heap. His eye 



patch he left on the sink. He hadn’t thought to bring a 
spare with him when he’d been called to the fire. He 
hadn’t had time to do anything except try to brace 
himself for what he would find.  
 
He turned on the shower and was under the spray as 
soon as it began to run hot. He stood motionless for 
several minutes, letting the water and steam do its work 
on his body and his spirit, letting it relax him. When he 
finally felt as human as he was going to get that night, he 
washed, rinsing his hair again and again. He didn’t want 
to smell anything of tonight on himself. 
 
When he finally got out of the shower, the mirror was full 
of steam. He dressed quickly, pulling the patch back on 
and bagging his own clothes in plastic before it could 
clear. 
 
Spike was wandering around the living room restlessly, 
poking at the books on the shelves. “I was about to come 
check on you.”  
 
“I can’t wash myself down the drain. I’ve tried.” Xander 
dropped the bag of clothes in the corner. He’d grab it on 
the way out.  
 



“Feeling better?” 
 
Xander shrugged. With anyone else he’d say of course, 
much, but he didn’t have to pretend with Spike. He 
wasn’t going to be able to offer the vampire comfort or 
safety or strength to lean on; Spike didn’t need him for 
any of that.  
 
“What were you doing there?” 
 
“The cops called me when they realized the people in the 
fire were my kids.” There wasn’t a lot of trust for the 
cops on the street and sometimes it was easier for 
everyone if Xander acted as a go between. Usually he 
was just needed to persuade a kid to talk. Tonight had 
been different. Tonight had been bad. 
 
Spike was right in front of him, eyes dark with sympathy. 
“Any of them make it?” 
 
Xander shook his head. He’d recognized the kids. He’d 
learned a long time ago how to look through the blood 
and the hurt to see the person beneath. Rob and Tay and 
Lilo and Kit…they’d always stayed together, like a little 
pack. He could almost imagine how it happened – the 
fire, and their fear and the need to escape but only as a 



group. One or two of them had gotten stuck and the 
others had died trying to get them out, caught in fear 
and smoke and heat and pain…he blinked back to reality 
as Spike shook him by the shoulders. “No,” he said. 
“None of them made it.” 
 
“Sorry, pet.” 
 
He nodded, acknowledging the sympathy. 
 
“Why were you sticking around after?” 
 
“Because other people needed me.” He knew the fire 
and police departments had their own counselors and 
therapy programs, but none of them were actually out 
there on the street, blinking through tears brought on by 
smoke and frustration. He wasn’t much of a hero now, 
but he’d grown up beside a few and he knew how much 
it hurt to not save someone, to have to admit failure. 
He’d cried and thrown his fists into walls and drunk too 
much, just like they would. If he could try to say a few 
words that would let them know that doing the right 
thing mattered even when it didn’t seem to be enough, 
then he would. He could hold his tears back until later if 
it meant that he could offer some comfort to them. His 
clothes helped and he used that, even if it made him feel 



a little bit of a hypocrite. They’d take the comfort more 
readily from a priest than from anyone else. So long as 
they were able to deal and go on with their lives, he’d be 
as hypocritical as he had to be. 
 
“Hungry?” 
 
He shook his head, swallowing hard. “No. Please.” 
 
“Sit down, then.” Spike steered him over to the couch. 
“Do you need to get back to the center tonight?” 
 
“They won’t expect me back.”  
 
“Do you need to call your boss, then? The Bishop?” 
 
Xander hesitated. Most nights after something like this, 
he’d go over to Steve’s home and hide in his spare room 
until he was ready to face the world. “No. Let him sleep.” 
It was getting late and he could hide right here. He 
leaned back against the couch and closed his eye. Tay 
had only been thirteen and Rob had been as protective 
of her as if she’d really been his sister. He could 
remember the last time they’d come by for dinner 
almost three days ago. He’d tried to convince them to 
stay in the shelter’s beds but Lilo and Kit has laughed him 



off, so sure that they had it all figured out and all of them 
determined to stay together. 
 
Tears slipped from the only eye that could still cry before 
he could stop them. He turned to the side, still enough of 
a man not to want to be seen. Spike’s hand settled on his 
shoulder and he shook his head. 
 
“None of that.” Spike’s voice was low and gentle, the 
tone he remembered hearing him use on Dawn and Buffy 
both. “You’ve done your part for today. There’s no one 
here who needs you to be strong.” 
 
“Me,” Xander said, blinking hard a few times before 
looking at Spike. For a moment he thought Spike was 
going to agree: the vampire nodded and pulled his hand 
away. Xander had a few seconds to begin to relax before 
he was pulled into a strong embrace, his head on Spike’s 
shoulder. “Spike!” He struggled but he didn’t get 
anywhere. Spike didn’t answer him; he just continued to 
hold on. Xander fought the embrace for a few minutes 
longer but he was too tired to resist for long and he was 
soon still, his tears soaking into Spike’s shirt. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Maybe it hadn’t been Buffy that made him do it all – win 
himself a soul and die like a champion. Maybe it had 
been something in Sunnydale’s water that had soaked 
into him every time he cleaned up after killing a demon 
and helping out the good guys. That could explain why 
everyone who came out of that town was so bent on 
self-destruction by running themselves into the ground 
doing good deeds. 
 
Spike leaned against the wall of the gym, gaze sweeping 
the crowd in a search for the Vlerner but returning to 
Xander again and again. Xander, who was walking among 
the kids and pretending like he hadn’t spent the night 
before locked in grief and Spike’s arms. Every so often he 
would meet Spike’s gaze and he would smile a little, but 
that was as far as the man seemed willing to go when it 
came to acknowledging last night. 
 
Stupid. Xander hadn’t changed that much, after all. He 
was still as blind stupid as the rest of them: Buffy and 
Willow and Rupert. In Sunnydale all of them had insisted 
on pushing themselves too hard, on taking on more 
responsibility and more guilt than they could handle and 
he knew they were all the same now. Xander was. Never 
mind that his smile today was brittle and that his hands 



shook whenever he had more than a minute to himself 
to start thinking – he was back at work, talking to the 
kids, offering comfort and advice or just an ear. Anything 
they needed from him they could have and that would 
have been fine if Spike hadn’t seen how raw Xander was, 
how very close to the edge. 
 
Spike understood pride, but he’d also known that 
Xander’s tears last night hadn’t been going to stop. If 
he’d been able to control them, they wouldn’t have 
made an appearance at all. Spike hadn’t been going to let 
him retreat to an empty room and cry on his own, even 
though he’d known that was what Xander had thought 
he wanted. It wasn’t what he’d needed, though. When 
Spike had reached out to him, it hadn’t been about 
wanting to see Xander kneeling in a collar made of 
leather and silk; it had been about seeing one more 
person running too hard and too long and beginning to 
stumble as their legs finally gave out. It had happened to 
him, to Buffy, to Angel. Xander was more than due for a 
turn. 
 
Xander had resisted the comfort Spike had tried to offer 
until he’d been forced to accept it. Spike grinned a little, 
remembering. Xander had slept beside an ex-demon, and 
had been friend to Slayers and witches and werewolves, 



but he’d taken forever to relax in Spike’s arms. It 
reminded him of the time he’d spent in Xander’s 
basement, tied to that damn uncomfortable chair. 
Xander might have been able to relax around his friends 
who weren’t exactly human, but it had taken him forever 
to fall asleep when Spike was in the chair. He’d tossed 
and turned and shifted restlessly for almost an hour 
before falling asleep. It had been quite a show – all young 
tanned skin and construction muscle in constant motion. 
Spike had watched and held his tongue, not wanting the 
show to end.  
 
It had been like old times last night, with Xander restive 
in his embrace, fighting it until finally the tears won and 
he’d relaxed. Spike had held him until his breathing had 
evened and the tears had stopped. Spike had expected 
more embarrassment from Xander, but the other man 
had only been a little flushed and his thanks had been 
real. Spike had taken him back to the center, intending to 
keep an eye on him, but Xander had insisted he was fine 
and Spike hadn’t wanted to risk his welcome by pushing 
him any further. He’d told Xander to call him if he 
needed anything, then had left him there. 
 
He’d hoped that Xander would take it easy today, give 
himself time to recover from the night before, but no, 



the damn stubborn priest was right back at work, giving 
everything he had without worrying about the fact that 
he was using himself up. Spike had a sudden irrational 
urge to call Xander’s bishop. The man had to want to 
know that one of his own was working himself to death, 
right? He could order Xander to take a sabbatical…except 
Xander hadn’t seemed all that enthusiastic about 
following any church orders yet so he might just ignore 
that one, too. 
 
Spike did his best to look like he wasn’t brooding to put 
Angel to shame when Xander walked over to him.  
 
“I haven’t heard anything yet,” Xander said 
apologetically. 
 
It took Spike a moment to figure out what he was talking 
about – that was how far from business his thoughts had 
wandered. “Oh, the demon. Maybe he’s moved on to 
another city.” 
 
“Maybe.” Xander looked back over at the kids. “One girl 
told me she might have seen him a few days ago. If it was 
him, he’s with a crowd that doesn’t come here too often. 
He could just be hanging back because of them.” He 
raised his hand and rubbed at his temple. 



 
Spike watched but didn’t say anything. Xander was a 
grown man who should know how to take care of 
himself. If he had a headache, then he could turn control 
of the center over to Tom or that young priest who 
watched them from around corners and go upstairs and 
rest. Spike knew he wouldn’t, though. Xander was too 
busy trying to take care of everyone else in the building. 
“You ever do anything for fun, pet?” 
 
Xander looked over the gym. “What are you talking 
about? This is fun.” He looked ready to say more, but a 
scuffle broke out and with a mumbled curse he was 
gone. 
 
Watching him go, Spike rubbed his fingers together, 
itching for the feel of a cigarette between them. Xander 
hadn’t forgotten how to have fun. He just wasn’t letting 
himself have any. Gaze moving up and down Xander’s 
body as the priest adjusted his blacks after breaking up 
the fight, Spike nodded to himelf. He was going to have 
to change that. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Ignoring the curious stare of the girl sitting behind the 
desk in the lobby, Spike headed straight for Xander’s 
room. He was late coming to the center; Angel had put 
up a good fight to keep him away until Robin shut him 
down. Spike figured if Robin was willing to be his ally in 
this then Xander had to be in dire need of rescue from 
himself. He’d stopped by the local liquor store and 
grabbed a couple of bottles. Always good to have a little 
help from liquid friends if necessary. 
 
The door to Xander’s office was open but the men inside 
were talking so quietly that Spike almost walked in on 
them. He caught himself in time and paused in the hall, 
eavesdropping shamelessly. 
 
“You can’t hide when you’re hurting from me,” said a 
stranger’s voice, low and gentle. “I’ve seen you at your 
lowest point, remember?” 
 
“Not much, actually,” Xander replied. “Between the fever 
and whatever was in that medicine they gave me, 
meeting you was pretty much a blur.” 
 
“I thought you were hallucinating. Talking about 
monsters and demons and rising from the dead.” 



 
“Yeah.” Xander sighed. “Shit, Steve, sometimes I wish 
those were hallucinations.” 
 
“If they were you wouldn’t have met Anatole. Or Anya.”  
 
“If they were I wouldn’t have watched them die, either.” 
 
“You saw her-” 
 
“In dreams.” Xander sounded tired. “It’s late. You should 
get going.” 
 
“Not if you need me.” 
 
“I’m fine.” 
 
“You’re hiding.” 
 
“If I’d have known sanctuary involved this much nagging, 
I would have gone back to the jungle.” 
 
There was the sound of chairs moving, then Steve’s 
voice. “I told you it’s time for you to start healing.” 
 
“Yeah.” 



 
“Bleeding like this won’t bring them back.” 
 
“Good night, Steve.” 
 
“Call me tomorrow.” 
 
“I will.” A pause, and then Xander’s voice gentled. “Thank 
you.” 
 
“Good night, Xander.” 
 
“Night.” 
 
Spike slipped aside, ducking into an empty office to avoid 
being seen. Last thing he needed was another round of 
‘how dare yous’ from a priest. He watched from the 
shadows as the older man walked by. Short and stocky, 
his face was dark from too many years out in the sun. He 
looked troubled, but he kept walking.  
 
After waiting a few moments to be sure he wasn’t 
coming back, Spike went back out into the hall and then 
on to Xander’s office. He paused in the doorway and just 
looked for a moment. Xander looked as tired as his voice 
had sounded: his head was in his hands, his elbows 



propped up on the desk. There was exhaustion and 
tension in every line of him. Had he slept at all since the 
fire? 
 
Spike rapped on the door frame. “Visiting hours over?” 
 
Xander sat up quickly and turned around. He smiled as 
soon as he recognized Spike. “I’ll make an exception.” 
 
“Thanks.” That smile was real, but it was fighting a losing 
battle to stay. This might be harder than Spike had 
anticipated. Forget getting Xander to have fun; right now 
he’d settle for getting him to sleep. He patted the bottles 
he was hiding. Good thing he'd brought reinforcements. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It took forever to get Xander to start drinking. Spike 
knew that he’d never really had a taste for it, but he 
hadn’t turned down free booze before, either. He finally 
had to resort to ‘pretty please’ before Xander caved and 
picked up a glass. For them to do this properly they 
should have been drinking right from the bottle, but 
Spike had long since learned to take the small victories 
and work his way up to the big. 



 
Xander winced as the first swallow burned its way down 
his throat. “Oh, yeah. I’d forgotten how much fun this is.” 
 
“You’re just out of practice.” Spike topped off his glass. 
“You’ll be fine in no time.” 
 
“I don’t want to be fine with this,” Xander said, but he 
still took another drink. 
 
“Scared of being a bad role model?” 
 
Bark of laughter and Xander shook his head. “Scared of 
the voice. It’s easier to listen to after too many of these.” 
He drank again. 
 
Spike paused but Xander didn’t react at all to his own 
words, like he hadn’t heard what he’d just said. After a 
moment, Spike continued with his own drinking. There 
were all kinds of voices a man could want to run from 
and not all of them meant Xander was possessed or 
being visited. He’d find out soon enough. That’s what the 
alcohol was for, after all. “That your boss who was here 
before?” 
 
“Steve. The bishop.”  



 
“Steve? You are a teacher’s pet.” 
 
“We go back a long way. I can’t start calling him by his 
titles.” Xander smiled. “Well, maybe I could, but I don’t 
want to.” 
 
Spike topped off his glass again. “Where’d you two 
meet?” 
 
“Africa.” 
 
Africa. Where Xander went and came back quiet. Where 
he met someone named Anatole. “Never pictured you as 
a missionary.” He leered a bit. “In the missionary 
position, maybe.” 
 
Xander shook his head. “Do you remember who my 
girlfriend was? Missionary-” He took a quick drink, 
drowning his words. “No. He was the missionary. I was 
out hunting Slayers.” 
 
Ignoring the shiver those words produced even after 
having the soul for so long, Spike said, “Why’d you get 
picked for that job? Don’t remember you being the world 
traveler.” 



 
“Someone had to go. I took along a couple of the girls we 
already had that spoke some French and a few of the 
dialects. We made out all right.” 
 
“You find many Slayers?” 
 
“Some, yeah. A few were in the cities but most were out 
in the farm country or even farther away.” Xander was 
staring at his glass but he wasn’t seeing it; his gaze was 
far away. “Dirt roads and no roads and endless miles to 
go. Did you know that if you sleep in a tent long enough, 
vampires need an invitation to enter?” 
 
“I didn’t. You saw a lot, then.” 
 
“Yeah. Found Slayers, met Steve.” Xander started to say 
more, but took another drink instead. 
 
“You said when you met him you had a vampire 
following you around. You get yourself a pet while you 
were there?” 
 
Xander stiffened. “No.” This time he reached for the 
bottle himself. 
 



“Sorry.” Spike covered Xander’s hand with his own, not 
letting him pick it up. “Don’t know where the hurts are, 
so I can’t be careful of them.” 
 
“If only I were Angel. Then I could tell you everything 
hurts me.” The joke was forced. 
 
“Who’s Anatole?” 
 
“Shit.” Xander jerked his hand away hard, spilling more 
of his drink then he managed to keep. “Sounds to me like 
you know where the hurts are just fine.”  
 
Spike stayed quiet. Xander would just seize anything else 
he said as an excuse to change the topic, and he didn’t 
want that to happen. He wanted to know who Anatole 
was, wanted to know if he was the voice that Xander 
didn’t like listening to. 
 
“You and Steve.” Xander rubbed his sticky fingers 
together. “As bad as the girls when it comes to wanting 
me to talk about my feelings.” 
 
“Faith wants you to talk about your feelings?” 
 
“No. She wants me to deal with them.” He held out his 



glass. “One more. I’m gonna need one more if I’m going 
to talk about this.” 
 
Spike hastily complied.  

Part Three 

As he began to talk, Xander wasn’t surprised when his 
office began to feel very far away. This was why he 
stayed quiet. He didn’t like talking about it because the 
past’s grip was so strong sometimes he thought he’d 
never escape it. But Spike was there, somehow still close 
and he’d asked and after hearing Anatole’s name on 
someone else’s lips, Xander had a hard time keeping him 
locked away any longer. 
 
“I didn’t walk into a town and everyone just instantly 
trusted me. American who can’t speak the language? 
American with a patch over one eye? It took time for 
people to listen to me and Marie and Sarah and Josie. 
We’d have to hang around a few days and when people 
would finally talk to us, then we’d bring up girls with 
strange dreams, girls who were strong, girls who 
protected and then we weren’t just untrustworthy, we 
were also crazy. But in some villages, someone would 
react to our stories, with hope or fear and I knew. That’s 
where we’d stay, camping out and talking and keeping 



our eyes open until finally someone came to us to talk 
about a daughter or a sister who was troubled or mad or 
had run off. We’d talk and talk and finally they’d help us 
find her and there was another new Slayer, full of power 
and confusion and fear.” He used to wish that he could 
have powers like a Slayer, but to have them suddenly 
show up with no idea where they’d come from? To have 
those strange dreams come back in force and bring with 
them strange new senses and strength? No, thank you. 
He’d leave that to Peter Parker and Professor X and do 
what he could to help the new Slayers they found. 
 
“Sometimes there were demons near a town. Sometimes 
vampires. Seeing Marie and the others kill them usually 
brought reluctant family around to talk to us. If we 
weren’t on the side of the monsters, maybe we could 
help.” 
 
“Was Anatole reluctant family?” Spike’s voice was soft, 
the tone he used for Dawn. 
 
“Yeah. His sister was having nightmares and when he 
tried to wake her from one, she tossed him across the 
room.” He smiled a little. Anatole had always been his 
little sister’s protector and for her to suddenly be 
stronger had upset him. He’d been convinced that 



nothing good could come of it, no matter what Xander 
and the others had said. 
 
“How did you convince him?” 
 
“I don’t know.” That was a lie. Xander lifted his glass to 
his lips but it was empty. “Usually, we’d show the 
families there was nothing to fear from their daughters, 
then explain that we could train them, make them 
stronger and safer.” 
 
“England,” Spike guessed. 
 
“Yeah. Just for a few months, till they understood what 
they were. Then the plan was to bring them back home 
and let them go back to living their lives and protecting 
their family if that was what they wanted. Some of them 
wanted to stay in England, but most wanted to get home 
as soon as possible.” The call of family was strong.  
 
“Usual speech didn’t work on him?” 
 
“No.” Xander remembered his exasperation at Anatole’s 
stubbornness. “We’d explained the reasons for her 
dreams and feelings and strength and he even saw us 
handle a few vampires. Coli got right into it; she took out 



a few of them on her own, instinct, you know? She 
wanted to come with us, but there was no way he was 
letting her come on her own.” They’d ended up with an 
extra member of their little traveling caravan. Xander 
and the experienced Slayers would try to cover as much 
territory as possible before returning to the cities and 
sending the girls to England. Xander would stay behind 
and rest while the girls went with them for guidance and 
reassurance. He’d take shower after shower and watch 
the sunset and finally just be alone. “He drove me nuts.” 
 
“Didn’t trust you?” 
 
“Not as far as he could throw me.” Which might not have 
been that far, actually. Living out of a truck, having to set 
up camp most nights and eating travel rations had put 
him into construction worker shape again. Anatole had 
been taller than him, but he was skinny, built like a 
runner. “Even after the vampires it took him forever to 
believe that we weren’t going to hurt Coli. He watched 
her, watched all of us.” Xander shivered a little, 
remembering the feeling of those dark eyes on him. It 
had made him crazy, at first out of irritation and then out 
of something he hadn’t wanted to admit to himself that 
he was feeling. 
 



“You won him over after time, though.” 
 
“You can only have your life saved so many times before 
you have to start coming around. If we were out to hurt 
Coli or him we could have just stood back when we ran 
into demons or a couple of villages who really didn’t 
want us to come near. He finally started to relax.” God, 
what a difference that had been. Anatole’s suspicions 
had slipped away and Xander had found out that he was 
funny and quick and that he even spoke English, the lying 
bastard. They were able to talk and laugh a bit and form 
a little pool of testosterone in their group. “He was a 
friend.” He wanted another drink before saying more but 
the alcohol had already made the past feel too close, like 
he could just fall back into it. Spike’s fingers closed 
around his, smooth and cool while his were sticky and 
warm. He gripped back reflexively, grateful for the 
anchor to keep him in place in time. “Then he was more.” 
 
“Bit of a surprise, that.” 
 
“For me, too. But it had been a surprise that felt right, 
once I picked myself up off the ground.” Shock had been 
his first reaction, closely followed by denial. Not so much 
over Anatole’s gender as over the fact that he was feeling 
anything at all. It was disloyal to Anya, he’d thought. 



“Except I thought I was betraying her. Anya.” Her name 
felt strange on his lips and that made him sad.  
 
“She wouldn’t have seen it that way.” 
 
“No. But it took me a long time to figure that out and the 
whole time there’s Anatole, finally a friend and waiting to 
be more and I’m just…stuck.” 
 
“What changed?” 
 
“I figured out it was all right.” He smiled a little, 
remembering. “One day I realized that I could hear Anya, 
laughing at me but still throwing a bit of a tantrum. You 
know, ‘Now you figure out that you like guys? Why 
couldn’t you have done that when there were two of 
you? We could have had threesome orgasms! Or you 
could have brought home one of your construction 
worker friends…’ I could hear her again and she’d been 
quiet for so long.” His smile grew. “If it brought Anya 
back to me, then how could it be wrong?” 
 
“She approved?” 
 
“I think she laughed her ass off and then settled down to 
watch.” Xander looked down at their joined hands. 



“That’s the most I’ve talked about her since…the most 
I’ve talked about him, too. Maybe it was time.” 
 
Spike squeezed his fingers a bit. “You and Anatole?” 
 
“It was as much a comedy of errors as it was anything 
else, but we got to hold each other while we and 
everyone else were laughing, so that made it ok. I started 
to fall for him. Not the same as Anya, but it was still 
good.” Scary as hell, but good and he’d found himself 
believing that he could love again and it would be all 
right, that he wouldn’t hurt anyone including himself. “I 
thought we were going to be ok.” 
 
Spike was closer than before. “What happened?” 
 
“Legroths. Some of the kids in the town we were 
scouting wandered into a nest of them. A couple made it 
back alive and the demons followed. The girls went out 
to meet them and I followed. I was good at being back 
up, even with the blind side. But Coli wasn’t going to be 
left out and Anatole refused to leave her. I saw him go 
down and got distracted and…” he raised his hand to his 
upper arm.  
 
“Got bit? You’re lucky to be alive.” 



 
Xander wasn’t going to bring up how he’d disagreed with 
that idea for a long time. “I don’t remember much after 
that. I woke up a week later able to think and Steve was 
there, trying to figure out if I was crazy or if I’d had the 
worst case of malaria he’d ever seen.” Steve was there, 
and so were Josie and Marie and Sarah. He could hear 
Coli crying…and no one had to tell him. He’d known. It 
wasn’t right for them to be able to tell each other of 
death without speaking a word; it shouldn’t have been 
that much a part of them.  
 
But it was. And he’d known. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It almost made sense now. Xander hadn’t shown any 
signs of going through a religious conversion. He’d just 
grown up and put on a strange suit of clothes. He wasn’t 
in it for the faith: he was in it to keep everyone at a 
distance. Perfect excuse for one of the Sunnydale lot, 
really. He could still help people, but now he could keep 
them at arm’s length, too. Couldn’t care too much, since 
he had that pesky vow of celibacy to follow.  
 



Explained why the others let him get away with it, too. 
He couldn’t see Willow or Buffy or Dawn or even Giles 
letting Xander do this if it wasn’t what he really wanted 
unless they thought it was going to help. The words he’d 
heard Xander say more than once – healing and 
hiding…they were letting him do that. Gave him time and 
space to sort himself out while he hid behind that little 
white square. Faith must have thought it had gone on 
too long – why else sic him and Angel and Wes on 
Xander? Why else encourage him?  
 
Spike didn’t think living like this was healthy. Hide from 
people too long and it got hard to get back to the 
business of really living. He’d seen Buffy almost make 
that mistake. Hell, Angel had done it and he was still half-
inclined to go back to hiding in dark rooms and staring at 
the walls at the least provocation. Xander shouldn’t end 
up like that. He needed to get back out among people 
without being able to point to the church and claim that 
there were lines he couldn’t cross, parts of his heart he 
couldn’t give. 
 
The silence between them was stretching too long but 
Spike didn’t have any words. He’d had heartbreak and 
loss in his past and he knew how useless words were. He 
still wanted to know the rest of the story, wanted to 



make sure that his guesses were as right as they felt. He 
stroked his fingers over Xander’s hands. The collar was 
supposed to stop people from touching him…but Spike 
wasn’t people. “Takes a long time to get over Logerth 
poison.” 
 
“Yeah.” Xander’s voice was thick and he wasn’t looking 
up. “I – we all made Steve a little crazy over the next 
couple of weeks. I wanted to leave, get moving and leave 
the place behind as fast as I could. Every time I got out of 
bed I ended up on the ground, though, and then 
someone would have to dump me back in bed.” 
 
“Your Slayers could have taken care of you.” 
 
“They would have.” Xander shifted his hands but Spike 
didn’t let go. This was something he’d learned from Buffy 
and Dawn, how to be quiet and listen and how much 
more important that could be then doing anything else. 
“Coli wouldn’t let them. She said that Anatole would be 
angry with us both if I kept it up – me for hurting myself 
and her for letting me. I couldn’t argue with her.” 
 
“Guilt?” 
 
“And she had Slayer strength. And she was right. I could 



still hear Anatole and it hurt, but he was telling me to 
listen to her.” He smiled a little, his eyes still on their 
hands. “Steve got to keep our little circus in his tent.” 
 
“How’d that go over?” 
 
“The first time he tried to pray with me I knocked him off 
the side of the bed and yelled until Josie and Sarah 
carried him out of the tent. That gave him something to 
think about. When he came back, he kept his prayers to 
himself and asked about the drugs the girls were on.” 
Xander kept talking about Steve, how the other man had 
to come to accept the fact that monsters and demons 
were real and the people who fought them had little or 
nothing to do with his church. In the end, though, he and 
Xander had become friends and Steve had offered him 
the sanctuary of the church if he ever needed it. “I didn’t 
really think I’d ever see him again. When I came back to 
the States he was here in Cleveland.” 
 
“Why come back to a Hellmouth?” 
 
“Where else could I go? After a few years there were 
enough trained Slayers coming back that they could 
handle the searching, the little of it that was left. There 
aren’t so many Slayers activating now, and they know the 



areas and the people and the languages. I was getting in 
the way. It rains too much in England and I wasn’t really 
needed anywhere else.” 
 
“Can always use an extra pair of hands on the Hellmouth, 
though.” 
 
“Or just in Cleveland. At least I knew people here. More 
than I thought, since Steve had requested to be moved 
to the area.” 
 
“Because of you?” 
 
“Because of the stories I told him. He couldn’t walk away 
from the idea of there being evil on legs in the world. He 
went to where he thought maybe he could help.” 
 
And then Xander had done the same thing. He talked like 
the idea of just calling it quits and going to Topeka to find 
a nice girl or boy and raise a family had never occurred to 
him. Maybe it hadn’t. If Angel ever ended up human, or if 
Spike did, for that matter, he didn’t think he’d be able to 
walk away from the fight. Not when he was too used to 
being involved. Not when he thought he might be able to 
make a difference. “So you joined up and got yourself a 



new wardrobe.” Spike made a show of looking him over 
critically. “Better than what you had.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike’s joke worked. It snapped Xander free of the 
melancholy that had taken hold and he laughed almost in 
spite of himself. He’d forgotten Spike could do that to 
him. He’d been so focused on keeping the past out of 
mind and hopefully out of sight of his dreams that he’d 
pushed away some of the good things, too. Steve had 
trouble believing that he could refer to times in 
Sunnydale as good, but some of them had been. Some of 
them had been good with Spike. 
 
Well, good in a twisted way, which fit, somehow. Looking 
back from distance in time and space, and with the 
memory of Anatole’s skin so warm against his in the 
darkness of their tent, he could admit to himself that 
he’d wanted Spike. At the time he’d put down the 
feelings inside to fear or hate or jealousy and while all 
those were a part of it, what he had been feeling most 
purely was want. Whether Spike had been tied to that 
horrible chair or killing demons with unholy but 
undeniable glee, Xander had wanted him. He hadn’t 



been able to make the admission to himself, much less to 
anyone else, but he could see now how it had influenced 
his actions. He couldn’t have Spike’s lips or hands on him, 
so he’d settled for his attention and the only way he’d 
been able to get that was by fighting with him, making 
snarky little comments or outright insults in the hopes 
that for a little while at least he’d have Spike focused on 
angry little nothing him.  
 
He could tell Spike was waiting for a response. “It used to 
take me forever to get to sleep when you were tied to 
that chair.” 
 
Spike blinked, clearly a little thrown. It only took him a 
moment to catch up with Xander’s thoughts. “I 
remember that. You’d toss and turn, but once you were 
out, you were out.” His grin grew, became a little dirty. 
“All sprawled out and warm with sleep. I remember.” 
 
Even with Spike looking at him like that, Xander felt 
better, lighter, than he had in ages. It might have been 
the alcohol, but he doubted it. He wasn’t a happy drunk 
and even though he’d had quite a bit to drink he still felt 
fairly clear-headed. He thought the new feeling of well-
being came from finally talking, telling the story to 
someone who didn’t know it. Some of the feeling might 



also be coming just from having Spike around. His 
muscles were tight and aching: telling the story hadn’t 
been easy and his body reflected that. He pulled his 
hands free of Spike’s and raised his arms over his head, 
stretching hard and long. His hands felt strange; cold, 
almost. “I sleep better now.” 
 
“You don’t look it.” 
 
“It’s been a rough couple of days.” Tonight was going to 
be bad. He knew it, had known it as soon as he’d picked 
up the glass Spike had offered. Too many memories, too 
many regrets and that knowing, hungry look in Spike’s 
eyes…he wouldn’t sleep tonight. His thoughts wouldn’t 
let him. The voice wouldn’t let him because he’d be 
trying too hard not to listen to it. He wasn’t going to. Not 
when he knew it was going to talk about Spike. He could 
almost hear its whispers: that he was so wrong to feel 
the way he did. That he should have protected Anya 
better, that he could have if he’d loved her the way he 
should have, the way he could have if there wasn’t 
something wrong with him. She was dead and trapped in 
the earth, forever stuck in Sunnydale while he could 
travel the world and what was he doing with his 
freedom? Talking to Spike, who’d gotten a second 
chance when Anya didn’t. When Anatole didn’t. When 



Joyce and Jesse and so many others didn’t. He couldn’t 
have loved them if he was willing to accept Spike so 
readily, despite the unfairness, despite the blacks he 
wore and the church he’d promised to serve even if he 
couldn’t make himself believe. He was- 
 
Spike’s hand was heavy on his knee. “You still in there?” 
 
Xander shook his head hard, forcing the voice to silence 
through sheer will. “Yeah.” 
 
“Didn’t look like you were going to a good place.” The 
easy tone was betrayed by concern Spike couldn’t quite 
hide. 
 
“One more rough night. Then things will be better.” He 
tried out a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
“Maybe I could help out with tonight?” 
 
No. Xander knew he was going to be bad company. He’d 
try to distract himself with work and end up getting 
depressed over all the good he wasn’t doing. Better to 
keep to himself. He owed Spike better than that. 
 
He grinned a little. He could almost imagine Anya and 



Anatole telling him to quit being stupid and keep the 
vampire around. It was clear how Spike would likely try 
to keep his spirits up and he knew both of them would 
have approved. He wasn’t ready for that, though. He’d 
been alone too long…and he wore the collar, even if he 
didn’t believe. He’d made some vows and he wasn’t sure 
if he was ready to break all of them yet. Also, tonight 
wasn’t up to trying to follow up on the promise in Spike’s 
smile. He’d had too much to drink, too many memories 
and too much pain for it to be right. Better to keep to 
himself. “I think this is one night I have to handle on my 
own.” 
 
“You sure, pet?” 
 
He nodded. He needed some time on his own…but he 
was beginning to think maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as he 
feared. Maybe there were other things he could listen to 
that could save him. “I’m sure.” He rose to his feet and 
walked to the door, Spike at his side. Before the vampire 
could walk out into the hall, Xander reached out to touch 
his shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
Spike nodded. “Tomorrow?” 
 
“Tomorrow.” Xander watched him walk down the hall a 



few steps. “Hey, Spike?” 
 
Spike looked back at him over his shoulder. 
 
“Ever since you showed up, I’ve been able to hear Anya 
and Anatole again.” He closed his door on Spike’s 
stunned stare. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Lounging against the wall, Spike lifted a cigarette to his 
lips and did his best to look unconcerned. It wasn’t easy, 
not when he was hemmed in by Faith on one side and 
Robin on the other, with Angel looking on and little baby 
Slayer ears listening from around corners. He’d had a lot 
of practice looking nonchalant while things were going to 
hell, though, so he managed to pull it off. “What?” He 
took another long drag and blew smoke up at the ceiling. 
 
“How’s Xander doing?” Faith’s tone was casual, but her 
eyes were anything but. 
 
Casting an obvious look over at the telephone, Spike said, 
“Fine.” 
 



“One word isn’t going to cut it.” 
 
“Then give him a call and find out for yourself. Better yet, 
take a ride on over. He’s always at the center.” Except 
when he got called away for politics or death. She 
probably already knew that. 
 
“If I call him, he’ll tell me he’s fine. I was looking for 
something a little more…” her voice trailed away. 
 
“Illuminating,” Robin suggested. 
 
“Yeah.” Her gaze didn’t waver, but her smile softened for 
the man beside her. “Illuminating.” 
 
Spike took another drag, buying himself some time to 
think before he answered. How was Xander? He thought 
he was infuriating and intriguing and more fun to play 
with than before, but he couldn’t say that. He couldn’t 
tell them Xander was hurting because he was finally 
coming to terms with what had driven him to the church 
in the first place; that would send half of them over to 
offer him comfort and that was Spike’s job. They weren’t 
needed.  
 
“Spike.” Robin’s tone was a warning. 



 
“You ever think about what he’s getting out of the 
church?” Spike held the taller man’s gaze. 
 
“Sanctuary.” 
 
“Yeah. Sanctuary.” He echoed the phrase he’d heard a 
few times: “Place to hide, place to heal. I think Xander’s 
done with one and getting on with the other.” Which was 
as much as he was going to share. The rest was up to 
Xander, if he wanted them to know. There were too 
many ears for him to bring Xander’s loss or the way he 
talked about hearing voices. Too many ears for him to 
bring up his own interest in him…or the way Xander was 
acting like he was interested back. 
 
“I wish he’d get on with finding the Vlerner,” Angel said, 
voice full of the restless impatience that kept him on his 
feet, unable to rest or relax. 
 
“He’s had a busy week.” 
 
“And we’ve found nothing.” 
 
Spike didn’t care for the slight hint of accusation in 
Angel’s tone. “Then you go back to LA. I’ll stay here and 



keep up the search.” 
 
Angel glanced at Wesley. “We can’t stay here for much 
longer.” 
 
“True.” Wesley’s tone was apologetic. “There are simply 
too many things we left unfinished in LA for us to stay 
here indefinitely.” 
 
“I get that,” Faith said easily. “It was good to see you, but 
I get having work that has to be done. You two get back 
to LA and hold down the fort. Spike can stay here and 
look for the Vlerner.” 
 
“Spike’s coming back with us,” Angel said. 
 
“Spike’s wondering when the hell you started making 
decisions for him,” Spike said. 
 
Angel’s gaze was dark, forbidding. “I’ll send someone 
down here to work with Xander and look for our demon. 
A team, even.” 
 
“Won’t have to, because I’m not going anywhere.” He 
still said black whenever Angel said white, but both of 
them knew that was more out of reflex than anything 



else. This was serious, though. He wasn’t leaving. 
 
“Spike.” 
 
He held out his arms, as if to present that yes indeed, he 
was Spike. 
 
“Do you really want to have this conversation here?” 
 
He didn’t want to have it at all. If Angel was going to push 
the issue, though, it would be better to have some 
privacy. Faith and Robin might want him to stay, but that 
didn’t mean the owners of all the other little ears 
listening in would agree. 
 
“He doesn’t have to,” Faith said. “He wants to stay, he 
can stay.” 
 
“You don’t understand. He-” 
 
“We understand everything we need to,” Robin said. 
“Spike can stay.” A strange smile twisted his mouth, like 
he couldn’t believe the words he was saying.  
 
Spike didn’t react when Angel’s glare returned to him. 
“I’ll keep you posted,” he said mildly. “And find the 



Vlerner for you.” 
 
“You will of course call if you need any assistance?” 
Wesley asked. He nodded toward Faith. “Not that it’s 
likely.” 
 
“We’ll take care of him,” Faith promised. “Both of them.” 
She held Angel’s gaze until he looked away. Spike started 
to grin until she looked back over at him. “So long as they 
play nice.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Not bothering to slow down, Spike walked past the kid at 
the desk. He dropped his blanket on a chair and then 
pushed his way through the doors to the gym. Sure 
enough, there was Xander, playing Father Harris to the 
kids, watching over them. Not wanting to play coy, Spike 
made his way over to his side. “Hey.” 
 
“Hey.” Xander looked at him, a pleased smile ghosting 
over his features. “I didn’t expect you so soon.” 
 
“Couldn’t stay away. It’s not everyday someone tells me 
that I make him hear voices.” He kept his tone low and 



intimate, just like his smile. 
 
Xander flushed a little, but he didn’t look away. “And 
here I am thinking that you do that to people all the 
time.” 
 
“I must be getting handsomer in my old age.” 
 
Smothering a laugh, Xander looked back over the gym. 
“Angel and Wesley having any luck out on the streets?” 
 
“They’re packing it in and going back to LA.” It was a little 
gratifying, the way Xander’s head whipped around at 
that news. Spike didn’t want to draw it out, so he quickly 
added, “I’m staying here.” 
 
“Just can’t get enough of that good old Hellmouth 
atmosphere?” 
 
“Just can’t get enough.” He kept looking at Xander. 
 
The flush came back, deeper this time. “Spike…thank you 
for last night.” 
 
“You’re welcome, pet. Think it helped?” 
 



“Yeah.” 
 
“Anya and Anatole keep you company?” 
 
“They gave me some interesting advice.” There was a 
flicker of heat in Xander’s gaze before he looked away. 
“They…” 
 
“They what?” 
 
Xander grabbed his wrist. “There by the water table. Is 
that your demon?” 
 
Spike abruptly remembered why he was supposed to be 
there. He followed Xander’s discrete point. “I think it is. 
I’ll know when I get close enough to smell him.” He 
looked at the clock on the wall. The sun had just been 
setting when he arrived. If the Vlerner made a run for it, 
he should be able to follow and catch him.  
 
“Is he dangerous?” 
 
“Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
“To the kids.” 
 



Spike shook his head. “Shouldn’t be.” 
 
“Let’s stop it from being an issue. I’m going with you.” He 
started walking across the gym.  
 
Spike wanted to object, but making a scene could warn 
the demon that they were on to it. He had no choice but 
to fall in step with Xander and hope that the Vlerner 
didn’t do anything stupid. They weren’t a violent species 
by nature, but this one was young and scared and who 
knew what that combination could make it do? As he 
came closer he was able to tell that the kid wasn’t 
human. It was the demon he’d been looking for. 
 
Xander joined the group of kids around the water table, 
talking with a few, checking up on others. When he got 
to the Vlerner, he said, “Jim?” 
 
“Jik,” the Vlerner corrected. 
 
“Jik. That’s right. I’m sorry. I was wondering if I could talk 
to you for a minute?” 
 
“I haven’t done anything.” 
 
“No, not like that. There’s something I was thinking you 



could help me with.” 
 
Jik hesitated, but after getting encouraging nods from his 
friends he said, “All right.” 
 
Spike hung back as Xander led Jik out of the gym and to 
the meeting room he’d seen on the first day. He waited 
until both of them were inside before joining them. 
 
Jik looked at him nervously. “What the hell is this?” 
 
“Sit down and hear me out, all right? You don’t have to 
do anything you don’t want to, but I really need you to 
listen to me for a few minutes.” 
 
Jik shifted toward the door. “I don’t know about this…” 
 
Xander glared a warning at Spike and he stayed quiet. 
Instead, he watched as Xander calmed the demon down 
and got him to sit, all the while promising him that once 
they talked Jik could leave if he wanted. Spike had the 
feeling that Xander might even live up to the promise, no 
matter what Spike wanted to happen. 
 
Xander leaned against the table, right beside Jik. “You’re 
a runaway.” 



 
“How do you know? Maybe I got kicked out. It happens 
all the time.” 
 
“Yeah, but not to you.” 
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“Yeah. I know because you’ve got people looking for 
you.” 
 
Jik’s gaze slid over to Spike and he started to get up 
again. 
 
“I told you that you can do whatever you want when we 
finish talking,” Xander said. “That hasn’t changed.” 
 
Jik shook his head. “Who’s he?” 
 
“A friend of mine.” 
 
It was a struggle not to look surprised at those words. 
Spike glanced over at Xander and was surprised by the 
honesty in the priest’s eyes.  
 
“A friend of yours is looking for me?” 



 
“I was surprised to see him,” Xander said, smiling a little. 
“But glad. Jik, your family wants you to come home.” 
 
The argument that followed was filled with every excuse 
Spike had anticipated and a few that he hadn’t. Jik said 
Spike was lying, that they didn’t want him back, that they 
only wanted him back to punish him, that it was a trick, 
that Xander just didn’t want someone like him in the 
center…the reasons to not believe went on and on. 
Xander listened to each one of them patiently, then just 
as patiently refuted them, reminding Jik that Spike was 
his friend and wouldn’t lie to him, and Xander wouldn’t 
lie to Jik. It took awhile, but Xander’s quiet insistence 
won out. Jik looked hopeful and terrified at the same 
time. “I can go home?” 
 
“Yeah, you can. And if you’ll take a little advice, you 
should. Not everyone gets a chance like this.” 
 
Spike shifted. He wanted to ask about the stone, but 
every time he opened his mouth, Xander glared at him. 
He finally gave up. Xander was the expert on runaway 
kids. He could always turn Jik upside down later and 
shake him to see what fell out of his pockets. 
 



“When would I leave?” Jik asked. 
 
“Right now,” Spike answered. One phone call would have 
them on a flight within the hour. 
 
“After you say goodbye to your friends,” Xander 
qualified. 
 
Jik stood up a little shakily. “I have time?” 
 
“You do. But Jik? Make sure you come back.” 
 
“I will.” Still looking stunned, Jik left the room. 
 
Spike wanted to keep an eye on him, but he couldn’t see 
any of the kids disobeying Father Harris. Jik would come 
back, even if it was just to tell Xander he’d changed his 
mind. “Never asked him about the stone.” 
 
“No.” 
 
“I’ve got to bring that back, too.” 
 
“You will.” Xander didn’t look at him. 
 
Wanting more of a reaction, Spike moved until he was 



standing beside Xander and swung his chair around so 
they were knee to knee. “How do you know that?” 
 
Finally Xander looked up at him. “Didn’t you see him 
sticking his hand in his pocket every thirty seconds? He’s 
got the stone in there.” 
 
“You sure?” 
 
Xander ran his fingers up along the open edge of Spike’s 
duster. “You of all people should understand what a 
talisman is.”  
 
Spike reached down and captured Xander’s fingers with 
his own. “I get that. I don’t get why you’ve gone all stoic 
on me.”  
 
“I-” Xander cut himself off and shook his head. “When Jik 
comes back, you’re going to take him home.” 
 
Home to LA, leaving Xander behind. Spike hadn’t been 
looking forward to that, but he knew something Xander 
didn’t. “I’m coming back.” 
 
That got him a smile, quickly smothered by a disbelieving 
look. “Uh-huh.” 



 
“I am, pet.” With his other hand, he skated his fingers 
down Xander’s throat, dipping the tips of them behind 
the white square of his collar. The skin there was warm, 
soft. He leaned in closer. “Couldn’t keep me away.” 
 
Xander raised his free hand to clutch at Spike’s coat. “I 
don’t want to.”  
 
Spike’s world narrowed to a gaze that was dark and open 
and pleading and he started to lean down, tired of 
teasing and waiting and wondering. He tilted his head to 
the side, then flinched away when the door opened. 
 
Jik’s expression went from excitement to worry. “Father 
Harris? Are you ok?” His eyes shifted color and it looked 
like the joints in his arms were changed a bit. 
 
Spike pulled his fingers out of Xander’s collar, letting the 
other man put some space between them. He wasn’t the 
one to handle this: it had to be Xander. He was too busy 
forcing down frustration and irritation. 
 
“I’m fine,” Xander said, looking over the changes in Jik. 
He stood up and moved to close the door. “Calm down, 
ok? I told you Spike was a friend.” 



 
“I didn’t think priests could have those kind of friends.” 
 
“I bet you didn’t think they could care about whether 
demon kids got home safe or not, either.” 
 
Jik stared at him for a moment, then began to shift back 
to looking more human. “Yeah. You’re right.” 
 
“Did you say goodbye?” 
 
“I-” He didn’t get a chance to finish as the door slammed 
open a second time. Obviously startled, Jik began looking 
more demonic, his shoulders bunching and arms drawing 
up in ways that weren’t human. 
 
Spike had had enough surprises and frustration and he 
felt his features blur, half-wanting to deal with whatever 
new interruption this was in the most violent way 
possible. 
 
Father Mike stared at Jik and then Spike, features 
contorting as his fear grew. He saved most of his horror 
for Xander, though. “I thought I saw…you. You!” 
 
Xander sighed. “Spike. Spike!” 



 
Spike forced the demon down. “Yes?” 
 
“Get Jik home.” He turned his attention to Jik and 
carefully put his hand on a swelling shoulder. “It’s just 
Father Mike. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
The tension slowly left Jik and he went back to looking 
like a regular kid. His eye color flickered a few times but 
other than that he was under control. “He scared me,” 
he offered in a small voice. 
 
“I think you returned the favor, so you’re even.” Xander 
patted his arm reassuringly. “Spike’s going to make sure 
you get to your family.” 
 
“Thank you.” 
 
Spike wasn’t going to do anything until he made sure 
Xander was going to be all right. He moved close to his 
side. “This going to be trouble?” 
 
“Yeah,” Xander admitted. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
“You sure?” 
 



“Get Jik home.” 
 
“Faster I get there, the sooner I can come back.” Spike 
wanted to seal his promise with a gesture but he 
couldn’t, not with Jik just barely calm and Father Mike 
near to gasping with shock. He had to settle for catching 
Xander’s gaze and waiting for the man to nod. Once he 
had that, he shepherded Jik out the door, giving Father 
Mike plenty of room. 
 
It was a struggle not to look back. It was a even harder 
not to go back. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander kept his attention on Mike. He told himself that it 
was because he wanted to make sure that Mike didn’t do 
anything stupid, but it helped that it meant he didn’t 
have to watch Spike walk away. An old trick: it was easier 
to be busy. Then the last memory he had of someone 
wasn’t of their back and the way they kept on leaving 
instead of turning back around like he wanted them to.  
 
Mike shook his head. “Those were…they were…” 
 



“They’re gone,” Xander said. Gone and he still hadn’t 
learned to believe anyone’s promise to come back. Jik 
was going home and it was…kind…of Spike to make that 
promise, though. Xander understood better than anyone 
how complicated life and circumstances could be and 
that while a promise might be sincerely meant, keeping it 
was an entirely different matter. It meant a lot that Spike 
had said the words. Movement broke him away from 
those thoughts and he forced his attention back to Mike. 
“Don’t worry about it.” 
 
“Don’t worry?” Mike’s expression twisted, disgust 
overcoming fear. “You go on about how these are all 
your kids and you act like you’re the only one who wants 
to protect them and then you allow demons here? You 
invite them in? I wasn’t sure I believed what Tom had 
told me, not after the Bishop let you come back but what 
I just saw…” 
 
“You just saw a kid going home to his family. One kid off 
the street and safe.” Even though he was focused on 
calming Mike, he still felt a small jolt hearing his own 
words. One kid, even a demon kid, mattered to him. How 
much had he changed since he first found out that the 
shadows could kill him? 
 



“I just saw two demons in Church property! Two demons 
that you’ve been allowing near your precious kids! Two 
demons that have put everyone and everything here in 
danger. And you…you don’t even think you’ve done 
anything wrong. You invite Evil into the Church and you 
think you can defend that with words?” 
 
“Mike-” 
 
The other priest shook his head. “Too far. You’ve gone 
too far at last and not even the Bishop will be able to 
forgive you this. If you ask his mercy, God might, but not 
the Church. Not after I tell them what I’ve seen. It’s over, 
Xander. You’re not going to drag us all down into your 
madness.” Mike turned and walked out of the room. 
 
Xander drew in a slow careful breath and leaned back 
against the table. He’d always known something like this 
might happen. He’d come to the church looking for 
sanctuary and he’d found it, but he hadn’t had anything 
to offer in return except his work here. He hadn’t 
forgotten any of the lessons he’d learned in Sunnydale 
and his beliefs on good and evil hadn’t changed except to 
become even more blurred shades of gray. He’d always 
expected a fight, but after it had failed to happen over 
Spike and Angel being in the center when Tom first 



noticed them, he’d thought he had more time. He’d 
always thought it would be Faith who brought him down, 
anyway. It just seemed…right, for it to be her. 
 
He raised his fingers to his face and inhaled again. It 
might have been his imagination, but he thought he 
could smell smoky leather, traces of Spike lingering on his 
skin. It was strangely comforting and he let his mind go 
blank as he continued to breathe slowly, in and out and 
searching for a sense of Spike. Spike had promised to 
come back and that was more than he had any right to 
hope for, but the fact that he’d promised gave him a 
warm feeling inside that seemed to allow no room for 
fear.  
 
He knew that right now Mike was probably out looking 
for Tom and together they’d go to Steve. There was no 
way Steve could let two demons wearing their true faces 
in a church center slide with a lecture and a warning. 
There had already been more rumblings and protest than 
usual about his lack of punishment from the last time. He 
wasn’t sure what the Church could do to him. They 
weren’t in the Middle Ages, so he doubted he’d be 
scourged and then pilloried in the streets but then again, 
this was the church. The Church. Who knew what the 
traditional punishment was for a priest who consorted 



with demons? 
 
Whatever it was, Xander couldn’t find it within himself to 
be afraid. Part of it was his past: he’d grown calluses on 
whatever it was that let him be afraid and it took an 
awfully big oogity boogity to get a reaction. After seeing 
Willow go veiny, it had taken the First Evil to really scare 
him again. Humans could make him nervous, could shake 
him up like he was still the kid who could be scared of 
bullies when he’d almost been eaten by monsters the 
night before, but they couldn’t make him fear. He 
thought that most of his calm, though, was coming from 
the vampire he was trying to hold onto by sense memory 
alone. Hide and heal, Steve had told him and if there was 
one thing Spike had never done it was let people hide.  
 
Xander was beginning to think that maybe he was ready 
to stop.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike was tired and still more than a little pissed and he 
didn’t want to be jerked around. He leaned farther over 
the counter toward the kid sitting behind it. “What did 
you say?” 



 
“I said there’s no Father Harris here.” 
 
If this was Angel’s revenge for hitting him before he 
left…”Father Harris. Young guy. Lives and breathes for 
this place and you kids and you’re telling me you don’t 
know who he is?” 
 
The kid’s shoulders sagged. “That’s what they told me to 
say.” 
 
“Who?” 
 
“The other priests. They told me that he wasn’t coming 
back. He’s ok, they said, but he’s not coming back.” 
 
What the hell had happened? Spike had only been gone 
two days. “Where is he, then?” 
 
“He left this morning for a meeting.” 
 
“Where?” Soul or no, he was going to shake answers out 
of him if he had to. 
 
“The cathedral downtown.” 
 



Spike didn’t wait for him to finish speaking before he was 
on his way out the door. The cathedral was where he 
would start, then. A cab ride of curses later he was 
walking through the side door trying very hard not to feel 
like a thief. After all, he wasn’t there looking for anything 
that wasn’t already his. 
 
He’d expected to have to play nice with whatever priest 
he found and pick up Xander’s trail from what he 
learned. He didn’t think he’d find Xander sitting in the 
front pew in an otherwise empty church, but there he 
was. A few candles were guttering off to the side, but 
except for them the place was dark. Spike walked over 
and looked him up and down. He looked upset, but 
didn’t look like anyone had hurt him. 
 
“They said I had to choose,” Xander said quietly, gaze 
moving from alter to crucifix to reliquaries and then 
making the trip all over again. 
 
“Choose between what?” 
 
“Between the church and…everything else.” 
 
“Because of me?” 
 



“Because of you and Jik and all the other times I’ve come 
too close to darkness for their liking.” Xander leaned 
forward. “They took the kids away from me. No matter 
what I choose, I can’t go back to the center. They won’t 
risk the kids like that.” 
 
Spike wasn’t surprised, but that didn’t stop him from 
being angry. “You put your soul in that place, in those 
kids. They couldn’t see that?” 
 
“They don’t care.” 
 
“What about Steve?” 
 
“He’s one man. It’s over.” 
 
Spike sat down beside him. “He say anything?” 
 
“He said that I had to choose, too.” 
 
“Hiding and healing?” 
 
“Yeah. Sanctuary and living.” He looked around the 
darkened church. “They left me here to pray for 
guidance.” His laughter sounded hollow and far too close 
to broken. “I haven’t prayed since Sunnydale.” 



 
Spike wanted to touch him but he didn’t quite dare. 
What if he crumbled in his hands? “You made a decision 
yet?” 
 
“I’m through hiding.” Xander finally looked at him. “But 
the kids…” 
 
That was what really hurt, Spike knew that, could read it 
in the devastated gaze. He had words that might help to 
fix that, but words weren’t gong to be enough. He 
reached out and rubbed a hand over Xander’s back, 
skating it up until he was cupping the back of his neck. It 
didn’t take too much pressure to turn him and pull him 
back until he had Xander resting against his chest, arms 
around him and hands soothing over the front of his 
blacks. “Church isn’t the only game in town.” 
 
“I know.” Xander slowly started to relax. “But they’re the 
best.” 
 
“Then maybe someone should give them some 
competition.” He turned his head a bit, speaking directly 
into Xander’s ear. He took the shiver that provoked as a 
compliment and lowered his voice a little more. “Build 
another center with more beds, more room. Make it 



open to all the runaway kids, including the ones that 
aren’t descended from monkeys.” 
 
“That takes money. More than anyone’s willing to give.” 
 
“Think you underestimate me, pet. How much do you 
think Angel would give to get rid of me? Enough to fund 
building a center like that?” 
 
Xander twisted out of his arms and turned around, 
kneeling up on the hard seat so he was looming a little 
bit over Spike. “You’d do that?” 
 
“Take money from Angel? One of the high points of my 
day.” 
 
“Use it here. Stay here.” 
 
Such a dangerous question but Xander was too close, eye 
wide and unblinking and hair swinging so near that Spike 
could smell the traces of tears in it. “Yeah.” 
 
Xander pushed forward the final few inches and finally 
Spike was getting a taste of that mouth, all soft lips and 
nipping teeth and tongue that couldn’t be still during 
this, either. It was good but could be better and Spike 



crowded right back against Xander until he almost had 
him lying down on the narrow pew as he tried to crawl 
inside him. His hands were everywhere but he didn’t 
touch any buttons. He couldn’t, not yet. Xander looked 
too good in his hopelessly rumpled blacks and collar 
pushed askew. Spike wanted to touch everything so he 
started with his hair, fingers sinking deep and tangling as 
he tilted Xander’s head this way and that, trying to find 
the angle that would let him tongue-fuck his mouth again 
and get him to moan like he used to in his dreams. The 
strap holding the eyepatch in place was a distraction but 
Spike let it be and Xander’s hands were his reward, hot 
and wide and just like he’d imagined as they worked 
their way inside his coat and skimmed up under his shirt 
and over his back. Hot and good but not all of Xander’s 
little gasps were pleasure: the pew was old and rough, 
penance just to sit on and not right for this. Spike tried to 
sit up and laughed a little when Xander pulled him back 
down with a near angry sound. Pushing away, Spike got 
to his feet and pulled Xander with him before he had a 
chance to get pissed. “Hurting you on that,” he said, 
taking more kisses because he could.  
 
“Where?” 
 
“It’s your church, pet.” 



 
“Confessional?” Xander nodded toward the dark-stained 
wood of the booths. “I could take you there and tell you 
all about how you’ve driven me to sin.” 
 
Spike liked the idea but it would be too dark; he wanted 
to see this. He opened his mouth to tell Xander that but 
the other man took all his words away by sinking to his 
knees, hands scraping down Spike’s sides as he went. The 
only thing he managed to get out was a single word: 
“Sin?” 
 
“My thoughts are supposed to be on God,” Xander said, 
tipping his head back and looking up at him. “I used to 
think about the kids instead. Now I think about you.” He 
leaned forward, gaze dropping to the front of Spike’s 
jeans. “About this.” 
 
Fingers back in that dark silk hair and Spike waited for 
the burning to come. Demon in a church getting this? He 
had to be in for lightning strikes and smiting but the only 
heat he felt was Xander’s hands on his pants, tugging at 
the buttons until he could push them down his thighs. He 
braced himself and got blessed instead of blasted 
because Xander’s mouth was on him, soft and smooth 
and worth damnation. 



 
“Forgive me Father for I have sinned,” Xander murmured 
against his erection, breath and lips and those words a 
tease that had Spike tightening his grip helplessly. “Have 
sinned and am sinning and will sin again.” 
 
“Again and again,” Spike promised him. He would have 
said more but then there was heat and wet and tongue 
and when he looked down that dark head was bent at an 
angle of perfect submission. His hands clenched and the 
lips around his cock smiled and sank down deeper. He 
snapped his eyes closed. If he kept looking it was going to 
be all over and he wanted more. He wanted…it nearly 
killed him to pull Xander’s head back and urge him to his 
feet but he did, staving off any questions with a hard kiss. 
He slid one hand down until he could hook his fingers 
behind that square of white and he could taste himself in 
Xander’s mouth while he touched it. That was it. Not 
breaking the kiss for a moment, he pulled Xander with 
him until they’d reached the spill of cloth in front of the 
altar. He shucked out of his coat and only then did he 
twist his head away so he could lie it on top of the cloth. 
Some padding was better than none and he couldn’t stop 
this to come up with anything better. 
 
He turned his attention back to Xander and he knew that 



he should offer him a way out, give him a no if he didn’t 
want this but he didn’t have to. Xander pulled him into 
another kiss and then it was his tug that brought them 
both down to the ground. Hands were everywhere and 
Spike lost his shirt before he managed to push Xander 
onto his back. “Look at you.” 
 
Xander flushed a little darker. “I’d prefer touching.” 
 
If he wanted touching, that’s what he’d get. Spike 
straddled him and kissed away the complaint, fingers 
busy at the bottom of his back shirt until he had it 
untucked and unbuttoned about halfway. He pushed the 
shirt up and ran his hands over Xander’s chest, circling 
nipples with his thumbs until Xander was pushing up 
hard into the touch and biting at his lips. Spike took that 
as his signal to get on with it and he began to move down 
the length of Xander’s body, tasting inviting patches of 
skin so he could hear him moan. When he reached his 
pants, he unfastened them and pulled them down his 
thighs so he could jerk down the dark boxers and finally 
see Xander’s cock. Long and hard and leaking and it was 
his, just like Xander. He wanted to taste so he did, one 
hand around the base and the other on Xander’s thigh to 
hold him just so. He bent his head and placed a sucking 
kiss on the head, swirling his tongue around to tease and 



taste. Good…but he couldn’t see enough of Xander so he 
sat back up and began pumping his erection, hard sure 
strokes that had Xander gasping and squirming beneath 
him.  
 
The sight was enough to push Spike to the edge of his 
control. Xander on his back, shirt pushed up and pants 
push down, collar still in place and his hair beginning to 
dampen as it spread out over Spike’s own jacket and he 
was thrusting up into Spike’s touch, so lost in the 
sensation that his hands were moving aimlessly but 
always toward Spike. Heady and arousing and Spike 
wanted more. He slid one hand down to roll Xander’s 
balls while the other kept up its steady pace. Xander’s 
small sounds became outright moans and he opened his 
eye and met Spike’s gaze. One more tug and Xander was 
crying out, body bowing as he came over Spike’s hand 
and his own belly. 
 
Spike slid his slick hand through the mess on Xander’s 
skin, leaning down to kiss him. “Beautiful,” he said 
against his lips. It took a few moments for Xander to 
respond and then he was kissing Spike back hungrily, 
hands moving to hold him in place. That was fine with 
Spike. He had a bit of pressing business of his own and if 
he could take care of it against Xander’s body, all the 



better. He moved to lay against him but Xander resisted, 
hands pushing at him instead of pulling. Spike tilted his 
head to the side. “There a problem?” 
 
Instead of answering, Xander pushed himself up to his 
knees. He glanced down at his belly and the come there, 
shiny in the candlelight. He slid his hand through it, 
gathering up what was left. Now facing Spike, he grinned 
at him, then reached out with his slick hand and closed it 
around Spike’s cock. 
 
That was good. Spike would take that. He couldn’t help 
shoving himself forward into the touch. Between the two 
of them they got his jeans shoved down most the way to 
his knees. Xander pushed him backwards and his 
shoulders hit the altar. Before he could complain, Xander 
mouth was on him again, hands tight on his hips while his 
head went up and down and his tongue revealed how 
really wicked he was. Spike hissed and reached out for 
Xander, fingers of one hand sifting through his tangled 
hair while he trailed the slick fingers of the other up and 
down Xander’s throat. His hips jerked as Xander took 
more and more of him in, short moves that he couldn’t 
quite control. “Xander…” His head lolled back and his 
gaze skated up and over the cross and the form that 
hung from it. Xander once belonged to that figure, but no 



longer. Xander was his. He darted his fingers down 
behind the collar, rubbing Xander’s come into the thin, 
soft skin it hid. His. 
 
A low sound rumbled out of Xander’s throat, surprise and 
want and so much more mixed in with it and it was 
Spike’s undoing. The sound of it, the feel of it as it 
rumbled around his cock was too much and he came, 
Xander’s name on his lips and his hands fisted in hair and 
collar. It was a struggle to let go when Xander pulled back 
but he made his fingers obey and the other man knelt up 
to meet his gaze. Xander used his thumb to wipe away a 
bit of Spike that had escaped him, gathering it from the 
corner of his mouth. He hesitated for a moment, then 
dropped his hand down to where his collar had been 
pulled askew. Not looking away for a moment, he rubbed 
it into his skin, right where Spike had done the same 
thing. 
 
Too much and Spike was on him, tumbling him back 
down to the duster, uncaring of the mess he was making 
of both of them. He had to have Xander’s mouth and he 
took it, deep kisses that were supposed to say the words 
he wouldn’t just yet. Xander gave as good as he got, 
hands almost bruising on Spike’s hips as he held him 
close.  



 
“Not going anywhere,” Spike said, nuzzling at Xander’s 
throat, pushing aside the collar to get closer to the heady 
scent it hid. 
 
“No, you’re not,” Xander agreed. 
 
Spike barked laughter. Caught and captured in turn. Who 
was afraid of a Hellmouth, then?  

 

The End  

 


