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Bloodclaim by wickedchocolate.  I took the first 
part of the bunny only:  Xander never got over 
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Jesse’s death. After he dusted Jesse, he was never 
the same. Xander isolated himself from Willow 
and wanted nothing to do with Buffy.  

 

Nothing the Same 

by  
Orchidluv 

 

Prologue 

He’d finished filling in the small hole and was 
carefully folding the sod back over it when he was 
interrupted. 

“Isn’t that sweet?” The intruding voice dripped with 
sarcasm. “Just when I was thinking about 
breakfast.” 

Xander stood up quickly and turned to face the 
speaker, wiping his hands on the back of his jeans 
and surreptitiously checking that the stake and 
cross he carried everywhere with him now hadn’t 
dropped out. Except for the fangs, yellow eyes and 
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bumpy forehead, the vampire who’d spoken looked 
like one of the frat boys who sometimes hung out at 
the Bronze - a little older and better dressed than 
the high school crowd. Perfect. 

“What’s it like to be a vampire?” Xander asked 
sincerely, casually edging towards the shovel he’d 
left resting against the bench. Just in case. 

Astonishment looked weird on a vampire’s face. 
“What’s it like?”  

“Yeah. You know, what do you do when you’re not 
actually killing people? I mean, do you hang out 
with other vampires, watch movies, or do you do 
demony things that humans don’t know about? 

“This isn’t a date, moron. We don’t do small talk 
before I eat you.” 

Xander rolled his eyes. “Please, do I look like I 
dressed for a date? Believe me, you are so not my 
type. I just want to know what vampires are like. 
So,” he gestured hopefully, “anything you feel like 
sharing is good.” 

“What are you - some kind of freaky Oprah fan?” 



“Nah, hate daytime talk shows. Give me a good sci-
fi show or something with explosions any day.” 

“Well, explosions yeah, but not that geeky sci-fi 
crap. Oh, god, you’re a Trekkie, aren’t you? I should 
eat you just for that.” 

“Not me, Aliens and Babylon 5 are more my thing. 
So, you watch tv a lot?” Xander brought the 
conversation back to the vampire. 

“Well,” the vampire said defensively, “sometimes. 
The days get long cooped up inside, waiting for 
sunset.”  

“I can imagine,” Xander agreed sympathetically. 
“So, do you have friends among the other 
vampires?” 

“And again with the encounter group. You know, 
I’ve changed my mind. You are too weird to eat. I’m 
gonna find someone who’ll scream and try to run 
like a proper meal. I don’t like a lot of talking while I 
feed.” 

Xander watched in disbelief as the vampire moved 
off, shaking his head and muttering about how 



weird humans were getting these days. “Hey!” he 
yelled at the retreating back, feeling vaguely 
insulted. He sighed and leaned down to pick up his 
shovel, “I don’t want to hear it,” he muttered to the 
small grave. “You sure were willing to talk about 
what it’s like - ‘worms in the earth’, man? Way to 
sell people on how good it is.”  

He hesitated, almost as if he thought there’d be an 
answer, then shook his head sharply, dispelling the 
idea. “See you, man,” he said quietly and winced at 
the silence that was the only response. “Later, 
dude,” he whispered Jesse’s signature farewell to 
himself and walked away.  

 
 
 

Part One 

Xander heard the phone ring and his father 
swearing loudly. He opened his door a crack and 
listened, hearing his father yelling into the phone: 
“How the hell should I know where that stupid kid 
is?” before slamming down the handset.  



He waited until his father’s heavy tread passed by 
and he heard the door to his parents’ room close, 
then he slipped out to the kitchen. Without turning 
on the light, he dialed Jesse’s number, not surprised 
when the phone was picked up on the first ring and 
an anxious voice answered. He kept his own voice 
low so his father wouldn’t hear. “Mrs. McNally? It’s 
Xander, sorry about my dad.”  

“Xander, have you seen Jesse? He hasn’t come 
home yet.” 

He was able to answer calmly because he’d been 
practicing, expecting this call. “We missed each 
other at the Bronze tonight, I got there after he left. 
Someone said they’d seen him leave with a girl.” It 
was all true, which helped, but he hated lying to 
her. On the other hand, if Jesse was ok, then Jesse 
could deal with his mom grounding him when they 
got him back. Telling Mrs. McNally that Jesse was 
missing and last seen with vampires wouldn’t go 
over well. Better for her to think Jesse was sleeping 
with some ‘ho than to try and explain what was 
really going on. Especially when Xander wasn’t sure 
he believed it himself. 



“What girl?” 

“I don’t know, Mrs. McNally. I’m sorry.” 

“Thank you, Xander. Go back to bed before you get 
in trouble with your parents. If you see Jesse before 
I do, tell him he’ll be lucky if he’s allowed out of this 
house by the time he graduates. And tell him to call 
me immediately.” 

“I will. Goodnight.” 

“Goodnight, Xander. Thank you for calling.” 

Xander set the phone down quietly, hoping he’d 
done the right thing and headed for bed. First thing 
tomorrow, he was getting a whole lot more 
information about what the hell was going on. Then 
he was going to find Jesse and…and actually, that 
was probably enough for a school day.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It had proved to be more than enough. He’d 
followed Buffy down into the tunnels, despite 



everyone telling him not to. But he just couldn’t 
stay in school like it was a normal day when Jesse 
was in trouble. Sure, Buffy had promised to find 
him, and she seemed cool and all, but he didn’t 
know her at all hardly and she was asking him to 
take a lot of stuff on faith. Ok, yeah, he pretty much 
believed in vampires now and she seemed to know 
how to deal with them, but hey, how bad could it 
get? 

That kind of thinking had gotten him where he was 
now. Yes, they’d found Jesse, but now they were 
trapped in a dead end and Xander was really 
starting to panic. “What do we do?” he asked 
desperately. 

“I’ve got an idea, you can die.” Turning, Xander 
stared in disbelief at Jesse’s face. The bones had 
shifted and the familiar planes were altered until he 
could hardly recognize his best friend. He shook his 
head, denying the evidence of his eyes, this wasn’t 
happening.  

Too bad he was fast losing the ability to deny the 
evidence of his own eyes. “Jesse, man, I’m sorry.” 



“Sorry? I feel good, Xander. I feel strong. I’m 
connected, man, to everything.” Jesse’s voice was 
subtly different and his head tilted up slightly in an 
unfamiliar gesture. “I can hear the worms in the 
earth.” 

“That’s a plus.” 

“I know what the Master wants. I’ll serve his 
purpose. That means you die.” He moved closer. 
“And I feed.” 

Xander wondered later if he would have just stood 
there and let Jesse kill him if Buffy hadn’t shouted 
at him to use the cross she’d given him. His hand 
moved without conscious thought in response to 
her shout, bringing the cross up between them, and 
Jesse stepped back slightly, flinching away from it. 
Xander couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away from 
the changed features of the friend he knew better 
than he knew himself. “Jesse, man, we’re buds. 
Don’t you remember?” 

“You’re like a shadow to me now.” 



And then Jesse was gone, thrown from the room by 
Buffy, and they were scrambling through the ducts 
and out into the sunlight, leaving the tunnels, and 
Jesse, behind.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Afterwards, Xander was grateful that they had to 
put all their energies into stopping the Harvest. It 
kept him from thinking, kept his body moving and 
doing. If there had been time to think, to let himself 
feel, he never would have made it through that 
night.  

So he’d found himself in the alley behind the 
Bronze, with Willow and Mr. Giles, trying to find a 
way inside. Vibrating with nervous tension, he 
wanted to get the librarian moving. “We have got 
to get in there now, before Jesse does something 
stupider than usual.” 

“You listen to me.” Mr. Giles turned towards him, 
pointing a stern finger to emphasize his words. 
“Jesse is dead. You have to remember that, when 



you see him, you are not looking at your friend, you 
are looking at the thing that killed him.” He looked 
sternly at both Willow and Xander to ensure they 
were accepting what he’d just said. 

Xander bit back a retort, knowing there wasn’t time 
for an argument. He needed to talk to Willow about 
Jesse. He wasn’t buying what Buffy and Mr. Giles 
were saying: that no trace of the human remained 
inside the vampire. Not after what he’d seen in the 
tunnels beneath the cemetery. He’d talk to Willow 
later. Right now, they had to stop the Harvest. 

The familiar interior of the Bronze was a nightmare 
version of itself. People were screaming and 
running and Xander helped Willow and Mr. Giles get 
everyone moving towards the back door. All the 
while, his eyes were searching the shadows for 
Jesse. Finally, as the place began to empty out, he 
spotted Jesse near the dance floor. Jesse was 
pinning Cordelia down, bending over her 
threateningly and Xander ran towards him, dodging 
through the trickle of remaining people still trying 
to get out. He had to stop Jesse before he did 
something neither of them could live with. 



“Jesse, man! Don’t make me do it!” Standing behind 
Jesse, Xander raised his stake threateningly. 

Jesse turned his head to look over his shoulder at 
Xander without releasing his hold on Cordelia. 
Xander flinched as he saw the demonic features on 
his best friend. It was worse this time because Jesse 
was grinning at him, displaying a mouthful of fangs. 
“Buddy!” He leapt to his feet with a graceful 
strength alien to Jesse’s coltish, just post growth-
spurt frame. Behind him, Xander was peripherally 
aware of Cordelia scrambling to her feet and 
running off through the chaotic darkness of the 
club.  

Xander was still holding the stake up warningly. 
“Jesse! I know there’s still a part of you in there,” he 
said desperately. 

“Ok, let’s deal with this. Jesse was an excruciating 
loser who couldn’t get a date with anyone in the 
sighted community. Look at me! I’m a new man!” 

Jesse’s hands flashed out, grabbing Xander’s coat 
and spinning them both around, shoving Xander up 
against a metal support beam. Xander raised the 



stake automatically and it came to rest against 
Jesse’s chest. Jesse just looked down at the wooden 
tip resting over his heart and grinned. “Ooh!” he 
said mockingly, then looked up into Xander’s eyes 
and smirked. “Gonna put me out of my misery?” It 
was obvious he wasn’t worried about Xander 
actually staking him. 

Xander stared searchingly at the changed features. 
Despite the yellow eyes and brow ridges, Xander 
could still only see his best friend standing there. 
The feeling that it was still Jesse was so strong that 
he found he was waiting for Jesse to laugh and tell 
him what an idiot he was for believing in vampires, 
that it had all been an elaborate joke. For a long 
moment, they both just stared at each other, 
Xander seeing fifteen years of friendship. Seeing 
Jesse, who shared his love of science fiction and 
comics. Jesse, who let him climb in his window and 
sleep over when Xander’s parents got too drunk. 
Jesse, who traded mock insults with him, wrestled 
with him, laughed with him, who’d been there for 
him for as long as he could remember.  
 



You’re like a shadow to me now.  Jesse leaned in 
closer, ignoring the stake, hands still fisted in 
Xander’s jacket, pinning him with a strength he’d 
never possessed before. “You don’t have the g-”. He 
jolted forward suddenly, shoved from behind and 
Xander didn’t have time to drop the stake. For an 
instant, Jesse looked completely shocked, then the 
shock, and his face, faded into dust. 

The stake vanished with Jesse and Xander’s whole 
body began to shake. He leaned back against the 
pillar for support, his breath coming in ragged 
gasps. He kept his eyes firmly fixed on the far wall. 
No way was he going to look down and see what 
was left of his best friend. 

His avoidant gaze was caught by the sight of Buffy 
posed aggressively on the stage. Moving on 
automatic pilot, he found himself joining Buffy, 
Willow and Mr. Giles at the base of the stage. He 
looked back towards where Jesse’s ashes lay, barely 
registering the quiet conversation among the other 
three.  
 
You’re like a shadow to me now.  A shiver ran 



through him at the silent echo of Jesse's 
words.  "One thing's for sure, nothing's ever going 
to be the same," he said, more to himself than to 
the others.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Buffy offered to walk Willow home and Xander 
nodded and set off towards his own house, lifting a 
hand in silent farewell. He could hear the two girls 
talking quietly, their voices fading as the distance 
grew. When he couldn’t hear them anymore, he 
ducked into the shadows outside the arc of 
brightness from the streetlights and looked back. 
Once he was sure they were out of sight, he 
changed direction abruptly, heading back towards 
the Bronze. 

Getting back inside was easier than he’d feared, 
apparently neither fleeing employees nor saving-
the-day heroes do a good job of locking up behind 
them. The back door was only closed, not locked, 
and it yielded easily to his pull.  



Stepping inside, he listened carefully for a long 
moment, his eyes scanning the dim interior for any 
movement. Finally, sure the place was empty, he 
walked slowly across the room to one particular 
small scattering of dust, stopping well outside the 
pattern and forced himself to look down at it this 
time. 

Tears burned in his eyes and he dropped to his 
knees, one hand reaching out to touch. He stopped 
short of actually touching and his hand lingered in 
the air, ghosting over the dusty remains. You’re like 
a shadow to me now. Jesse’s words burned inside 
him and he snatched his hand back, bowing his 
head to his knees and let the grief take him. 

It was the cold that finally penetrated and broke 
him out of his now silent mourning. His eyes were 
red and swollen and every muscle protested as he 
uncurled. Stiffly, he climbed to his feet and found a 
janitor’s closet, rummaging inside until he found a 
broom and dustpan and a small box that had once 
held some sort of cleaning supplies. Returning to 
the spot, he looked down one last time. “I’m sorry.” 



The quiet words sounded loud in the empty space. 
There was nothing else to say.  

It felt wrong to sweep up the remains of his best 
friend like litter from a walkway and renewed grief 
clutched at his heart and burned in his eyes. He bit 
his lip and refused to think about what he was 
doing, using the broom with short, slow strokes, 
trying to get every speck. He tipped Jesse’s remains 
into the box and cradled it to his chest, again 
fighting back tears.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The vase was short and round and dark blue. Jesse 
would have laughed himself sick at the sight of it. Or 
he would have if he hadn’t currently been residing 
in it. It was cheap looking and wrong, but at least it 
was better than a cardboard box marked “Industrial 
Strength Hand Cleaner”. It was hidden in the back 
of Xander’s closet in case his mom decided to do 
one of her infrequent cleanings of his room or his 
dad came looking for stuff to pawn. 



It was just temporary, he told himself, until he could 
figure out what to tell Jesse’s mother. No way 
would she buy that Jesse’s body had been 
accidentally cremated and that he had somehow 
ended up with the ashes. And that was the best 
story he’d come up with so far. He really needed to 
talk to Willow about what to do, and that meant 
telling her what had happened at the Bronze. 

Tomorrow, he decided. He’d have to go back to 
school, he couldn’t stretch being “sick” more than 
two days, and he had to figure out something to tell 
Jesse’s mother. He’d talked to her twice more and 
she was frantic. She was a nice lady and he hated 
lying to her and telling her he didn’t know anything 
but he didn’t know what else to do. He’d talk it over 
with Willow and they’d decide.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Jesse’s dead.”  

Despite all his practicing, the words still stuck in his 
throat, his chest so tight it was hard to breathe. 



He’d finally been able to find Willow alone, without 
Buffy around, and all she could talk about was 
cheerleading practice and Buffy trying out and how 
they should go watch and support her. In another 
life, he would have been all for watching 
cheerleaders do their thing, but right now, Willow’s 
interest in it felt like a slap in the face. He’d finally 
had to just come right out and say it. 

Willow gave him a peculiar look and answered 
gently, “I know, Xander. You and Buffy told me 
when you got back from the tunnels.” She was 
blinking back tears as she spoke and Xander 
struggled to keep his own in check. 

“No. I… He was killed at the Bronze.” He’d finally 
said it. It didn’t matter that the words came out in a 
choked whisper, he’d finally said it. Things had to 
get better now, didn’t they? 

Willow looked, oh, god, she looked happy? “You 
mean, the vampire got staked at the Bronze? That’s 
a relief.” 

“What!? How can you say that? He was our friend.” 



“Jesse was our friend. The thing at the Bronze was a 
vampire. I’m glad it was staked. I don’t like the idea 
of a vampire walking around in Jesse’s body. It’s 
ookie.” 

Xander was reeling. He’d practiced this 
conversation a hundred times and it had never gone 
this way. “It was still Jesse. He was in there. I could 
tell. When…when we found him in the tunnels, it 
was still Jesse.” How could he explain to her the 
instinctive recognition? Jesse had hugged him, had 
talked to him, and it was Jesse. There was a 
monster in there with him but his friend had still 
been there. 

“Xander,” Willow was giving him her patient, you’ll-
solve-the-equation-even-if-we-have-to-study-all-
night look. “remember what Giles told us. It wasn’t 
Jesse, it was the demon that killed him. Jesse…” her 
voice faltered but she managed to finish. “Jesse 
died when he was turned into a vampire.” 

“No.” He shook his head stubbornly. “Either Mr. 
Giles doesn’t know what he’s talking about or he’s 
lying. A demon animating a corpse, a..an empty 



shell, wouldn’t have the person’s memories, their 
mannerisms, wouldn’t talk the same, walk the 
same, be the same. He was different, but he was 
still Jesse.” 

Willow bit her lip, her eyes worried. Xander had 
been distant, quiet, and not himself when they’d 
talked on the phone since that night at the Bronze. 
It had only been two days, and she knew he was 
grieving - they both were - but she had let herself 
get caught up in the excitement of the new world 
that had been opening up for her.  It had been 
easier to bury her grief in learning about demons 
and vampires and Hellmouths than to actually think 
about Jesse’s death. 

She had been spending too much time with Buffy 
and not enough time with Xander. She’d known he 
hadn’t really been sick and she should have gone to 
see him after school instead of hanging out with 
Buffy. She’d never had a best girl friend and they 
had been getting to know each other, spending 
practically every free moment together. A wave of 
shame swept over her, how could she have let 
Xander down like that?  



Maybe she could get him interested in researching 
demons with her. She put a comforting hand on his 
arm. “Why don’t we go to the library so Giles can 
explain it to you,” she suggested. “It hurts that Jesse 
is gone but we should be glad the thing that killed 
him is dead.” 

She was completely unprepared for the glare that 
Xander shot her. “I don’t trust Mr. Giles.”  

“Xander -!”  

He cut her off before she could say anything else. 
“Look, Willow, that’s not what I wanted to talk to 
you about.” He took a deep breath, and pushed 
back his anger. “I need your help,” that always got 
Willow’s full attention. “I don’t know what to tell 
Jesse’s mom. We have to tell her something.” 
Xander looked at her pleadingly and Willow’s eyes 
filled with tears again. 

“Xander, we can’t tell her the truth. She’d never 
believe it.” 



“I know. But I’ve spent two days trying to come up 
with a good lie. I need your help because I haven’t 
come up with anything even halfway believable.” 

“Maybe we should let her think that Jesse ran 
away.” Willow looked away, fighting to control her 
tears, then continued quietly. “If we tell her 
anything else, she’d want to know how we knew. 
There would be a lot of questions, maybe even from 
the police. It could get back to Buffy and cause 
trouble for her.” 

Xander couldn’t believe it. “I don’t care if Buffy has 
to answer a few questions. We can’t leave our best 
friend’s mother hanging like that without any idea 
that her son is dead!” 

“Xander, what Buffy does is important. And…and 
maybe it’s better if Jesse’s mom has some hope 
that she’ll see him again some day,” Willow said, 
struggling for optimism.  

“Oh, yeah, that’s a great life you’ve got planned for 
her - spend the next 20 years looking for someone 
who’s dead.”  



“I’m sorry, I don’t know what to do either. But we 
can’t cause Buffy trouble, what she does is too 
important.” 

He glared at her. “Jesse used to be important to 
you, too. Tell you what, you go to your world saving 
cheerleader practice and I’ll figure this out on my 
own.”  

“That’s not fair, Xander.” 

“Guess what? I learned three days ago that life isn’t 
fair. Deal with it.” As angry as he had ever been at 
Willow, he turned and stalked off, ignoring her 
calling after him.  
 
 

Part Two 

“I’m really worried about Xander.” Willow set her 
books down on the table and looked at Giles and 
Buffy, who were leafing through books at the library 
table. Well, Giles was leafing. Buffy looked like she 
was just turning pages. Which, she supposed was 



leafing, but somehow “leafing” seemed to imply 
actually looking for something… 

Bringing her wayward thoughts back on track, she 
continued: “He’s been skipping a lot of classes, and 
he hasn’t been doing any homework. I usually help 
him and…” she faltered, not wanting to say Jesse’s 
name knowing how guilty Buffy felt about his death, 
“and he hasn’t been coming over to study lately,” 
she finished lamely.  

Giles spoke reassuringly, “It’s not unusual for 
people to have a hard time dealing with 
supernatural encounters. Most prefer to pretend it 
never happened. I know that, at first, Xander was 
very interested but the second encounter at the 
Bronze appears to have been too much for him. The 
bigger surprise is that you have continued to remain 
interested and helpful.” He gave Willow a warm 
smile, really she had proved most helpful with her 
computer skills. From what little Giles knew of him, 
he doubted that Xander would have been able to 
bring anything useful to their work. It was probably 
for the best that the boy obviously couldn’t deal 
with the reality of the Hellmouth. 



“I don’t think that’s the problem.”  

“Giles is right, Willow. Xander has barely even 
spoken to me since that night at the Bronze. I’m 
sorry we haven’t become friends, but it’s probably 
for the best. I know he meant well but it was pretty 
stupid of him to go charging down into the tunnels 
after me without any weapons or any way to help. 
He could have gotten us both killed. You’ve been 
much more helpful with your computer and 
researching skills.” She gave her friend a wide smile. 
Willow actually liked all the research stuff and 
having her helping with that end of things really cut 
down on how much Giles got on her about needing 
to learn more about demons. She already knew 
everything she needed to know about vampires and 
with Giles and Willow to fill her in on what she 
needed to know about the various demons and 
other weirdities, she was good to go. 

Willow was torn. She didn’t want to bring up Jesse 
and hurt Buffy, but she didn’t want them to 
misjudge Xander that way. It was Buffy’s argument 
that finally swayed her. If she brought Xander into 
their little club (the “Slayerettes” as she secretly 



thought of herself and Giles, although she would 
never tell Giles that) he would insist on helping. 
Xander had never won a fistfight in his life but he 
had gotten into several, defending her or Jesse from 
someone. He’d be like that as a Slayerette. And 
while Larry or Kyle wouldn’t kill him, vampires 
would. Willow sighed. Maybe she needed to figure 
out how to have two separate sets of friends, who 
didn’t overlap. “So” she said brightly. “What’s the 
demon du jour? You guys look all research-y.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

He buried the little vase holding Jesse’s ashes in a 
small park on the outskirts of town. It had never 
been much of a park, just a scrap of moderately 
tended lawn and a few benches but he and Jesse 
had liked it because it was unpopular and they 
could hang out there and not be found. It was their 
place, not even Willow went there with them. They 
would lie on the grass and read their comic books 
and talk. It was their refuge when they needed guy 



time - wrestling and comic books and rude jokes 
that Willow didn’t approve of.  

He didn’t even tell Willow what he was doing. He 
couldn’t. Not after she’d said she was glad that 
vampire-Jesse was dead. Maybe he was being 
unfair, Xander thought as his shovel bit into the 
turf. He knew Willow missed Jesse but she seemed 
to be forgetting him already and it hadn’t even 
been a week yet. Jesse’s death was still a raw, 
bleeding wound in his own heart and seeing Willow 
laughing and talking with Buffy infuriated him. The 
few times they’d talked, all Willow did was go on 
and on about was how great Buffy was and how 
cool it was to be learning all this new stuff about 
demons. It felt like he’d lost both of his best friends.  

Xander discovered that his angry, racing thoughts 
had been matched by similar shovel work and the 
hole was already well over a foot deep. Surprised, 
he stopped and decided the hole was deep enough. 
Setting the shovel down, he knelt and picked up the 
vase, settling it gently into the hole.  



“I talked to your mom today, Jesse. I told her that 
the girl you left the Bronze with that night was one 
of the gang members that took over the Bronze and 
killed those people the next day.” As he spoke, he 
was scooping dirt back into the hole with his hands, 
patting it into place around the little vase. The 
afternoon was fading and he shivered as a small 
breeze began to rustle the leaves nearby. “I told her 
that I was afraid that you were dead, because I 
knew you would have contacted either her or me 
otherwise. I told her there was no way you had run 
away, that I would have known if you were planning 
something like that.”  

“Sorry, man. That was the best I could come up 
with. I really needed you on this one, you were 
always better than me at coming up with convincing 
lies.” A lopsided smile twisted his lips for a moment 
“Yeah, yeah, I know you could have done better, 
could have come up with something colorful. Hell, 
you probably would have just told my parents that I 
was a vampire and that I would be stopping by one 
night to kill them. You would have left out the part 



where I was dust and couldn’t hurt them. But your 
mom is too cool for that.” 

He sighed, his hands still absently smoothing the 
dirt over the now-refilled hole. “She misses you, 
man. She’s really hurting. She’s not the only one.” 
The last part was added in a shaky whisper that 
barely reached the ears of the just wakened 
vampire heading for the warehouse district.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

After his aborted attempt at conversation with the 
vampire, Xander walked home. Willow and Buffy 
were at the Bronze, he knew. He had turned down 
Willow’s invitation to join them. Right now, he 
wasn’t sure he would ever be able to go to the 
Bronze again. The thought of stepping on a missed 
speck of dust near a certain metal beam made his 
stomach churn until he was sure that just walking 
through the doors of the club would cause him to 
throw up. Even home was better than that.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

Xander entered the library with his excuse ready. 
His shoes sounded loud in the quiet and no one was 
obviously present. “Hello?” he called, “anyone 
here?”  

There was no answer from the silent stacks and he 
headed towards the librarian’s office. “Just little old 
me,” he muttered to himself, “nothing going on 
here.” From what he had learned, the librarian 
generally ate lunch in his office most days but there 
was some sort of teacher’s meeting he had on 
Tuesdays during lunch period which kept him out of 
the library for most of the hour. Buffy and Willow 
always ate lunch together and he had been ducking 
Willow’s invitations to join them.  

Until now, he, Jesse, and Willow had pretty much 
always eaten lunch together and he resented 
Willow including Buffy in their lunches. It felt like 
she was trying to replace Jesse and create a new 
threesome but it wasn’t the same. He and Jesse 



could talk all day, and Willow had always been right 
in it with them. Even when they were entering their 
teens and boys and girls usually started hanging out 
in same sex groups, they had remained the three 
musketeers. Willow would call them on their “boy 
stuff” and they would tease her about being “girly” 
but it had always felt like there was nothing they 
couldn’t talk about. Yeah, he and Jesse had their 
special “guy” times without Willow but for 
everything else, it had always been the three of 
them. Jesse’s loss felt like a part of himself had 
been amputated and there was Willow, cheerfully 
telling him that the artificial limb she wanted to 
graft on in Jesse’s place was just as good as the real 
one. 

With Buffy in the mix, awkward pauses were more 
common than not. He could tell they were holding 
back, keeping things from him, and both Buffy and 
Willow were the worst secret keepers he could 
imagine. They used transparent “codes” and had 
unbelievably lame excuses and explanations to 
cover what were obvious references to Slayer stuff. 



He’d gotten pissy about it, the second time Willow 
had conned him into lunch with her only to bring 
Buffy along as well. Xander was already tired of 
Buffy’s attitude - it wasn’t anything she said, really, 
it was more the way she said it. It was obvious that 
she thought he’d freaked and couldn’t handle the 
idea of vampires and the Hellmouth and he was 
pretty sure she thought he was a coward. Other 
than Cordelia, he didn’t think he’d ever met anyone 
who was so sure they were right about everything.  

So, he’d called them on it. Told them both to stop 
acting like he was too dumb to know what they 
were talking about. That he was neither brain dead 
nor an amnesiac and he could remember the events 
of last week just fine. “Do you honestly think I’ve 
forgotten that vampires exist and that Buffy is the 
Slayer?”  

“Xander!” Willow hissed. “Not so loud.” 

“Look, I get that you’re secret identity gal, but the 
two of you talk about it all the time and then act 
like you think I don’t know what you’re talking 
about and, frankly, it’s pissing me off.” He’d left and 



since that day had been avoiding Willow around 
lunch time. She and Buffy were pretty much joined 
at the hip these days, so he spent less and less time 
with Willow. And did his best to hide, even from 
himself, the flare of hurt that Willow didn’t seek 
him out, that she was obviously choosing Buffy over 
him. 

The library office was locked. Well, he and Jesse 
hadn’t had a cool, barely reformed, ex-juvenile 
delinquent as a Scout leader in fifth grade for 
nothing. In addition to some of the more normal 
scouting activities, he’d taught the troop to hotwire 
cars and pick locks. He’d claimed they were useful 
skills for when you lost your keys. They didn’t earn 
many merit badges and one of the parents got wind 
of the lessons and that was the end of the scout 
troop for several years. But he and Jesse had 
thought lock picking was cool and had practiced for 
months until they were both pretty good.  

The lock on the door to the librarian’s office was 
child’s play.  



Inside the room, were bookcases filled with old 
books, many of them leather bound. He scanned 
the titles quickly, those that had titles printed on 
the spine anyway. Terrific, there were at least 10 
books titled “Vampyres” or something similar. 
Pulling one out at random, he opened it and 
checked for a table of contents. There wasn’t one. 
Nobody seemed to want to make this easy for him. 
He flipped through the book, reading a paragraph 
here and there at random and decided it would do. 
He shifted the books on the shelf so the gap wasn’t 
obvious and slipped out of the office, tucking the 
book into his backpack as he left.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

“Xander, wait up.” 

He turned at Willow’s call and waited for her, glad 
that for once she wasn’t with Buffy.  

“Where’ve you been? I’ve hardly seen you in classes 
all week.”  



He couldn’t tell her that he’d been cutting school to 
read the books he stole from the library, so he just 
shrugged.  

“Well, you missed a lot. Poor Dr. Gregory was killed 
but I’m so glad you missed the crazy substitute 
teacher we had for two days, she was horrible.” 
Willow couldn’t help but be glad that Xander had 
chosen to skip the two days that crazy bug-lady 
Natalie French had been their teacher. Seeing 
Xander drooling over her like every other boy in 
class had been doing would have really bothered 
her. “But Xander, you’re going to flunk out if you 
don’t start going to classes again.” 

“I know. Look, I’m here, ready to be all studious 
again.” Even to himself, his humor sounded flat. 

“Do you want to get together after school? I can 
help you catch up with what you’ve missed.” 

Xander smiled and Willow felt like cheering. It was 
the first time she’d seen him smile since Jesse died. 
“Be my study-buddy? That would be good. You’re 
right, I need to catch up.” 



Willow continued cheerfully, “Why don’t you, me, 
and Buffy get together for a long study session this 
weekend? We can meet at my house and…” her 
voice faltered to a stop and she could have kicked 
herself as Xander’s smile died and his eyes 
hardened. 

“Thanks, I’ll pass.” He turned to leave and Willow 
grabbed his arm to stop him. 

“Why won’t you give her a chance? You’d like her, I 
know you would. Why won’t you even talk to her?” 

“Because your wonderful Buffy damn near killed me 
the second day I knew her!”  

“That wasn’t her fault! You followed her into the 
tunnels, she told you -” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about. That night at the 
Bronze, she decapitated a vampire by Frisbee-ing a 
cymbal at it. Well, that vampire had me pinned 
from behind. She didn’t give me a heads up or 
anything. If I hadn’t turned and seen the cymbal 
coming at me and been able to duck at the last 
second, it would have killed both of us.” Xander 



hadn’t even realized how much that still bothered 
him until he heard the angry words spilling out of 
him. At the time, the incident had been forgotten 
immediately given what happened right afterwards.  

“But you didn’t die. Buffy knows what she’s doing. 
I’m sure…” 

“I don’t want to hear it. I don’t trust her and I don’t 
trust Mr. Giles and I haven’t seen any reason to 
change my mind about either of them.” 

Willow watched him go with tears in her eyes. Why 
wouldn’t Xander talk to her anymore? Why couldn’t 
she fix things between them?  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

Xander had been sitting in the little park for some 
time, reading, or at least trying to. Reading implied 
comprehension, he thought with vague resentment, 
not struggling through paragraph after paragraph of 
long-winded boringness. Of all the books he'd 



borrowed from the library office, this one was by far 
the worst. 

He'd taken to bringing the books to the little park 
and sitting on the grass near Jesse's grave while he 
tried to learn more about vampires. Sometimes, like 
now, he found himself talking casually to Jesse, like 
they were both sprawled on the grass, drinking 
sodas and reading comic books. Only, instead of 
debating the relative merits of Sabertooth and 
Wolverine, he'd argue out loud about Von Haupt’s 
theories versus McCafferty’s. After four of the 
librarian’s books on vampires, his head was spinning 
with words like fledgling, minion, and childer. The 
only thing the books seemed to agree on was that 
vampires existed. Other than that, the various 
authors disagreed on everything - how vampires 
were created, their culture, relationships, feeding 
patterns, you name it, he’d read at least two 
different theories on it.  

He sighed, putting the book down. "I’m not getting 
anywhere with these books and Mr. Giles has like a 
thousand more. I’ve got to try something else. Plus, 



I really am going to flunk out if I skip any more 
school.”  

Restlessly, he began plucking handfuls of grass and 
letting it trickle back down through his fingers. “I 
talked to your mom again. I offered to mow her 
lawn and stuff but I think seeing me just makes her 
feel worse.” Every time he saw her, Mrs. McNally 
looked like she was going to burst into tears. She 
tried to talk to Xander but she just ended up crying 
and that made Xander feel guilty, like he was 
making it harder for her by going to see her. 
Frustrated, he picked up the book and shoved it 
into his backpack. “I gotta go. I won’t be able to 
come by as often for awhile. There’s some stuff I’ve 
got to do.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

Later that afternoon, Xander stood in front of his 
closet. There wasn’t a whole lot of choice inside and 
most of it was unsuitable for what he planned on 
doing. He found himself yanking a lime green shirt 



off the hanger and tossing it onto the bed. One 
after the other, bright colored shirts and sweaters 
were thrown across the room to join it in a rapidly 
growing pile. When he was done, there were only a 
couple of things left hanging in the closet, all 
muted, dark colors.  

He took off the light blue shirt he had on and added 
it to the pile, then pulled one of the remaining shirts 
out of the closet and slid into it. Buttoning it up, he 
studied the mess on the bed, wondering at the 
sudden revulsion he felt for all of his brightly 
colored wardrobe. None of it felt like something he 
would ever wear again, it felt wrong somehow, like 
he should be wearing mourning colors. As he went 
downstairs to get a garbage bag, he wondered if the 
thrift store would allow him to trade it all in for a 
couple of dark colored shirts.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

He was waiting outside Buffy’s house as the sun set. 
He’d learned from Willow that, most nights, Buffy 



climbed out her window in the early evening and 
went vampire hunting. Since the books weren’t 
helping, and talking to a vampire hadn’t worked, 
he’d decided to follow her and see what happened. 
At the very least, he figured she would know where 
the vampires were. 

An hour later, he was still waiting and thoroughly 
bored. He could tell she was in the house, because 
he caught glimpses of her and her mother through 
the living room windows. He was sitting on the 
ground, leaning against a tree, fighting off sleep 
when he heard a soft thump of something landing 
on the grass not far away. Jerking upright, he saw 
Buffy straighten up from where she’d obviously 
jumped from the window of her second story 
bedroom. Straightening her clothes, she walked off 
down the sidewalk. 

Xander gave her a minute before moving to follow. 
Staying a block behind her, he simply walked down 
the sidewalk at the same pace as her, not trying to 
hide. That way, if she spotted him, he could just say 
he was out for a walk and not following her.  



She turned into the Restfield cemetery and began 
what appeared to be an aimless ramble through it. 
If she was following some kind of search pattern, he 
couldn’t figure it out as he trailed behind her, 
moving from tombstone to tombstone. They’d 
traversed at least half the cemetery when he heard 
voices and the sound of blows. 

Moving closer, he saw that Buffy was fighting with a 
vampire. It was male, wearing what the books 
called its “true face”, “demon face” or “game face”, 
and growling as it attacked. Buffy settled into the 
pattern he remembered from the crypt that night: a 
flurry of blows, then a pause while insults were 
exchanged, then more blows. Watching, Xander 
realized what a dumb idea this had been. He wasn’t 
going to learn anything except that Buffy was 
stronger and faster than normal humans and he 
already knew that.  

Buffy kicked the vampire again, then pulled out a 
stake and stabbed it cleanly in the heart. Xander 
gasped as the dark haired vampire vanished in an 
explosion of dust, pain twisting in his gut at the 
sight. The pain felt almost physical for a moment 



and he doubled over, clinging to the tombstone. 
After a long minute, he straightened up, still clinging 
white-knuckled to the tombstone for support. He 
looked up to find Buffy staring in his direction, her 
stake ready. 

“You might as well come out and face me. If I have 
to come after you, it’s just going to piss me off. And 
you won’t like me when I’m cranky.” 

He briefly considered trying to sneak away, but then 
stepped out into the open, joining her in the patch 
of moonlit ground. 

“Xander? What the hell are you doing here?” 

“Just out for a walk?” 

“Are you following me?” 

He shrugged. “Guess so.” 

“Do you have any idea of how dangerous that is?” 
When he just shrugged again, she stalked towards 
him. “Why are you following me?” 

“I wanted to see what you did for a living.” 



“Go home, Xander. Personally, I think you’re an 
idiot but Willow would be really upset if you get 
killed.” She glared up at him, hands on her hips. 

He crossed his arms stubbornly. “It’s a free 
cemetery.” 

“I do not get you. You know vampires exist and 
you’re wandering through cemeteries at night like 
some kind of all-you-can-eat buffet.” She shook her 
head in disgust. “Go home.” 

“Fine, I’m gone.” Buffy watched him leave, 
wondering what the hell that had been about. She 
tucked the stake back inside her jacket and set off 
for her own home.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

Two weeks later and Xander was getting nowhere. 
He’d read five more books that he’d taken from Mr. 
Giles’ collection and watched Buffy stake another 
vampire but he still didn’t really know anything 



more about vampires than he had the night Jesse 
died.  

On the school front, things were getting deeply 
weird. The whole school was still reeling from 
Principal Flutie’s death. Sure, Sunnydale had always 
had a high body count but three dead bodies on the 
high school campus in less than two months was 
bad even by Sunnydale standards.  

He’d made arrangements with the guidance 
counselor to skip some class activities and use the 
time for make-up tests and extra study time, so he 
was caught up in all his classes and no longer in 
danger of flunking out. Ironically, all the time he’d 
spent reading books on vampires seemed to have 
improved his ability to focus on his school work. In 
the last few years, he’d gotten so used to studying 
with Willow that he’d gotten really lazy about doing 
his own work. Jesse and he had figured out years 
ago that, if they played dumb for long enough, 
Willow would give them the answers.  

He’d found a balance that was working for now. He 
went to class, did his homework, and read the 



books he continued to take out of the library. He 
talked to Willow once in awhile, but they couldn’t 
seem to really connect anymore. The secrets they 
were both keeping from each other made a wall 
between them that they couldn’t seem to get past. 
He’d talked it over with Jesse - and how crazy did 
that sound? - but he couldn’t seem to resolve his 
conflicted feelings about Willow. 

And then he overheard a conversation that 
shattered his fragile peace. 

That afternoon, he fell into step with Willow as she 
headed home after her last class.  

“Xander!” 

He ignored her beaming smile. “I heard you guys 
talking this morning. Why is it that this Angel gets a 
pass? He’s a vampire, right? Buffy’s supposed to be 
a vampire Slayer. So how come she makes an 
exception for vampires she’s dating? Why him and 
not anyone else?”  

Willow sighed. Well, at least he was talking to her. 
“It’s complicated, Xander. Angel has a soul.” 



“What?” 

“He was cursed by gypsies. They restored his soul.” 

Xander laughed. “Do you have any idea how stupid 
that sounds?” 

“I know it sounds weird, but it was like 100 years 
ago. Giles says there’s no record of him killing 
anyone since.” 

Xander shook his head. Anger had been growing 
inside him all day, ever since he had overheard the 
conversation between Buffy, Willow and Mr. Giles 
about the vampire Buffy had been dating. It was 
one thing to accept the concept of a Slayer whose 
role was to kill all vampires. Somehow, learning that 
she wanted to make an exception for her boyfriend 
seemed wrong on so many levels. It was like she 
was setting herself up as God, deciding who lived 
and who died. They had all shouted him down when 
he told them he could reach Jesse. No, Jesse was a 
vampire, he had to die. But not, apparently, Angel. 

“You know,” he began, quietly enough. “I’ve read 
almost a dozen books about vampires now. Mr. 



Giles is telling you only one theory about them. 
There are several writers who believe the human 
lives on in the vampire. Some even think the human 
and demon eventually merge, so that the demon 
becomes more like the human.” 

“Xander, we’ve been through this. The demon takes 
over the body. The memories are still there, but it 
isn’t the person anymore.” 

“Did you even listen to what Mr. Giles said this 
morning? He said that vampires have the 
movements, the memories, and even the 
personality of the human. How can all of that 
remain if the person is gone?” 

“I don’t know, but the person’s soul is gone. That’s 
why Angel is different.” 

“Ax murderers have souls, Willow. Hitler, Ted 
Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer, they all had souls. Hell, my 
dad has a soul, not that he does much with it. As far 
as I can tell, having a soul doesn’t mean squat.” 

“Ok, but Angel’s been helping us out. He’s warned 
Buffy about a bunch of things and helped save her 



life more than once.” She hurried on when it was 
obvious Xander wasn’t impressed. “Why don’t you 
join us in the library? You could help us research 
and maybe we could answer your questions. Maybe 
if you met Angel you could see how different he is 
from other vampires.” 

“So, Buffy’s not going to stake him?” 

“Well…, not as long as he’s not killing or doing 
anything bad. She’s going to let him prove himself 
to her,” Willow said hesitantly, she didn’t 
understand where Xander was going with this and 
she didn’t want to have another argument with 
him. He was always on the edge of anger these 
days. Moody and always wearing dark clothes, 
sometimes she wondered where her Xander had 
gone and if she would ever see him again. 

Xander didn’t say anything for a long time, and 
Willow just walked quietly beside him. This was the 
longest they had been together in weeks and she 
would take what she could get. They were 
approaching her house before he spoke again. 



“So, where does the souled vampire live, these 
days? A crypt like other self-respecting vampires?” 

Willow shot him a suspicious look but Xander was 
gazing straight ahead, his serious expression belying 
his flippant tone. Willow couldn’t see the harm in 
answering, it wasn’t like she really knew where 
Angel lived. “He has an apartment somewhere near 
the Bronze.” 

“Does he work? You know, night watchman, late 
night phone sex operator?” 

Willow laughed at the idea. “I don’t think so. Even 
Buffy doesn’t really know much about him yet. He’s 
like 240 years old, isn’t that wild? I mean, imagine 
the history he’s seen.” 

“Maybe Buffy can bring him to history class for 
show and tell.” They’d reached her house and were 
standing by the front door. Willow asked hopefully, 
“Do you want to come in?” 

Xander smiled. “Let’s not push our luck. I’ll see you 
tomorrow.” 



“Goodnight, Xander.” Willow stood on her porch 
watching him until he was out of sight, then went 
inside. Her parents weren’t home and Buffy would 
probably be out patrolling. Sighing, she switched on 
her computer. Maybe there would be someone fun 
in the chatrooms tonight.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

“You know, you can back off any time now.” Buffy 
glared at Xander. Once again, Willow was upset and 
on the verge of tears because of something Xander 
had said to her and she was sick of it. Willow was 
fragile enough after the whole Malcolm/Moloch 
fiasco without Xander dumping on her too. And 
Giles had not been thrilled to learn that Xander had 
been reading his books and was now talking about 
moving all of the more sensitive volumes into the 
weapons cage for greater security and she just 
knew who was going to end up doing the moving. 

“Everything is so black and white for you. Must be 
nice.” 



“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Exactly what it sounded like. You’re like: all 
vampires are bad, except for Angel, who’s 100% 
good. And that’s just idiotic. Way I hear it, Angel got 
cursed with a soul and sat on his ass for 100 years 
and didn’t do squat for anybody. The soul didn’t 
make him good, just because he stopped killing, it 
just made him useless.” Xander’s latest purloined 
book had been an old Watcher’s journal that had 
made some passing references to Buffy’s boyfriend. 

“Leave Angel out of this. Vampires are evil, soulless 
demons. It is as simple as that. That’s why Slayers 
exist, to keep them in check.” 

“Yeah, well that’s why wolves exist, to keep the 
deer population from overrunning the world. 
Doesn’t make wolves evil, it’s just what they do.” 

“What vampires do is kill people. That’s different. 
When wolves start killing people, they’re hunted 
down and killed.” Buffy raised her eyebrows at him, 
daring him to keep the analogy going. 



“Ok, good point,” Xander conceded. Changing tack, 
he tried again. “Look, vampires are people who are 
possessed by a demon. That’s how Mr. Giles 
explained it back when I learned that vampires are 
real.” 

“For god’s sake, Xander, he was giving you the 
Vampires for Dummies version, just before telling 
you to butt out.” 

“Buffy, I’ve read way more of his books than you 
probably ever will and the Watcher party line is just 
one theory, the one that best supports their ‘stake 
first ask questions never’ policy. Tell me, if all 
vampires are irredeemably evil, why do you have to 
protect the weekly blood shipment to the hospital? 
Why are vampires even interested in bagged blood 
if they’re all evil?” 

“It’s an emergency supply thing,” Buffy said 
dismissively. “Who knows, maybe it’s their version 
of snack food.” 

“Has it ever occurred to you that most of the 
vampires you deal with have just risen? Maybe 



they’re the demon equivalent of babies - interested 
only in eating and sleeping.” 

“Babies don’t kill people when they eat.” 

Xander sighed, the argument hadn’t helped clear up 
anything in his own mind and he could tell Buffy 
hadn’t really listened to anything he’d tried to say. 
And maybe she shouldn’t. It still came down to the 
fact that vampires killed humans, live and let live 
just didn’t work as a policy towards them. “I know,” 
he said finally. “I’m not saying I have any answers, 
I’m just saying that there are questions that 
someone needs to ask.” 

“And who made it your job to ask?” 

He looked away. Jesse did. “Got nothing better to 
do right now,” he shrugged. 

“Well, find something better because you are 
seriously getting on my last nerve.” With that, Buffy 
spun on her heel and left. 

Xander sat down at one of the desks and buried his 
head in his hands. What the hell was he trying to 
prove anyway? Buffy was right, who made him the 



advocate for no automatic death penalty for 
vampires? Ok, he did know the answer to that one 
but, if the theory was right, that the older a vampire 
was, the more control it had, he still didn’t have any 
solution. It wasn’t like they could let vampires kill 
anyone they wanted for however many years it 
took for them to stop killing indiscriminately. And 
how much better was a vampire who only killed 
selectively? If a vampire only killed one Hitler a 
week, did that make it ok? And who divvied out the 
scarlet V’s? Were there enough truly bad people in 
the world who deserved a vampire death sentence 
to support the vampire population? 

Realizing that his thoughts had led him down a path 
where he was seriously contemplating the idea of a 
government agency appointed to choose vampire 
victims, worse, that his mind was busy coming up 
with acronyms for the new agency, he groaned and 
began beating his head against the desk. He’d 
known for a long time that he was unhealthily 
obsessed - not that there is anything unhealthy 
about a hobby of spying on serial killers with 
preternaturally sharp senses and twice my strength 



and speed - but he just couldn’t let it go. It was like 
the only way he could deal with Jesse’s death was 
to learn everything there was to know about the 
thing that had taken over his body. Because, god, 
he wanted so badly to be able to say, once and for 
all, that it had killed Jesse and that his hands were 
clean. Maybe then the nightmares would stop.  

 
 
 

Part Three 

Slouching through the halls, head down, Xander 
seriously considered skipping the rest of the day. He 
hadn’t cut any classes lately and was caught up and 
actually doing well in all of his classes. One missed 
day wouldn’t bring the wrath of Principal Snyder 
down on him. Probably. Hell, a good third of the 
kids in the class hadn’t come back after Wendall 
and his spiders this morning. He could claim he was 
traumatized by the sight of all those big, hairy 
spiders. 



Still mulling over the eternal to skip or not to skip 
dilemma, Xander stepped into the math classroom 
and stumbled to a halt as he found himself in the 
familiar darkness of the Bronze. “What the…” he 
began when preternaturally strong hands grabbed 
his shirt, slamming him up against a metal beam. He 
gasped in pain and clawed at the hands holding 
him, only to freeze in shock at the sight of Jesse in 
full vampire face grinning at him. “Jesse!”  

“Buddy!”  

Xander just stood there, unable to form words as 
his nightmares became real. He could feel Jesse’s 
hands on him, feel the pain from the metal digging 
into his back, hear the screams and running feet all 
around him in the dimly lit chaos inside the club.  

Jesse shook his head in mock sorrow. “Still the 
pathetic loser you always were, aren’t you, Xander? 
You haven’t even figured out that Jesse didn’t care 
about you. He was just so desperate for a friend 
that he was even willing to put up with you.”  

“That’s not true.” Somehow, there was a stake in 
his hand and he was pressing it to Jesse’s chest. 



“I have Jesse’s memories, remember?”  

The iron grip relaxed and the vampire’s face shifted, 
the familiar human lines returning, the eyes 
darkening to Jesse’s brown. “Xander! Oh, god, help 
me! The demon’s trying to take over. I’m fighting it 
but it’s too strong. Please, you have to help me!” 
His dark eyes pleaded with Xander and his hands 
clung desperately. 

“Jesse, what can I…” 

Jesse lurched forward, shoved from behind and the 
stake plunged into his heart. His features dissolved 
into ash even as his lips formed Xander’s name.  

“Xander!”  

He staggered back, choking on the taste of ashes in 
his mouth, and fell. Someone grabbed his shoulder 
and he struck out wildly, his eyes blind to 
everything but the scattered dust on the floor.  

“Xander! Xander! Snap out of it!” A slap stung his 
face, then another, and he finally was able to tear 
his eyes away from Jesse’s ashes and look up. 



Cordelia was standing over him, staring down at 
him, her hand raised for another slap.  

Shaking, his breath coming in ragged pants, Xander 
looked around wildly, then back up at Cordelia. The 
sight of Queen C in a frumpy blouse and skirt, with 
frizzy hair sticking out like a bad cartoon character, 
didn’t help him with his reality issues. “What the 
hell is going on?” he managed to say. 

“I don’t know. This is a nightmare! I mean, look at 
me! I was in the Chess Club, and they were saying I 
belonged there. Then all of a sudden I was here.” 

“The Chess Club?” Reality was getting further away 
by the minute but focusing on Cordelia kept him 
from losing it inside his own nightmare-come-true. 
Xander would never have thought he would be 
grateful to Cordelia Chase for anything. 

“Don’t ask. We have to find Buffy. As much as I hate 
to say it, this kind of thing is her turf. I have a date 
tonight, she has to fix this! She’s always around 
when weird stuff happens, so she should be able to 
fix whatever this is.” 



Xander saw two vampires moving towards them 
and scrambled to his feet. “Way to set priorities, 
Cordelia. Let’s get out of here, then you can worry 
about your date.” Grabbing her hand, he set off 
running through the darkness, heading for the 
club’s back door. They joined the others fleeing the 
vampire-infested club and stumbled outside, only to 
find that the nightmare didn’t stop at the door. 
Surprised to find that it was dark outside, Xander 
hesitated for a second, then set off, still towing 
Cordelia by the hand. “Let’s try the school. 
Whatever’s going on, it was broad daylight only a 
few minutes ago. I’m betting everyone’s still at 
school.” 

The whole town was going crazy. Monsters and 
panicking, sobbing people filled the streets. By 
unspoken agreement, they both ignored everything 
they saw, detouring around anything that looked 
threatening and blocking out everything else. They 
were halfway back to the school, when a wave of 
blinding light passed over them. They both cried 
out, and instinctively shielded their eyes, hearing 
others around them doing the same. 



When they opened them, everything was normal 
again. Dazed, Xander looked over at Cordelia and 
saw that she was wearing her usual ultra-
fashionable clothes, her hair and makeup perfectly 
done. All around them, people were looking around 
dazedly, as disoriented looking as Xander himself 
felt. 

Cordelia looked down at herself. “Oh, thank god!” 
She pointedly snatched her hand free from Xander’s 
grip. “Just what do you think you’re doing?” 

“What?” Ok, not the snappiest comeback he’d ever 
come up with but he was still reeling from the 
sudden transition from nightmare to normality. 

“You are not someone I hold hands with, cave-man 
brain. Keep your distance.” 

“Gee, I hate to burst your bubble, Miss Ego, but the 
only reason I was touching you was to try and save 
your worthless life. And I’m already beginning to 
regret it!” 

“Oh, please. I saved your life!” 

“Forget it, Cordy. You’re welcome and I’m gone.” 



“Good!”  

Watching Cordy spin on her heels and stalk off, 
somehow seemed an appropriate end to the day. 
Heading home, Xander decided that he and the 
Cartoon Channel were going to get up close and 
personal tonight. There was no way he was going to 
sleep after everything he’d seen today.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Maybe it made him a coward, but Xander had 
decided he was going along with the deaf, dumb 
and blind for once. He was clearly in the majority 
with that decision. At school, you would never know 
that anything even mildly strange had happened 
yesterday. Cordelia passed him in the halls without 
so much as a flicker of her perfectly-curled 
eyelashes to indicate that she remembered being 
trapped in a nightmare with him.  

Probably that wasn’t a good example. Cordelia’s 
self-centeredness had been the stuff of legend since 
grade school and she might legitimately be suffering 



hysterical amnesia rather than let herself remember 
being seen looking like that in public. No one was 
even joking about the spiders, though and an entire 
class had seen them crawling around. 

Nope. Denial was in full swing and the main topic of 
conversation was the upcoming dance and May 
Queen election, neither of which interested Xander 
in the slightest. Watching as posters were taped to 
the walls, Xander wondered if there was something 
about Sunnydale that made people actually forget 
the crazy things that happened and, if so, why he 
was immune. He couldn’t forget even when he tried 
to. Hours of cartoons and chocolate hadn’t 
succeeded in erasing the feeling of Jesse’s clutching 
hands or the sound of his desperate voice. He 
couldn’t be the only one whose worst nightmare 
had come to life in vivid detail but you would never 
know it looking around at the chattering groups of 
students. 

So he was taking the coward’s way and jumping on 
the denial wagon along with everyone else. He 
wasn’t going to ask for explanations that would 
inevitably lead to describing what he had 



experienced while whatever-it-was was happening. 
As far as the world was concerned, he was a normal 
kid in a normal school. He wasn’t even going to read 
the latest book he’d “borrowed” from the library. 
Nothing going on in his head but math and English.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

“Don’t touch me!”  

Hearing the shout from inside the library, Xander 
stopped on his way out of school. It was late, he’d 
been studying for his upcoming exams, and it was 
easier to get intense study done in one of the 
deserted classrooms than in his house. His father 
was “between jobs” again and the blaring tv and his 
loud complaints about everything were hard to shut 
out. He hesitated, knowing it was almost certainly 
nothing, but decided he needed to check what was 
going on. Opening the library door quietly, he 
peered inside.  



Buffy was arguing with Mr. Giles and another man 
and Xander frankly watched the entire 
confrontation, withdrawing only as Buffy headed 
towards the door. He ducked into a corridor and 
waited till her footsteps had faded from hearing, 
then entered the library. 

“Are you two just stupid or are you trying to get her 
killed?” 

Mr. Giles looked up and, under other 
circumstances, Xander might have felt bad for him, 
seeing the fatigue and worry in his eyes. Right now, 
he was too angry over what he had just heard to 
care.  

“Please leave, I don’t have time for whatever your 
problem is.” 

“Fine, I’m out of here. But let me just say this: I 
don’t even really like Buffy and I wouldn’t do to her 
what you two just did.” 

“What are you talking about?” It was the other 
man, Angel probably, based on Buffy’s remark 
about him never going to die. 



“I’m talking about elementary psychology that even 
a high school kid knows. You don’t tell someone 
they are destined to die and then expect them to 
win the fight. You guys just told her that an infallible 
prophecy says she’s going to die. Talk about setting 
someone up to fail. What the hell’s wrong with you 
two?” 

“Would you have us lie to her?” 

“Hell, yes. Give her some hope she’s going to win or 
she won’t. Haven’t either of you ever heard of a 
self-fulfilling prophecy? Tell her you found a 
footnote that says if she fights the Master in a pink 
tutu she’ll win. Tell her something. Something that 
will give her some reason to try. Or you might as 
well kill her yourself.  

“And that isn’t even considering the fact that those 
kind of prophecies are the oldest trick in the book. 
Ten to one if she never goes to meet the Master, he 
won’t go free! What kind of movies do you people 
watch anyway?” Disgusted with both of them, 
Xander stormed out, his low opinion of the librarian 
confirmed by what he’d overheard. 



Giles and Angel looked at each other, more shaken 
than either cared to admit. Giles took his glasses off 
and began polishing them as he thought furiously. 
“The boy may have a point.” 

“He’s just a kid. He doesn’t know anything about 
the Codex or the situation with the Master.” 

“Yes, but he’s right that prophecies can be… tricky. 
They have a way of giving us only enough 
information to ensure we inadvertently bring about 
the events foretold. The original definition of a self-
fulfilling prophecy was that it is a false prediction 
that creates new behavior which then makes the 
false prediction come true.” 

Giles replaced his glasses and turned to the 
bookcases, continuing to ruminate out loud as he 
looked for a particular volume. “If we consider the 
Codex in that light…” He gave a small exclamation 
of satisfaction as he pulled a volume from the shelf. 
Opening it, he quickly found the page describing 
and illustrating the Harvest. “What we know of the 
Master is that he is trapped inside the Hellmouth. 
We can presume that it takes more than just a 



sufficient quantity of blood to release him, 
otherwise he would simply have his followers bring 
him enough victims to free him. During the Harvest, 
he created a link between himself and the Vessel so 
that he would draw strength from the Vessel’s 
feeding. That was a special circumstance that could 
only be created at that specific date and time.  

So, considering those two bits of information 
together: the Master needs more than just human 
blood to free himself. It requires either a specific 
convergence of events or perhaps…” 

“Blood that’s more than just human,” Angel finished 
grimly. “Like the blood of a Slayer?” 

“Precisely. By facing him and being defeated, the 
Master feeds from her and is released.”  

“Then all we have to do is stop her from facing 
him?” 

“Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. His influence is 
increasing: vampire numbers are on the rise and 
they are becoming more aggressive. Eventually, the 
spillover will affect the town far more than it usually 



does. No, the Master has to be killed but we must 
find a way to defeat him while ensuring he cannot 
kill Buffy.” 

“It’s not going to be easy.”  

“I don’t expect it to be. However, I read a 
passage….” Giles shuffled through the books on the 
table for a moment. “‘The vampires will gather. 
They will know of his coming. They will be his army. 
They will go forth to do his bidding.’ I believe that 
means the Master will be alone, waiting for the 
Slayer to appear at the pre-destined time. Like all 
mythic confrontations, it would traditionally be one 
on one.” 

“So, if Buffy doesn’t go, or at least doesn’t go 
alone…” 

“Precisely. If the two of us go with her, adding our 
strength to hers, perhaps we can thwart this 
infallible prophecy and succeed in both stopping the 
Master and preventing the Slayer from dying.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 

In the shadows outside the Bronze, Xander watched 
his classmates go in and out, all dressed to the 
nines. Music and light spilled from the open door 
but didn’t reach the fire escape where he sat 
watching, unseen, a quiet, dark figure in the 
shadows. In another life, he and Jesse and Willow 
would have all gone to the dance together. Jesse 
would have spent half the evening trying to get 
Cordelia to dance with him and the other half 
dancing with Willow and Xander in a cheerful 
threesome. Xander smiled as he recalled other 
dances, none of them were good dancers but they 
had had fun.  

Those carefree days before he knew that vampires 
existed outside of movies, sometimes seemed so 
long ago. Jesse was gone and Xander had killed him. 
A handful of ashes in a hole in the ground were all 
that remained of his best friend. That was his reality 
now.  

Across the way, where there was music and lights 
and laughter, Buffy and her vampire boyfriend, 



along with Willow, Mr. Giles and the computer 
teacher were heading towards the entrance of the 
Bronze. Mr. Giles, Buffy, and the vampire all looked 
a little worse for wear, somewhat rumpled and 
dirty, but they were joking and laughing. Bitterness 
filled Xander as he saw Willow joking with the 
vampire, walking beside him and clearly not afraid. 
Treating him like a person, like a friend. 

Xander continued to watch, staring blindly in the 
direction of the club long after they had all gone 
inside. His anger at their acceptance of Angel was 
banked for now, as he settled down to wait for 
them to leave. He would follow Angel home and the 
vampire would tell him what he needed to know.  

 

Part Four 

“Xander!” Willow ran to catch up with him in the 
hallway. It was the first day of classes after summer 
break and she was determined to get their 
friendship back on track. She knew if she tried she 
could still reach him, he couldn’t have changed that 
much. Somewhere inside, he was still her Xander. 



He turned and looked at her, eyebrows raised in 
silent query. 

“We’re going to the Bronze tonight, Buffy and me, I 
mean. Would you like to come with us?” Her eyes 
were hopeful. 

“Sorry, I’m busy,” he said briefly, turning away. 

Her hand on his arm stopped him in mid-turn. 
“Please, Xander. It’s been so long since we’ve spent 
any time together.” The neutral judge gave her an 8 
out of a possible 10 on the Willow scale of pleading 
eyes. “I miss you.” 

He was surprised to find that it no longer had any 
effect on him. “As I said, I’m busy.” Despite the fact 
that they had their next class together, he strode off 
without waiting for her.  

He’d hardly seen Willow all summer. Her parents 
had taken her on a trip immediately after school 
was out and she’d been gone for a month. That had 
been almost enough time for him to have gotten 
over the anger that had filled him every time he 
remembered that the week before she left had 



been Jesse’s birthday. Willow had let it go by 
without a word or sign that she even remembered 
what day it was. Worse, heading home from Jesse’s 
grave that night, Xander had seen her and Buffy out 
walking. Unable to stop himself, he’d followed them 
- straight to the Bronze. Stepping inside for the first 
time since Jesse died, he’d watched from a distance 
as Willow and Buffy met up with Angel. Seeing 
Willow laughing and joking like that had infuriated 
him. Willow wasn’t the kind of person who forgot 
birthdays. She was always the first to start talking 
about them, sometimes weeks in advance. Since 
second grade, she and Jesse and Xander had 
celebrated all of their birthdays together. They’d 
even found a way to get together the year Jesse had 
chicken pox and the year Xander was in the hospital 
with a broken leg. Yet there she sat. Apparently, not 
even the presence of a vampire reminded her of 
what day it was. She’d obviously written Jesse off 
completely; fifteen years of friendship erased after 
only a few weeks. 

He’d left the Bronze and avoided Willow when she 
called to tell him she would be gone and that she 



hoped she’d see him when she got back. With the 
school closed and no more access to Mr. Giles’ 
books, Xander had gone to Angel’s apartment, 
something he’d been trying to work up the nerve to 
do ever since he’d followed the vampire home after 
the spring dance. He’d hoped to talk to the vampire 
but it had been a complete waste of time. Angel 
wouldn’t talk to him at all, wouldn’t even let him 
into his apartment. He just kept telling Xander that 
he was in over his head and that Xander should go 
home and stay away from vampires before he got 
himself killed. He refused to tell Xander anything 
about what vampires were like, saying that he 
wasn’t going to participate in “a boy’s morbid 
curiosity”. Xander had managed to keep just 
enough hold on his temper not to smack Angel 
across his smug face with the cross he carried in his 
back pocket. 

Over the course of the loneliest summer Xander 
had ever spent, he’d begun seeking out vampire 
lairs during daylight hours, hoping he could watch 
them safely during the day. From the books he’d 
read, he had an idea of what he was looking for, the 



kind of places that vampires stayed in, but vampires 
had seemed pretty thin on the ground during the 
whole summer. He didn’t know if it was a summer 
thing, or if it had something to do with the Master’s 
death, or what. Personally, if he burst into flame at 
the touch of direct sunlight, he wouldn’t choose to 
live in Southern California but that hadn’t seemed 
to bother the vampires last spring. He’d found a 
couple of places that looked like vampires might 
have stayed there and he’d kept an eye on them, 
checking back once in awhile, but mostly he hadn’t 
found any sign that Sunnydale even had vampires. 
Sometimes, he caught himself wondering if he 
hadn’t made up the whole thing. If he wasn’t just 
Xander, the crazy loon who talked to himself in the 
little park on the edge of town. He’d become so 
lonely that one day he’d found himself considering 
digging up Jesse’s ashes, just to prove to himself 
that they really were there, that he hadn’t made up 
his best friend and that Jesse really had existed.  

Stopping by Jesse’s house had cured that fixation 
but it hadn’t helped his loneliness. Mrs. McNally 
had begun crying almost as soon as she let him in 



the house and had fled the living room, leaving 
Xander standing there awkwardly not sure what to 
do. Finally, he’d simply left, closing the door quietly 
behind him and feeling worse than when he’d 
arrived. He hadn’t been back since, which made him 
feel guilty and like a complete coward on top of 
everything else. 

He’d welcomed it when Willow first called after 
she’d gotten back into town. It was only mid-July 
and he’d already read everything on the summer 
suggested reading list. The list that he and Jesse 
usually “lost” before they’d even gotten home on 
the last day of school. Willow would tell them what 
the books were about and that had always been 
good enough for them. This summer, Xander had 
actually read everything on the list, spending the 
hot afternoons with a book in the shade under the 
trees near Jesse’s grave. None of his usual summer 
activities had held any appeal because he’d always 
done them with Jesse. It felt like betraying Jesse to 
go alone to the beach, or the swimming pool, or the 
basketball court. Mostly he knew it was ridiculous, 
that Jesse wouldn’t mind, but a part of him was 



simply unable to move on and couldn’t even 
contemplate trying to make new friends. Which was 
probably just as well. He was pretty sure he’d be a 
lousy friend right now. 

He and Willow had gone out for ice cream but it 
hadn’t been long before she was talking about how 
Xander should come help her and Mr. Giles 
research to back up Buffy in her fight against “the 
forces of darkness.” She’d chattered on about how 
important the research was, about how Buffy, Giles 
and Angel had gone into the tunnels together and 
killed the Master after Giles’ research had shown 
him the flaw in a seemingly infallible prophecy 
predicting Buffy’s death. She described how they 
had killed the Master by firing crossbows at him 
simultaneously. She didn’t even notice Xander flinch 
as she eagerly described how many times they had 
had to shoot him before one of the bolts had finally 
struck the Master in the heart, thereby preventing 
the Hellmouth from opening and saving the world. 
For someone who hadn’t been there, she gave a 
pretty vivid description. 



It was only later than he noticed that his part in 
slapping some sense into her two heroes had 
obviously not been mentioned. Not that he cared if 
two people he had no respect for gave him credit or 
not but it sure didn’t do anything to change his 
opinion of them.  

Their ice cream date had ended disastrously. Willow 
kept complaining about how much he had changed 
and pushing him to join her merry band of 
Slayerettes - although he did get a sardonic laugh at 
the idea of Mr. Proper English Tweed guy and a 
vampire being reduced to 60’s girl group back-up 
singers. When she told him that she missed Jesse 
too but they couldn’t spend the rest of their lives 
grieving, Xander had exploded. They’d ended up in 
a shouting match and being thrown out of the ice 
cream parlor and that was the last time he’d seen 
her, until now.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 



Watching from her locker as Xander rebuffed 
Willow, Buffy sighed. She quickly grabbed her books 
and snapped the door closed, spinning the lock. She 
moved casually to Willow’s side and gave her a 
bright smile. “Ready for the truly epic boredom that 
is English Lit?” 

Willow pulled her eyes from Xander’s retreating 
back and managed to smile back at her. “It’s not 
boring,” she corrected automatically. At Buffy’s 
wholly expected skeptical look, she warmed to the 
comfort of familiar ground. “It’s important to know 
this stuff.” 

“Yeah right, because in no way will it throw me off 
to be calculating the precise arc of my stake 
through geometric formulas in the midst of battle. 
Oops, my bad,” she shot an amused look at Willow, 
“that was for your ‘you need to learn geometry’ pep 
talk. I meant it wouldn’t throw me off to be reciting 
Shakespeare during fights.” 

“Ok, maybe not in the middle of a fight but it’s 
important to know math and sciences in the 
computer age.”  



“I notice you’re not defending Shakespeare,” Buffy 
teased, knowing she was letting herself in for a 
speech on the virtues of reading the Bard. 

Good mood restored, Willow shifted gears as they 
entered the classroom, launching into the 
anticipated defense of the playwright. Buffy 
unobtrusively steered Willow over towards two free 
seats near the windows, letting Willow’s chatter 
wash over her without really listening. She shot a 
hostile glare towards Xander, slouched as usual in 
the last row, wanting to shake him until his teeth 
rattled. He didn’t look up from doodling in his 
notebook. 

From everything Buffy had heard, Xander used to 
be the class clown. A complete loser apparently, 
without any of Willow’s smarts, but goofy and 
amiable and always cracking jokes. Granted, most 
of that information came from Cordelia, which 
meant it wasn’t particularly reliable. Certainly it 
didn’t fit Willow’s sadness over losing her life-long 
friend. But Willow also talked wistfully about how 
much Xander had changed in the past year. Willow 
kept trying to reach him and he kept rejecting her, 



leaving Buffy to try and comfort Willow when she 
got depressed every time Xander pushed her away. 

The way Willow described him, Xander was loyal 
and brave and a great friend. He certainly wasn’t 
the moody, bitter, sarcastic loner that Buffy knew. 
As far as she could tell, Willow had been his only 
friend, and apparently he didn’t even want to be 
friends with Willow anymore. He couldn’t seem to 
deal with the fact that Willow and Buffy were close.  

Probably he was just jealous of their friendship. 
Thank god, Willow seemed to finally be getting over 
him. Buffy knew that Willow had had a giant-sized 
crush on Xander for years. She had been trying to 
steer Willow away from Xander, encouraging her to 
look at other boys, trying to help Willow get over 
her shyness and to give someone else a chance. And 
it seemed to finally be working. It was taking her 
less and less time to snap Willow out of the 
depression Xander could send her into. Now all she 
needed was to find Willow a boyfriend and presto, 
Xander would be of the past. And it couldn’t happen 
soon enough - Willow was too nice a person to 



waste her life away mooning over a jerk like Xander 
Harris.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

“Mr. Harris.” 

Standing at his locker, Xander looked up and was 
surprised to see the librarian calling to him. 

“Please come to the library for a minute.” 

“I have class.” 

“This won’t take long and I will give you a note.” 

Shrugging, Xander slung his backpack over one 
shoulder and followed Mr. Giles into the library. 
“What’s up?” 

“I understand that you made a habit last year of 
taking books out of my private collection.”  

He didn’t bother denying it. “I returned them.” 



“That isn’t the point. Those are my private volumes 
and they are not available to be checked out by 
students.” 

“That’s probably why I didn’t check them out.” 

“Technically, you were stealing them.” 

“Actually, I think technically I was borrowing them.”  

Giles sighed heavily. “Are you intending to continue 
taking my books this year?” 

“That depends. Will you let me borrow them 
openly?” 

“Mr. Harris, you have enough information about 
what really goes on in this town to know that I need 
to have those books available for reference. I don’t 
wish to be overly dramatic, but the fate of the 
world can rest, quite literally, on my access to those 
books. I cannot just lend them out to students. And 
that is quite leaving aside the fact that many of 
them are extremely valuable and irreplaceable.” 

Xander had crossed his arms stubbornly during this 
speech. “Did you ever even notice that any of them 



were gone last year? I only ever took one at a time.” 
He considered that for a second. “Ok, at the most, 
two.” 

“Mr. Harris, those books are my private property. I 
would be well within my rights to call the police.” 

“Come on, we both know you’re not going to do 
that.” 

“And why wouldn’t I?” Giles took his glasses off and 
rubbed his forehead tiredly. Xander repressed a 
smile, the librarian had obviously not anticipated his 
bluff being called.  

“You think Snyder and the school board are going to 
approve of some of the books you have? I really 
don’t think you’re going to risk calling attention to 
your true role here in Sunnydale.” 

Mr. Giles glared at him silently for a long moment 
but didn’t try to refute Xander’s point or the implied 
threat. 

“Look, can we maybe do a compromise thing here?” 



At the librarian’s heavy sigh, Xander knew he’d 
won. “What are you proposing?” 

“How about I take only one book at a time, openly, 
kind of a private check out system. Any time you 
need the book I have to save the world or whatever, 
I’ll bring it back immediately.” 

“Why are you reading these books?” 

“You’re kidding, right?”  

When the librarian just continued to stare at him, 
Xander looked away, uncomfortable for the first 
time since the conversation began. After a long 
pause, during which the librarian waited silently for 
a response, Xander finally answered reluctantly. 
“Last spring, I learned that vampires exist and that a 
lot of them live in Sunnydale. Not to mention the 
whole Hellmouth thing. Don’t you think it makes 
sense for me to want to learn more about it?” 

Mr. Giles continued to study his face intently and 
Xander now met his gaze squarely. What he’d said 
was true, it just wasn’t the whole truth. 



“And yet Willow tells me that you have refused her 
repeated invitations to join us in our research 
efforts.” 
 
Well, two points for the old guy.  He  obviously 
sensed that Xander wasn’t telling him everything. 
Xander’s jaw tightened at the confirmation that 
Willow had been talking about him with Buffy and 
Mr. Giles. “She probably also told you that she and I 
aren’t really friends anymore.” 

“I know she regrets that very deeply.” 

He made a sharp motion with his hand, cutting the 
librarian off before he could say anything further on 
the subject. “Not the issue here. Do we have a deal 
on the books?” 

Mr. Giles sighed heavily. “I suppose if I don’t agree, 
you will simply continue to pilfer my collection.” 

Xander’s mouth quirked up on one side but he 
didn’t admit that that was his plan. 

“Very well, we have an agreement.” 



“So, what would you recommend?” Xander nodded 
towards the office and, ignoring Mr. Giles’ put-upon 
sigh, began describing which books he’d already 
read. 

Two minutes later, he had his first quasi-officially 
checked out book on vampires and a note for his 
third period teacher. Reading it out on the way to 
class, Xander was amused to learn that he was late 
because he had been assisting the librarian with 
moving furniture.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 

The only bad part about his new semi-official 
borrowing status was that Willow of course learned 
about it and continued to press him to join their 
research sessions. Xander really didn’t want to get 
into another fight with her, so he kept ducking the 
question. Unfortunately, she took that as 
encouragement and sought him out several times, 
telling him again how important what they were 
doing was. 



She told him about how some kid vampire she 
called The Anointed One had tried to revive the 
Master and how vampires were coming back to the 
Hellmouth after the summer lull. She’d tried to 
convince Xander to help them research the 
Anointed One and couldn’t seem to grasp the fact 
that he was absolutely horrified at the idea of Buffy 
staking a six year old kid. “But it’s a vampire,” she’d 
said, as if he had missed the beginning of the film 
and needed a plot summary. “I know it’s kind of 
squicky, but that’s the only good thing about 
vampires - no bodies to clean up.”  

He’d left abruptly, ignoring her calling after him and 
ran outside, where he concentrated on breathing 
deeply until the nausea subsided. Willow had 
always been one of the softest hearted people he 
had ever known. For god’s sake, she wouldn’t even 
step on spiders. He and Jesse used to laugh at her 
because she always insisted on putting spiders 
outside instead of squashing them. Xander would 
never understand how she could talk so casually 
about killing things that walked, talked and acted 
just like people. 



One good thing came out of the conversation. 
Willow probably didn’t realize it, but she had given 
him the location of The Anointed One’s Court, as 
the latest book Mr. Giles had lent him called 
vampire groups. Well, “Court” or “lair” or “nest”, 
depending on circumstances he was still struggling 
to understand. He suspected Mr. Giles had 
deliberately given him a book that was difficult to 
read in an effort to discourage him. If so, he 
obviously didn’t believe that Xander had already 
plowed his way through a good third of the 
librarian’s vampire books. Anyway, according to 
Willow, the unsuccessful attempt to revive the 
Master - and why had the Master left bones behind? 
- had been in a factory near the edge of town. From 
Willow’s description, it sounded like one of the 
places he’d found over the summer that he’d 
thought vampires might have stayed in. If they had 
moved back in, he was going to check it out.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 



The old factory was two stories high and the 
windows on the ground floor had been blacked out. 
A catwalk ran the length of three sides of the 
building below the second floor windows and some 
of those windows weren’t covered over.  

Climbing up to the catwalk proved surprisingly easy, 
even while trying to be as quiet as possible. Despite 
the fact that it was well before sunset, he didn’t 
want to alert any vampires that might be inside to 
his presence - after all, he might be crazy but he 
wasn’t an idiot. He firmly suppressed the little voice 
trying to tell him that what he was doing was both 
crazy and idiotic. Xander moved along the catwalk, 
keeping below the level of the windows and 
heading towards the end of the building. From his 
explorations over the summer, he knew that the 
main floor was a large open room and that his best 
view would be down the length of the building.  

Reaching the end of the building, he crouched down 
and peered inside the window. The interior was 
unevenly lit, with pools of shadows where the 
lamps and the few patches of sun didn’t illuminate. 



There was no-one obviously present, so Xander 
settled himself cautiously to wait for the sun to set.  

He didn’t have to wait that long. The sun was still 
just above the horizon when a small boy walked 
down the spiral staircase leading to the second 
story rooms in the back of the factory. He was 
followed by several vampires who entered the main 
room from different areas and clustered around the 
boy. Xander felt his heart begin to pound and he 
almost called out a warning to the boy but stopped 
himself before he uttered a sound. The kid was the 
only one not showing demon features and he was 
clearly not afraid of the vampires surrounding him. 
Xander pulled out his cross and clutched it tightly as 
he watched. The boy climbed onto a raised seat of 
some kind and began speaking, Xander couldn’t 
hear the words but the vampires were nodding and 
listening with respect. The books he’d read talked 
about hierarchy in vampire groups, although with 
way too many different theories on how it worked, 
and he suspected he was seeing an example. What 
he couldn’t figure out was why all the other 
vampires would follow a kid. Did the boy have some 



sort of special power or was he like one of those 
underage kings of England and the others accepted 
him as their ruler through birthright? Xander 
fervently wished that he could hear what was being 
said because the silent play he was watching wasn’t 
really telling him anything. 

Gradually becoming aware that his knees were 
killing him, Xander shifted cautiously so that he was 
sitting and for the first time realized he didn’t have 
a plan for getting out of there. The sun had set and 
at least one vampire had already left the factory. He 
really wasn’t prepared to stay on the catwalk all 
night and he wasn’t thrilled with the idea of 
climbing down with vampires wandering around. 
Absently rubbing some feeling back into his lower 
legs, Xander was forced to wonder once again if 
he’d gone completely crazy. Sitting in the growing 
darkness on the second floor of a building filled 
with vampires, he honestly couldn’t come up with 
one good reason why he was there.  

Reading about vampires was one thing. Deliberately 
seeking them out in their homes was another. 
Leaning back against the lingering warmth of the 



brick wall, Xander seriously considered whether he 
was trying to get himself killed.  

Despite looking for them since spring, he hadn’t 
actually encountered more than a single vampire at 
a time since that night at the Bronze. Having finally 
found what he’d been looking for, what he’d 
discovered was that he was (A) no wiser and (B) 
scared to death. Which probably meant he didn’t 
really want to die.  
 
Great, and you decide that now?  He asked himself 
sarcastically. You couldn’t have figured this out 
before you climbed up here? 

Drawing his legs up, he rested his face in his folded 
arms and forced himself to think about what exactly 
he was looking for. It wasn’t hard, the answer was 
right there in the question that haunted him waking 
and sleeping: he wanted to know, once and for all, 
if he’d murdered Jesse. Even if the answer was yes, 
it would be better than this limbo he was trapped 
in. It was the uncertainty that was killing him, that 
was causing the dreams of Jesse begging Xander to 
help him, that was trapping Xander in this miasma 



of guilt and grief that he couldn’t see his way out 
of.  
 
Ok, and how exactly is spying on a bunch of 
vampires you didn’t know before they were 
vampires going to help you with that? 

Put that way, it wasn’t going to help. So, what the 
hell was he doing here? The books might be 
confusing and contradictory but at least they 
wouldn’t get him killed. He didn’t trust Mr. Giles or 
Buffy to give him straight answers and Angel had 
refused to help. He knew there were other 
Watchers, but didn’t have a clue how to find them. 
Plus, they would probably just give him the same 
party line that Mr. Giles did. Which pretty much left 
him back at square one. Square two, he thought, 
remembering his aborted attempt to talk to the 
vampire at Jesse’s grave. Well, Mr. Giles still had a 
lot of books he hadn’t read. Maybe he’d find 
something in one of them. And at least reading 
books won’t get me killed or leave me sitting on a 
catwalk outside a vampire lair in the dark. Xander 



decided it was way past time for him to get the hell 
out of Dodge.  

He checked inside the factory again and saw that 
there were fewer vampires in sight. Moving 
cautiously, he backtracked to the ladder leading 
down, grateful it wasn’t near any of the doors. 
Crouched at the top of the ladder, Xander hesitated 
for a long minute, checking for any signs of 
movement. Everything was quiet and he tucked the 
cross he’d been clutching the entire time back into 
his pocket and began climbing down slowly, trying 
to be absolutely silent. 

He’d just reached the ground with one foot still on 
the ladder, when a hand closed on the back of his 
collar, yanking him off the ladder. He yelped in 
shock and found himself slammed face first into the 
brick wall of the factory. The breath whooshed out 
of him and before he could move he was spun 
around and slammed into the wall a second time, 
this time his back taking the impact. Still struggling 
to get his breath back, he caught his first glimpse of 
his attacker: yellow eyes and hair that shone white 
under the streetlamps. 



“You’ve got a real death wish, mate.” The vampire 
cocked his head to one side. “It’s almost 
interesting.”  

A/N - snippet of dialogue borrowed from the 
episode Lie to Me  

 

Part Five 

Xander froze. For an endless moment, the only 
thought in his head was: careful what you wish for. 
Snapping out of his paralysis, he began slowly 
edging one hand behind himself, trying to be 
inconspicuous. He managed to pull the cross out of 
his back pocket and was bringing it up to ward the 
vampire off when a grip like steel closed around his 
wrist. The vampire smashed his hand into the brick 
wall and Xander gasped in pain as the cross fell 
from his suddenly nerveless fingers. The vampire 
kicked it further away.  

“Now, now,” he drawled. The vampire’s English 
accent somehow just added to the unreality of the 



situation. “It’s not polite to pull a weapon in the 
middle of a conversation.” 

“Is that what this is?” Xander asked hopefully. 
Conversation sounded so much better than any 
other option he could think of. He could do talking. 

The vampire took half a step back, releasing Xander, 
who stayed leaning against the wall, willing his legs 
to stop shaking. “Dunno yet, could be,” the vampire 
answered, fishing around in his pockets for a 
moment. Xander briefly considering running like 
hell but, the second his muscles tensed, the 
vampire’s eyes flashed back to him and he growled. 
Xander subsided, knowing he couldn’t outrun the 
vampire anyway, not with his still trembling 
muscles. Except for that, he was pretty sure 
Olympic sprinters wouldn’t be able to catch him if 
he got the chance to run. He was surprised when 
the vampire found what he was looking for and 
pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. 

“You smoke?” he blurted out without thinking. He 
knew vampires didn’t breathe, could they get 



anything out of smoking if their lungs didn’t process 
oxygen? 

The vampire just looked at him over the flame of his 
lighter. “Not like it’s going to kill me.” 

The tone didn’t encourage sharing and that was the 
end of that conversational gambit. The vampire 
seemed content for the moment to just stand there, 
smoking and studying Xander. The intensity of his 
gaze made Xander twitchy but he wasn’t about to 
complain. He was pretty sure that complaints would 
lead to seriously bad things he didn’t even want to 
think about. 

“What’s your name?” he finally asked, unable to 
stay quiet any longer. 

If anything, the stare intensified. “Spike.” 

“Was that your name when… before you became a 
vampire?” 

“No.” 

Before Xander could get another question out, the 
vampire - what kind of a name was Spike? - had 



slammed him back against the wall, holding Xander 
with one hand around his throat. Xander clawed at 
the fingers restricting his breathing but the vampire 
just tightened his grip, shaking him a little. 

“You seem a little unclear on the pecking order, 
boy.” It was disconcerting to see the cigarette still 
dangling from the vampire’s lips. Keeping him 
pinned obviously took no more effort than it would 
take for Xander to pin a kitten. Less, he thought 
resentfully, because a kitten had enough teeth and 
claws to do at least a little damage. The inhumanly 
strong grip didn’t ease up until Xander’s struggles 
had stopped, more from a complete lack of oxygen 
than acquiescence. Just before he passed out, the 
vampire released him and he sagged against the 
wall, barely able to stay standing as he gasped for 
air. 

“What were you doing up there?” 

Xander took several more deep breaths while he 
thought frantically. “I was lost?” he finally said 
hesitantly. Xander wasn’t sure which would be 
worse, lying or admitting that he’d been spying on 



the vampires inside the factory. The rising growl 
told him that lying wasn’t going down well as did 
the fact that the vampire grabbed him by the throat 
again. Ok, it had been a lame-ass try but the lack of 
oxygen and the fear of impending death had 
seriously hampered his ability to think of a better 
story. “I was watching the vampires inside,” he 
rasped out around the restricting grip. Spots were 
beginning to swim before his eyes and oxygen was 
becoming a serious issue again when the vampire 
eased off. Xander took several whooping breaths, 
almost missing the vampire’s next question. 

“Why?” 

When he’d gotten enough breath back to speak 
again, Xander tried a shrug. “Curiosity?” he offered, 
really not feeling like sharing the whole story. 

The vampire cocked his head. “How long have you 
been watching them?”  

“A while.” 

“How. Long.” A not particularly gentle thump of his 
head against the wall accompanied each word.  



“About an hour,” Xander admitted. 

The vampire gave a short laugh and let go of 
Xander’s throat. “Not only a death wish but 
incredibly bad timing. You need a keeper, boy.” 

With anyone else, Xander would have snapped 
something back at that crack. With this guy, he 
didn’t want to push his luck. He stayed quiet, 
watching the vampire warily as he gingerly rubbed 
his throat.  

The vampire began pacing up and down in front of 
him, just a couple of short steps up and back. 
Xander debated whether he should go for the stake 
he carried but given the flickering glances the 
vampire kept shooting in his direction, he decided 
against it. He was beginning to have a lot of 
sympathy for those stupid animals that froze in 
front of predators, hoping not to be seen. Right 
now, he felt remarkably like one of them. 

The vampire suddenly stopped in front of him and 
gave him another long stare. Scared to take his eyes 
off him, Xander just stared back. The vampire 
leaned closer and Xander would have flinched back 



except his backside was already trying to become 
one with the wall. The vampire grabbed a fistful of 
Xander’s jacket and pulled him forward. Xander 
resisted, trying unsuccessfully to brace himself 
against the pull. He pushed hard against the 
vampire’s chest but the vampire simply grabbed his 
wrists and forced them behind him. Xander was 
struggling wildly now but it wasn’t having any 
effect. The struggle took place in an eerie silence as 
Xander was terrified of alerting the vampires inside 
the factory by screaming. One vampire was more 
than he could handle, he really didn’t need others 
coming out to see what was going on. The vampire 
transferred both wrists into one of his hands and 
grabbed a fistful of Xander’s hair, yanking Xander’s 
head back, exposing his neck. He dipped his head 
and Xander felt a tongue rasp along the length of 
his neck.  

Sheer terror broke his silence. “No!” 

With a snarl, the vampire suddenly pushed Xander 
away from him and he smacked into the wall once 
again. “What the bloody hell do you think you’re 
doing?” 



“Me!” Xander yelped incredulously. The pain of 
being smashed into the wall yet again momentarily 
had anger overriding fear. “I didn’t do anything. I’m 
the attackee here, nimrod.” His heart was still 
hammering in his chest and he could hardly believe 
he wasn’t dead. It suddenly occurred to him that he 
had been less than diplomatic with the serial killer. 
“Umm, sorry, cancel the nimrod.” 

“Stay away from me, boy, if you know what’s good 
for you.” The vampire stalked off, coat billowing 
dramatically behind him. Xander watched him go, 
stunned and confused by the sudden release and 
dazed to find himself still alive.  

“Yeah, I could make a dramatic exit too, if I had a 
really cool leather coat,” he muttered resentfully, 
wishing his legs would stop shaking so he could get 
the hell out of there.  

He didn’t realize the vampire had heard him. Spike 
found his lips twitching at the snarky comment until 
he realized that he was allowing himself to be 
amused by a human child. He snarled and stalked 
past the door to the factory, completely forgetting 



his original intention of thrashing the idiots inside. 
Never big on introspection, Spike refused to even 
consider the question of why he wasn’t going back 
and simply killing the boy. 

He really needed a drink.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
An hour later, staring moodily into his fourth drink, 
Spike found himself wondering why the hell he had 
come back to Sunnydale. Oh, he knew why he was 
here. Dru had told him to come and so here he was, 
love’s bitch, faithful to the end, still loyally doing 
whatever Dru said. He just didn’t know what the 
bloody hell he was supposed to do now that he was 
here. 

Dru’s visions weren’t exactly a reliable guide, after 
all. Sometimes she was spot on but other times she 
could be so far off the mark it was downright 
bizarre. He snorted, downing the drink in one go 
and signaling the bartender for another round. A bit 



of fang got the service moving faster, the barkeep 
hastily splashing an extra measure into his glass.  

After all, it had been one of Dru’s visions that had 
sent them to Prague. She’d insisted that the stars 
told her they would only sing to her there, in 
Prague. And they’d had fun, for several weeks. But 
there were too many people who believed in the 
old ways there and Dru had nearly gotten herself 
torn apart by a mob. Spike had barely been able to 
save her and they’d had to leave town in a highly 
undignified fashion that he still didn’t care to think 
about. 

Then Drusilla had gotten sick. Spike hadn’t felt so 
helpless since he’d been human. Nothing he did 
helped and she’d gotten steadily weaker; unable to 
hunt, barely able to feed, fading a little more each 
day until she was too weak to even leave their bed. 
She’d lain there for days, skin mottled with bruising, 
while Spike had raged helplessly. He’d beaten and 
bribed minions, ordering them to find a cure, 
promising them the world on a platter if they 
succeeded and painful, lingering death by torture if 
they failed.  



And they had failed. They’d researched and sought 
out witches and seers and they’d gotten nowhere. 
Drusilla herself had slipped further and further 
away from him, talking in a frail voice about the 
things her dolls told her. It had been all Spike could 
do not to rip Miss Edith to bits, just to stop her 
talking to Dru, so that maybe Dru would see him as 
he sat by her side night after night begging her to 
eat something. 

During those desperate days, Drusilla had told Spike 
he needed to go to the California Hellmouth. She’d 
insisted his “destiny” awaited him there, whatever 
the hell that meant. She’d rambled on about the 
dark energy beneath the books and a wounded 
kitten and how the flowers all withered and died 
until he found himself promising her they would go 
to Sunnydale just so she wouldn’t talk about it 
anymore. She’d smiled and slept then, and he had 
gathered her carefully in his arms and held her. 

She’d gone silent in her last few days, too weak 
even to speak anymore. Spike had stayed with her, 
holding her, trying to coax her into drinking a little, 
talking to her softly about the fun they would have 



when she was strong again. Sometimes, he thought 
a faint smile would cross her lips as he talked to her 
about the glorious years when they had cut a 
bloody swath through Europe. And then one 
morning, he had woken to an armful of dust and his 
Black Goddess was gone. 

He didn’t really remember how he’d gotten to 
California - he hadn’t been anything approaching 
sober the entire trip. Somewhere along the way 
he’d acquired an old car and he had a dim 
recollection of racing the sunrise across the desert 
while drinking himself into yet another stupor. He 
was vaguely surprised to find himself still intact 
when he’d sobered up enough to discover that he 
was in southern California and not far from the 
Hellmouth.  

Having come so far, he kept his promise to Dru. 
He’d arrived in town earlier this evening not long 
after sunset and within an hour he’d learned that 
Angelus was in Sunnydale. Still acting the complete 
git and apparently panting after the Slayer du jour. 
Angelus had staked his own Sire over the bint - 
some 16-year old school girl, still only playing at 



being the Slayer part time. Spike shook his head. 
Unbelievable, even for Angelus.  

Unlike most vampires, Spike had very little patience 
for ritual and traditions, but family had once meant 
something to him. Staking your own Sire was a bit 
over the top. His whole clan had become a serious 
embarrassment. The Master had let himself get 
killed by a Watcher and his successor was a child so 
recently turned he still smelled of the dirt from his 
grave. That child was the current Master of the 
Hellmouth.  

It was obvious that his destiny was to take over as 
Master of the Hellmouth. There wasn’t any one else 
fit for the title and Drusilla had foreseen it. Other 
than a scattering of minions, he and Angelus were 
about all that was left of the Aurelius clan and 
Angelus was barely even a vampire any more. 

Signaling for a refill, Spike wondered where the 
night had gone wrong. He’d learned what he 
needed to know about the power structure in the 
town shortly after arriving and had headed over to 
the factory where the child who called himself The 



Anointed One held what could laughably be called 
his Court. Spike shook his head in disgust. His Court. 
A bunch of vampires so weak they would follow a 
child with a fancy name. Spike couldn’t see that 
anointing had done anything for the boy or The 
Master who’d apparently set such store by the 
child.  

Circling the building, he’d been disgusted to find the 
boy king had set no sentries. There’d been no 
security at all, as evidenced by the fact that a 
human was spying on them and they hadn’t even 
noticed. It wasn’t even a professional demon 
hunter, just a boy with no special skills. That he was 
just an ordinary boy was obvious from the way he 
was dressed and his almost complete lack of 
weapons. When the boy started down the ladder, 
his movements gave away the fact that he had no 
training or experience in stealth. He was quiet 
enough, but a professional would have gotten down 
from the catwalk in half the time, not to mention 
would have heard Spike coming as he met the boy 
at the bottom of the ladder. 



The boy had been frightened but surprisingly able 
to control it and Spike had been curious enough not 
to kill him immediately. The boy had reeked of grief 
and loneliness. Fear and anger were also there, 
adding to the scents wafting off the boy. It was an 
intoxicating mixture and Spike had found himself 
inhaling deeply, relishing the mingled scents. He’d 
looked into dark eyes half covered by thick dark hair 
and seen the sadness and loneliness living there and 
for a moment, it had been like looking into Dru’s 
eyes again. 

He’d found himself leaning forward, drinking in the 
rich, dark scents, had even tasted the boy. Reveling 
in the taste and scents, he realized that he’d 
completely forgotten about Drusilla and was 
considering turning the boy. Considering molding all 
that loneliness and anger into a perfect, dark Childe. 

Revolted, he’d shoved the boy away from him. The 
last thing he needed was a Childe. He’d loved 
Drusilla with every fiber of his being, but she had 
taken a lot of looking after. He was not about to 
saddle himself with another burden. Still, the boy 
continued to intrigue him. He found himself 



wondering what was tormenting the boy and what 
had driven him to watch vampires in their lair. 
Regardless of what the boy had said, it was more 
than mere curiosity that brought him to the factory. 
The smell of grief had nearly overwhelmed Spike 
when he’d asked why the boy was there.  

Abruptly slamming back his last drink and tossing 
some bills onto the bar, Spike left. He needed to 
concentrate on his promised destiny. It was too late 
now to follow through with his original plan, so he 
needed to find a decent crypt for the day. 
Tomorrow night, he would tackle the Anointed 
Infant and take over his Court. That was why he was 
in town, after all. 

And if he dreamed of Drusilla’s voice talking about a 
wounded kitten, well that was just too bloody bad. 
Dru and her kitten could sod off.  

 
 

Part Six 



Willow waved a cheerful paintbrush at Xander. 
“Hey, there. Step up and grab a brush.”  

On his way home after his last class, Xander gave 
her painting preparations a dubious look. “Not 
really feeling the need to let my inner impressionist 
out. What brings on this sudden yen for creativity?”  

“Principal Snyder. Not so much a yen for creativity 
as a yen to avoid expulsion.” 

“Right.” Xander’s tone was so skeptical that a cynic 
might have called it sarcastic. “Snyder would give 
the swim team detention before he expelled you. 
You bring the whole school’s test scores up.” 

“Well, not for me so much as for… others a little 
more on the edge with him.”  

For once she hadn’t said Buffy’s name, for which 
Xander was grateful - maybe she really had gotten 
the message and wasn’t going to keep trying to 
shove them together like some misplaced National 
Brotherhood Week project. Giving her a small smile, 
he looked down at her still blank project. “What’s 
the occasion requiring of banners?” 



Willow began outlining a careful ‘P’ on the banner. 
“Parent-Teacher night, of course. This Thursday, 
remember? Aren’t you coming?” She looked up and 
froze as she saw Xander’s smile die and the now-
familiar hardness return to his eyes. Sighing, she set 
down the paintbrush. 

“Xander, you can’t keep doing this.” 

“What? Remembering my best friend?” he spat 
back at her. 

“You can’t keep not doing anything that reminds 
you of him. When was the last time you went to a 
movie? To the Bronze? Did anything but stay at 
home and feel sorry for yourself?” 

“The last time I went to the Bronze was on Jesse’s 
birthday.” He needed to stop; Xander knew he 
needed to walk away before things that couldn’t be 
forgiven were said but he couldn’t stop the 
resentment from spilling out of him. “And guess 
who was there? You were. With Buffy. Having a 
great time. You didn’t even remember what day it 
was, did you?” 



“I remembered.” Willow’s voice was so quiet 
Xander could barely hear her. “I’m sorry, Xander, I 
should have called you. But Buffy wanted to go out 
before we both left town and it was her last night in 
town. I knew you wouldn’t want to go with us, 
you’d made that pretty clear, so I went to the 
Bronze with her. But I should have called you and I 
didn’t forget. After I got home, I went through all 
my photo albums and remembered all our good 
times together.” Her voice was pleading now and 
she had tears in her eyes. “I know you think I’ve 
forgotten Jesse but I haven’t. But I’m not going to 
shut myself away from everyone or stop making 
new friends because he’s gone and you shouldn’t 
either.” 

For once, Willow’s tears did not move him. “It’s a 
hell of a strange way of remembering someone: to 
never mention his name, never talk about him, and 
everything we used to do together, you’re now 
doing with those new friends you like so much. 
Dammit, Willow, since fourth grade, the only reason 
you and I ever went to Parent-Teacher night was to 
run interference for Jesse with his mom. It was an 



annual tradition, just like our birthdays. And this 
year, you’re doing it for Buffy, aren’t you? Or are 
you going to claim your parents are coming this 
year?”  

“No, I’m not going to say that. But just because I’m 
helping Buffy out on Parent-Teacher night doesn’t 
mean I didn’t love Jesse!” Willow’s voice rose with 
anger. 

“It’s a funny kind of friendship when you let 
someone else replace him ten minutes after he’s 
dead!” 

“Just because I’m not wallowing in his death or 
using it as an excuse to become a complete jerk, 
doesn’t make you better than me, Xander Harris!” 

“I never said I was better than you, Willow. Just 
more loyal.” 

Stalking off, Xander heard Willow’s running feet and 
the sound of her tears fading into the distance. His 
anger didn’t last much longer than the doors of the 
school, but stubborn pride kept him walking. He 
wasn’t wallowing in Jesse’s death. Ok, he was 



having trouble dealing but he’d rather have ‘issues’ 
about his best friend’s death than be the kind of 
person who could just compartmentalize their grief 
and get on with life like nothing had happened. 
Jesse deserved better than that.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Splashing water on her face in the bathroom, 
Willow reached for paper towels and scrubbed 
them roughly across her face, trying to erase the 
signs of tears. How dare Xander accuse her of 
forgetting Jesse? Just because she didn’t talk about 
him to spare Buffy’s feelings didn’t mean she hadn’t 
loved him. 

Wadding up the paper towels, she threw them with 
far more force than necessary into the trash. She 
was loyal - look how hard she’d been trying to keep 
her and Xander’s friendship alive. Hey, peacemaker 
here. She was the one who’d been trying. Not like 
Mr. ‘I’m more loyal than you’ Harris.  



Ok, yeah, maybe she shouldn’t have called him a 
jerk, even if he was acting like one.  

But she wasn’t doing anything wrong by having 
Buffy for a friend. It was Xander who had the 
problem, not her.  

She practiced a cheerful smile in the mirror and 
sighed. It looked completely fake. Oh, well, no-one 
would really expect her to be cheerful about being 
drafted to do Snyder’s work.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike entered the factory quietly, with none of his 
usual flair. Ordinarily, he loved a good entrance but 
he could be inconspicuous when the occasion 
warranted it. Until he knew exactly how much of 
the Master’s Court remained and which minions 
had transferred their loyalty to the Anointed One, a 
bit of caution was called for. 

Except caution obviously wasn’t going to be 
necessary with this bunch of complete gits. Once 



again, they had no one on watch outside. No one 
even challenged him as he walked into the factory’s 
main room, they were all too busy conducting some 
ritual to even notice an intruder.  

Spike stood in the center of the room for a full 
minute watching the minions chant. Oh, bloody 
hell, they were calling on the spirit of St. Vigeous. 
Spike shook his head in disbelief. Some wanker gets 
a bunch of locals worked up into going on a 
rampage and 400 years later, they’re worshipping 
him. Sure, Vigeous had made a right proper go of it, 
but killing peasants in eastern Europe in the 1500’s 
had been a bit like shooting fish in a barrel. He 
smirked, if that was all it took to become an icon 
then in another 400 years they might just be 
offering prayers to the Scourge of Europe. That 
would be a bit of all right. Vigeous hadn’t even 
survived his glory days, unlike the four of them that 
had earned the Scourge title.  

His smirk faded. Two of them were dust now. Spike 
didn’t give a rat’s ass about Darla - whiny bitch that 
she’d been, but by the gods, he’d make sure his 
Dark Princess was remembered as she deserved. 



“You know,” his raised voice sliced through the 
ritual, bringing it stumbling to a halt, “some people 
might say that demons who can’t do for themselves 
without help from a bloke whose been dead for 
four centuries are demons who’re just a useless lot 
of nancy-boys.” Enjoying the outraged silence as the 
vampires all turned to face him, he continued after 
a bare pause. “In fact, I’m someone who would say 
that.” 

He stood with calm arrogance, thumbs tucked 
inside his belt, ignoring the rising growls and 
focused solely on the child in the center of the 
group. “You’re that Anointed Guy, aren’t you? I’ve 
read about you.” He sauntered forward with 
seeming casualness as if he hadn’t just deliberately 
shoved a stick into a hornets’ nest. 

“How dare you interrupt? You have ruined the 
ritual.” It was one of the minions that spoke up, 
moving forward threateningly. 

“Yeah, I guess I did, but I got so bored standing 
there, waiting for you idiots to notice me, that I just 
couldn’t help myself.” Spike kept his eyes on the 



Anointed One - he was the wild card in the mix and 
it was possible he had some kind of power that 
could be a problem. As the speaker approached 
rapidly, Spike judged his moment from the sound of 
the footsteps on the concrete floor and, when the 
minion was almost on him, his fist flashed out at the 
precisely correct moment and he dropped the other 
vampire with one clean blow. It always impressed 
vampires as young as these when you could take 
someone down without even glancing in their 
direction. Given that he had been the first to move, 
the vampire he’d dropped was likely the strongest 
of them, or at least he’d thought he was. 

Stepping over the body without even glancing 
down, Spike moved forward, still studying the 
Anointed One. “So, I understand that you’ve had 
some problems here - losing The Master and all. 
That’s a bad piece of luck.” His tone gave clear lie to 
his words. After all, The Master had let himself get 
dusted by a Watcher. Just showed how much old 
bat-face had lost it over the years he’d been 
trapped inside the Hellmouth. 

“Who are you?” the child asked. 



“Spike.” Still easily dominating the room, he strolled 
over to the remnants of the ritual circle, tsking 
mockingly at the incense burners and chalked 
symbols. Blithely crossing the spell circle’s 
boundary, knowing it would impress vampires 
superstitious enough to pray to St. Vigeous, he 
stopped in the center and pulled out a cigarette. 
Lighting it, he took a long drag before deliberately 
dropping the cigarette inside their sacred circle.  

“So, you people thought you’d call on the power of 
St. Vigeous to get it done, eh? Bollocks. I’ve never 
felt a rush of sudden power on the Night of St. 
Vigeous. Never needed that kind of help either.” He 
looked around scornfully, seeing the vampire he’d 
decked just now getting to his feet and that the 
others were off-balance and uncertain. “’Course, it’s 
obvious you lot need all the help you can get.” 

Predictably, two of the youngest charged him, 
furious and intent on proving how worthy they 
were. Spike had a stake out and both were small 
explosions of dust before anyone else had time to 
move. Insultingly, he put the stake away again. 



“Sorry about dusting your boys,” he said to the 
Anointed One, “self defense and all that rot.” 

“Now. I’m moving in and I’m taking over.” Shoving 
his hands into his pockets, he surveyed the 
remaining vampires. “Anyone who wants to test 
who has the biggest wrinklies around here, step on 
up.”  

Not surprisingly, no one took him up on the offer. 
Good, at least some of them had a sense of self 
preservation. What was surprising was that the boy 
wasn’t saying anything. A vampire with any power 
at all would never let another vampire behave like 
this in his Court and there was no way the child 
ruled by physical strength. Which probably meant 
‘Anointed One’ just was a fancy, mean-nothing title 
the boy had been given. Spike had been intending 
to leave the boy alive for awhile, at least until he 
had ensured the loyalty of the remaining minions. 
But the boy hadn’t said a word about Spike 
interrupting the ritual, which made him too weak to 
bother about. Besides, he’d never been the patient, 
long-term plan sort.  



“Oh, one more thing…” The stake was out again and 
Spike spun around in one fluid move and sank it 
into the Anointed One’s heart, jerking it back 
quickly so he didn’t lose the stake in the dusting. 
The boy didn’t even lift a hand to defend himself, 
vanishing into dust like any other vampire. So much 
for Anointing. “Well, two things really.” He threw 
the stake with swift, deadly accuracy at the vampire 
who’d first challenged him. No way would that one 
ever accept Spike as leader of this merry band. 

Looking at the stunned remnants of the Court, he 
said: “From now on, there’s going to be a lot less 
ritual and a bit more fun around here. Am I clear?”  

The thoroughly cowed minions just nodded.  

“Good.” Spike perched one hip on the edge of the 
raised seat the Anointed One had been sitting on 
earlier. “So, what were you all asking St. Vigeous 
for?” 

The minions shuffled their feet for a moment before 
one of them took a half a step forward. “We were 
raising power to take out the Slayer on Saturday. 



Jacob, the one you just killed, he was going to be 
our champion.” 

“Well, that would have been a spectacular fiasco. 
Too bad I staked him, we could have sold tickets.” 
Spike stood up and walked around the factory, 
taking in the layout, entrances, and several obvious 
vulnerable spots, including the window where the 
human boy had been spying on them. 

“First order of business is a little talk about security. 
I want a system set up within the hour so we have 
someone on watch at all times. You -” he pointed to 
the vampire who’d spoken up about the ritual, 
“you’re in charge. I don’t like the results, your 
successor sweeps you up in the morning. Are we 
clear?” 

“Yes.” Spike would keep an eye on that one, he 
might be a little more intelligent than the others, 
maybe even worth keeping around.  

“Now people, let’s use our heads for thirty seconds, 
shall we? If it isn’t too much of a strain for some of 
you. Are any of you even aware that there are two 
threats in this town? A Slayer and a 240 year old 



Master vampire who is helping the Slayer to kill us. 
Now, who thinks the Slayer is our biggest 
problem?” He waited, eyebrows raised but no one 
dared answer. 

“You lot aren’t ready to take on a group of pregnant 
housewives, much less either a Master vampire or a 
Slayer. Save that for the professionals.” He’d tell 
them later about the notches in his own belt. “The 
next couple of nights, those who manage to impress 
me will get to not be staked through the heart. 
Those who don’t think they’ll measure up, you’ve 
got your chance to hit the road now. And I do mean 
the road out of town.” 

With that parting shot, Spike simply strode out of 
the factory without a backward glance at any of the 
minions. They needed a chance to talk it over and 
argue about whether any of them had the guts to 
challenge him. Most of them would stay, more’s the 
pity. Useless bunch for the most part. But it 
wouldn’t hurt to let them sort themselves out on 
their own.  



As he set off walking, re-learning the town after all 
the years away, Spike wondered why it hadn’t been 
as satisfying as he had thought it would be, finally 
exercising his rights as a Master Vampire. During 
the years he spent so much time looking after 
Drusilla, Spike had never really been able to assert 
the privileges of a Master - too busy caring for Dru 
to properly rule minions. Even before she’d gotten 
sick, Dru’s vague spells made her a weak link in 
vampire power circles. She was too easily used 
against him, so he had kept the two of them outside 
the power structures. He’d been strong enough to 
look after them both for over a century even 
without family or a Court. 

He’d loved Drusilla, but even if he hadn’t loved her, 
Spike was smart enough to have recognized how 
useful her visions could be. He’d always understood 
that a vampire that talked to dolls and stars and 
sometimes had to be restrained from wandering 
into the sun didn’t inspire respect in the average 
minion - they were too short-sighted to understand 
the usefulness of a seer. Minions and Dru had never 
been a combination that Spike had tried to make 



work. And now he was going to learn first hand just 
how useless most minions were. As if he didn’t 
already know. What he wouldn’t give to have 
Drusilla by his side again, healthy and brimming 
with ideas for terrorizing the locals. 

The next few days would be full of boring business: 
learning which of the minions could fight, finding 
out who had any useful skills, and weeding out the 
dead weight. He sighed. Actually taking over the 
Court had been fun, if way too easy, but now he 
was feeling like a bureaucrat. Well, he’d just have to 
put up with it for a couple of days.  

Besides, he needed to decide what to do about 
Angelus.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Parent-Teacher night found Xander sitting in a diner 
finishing the second book Mr. Giles had loaned him 
under their new agreement. This one was easier to 
read than the first one but so far had done nothing 
but re-hash the same old theories over and over. It 



was starting to piss him off. He’d figured that with 
the librarian guiding him, he would find some 
answers to his questions but it looked like Mr. Giles 
was deliberately giving him useless books. Xander 
hadn’t decided yet if he was going to confront the 
librarian or just go back to pilfering his books but he 
was going to do something. Soon. Like as soon as he 
finished the useless waste of time he was reading. 
He didn’t want Mr. Giles to be able to argue that he 
hadn’t finished the book when Xander told him he 
wanted a better one next time. 

He was resolutely not thinking about Willow. 
Maybe it was stupid to remember a tradition that 
revolved around keeping Mrs. McNally away from 
any teacher that had it in for Jesse but it had been a 
game the three of them had enjoyed for years. 
Xander had always suspected that Mrs. McNally 
knew what they were doing but if she had, she’d 
played along. She’d probably felt bad that neither 
Xander nor Willow had parents who cared enough 
to come.  

Visiting Jesse’s grave was the only way he could try 
to honor their Parent Teacher night tradition. He’d 



sat in the little park for awhile, talking out loud, 
reminiscing about some of the crazy things they’d 
done to keep Jesse’s mom away from one teacher 
or another. Childish, yeah, but it had been fun. 
Remembering how close the three of them had 
been just made him angry all over again that Willow 
would once more choose Buffy over Xander and 
Jesse. He knew she didn’t mean it like that but 
going to Parent-Teacher night without Jesse felt like 
a betrayal of their friendship.  

Sighing, Xander flipped ahead in the book, seeing 
there were only a couple of chapters to go. He’d 
been sitting in this little diner since just before 
sunset, not wanting to go home or anywhere near 
the school. It wasn’t much of a place but it was 
nearly empty so they didn’t mind him sitting here 
and it was about as far from the school as you could 
get in Sunnydale. He really wasn’t up to another 
fight with Willow. 

The book was suddenly tweaked out of his hands. 

“Hey!” he began and looked up to see a young man 
settling down on the opposite side of the booth and 



beginning to flip through the book. The protest died 
in his throat as he took in the slicked back white 
hair and black leather duster. He froze. It was the 
vampire from outside the factory, it had to be.  

Scrambling quickly to his feet, Xander pulled his 
replacement cross out of his pocket; he’d been too 
shaken to remember to pick the old one up outside 
the factory and too nervous to go back for it. 
Turned out you could buy large crosses in a bunch 
of different stores in town. 

The voice clinched it. “Drovinius’ Vampyre 
Chronicles, eh? Why’re you reading this twaddle?” 
He didn’t even look up at Xander, who stood there, 
clutching his cross, and poised on the brink of flight 
but reluctant to abandon the book if he didn’t have 
to. He could just imagine the librarian’s reaction to 
Xander telling him the book had been stolen by a 
vampire. 

“Why do you say it’s twaddle?” Still nervous, Xander 
lowered the cross slightly but didn’t put it away. It 
seemed rude somehow to wave it at the vampire if 
he wasn’t actively trying to hurt Xander but relaxing 



his guard would violate his recent decision that he 
wasn’t suicidal. 

“Doubt Drovinius would have known a vampire 
even if one was draining him. Second and third 
hand sources, that’s all he used.” The vampire still 
didn’t look at Xander, keeping his focus on the 
book. 

“You read books on vampires?” 

“Had to do something to pass the time before they 
invented the telly now, didn’t I?” The vampire 
slapped the book closed and shoved it back to him. 
Xander hurriedly snatched it up before it tipped his 
glass over and tucked it safely into his backpack. He 
was pretty sure coke stains would bring his 
borrowing privileges to a screeching halt. The 
vampire seemed completely at ease, stretching out 
sideways in the booth and pulling out a cigarette.  

“Umm, I don’t think they allow smoking in here,” 
Xander offered tentatively.  

That got him a flickering look as the vampire lit up. 
“What are you - The American Cancer Society?” 



“No, it’s just…” Not really wanting to explain that he 
was afraid the vampire would kill the first employee 
who insisted he stop smoking, Xander gestured 
lamely towards the No Smoking sign.  

“Don’t really care about their soddin’ rules.” He 
pointed with his cigarette towards the other side of 
the booth. “Sit down or clear off, mate.” 

“It’s my table,” Xander started to object but realized 
he really wasn’t prepared to follow through on 
anything. Not sure why, he found himself sliding 
back into his side of the booth, still keeping one 
hand on his backpack and the other on his cross. 
There was a pause while Xander watched the 
vampire nervously and the vampire seemed content 
to just sit there smoking and studying the far wall. 
No employees came running over to tell him to put 
his cigarette out, so either the staff was really lax or 
the aura of danger Xander sensed radiating off the 
vampire wasn’t his imagination. And wasn’t that a 
comforting thought. 

“What would you recommend?” Xander finally 
asked. 



“For what?” 

“To read. You know, since Drovinius is a bad 
choice.” 

“Why are you reading about vampires?” 

“Is your name really Spike?” 

The vampire looked at him briefly. “Not exactly an 
answer to my question.” 

Xander started to bring up the cross. “Hey, no head 
thumping necessary. I just couldn’t keep calling you 
‘the vampire’ in my head.” He couldn’t leave it 
alone though. “You said it wasn’t your name when 
you… before you became a vampire. Do vampires 
usually change their names after they become 
vampires?” 

“Need a refresher on the pecking order, do we?” 

“No! That’s ok, I’m pretty sure I’ve got it. Really 
sure.” He sighed quietly. The vampire - Spike - 
obviously wasn’t big on answering questions. Just 
big on being scary and confusing. There was a long 
pause during which Xander found himself 



pretending to study the faux wood grain of the 
table top while taking frequent wary glances at the 
vampire.  

“Try Kimmelman. He at least knows what he’s 
talking about.” 

The silence had gone on long enough that Xander 
jumped a little when the vampire spoke. He opened 
his mouth but Spike was still talking. 

“You planning on being a vampire when you grow 
up?” 

“What?”  

“You one of those gits who moon about; dreaming 
of becoming a vampire some day?” 

“No!” 

“Thought not. Most of them don’t bother to learn 
anything about vampires first.” 

“People want to become vampires?” Xander was 
appalled, but he couldn’t help remembering Jesse 



talking about how good it felt to be a vampire. Then 
he hastily added: “No offense.” 

“Not likely to take any.” Spike seemed unconcerned 
by Xander’s insult to his entire… race? Species? He 
was back to his smoking and staring at the wall 
thing and Xander wondered if this vampire was 
somehow different from other vampires and if his 
luck was really running to finding the one vampire 
in the world willing to talk to him and that vampire 
was an atypical weirdo. 

“Why are you reading about vampires?” Spike gave 
him a look that suggested he would not be happy if 
he didn’t get an answer this time. Xander had 
already experienced cranky Spike and didn’t want 
to go there again. But he was not going to talk 
about Jesse to a vampire. 

“Well, I know Sunnydale’s on a Hellmouth so I just 
figure it’s safer to know.”  

From the suddenly intent stare he got, he wasn’t 
sure Spike accepted that but all the vampire said 
was: “How do you know about the Hellmouth?” 



Oops. Had he already said too much? Xander didn’t 
think much of Buffy and her Watcher, but he didn’t 
want to point vampires in their direction either. 
“Everybody knows,” he said quickly.  

“Please, last time I was in town you could drain 
someone in front of their entire family and they 
would all swear it was an accidental death. It’s one 
of the attractions of the place - no-one sees 
anything. Not like Prague…” he stopped abruptly, 
angrily stubbing his cigarette out on the table. 

“Prague?” Xander asked only to flinch back, raising 
the cross hastily as the vampire suddenly flashed 
into vamp-face and snarled at him. 

“None of your business,” the vampire snapped. In 
one swift, athletic leap, he was up from the booth 
and walking away, his features flowing back to 
human as he stalked out of the diner.  

Xander stared after him for a long time, wondering 
what that had been about. He had a weird idea that 
Spike just wanted to talk to someone. Did vampires 
get lonely? That seemed ridiculous on the face of it 
but he couldn’t think of anything else that made 



any more sense. If the vampire wanted information, 
he was certainly capable of beating it out of Xander 
or anyone else he chose to. And his questions 
hadn’t seemed to cover anything that would be 
useful to anyone, much less a demon up to no good. 

Shaking his head, Xander walked over to the 
counter and asked for hot chocolate. He really 
needed to settle his nerves before going home. Not 
to mention giving the manic-depressive vampire 
time to clear out of the area.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike swore as he walked through the town. He 
really needed to find something to beat up on. He 
couldn’t believe he’d gone into the diner when he’d 
seen the tousled dark head bent over a book. Then 
he’d sat there and talked to the boy like a teenage 
girl with a crush. What the hell was wrong with 
him? Why did the boy call to him the way he did? 

He was just out of sorts from spending all his time 
trying to whip those minions of his into shape, Spike 



decided. Too much like work for a self-respecting 
demon. He had NOT noticed that the boy still 
smelled good, or that his dark eyes still held pain 
and confusion. 

Spike’s feet turned unerringly in the direction of the 
rowdier of the two demon bars in town. He was 
going to get good and drunk and thrash everyone in 
the place. That would take care of these odd, 
unsettled feelings that had been plaguing him. 

A/N - bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
School Hard.  

 

Part Seven 

Xander chose his time carefully when he next went 
to the library. He wanted to be sure to catch the 
librarian alone and when Buffy and Willow weren’t 
likely to interrupt. He found Mr. Giles reading in his 
office and knocked on the door frame.  

“Just returning your book,” he explained, holding it 
out for the librarian to take. Mr. Giles always looked 
taken aback when students wandered into the 



library. Xander wasn’t sure if that said more about 
the students or the librarian.  

“Oh, yes, thank you.” Mr. Giles took the book and 
slid it onto the table. He never asked Xander about 
the books or offered him another until Xander 
specifically asked. It was painfully obvious he still 
hated loaning his books out.  

“Do you have Kimmelman’s book?” Xander asked 
casually like he knew what he was talking about.  

The librarian looked at him sharply, “How do you 
know about Kimmelman?” 

Bingo. The vampire had obviously given him good 
advice. “Someone recommended it to me.” 

“Who? It’s not exactly a book the average high 
school student would have heard of.”  

“What does it matter? It was recommended, you 
obviously have it, can I borrow it?” 

At Mr. Giles’ hesitation, Xander sighed and leaned 
against the door of the office. He crossed his arms, 
subtly blocking the door and trying to look like the 



proverbial immovable object. “Look, you’ve agreed 
to loan me books. I haven’t damaged any of them 
and I’ve returned them all as promised. It’s been 
pretty obvious that you are only giving me 
worthless ones, so I did some checking on my own. 
I’d like to borrow it.” He fixed the librarian with a 
level stare and was pleased when the librarian 
looked away first. 

“The books are not worthless but it is true that I 
have not given you any of the more… scholarly 
accepted books. To be candid, I had hoped your 
interest would wane.” 

“Figured that. Sorry, no waning yet.” 

“I’m not sure Kimmelman is appropriate material 
for a teenager,” Mr. Giles fussed. “Perhaps 
something…”  

Xander interrupted him before he could suggest 
another book. “Have you seen any recent movies? I 
really doubt there is anything in a book I haven’t 
already seen in Technicolor and surround sound. 
Your book is not going to either shock me or expose 



me to naughty material I haven’t already seen 
elsewhere. I’ll read Anne Rice for that.” 

The librarian didn’t seem to know how to respond 
to that. He sputtered, fiddling with his glasses, then 
reluctantly stood and moved to the door Xander 
was still blocking. “It’s in the book cage,” he 
explained. 

Xander grinned and stepped back out of the 
doorway. Score one for the immovable object, he 
thought. Maybe now I’ll actually get the straight 
scoop. He caught himself thinking he would have to 
find the vampire and thank him, which was insane. 
Spike was way too volatile to seek out, especially 
since he still had no idea why the vampire hadn’t 
killed him during either of their meetings.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike called one of the older minions to him. “It’s 
Marcus, right?” At the minion’s nod, Spike clapped 
him on the shoulder and continued. “You look like 
the type who knows a bit about technology, am I 



right?” Which was about as polite a way as Spike 
could come up with of saying that the minion 
looked like someone had decided to turn an AV 
nerd. Sadly, he was one of the more useful minions 
Spike had inherited from the Anointed One so he 
needed to keep him around for awhile.  

“A little.” 

“How are you at running a video camera?” Spike 
pulled the small camera he’d had someone steal out 
of his pocket and handed it to Marcus.  

“What do you want me to tape?” Marcus turned 
the camera over, studying it with what Spike hoped 
was competence. 

“The Slayer.” At the minion’s startled look, he 
explained. “Oh, don’t worry. I don’t want you to 
fight her or anythin’. No, the object of tonight’s 
exercise is for you to survive the mission.” He 
grinned at the relieved expression on the minion’s 
face. “I want you to follow her and tape her fights. 
So I can study her fighting style.”  



Marcus nodded, still examining the camera, and 
turned to leave.  

“Oh, Marcus…” 

“Yes, Spike?” 

“Screw this up and you can forget about surviving 
the mission, understand?” 

“Yes, Spike.”  

Spike grinned at Marcus’ hastily departing back. It 
never took much to intimidate minions. He’d get his 
tape. 

He’d already sent people out to find where Angelus 
was living. His quasi-Sire was keeping a very low 
profile in town. Spike had had to resort to having 
minions keep an eye on the local butcher shops, 
since Angel wasn’t hunting and didn’t appear to be 
ordering bagged human from any source Spike 
could track, but he wasn’t worried, he’d find 
Angelus sooner or later.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander took one look at the commons area and 
stopped. Taking a fast step backwards, he turned 
around, heading anywhere but there. As he turned, 
he almost ran over Principal Snyder who, in 
Xander’s opinion, was way too short to sneak up 
behind people.  

“Mr. Harris, I see you were just about to volunteer 
for the safety program.” 

“Umm, I’m thinking you must be seeing things, 
Principal Snyder.” 

Snyder grabbed Xander’s arm and hauled him 
around, marching him back towards the sign-up 
tables in the commons. “Not at all. I’ve had my eye 
on you, Mr. Harris. Very suspicious the way your 
grades have suddenly risen. It almost makes me 
think you might be cheating in some way. This will 
be just the thing to show me that the change in 
your grades is due to a new appreciation for school 
spirit.” 

“How about I just go back to flunking all my classes 
and never doing any homework?” Xander stalled 



desperately as they reached the table with its sign-
up sheets. 

Snyder just stood there, clipboard and pen held out, 
his oversized eyes boring into Xander. There really 
was something creepy about him, Xander thought. 
Still, he rallied his immovable object thing that had 
worked so well on Mr. Giles. “You know the whole 
volunteering thing? Not really a family tradition.” 

“Then this will be a good time to start.” The 
clipboard poked sharply into Xander’s abdomen.  

Snyder’s immovable object beat his all to hell. “You 
really need to look up the definition of 
volunteering. This is a draft.” Reluctantly he took 
the pen and scrawled his name on the line. 

“Congratulations on joining the Army, Mr. Harris. 
4:00 sharp and you will be in costume.” He turned 
away to accost another hapless student and Xander 
stared after him, appalled. 

“Costume? So not happening.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Marcus had actually come up with a half decent 
tape of the Slayer. True, the git had apparently 
spent so much time practicing with the camera that 
he’d let the batteries run down to almost nothing 
but he’d gotten the bulk of the fight on tape. Spike 
watched it with Marcus hovering nervously in the 
background operating the remote for him. 

He was moderately impressed with what he saw. 
The current Slayer was a decent fighter and clever 
enough to use her environment to her advantage. 
She wasn’t as intense as the Chinese Slayer, nor as 
experienced as the New York one, but she had 
some good moves.  

Spike recognized in hindsight that he’d been lucky 
with his first Slayer. He’d been young and cocky and 
in over his head and it was sheer luck that had let 
him survive the battle. The Slayer had been 
exhausted when he’d taken her on, the Rebellion 
having drained her dry even before he did. Some 
part of her had welcomed death even as she fought 
him with everything she had left. 



The New York Slayer was a different story. When 
Spike had found himself in the same town as her, 
the lure of bagging a second Slayer had been too 
much for him to resist. And it had been a beauty of 
a fight - she was a mature, deadly fighter who 
reveled in the nightly battles of her calling. 
Defeating her had given him more of a rush than his 
first Slayer, even without draining her. He patted his 
duster fondly. Plus, she’d given him a great 
souvenir. 

He’d been wise enough even then to know you 
studied your opponents when they were strong 
enough to take you down. It was all well and good 
to wade in unprepared and fueled only by 
excitement and the desire to prove yourself when 
you were newly turned, but he wanted to survive to 
enjoy the status of being the only vampire known to 
have killed three Slayers. A bit of preparation was 
called for. 

However, it wouldn’t do to let the minions know he 
was being cautious. 



“Run that bit back for me,” he instructed. “Look at 
that: there, where she throws her stake at him and 
misses. She’s obviously got no back-up stakes. Poor 
planning. Look, she’s reduced to using a signpost to 
stake the poor bastard because she’s got no other 
weapons. Obviously overconfident and under-
prepared. She shouldn’t be too hard to kill. Not like 
the Slayer I did during the Boxer Rebellion. That girl 
had weapons coming out of her ears and knew how 
to use them. This one obviously thinks a single stake 
is enough.” Spike had made sure the information 
that he’d already killed two Slayers had spread 
widely. It never hurt to remind the minions of his 
reputation and besides, what was the point of 
killing Slayers if not for the bragging rights?  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Rummaging in the basement, Xander smiled again 
at the thought that Snyder had given him the 
perfect idea for a costume with that crack about the 
army. He had a set of fatigues that would do for a 
costume and somewhere down here there should 



be a gun of some kind he could carry as a prop. 
Problem was, so far he’d only come up with 
futuristic looking ray guns and day-glo water pistols.  

Twenty minutes later, with remnants of his 
childhood scattered all around him, Xander had 
forgotten about the toy machine gun he’d been 
looking for. The box of old toys had opened a 
treasure trove of memories. Everything he’d picked 
up had brought a flood of memories of sunny days 
playing outside and rainy afternoons at Jesse’s and 
Willow’s houses. The plastic helmet from the year 
he and Jesse were going to be fireman. The toy 
stethoscope from Willow’s wanting to be a doctor. 
Cowboys, policemen, astronauts; at one point or 
another, they had been going to be all of them. 
 
Had they ever had a Dracula phase?  The fleeting 
thought jolted him out of his nostalgic mood and he 
carefully put the plastic dinosaur he’d been holding 
back into the box. Sighing, he gathered up the toys 
around him and began putting the rest of them 
away as well. He was pretty sure that, even if they 
had played at vampires and Frankenstein, Jesse 



wouldn’t have wanted things the way they had 
turned out. 

As he carefully repacked the box, Xander regretted 
his last argument with Willow. Well, all of them 
really. They’d been so close once, how had it come 
to pass that they could barely talk anymore without 
fighting? He knew Willow thought he was obsessed 
with Jesse’s death. It still hurt that she’d said he was 
using it as an excuse. But how wrong was she? He’d 
admitted privately to himself a long time ago that 
he was obsessed and had already decided on his 
own that he needed to pull himself together. How 
hard would it be to admit it to Willow? 

Really hard, especially knowing she would talk it 
over with Buffy. It was one of the reasons he’d 
never been able to bring himself to tell her that 
he’d killed Jesse. He couldn’t bear to hear her 
repeat that she was glad he was dead. He knew she 
meant vampire-Jesse, not Jesse-Jesse, but it still 
tore him apart that she felt that way.  

And that was the 800-pound gorilla in the room - 
that he couldn’t bring himself to join in with their 



“all vampires are bad and need to be staked” 
attitude. Well, all vampires but Angel, he thought 
resentfully, not for the first time, and found himself 
smiling bitterly. His attitude towards Angel didn’t 
help the situation but damned if he was going to 
change it. 

He shook his head, banishing the depressing 
thoughts. This wasn’t getting him ready for 
Halloween. Putting the box away behind the 
furnace, he trudged up the stairs to his room. He’d 
just go without a gun. The fatigues would be 
enough of a costume.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander was surprised to find that he was enjoying 
himself. He’d picked up his group of kids at the high 
school and given them his best drill sergeant 
imitation. They’d enjoyed it, falling in line and 
laughing at his advice about scoring extra candy. His 
group ranged in age from the youngest who was 
about five to the oldest who was somewhere 



around ten. He had a fairy princess, or possibly a 
butterfly - her costume was cute but obviously 
home-made and a little fuzzy on intent; a football 
player; a couple of monsters and a teddy bear. They 
were ok kids, really getting into the free candy spirit 
of things and bouncing from house to house 
without giving him any trouble. The teddy bear had 
an embarrassing tendency to hold his hand as they 
walked between houses but eagerly ran up to the 
door at each house with the other kids while Xander 
waited at the curb.  

The sun had set and he had given the kids a “five 
more houses before we quit” warning when a 
sudden wind picked up. Waiting again at the curb, 
Xander looked up, wondering if it was going to rain. 
The sky was still clear but the wind felt somehow 
ominous, as if it presaged trouble to come.  

A sudden scream from the house jerked his 
attention back from the sky and he saw three of his 
kids running away from the house, screaming, and 
the other two apparently fighting on the porch. 
Swearing, he ran up to the porch intent on pulling 



the kids off each other when he skidded to a 
sudden halt at the foot of the steps.  

Those weren’t his kids. The two…things fighting on 
the porch weren’t human. Whatever they were, 
there was a vague resemblance to the costumes his 
two kids had been wearing, but they were clearly 
not costumes any more and the two were snarling 
and tearing at each other with claws and fangs.  

Xander was nearly knocked off his feet by an impact 
at thigh level. Staggering, he looked down and saw 
his teddy bear clinging desperately to him and 
crying hysterically. Scooping the girl into his arms, 
he looked around. The fairy princess and the 
football player were clinging together and 
screaming near the curb.  

Making a snap decision he hoped he wouldn’t 
regret, he abandoned the two monsters. Telling the 
teddy bear to hang on, Xander ran to his other two 
kids, swinging the fairy princess up into his arms 
and telling the football player to stay close.  

He ran to the house across the street and banged 
on the door. A white haired man opened it and 



Xander thrust the princess into the startled man’s 
arms. “Here, take these kids. Something’s going on 
and I need to keep them safe for awhile.” His words 
were punctuated by screams and blaring horns 
from the street. 

Fortunately, the old man seemed familiar with 
Sunnydale’s weirdness. He didn’t ask any questions, 
just looked out at the street for a moment, then 
nodded sharply and opened the door wider. Xander 
peeled the teddy bear off himself and passed her 
over to the man, nudging the football player inside 
as well. The man started to close the door but 
Xander wedged his shoulder and leg into the 
opening and stopped him.  

“Whatever is going on, there’s a bunch of little kids 
caught up in the middle of it. I’m going to gather as 
many of them as I can and bring them here. I need 
you to open the door when I get back. Ok?” 

“I’ll open the door, son. And I’ll keep these kids and 
any others safe. What’s your name?” 

“Xander.” 



“Yell your name when you knock and I’ll open up.” 

“Thanks.”  

The man just nodded and ushered the kids further 
inside. Xander heard him talking to them 
reassuringly as the door closed behind him. 

Looking around, Xander wasn’t sure if it was a good 
thing or not that his two monsters were no longer 
on the porch across the street. At least there was 
no small bodies there, so they probably hadn’t 
killed each other. The street was filled with both 
kids and adults who were screaming and running, 
many of them being chased by a wild variety of 
creatures belonging to some nightmare world. Like 
his two monsters, many of the creatures seemed 
small as if, Xander realized, sickened by the 
thought, they were kids who had changed 
somehow, rather than real monsters.  

Well, he hadn’t really intended to attack anything 
John Wayne style, so the fact that they weren’t real 
monsters didn’t change things. He wondered if this 
was a nightmare come true like had happened last 
spring but didn’t have any way of finding out. 



Check, he thought, just rescue anyone screaming 
and figure out what’s going on later.  

Running down to the curb, he grabbed two kids 
who were cowering behind a tree and started back 
up to the house. Halfway there, he heard a woman 
screaming for help and turned. A girl from the high 
school was running towards him, being chased by 
two small… somethings.  

“Over here!” he yelled and she veered towards him. 
“Come on!” He jerked his head towards the door 
and ran up onto the porch. Kicking at the door, he 
yelled his name and was relieved when it opened 
immediately in response. He shoved the two kids 
inside and told the man to hold it open one more 
second. Running back, he grabbed the girl’s arm and 
hauled her inside the house. The homeowner 
slammed the door behind them in the faces of the 
two mini-monsters. They pounded on the door and 
howled and the man managed a grim smile. 

“Told my wife it was worth it to put in a metal door. 
You two ok?” 



The girl slid down to the floor, shaking too hard to 
stand. She was panting, trying to get her breath 
back. “I was taking kids around and they…changed. 
They just went crazy and started attacking each 
other and everybody around them.” 

“Yeah, that’s pretty much what happened with me, 
only a couple of my kids didn’t change.” He looked 
into the living room, and saw that the man had put 
the kids down in front of the television and turned 
on cartoons. Probably as good a therapy as any, he 
thought.  

He peered out the windows by the front door. “Are 
they gone?” 

The man joined him. “Looks like. Isn’t that them?” 
He pointed towards two creatures moving down the 
sidewalk.  

“Could be. If you’re ok with it, I’ll go back out and 
see who else I can find.” 

The man smiled at him. “I’ll open the door,” he 
promised.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
From the factory, Spike could hear a rising 
cacophony in the distance that sang of the kind of 
chaos he hadn’t seen in ages. He’d been taking the 
night off, like any self-respecting vampire on 
Halloween, but this wasn’t a typical sounding 
Halloween. 

Setting his book down, he left his room and headed 
to the main floor. “Anyone know what’s going on?” 
he asked the room at large. 

No one answered. “Useless bunch,” he grumbled 
and wandered outside. Halloween was boring but 
only morons broke the unwritten rule about going 
out. Spike sometimes wondered if the real reason 
behind the rule was because no-one took vampires 
seriously on Halloween. It was deeply embarrassing 
to have someone poke at your face and compliment 
you on your costume. Not that it had ever 
happened to Spike but he had heard horror stories 
from other vampires who’d ventured out too close 



to Halloween. No matter how bloody or drawn out 
the retribution, a vampire just didn’t recover from 
something like that. 

There was a tingle of… something in the night air. 
Spike stood motionless, his senses straining, trying 
to figure it out. From the residential areas, he could 
hear sirens and the faint sound of screaming. 
Someone or something wasn’t taking the night off. 

Deciding to check it out, he headed towards the 
noise and within a few minutes, he had seen a half 
dozen demons running wild. The truly weird part 
was that he didn’t recognize a single species. Spike 
wasn’t an ignorant minion and it was rare for him to 
come across a demon he couldn’t identify. Seeing 
that many in one night was stretching probability to 
the limit. Something decidedly strange was going 
on. 

He continued to follow where the noise led and 
soon found himself in the heart of Sunnydale’s 
residential streets. “This is just…neat.” he said out 
loud, grinning. He hadn’t seen this kind of chaos 
since the Boxer Rebellion. Smaller scale true, but 



the smell of human fear perfumed the night air and 
made him itch to join in the fun. Obviously, the 
rules were off for this Halloween. 

He wondered if the Hellmouth had broken open. It 
was the only explanation he could think of for the 
flood of unrecognizable demons. Reaching out, he 
snagged a small one and shoved it up against a tree. 
“So, want to fill me in on what’s going on?” 

The little thing snarled and struggled but wasn’t a 
match for his strength. “Don’t know,” it said. 
“Found myself here. Good fighting. Lots of prey.” 

“You just found yourself here?” Spike released it 
and was surprised when it didn’t run off. It trotted 
along beside him as he continued walking and soon 
he had a collection of small demons following him. 
They weren’t a threat, so he ignored them. They 
reminded him of a pack of small kids, partly because 
of their size but mostly by the way they gravitated 
around him, like he was the only adult to follow in 
the dark. Just his luck to be surrounded by escapees 
from a demon day care. 



A familiar voice caught his attention. It had been 
nearly 50 years since he’d last heard it but he would 
have recognized it anywhere. Stepping behind a 
tree, Spike watched as Angelus strode rapidly down 
the street. He was talking to a teenager in a 
battered cat costume and oblivious to everything 
else to the extent that he didn’t even notice Spike 
watching him. Spike snarled quietly, Angelus should 
have sensed Spike from this distance. A century 
ago, he would have. Angelus was obviously not the 
vampire he used to be. 

Angelus was talking about the Slayer. “Buffy would 
be ok. Whoever she is now, she’s helpless.” 
 
Well, wasn’t that interesting.  Spike turned to his 
little pack of demons. “Did you hear that, my 
friends? Somewhere out here is the tenderest meat 
you’ve ever tasted. And all we have to do is find her 
first.” Even as he spoke, he wondered why learning 
the Slayer was helpless was so much less significant 
than his reaction to seeing Angelus again.   

The little demons followed him happily as they set 
off to hunt.  



It hadn’t taken long and in the end, Spike found he 
was mostly tracking Angelus. He’d caught up with 
the group even as Angelus swept the Slayer up into 
his arms and carried her off, the Slayer’s pink dress 
billowing around him as he hurried through the 
alley. Spike followed the small group into a storage 
warehouse and immediately confirmed that 
something odd had happened to the Slayer. The 
stench of her mindless terror filled the room and as 
soon as Angelus set her down, she clung to the dark 
haired girl in the cat outfit, whimpering. A third girl 
with long red hair had joined the group but her 
attention was focused on trying to comfort the 
Slayer. All of them would keep.  

Spike stepped fully into the room. The redhead 
yelled a warning and Angelus spun around quickly, 
only to falter as he saw who it was. “Spike!” 

“Angelus!” Spike returned mockingly. With a quick 
word, Spike ordered the little demons to restrain 
the three girls and hold them there while he dealt 
with his erstwhile Sire.  



Angelus growled, moving to protect the girls, but 
Spike attacked with a rapid flurry of blows that 
forced Angelus to defend himself. Spike snarled a 
warning at the little demons, telling them not to 
sample the merchandise, even as he forced Angelus 
further away from the three girls. 

Angelus was weaker than he should have been. 
Small wonder, since he wasn’t feeding like a proper 
vampire. Spike used a pole for leverage, kicking 
Angelus with both feet in the chest and gut and 
sending him crashing backwards into the wall. As 
Angelus fell, Spike felt something rip loose inside 
himself. “You bastard! She’s DEAD! Gone to dust 
and it’s all your fault!”  

Fueled by pure fury, he grabbed Angelus by his coat 
front and hauled him up. Holding him with one 
hand, Spike punched him over and over, feeling skin 
split and bones splinter under his fist. Letting his 
grief and rage pour out of him in a flood until he 
found he was sobbing and his blows were going 
wild, no longer connecting with flesh. Spike 
staggered away from Angelus, hitting the wall and 
slumping down against it. 



“It’s your fault,” he repeated, the fury draining out 
of him. “She needed her Sire and where were you? 
Run off and left us, abandoned her when she 
needed you. Sire’s blood might have cured her but 
where the hell were you?” 

His bitter words filled the silence in the warehouse. 
Angelus, swaying on his knees, bleeding heavily, 
had no answer. 

“I should kill you. For her. End your miserable 
existence. You’re not a vampire any more. You’re 
not one of them,” he gestured contemptuously 
towards the little group of terrified humans. “But 
I’m not going to. I’m going to kill your Slayer. So you 
can watch someone you love die in front of you, 
helpless to stop it.” 

Angelus staggered to his feet. “Spike, no! Leave her 
out of this.” 

Spike sneered at him and ordered the little pack of 
demons to hold him. “And make sure he’s got a 
good view.” He grabbed the Slayer’s arm and 
dragged her into the middle of the warehouse, 
shoving the girl in the cat suit away when she tried 



to stop him, sending her stumbling back into the 
wall where she crumpled to the floor. The Slayer, 
whatever the hell was wrong with her, was too 
terrified even to struggle. She didn’t even protest as 
he dragged her along, unlike the redhead who was 
dancing around and - disconcertingly - through 
Spike as she babbled an endless string of protests 
and pleas. She obviously couldn’t hurt him, so Spike 
ignored her as best he could, bringing the Slayer out 
into the center of the room and yanking her head 
back by what he was fleetingly surprised to find 
wasn’t a wig, so that her vulnerable throat was 
exposed.  

He drew the moment out deliberately, caressing her 
throat, glaring at Angelus, when the terrified mouse 
in his arms shivered once, then suddenly slammed 
her elbow into his stomach. Stunned, Spike 
staggered back and found himself clutching a brown 
wig. He stared stupidly at it for a second, then over 
at the pack of confused, crying children standing by 
Angelus. 

“Hi, honey, I’m home,” the Slayer announced 
brightly and hit him again. Thrown off balance and 



taken completely by surprise, Spike took several 
staggeringly hard blows before he could rally 
himself to fight back. The last one sent him crashing 
back into the wall. He scrambled ungracefully to his 
feet, still in shock from the rapid changes, and was 
confronted by one more surprise. Angelus was 
restraining the Slayer from attacking him while he 
was down. 

“Buffy! Let him go.” 

“Angel! He hurt you,” she protested, but it was 
obvious she didn’t want to fight against Angelus’ 
hold for fear of hurting him. Angelus looked over at 
Spike. 

“Leave, Spike. I’m giving you a pass this one time 
because of Dru. But if you ever come after me or 
these people again, you’ll be dust before you have 
time to regret it.” 

Spike hesitated then decided that it would be folly 
to take on both Angelus and the Slayer at once, 
especially when he was still reeling from his own 
unforeseen emotional outburst. Angelus was hurt 
but far from beaten, and the Slayer would fight 



doubly hard to protect him and her friends. For 
once Spike didn’t feel the need to get the last word 
in, so he simply turned and strode off into the night.  

And why did he choose that moment to suddenly 
remember a boy’s voice complaining about not 
being able to make a dramatic exit because he 
didn’t have the right coat?  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had made a dozen more trips outside, 
returning each time with one or more kids or 
teenagers. Several of them had been clawed or 
bitten and the homeowner, Mr. Olsen, pulled out a 
big first aid kit and set to work bandaging the 
refugees who were filling his living room and 
kitchen. They all had the same story: trick or 
treating and costumed kids who had suddenly 
changed.  

On his last trip, Xander had scoured three blocks 
around the house and found only one kid. That one 
was perched in a tree and it had taken Xander 



several minutes to persuade the terrified kid to 
come down. Most of the monsters seemed to have 
moved elsewhere, so Xander called it quits and 
headed back to Mr. Olsen’s house with the last kid 
clinging to him like a limpet. 

Inside their refuge, he collapsed onto a chair with 
limpet-kid still in his arms and was too tired to 
protest when the teddy bear and the fairy princess - 
now thankfully shorn of wings - joined him, climbing 
into his lap and settling down.  

“So, do we just wait for morning, call the police, or 
what?” 

Mr. Olsen shook his head. “I’ve tried calling several 
times, the lines are jammed.” 

“You up for a slumber party?” Xander asked with a 
faint smile. 

“Let’s wait awhile. The parents of these kids will be 
scared to death, so if we can get them home safely, 
that would be best.” 

“Yeah, but how will we know when it’s safe?” 



“When the police start answering their phones 
again?” Mary-something from the high school 
suggested. 

“Good idea, Mary,” Mr. Olsen complimented. 
“Maybe we can suggest that, when this is over, they 
drive the streets announcing an all clear over a bull 
horn. Then they can take the responsibility for 
getting the kids home.” 

“Sounds like a plan to me.” Xander yawned, shifting 
to find a more comfortable position in his chair of 
three kids. “You don’t mind if I leave that to you, do 
you?”  

“Take a nap, son. You’ve earned it. We’ll wake you if 
we hear anything.” 

Two hours later, he did. The police had in fact sent 
patrol cars up and down the residential streets, 
broadcasting an all clear. Mr. Olsen filled him in 
after he had shaken Xander awake. “The official 
story is that a gang of kids from the next town came 
here to cause trouble.” Mr. Olsen just shook his 
head. “Apparently they all had really good 
costumes,” he added dryly. “We sent the kids home 



with the police officers. You slept through the 
whole thing, even when we lifted the kids off of 
you. Mary went home with the police too.” 

Xander looked blearily around at the now empty 
living room. Blankets and pillows were scattered 
over the floor and the place was a mess. “You want 
me to help you clean up?” he offered half-
heartedly. 

“You’ve done enough, Xander. You’re welcome to 
stay, I’ve got a spare bed upstairs.” 

Xander hauled himself to his feet. “I should 
probably go home.” 

Mr. Olsen nodded. “Yes, I imagine that your parents 
will be worried about you.” Xander didn’t bother 
explaining that he doubted his parents would even 
know he wasn’t home. Besides, there was someone 
else he was worried about. 

“Sorry I can’t drive you home. My eyes aren’t good 
enough anymore to drive at night.” 



“No problem, it’s not far.” He hesitated, then stuck 
out his hand. “It was good to meet you, Mr. Olsen. 
Despite the circumstances.” 

“You too, son. Stop by anytime.” 

“I’ll do that.” Xander said, meaning it. They shook 
again, awkwardly, then Xander gave him a half 
wave and left. Glancing at the clock on his way out 
the door, he was surprised to find it wasn’t even 
11:00 yet. It felt much later.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike kept walking, striding through the residential 
neighborhoods, peripherally aware of the police 
starting to clean up the mess from the earlier chaos, 
but mostly lost in his own dark thoughts. 

The force of his rage against Angelus had surprised 
him. He hadn’t realized how much he blamed 
Angelus for Drusilla’s death until he had seen the 
smug bastard and it had simply poured out of him in 
an unstoppable flood. Angelus was concerned for 



his precious Slayer but not for his Childe. Not for 
any of his Childer. Angelus was more Sire to Spike 
than Drusilla had ever been. Dru had been lover and 
companion, but not Sire. Angelus had taken on that 
role, molding and tempering the reckless young 
vampire. Often brutally, but that was the vampire 
way. Spike had competed with him, fought with 
him, and re-made himself to meet Angelus’ 
expectations. He had raged against Angelus when 
he abandoned them but the biggest injury had been 
Dru’s aching loneliness for her “Daddy”. A longing 
that had never left her, even when dying. And Spike 
had resented Angelus’ hold on Dru with a passion 
that had erupted like a volcano tonight. 

For that had been at least part of his out-of-control 
fury: that no matter how much he tried, Drusilla 
had always loved “Daddy” more. Spike had never 
come first with her. He’d loved Dru with everything 
he had and it hadn’t been enough.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Standing outside Willow’s room, Xander stood far 
enough away so that he couldn’t be seen and 
watched Willow through the blinds. Willow had 
always liked them left open, even at night. She’d 
said it made her feel claustrophobic to have them 
shut.  

He had hesitated for a long time, wondering 
whether he should knock but he mostly just wanted 
to know that she was alright. He’d seen her name 
on Snyder’s sign-up sheet, although he hadn’t 
caught more than a glimpse of her at the high 
school. He’d known it was her under the ghost 
costume from the way she walked and her 
expressive gestures. 

He could see her lying on the bed talking on the 
phone, and for now, that was enough. She didn’t 
look injured and she was talking animatedly, 
probably to Buffy. Watching her through the blinds, 
Xander wished there was a way they could go back. 
Jesse’s death had thrown up a wall between them 
when it should have brought them closer together. 



There had to be some part of her life that didn’t 
involve Buffy and Giles that he could still fit into. 

He wondered again if he should knock but he was 
tired and not up to the kind of emotional talk they 
really needed to have. Turning to go, Xander 
promised himself that he would talk to her as soon 
as he could get her alone for awhile.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Still restlessly walking the town, Spike glimpsed a 
familiar figure ahead of him and found himself 
following. The boy looked tired: walking slowly, 
head down, shoulders slumped, his hands thrust 
deep in his pockets. He turned up the walk to a 
small house and Spike realized it must be his home.  

The house was a bit less well kept than most of the 
houses on the block. The lawn was neglected and 
weed-choked, the trim in serious need of new paint. 
His boy let himself in and Spike heard him say: “Hi, 
mom, are you guys all right?” 



“Quiet, Xander, your father’s in bed already. Of 
course we’re all right, why wouldn’t we be?” 

“No reason, mom. Good night.” 

Spike watched until a light went on upstairs, then 
turned and headed back to the factory, his stride a 
bit firmer than it had been. Xander, so that was his 
boy’s name. 

He was a block away before it hit him. Just when the 
bloody hell did I start thinking of the boy as mine?  

 
 

Part Eight 

Xander was in his usual lunch spot reading the 
Kimmelman book, Observations on Vampires. Since 
only Seniors were allowed to leave the school 
grounds during the day, he had found a secluded 
spot under a tree near the edge of the grounds 
where he usually sat and read while eating lunch. 
People rarely disturbed him there, so he was 
surprised when someone cleared their throat 
nearby.  



Looking up, he saw the girl, Mary, from Halloween 
night. “Xander, right?” 

He nodded, closing the book and marking his page. 

“I didn’t get a chance the other night, but I wanted 
to say thank you.” 

He didn’t know what to say. “Oh, umm, that’s ok. 
Glad to help.” 

Mary sat down. “Seriously, I think what you did was 
incredibly brave.” 

Xander was sure his face was bright red. “Not really, 
more like stupid. I mean, not stupid because I 
helped you, but stupid because I think I was just too 
dumb to be scared… Ok, I’m just going to shut up 
now.” 

Mary was smiling at him but in a friendly way, not 
like she was laughing at him for displaying 
incredible social ineptitude. He settled for just 
smiling back at her. 



“Anyway, I didn’t want to bother you, I just wanted 
you to know that I’m really grateful for what you 
did for me and for all the others. So, thanks.” 

“You’re welcome. I’d say anytime but I really hope 
that nothing like that happens again.” 

“Yeah, let’s hope not.” Mary got to her feet and 
stood for a moment a little awkwardly, brushing dirt 
off her backside. “I’ll see you around.” 

He just smiled again and nodded and Mary walked 
off. Xander watched her for a moment, a little 
bemused. It was surprising that she acknowledged 
what had happened. So many people in Sunnydale 
repressed things so fast it made his head spin. He’d 
overheard several people discussing the “gang” that 
had messed up Halloween, one guy had even 
claimed he knew one of the kids involved and that 
the kid had been arrested by the police. Xander 
sometimes wondered if he had been that blind 
before his eyes had been forcibly opened to the 
reality of the Hellmouth. He hoped not.  

The one good thing was that the same blindness 
had let him ask about his two kids who’d changed 



that night. He’d had nightmares about them all 
night but he had no idea of their names or 
addresses and no way of checking on them. 
Fortunately, the school had kept records of which 
kids had gone out with which student. He’d been 
outside the administration office when they’d 
unlocked the doors this morning and had been able 
to persuade - ok, badger - the front desk staff into 
checking on his two missing kids. He’d told them 
the kids had been chased off by the “gang 
members” and the staff had finally agreed to call 
their parents. He’d made it pretty clear he wasn’t 
leaving until they did make the calls for him. Finally, 
someone had pulled the lists and made the two 
calls and confirmed that his two kids had been 
found and had eventually gotten home safely. 
Learning that the kids he’d abandoned were all right 
had filled Xander with such relief that he’d had to 
cling to the counter for a moment until his legs 
steadied. Even after rehashing it in his dreams all 
night, he still didn’t know how else he could have 
handled the situation and was just grateful it had 
turned out all right.  



He’d thanked the staff profusely and guessed that 
they had finally decided he had good intentions 
because they gave him a note for his first period 
teacher. Walking through the empty halls on his 
way to class, Xander wondered if little kids were as 
good at repressing as the adults in town, but 
anything they remembered was probably being 
dismissed by their parents as Halloween fantasies.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander watched Buffy walk off hand in hand with a 
boy he’d never seen before, leaving Willow sitting 
by herself. It was the chance he’d been waiting for. 
He walked over and sat down in a chair diagonally 
across from Willow. “Hey.” 

“Hi.” 

After a brief, awkward pause, Xander started. “I 
went by your house on Halloween. I knew you’d 
been out with a group of kids and I was really glad 
you were ok.” Willow opened her mouth but he 
hurried on. “I didn’t knock, I just looked in and I 



could see you were all right.” Willow looked 
surprised and pleased and Xander took a deep 
breath and continued. 

“Willow, we’ve been friends since kindergarten. 
Isn’t there some way we can find a way to still be 
friends? Maybe we can agree not to talk about 
vampires and demons and Buffy and Mr. Giles. After 
all, we were friends for years without any of them 
in our lives.” 

“I don’t know if it’s that simple, Xander.” 

“I know, but don’t you think it’s worth the try? On 
Halloween, I couldn’t even think about going home 
until I knew you were ok. Yeah, things haven’t been 
right between us for a long time now but I still care 
about you, a lot. I mean if you suddenly took up, say 
the marching band or something, it wouldn’t end 
our friendship. We just wouldn’t talk about it 
because you’d get mad when I mocked your 
uniform and stuff. Ok, that’s probably a bad 
example, but you see what I’m getting at.” 

“I’ve really missed you too, Xander. But every time 
we talk, it feels like you’re mad at me.” 



“I have been mad at you, Willow.” Xander knew 
they couldn’t do this without being truthful. “It’s 
felt to me like you just forgot Jesse and that really 
made me angry.” He held up a hand to stop her. 
“I’m not saying I’m right, just that that’s how it feels 
to me. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it over 
the last few days, and I guess I haven’t ever really 
given you a chance to explain.” 

“That’s right, you haven’t. Xander, I loved Jesse and 
I miss him a lot, but it’s been really unhealthy the 
way you’ve been obsessing over his death.” It was 
her turn to stop Xander from interrupting. “No, I let 
you have your say, you need to let me finish.” 

Xander closed his mouth reluctantly and nodded. 
“You have been obsessing, Xander and Jesse 
wouldn’t have wanted that. He wouldn’t have 
wanted you to shut yourself off from everyone the 
way you’ve been doing.” Xander didn’t have an 
answer to that, he knew it was true. It wasn’t like he 
hadn’t thought it often enough himself.  

After a short pause, Willow continued. “The other 
problem is that we can’t ever really go back. We 



know about Sunnydale and demons and the 
Hellmouth, and that’s changed things. I don’t want 
to be one of those people who pretend nothing 
happened or just accept the official explanations, 
no matter how lame. Did you know they are 
actually trying to blame what happened at 
Halloween on kids from another town? And people 
are accepting it. I can’t decide if it makes me more 
angry or sorry for them.” 

“Willow…” 

“No, Xander, let me finish. Buffy’s my best friend 
and I like helping her. It’s important. I mean, we 
help save people and we’ve even prevented an 
apocalypse. I’m not going to turn my back on that, 
not even for you.” 

Xander was hanging on to his temper by a thread at 
this point. Had Willow always been this much of a 
know-it-all? Involuntarily he smiled. Well, yes, but 
formerly it had only been about school and stuff 
that she really did know better than he and Jesse 
had. He ignored the pang at hearing her call Buffy 
her best friend. He had difficulty describing his 



current relationship with Willow as friendship, so it 
wasn’t fair to hold that against her. “I’m not asking 
you to turn your back on it, Willow. Despite what 
you think, I’m not ignoring it either, I’m just dealing 
with it differently than you are. Can’t we find a way 
to still be friends without all of this stuff 
interfering?” 

“It’s pretty important stuff, Xander. And to be 
honest, it makes me wonder if I ever really knew 
you when you aren’t willing to help us. The Xander I 
thought I knew would have been right there with 
us, helping people this whole time.” Willow’s eyes 
were sad but unflinching as she spoke.  

Xander needed to leave, because the last thread 
had just snapped. “There’s more than just Buffy’s 
way of helping, Willow. I’m not asking you to give 
up saving the world. I’m just saying we could still be 
friends outside of that.” He got to his feet abruptly. 
“Think about it. I’ll see you around.”  

He left before his temper completely boiled over. 
The conversation hadn’t gone as he’d hoped, but 
then not much had in the last eight months. He 



wished he could blame it all on Buffy’s influence but 
Willow always did have a tendency to be a bit self-
righteous. It hadn’t really bothered him when it was 
over things like schoolwork and the merits of 
science fiction movies but it was a lot harder to take 
when she was so obviously lumping him in with the 
deaf, dumb and blind of the town.  
 
And how exactly did keeping Buffy’s identity as the 
Slayer secret help things? 

His stride lengthened as his angry thoughts 
continued. Wouldn’t it be better if she did some sort 
of show and tell and staked a vampire in front of 
people? Maybe teach vampire self-defense courses 
or something. How many of the people in town 
carried crosses? Even a rudimentary knowledge 
would help stave off some attacks and make the 
town at least a little less vampire-friendly.  
 
He probably couldn’t blame Buffy for that. Hadn’t 
Spike said that the town had been just as ignorant 
and blind the last time he was here? Maybe it was 
something about the Hellmouth itself. Xander 



remembered how difficult it had been for him to 
accept that vampires were real, even after he’d 
seen one staked. He hadn’t really believed until 
he’d tasted Jesse’s ashes on his lips and there were 
a lot of days when he wished he could forget the 
whole thing. 

Lost in his thoughts, Xander hadn’t even noticed 
where he was going. Glancing at the hall clock, he 
groaned. He was at the opposite end of the school 
from his next class and would have to run to make it 
on time. As he broke into a run, dodging other 
students, he was almost grateful for the activity. It 
was hard to think while broken field running, maybe 
that’s why so many of the jocks seemed to be 
complete morons.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike looked up at the sound of a minor scuffle by 
the door. Lucius was dragging in a dark haired boy, 
who was struggling and complaining. 

“What’s this? I don’t remember ordering take out.”  



Lucius grinned, “He asked to be taken to our 
leader.” 

“Please tell me you’re making that up.” 

“He’s not, that’s what I said.” The boy squirmed a 
little so that he was looking at Spike. “I know who 
you are.” 
 
“Yeah, I know who I am, too. So what?” The boy 
smelled… off, a sour unpleasant taint of sickness 
and medications overriding the smell of fear and 
excitement. 
 
“I came looking for you, Spike. You are Spike, right? 
William the Bloody?”  
 
“Don’t forget Slayer of Slayers, I’m particularly fond 
of that one. So, how did you find me?” He signaled 
Lucius to let the boy go, he was obviously no threat. 
 
The boy straightened up, rubbing the back of his 
head where Lucius had been gripping him. “That 
doesn't matter. I've got something to offer you.” 
Spike just looked at him and the boy hurried on. “I-



I'm pretty sure this is the part where you take out a 
watch and say I've got thirty seconds to convince 
you not to kill me.” He smiled eagerly, “It's 
traditional.”  
 
Spike couldn’t believe his ears. He took a rapid 
stride forward and grabbed the boy by the ear, 
twisting his head sideways, pleased that the gasp of 
pain took the smile off the boy’s face. “Well, I don't 
go much for tradition. And I doubt you have 
anything I’d be interested in.” He tightened his grip. 
“Either tell me your little plan now or die, those are 
your options.”  
 
The boy was struggling in his hold now, tears of pain 
filling his eyes. The smell of his fear peaked sharply, 
increasing the unpleasant odor of sickness. “I 
wanna be like you. A vampire,” he gasped out. 
 
“I've known you for two minutes and I can't stand 
you. I don't really feature you livin' forever.” Spike 
reached up with his other hand and cleanly snapped 
the boy’s neck. Dropping the body, he looked over 



at Lucius. “Get this out of here, don’t want him 
stinking up the lair.” 

Lucius bent down and heaved the body up over his 
shoulder. Spike stopped him, “Good work, Lucius. 
When a human comes here looking for me 
specifically, I don’t mind taking a minute to deal 
with them personally. Gives a bit of interest to the 
day. Too bad this one was such a prat.” Spike 
hesitated, refusing to think about why he was doing 
this. “Pass the word along to the others, right?” 

Lucius nodded, looking a bit confused, but Spike 
simply shooed him off. He hadn’t killed the dark 
haired boy because he was disappointed it wasn’t 
another human. He just hadn’t liked the way this 
one smelled, that was all.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander slipped out the basement door as the 
argument reached a crescendo. He’d seen this 
coming from the moment his father had gotten 
home already half drunk and had headed straight 



for the liquor cabinet. Xander had been quietly 
making himself a sandwich when his father 
announced that he’d quit his lousy job and told his 
boss to shove it.  

Dad always quit his jobs. Tony Harris was never 
fired, to hear him tell it. Xander grabbed the 
sandwich and a can of soda and went down the 
stairs to the basement. His parents were usually too 
focused on each other during these fights to notice 
him but he had learned the hard way a long time 
ago that calling attention to himself when his 
parents were fighting was not good.  

The sun was setting as he finished his sandwich, 
sitting on the curb a couple of blocks from his 
house. He’d been three houses away before the last 
faint sound of yelling had died completely but he’d 
kept walking until he was on a street where he 
didn’t know anyone well. It really embarrassed him 
that his parents cut loose the way they did. 
Fortunately, they usually only got really bad once or 
twice a year. His dad usually managed to hang on to 
his jobs for about six months and his “quitting” was 



the reason for most of their fights, although they 
did have some doozies around the holidays. 

Finishing his soda, Xander realized that he hadn’t 
planned for this. His parents’ last big fight had been 
before Jesse died and he’d spent the night at Jesse’s 
that night, like he usually did. He knew that Willow 
would let him in if he asked, but nothing had really 
been settled after their talk and he just couldn’t ask 
a big favor of her while things were so wrong 
between them. He considered asking Mr. Olsen but 
that would involve explaining why he needed a 
place to stay and that would be humiliating.  

Well, sitting here all night wasn’t going to happen. 
Climbing to his feet, he wondered if any of the little 
restaurants in town were open all night. That was a 
possibility. He tossed the can away and set off to 
check out his options.  

His feet betrayed him. They took him unerringly to 
Jesse’s grave but that was fine. He hadn’t been 
stopping by as often recently, so he settled down 
for awhile to bring Jesse up to speed on the most 
recent events. He was telling Jesse about the 



unbelievably lame official explanation for the 
events on Halloween night, blaming a gang from a 
neighboring town, and joking about which of their 
neighbors should take the rap, when a voice 
interrupted him, nearly scaring him out of his skin. 

“Bollocks. Someone did a spell.” 

Xander leapt to his feet, his heart hammering, and 
stared at the vampire sprawled on the little bench 
nearby. “Don’t do that! You scared the crap out of 
me!”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike grinned unrepentantly. “Vampire, pet. Scaring 
humans is what we do.” He’d been out walking 
when the sound of a voice talking quietly in this 
usually deserted area of town had drawn him. As he 
got closer, he’d recognized Xander’s voice. His boy 
was so preoccupied, he hadn’t noticed Spike even 
when he’d sat down on the bench and listened. 
Now he cocked his head curiously at the boy. 



“Talking to yourself, are you? That’s generally not a 
good sign.” 

“I was talking to a friend.” Xander explained 
reluctantly.  

“No one here but us. So, where’s this friend?” Spike 
was unprepared for the wave of grief that followed 
his question. The boy looked away and Spike could 
smell the salt of tears. 

“He’s dead.” The reply was muffled. 

“Mmm. Sorry and all that. Lost someone myself 
recently.” Spike couldn’t believe he’d said that but 
was pleased when Xander looked back at him, eyes 
tear-bright but cheeks dry. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Spike waved away the sympathy. “What’s so special 
about this place?” He noticed that Xander’s eyes 
kept tracking to a particular spot on the scraggly 
grass and heard the evasion in the boy’s voice as he 
shrugged. 

“We used to come here when we were kids.” 



Silence fell and Spike was considering leaving when 
Xander spoke again, his voice barely audible. “I 
buried him here.” He looked up at Spike and his 
eyes were filled with pain. “I brought his ashes here 
after I staked him.” 

Spike’s eyebrows rose. “Your friend was a 
vampire?” 

“He was when I killed him.” 

That made more sense and several other facts 
suddenly clicked into place. “That’s why you’re 
reading those books, innit? Why you were at the 
factory that night?” 

“Yeah. Stupid, I know, but I wanted to learn more 
about vampires.” 

“Why? For most humans, it’s pretty simple - a sharp 
piece of wood and a pile of dust. That’s all most 
humans care about.” 

Xander was staring at him now, dark eyes burning 
intently as they bored into Spike. “When someone 
becomes a vampire, does part of that person 
survive?” 



“Well, that’s the eternal question, pet. As many 
answers to that one as there are people to ask.” 

“What’s your answer?” The boy’s voice held an 
edge of desperation, as if Spike was his last hope. 

“I’m not human, boy. I’m a demon.” Xander’s stare 
didn’t waver, he seemed to be trying to will the 
truth out of Spike and Spike found himself 
continuing. “But I remember being human. I 
remember my family and I remember dying. Just 
don’t know if that was me or not.” 

Xander surprised him by sitting back down on the 
grass. It was the first time the boy had looked even 
slightly relaxed in his presence. He drew his knees 
up and rested his chin on them, his eyes going back 
to that spot in the grass. “Does your demon have 
memories from before you were a vampire?” 

Spike had never thought about that before. It was 
an interesting question; the boy had clearly been 
thinking about this a lot. “No. The demon just… is.” 
He knew that was far from clear, but he couldn’t 
really explain it better than that - the way the 
demon existed in the here and now, no conscience, 



no regrets, no remorse - and he wasn’t sure he 
wanted to go into it any further. He couldn’t believe 
he’d let himself get drawn into this conversation to 
begin with, but the smell of grief had subsided and 
Xander was obviously mulling over his words.  

“Of course, my Sire would be the first to tell you 
that I’m not a normal vampire,” he said 
sarcastically, wanting to change the subject. The 
boy surprised him again by grinning at him in 
understanding. 

“Yeah, my dad is a complete jerk too.” 

Spike smiled at that. “Yeah, that fits Angelus to a T. 
‘Course I usually call him things like ‘wanker’ or 
‘git’.” 

“You English have the weirdest… Angelus? Do you 
mean Angel? Angel is your dad?” 

“Sire,” Spike corrected. “You know Captain Hair 
Gel?” 

Xander gave him a quick, delighted smile at the 
description. “I don’t really know him. He’s kind of 



dating someone I know and I’ve met him once or 
twice. We didn’t get along.” 

“Knew there was something about you I liked.” At 
Xander’s startled look, Spike continued, “Anyone 
who hates Angelus can’t be all bad.” He considered 
Xander’s words. “You know the Slayer? Or is 
Angelus cheating on her?” He almost hoped it was 
the latter, that would be sweet. 

“A little bit. She’s friends with a…friend of mine.” 

Spike heard the brief hesitation and wondered what 
caused it. “So, why are you here talking to a 
vampire? Slayers are usually pretty single-minded 
about what to do with vampires.” 

“Noticed that. I don’t really get along with her.” 
Xander was beginning to shift a little, clearly uneasy 
with talking about people he knew. “Hey, thanks for 
recommending Kimmelman. It’s way better than 
the last two vampire books I read.” 

Spike went along with the change in subject. “Yeah, 
Kimmelman has some idea of what he’s talking 
about. Rumor was he was part demon.”  



“Really? Wow. Or are you just saying that because 
humans can’t know about the mystery that is 
vampires?” The boy was smiling, laughter in his 
eyes for the first time since Spike had met him. 

“Well, it’s true - we are superior.” 

“Please. You guys may have the cool super-strength 
thing but jeez, no garlic bread, no beach parties, no 
matinees at the movie theater, and I’ll bet you’re 
afraid of picket fences.” 

“Strength, speed, reflexes, and immortality.” Spike 
countered, bizarrely enjoying the exchange. 

“Yeah, immortal as long as…” the boy’s voice 
faltered and his eyes darkened with sorrow again as 
they went back to that spot. 

After a short, awkward silence, Spike said quietly: 
“Don’t fret yourself over killing your mate. The 
demon wouldn’t be worried about it if it had killed 
you.” He didn’t add that a fledge as young as 
Xander’s friend had probably been did sometimes 
retain ties to their human friends and family. He 
was unliving proof of that. 



Xander sighed, obviously still troubled, and got to 
his feet. “I should go,” he said. 

“I’ll walk you home,” Spike was surprised to find 
himself offering. “Strength, speed, much better at 
getting home safely,” he added quickly. 

“Umm, that’s all right, I’m good.” Xander said 
desperately. 

Spike cocked his head. The boy was embarrassed, 
not afraid. “Come on.” He set off walking towards 
Xander’s house, with the boy trailing after him, 
sputtering excuses. 

Spike just kept walking.  

They were a couple of blocks from the boy’s house 
when Xander finally explained the problem. “Spike? 
My parents were kind of having this big fight, that’s 
why I’m outside so late. I’m really not up for walking 
back in on it.” 

Spike stopped. The boy was looking down, 
obviously humiliated at having to explain. “How 
long ago did you leave your house?” he asked. 



“What? Oh, umm, a couple of hours, I guess.” 

“Do you really think they’re still fighting? Most 
humans haven’t got that kind of stamina. They get 
tired, their voices go, someone goes to bed and 
someone falls asleep on the couch.” 

“Oh.” Xander obviously hadn’t ever thought about 
it. He’d probably never tried to come back before 
morning before. Spike wondered why he was so 
sure that this wasn’t the first time Xander had fled 
his house and repressed a growl, not wanting to 
scare the boy. 

“Tell you what. We’ll swing by the house for a look-
see and take it from there.” 

“Ok.”  

As predicted, the house was dark and quiet. “See, 
humans have no stamina.”  

Xander gave him a relieved smile. “Thanks, Spike. 
Ummm, see you around?” 

“Yeah, small town and all that.” Spike strode off 
without waiting to see if Xander got inside. If he 



listened for the door quietly opening and closing, 
that was no one’s business but his own. 

A/N - bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode Lie 
to Me.  

 

Part Nine 

It had been a tense week in the factory. The 
minions were fearful and staying close to home as 
the Slayer had been on a rampage, tearing the town 
apart looking for some friend of hers who’d 
vanished. Her usual patrol style was focused on the 
cemeteries, keeping an eye out for newly turned 
fledges who had just risen and only occasionally 
impacting on older vampires. But this past week, 
she’d been seen all over town: asking questions at 
Willy’s bar and seeking out demon haunts. She was 
reportedly in a stake-happy mood and most 
vampires were lying low.  

From the description the Slayer was passing around, 
she was probably looking for the sick boy that Spike 
had killed at the factory. Spike made a mental note 



to ask Lucius what he’d done with the body since 
the Slayer obviously hadn’t stumbled over it yet. At 
least he had one minion smart enough not to simply 
dump bodies outside the front door. It amused 
Spike no end that a friend of the Slayer’s had 
wanted to become a vampire. If he’d known the 
prat was the Slayer’s friend, he might have turned 
the boy just for the laugh. He’d have to tell the 
Slayer about it some day. But not just yet. A Slayer 
wasn’t prey - they were adversaries, fellow hunters, 
and it wasn’t smart to tackle them when they were 
fired up and at their peak. Spike would deal with 
her in his own time.  

Angelus was a different matter. Spike had been 
spending a lot of time considering what to do about 
his Sire. He was surprised that Angelus hadn’t 
sought him out after their fight on Halloween. The 
old Angelus would have beaten Spike within an inch 
of his unlife for what Spike had done to him on 
Halloween. It was just another reminder that his 
Sire had changed almost beyond recognition. 

Angelus’ unspoken message that night had been 
that Spike should leave, not just the warehouse 



they’d been in, but leave town altogether. That 
wasn’t going to happen. It wasn’t just because Dru 
had told him his destiny awaited him in Sunnydale 
or even that, as Master of the Hellmouth, he had a 
stake here now. It was more that Spike had spent 
much of his unlife not doing what Angelus wanted. 
It was the principal of the thing.  

But right now, he had a different problem. He 
scowled at the minion in front of him who’d just 
admitted that she was the one who had told the 
sick boy about Spike and the factory. Apparently the 
boy had gotten the jump on her and threatened the 
information out of her. Unbelievable. 

“But you said that it was ok if a human asked about 
you.” The minion was confused, she’d obviously 
thought he would be pleased to learn that she had 
told a human about the lair.  

“I meant someone who already knew me, you 
moron. Not giving anyone who wants one a 
backstage pass just because they ask nicely.” Not 
giving her time to try and justify her cowardice 
further, Spike snapped her neck. As she fell with a 



cry of pain, he looked around at the other minions 
watching warily. “Someone stake her and sweep up 
the mess,” he ordered impatiently.  

He really needed to do something about the quality 
of his minions.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander found himself walking the streets of 
Sunnydale in the early evening hours more and 
more often. His dad wasn’t in a hurry to find a new 
job and that meant Xander was avoiding going 
home as much as possible. Like tonight.  

He’d gone to visit Mr. Olsen after school, something 
he’d taken to doing every once in awhile. He’d 
originally gone back to see Mr. Olsen not long after 
Halloween, mostly wanting to thank the man again 
for letting all of them take refuge in his house and 
for being so good with the kids. Mr. Olsen had 
seemed pleased to see him and they’d talked for a 
lot longer than Xander had intended. Not having 
ever really had much contact with anyone that age, 



Xander had been surprised to find that he really 
liked the old man: he was smart and funny and easy 
to talk to and he didn’t try to pretend that they 
were the same age. Xander had thought wistfully 
more than once that Mr. Olsen would have been a 
cool grandfather to have. He’d met Mrs. Olsen and 
both of them seemed to be comfortable with their 
age and their lives and each other in a way that few 
people Xander had ever known seemed to be. 

Walking home, Xander thought about the Olsens. It 
was really great to talk to someone without the 
tension that had characterized all of his recent 
conversations with Willow. Sighing, Xander thought 
about the fact that he didn’t really have any friends 
right now. He really wasn’t the loner type, things 
had just worked out that way recently. He was 
pulled from his depressing thoughts by an uneasy 
feeling and he gradually became aware that 
someone was following him. He turned suddenly, 
his hand going to his cross, and saw that Spike was 
walking a few paces behind him.  



“That’s better. You heard me this time. Not a good 
town to walk through at night without paying 
attention.” 

“I get that. You never know who might be stalking 
you.” 

Spike smirked and sauntered towards him. “You 
always go for your cross first, not your stake. Why is 
that?” 

Xander shrugged. “If I can drive them off, why 
should I kill them?” 

Spike seemed to be considering that and they both 
started walking again in silence. They were coming 
up on a coffee shop and Xander asked impulsively: 
“Do you want to sit for a minute?” Spike stared at 
him and he added hurriedly, “It’s just I’m not really 
ready to go home yet.” 

Just as Xander was beginning to think he’d 
somehow offended the vampire, Spike shrugged 
and turned into the restaurant. Xander hesitated, 
then followed him in, wondering what he’d been 
thinking. Spike sprawled into a booth with his usual 



careless grace and Xander slid in on the opposite 
side. “Umm, do vampires drink things besides 
blood?” Really, it was ridiculous that none of the 
books he’d read addressed basic issues like that, he 
thought with a twinge of desperation. 

“Some do, some don’t. I like a bit of hot cocoa now 
and then.” 

“Hey, me too.” Xander brightened and put in the 
order as the waitress appeared.  

They sat silently, Xander envying Spike’s air of 
complete self-possession and doing his best to stop 
himself from fidgeting uneasily. The vampire simply 
studied the small restaurant and the few patrons 
with a critical eye and obviously didn’t feel the need 
to make small talk. 

After the waitress brought their hot chocolate, 
Xander occupied himself with stirring it and 
carefully testing how hot it was, working up the 
nerve to ask something that he’d been thinking 
about since the last time he and Spike had talked.  



“The other night, you said you’d lost someone too. 
Do…do you mind if I ask who?” 

“Dunno. Not really any of your business.” There was 
a long pause, during which Spike seemed to be 
studying something intently on the far wall. Xander 
waited, because it seemed like the vampire was 
considering whether to answer. When Spike spoke 
again his voice was quiet and even his accent had 
softened. “But my Dru, she should be 
remembered.” Spike looked over at Xander briefly. 
“Drusilla, my dark princess,” he said simply. 
Xander’s gaze didn’t waver and his eyes were 
sympathetic. Spike turned his own eyes back to the 
wall and the past.  

“She was beautiful: dark hair and black eyes. For a 
hundred years, we loved, and played, and wreaked 
havoc across Europe. She was insane,” a fond smile 
curved his mouth, softer than his usual smirk, 
“completely mad and it made her unpredictable 
and exciting. Always had a lark planned she did; 
things were never dull with Dru.”  



Lost in his reminisces, Spike didn’t notice that 
Xander was both fascinated and appalled, hardly 
daring to breathe in case the unusual willingness to 
talk faded. “She reveled in being a vampire. We’d 
go to clubs and dance - Dru loved to dance. We’d 
find partners and Drusilla loved to drink from her 
partners on the dance floor, just a little and so quiet 
no one would notice. Said she could see the music 
all around her with the blood singing in her veins.” 
Spike’s voice died as the memories overwhelmed 
him.  

After a long pause, Xander asked curiously, “Do all 
vampires date, fall in love, pair up like that?” 

Spike’s eyes snapped back into the present and he 
turned a mocking look on Xander. “How many 
humans do?” 

“Depends on what you call love, I guess.” He 
shrugged, looking down at his hands. “I’m probably 
not the best person to ask about that.” After a 
moment, he looked up again and asked curiously: 
“Is love the same for vampires as for humans?” 



Spike gave him a wicked leer. “Needing some help 
with the mechanics, pet?” 

“No! Major experience here. I meant emotionally, 
dimwit.” 

“I’d rather hear about that ‘major experience’ of 
yours.” 

Xander blushed and tried for affronted dignity. “A 
gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”  

“Right.” 

Yeah, that affronted dignity thing had gone over 
real well. Trying to figure out where the 
conversation had gone sideways on him, Xander 
realized he hadn’t had a rambling talk like this with 
anyone since… Not since Jesse died. His smile 
slipped and for a moment he looked at Spike and 
couldn’t think of one reason why he was talking to 
the vampire. But it felt comfortable, like they were 
friends, and Xander had been lonely for so long that 
he didn’t want to think about it too much. Because 
he knew that the only rational thing for a sane 
person to do was get up and walk away and never 



talk to the vampire again. And that wasn’t what he 
wanted.  

Spike watched curiously as Xander fell silent and 
seemed engaged in some inner turmoil. Spike 
himself didn’t want to think too much about what 
he was doing because one of the rules that had 
been beaten into him, literally, as a fledgling was 
that you didn’t play with your food. Spike had never 
been big on anyone’s rules but his own but it made 
sense not to get attached to humans. Humans and 
vampires didn’t mix. They crossed paths and one 
died, usually the human. Spike had never been one 
for elaborate games with his chosen victims, a 
night’s sport and move on to the next was more his 
style. Angelus had always been the one for 
elaborate games, tormenting the same victim for 
weeks till everyone else was long bored with it. 
Considering that Angelus was the one who’d beaten 
the rules into Spike, it was pretty damn hypocritical 
of him, come to think of it.  

The boy had worked his way through whatever was 
troubling him and was studying Spike curiously 



again. “What are you hoping to learn about 
vampires, pet?” 

“What do you mean?” 

Spike heard the boy’s heart rate ratchet up and his 
question was gentler than he’d planned. “You been 
watching vampires, asking me questions, reading 
books. What are you looking for?” 

Xander looked away and seemed to shrink in on 
himself. “I don’t know,” he whispered finally, 
almost to himself. He traced a line back and forth 
on the table top with one finger and Spike could 
taste his misery and sorrow in the air. With unusual 
patience, he waited for the boy to continue.  

“Ever since Jesse died, I just need…” He faltered to a 
stop, then tried again. “It’s like there’s this huge… 
question in my life and until I can understand it, I 
can’t get past it.” He looked briefly at Spike, his dark 
eyes confused and full of pain. “I don’t ever want to 
forget Jesse but until I know, it’s like I’m stuck.” 

“Know what?” Spike’s question was almost as quiet 
as Xander’s confused explanation. 



“Know if it was Jesse I killed.” After a long silence 
Xander spoke again. “I guess the answer is that it 
was Jesse and it wasn’t. Both yes and no.” He got to 
his feet abruptly. “I have to go.”  

Spike slid out of the booth in one swift movement. 
He watched Xander fumble for some money to 
leave on the table then followed him out of the 
diner, walking quietly beside the boy for several 
blocks before asking: “Is that answer good enough 
for you?” 

Xander responded slowly, his thoughts miles away. 
He looked at Spike and wondered if he was 
imagining the worried tone. “I guess it’s going to 
have to be.”  

Maybe it was that decision or just the fact that he’d 
finally talked to someone about it, but Xander felt a 
little lighter, as if the burden that had been pressing 
down on him for so long had eased slightly. 
Surprised, he realized he’d been talking to Spike 
about things he hadn’t even been able to talk to 
Willow about. Part of him wanted to try and cover 
up, make some kind of a joke, pretend it hadn’t 



been so serious, but he stopped himself before 
actually saying something stupid. Spike had shared 
his own pain about Drusilla. Xander couldn’t even 
imagine loving someone for 100 years. Losing 
someone after being together that long had to be 
devastating. Ok, it definitely hadn’t been your 
ordinary Romeo and Juliet story, but even if the 
things Spike liked about his Drusilla were creepy, 
he’d clearly loved her. 

“Do you mind if I ask you something?” Xander’s 
question broke the long comfortable silence 
between them. 

“Won’t know till you ask, will I?” 

“You said Angel was your Sire?” Xander wasn’t 
really sure what he was asking, but he continued 
when Spike just made a confirming grunt. “What 
does that mean? I mean, I know it means he turned 
you into a vampire, but is there more to it than 
that?” He shot a quick look at Spike but the vampire 
didn’t seem upset or angry.  

“It’s complicated,” Spike said at last, just when 
Xander had decided he wasn’t going to answer at 



all. He waited to see if Spike would say anything 
else, biting back the snarky comment that 
everything was complicated to hear Spike tell it. Of 
course, so far he’d been right. 

“Angelus didn’t actually turn me.” Spike continued 
after only a slight hesitation. “Drusilla did. Dru 
couldn’t take care of a newly turned Childe, so 
Angelus, who was her Sire, took over. He taught me 
how to be a vampire, which essentially means he’s 
my Sire.” 

“Don’t vampires know instinctively how to be 
vampires?” 

“The basics, yeah. Vampires rise with enhanced 
strength and bloodlust, but that isn’t what makes a 
vampire.” 

“It isn’t?”  

“Not really. Every minion has that. And most of 
them are idiots - just lackeys and cannon fodder.” 

“How come Drusilla couldn’t take care of you?” 



Spike jerked his head around to stare at Xander and 
his eyes were golden, shining eerily in the dark. He 
grabbed Xander’s shirt and hauled him closer. 
“None of your business, boy. Don’t go too far.” 

“Jeez, chill out! You could have just said you didn’t 
want to answer.” Xander was surprised to find he 
wasn’t really afraid, even with Spike’s demonic eyes 
burning into his. 

Spike glared at him a moment longer, then laughed 
suddenly and released him. “Bloody strange 
human,” he muttered.  

“Yeah, well you already told me that you’re a weird 
vampire, so I guess we’re even.” They started 
walking again and Xander said apologetically, “I 
know I ask a lot of questions but you’re the only one 
who answers them.” 

As they walked, he told Spike about the first 
vampire he’d tried to talk to. It felt good to see 
Spike laughing as he described how the vampire 
had practically run away from him saying he was 
too weird to eat.  



They arrived at his house and he gave Spike a small 
smile. “Thanks, Spike.” He meant for far more than 
the walk home but he thought the vampire 
probably guessed that. He stood there awkwardly 
for a second, thinking he should say something else 
but not knowing what. Spike seemed supremely 
comfortable, lighting a cigarette and then just 
standing there smoking. Xander shoved his hands 
into his pocket, almost wishing he smoked just to 
give himself something to do with his hands, then 
just said goodnight and turned up the front walk to 
his house. He smiled at the quiet “Night, pet” that 
followed him to the door.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Leaving the boy at his house, Spike continued 
walking, his stride picking up speed until his coat 
flared out in the breeze he was creating. 
 
What was he thinking, walking the boy home like 
that? Spike wasn’t able to kid himself any longer - 
he liked talking to the boy. He knew he was a social 



creature, hadn’t really spent a lot of time alone at 
any point in his existence until recently. He knew he 
was lonely without Dru - but spending time with a 
human child? It should be beneath him. 

But somehow Xander wasn’t. The fact that the boy 
was lonely drew him, as did his grief and the darker 
emotions lurking beneath the surface. He intrigued 
Spike with his curiosity and his bravery and his off-
beat sense of humor. Very few humans faced a 
vampire without showing fear but Xander had even 
when they first met and he was obviously expecting 
to be killed. Tonight, when Spike had been caught 
unawares by the flash of anger at the memory of 
what Angelus had done to Dru both as a human and 
a vampire that had made her incapable of being a 
true Sire to him, the boy hadn’t been afraid.  

What was really strange was that Xander’s incessant 
questions didn’t bother Spike. Partly it was because 
so many of the questions were unexpected but that 
wasn’t the whole reason. He liked the way the boy 
listened to him and his odd certainty that Xander 
was keeping their talks private. Even Drusilla had 
rarely really listened to Spike, too often lost in her 



own random thoughts to pay attention for long. 
Although Xander was clearly pumping Spike for 
information for his own purposes, it didn’t feel like 
he was being used. Maybe because the boy had 
shared some of his own grief and pain with Spike. 

Someone who wasn’t using him was rare in Spike’s 
existence. Even Drusilla had used him at times - to 
make Angelus jealous or to deflect Darla’s rages.  

Spike’s rapid strides had brought him back to 
factory district. Slowing to light another cigarette, 
he gradually came to a halt. He stood watching the 
factory for a moment, thinking about being Master 
of the Hellmouth. So far, it hadn’t been nearly as 
satisfying as he’d thought it would be and he 
wondered if Dru’s sight had been off this time. 
Course, she’d never actually said that that was the 
reason she wanted him to go to the Hellmouth - just 
that his destiny was here. 

“Rot,” he said out loud finally, dismissing the whole 
idea for now. He dropped the cigarette butt and 
heading into the factory. His boots raised echoes in 
the nearly empty rooms as he headed towards his 



own room. He snapped the telly on and flung 
himself down on the bed. Idly watching a car chase, 
he wondered again if he shouldn’t just dust all the 
minions in the factory and start over. Reluctantly, 
he decided against it. Too much trouble to start 
over completely from scratch. He’d been steadily 
weeding out the worst of the bunch and there were 
one or two who showed promise.  

He thought again about turning Xander, making him 
his Childe. The boy had the potential to be a 
beautiful Childe - the demon would draw all that 
hidden darkness to the surface. But Spike found he 
was oddly reluctant. He liked the boy with his quirky 
flashes of humor and his insatiable curiosity. A lot of 
that would change with turning. For now, he’d leave 
things as they were.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander!”  



Xander looked up in surprise as Cordelia walked 
towards him. It was rare for the cheerleader to 
acknowledge his existence.  

“I was out last week with Jeremy Stevens. He got 
lost coming back from this really cool restaurant he 
took me to in L.A. and ended up driving through the 
bad side of town. Which really did nothing for the 
romantic mood, let me tell you. All those disgusting 
factories and stuff, and the smell…” 

“Cordelia,” Xander finally interrupted her when it 
looked like she was going to keep going. “Is there 
some reason I need to know about your date?” 

“Well, duh. Like I’d talk to you without a specific 
reason. Anyway, as I was saying, he got lost and 
ended up driving through a bunch of places I’d 
really rather not have and one of them was your 
neighborhood. I told him he’d turned wrong but he 
just wouldn’t listen.” 

She looked at him expectantly but Xander still really 
had no idea of what she wanted. When he just 
looked puzzled, she sighed dramatically. “Hello. I 
saw you talking to that Spike guy.” 



“How do you know Spike?” Xander felt an odd pang 
at the thought that he wasn’t the only one Spike 
talked to. And where did that come from? 

“Because I was there on Halloween when he and 
Angel got into that big fight.” Cordelia looked at him 
assessingly. “You do know he’s a vampire, don’t 
you?”  

“Yeah.”  

“You do?” She looked surprised. “Well, you should 
know that Angel said he was really dangerous, 
apparently way more so than most vampires.” 
When Xander didn’t look worried, she shrugged. 
“Ok, I’m done. If you know he’s a vampire and don’t 
care, that’s your business. I just thought I’d warn 
you.” She looked at him darkly, “Don’t take it the 
wrong way. I’d warn a dog if I saw it talking to 
something dangerous. It doesn’t mean we’re friends 
or anything.” 

She walked off and Xander just shook his head. 
Good old Cordy, she never changed.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander sighed as the door closed behind him. His 
dad still hadn’t found work and his parents were 
arguing a lot. It happened every time his dad was 
between jobs and it got old really fast. It wasn’t the 
kind of screaming, ashtray throwing fights that 
caused him to leave the house for the entire night 
but the two of them would pick away at each other 
for real and imagined shortcomings. With 
depressing frequency, his name came up in their 
diatribes.  

When he could, he just turned his music up and 
blocked them out. But nights like tonight, when the 
barbed remarks turned vicious, it was best to slip 
out unseen. Walking towards the center of town, he 
considered his options. The public library would be 
closing in a few minutes. He didn’t have any money, 
so that left restaurants out. He hastily suppressed 
the idea of going by the factory and seeing if he 
could find Spike. Way too dangerous with all the 
other vampires there. He sighed, it would have to 



be the old loop-around-town-to-kill-an-hour 
standby.  

It was only when habit brought him to the first 
cemetery that he remembered that his regular 
route had three cemeteries on it. It was one thing 
to wander by cemeteries when they were just 
spooky, it was completely different when you knew 
they were actually dangerous. Walking alongside 
the cemetery wall, rather than through the 
graveyard itself, Xander was planning an alternate 
route when he heard someone scream.  

Looking around, he didn’t see anyone at first. He 
pulled his cross out of his pocket and gripped it 
tightly as he moved towards where he’d thought 
he’d heard the scream. In the shadow beside a large 
van, he could just barely see a couple standing. 
They almost looked like they were making out, but 
they seemed to be the only people around so he 
called loudly, “Hey! Are you all right?”  

The man lifted his head and fangs caught the glow 
of the streetlight, glimmering in the shadows. 
“We’re fine. Leave.” 



The woman shivered, like she was suddenly waking 
from a dream and began to struggle in the man’s 
arms. “Help me! Please!” 

Xander shoved the cross in the vampire’s face and 
he stumbled back away from it with a snarl, 
releasing the woman as he did so. Xander snagged 
her arm and pulled her towards him, barely glancing 
at her before his eyes went back to the vampire. 
“Run,” he told her. 

She nodded jerkily, one hand pressed to the 
juncture of neck and shoulder and began to move 
past him. He was peripherally aware of her 
footsteps picking up speed until she was running 
down the street away from them. Xander began 
backing up cautiously himself, still holding the cross 
out in front of him. “Everything’s cool. You go your 
way and I’ll go mine. No problem.” 

“I’ve got a problem. That was my dinner you 
interrupted.” 

“Well, I can’t really say I’m sorry. I mean, your 
dinner being a person and all, but it was nothing 
personal.” 



The vampire was matching his movement, stalking 
forward each time Xander retreated a step. “Look, 
I’m told crosses make really nasty burns on you all. I 
wouldn’t call your face exactly pretty but hardly 
anyone’s looks are improved by big blotchy marks. 
I’m a teenager, I know about that.” 

He took a quick look behind him, making sure he 
wasn’t about to back up into anything. It was a 
mistake. The vampire pounced, slapping the cross 
out of his hand and punching Xander in the 
stomach. Xander doubled over as pain exploded in 
his midsection. A hand closed in his hair and 
dragged him upright again. “Since you chased off 
my dinner, I guess I’ll have to make do with you.”  

Still trying to catch his breath, Xander brought his 
knee up, hoping male vampires had the same 
vulnerabilities as human males. Apparently they 
did, as the vampire let out a blistering oath and the 
grip on Xander’s hair relaxed. He shoved the 
vampire away as hard as he could and succeeded in 
sending the vampire staggering back a step or two. 
He reached for his stake as the vampire recovered, 
closing in on him again. Before he’d gotten it clear 



of his pocket, something grabbed the vampire and 
spun it around. Xander saw a flash of black behind 
the vampire, then choked and stepped back as the 
vampire turned to dust. 

Coughing, Xander bent over, fighting down the 
surge of nausea that rose as he struggled to clear 
the dust from his mouth. He looked up. “Angel?” 

Angel scowled down at him and Xander found 
himself feeling a flash of resentment, not gratitude. 
Angel was only an inch or two taller than Xander 
but he did this looming thing that made him seem 
way bigger than he was. Admittedly, his problems 
with Angel weren’t really Angel’s fault and the man 
had just helped him. “Thanks,” he said hoarsely. 

“I thought I told you to stop trying to get involved 
with vampires.” 

“Hey, not involved, trying to rescue someone here.”  

“Leave vampire slaying to people who can do it.” 

“So you’re saying I should just walk past a vampire 
feeding on someone and do nothing?” Xander 
asked incredulously. 



“I’m telling you to stop wandering around 
cemeteries after dark. Go home.” 

“Angel, I live in this town. So do a lot of vampires. 
We’re gonna meet from time to time. That’s why 
I’m trying to learn about them.” 

Angel morphed into game face and his hands shot 
out, grabbing Xander’s shirt and yanking him close. 
“We’re stronger than you, faster than you, and 
humans are our chosen prey. That’s all you need to 
know.” He let go so quickly that Xander staggered 
back a pace and his face shifted back to human. “If 
you want to survive, stay away from vampires.” 

He spun around in a swirl of black coat and stalked 
off. Xander glared after him. “What the hell was 
that - the vampire version of scared straight?” he 
called after the retreating back but Angel didn’t 
look around. “Jerk,” he added softly. Angel’s 
attitude really irritated him. There was no way he 
copped that attitude with Willow, not considering 
how much she seemed to like Angel. So why was it 
ok for Willow to learn about the night side of 
Sunnydale and not Xander? Because he wasn’t part 



of the Slayer’s inner circle? Still not invited to the 
cool kids’ party, he thought wryly.  

Xander realized his hands were still shaking from 
the close call. He shoved them into his pockets and 
decided to head home. If his parents were still 
arguing, he’d go in the basement door and wait 
them out.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander got the summons to the library at the start 
of third period. He was suspicious that something 
was up from the second his teacher gave him the 
message but he didn’t have a lot of choice about 
ignoring it, so he simply sighed and headed for the 
library. He stopped as soon as he entered the doors 
as a quick glance showed Buffy, Willow and Cordelia 
all sitting at the main table, obviously waiting for 
him. He walked forward slowly, noting that Mr. 
Giles was in full-on stern mode, Willow looked 
worried, Buffy angry and Cordelia bored. “I didn’t 
realize this was a group summons. What’s up?” 



Mr. Giles was standing near the shelves and he 
began with his typical hesitant authority. “Some 
information has come to our attention that you may 
have taken your obsession with vampires to an 
unhealthy new level.” 

“Ok, I’m pretty sure I’m being accused of something 
but I have no idea what you just said.” Xander was 
genuinely confused, it wasn’t like he was spying on 
vampires or Buffy on patrol anymore. And hey, 
borrowing books openly now. 

“Are you consorting with vampires?” 

“Consorting? What the hell does that mean?” 

“It means I told them I saw you with Spike, lame-
brain.” Cordelia looked up from her study of her 
nails. “They were all sitting around researching him 
and I just told them they could ask you.” She looked 
at Mr. Giles. “Can I go now? I’m pretty sure that was 
all you wanted me to say. And I have a lot better 
things to do with my time than participate in 
interventions for losers.” 



“Cordelia be quiet.” Mr. Giles waved her back down 
and she subsided reluctantly. 

“I don’t believe this. This is some kind of 
intervention? I am so out of here.” Xander shook his 
head in disbelief and turned to go. 

“Mr. Harris, I am a faculty member and you will stay 
until you are dismissed.”  

Surprised by the sharp crack of the librarian’s tone, 
Xander turned back around and stared at Mr. Giles 
in disbelief. “Oh, don’t even go there. This isn’t 
about a school issue and you know it. Let’s just go 
to Snyder’s office, shall we, and tell him that you 
want to give me detention because I refused to sit 
here and let you lecture me about vampires. That’ll 
do your reputation a lot of good.” 

“Jeez, you two, calm down. Take a pill.”  

Xander and the librarian stopped glaring at each 
other and shot identical looks of disbelief at 
Cordelia. “Frankly, Xander, I don’t really care what 
you do. You aren’t exactly on my social radar. But 
this Spike guy is a total psycho. I mean did you see 



the damage he did to Angel’s face? The poor man 
couldn’t be seen in public for like a week. He could 
have been scarred. And that really would have been 
a crime.” 

“Yes, thank you, Cordelia. Somewhere in there, 
buried quite deeply, was a good point.” Mr. Giles 
re-focused his attention on Xander and struggled to 
take control of the conversation again. “Mr. Harris, I 
have tolerated your misplaced curiosity to date 
because as far as I could tell you were not 
endangering either yourself or others. Research, in 
and of itself, is not necessarily a bad thing…” 

Buffy interrupted him. “Giles, we need to cut to the 
chase. Spike is dangerous. He beat up Angel for no 
reason. If Angel wasn’t a vampire, Spike could have 
killed him.” 

“No reason? Is that what Angel told you?” 

“Xander, Angel knows Spike, he knows how 
dangerous Spike is. He doesn’t want you hurt 
either.”  



“Willow, Angel doesn’t give a damn about me. 
Which is fine, because it’s very mutual. What’s 
really funny is that Angel obviously hasn’t told you 
about his history with Spike.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Well, for one thing, Buffy, Angel sired him. So if 
Spike is such a big bad-ass, you can pretty much 
thank Angel.” A sardonic smile crossed his lips as he 
looked around at the surprised faces. “Didn’t tell 
you that, did he? Funny, if he’s such a good guy, 
that he’d withhold that kind of information. Why 
don’t you ask Angel about Spike instead of me. 
After all, he’s known him for at least 100 years 
longer than I have.” 

Buffy was temporarily silenced. Mr. Giles was the 
first to speak again. “Yes, well, we will certainly look 
into that but all of this is rather aside from the 
point.” 

“What is the point of this little gathering?” 

“Xander, we’re worried about you. You haven’t 
been behaving like yourself for a long time but 



Cordelia saw you talking with a vampire alone at 
night. Don’t you realize how dangerous that is?” 

“What makes you think I don’t know what I’m 
doing, Willow? That wasn’t the first or the last time 
I’ve talked with Spike. We’re friends.” 

“Ok, that’s it. Friends? Humans and vampires aren’t 
friends. Vampires kill people.” 

“Well, excuse me, Miss ‘I’m Dating a Vampire’. Oh 
right,” Xander pitched his voice higher in a not too 
bad imitation of Buffy: “That’s different, Angel has a 
soul.”  

“Leave Angel out of this.” 

“Both of you calm down. This isn’t helping.” 

“Yes, Buffy, remember? We’re not attacking 
Xander, we’re trying to help.” 

“Gee, I’m touched. Where was all this help when I 
actually needed it?” 

“What are you talking about?” Willow had 
succeeded in coaxing Buffy back into her chair, but 



Buffy was still glaring at Xander. “You never asked 
for any help. You just blundered around causing 
problems and doing your own thing like you always 
do.”  

“Buffy, don’t…” 

“No, Willow, I’ve had it with this idiot. It was bad 
enough when he was just spying on me on patrol 
and stealing books, but now he’s making friends 
with vampires who are trying to kill Angel. Not to 
mention how often he’s hurt you.” 

“Are you through?” Xander’s voice was deadly 
quiet. 

“Not quite.” Buffy ignored Willow’s quiet plea and 
fixed Xander with a hard stare. “Let’s just get this 
clear once and for all. I’m the Slayer. Your ‘friend’ is 
a vampire. If you two are actually friends, then you 
better warn him. Because if he doesn’t leave town 
immediately, I’m going to kill him. No second 
chances, no other warnings. Understand?” 

“Yeah, that was pretty clear, even for an idiot like 
me. I’ll be sure to tell him.”  



Cordelia spoke with bright sarcasm into the silence 
that followed Xander’s exit. “Well, that went well.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Willow hurried after Xander, slipping out of the 
library before Buffy could stop her and running 
down the hall after him. “Xander.” 

“What now, Willow?” 

“I’m sorry, that wasn’t how that was supposed to 
go.” 
 
“Oh great, what part did I miss out on? The part 
where you all lock me in a room without supper for 
my own good?” 

“Xander, stop.” Willow yanked his arm and spun 
him to face her. “Buffy went a little overboard, but 
she means well.” 

“Right now, I don’t really give a damn whether she 
means well or not.” 



“Look at it from our point of view for a minute, 
Xander. What would you say if you suddenly found 
out that I was meeting with, oh, say a killer robot or 
something?” Willow was surprised to find that she 
could bring up Malcolm/Moloch without a qualm, 
but it was the first example she’d thought of. 

“What?” At Willow’s insistent stare, Xander rolled 
his eyes and tried to answer seriously. “I’d like to 
think that I’d make sure you actually knew it was a 
killer robot first. I mean, I do know that Spike is a 
vampire, I’ve known it since the first night we met.” 

“Are you actually saying you’d be ok with me dating 
a killer robot?” 

“Well, you’re ok with Buffy dating Angel. And can 
we just stick with the vampire examples? ’Cause 
frankly, the robot thing is making it very hard to 
take this seriously.” 

Surprisingly, Xander found his temper cooling as 
they talked.  

“But Angel…” 



“Has a soul. Yes, I know. I am so sick of hearing 
that.” He held up his hand to stop Willow from 
speaking. “Basically, you’re ok with her dating a 
vampire because you don’t think Angel is going to 
hurt Buffy, right?” 

“I guess.” 

“Well, for whatever reason, Spike isn’t going to hurt 
me.” 

“But Xander, that’s like saying you’re friends with a 
serial killer because he won’t hurt you. In fact, 
that’s exactly what you’re saying. Spike is a serial 
killer.” 

“Well, so is Angel, he’s just retired.” Xander didn’t 
even wait for Willow’s indignant response. “I know. 
I know Spike is probably killing people. And I know it 
doesn’t justify it that he doesn’t do it in front of 
me.” He looked away, his eyes troubled, “But 
Willow, I can’t think about that too much yet. In a 
weird way, we’re friends and I really need that 
friendship right now.”  



“Xander…” Willow’s own eyes were sad. “I don’t 
want you to get hurt.” 

“Trust me, that’s not what I want either.” 

There didn’t seem to be anything more to say. 
Xander shrugged and moved off down the hall. He 
couldn’t explain to Willow that talking with Spike 
was helping to heal what had been broken inside 
him with Jesse’s death. She wouldn’t understand, 
which was fine because he didn’t understand it 
himself, but she’d be hurt that he was able to talk 
to someone else about things he couldn’t talk to her 
about.  

Watching him leave, Willow wondered how he 
could believe he was friends with an unsouled 
vampire. Sure, Xander might like Spike but there 
was no way it was a two-way street. Vampires 
didn’t have human emotions. How could they 
without a soul? Spike was obviously playing some 
kind of game with Xander. 

Her jaw firmed. The faster Buffy staked Spike, the 
better. Before he could hurt Xander or worse, kill 



him. She’d rather have Xander alive and mad at her 
than dead. Sighing, she turned back to the library.  

 

 

Part Ten 

Xander kept walking, away from the library, away 
from Willow, and away from the school altogether. 
He needed to think about what had just happened 
and he needed to figure out what he was going to 
do.  

All he knew right now was that he didn’t want Spike 
and Buffy getting into a fight. The worst part of it 
was, if they did fight, he didn’t know who he 
wanted to win.  

That was a lie. He didn’t care who won, so long as 
Buffy didn’t kill Spike. The problem was he didn’t 
want Spike to kill Buffy either. If anyone gave him a 
vote, he would pick Door Number Three - no fight at 
all. 
 
How sick was it that he could see both sides of this 



issue?  Whatever else they were, vampires were 
intelligent, sort-of-living beings. The Slayer was 
someone who existed solely to kill vampires. Killing 
a Slayer was just self-defense for them. But 
vampires killed people, so wasn’t the Slayer just the 
person charged with stopping them from 
committing murder? Realizing he was starting to 
consider whether Buffy had the right to kill a 
vegetarian vampire and wondering if that was what 
Angel was, Xander took a firm grip on his out of 
control thoughts. 

Would Spike leave town if Xander passed on Buffy’s 
warning? He didn’t know but he kind of suspected 
the answer was no. Spike didn’t seem like the type 
to back down from a fight. And anyway, he didn’t 
want Spike to leave. He wanted some kind of 
peaceful resolution to the situation. Too bad no one 
was asking his opinion. 

By now, Xander was running, his feet carrying him 
blindly through the town. The slapping of his shoes 
on the sidewalk and the sound of his breath coming 
in harsh pants followed him relentlessly as his body 
tried to outdistance his racing thoughts. For a long 



time, there was only the feel of air moving against 
his face, drying the sweat beads that rolled down 
his forehead, and the growing ache in the muscles 
in his legs. 

He stumbled to a halt finally, crumpling to his knees 
on a patch of grass, breath rasping harshly in his 
lungs. He knelt there, head down, gasping for air, 
his hands clutching spastically at the scraggly grass, 
until the air no longer burned in his lungs and the 
sweat had cooled and dried on his body. Finally, he 
sat back and looked around. It didn’t really surprise 
him that his blind flight had brought him to Jesse’s 
park. 

“Jesse, man, I really need to talk to you.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Willow went back through the doors of the library 
and found Buffy and Giles waiting for her. 
Thankfully, Cordelia was gone.  

“Buffy, we need to talk to Angel.” 



“Yes, Willow, we’ve been discussing that. I have 
asked Buffy to bring Angel here tonight. If Xander is 
correct,” Giles shot a quelling look at Buffy who 
reluctantly closed her mouth and subsided, “we 
need to find out what Angel knows about Spike.” 

“If he knows anything,” Buffy muttered. 

“Buffy, Xander doesn’t lie. Not about important 
stuff. I know you don’t really know him but I do and 
I’m telling you: Xander wouldn’t lie about 
something like that. He could be wrong but he 
wasn’t deliberately lying.” 

“I’ll get Angel here but I’m sure it’s all a big 
misunderstanding.” With that, Buffy picked up her 
books and headed back to class. Willow and Giles 
traded troubled looks behind her but let it go. 
They’d find out tonight what Angel knew.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“I don’t know what to do, Jesse. I want to warn 
Spike but… I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do. 



He’s a vampire. He kills people. It’s what vampires 
do, I know that. And I can’t pretend he doesn’t just 
because he hasn’t done it in front of me.” 

Xander sighed and scrubbed at the dried sweat on 
his face. “It’s crazy, but he’s become kind of a 
friend. He’s the first friend I’ve made since you 
died.” He laughed bitterly. “Which just goes to show 
how completely insane my life’s become.” 

He fell silent, wondering what Jesse would tell him 
to do. A half smile twisted his lips at the thought 
that Jesse would probably smack him upside the 
head and tell him he’d lost it completely. And 
Xander wouldn’t be able to say he was wrong. 

Xander thought back, trying to remember the 
moment when his life had gotten this out of hand. 
Like always, it came back to the moment Jesse was 
vamped. Everything had skewed and tilted from 
there and nothing had been the same since.  

And sitting here, his thoughts churning, waiting for 
advice from beyond the grave wasn’t solving 
anything. 



“Jesse, I miss you so much.” Tears burned in his 
eyes and he swallowed around the lump in his 
throat. “Things were a lot simpler before…” A tear 
rolled down his cheek and he wiped it away 
impatiently.  

Remembering what he’d told Spike, Xander 
continued after a moment. He needed to finally say 
this out loud. “I’m sorry I killed you, but I don’t think 
you’d have wanted to be a vampire. And I know you 
wouldn’t have wanted to kill me.” 

He got to his feet. “I wish none of this had ever 
happened and I wish you were still here. Even if it 
was just to tell me to stop being a dork.” He 
scrubbed at his eyes with both hands. “I’ll never 
forget you, Jesse, but I’m not going to come here as 
often anymore.” Xander blinked back a fresh wave 
of tears. “I think you would have wanted me to 
stake you. It’s time I learned to live with it.”  

The tears escaped despite his furious blinking and 
he stood looking down at the spot where Jesse’s 
ashes were buried, simply letting his tears fall. As 



his vision blurred, he realized he’d made up his 
mind. 

Spike had helped him get to this point, where he 
could say goodbye and start to move on. He owed 
Spike. And he knew what he was going to do.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Willow slid into the seat next to Buffy and gave her 
a small smile.  

Learning that Angel was a vampire had initially 
freaked Willow out. Before that, he had been the 
perfect romantic figure: handsome, mysterious, 
appearing out of nowhere to warn Buffy of danger. 
She had been fully behind Buffy’s crush on him. 
Willow was embarrassed now by how easily she had 
accepted the fact that he was a vampire. If 
anything, it had made him more romantic: the 
tortured soul trying to make up for his past sins. She 
had defended him to Xander; saying that Angel had 
to prove himself to them. Up until now, he had. 



He’d fought by Buffy’s side and had helped save her 
life from the Master. 

If Xander was right, and she had a sinking feeling 
that he probably was, Angel had a lot of explaining 
to do. Angel knew Buffy and Giles were worried 
about Spike and that they had been trying to find 
out more about him. The only explanation he’d 
given for Spike’s attack on him was that he’d known 
Spike a long time ago and that Spike had been angry 
over the death of another vampire.  

Looking back, Willow couldn’t believe she’d 
accepted that - she couldn’t believe that any of 
them had. Buffy had been worried about Angel’s 
injuries from the fight with Spike and had spent a 
lot of time nursing him. Willow and Giles had seen 
very little of Angel since Halloween night and 
researching Spike had gotten pushed to the back 
burner when Ford disappeared. It was only recently, 
when they’d found out about the now-disbanded 
Sunset Club and Ford’s obsession with vampires, 
that they had stopped looking for him on the 
assumption that he’d been vamped. With that 
behind them, they’d begun looking for information 



about Spike again but no-one had thought to 
question Angel any further.  
 
Well, that was going to change tonight, Willow 
thought grimly. Angel was going to tell them 
everything he knew about Spike. If Spike got the 
chance to hurt Xander because Angel was 
withholding information, Angel would seriously 
regret it.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander knocked loudly on the door, his cross 
clutched firmly in his right hand ready to bring it up 
to ward off any threats or non-cooperation.  

When the door finally opened, he was ready. 
Shoving his shoulder into the door, he made sure it 
couldn’t be closed on him, even as he pushed his 
way past the startled vampire. He took two long 
strides into the room and spun around, the cross 
half raised. 

“We need to talk,” he said, ignoring Angel’s scowl.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Giles slapped the book closed, exasperated with 
himself. Why hadn’t he consulted the Watchers’ 
diaries before now? The information he’d found in 
them about Spike was profoundly troubling - he had 
fought and killed two Slayers already. Equally 
worrisome was the fact that Xander was quite likely 
correct: Angel had clearly spent many years with 
Spike shortly after Spike was turned, including being 
present in China when Spike had killed his first 
Slayer. Even if Angel was not actually Spike’s Sire - 
the diarist was unsure as to which vampire in the 
small group had turned Spike - the vampire clearly 
had more information than he had been sharing 
and that had very disturbing implications.  

Drumming his fingers along the book’s leather 
spine, Giles wondered if he had been wrong to 
allow Angel and Buffy’s relationship to continue 
once they had learned he was a vampire. Looking 
back, it was difficult to understand how he could 
have let things slide for so long. He had allowed 



himself to accept Buffy’s view of Angel when he 
should have questioned it more.  

He would reserve judgment until tonight but Angel 
had better become far more cooperative than he 
obviously had been about Spike.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Angel stood by the open door for a moment, but 
finally closed it and turned to face Xander. “What 
do you want?” he asked, not bothering to hide his 
irritation. Which was fair, Xander had just pushed 
his way into the man’s apartment.  

“It’s about Spike.” 

“What about him?” 

“Buffy wants to stake him.” 

Angel looked away. “He’s a vampire.” 

“Newsflash, dead-boy, so are you.” Xander found he 
was bouncing his free hand nervously against his 



thigh and shoved it into his pocket. “Look, Angel, I 
know you’re Spike’s Sire.” 

Angel looked at him sharply. “That isn’t your 
concern, boy. Stay out of it.” 

“Don’t give me that crap about minding my own 
business. Buffy just made this my business. Spike’s 
my friend and I don’t want him to get killed.” 

“What do you expect me to do about it?” Angel 
leaned back against the wall, arms folded, his face 
unreadable. 

“Do you really want your girlfriend to kill your 
Childe?” Xander asked incredulously. 

“No,” Angel finally said with obvious reluctance.  

“Then help me. I don’t want the two of them to 
fight either.” 

“I’ve already told Spike to leave town.” 

“And knowing Spike that probably went over real 
well.” Xander shook his head in disbelief and his 
voice rose sharply. “Hello - she’s your girlfriend. 



Have you considered asking her not to kill your 
Childe? A lot of people wouldn’t think that was an 
unreasonable request. The only reason Buffy’s so 
hot to kill Spike is because you and Spike got into a 
fight and you apparently keep talking about how 
dangerous he is.” 

“Spike is dangerous.” 

Xander pulled himself back. Leaning into Angel’s 
space and yelling at him didn’t seem to be working 
real well. More quietly, he asked, “Have you even 
seen him recently? Well, other than your fight. Do 
you have any idea what he’s like now?” Something 
flickered in Angel’s eyes and, for a moment, Xander 
thought it looked like guilt or maybe regret. 

“I know what he’s like. I made him what he is.” 

“Bullshit. People change. You can’t tell me vampires 
don’t. I’ve talked to Spike a lot recently. If he’s as 
dangerous as you say, why hasn’t he killed me?” 

“Spike has always gone his own way. He’s 
unpredictable and violent and he could kill you 



without thinking the next time he sees you. Don’t 
think you know him, boy.” 

“Fine.” Xander waved his free hand in a dismissive 
gesture. “Let’s just go back to the part where we 
agree we don’t want Buffy to kill Spike. Would you 
talk to her, ask her to call off the war? At least get 
her to agree not to attack Spike unless he attacks 
her first. Or you,” he added as an afterthought. 
Xander thought about promising Angel that he 
would ask Spike to back off as well, but he had a 
feeling that would just lead to another round of 
“Spike is dangerous” and “mind your own 
business”. 

“I’ll talk to Buffy,” Angel agreed. 

That was probably the most he was going to get. 
“Thanks.” Realizing he was still holding the cross 
openly, which was probably considered rude in 
vampire circles, Xander shoved it back into his 
pocket. He started towards the door, then 
hesitated. “Umm, I kinda already told them you 
were Spike’s Sire. You may be hearing about that.” 



At Angel’s exasperated sigh, Xander bit his lip to 
stop himself from smiling. “I’ll just let myself out.” 

In the hallway, Xander let out a long relieved sigh. 
That had actually gone much better than he’d 
thought it would.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike had been aware that his boy was waiting 
outside the factory for some time now. Xander was 
positioned far too conspicuously for it to be an 
accident, waiting in the slanting rays of the late 
afternoon sun about a block away and watching the 
door of the factory. 

For a wonder, one of the minions on watch had 
pointed him out to Spike. Spike had gone to one of 
the windows, keeping well back from the sun and 
had easily made out Xander’s figure standing out in 
the open. He studied the boy curiously for a 
moment then took the opportunity to lay down the 
law. 



“The boy’s mine,” he began casually, not missing 
the minion’s surprised look but ignoring it. “Pass the 
word along - anyone touches him, they don’t just 
die; they die slow and they die screaming.” He shot 
a hard glare at Joseph, “I’m holding you responsible 
for putting the word out. I have plans for the boy 
and I won’t be happy if you lot interfere.” 

Joseph nodded quickly and backed away. “I’ll round 
everyone up and have them come take a look so 
they’ll know him.” 

Spike just nodded and looked outside again. Once 
he was alone, he allowed a small pleased smile to 
surface. Xander had come looking for him. He 
checked the angle of the sun - it would be at least 
another half hour before he could go outside. He 
pulled a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and settled 
down to wait near the window, keeping an eye on 
his boy.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Spike, can I talk to you?” 



“’course.” His boy was vibrating like a tuning fork, 
nervous tension showing in every line of his body. 
Spike tilted his head, indicating they should walk as 
they talked. 

He’d left the factory as soon as the sun was fully 
down, strolling with deliberate casualness over to 
the waiting figure knowing that the minions were 
probably watching. Xander’s wary caution had 
relaxed slightly as he’d seen Spike leave the factory 
but he had waited until Spike was close enough for 
normal human conversation before speaking.  

As they began to walk, Xander glanced back at the 
factory. “I was pretty sure you were living there. 
Glad to know I was right.” 

“Moved in after the night we met.” Spike confirmed 
briefly, it was obviously not the subject that had 
brought Xander to the factory. He walked in 
comfortable silence, waiting for the boy to say what 
had led him to seek Spike out. 

“So, I hear you and Angel got into it.” Xander’s 
continued tension gave lie to his casual words. 



“Poof been whining about it?”  

Xander shook his head. “I heard it from someone 
who was there.”  

“Yeah, bit of an audience for that one.” Spike fished 
out a cigarette and lit it, keeping his tone neutral. 
He wasn’t interested in discussing what had 
happened that night. The raw emotions that had 
spilled out were still there inside him, only lightly 
covered by new scar tissue. It was a barely healed 
wound he didn’t want to prod at, lest it break open 
again. 

Xander flicked an anxious sideways glance at him. 
“Buffy - the Slayer?” he waited for Spike’s nod 
before continuing, “yeah, stupid name. Anyway 
she’s pretty pissed off about you beating up Angel, 
because he’s her boyfriend and all, and she found 
out we knew each other because someone saw us 
talking the other day and well, she’s threatening to 
kill you.” He stopped for breath and seemed to be 
waiting for a response. 



“Nothin’ really new there, pet. Slayers and vampires 
have been killing each other for thousands of 
years.” 

“Yeah, well, see that’s my problem. I don’t want you 
two to kill each other. I kind of did something that 
I’m hoping you’re not going to be mad about.” 

Spike was amused. “Killed the Slayer for me, did 
you?”  

“What? No! Not really big on killing, as you’ve 
probably noticed. I, umm, I talked to Angel.” 

“You what?” Spike felt a growl start and knew he 
was close to shifting to true face. He turned golden 
eyes on Xander who remained annoyingly 
unimpressed about being glared at.  

“No, it’s cool. He said he would help. He’s going to 
talk to Buffy and ask her to leave you alone.” 

Spike was so surprised he lost control and vamped 
out. “Angelus is going to ask the Slayer not to fight 
me?” He stopped and stared at Xander while he 
processed that. Shaking his head, he shook off his 



demonic visage and returned to human. The boy 
watched him steadily, unshaken by the change. 

“I’m sorry. I’m sure you think that none of this is my 
business, but I really, really don’t want you two to 
fight.” Xander’s eyes were anxious and he shifted 
uneasily under Spike’s stare but didn’t look away. 

“Why not?” 

Xander’s brows shot up. “Why don’t I want you two 
to fight? How much time do you have? You two 
fighting is bad on so many levels…” He checked 
himself and looked away, color rising in his cheeks. 
“It’s actually really selfish,” he said, far more 
quietly. “I don’t want either of you to kill each other 
and…” What Spike could see of Xander’s face 
darkened even more. 
“andIdon’twantyoutoleavetown,” he muttered in a 
rush. 

Spike smirked, his incipient anger vanishing with 
that admission. “Fond of me, are you, luv?” he 
asked smugly. 



Xander lifted his head, relief breaking over his still 
reddened features. “Don’t take it the wrong way. I 
had a turtle once I was really fond of too.” 

Spike just made a scoffing noise and started walking 
again, Xander falling into step beside him naturally. 
“So, the Great Poof is going to intervene on my 
behalf.” Spike said eventually. He carefully buried 
the fact that Angelus taking any interest in his life 
pleased him. 100 years of neglect couldn’t be made 
up for with five minutes of caring, after all. Poof’s 
probably just worried about his bint, he told himself 
sternly, although that brought the smug conclusion 
that Angelus thought Spike would win if he and the 
Slayer got into it.  

Striding along, Spike felt inordinately pleased with 
his unlife for the moment. Only later would he 
wonder why he felt no resentment at Xander’s 
interference. For now, it was enough to bask in the 
fact that his Sire must care after all and that his boy 
liked him. 



He gave Xander a cheeky grin. “I can live with a 
truce for awhile,” he said casually and was 
rewarded by the smile that lit Xander’s whole face.  

 

Part Eleven 

Xander opened the library door and slipped in 
quietly, the raised voices masking the sound of his 
entrance. Even from outside, the various emotions 
had been obvious: Buffy defensive, Giles stern and 
Willow upset. The three of them were doing most 
of the talking, Angel wasn’t saying a whole lot.  

After Spike had agreed to a truce with Buffy, Xander 
had told Spike that he needed to meet with Buffy 
and the others and let them know that Spike 
wouldn’t attack them. Spike had offered to 
accompany him but Xander had refused. The offer 
had been made with an air of innocent helpfulness 
that Xander didn’t buy for a second. From the look 
in Spike’s eye, it was obvious that the vampire 
thought the situation rife with possibilities for 
creating chaos. As far as Xander was concerned, the 
less contact between Buffy and Spike, the better. If 



the two never met again, it would be too soon for 
Xander. Buffy and Spike in the same room was a 
powder keg just waiting for a match.  

Standing unobtrusively off to one side of the library 
doors, Xander watched the group. Angel had 
obviously confirmed that he was Spike’s Sire and 
the news was not going over well. He kept quiet, 
shamelessly eavesdropping on the conversation. 

“What I cannot understand is how you could have 
remained silent in the face of the danger to Buffy. If 
nothing else, you were aware of the fact that Spike 
has already killed two Slayers. How can we accept 
your professed affection for Buffy if you don’t even 
warn her of a serious threat?” 

Before Angel could respond, Willow jumped in. “We 
trusted you. Buffy trusted you. How could you do 
this to her?”  

“I’ve already explained to Buffy that I thought Spike 
only posed a danger to myself. The only time I’ve 
seen him since he’s come to town, his anger was 
directed entirely at me.” 



“He almost killed Buffy anyway.”  

“I know but, for Spike, attacking Buffy was simply a 
way of getting back at me.”  

“Buffy,” Willow switched her worried gaze to her 
friend. “Spike almost killed you and Angel didn’t 
even warn you that he’s killed Slayers before.”  

“Willow, he didn’t know Spike was in town until 
that night.” 

“How do we know that?” Giles’ voice was stern and 
Buffy set her jaw stubbornly.  

“He told me and I believe him.” Looking back and 
forth between Willow and Giles, she said earnestly, 
“Angel’s not the only one who’s done something 
stupid. We’ve all made mistakes.”  

“This was rather more than just a case of poor 
judgment,” Giles told her, then continued, his eyes 
now resting coldly on the vampire. “You are a 
vampire that we have accepted into our midst 
because of your claim of a restored soul. If this is 
how you behave…” 



“Giles.” Buffy’s raised voice sliced through his 
comments. “Angel and I have already talked about 
this. I’m not saying he was right, but I’m asking you 
to let it go.” Her eyes met first Giles’ then Willow’s. 
“Angel felt guilty because he made Spike a vampire” 
- Xander wondered if it was Angel or Buffy who was 
editing - “and he didn’t like talking about family 
issues with…” she hesitated, a thread of hurt 
sounding in her voice, “with outsiders. If I can get 
over it, you guys should be able to.” 

“I’m afraid that isn’t good enough, Buffy. I have 
allowed your relationship with Angel to continue, 
despite my reservations, because you convinced me 
that he was a force for good. This incident causes 
me to seriously question that.”  

“Giles, we all have things in our past we’re ashamed 
of. I mean, I don’t exactly go around volunteering 
the information that I burned down the gym at 
Hemery. Even if it was for a good cause, it’s still not 
something I want people to know about. This isn’t 
any different.” 



For some reason, the librarian seemed taken aback 
by that argument. He pulled his glasses off and 
began polishing them with his handkerchief - a 
mannerism even Xander knew was a stall for time. 
“It is different, Buffy,” he said slowly, replacing his 
glasses and using the movement to avoid Buffy’s 
eyes. “This wasn’t just a shameful secret from 
Angel’s past, it was an on-going situation that could 
have exposed you to mortal danger.” He raised a 
hand to stop Buffy in mid-protest. “However, your 
point is well taken. As you say, we all have things in 
our past that we would rather not have generally 
known.”  

Giles looked steadily at Angel. “Should you bring 
any further risk to Buffy or show any indication that 
your presence is endangering her or any of us, I will 
destroy you as I would a mad dog.” Something 
dangerous flared in Giles’ eyes and, for a moment, 
the usually mild librarian was almost 
unrecognizable. 

A shocked silence filled the room before Angel said 
quietly. “I hope you will.” 



“Angel!” 

“No, Buffy, I would rather be dead than be a danger 
to you.” 

“Then we understand one another,” Giles said with 
satisfaction. 

Ignoring the still dubious look on Willow’s face, 
Buffy settled back in her chair and pointedly 
changed the subject. “Now that that’s settled, we 
need to talk about what to do about Spike.”  

Xander figured that was his cue. Detaching himself 
from the wall he had been leaning against silently as 
he eavesdropped on the conversation, he walked 
further into the room. “Spike agreed to a truce.” 
Everyone except Angel, who had obviously known 
he was there, swung around in surprise as he 
continued: “He won’t attack Buffy unless she 
attacks him first.” Belatedly, Xander realized he had 
completely forgotten to ask Spike to not attack 
Angel and probably should have asked Spike to let 
Willow and Mr. Giles alone as well. Oh well, he 
really didn’t think he could have pushed his 
tentative connection with the vampire that far 



anyway. He would just have to hope that no one 
noticed the omission. Willow and Giles should be 
safe since they were usually with Buffy. And maybe 
he could talk to Spike about Willow the next time 
he saw the vampire. 

“How do we know his agreement is worth 
anything?” Typically, Buffy recovered from her 
surprise first but her question seemed more wary 
than abrasive. 

Before Xander could defend Spike, Angel spoke up. 
“Spike doesn’t give his word lightly. Whatever else 
you say about him, his word has always been good.”  

“He is still a vampire,” Giles said disapprovingly. 
“The Slayer does not generally agree to truces with 
vampires.” He gave Angel a rather pointed look 
obviously having only shelved the issue for now and 
not willing to drop it completely. 

“Look, unless they come to her attention, Buffy 
pretty much just kills the vampires she runs across, 
right?” Xander asked. 

“Perhaps, but…” 



“No buts. I mean it’s not like she goes out hunting 
for Bob, the vampire that lives in the second crypt 
on the left. If she meets up with Bob, they fight, but 
otherwise, Bob pretty much goes his own way, 
right?” 

“What is your point, Mr. Harris?” From the 
exasperated look on the librarian’s face, Xander 
wondered if he’d followed that example at all. 
Maybe he should have called his mythical vampire 
Vlad or something that wouldn’t have thrown Mr. 
Giles off. 

“My point is that she’s never going to kill every 
vampire in town. Spike has agreed to a truce, which 
pretty much means he goes one way and she goes 
the other. That works, doesn’t it?” 

“Xander, you’re asking her to leave a vampire alive. 
She’s the Slayer, she’s supposed to kill vampires.” 
Willow objected, looking uncharacteristically stern. 

“And there are lots more to keep her busy.” Xander 
said hurriedly before Willow could say anything 
else. “She’s already got Angel on her no-stake list, 
this would just add one more name.” 



“It sets a bad precedent,” Mr. Giles responded, his 
own features tight with disapproval. 

“There’s lots of precedent for mutual non-
aggression treaties. If it’s good enough for whole 
governments…” 

“I’ll agree,” Buffy interrupted before he could finish, 
which was just as well because Xander wasn’t sure 
he could actually name a successful example. The 
only one that came to mind just then was the Soviet 
Union and Nazi Germany and that really didn’t 
seem like a good one to cite given how well that 
one had turned out. And hey, who said history was 
useful when it just gave you bad examples to make 
your points?  

“Buffy…” 

“No, Giles. If Spike will keep his end of the deal, I’m 
ok with it for awhile. It’s not like there isn’t a lot of 
other stuff to keep me busy. If Spike causes any 
problems or becomes more than the usual menace 
to the town, the deal’s off,” she looked sternly at 
Xander. “Angel has helped us a lot, and this is the 
only time he’s ever asked for anything.” She didn’t 



look happy, but she did look determined, and Giles’ 
protests died in the face of that determination. She 
looked over at Angel and Xander. “I’m relying on 
you two to keep him under control,” she instructed. 

Xander nodded, carefully avoiding Angel’s eyes. He 
had serious doubts about how much influence 
either of them had over Spike but it didn’t seem like 
a good time to mention that little fact. He 
deliberately refused to meet Willow’s eyes. From 
her disapproving look, she was clearly unhappy 
about the situation. Well, she’d have to learn to live 
with it. He wasn’t really worried about Willow 
tackling Spike on her own and, since Angel and 
Buffy had agreed not to, that didn’t leave Willow 
with much option other than expressing her 
disapproval and frankly, that didn’t really bother 
him that much anymore.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
With a sigh of relief, Xander left the library. The 
meeting had not been fun but at least no one had 



completely lost their tempers and the proposed 
truce between Buffy and Spike was being grudgingly 
accepted for now. 

Heading home, he felt the tension that had filled 
him since the “intervention” that afternoon finally 
dissipate, leaving him limp and exhausted. 
Somehow, he wasn’t particularly surprised to see 
Spike emerge from the shadows and fall into step 
with him. 

“I thought you agreed to let me handle this,” he 
said with a tired smile. 

“And miss the chance to hear you all ragging on 
each other?” Spike answered. “Not likely.” 

Spike had followed Xander to the school and 
lingered outside the library, close enough to hear 
what was happening. If Angelus had been on top of 
his game, he would have been able to sense Spike 
nearby but if the other vampire had, he hadn’t 
given any sign of it. Spike had been pleased when 
Angelus had vouched for him, although he had 
immediately told himself sternly not to read too 
much into it. His days of living in Angelus’ shadow 



were long over. He wouldn’t go back to them even 
if he could. Still, it was good to know his Sire 
respected him, even a little.  

It would be interesting to see how far he could push 
that. To see if Angelus was willing to accept Spike as 
a Master in his own right, with the right to make his 
own decisions, to create minions and Childer, and 
to Claim a human, if he chose.  
 
Bloody Hell! Had he actually just thought that? Was 
he really thinking of the boy that way? Spike studied 
Xander out of the corner of his eye as he walked 
beside Spike in unusual silence. The boy was 
attractive enough: unruly dark hair with bangs 
hanging over his dark eyes, slender frame, still 
somewhat gangly and uncoordinated, but 
surprisingly muscular under his baggy clothes. Spike 
shook his head, not for the first time, over the way 
his boy dressed: dark, nondescript, and above all, 
cheap clothes, none of which fit him particularly 
well. Dressed properly, Xander would really be a bit 
of all right in the looks department.  



But it was his other qualities that attracted Spike 
more. The mixture of dark and light in the boy drew 
Spike’s demon like a moth to flame. Anger and dark, 
chaotic emotions, lit by flashes of humor like 
sunlight through clouds. Courage and loyalty, anger, 
stubbornness and sorrow all mixed within the boy 
contributing to his intoxicating smell that Spike had 
enjoyed since the night they first met, when the 
boy’s anger, fear and grief had perfumed the night 
air.  

Yeah, he was thinking about it all right.  Plenty of 
time, Spike thought comfortably. He didn’t have to 
decide what to do with the boy right this moment. 
He rested a hand on the small of Xander’s back, 
steering him around a broken patch of sidewalk 
when it looked like the boy would stumble right into 
it. “Tired, pet?” 

“Yeah, sorry. I think I need to go home and get 
some sleep.” 

“Let’s get you home then,” Spike said agreeably. His 
hand lingered, enjoying the human warmth that 
seeped through the boy’s shirt.  



 
 

Part Twelve 

Angelus was waiting for Spike when he returned to 
the factory, lounging casually outside, leaning 
against the wall and to all appearances ignoring the 
minions who were guarding him. Spike knew better. 
He could read the wary alertness in Angelus’ 
seemingly nonchalant stance and knew his Sire was 
prepared to defend himself lethally if the minions 
made a move towards him. 

Spike cursed himself for not anticipating that 
Angelus would come see him. His Sire would want 
Spike’s word about the truce personally; Angelus 
wouldn’t be willing to accept Xander’s actions as a 
go-between. Not just because Xander was human, 
but because ultimately this was between Sire and 
Childe.  

Spike stopped long enough to light a cigarette, 
steadying himself for the confrontation to come. 
The rage that had ignited in him like wildfire the last 
time he had seen Angelus had burnt itself out in 



that burst of uncontrolled fury. Anger, resentment, 
and scorn were all still simmering inside him, but he 
was in control now and ready to deal with his Sire. 
He studied the older vampire, seeing the changes 
time brought even to the undead. A century ago, 
Angelus would have been swaggering in front of the 
minions, if they weren’t dust already. He would 
never have waited outside Spike’s lair with even a 
semblance of patience, and certainly not in human 
face. Instead he would have high-handedly ordered 
Spike’s minions to fetch Spike, intimidating or 
outright killing any who were reluctant to obey him. 
More importantly, he would have sensed Spike’s 
presence by now, would have known he was being 
watched. Spike was again reminded that Angelus 
wasn’t feeding properly and obviously hadn’t been 
for some time.  

Pursing his lips in disgust, he wondered at it. 
Vampires could survive indefinitely on any blood 
but only truly thrived on human. It wasn’t just the 
hunt that kept vampires on top of their game - after 
all, there were a lot of mammals far more difficult 
to hunt than humans. It was human blood that 



vampires needed to stay in peak condition. In the 
modern world, Angelus could obtain a steady 
supply of human blood through a variety of 
methods without killing. There had always been 
non-lethal ways of acquiring human blood and 
those ways had multiplied as the world changed. 
Angelus wasn’t taking advantage of any of them, 
which was flat out stupid to Spike’s way of thinking. 
What was the point of immortality if you didn’t 
enjoy it? 

Ready now, Spike strode out of the shadows. 
Angelus saw him approaching and moved to meet 
him halfway. They halted a cautious distance from 
each other and sized each other up. 

“Spike,” Angelus greeted simply, without the overt 
hostility Spike had been expecting. 

“Angelus.” Unable to resist, Spike commented, “See 
your face finally healed up.” 

“Didn’t take long.”  

Spike ignored the implication that Angelus hadn’t 
been injured as badly as Spike knew damned well 



he had been. “What do you want?” he asked 
bluntly. 

“To talk.” Angelus glanced briefly at the minions 
hovering in the background, obviously listening, and 
suggested, “Let’s go somewhere we can talk 
privately.” 

That was probably a good idea. No sense in dealing 
with family business in front of minions. “Fine,” he 
agreed and set off at a fast pace, leaving Angelus to 
follow. Spike strode rapidly through the town, 
heading for a nearby playground, knowing it would 
be deserted this time of night. 

Reaching the small park, Spike confirmed it was 
empty and turned to face Angelus. lighting a fresh 
cigarette and inhaling deeply, he didn’t wait for his 
quasi-Sire to speak. “What? Got places to go, 
people to kill,” he said provokingly. 

“You’re agreeing to a truce with Buffy?” Angelus 
went directly to the point. 

“Said I was didn’t I?” 

“I want to hear it for myself.” 



“You just did.” When Angelus simply continued to 
stare at him expectantly, Spike rolled his eyes. “I’m 
agreeing to a truce with the Slayer. If she doesn’t 
come after me, I won’t attack her,” he spelled out 
deliberately. “Satisfied?” 

“Not quite. What are you doing with the boy?” 

Spike’s eyebrows shot up. He hadn’t really expected 
that - Angelus seemed too focused on the Slayer to 
care about anyone else. “Maybe I’m just following 
your example.” 

“That’s different.” 

“Yeah, always was when it was you.” 

“Buffy’s a Slayer.” 

“Makes it different all right. Makes it perverse is 
what it does.” Spike flicked his cigarette away with a 
contemptuous gesture that underscored his words. 

“She has responsibilities. Her calling means she’s 
dealt with things that make her more mature than 
most teenagers.”  



Spike wondered briefly why Angelus was bothering 
to try and justify his relationship with the Slayer. It 
was another sign of how much Angelus had 
changed. Time was, Angelus didn’t explain himself 
to anyone - others explained themselves to 
Angelus. But he didn’t pursue it. 

“This is the Hellmouth. Most people are dealing 
with things here. Either that or they’re so blind 
stupid they don’t know what’s going on in front of 
their faces. What’s it to you anyway? Boy doesn’t 
exactly seem to like you.” 

“He’s human.” 

“Yeah, noticed that. So what?” 

“So you aren’t known for your tolerance for 
humans.” 

“You weren’t exactly a slacker in the killing fields 
yourself, mate. Wasn’t me who liked to leave little 
bits draped in interesting places around church 
sanctuaries.” 

Angel winced at the mention of an incident he had 
once taken pride in. “That was a long time ago. I’ve 



changed.” He sighed, “Spike, the boy seems to think 
you’re a friend. I don’t know what kind of a game 
you’ve got going with him, but he’s just a naïve kid 
who doesn’t deserve whatever you’re planning.”  

Spike looked away, covering by fumbling for a fresh 
cigarette. He concentrated on lighting it, fussing 
with the lighter and holding the tip to the flame for 
longer than necessary. Finally done, he took a deep 
drag and blew the smoke in Angelus’ face. Even 
though vampires didn’t need to breathe, the 
gesture still carried the same connotations. “Who 
says I have anything planned for the boy?” he asked 
eventually. 

“Come on, Spike, I know you. You aren’t being nice 
to the boy without a reason.”  

“You haven’t known me in a long time, ‘Angel’.” 
Spike stressed his Sire’s chosen name sarcastically. 
“You’ve only seen me twice in the past century. 
You’ve changed past recognition, what makes you 
think I’m the same as I was?” Losing his family, 
learning to live on his own and care for Drusilla - in 
effect being forced to take on the role of a Master 



decades before he should have been ready - and, 
above all, the agony of losing Dru had all left their 
marks on him. Spike knew he wasn’t the same 
vampire he had been a century ago. Pity Angelus 
couldn’t see it. 

Angel shifted to game face to enforce his words. 
“Spike, I’m ordering you to leave the boy alone.” 

“Piss off! You forfeited the right to have any say in 
what I do when you abandoned us.” Spike couldn’t 
believe Angelus was trying the Sire routine. “Agreed 
to a truce, that’s all, not to following your orders.” 

Angel backpedaled although he kept to his demonic 
visage. “If you turn him, the truce is off. Both Buffy 
and I will come after you. Is the boy really worth 
it?” 

Spike knew the answer to that one, he didn’t even 
have to think about it. If he decided to turn Xander, 
he would do it. His Sire’s blustering was 
meaningless, as was the threat of the Slayer. Spike’s 
hesitation over turning his boy had nothing to do 
with worrying about Angelus or the Slayer. “I’m not 
going to turn the boy. Not yet. Maybe not at all,” he 



said grudgingly, more to get his Sire off his back 
than from any need to justify himself. He shot a cold 
look at Angelus. “He’s interesting. And a lot more 
fun to talk to than you ever were. So you can just go 
back to your little Slayer and tell her that the boy is 
safe. A lot safer than when he was wandering 
around the Hellmouth at night, spying on vampire 
nests because no-one would talk to him about 
vampires,” he added snidely. This concern for his 
boy seemed to have come a bit late in the day for 
the little band of do-gooders. From what Spike had 
pieced together from talking to Xander, none of 
them had tried especially hard to help his boy out 
when Xander was grieving and doing stupid things 
because of it. 

And for a wonder, Angel looked a little ashamed.  

“You’ve got my word on the truce. ’M not going to 
hurt the boy. Are we done?” 

“Would you include Willow and Giles in the truce?” 
Angelus persisted. 

“Who?”  



“Buffy’s Watcher and her best friend. They were 
both in the library tonight.” 

Spike’s lips twitched. So Angelus had been aware 
that Spike had been listening outside the library 
earlier. “If they agree not to hurt my boy,” he 
confirmed. 

Angelus looked first surprised then troubled but 
Spike was tired of the conversation. “Ta, mate,” he 
said flippantly and left, leaving Angelus staring after 
him.  

The night was still young but his earlier good mood 
had evaporated. The conversation with his Sire had 
just reminded him of all he had lost. Changing 
course, Spike headed for the bar. He really needed a 
drink. Or maybe six.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander crumpled up the form he had been filling 
out and pitched it towards the garbage can. Who 
came up with those questions, anyway? “Are you a 



people person or do you prefer keeping your own 
company?” How were they supposed to tell 
anything about what kind of career you were suited 
for by asking things like that? They didn’t even leave 
write-in space so someone could explain that they 
used to be a people person until their best friend 
was turned into a vampire and now…, well, not so 
much a people person anymore. Or maybe a people 
person who temporarily didn’t really know how to 
make friends anymore. Then he could add that his 
only friend right now wasn’t really a person… On 
second thought, it was probably just as well there 
wasn’t room to write that kind of thing in as that led 
to one way tickets to the counselor’s office. Xander 
knew it was ridiculous to let a question on a stupid 
multiple choice form upset him so much, but after 
last week it was just par for the course.  

He’d really thought things would get easier after 
they had all agreed to the truce. And hadn’t that 
been naïve of him. Buffy clearly blamed him for the 
fact that everyone was still being cautious around 
Angel and was snarking at him every time he ran 



into her. Willow pestered him relentlessly about 
Spike every chance she got.  

He had only gotten some relief from them when 
something weird had gone on with Mr. Giles 
towards the end of last week. Xander didn’t know 
what it was but there were rumors that the police 
had visited him in the library and it was obvious 
today that his not particularly discreet flirtation 
with the computer teacher was on the fritz. Xander 
wasn’t the only one who had seen her cut the 
librarian dead in the hallways.  

The only bright spot in the past week had been 
Spike. Despite everything that had happened since, 
Xander found himself grinning as he remembered 
his outing with the vampire last week.  

Spike had fallen in step with Xander Thursday night 
as he left school later than usual. Xander had been 
studying for an upcoming math test in one of the 
empty classrooms - math was one subject he 
couldn’t study while lying on the floor or his bed. He 
didn’t have any kind of a desk in his room and 
studying in the living room with the tv on too loud 



the way his dad liked it was a non-starter. Math just 
seemed to call for desks and sitting upright, 
otherwise he had a tendency to fall asleep over his 
textbook.  

Spike still enjoyed startling him by suddenly 
appearing at his side and Xander was working on 
spotting the vampire before Spike made him jump 
out of his skin. It was a game that Xander was 
getting better at and sometimes he idly wondered if 
he would ever be able to sneak up on Spike. 
Probably not. Big cheater had those supersharp 
senses going for him.  

“Hey,” he said casually. “What’s up?” 

“Fancy a game of pool?” Spike answered. Xander 
actually liked the fact that Spike was so direct about 
things. The vampire never bothered with polite 
“Hello, how are you” rubbish. Spike got bored easily 
and wasn’t the least bit ashamed of that fact. 
Having been told disapprovingly all his life that he 
had the attention span of a gnat, Xander 
appreciated finally knowing someone who at times 
had an even shorter attention span. Plus, it made 



Spike interesting. His mind jumped from topic to 
topic like Xander’s always had and he had a lot of 
ideas about ways to have fun. And while he liked to 
joke about some things that completely squicked 
Xander, it was easy to pretend that Spike was just 
joking. Xander knew he wouldn’t be able to close 
his eyes forever but he wasn’t ready to deal with 
the reality of Spike being a vampire just yet. Guiltily, 
he had given himself a temporary leave of absence 
from dealing.  

“At the Bronze?” Xander asked hesitantly. Buffy and 
Willow sometimes seemed to be at the Bronze 
every night and that didn’t bode well for his ‘keep 
Buffy and Spike separate’ plan. 

“Not that place,” Spike said disdainfully. “I was 
thinking more of a little club outside town. Better 
music, better crowd. We could drive over and be 
back in a couple hours.”  

“You have a driver’s license?” Xander blurted 
without thinking. Spike just looked at him with his 
“I’m evil” look. “Right, stupid question. I can just see 
you in line at the Department of Motor Vehicles. 



Although actually, now that I think about it, I’m 
pretty sure the workers at that place are demons; 
no humans could be as crabby and evil as those 
people - they’re really scary. I can remember hiding 
under the chairs when I went in there with my 
mom.”  

“Is that a yes? Hard to tell with all the subject 
changes in that sentence.” 

“Yeah, and you are so going down. I’m really good.” 

“Shakin’ in my boots here, pet. I’ve only been 
playing since your great-granddad was in nappies.” 

As Spike steered him towards his old beater, Xander 
asked: “why do you Brits have such weird words for 
everything?” 

“We invented the language. You gits are the one’s 
that messed it up.” 

“See, that’s exactly what I mean. What the heck 
does ‘git’ mean anyway?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
The club Spike took him to had been a biker bar. 
Xander was pretty sure everyone there was human 
but the astonishing quantity and variety of tattoos, 
piercings, spikes, studs, and hairstyles left him not 
really sure about that. It was a place he would have 
been frankly terrified to enter on his own, but with 
Spike it had been fun. 

Spike strode into the bar like he owned the place. 
Despite the fact that he was short and slightly built, 
Spike exuded cockiness and menace and no one had 
challenged either him or Xander despite the fact 
that Xander knew perfectly well that, in that place, 
he made sore thumbs look inconspicuous. Spike had 
ordered whiskey for himself and beer for Xander 
and somehow schmoozed a pool table. They had 
played several games with Spike trouncing Xander 
to his undisguised glee. He’d taken the time to show 
Xander a few pointers which had vastly improved 
Xander’s game and then they had paired up and 
taken on challengers. If someone had told Xander 
even a week ago that he would be laughing and 
joking with a 6’ 3” biker who could’ve squashed 



Xander like the proverbial bug, he would have told 
them they needed serious therapy soon.  

They’d left after two hours, Xander happily buzzed 
on his three beers and Spike drove them back to 
town. Well, “driving” was a loose term for what 
Spike did behind the wheel: it was more a near-miss 
demolition derby with the added spin of a driver 
who knew he was immortal, but somehow Spike 
never actually hit anything and Xander didn’t 
actually pee on the upholstery, so it ended ok. He 
couldn’t help wondering if Spike drove that way all 
the time or if he was just enjoying Xander’s terror. 

Spike dropped him off at his house and pretended 
to be insulted when Xander got out and made a 
show of falling to his knees and kissing the 
pavement. Xander laughed as Spike flipped him off 
and sped away. Walking slowly into the house, 
savoring the warm glow of beer and friendship, 
Xander couldn’t remember the last time he had 
been this uncomplicatedly happy.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Returning to school the next day had brought him 
thumping back down to the mess that was his life. 
Willow had cornered him at his locker and thrust a 
stack of papers at him. 

“What’s this?” Xander asked warily, not making a 
move to take the papers.  

“Read them.” Willow insisted. She had her resolve 
face on and Xander had 15 years of experience with 
that look. He reluctantly took the papers from her, 
knowing that if he didn’t she was quite capable of 
starting to read them out loud to him, which he 
suspected he didn’t want her to do. 

He glanced down at the papers briefly and leafed 
through them quickly. They seemed to be 
photocopies of pages from different books, a lot of 
them handwritten.  

“They’re from Giles’ books - Watcher diaries and 
other things like that. You say you know what 
you’re doing; prove it. Read about what Spike has 
done and then tell me how you can be friends with 



him.” Willow’s voice was harsh and her eyes were 
unrelenting. 

Xander swallowed hard. Looking blindly down at the 
papers, it felt like something had wrapped around 
his heart and lungs and was squeezing the life out 
of them. He closed his eyes against the words 
waiting for him like unexploded bombs and fought 
for calm even as he felt his hands begin to shake. 

“Xander, I’m sorry, but this is for your own good. I 
really think you should read them. Spike is a 
vampire. He’s dangerous. You can’t just keep 
ignoring that. You’re like… one of those people who 
build their houses in a flood zone. You can’t just 
close your eyes and pretend the danger doesn’t 
exist. If you do, you’ll get yourself killed.” 

“Willow…” 

“No, Xander. Tell me you feel the same about your 
‘friend’ after you learn what he’s done. If you can 
honestly tell me that you’ve read all of that and still 
want to be friends with Spike, I’ll back off. I won’t 
be happy about it but I’ll accept it. Otherwise, 



you’re just lying to yourself and everyone else when 
you say Spike is your friend.” 

Willow gave him a last hard look and left. Xander 
looked helplessly down at the papers in his hands, 
wishing he could hate Willow for doing this. Wishing 
he could throw the papers into the nearest trash 
can. Wishing…oh, god, wishing she was wrong.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had fled the school and Willow’s challenging 
stare. He’d crumpled the papers up and shoved 
them into his backpack and walked away from the 
school grounds. Two hours later, he had still been 
walking, the unread papers weighing heavily on his 
heart and his conscience.  

No matter how many times he told himself that he 
didn’t need to read them, that he could deal with it 
later, when he was ready; he knew that if he ducked 
the issue now, he would never be able to stop 
avoiding it. It was all well and good to say that he 



knew Spike was a vampire but Willow had shoved it 
in his face in a way he could no longer ignore.  

At one point, he found himself laughing with a tinge 
of hysteria and hearing an echo of Willow’s voice 
from childhood: “Ready or not, here I come.” Oh 
god, it would be nice to be back in the days when 
the most serious thing that could happen was being 
caught at hide and seek.  

He couldn’t put it off any longer. Finding himself 
near a park, Xander forced himself to stop and sat 
down on a bench near the edge of the park, away 
from the children’s play area where laughter and 
the raised voices of kids filled the air. Pulling the 
papers out of his pack, Xander sat holding them for 
a long time, his eyes resting unseeingly on the kids 
on the swings.  

He and Jesse and Willow used to come here. Willow 
had liked the teeter-totter and he and Jesse would 
trade off - one sitting across from her and the other 
riding the bar in the center. They would take turns 
pushing each other on the swings and try and out 
do each other on the monkey bars. They would race 



each other to the truck when the ice cream man 
pulled up and count out the coins they had saved 
for their favorite ice cream. Jesse had been the 
fastest of the three. Even back then, he’d always 
been taller than Xander and his long legs beat 
Xander and Willow every time they raced. He used 
to laugh and brag that he was going to be an 
Olympic sprinter as he triumphantly touched the 
sun-warmed metal of the truck first every time. 

Those days were gone forever. Jesse was dead and 
Willow was tearing Xander’s barely healed wounds 
open again in the name of friendship.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It was nearly dark when Xander raised his head 
from where it had bent closer to the fuzzy script of 
the last of Willow’s pages. He was sure it was the 
photocopier that was to blame because he was not 
crying over things that couldn’t be changed.  

The children had all gone home. Even oblivious 
parents didn’t let young kids stay out past sunset in 



Sunnydale. The papers hadn’t contained anything 
worse than he had seen already in his dreams but 
they had destroyed his comforting shell of not really 
knowing for sure.  

Spike was a vampire. Xander had always known that 
and now he’d seen it documented in dry, precise 
English. This many victims here, that much mayhem 
there, two Slayers killed, and god only knew how 
many humans over the decades. The dry words 
somehow made the horror more real than any lurid 
descriptions could have. Almost equally sickening to 
Xander was the fact that someone had spent time 
documenting Spike’s activities. Wouldn’t their time 
have been better spent on trying to kill Spike?  

And what about the other side of Spike? The Spike 
that talked so sadly and lovingly of his Drusilla. The 
Spike that bought an underage kid beer and taught 
him to shoot pool better. And the Spike that had 
answered his questions and helped him learn to live 
with killing Jesse.  

That Spike wasn’t in Willow’s papers because he 
didn’t fit with the Watchers’ expectations. They 



didn’t accept that vampires had human emotions, 
except the darker ones: anger, lust, hatred. To the 
people who wrote those papers, vampires were 
incapable of love, of friendship, of loyalty, or 
anything else worthwhile. And Xander knew that 
wasn’t true.  

So, where did that leave him? With a handful of 
crumpled papers full of half-truths, but truths none 
the less. Spike was a vampire - a cold-blooded killer 
who reveled in taking human life. That wasn’t the 
whole story but it was something Xander had to 
accept if he was going to be friends with Spike. He 
just didn’t know if he could accept it.  

Sitting in the growing dark, Xander stared at the 
play area through tear-blurred eyes, seeing a small, 
red-haired girl and a tall, dark-haired boy whose 
laughing voices sounded clearly from across the 
years.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander was brought back to the present when the 



crumpled papers were tweaked out of his grip and 
Spike settled beside him on the bench.  

“Too dark for you to still be reading, pet.”  

Spike had smelled Xander’s grief from a block away. 
His boy was just sitting there, staring sightlessly 
across the park, as Spike had approached. Xander 
was worryingly oblivious to his surroundings even 
when Spike deliberately made noise approaching 
him.  

Spike flipped through the papers, skimming their 
contents, and wondered who had given them to the 
boy and what effect they would have. Finished, he 
looked over at Xander. “It’s mostly true, Xander. 
‘Cept that bit about Bolivia. Never been there.” 

“Yeah, I pretty much figured it was.” Xander still 
hadn’t looked at him but at least he was talking.  

“So, feelin’ like staking me, or what?” 

“No. I’m in kind of a ‘fish gotta swim, birds gotta fly’ 
place.” Xander glanced at him briefly, then his gaze 
returned to the darkness in front of him. “It’s not 



like I haven’t known you were a vampire, it’s just 
that I hadn’t really let myself think about it before.” 

“Thinkin’ about heading back to the human side of 
town?” Spike forced himself to ask casually. 

“I don’t know.”  

Spike had to struggle for control as his demon 
roared towards the surface at the thought of his 
boy leaving him. This wasn’t the time to go all 
possessive, not if he wanted Xander to stay friends 
with him. Who cared if demons and humans were 
not supposed to be friends. Spike had spent much 
of his unlife not following anyone’s rules but his 
own. As far as he was concerned, that was just 
another stupid rule made to be broken. 

“I’m a demon, Xander. Can’t change what I am.” 

“I know.”  

Spike didn’t know what to say. He was tempted to 
lie, to make the boy all sorts of promises, but he 
didn’t think that would work. In the first place, he 
didn’t think Xander would believe him but more 
importantly, it felt…wrong. Which was not a 



concept he’d had much use for in the last century. 
He sat silently beside his boy, struggling to find the 
right words that would make Xander want to 
remain friends with him. Spike didn’t question why 
he didn’t want to lose Xander’s friendship. He didn’t 
and that was that. 

“Spike?” 

“Yeah, pet.” 

“Would you mind walking home with me? I’m really 
tired and I just can’t think any more.”  

“Sure, pet.” 

They walked side by side in silence, but it wasn’t a 
comfortable one like it usually was. As they left the 
park, Xander took the batch of papers still held 
forgotten in Spike’s hand and threw them into the 
trash can.  

 

Part Thirteen 

Warnings:Rating: R   Some graphic sexual imagery  



“Mr. Olsen, do you mind if I ask your opinion about 
something?”  

Xander had spent much of the weekend lying on his 
bed and staring at the ceiling. Patsy Cline had kept 
him company for awhile, until “Crazy” began to 
seem personally directed at him. So, on top of 
everything else, he now had to buy a new CD 
because his old one had taken the brunt of his 
frustration and the shards were in the wastebasket.  

So here he was on a Sunday afternoon, talking to 
Mr. Olsen and eating Mrs. Olsen’s leftover coffee 
cake, trying to get up the nerve to broach the 
subject that had led him to seek the elderly man 
out. He’d already ruled out the notion of calling one 
of those radio shows where people called to have a 
total stranger dissect their lives and the information 
line at the library just wasn’t going to cut it for this 
situation.  

The old man smiled easily. “Never have minded 
giving my opinion on things. Just ask my wife,” he 
added with an impish smile. 



“Ok, this is gonna to sound dumb but it really is 
about a friend of mine.” Xander had been thinking 
about how to discuss the subject of ‘my friend is a 
vampire’ with Mr. Olsen the whole way over here 
but that didn’t seem to have made it any easier now 
that he was actually plunging in. Or at least dipping 
a toe. Mr. Olsen didn’t know Spike and didn’t know 
he was a vampire, so Xander hoped he would give a 
neutral opinion - it wasn’t like anyone else he knew 
would. The problem was how to phrase the 
question so it would make sense. 

He leaned forward, his hands clasped tensely as he 
struggled for words. “I like him, he’s helped me deal 
with some stuff and we’ve become friends. But…” 
he faltered, having completely forgotten the 
analogy he’d practiced, oh yeah, “the problem is, 
I’ve found out he’s a criminal, he…robs banks. And I 
think the police may be looking for him.” That 
seemed to cover the situation generally. Sort of. “I 
don’t know if he’s…robbing banks still, but he could 
be.” He looked up at Mr. Olsen for the first time 
since he’d begun speaking. “I know I probably 
should call the police on him. But I don’t want to. 



He’s kind of like my only friend right now. What do 
you think I should do?”  

“Well, son, that’s a tough one. I’m tempted to just 
go with my knee-jerk reaction and say you should 
call the police and then stay friends with him while 
he’s in jail. But that isn’t an easy thing to do.” Mr. 
Olsen leaned back in his chair and rubbed his hand 
over the grey stubble on his chin. It looked like he 
hadn’t finished, so Xander simply waited for him to 
go on. After a long pause, Mr. Olsen did.  

“You know, in the 60’s, some people used to rob 
banks as a political statement. And a lot of people 
broke a lot of laws because they thought it was the 
right thing to do or that the laws were wrong. Does 
your friend have any reason for robbing banks?” he 
asked seriously. 

Xander looked away. “Not really,” he said painfully. 
“It’s just kind of…who he is.”  

Spike did have a reason: humans were his food. 
Maybe Xander should have stuck to the wild dog 
example he’d thought of, except that wasn’t any 
better. Spike wasn’t a wild animal, he was an 



intelligent…being who knew what he was doing. 
Humans might be a vampire’s natural prey but that 
just got back to the whole wolves vs. deer argument 
he and Buffy had once had and that hadn’t made 
anything clearer.  

Xander wished he knew whether Mr. Olsen knew 
about vampires because that would make this 
conversation a little clearer, but he couldn’t even 
ask without having to go into a long explanation and 
he really hadn’t felt up to explaining vampires as a 
preface. Maybe he would talk to Mr. Olsen about 
vampires and the Hellmouth some day. Especially 
since some days he felt like the only sensible thing 
to do was to put up big signs everywhere in town 
warning people about vampires and the things that 
go bump in the night. Only the thought that he 
didn’t really want to spend the next few years in an 
insane asylum stopped him on those days. Denial in 
Sunnydale was a way of life. 

Xander realized that he had buried his face in his 
hands as his thoughts ran crazily down useless 
paths they had taken many times before and that 
the room had been quiet for some time. He looked 



up to find Mr. Olsen regarding him with 
sympathetic eyes.  

Xander gave him a tentative smile and Mr. Olsen 
patted him on the knee and asked: “Has your friend 
hurt people?” 

“Probably,” Xander answered, so quietly he almost 
couldn’t hear himself. 

“Hmmm.” was all Mr. Olsen said in response. He 
lapsed into silence again, obviously considering that 
piece of information. It was something Xander liked 
about the old man: when a conversation turned 
serious, Mr. Olsen thought about what he was going 
to say before he said it. Xander himself all too often 
opened his mouth first and thought second and he 
appreciated the fact that Mr. Olsen seemed to be 
considering Xander’s problem seriously.  

After another long pause, during which Xander 
miserably studied the pattern of the rug, Mr. Olsen 
finally collected his thoughts enough to express an 
opinion. “Good friends aren’t easy to come by, 
Xander, and I have believed for a long time that 
people cross our paths in life for a reason. I think 



that what you need to decide is why you and your 
friend have crossed paths and are in each other’s 
lives. Maybe it’s nothing more than chance but 
maybe there is a purpose behind it. Maybe the 
reason you two have become friends is for you to 
stop him - from robbing banks,” he added the last 
part with a slight hesitation and a small skeptical 
smile. “But there’s more than one way to skin a cat, 
as my father used to say. If there is a reason for the 
people we meet in life and, in your case, if the 
reason that fate brought you together is because 
you are meant to stop your friend, then the 
question is: are you supposed to stop your friend by 
turning him in to the police or is your fate more to 
convince your friend to reform, maybe for your sake 
since it troubles you to be friends - with a bank 
robber.” 

Xander, listening intently, didn’t miss the slight 
hesitation each time Mr. Olsen mentioned bank 
robbers. He wondered again just how much Mr. 
Olsen knew about the Hellmouth and promised 
himself he was going to talk to Mr. Olsen about 
Sunnydale soon.  



“Sorry, Xander, I know that doesn’t really answer 
your question. I guess I should have mentioned that 
I’m better with opinions on meatloaf and tv 
movies,” he joked lightly. 

“No, thank you. Really. You’ve given me something 
new to think about and I really needed that - I think 
my brain had gotten completely stuck in the same 
old arguments.” Eager now to change the subject, 
Xander gave him a small, crooked grin. “But can I 
just say eww, why would someone want to skin a 
cat?” 

“You know, I never asked.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander left shortly afterwards, thinking hard about 
what Mr. Olsen had said. He couldn’t help 
wondering what Spike’s reaction would be if he 
asked the vampire to go vegetarian for him, or 
whatever vampires called it. If they even had a 
name for it. Maybe it made him a bad person, but it 
wasn’t Spike’s violent, blood soaked history that 



bothered him so much. Sure, it wasn’t something he 
wanted to dwell on but it was the fact that Spike 
was probably still killing people that was the real 
problem. After all, if everyone else could accept 
Angel as a reformed killer, he could easily do the 
same for Spike.  

Did he even have the right to ask Spike to do that 
for him? Never mind the fact that he doubted the 
vampire would. Well, yeah, he guessed he did have 
the right to ask. Lots of people asked their spouses 
to go vegetarian. Ok, he didn’t actually know any, 
but he was sure it happened. And Spike could still 
drink human blood. It wouldn’t bother Xander at all 
if Spike drank human blood from bags. Even stealing 
from a blood bank would be a lot better than 
feeding off humans. He didn’t want to be the one to 
choose the victims, but he supposed he could even 
deal with Spike killing murderers and rapists. So, it 
wasn’t like there weren’t options. 

Xander sighed. It was all just useless speculation. 
Sure, Spike seemed to like him ok, but he doubted 
the vampire would lose any sleep over it if Xander 
told him he didn’t want to be friends anymore. And 



he really couldn’t see Spike changing his whole way 
of life for Xander. 

So that left him back at square one: Could he stay 
friends with a vampire? He didn’t want to stop 
seeing Spike. Sometimes he seemed like the only 
bearable part of Xander’s life right now. Not to 
mention the fact that the thought of telling Spike to 
get lost seemed both rude and ungrateful. Spike 
had been more helpful about answering Xander’s 
questions and had done more to help Xander learn 
to live with killing Jesse than anyone else in his life, 
including the people who supposedly loved Jesse as 
much as he did. Xander didn’t blame Mrs. McNally, 
she didn’t even know the truth and she obviously 
had her own grief to deal with. But for damned sure 
he resented how Willow had been acting since Jesse 
died. 

And he was so not dealing with Willow issues right 
now. Pulling his thoughts back to Spike, Xander 
thought that there was a lot of comfort in Mr. 
Olsen’s way of looking at things. He didn’t really 
believe in fate, or destiny, or karma, or whatever, 
and he’d teased Mr. Olsen about being a closet 



hippy before he’d left. But was it just coincidence 
that he and Spike had encountered each other 
while they were both grieving for people they 
loved? Probably, he decided, but it was the 
common ground that had led them to become 
friends.  

Whatever he decided, he didn’t believe that Spike 
was going to hurt him. Spike was violent and had a 
hair-trigger temper, Xander had seen that 
demonstrated on several occasions but somewhere 
along the way he’d lost his fear of the vampire. He 
couldn’t even pinpoint exactly when his fear had 
faded into nothing. Sometime around the point 
when he started seeing Spike as a person first and a 
vampire second, he guessed.  

So, maybe he should talk to Spike.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike cursed himself for being a nancy boy; a 
poofter; a wanker. How else could he explain that, 
for the second night in a row, he was standing like a 



love-struck teenager outside the window of a 
human boy.  

Last night, he’d told himself he was just checking up 
on the boy. Xander had been so depressed two 
nights ago, so lost in his thoughts, so 
uncharacteristically quiet as Spike had silently 
walked him home after finding him in the park 
clutching the papers containing Spike’s history, that 
Spike had listened outside the house until he was 
sure his boy was simply going to bed. 

He’d come back last night, hovering outside for 
hours, hoping Xander would seek him out. Listening 
to the truly godawful music coming from his boy’s 
room, Spike had toyed with the idea of simply going 
to the front door and asking for Xander. In the end, 
he hadn’t. He didn’t want to crowd the boy and 
deep inside, there was a shiver of fear that Xander 
would refuse to let him in.  

He’d distracted himself by picturing what he would 
do when he learned who had given those pages 
depicting Spike’s long and bloody history to Xander. 
He’d considered whether it had been Angelus but 



discarded the idea fairly rapidly. It wasn’t Angelus’ 
style. Not now, and not even a century ago - too dry 
and impersonal. That left the Slayer, the Watcher 
and the Slayer’s friend as the most likely candidates. 
None of them had been shy about expressing their 
disapproval of the relationship and it seemed like a 
human thing to do, not something a demon would 
have bothered with. He’d reluctantly shelved his 
plans for violent retribution - at least temporarily - 
at the thought that it would only exacerbate the 
problem with Xander.  

So here he was again, pacing outside a suburban 
house under the concealing branches of a tree, 
waiting for a mortal, a boy, to decide if he still 
wanted to be friends. Spike growled. He should be 
tricking his way into the house and just grabbing the 
boy and turning him. That would settle this 
ridiculous situation once and for all. Make the boy 
his Childe and dominate him, make Xander crawl 
and beg for his Sire’s favor.  

Savoring the image of a perfect dark Childe, dark 
head bent submissively, gleaming gold eyes filled 
with fear and longing, Spike was infuriated when 



the image faded and was replaced by a familiar pair 
of dark, wounded eyes staring curiously at him, 
confused but unafraid. He snarled and shook his 
head viciously, dispelling the unwanted image.  

Boy didn’t deserve to be his Childe. Ungrateful 
whelp. He’d make a Pet out of the boy. Keep him 
chained, naked at his Master’s feet. Whip him 
bloody and bugger him senseless. Make him beg for 
death. Yeah, that’s what he’d do.  

Pacing up and down, Spike pictured Xander chained 
to his throne - he’d get a throne just for the purpose 
of chaining the boy to it - pictured Xander’s back 
striped from a whipping, begging for relief, his cock 
engorged and purple, unable to cum without his 
Master’s permission. Spike grinned. That’d teach 
the boy. He stopped pacing and leaned against the 
tree, savoring the images playing through his mind. 
Saw himself on top of Xander, pushing inside, his 
boy’s eyes filled with love and arousal.  

What the hell!  

What had the boy done to him? How had he turned 
William the Bloody into a love-sick fool?  



Spike lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply, struggling to 
control his thoughts. He thought he’d succeeded, 
only to hear Drusilla’s familiar voice saying again 
that his destiny waited him on the Hellmouth along 
with a wounded kitten that Spike must care for. 

“Sod off, Dru.” Spike snarled out loud to the voice in 
his head. “None of this would be happening if you 
hadn’t left me. Bloody damn half-mad seer.” 

Rage and grief swirled through him and Spike 
screamed his fury and confusion into the night sky, 
venting the emotions that had been churning inside 
him for days. He sagged against the tree as the 
lingering echo of his scream faded. “I’m sorry, Dru,” 
he said brokenly. “I didn’t mean it.” 

Head bowed, he waited, straining to hear Dru’s 
voice again, but silence was the only response. Fine, 
if that was the way she was going to play it, Spike 
thought angrily. He straightened up with a jerk, 
settling his duster and wrapping it around himself 
like a shield. 

Time he started acting like a vampire again and not 
an overwrought human. First off, he was going to 



find something to kill. Something large and 
dangerous, something that would take serious work 
to kill. A spot of violence would go a long way 
towards reminding him who he was. Then, he was 
going to find a dark haired boy and… cursing, Spike 
stopped that thought in its tracks. He would find a 
woman and drain her, savoring the hot blood 
flowing down his throat as the heart stuttered and 
died. Then, well, he’d figure his next step out later. 

Turning intending to leave his pathetic obsession 
behind him forever, Spike stumbled ungracefully to 
a halt. Xander was standing in the yard, arms 
wrapped around himself, silently watching Spike.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had been watching Spike from his bedroom 
window for awhile now, Spike’s agitated pacing 
under the tree in his backyard having caught his 
eye. Spike’s shifting emotions had been clear from 
his movements, even in the dark. Watching him, 
Xander knew that Spike cared about him. Spike 



looked both angry and upset and Xander considered 
for the first time how Spike must feel - waiting for 
someone he liked to decide if Spike was worthy of 
friendship. 

Looking at it that way, Xander felt like a complete 
jerk. Like one of the cool kids at school who had 
refused to accept Xander since, well, since 
kindergarten. And that was a sucky analogy, 
because he was pretty sure Cordelia hadn’t been 
putting him down since the day he met her because 
she thought he was evil, but that was what it felt 
like, watching Spike pacing outside his house. 

Maybe he was just rationalizing the issue but Spike 
would go on killing whether Xander was a friend or 
not. Maybe Mr. Olsen was right and he could 
convince Spike not to kill anymore. That would be a 
good thing. Xander didn’t know if it was even a 
possibility, but for now, he was going to adopt Mr. 
Olsen’s philosophy and assume there was a reason 
he and Spike had met. He’d just have to trust that 
time would eventually make it clear what he was 
supposed to do.  



Having made his decision, Xander felt like the 
weight of the world had slipped off his shoulders. 
Even if he was only shelving the real problem for 
now, it still felt good. Watching Spike’s agitated 
pacing come to a halt, Xander was shocked when 
Spike suddenly screamed into the night sky. 
Without any further hesitation, he ran downstairs 
and out into the yard. 

“What do you want?” Spike snarled at him.  

Staring at the gold eyes, brow ridges and tense 
posture, hearing the anger in Spike’s voice, Xander 
thought he should probably be terrified about now. 
But he’d learned a lot about grief and Spike wasn’t 
quite able to hide the raw pain that was only 
masquerading as anger. “What do I want?” he 
repeated slowly, then found himself answering with 
the brutal honesty of his long soul searching.  

“I want Jesse to be alive again. I want you to not be 
a vampire. I want your Drusilla to be alive again so 
that you aren’t in so much pain. And I want things 
to be like they used to be.” He smiled self-
mockingly. “And since none of that seems likely, I 



don’t think I’m going to get what I want. Plus, if you 
weren’t a vampire, you would have died about a 
hundred years ago and I wouldn’t have ever met 
you. And if Dru and Jesse hadn’t died, we probably 
wouldn’t have become friends. So I guess I don’t 
really know what I want. Except that I want us to 
stay friends.” 

He didn’t even flinch when Spike reached out and 
grabbed him by the shirt, dragging him closer. “’m a 
demon, boy. A vampire. We’re not friends with 
soddin’ humans.” 

“Ok. But something has kept you pacing outside my 
window for the last hour. I don’t know what you 
think it is but I’m calling it friendship.” 

Spike released him and turned away. “That’s what’s 
wrong with humans. Always talking things to 
death.” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Demons are superior. We’ve had 
this conversation.” 



“Too bloody right, we’re superior,” Spike smirked at 
him and Xander grinned as he saw the tension flow 
out of Spike’s body. 

“If you’re so superior, how come you drink our beer 
and whiskey and smoke our cigarettes? Haven’t 
seen any demon brands around.” 

Spike’s features faded into human and his smirk 
widened into a real smile. “See, that just shows our 
superiority - we don’t muck around with 
commerce.” 

Exchanging humorous barbed comparisons about 
the relative merits of demons and humans was a 
weird way to feel comfortable, but Xander felt the 
knot in his stomach unwind for the first time in 
days. In mutual, silent accord, he and Spike set off 
walking side by side, their shoulders brushing 
lightly. Xander knew that nothing had really been 
resolved but he’d made his decision and would stick 
with it. He and Spike were friends and were going to 
stay friends if Xander had any say in it. They’d work 
out the details later.  
 



Part Fourteen 

School was almost a relief after the last few days. 
The idea that he only had to think about math and 
biology and other safe, neutral and frequently 
boring stuff had Xander practically skipping as he 
walked to school. Not actually skipping, because he 
was a guy after all and guys don’t skip unless they 
want to be relentlessly mocked and socially 
ostracized for life. Plus, even girls rarely skipped 
after about the third grade. In any case, he was 
actually kind of looking forward to nice, normal, 
boring school as he left his house.  

Which only went to show how dumb he could be. 

It wasn’t that surprising he’d forgotten all about the 
Career Fair, it hadn’t really been big on his radar to 
begin with. All the good careers were taken by 
those who intended to go to college and college 
pretty much wasn’t an option for him. His dad 
sometimes went out of his way to point out to 
Xander that he was out of the house and no longer 
allowed to “freeload” on the day he graduated from 
high school. He was pretty sure that, if his dad had 



thought he could get away with it, Xander would be 
out on his 18th birthday, which came before the end 
of the school year. Any notion he had ever had of 
his parents kicking in for college tuition had been 
killed years ago. His grades had improved quite a bit 
but they weren’t scholarship level. Xander wasn’t 
even really sure if he wanted to go to college. His 
family wasn’t one where college was expected, 
encouraged, or even particularly respected, and 
some of that had rubbed off on him. He sometimes 
wondered if his Uncle Rory wasn’t right and college 
was simply a way of putting off working for a living 
for a lot of people. If Xander had had a strong drive 
to be a doctor, a lawyer, or something similar, he 
could probably make college work somehow. Or so 
the school counselor told him. But for Xander, who 
didn’t have any strong drive towards a particular 
career, college just seemed like a way to 
accumulate a huge amount of debt for no real 
reason. 

Which meant that Career Fair was going to relegate 
him to the service industries. And if he was going to 
be stuck in some horrible fast food job, he’d just as 



soon it snuck up on him unawares. He wasn’t 
looking forward to spending three days trying to 
pretend he was excited by what the school thought 
his career goals should be.  

Bad timing blew his tentative plan of simply giving 
the whole thing a miss. Principal Snyder caught him 
and pushed a questionnaire at him and made his 
usual vaguely creepy, semi-threatening remarks. 
Xander was sure that Snyder had something on 
whoever it was that hired school principals, or 
maybe it was simply that, the last principal having 
been eaten, Snyder knew his job was safe, because 
there was no way it was normal for principals to get 
away with threatening students the way Snyder did. 
This being Sunnydale, Snyder did get away with it 
and Xander just sighed and took the form to an 
empty table.  

Five minutes later, the “are you a people person” 
question brought a halt to his desultory effort at 
filling in the blanks. Pitching the crumpled up form 
into the trash, he walked out of the commons area 
in search of a quiet classroom to hide in. Snyder to 
the contrary, Career Fair wasn’t actually mandatory 



and there really wasn’t anything anyone could do to 
him for missing it. Especially if he was genuinely 
studying when his absence was noted. With a sigh, 
he opened his book and started reading ahead in 
Life Sciences. 

The other thing that he had somehow managed to 
block out, was the fact that he was going to have to 
tell Willow that he was going to stay friends with 
Spike. He knew Willow had promised to back off if 
that was his decision but it was not a conversation 
he was looking forward to. Actually, he was 
planning on avoiding it for as long as possible. 
Career Fair was the kind of thing that Willow got 
really excited about - she’d been thinking about 
college since about second grade. Maybe it would 
distract her enough to make her forget about Spike.  

Oh yeah, like that was gonna happen.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
When Willow finally tracked him down the second 
day of Career Fair, it had been even worse than 



he’d feared. She’d been astonished and hurt by his 
decision. Staring at him with devastated eyes, 
Willow looked like she’d been slapped. It was 
obvious that she felt betrayed. Despite all of his pep 
talks, telling himself he was going to just tell her 
he’d read her papers and they didn’t make a 
difference, despite all of the times he’d reminded 
himself that she didn’t have a right to try and 
dictate who he was friends with, Xander had found 
himself trying to explain it to her.  

He wasn’t choosing Spike over Willow, no matter 
what she said. Ok, she hadn’t actually said a word 
but her tear-filled eyes hadn’t stopped talking for 
one second.  

“Willow, Spike’s my friend. I know he’s done bad 
things in his life but he can’t change his past. I’m 
sure Angel has a history that’s even worse than 
Spike’s. He can’t change that either, but you’re 
willing to judge Angel by what he’s like now. That’s 
what I’m doing, I’m judging Spike by the way he acts 
around me and the way he treats me. I’m sorry if 
this hurts you but I can’t not be friends with people 



just because you don’t like them. I have to make up 
my own mind about who I want to be friends with.” 

“I don’t understand you, Xander.” The tears had 
overflowed Willow’s eyes now and were sliding 
quietly down her cheeks. “I don’t understand how 
you can want to be friends with a monster like that. 
Don’t interrupt me,” she said sharply, when he 
opened his mouth to protest. “I let you talk, now 
you can listen to me. 

“No matter how you rationalize it, Spike is a 
monster. He kills people. He’s still killing people. 
You can close your eyes and ignore the facts but if 
you do, you’re not the person I’ve known all these 
years. The Xander I know would never do 
something like that. He would never deliberately 
hurt people and he wouldn’t be friends with a 
murderer. If that’s who you are now, I don’t even 
want to know you.” 

Willow walked away from him, hugging her books 
close to her chest, her head bent, hair falling 
forward to hide her face. Watching her as she 
fumbled with the doorknob, Xander knew that, 



even if they somehow healed the breach between 
them, things would never be the same. They would 
never be able to go back to being the close friends 
they had been. The sound of the door quietly 
closing behind Willow echoed unnaturally loudly in 
the empty classroom. The noise carried a finality to 
it, as if it signaled the end of all of their years of 
friendship. 

Not long ago, he, Jesse and Willow had been 
inseparable. He’d never questioned that they would 
remain friends all of their lives. No matter how bad 
things had gotten between Willow and himself 
recently, Xander had never really doubted that 
some part of Willow would always love him. Just as 
part of him would always love Willow.  
 
How had things gotten to this point? Where it felt 
like Willow was walking out of his life forever 
without a backwards glance and where part of him 
simply felt relieved. How could they have both 
changed so much in less than a year? Why couldn’t 
he and Willow continue to be friends even though 
they both had made new friends. He was willing to 



ignore Buffy and Giles, couldn’t Willow do the same 
for Spike? 

Doodling on his notepad, Xander thought about it 
for a long time. The problem was the Hellmouth, he 
decided. Learning about it, learning about demons, 
had irrevocably changed them and set them on 
different courses. Xander knew he was to blame for 
a lot of what had happened. He’d been lost in guilt 
and grief and hadn’t been willing to share the heart 
of the issue with Willow. Maybe if he had been able 
to talk to her about the fact that he killed Jesse, 
Willow and he could have worked through their 
grief and his guilt together. Instead, they’d dealt 
with it separately and in different ways and their 
hurt feelings and misunderstandings had grown.  

Willow had taken a black-and-white stand on 
vampires that Xander couldn’t bring himself to 
accept and Xander’s grey areas had led him to 
friendship with someone he saw as an individual 
but Willow could only see as a demon, as evil. 
Unfortunately, his friendship with Spike was making 
her view Xander as being tainted by that same evil. 
He didn’t like it but he could see Willow’s point. 



After all, he was the one who wasn’t confronting 
Spike about his eating habits. A better person would 
have brought the issue out into the open and 
demanded that Spike not kill people as the price of 
being friends. Maybe Willow was right and Xander 
wasn’t the person he used to be, because he wasn’t 
willing to risk losing Spike’s friendship by placing 
demands like that on it. He’d put the issue aside for 
now and he was just going to see how things went 
without him pushing Spike. If that meant he wasn’t 
the same person he was a year ago, well, that 
wasn’t really news. He hadn’t made his decision to 
stay friends with Spike lightly and it still felt right to 
him. If it cost him Willow’s friendship, it hurt, but 
they had been heading in this direction for months.  

Sighing, Xander and opened his text book again and 
tried to concentrate on math problems.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Over the next couple of weeks, Spike and Xander 
became almost hanging out buddies. There were 



limits - no daylight hanging out, obviously and they 
didn’t go to each other’s houses, but Xander found 
that if he stayed at school until after sunset, Spike 
would often join him on the walk home. Spike 
usually had suggestions for things to do and Xander 
found himself having fun for the first time since 
Jesse died. 

He wondered about it, in his room after Spike had 
dropped him off at home. Why he was able to do 
things now that he hadn’t been able to bring 
himself to do since Jesse’s death. A lot of it was that 
he was finally letting go of the guilt that had made 
every moment of happiness seem like an act of 
betrayal, but it helped that even simple activities 
like going to the movies were different when he did 
them with Spike. 

He and Spike had gone to see a movie one night. 
Xander hadn’t so much as thought about going to a 
movie in months and not long ago, the idea of 
seeing a movie without Jesse would have been 
unthinkable. But he’d found himself agreeing easily 
when Spike suggested it. Of course, Spike had 
insisted that no-one with any sense paid for theater 



tickets and claimed he hadn’t paid for tickets since 
the advent of talkies. Which was weird and cool at 
the same time.  

Sometimes, Xander just looked at Spike and 
wondered at the changes the vampire had 
experienced. The idea that he was friends with 
someone who looked at most only a couple of years 
older than himself but who had been born during 
the Civil War just boggled his mind. But he didn’t 
worry about it much. Spike was the antithesis of an 
old-timer and lived very much in the now. Besides, 
sneaking into the theater had been fun and Spike 
was right - it really was highway robbery what they 
charged for tickets these days. Spike had also 
pointed out that you couldn’t know if a movie was 
worth paying for until you’d seen it. Xander had 
argued that that theory meant Spike should pay for 
good movies afterwards, which idea Spike had 
dismissed out of hand. That night, Spike had firmly 
announced over the end credits that it had not been 
a movie worth paying for. Xander argued that half 
price was probably fair because it had been an ok 
movie. Which earned him a “git” - he really needed 



to look that word up - and Spike’s solution that 
Xander could pay for both of them for any movie 
Xander really felt he needed to pay for. 

Between the sneaking in without paying, the 
realization he was seeing a movie with a person 
who pre-dated motion pictures, and the weird 
English insults, a movie with Spike was a different 
experience from start to finish. Everything he did 
with the vampire, whether genuinely a new 
experience or an old familiar one, had a different 
feel than the kinds of things Xander used to do for 
fun - even when it was same kind of thing he had 
done with Jesse and Willow dozens, if not 
hundreds, of times, and that difference helped 
Xander move back into the world of normal people 
who were allowed to have fun. The guilt was finally 
gone and Jesse’s memories had at long last settled 
into a comfortable place in the back of Xander’s 
heart. The loss still hurt and always would but the 
pain was fading and becoming bearable. 

For now, Xander had tucked away his worry and 
guilt over how Spike was feeding. It was an issue 



that would have to be dealt with one day, but not 
yet.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“You might as well stop hiding. I know you’re 
there.” 

Spike had been aware for some time that Angelus 
was following them as he walked Xander home. At 
his comment, Angelus emerged from the shadows 
where he had been lurking, out of earshot for a 
human but not a vampire.  

“Keeping tabs on me for your bint, are you?” Spike 
asked sarcastically.  

“Just keeping an eye on the situation with you and 
the boy. Harming him would certainly break the 
truce.” 

“’m not goin’ to hurt him,” Spike said truculently.  

“What is going on between you and the boy?” 



“We’re friends,” Spike answered honestly, surprised 
that the admission no longer came reluctantly. 

“Since when have you been friends with humans?”  

“We just are. Satisfied? Well, then, you can piss off 
to your Slayer and tell her I’m being a good boy.” 

“Don’t take that tone with me, Childe,” Angel 
growled. 

“Take any tone I want to, Angel.” 

Angelus sighed ostentatiously but didn’t press the 
point. He stood there awkwardly, shoulders 
hunched, head lowered, obviously not through with 
whatever he wanted to say. Spike simply waited, 
reaching for a cigarette. 

“We don’t have to be at odds, Spike,” Angel said 
finally.  

“No?” Spike kept his tone indifferent with an effort. 
Part of him craved reconciliation with Angelus, who 
was the closest thing he’d ever had to a Sire, but a 
century of abandonment and neglect had made him 
cautious. When Angelus had left, shattering their 



little family, Spike and Dru had been devastated. His 
brief encounters with Angelus, Angel, since then 
had convinced Spike that his Sire was gone forever. 
Funny that possessing a soul, something Angel 
claimed gave him a conscience and morality, had 
led him to abandon his family: the Sire who loved 
him - bitch though she was, Spike had never 
doubted Darla loved Angelus - and the Childer who 
depended on him. Too busy brooding over past sins 
to care about the new ones he was committing or 
the devastation he was leaving in his wake. 

“Your boy accused me of judging you without 
knowing who you are now. He was right.”  

Spike barely stopped himself from reacting. Angelus 
acknowledging his claim on Xander and admitting 
he was wrong in the same breath? He listened with 
sharpened interest as Angel continued. 

“I have been assuming you were the same young 
troublemaker you were a century ago. You’ve 
changed. I’ve been watching you with the boy and 
it’s obvious you don’t intend to hurt him. I don’t 
think you even plan on turning him.” 



“Might. Haven’t decided,” Spike couldn’t resist 
saying just to see the reaction. Angelus simply shot 
him a skeptical look but didn’t challenge his 
statement. 

“You’ve learned control, Spike.” Angelus hesitated, 
then continued very quietly. “I’ve missed you, boy.” 

Spike looked away, scanning the quiet night for 
non-existent threats. “Dru grieved for you for 
decades,” he said obliquely, avoiding mention of his 
own feelings. 

Angelus just nodded, apparently accepting the 
statement for what it was: both accusation of 
wrongs done and silent admission of loss felt. “I 
hope you know you can come to me, if you need 
me. I know things can never be the same between 
us but you are still my Childe.” 

Spike looked at him, studying him intently, trying to 
judge his sincerity. Finally he nodded sharply, 
accepting the olive branch. The pain he’d felt for 
nearly a century, deeply buried now but still there, 
eased slightly at his Sire’s words but he was not 
about to drop the walls he had spent so long 



building that easily. “Sure your Slayer will let you 
associate with us grubby, unsouled types?” he 
asked snarkily.  

“You’re family, Spike. She doesn’t get a say in who 
my family is.”  

That acknowledgement was far more than Spike 
expected, the demon in him almost purring at the 
gesture. For the first time in decades, Spike 
wondered if a true reconciliation was possible. 
Changed, as Angelus had said, but still family. 
“’preciate it,” he said lightly, then, after a struggle, 
added very quietly, “Sire.”  

Angel gave him a small smile, hardly more than a 
tiny movement at the corners of his mouth, but it 
felt sincere. Spike lifted a hand in a half salute-half 
wave, and they both walked off in different 
directions. Feeling oddly in tune with his Sire, Spike 
was certain they were in agreement - both wanting 
to end the encounter on a positive note, neither 
willing to risk the fragile accord by prolonging their 
talk.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike sometimes came up with oddly practical ideas 
of passing time. One night, he’d taken Xander to an 
old warehouse and announced he was teaching 
Xander self defense. 

“Why?” Xander stared dubiously at the knife Spike 
had handed to him.  

“Because you don’t know the first thing about 
handling yourself and that’s dangerous anywhere. 
On the Hellmouth, it’s downright suicidal.” 

“I carry a cross and a stake everywhere.” 

“Seen the cross, pet.” Spike regarded him seriously 
for a moment, then said: “Tell you what, I’ll attack 
you. If you defend yourself successfully against me, 
we’ll forget the whole thing. If I disarm you, you 
take the lessons without grousing about it. Deal?” 

“Ok.” Xander set the knife down and kicked it away, 
not wanting to risk hurting Spike. He ignored the 
way Spike was rolling his eyes and pulled his cross 



out, then hesitated. “I don’t want to hurt you, 
Spike. Are you sure about this?”  

“Pet, if you can hurt me enough to stop me, I won’t 
worry about your ability to defend yourself.”  

That made sense. Xander gripped the cross firmly 
and waited for Spike to attack. Spike circled him for 
a moment and Xander shifted to keep facing the 
vampire. Spike sprang forward and Xander shoved 
the cross at him, holding it at arm’s length between 
himself and Spike. Spike twisted aside in mid-leap, 
easily avoiding the cross and, grabbing Xander’s 
wrist with one hand, he pulled hard, yanking Xander 
off balance. Almost before he knew what was 
happening, Xander found his hand trapped between 
Spike’s arm and body, the leather duster shielding 
the vampire from the cross. Xander struggled, trying 
to pull his arm free but found himself helpless 
before the superior strength. Spike grabbed his hair 
with his free hand and pulled Xander’s head back, 
exposing his throat. He morphed into vampire 
features and his teeth closed lightly on Xander’s 
throat, not breaking the skin. They both froze in 



place for a second, then Spike gave his neck a quick, 
sarcastic lick and raised his head. 

“Lesson one, pet. A cross doesn’t hurt a vampire 
unless you make contact with their skin. Unless 
you’re willing to follow through with that stake that 
never seems to leave your pocket, a cross isn’t 
really worth much.” He released Xander and 
stepped back, still avoiding the cross. “So, self 
defense lessons.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Although Spike’s idea of what constituted self-
defense was a bit more lethal than Xander was 
comfortable with, he got that Spike had lived for a 
long time in a kill or be killed world. The bullies 
Xander was more accustomed to dealing with 
weren’t out to kill people, unlike the demons that 
Spike fought. Spike’s insistence that Xander learn 
how to defend himself was a matter of plain 
common sense to the vampire. 



And it made sense to Xander too. He wasn’t 
comfortable with the idea of killing people, even 
demons, but he didn’t want to be eaten either and, 
if he had to, he was pretty sure he would kill to 
protect his own life or someone else’s. Given where 
he lived, the chance that that was a decision he 
might have to make someday was depressingly 
high.  

He was much more comfortable with the idea of 
learning some non-lethal moves that would help 
protect himself from the more ordinary bullies that 
had at times plagued his adolescent years. Granted, 
he was mostly left alone these days. Apparently 
moody loners were much less attractive targets 
than goofy dorks were.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike called a halt to the self defense lesson after 
barely an hour. Xander had proved an uneven 
student. For blocking moves, dodges, disarming 
strikes and falls he was an eager, willing pupil. He 



was less interested in the killing blows Spike had 
tried to teach him. Xander wasn’t a pacifist; he 
clearly had no trouble with the idea of stopping 
someone who was trying to hurt him, but he was 
reluctant to kill except as an absolute last resort. 
Spike worried that Xander would leave it too late, 
unwilling to resort to a killing blow until long past 
the time when it would save his life. 

It was undoubtedly Xander’s friend who had been 
turned that was creating the problem. Xander 
apparently saw all vampires as former humans first 
and enemies second. With the enhanced strength 
and speed of vampires, that hesitation would cost 
him his life, and sooner rather than later. Vampires 
would see it as a weakness and exploit it.  

Fortunately, Xander had less problems with the idea 
of killing demons who looked like demons. With 
them, he seemed more open to the idea that they 
were dangerous to everyone and often simply 
couldn’t be reasoned with. Even then, he had a 
tendency to ask too many questions: Was the 
demon harmful? Could it be dealt with without 
killing it? Spike resolved to give his boy a first rate 



education in the lethal, need-to-be-killed-on-sight 
demons. 

Spike hadn’t brought the lesson to a close out of 
frustration or impatience. Instead, he’d faced a 
different problem and one he wasn’t used to 
dealing with. Mischievously, and also partly for 
demonstrative purposes, Spike had gone into game 
face each time he’d gotten Xander disarmed and 
pretended to bite him, skimming his teeth along the 
arteries so temptingly close to the surface, teasingly 
dipping his tongue for a brief taste of the sweat 
dampened skin. The taste, the heady aroma of the 
boy’s natural scent made even richer and more 
intoxicating by the tang of sweat, the age-old dance 
of predator and prey, the heat of Xander’s body as 
they circled and clinched, as Spike pinned him again 
and again while demonstrating different holds and 
releases, all combined to make it an intensely erotic 
experience. 

Which, unbelievably, Xander seemed completely 
oblivious to. The charged atmosphere, Spike’s 
arousal, the sexual nature of Spike’s interest in his 
neck, all apparently went completely over the boy’s 



head. Spike was so frustrated by Xander’s lack of 
arousal that it was all he could do to keep control 
and not simply pin the boy and have his way with 
him. Show the boy exactly what he was missing.  

It was Xander’s trust in him that stopped Spike. 
Even with fangs resting against his skin, Xander 
wasn’t afraid. He joked, he protested that Spike 
should let him win once in awhile for morale’s sake 
- a suggestion Spike had treated with the rich 
contempt it deserved - but he wasn’t the slightest 
bit afraid that Spike would harm him. And that trust 
shook Spike to his foundations. 

No one had ever trusted him like that. Even Drusilla 
had had a demon’s wariness of being dominated, of 
showing weakness. Even while she was dying, Spike 
had seen the surprise in her eyes every time she 
woke and found him still there. She’d never let 
herself believe he wouldn’t abandon her, because 
that’s what most demons would have done.  

Xander accepted that Spike was stronger than he 
was the way he accepted that the sky was blue and 
that he liked cheesy science fiction movies. It was 



simply a fact. It wasn’t something to rail against or 
struggle over. Spike was a vampire and therefore 
stronger. Spike was his friend and therefore 
wouldn’t hurt him. 

How the boy had come by that kind of trust was a 
mystery to Spike. It clearly wasn’t from his parents. 
Most likely it had been from his dead friend. Xander 
certainly didn’t seem to have anyone else in his life 
he trusted implicitly.  

All of which led Spike to the deeply frustrating 
decision that he wouldn’t force the boy. Although 
he would never have admitted it to anyone, he 
valued Xander’s trust and friendship too highly to 
tarnish them.  

But self-denial wasn’t in most demons’ nature and 
certainly hadn’t been part of Spike’s since he was 
human. He was simply going to have to bring the 
boy around to his way of thinking. Of all the things 
he was good at, seduction was at the top of the list, 
Spike thought smugly. An inexperienced human 
child wouldn’t even know what had hit him.  



 
 

Part Fifteen 

Plucking an egg at random from the carton, Xander 
turned it over in his hands, contemplating it 
cynically. The way his life had been going recently 
only emphasized the ludicrousness of this 
assignment. Carting an egg around for several days 
was somehow supposed to teach them 
responsibility? If Mr. Whitmore really wanted to 
teach them about life and responsibility, there had 
to be a better way than passing out breakfast foods. 
Really, aside from the slime factor, if the egg broke - 
who cared? After all, who was going to know unless 
you did it in public? Another egg from the 
refrigerator and voila! responsible parenthood 
status remained intact, even if the original “child” 
wasn’t.  

Still holding the egg in one hand, he walked out of 
the classroom wondering whether he could get 
away with stashing it in his locker for the rest of the 
day. In another lifetime, he would have been joking 



with Willow right now about her decision to go the 
gay parenthood route. She and Buffy had teamed 
up automatically and Xander could hear them 
giggling as they selected their offspring. He hadn’t 
even bothered to try and find a partner for egg 
parenting. It would be just his luck to get someone 
who took the assignment seriously. So now, 
courtesy of the American education system, he was 
the proud single parent of a small, round child.  

Hearing Buffy’s and Willow’s voices following him 
down the hallway, Xander was glad that he hadn’t 
needed to work so hard at avoiding them over the 
past week. For several days, Willow had seemed to 
be in an unusually good mood towards him, smiling 
at him and talking to him casually about neutral 
subjects like class assignments and the weather. 
She hadn’t mentioned Spike even once and the 
hurt, betrayed look had completely disappeared 
from her eyes. Xander had hoped that she was 
trying to make good on her promise to back off 
about his friendship with Spike but her good mood 
had vanished with the rumors that had swept the 
school about Buffy killing her mother’s boyfriend. 



Whatever that had been about - and since Buffy 
wasn’t in jail or even suspended from classes, 
Xander figured it couldn’t possibly have been true - 
it had killed Willow’s tolerant mood. Fortunately, it 
had also had the effect of drawing her attention 
away from Xander.  

Which was good because he was getting tired of 
being stared at with the sad, disapproving eyes that 
had reappeared since then. Mostly Willow wasn’t 
actually saying anything about the situation but her 
eyes spoke volumes every time she looked at him. 
He knew that Willow was disappointed and hurt by 
his decision to stay friends with Spike but it wasn’t 
like he’d done it deliberately to hurt her. His 
friendship with Spike had nothing to do with 
Willow. He just wished she could see that. 

A sentence pitched slightly louder than normal 
caught his attention. Willow was talking about her 
egg and her voice carried clearly to Xander, as it was 
obviously intended to.  

“We have to take it seriously, Buffy, or what’s the 
point? We can pretend we’re teaching our child 



about the Hellmouth, like about how not to 
associate with evil vampires and how demons are 
dangerous. It’ll be fun.” 

“You know, I’ve had about enough of this, Willow.” 
Exasperated, Xander spun around and confronted 
her. “You promised you’d back off. Is this your 
definition of backing off? Because it sure as hell isn’t 
mine.” 

“Overreact much?” Buffy stepped between them, 
but not before Xander saw Willow blush slightly and 
look a little embarrassed. “She was talking to me.” 

“No, she wasn’t.” 

“For god’s sake, chill out.”  

“Butt out of this, Buffy. Here,” Xander impulsively 
tossed his egg to Willow feeling the need to make 
some kind of gesture, no matter how stupid. “Teach 
it anything you want.” 

Buffy slapped the egg away from Willow, knocking it 
across the hall and Xander just rolled his eyes. Like 
Willow had needed defending from an underhand 
toss of an egg. 



“Great save, Slayer. That could have really hurt 
her.”  

“Buffy…”  

“Get out of here, Xander. Leave Willow alone.” 

“Buffy…” 

“Happy to.” 

“BUFFY!” 

“What?” Buffy finally looked at Willow as her voice 
rose to a near shout. 

Willow was clutching Buffy’s arm and Xander and 
Buffy both followed her wide-eyed stare to where 
Xander’s egg had landed. Instead of the usual 
yellow and white egg mess, the egg had left a light 
purple stain on the wall and the white shell 
fragments were mixed in with a small purple and 
black lump. 

“What the hell is that?” 

“Second the question.” All three moved towards the 
mess with fascinated horror.  



“Whoa. I’d strongly suggest that you two crack your 
eggs right now and see if mine was just off 
somehow, because that doesn’t look like a rotten 
egg to me. Not in the traditional sense.” 

“Agreed.” Buffy straightened up. “Go get some 
towels from the bathroom and let’s get this mess 
picked up. We’ll take it to the library and ask Giles 
what it is. We can check our eggs there.” 

“Right.” With a last appalled look, Xander ran to the 
nearest boy’s bathroom and grabbed a huge wad of 
towels. Hurrying back, he used them to carefully 
sweep up the majority of the mess and the three of 
them hurried to the library, Xander carrying the 
wad of towels gingerly, Buffy and Willow watching 
their own eggs suspiciously. 

“Giles!” 

“Yes, Buffy? There’s really no need to shout as you 
enter, I have quite good hearing.” The librarian 
emerged from his office as Xander set the remnants 
of his egg down on the counter. 



“Something really strange just happened.” Buffy 
and Willow set their eggs down next to the broken 
one in its nest of paper towels. 

“Is there some reason you all have eggs?” Mr. Giles 
asked, setting the book in his hand down and 
moving to the counter.  

“Open the towels and take a look. It’s gross.” 

Xander shook his head at that explanation. “We 
were all given eggs as an assignment. Mine broke 
and there’s something abnormal about it. We need 
to check all the eggs,” he summarized for the 
librarian.  

Mr. Giles unwrapped the wad of paper towels and 
studied the purple and black mess with clinical 
fascination. “Hmm. I quite agree. One of you bring 
me some additional towels and I will get something 
to open the other eggs a bit more delicately than 
this one was. It will be easier to identify what’s 
inside if it’s intact, assuming the other eggs are the 
same.” 



“Check. I’m on towel duty.” Xander left for the 
bathroom again and returned shortly to find that 
Mr. Giles already had a pile of reference books on 
the table and Willow was flipping through them 
while Buffy kept a wary eye on the eggs. 

Xander spread the towels out on the counter in two 
piles and put one egg on each. “Ready for slicing 
and dicing,” he called to the librarian who emerged 
from the book cage with a large knife and a mace. 

Handing the mace to Buffy, he said: “it’s unlikely 
anything inside is sufficiently developed to be a 
threat but best to be cautious.” Willow left the 
books and came over to watch as Mr. Giles carefully 
sliced open the top of the egg, apparently trying for 
the shallowest cut possible. 

“If this is just an egg, we’re all going to feel pretty 
silly,” Buffy commented. “Yeauchh. Not feeling 
silly.” 

“Quite.” The egg contained the same purple goo 
that the first one had left smeared on the wall. 
Inside the opening a solid, purple…thing could be 
seen. They all watched tensely as some sort of pale, 



spotted tendril emerged and groped around blindly. 
Buffy lifted the mace threateningly but the tendril 
seemed to run out of energy and began pulling back 
inside the shell. It didn’t make it all the way back 
inside, finally collapsing limply on the countertop.  

Four pairs of eyes shifted suspiciously to the third 
egg and Mr. Giles performed a second surgery with 
the same results. Looking at the two hopefully 
defunct creatures and the smashed egg, Mr. Giles 
stepped back and pulled his glasses off. He rubbed 
at the bridge of his nose for a moment, then asked: 
“Where did you get these eggs?” 

“Teen Health. Mr. Whitmore passed them out to 
everyone as an assignment.” Willow answered, still 
studying the eggs. It looked like disgust was rapidly 
giving way to scientific curiosity. Figures, Xander 
thought wryly. Willow had always been the one 
who could dissect frogs without blinking. She’d 
always really gotten into finding out what made 
things tick. 

“What are they?” 



“I’m not sure. It will require some research to 
identify them. We should also question Mr. 
Whitmore about the origin of the eggs.” 

“Yeah, there’s no way he was handing these out 
without knowing something was up. I mean, these 
can’t have come from the local supermarket.” Buffy 
set the mace down on the counter. “Why don’t I go 
get him and bring him here.” 

“I’ll round up the other eggs and bring them back 
here,” Xander volunteered only to find himself the 
focus of three surprised looks. “What? There’s no 
way these are the only three bad eggs.” 

“Well, duh, but just smash them. Don’t bother 
bringing them back here. Two samples should be 
enough for Giles to ID them. Right, Giles?” Buffy 
turned to the librarian for confirmation. 

“Yes, I’m sure these two are sufficient.” 

"Ok, how about we not get carried away here until 
we know what they are." Xander looked around at 
the three uncomprehending faces. "Look, the first 
one was an accident. The second one we had to kill 



to confirm the first one wasn't a fluke. I'm not all 
that happy about having already killed the third 
one, much less the wiping out whole rest of the 
batch. We don't have any idea what these things 
are. Yeah, they may be hostile, body-snatching 
aliens out to take over the world but they could also 
be harmless critters who wouldn't hurt a fly. 
Doesn't anyone else want to know what we are 
dealing with before we start on the genocide?" 

“Like there’s a real chance that they’re just fluffy 
bunnies who wouldn’t hurt anyone,” Buffy scoffed. 

“I know that, but I doubt they are going to take over 
the world in the next few hours. You saw how weak 
it was, they obviously aren’t ready to hatch yet. I’m 
just saying we should hold off on the slaughter until 
we know if they have to be killed.” 

“It does seem unlikely that the creatures will be 
able to hurt anyone for some time yet. I don’t 
suppose there is any harm in gathering them and 
bringing them back here until we know exactly what 
it is we are dealing with.” 

“I’ll handle that.” 



Xander grabbed a pad of paper and started listing 
the names of everyone in their Teen Health class. 
Buffy left to get Mr. Whitmore and Willow moved 
to where she could read the list, adding a couple of 
names until they both agreed that everyone in the 
class was accounted for.  

List in hand, Xander left to track down the students, 
wondering what exactly he was going to tell them 
about his sudden need for their eggs.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Nearly an hour later, Xander walked back into the 
library feeling vaguely like a Hellmouthy version of 
the Easter Bunny. He had a plastic grocery sack 
filled with eggs, a list in his back pocket with 
checkmarks by all the names, and bad news. He 
found Mr. Giles and Willow still sitting at the central 
table surrounded by piles of books.  

Setting the sack of eggs down carefully on the table, 
he looked at the librarian. “So, what do we know?” 
he asked. 



Mr. Giles turned an open book towards him so he 
could see a line drawing of a… blob. “The creature is 
called a Bazor and I’m afraid that the young are 
parasitic.” 

“Ok, that doesn’t sound good.” 

“No, Mr. Harris, it’s not good. Buffy is down 
checking the basement as the adult of the species 
hibernates underground.” Mr. Giles rubbed his 
temples tiredly. “Unfortunately, it appears that Mr. 
Whitmore was under the influence of one of the 
offspring. We were able to detach the creature, but 
he doesn’t remember much of what occurred in the 
last 24 hours, so we cannot presume that yours was 
the only class who received the eggs.” 

Xander shook his head grimly. “It wasn’t. Someone 
told me that Mr. Whitmore has already passed 
them out to at least two other classes.” He looked 
at the bag of eggs sitting on the table. “So, what do 
we do with them?” 

“We kill them.” Buffy entered the library looking a 
lot dustier than she had an hour ago. “The momma 
Bazor is in the basement all right,” she reported to 



the librarian. “The floor is cracked and you can see 
it under there, it’s huge and way ugly. Not really 
wanting to see a lot more of it.” 

“Can you get at it to kill it?” Willow spoke up for the 
first time. 

Buffy grimaced. “It’s going to be hard, the cracks 
are pretty narrow. I suppose I could just poke away 
at it with a stick, but I don’t know if that will work.” 

“It would be difficult to be sure you hit a vital spot, 
perhaps we can pour something on top of it…” Mr. 
Giles’ voice trailed off absently as he began reading 
in one of the volumes. 

Buffy looked at the eggs. “Did you get them all?” 

“All the ones from our class, yes. But there’s more 
out there.”  

“Still got a problem with us just killing them?” 

“Not really, not now that we know that they hurt 
people.” 



“Good, ‘cause I think you’re pushing this whole 
‘demons can be our friends’ thing a bit far.” 

Xander’s jaw tightened but he swallowed the sharp 
retort that rose to his lips, not wanting to make the 
situation worse. They still had to work together to 
round up the eggs. 

“Actually, Buffy,” Mr. Giles looked up from his book, 
“Mr. Harris had a valid point. In the heat of battle, a 
Slayer cannot afford to weigh the motives of her 
opponent, but we were not in imminent danger. It 
did no harm to investigate first before taking action, 
in these circumstances.” 

“Waste of time if you ask me,” Buffy grumbled 
quietly. “Like there was any chance the eggs 
weren’t out to hurt people.” 

“In any case, when circumstances permit, the 
preferred course of action would always be to find 
out what we are dealing with first,” Mr. Giles said 
firmly, surprising Xander. From what he’d seen in 
the Watcher’s books that was a departure from the 
party line. 



Willow had been listening silently to the 
conversation, her eyes moving from one speaker to 
the next. “But aren’t all demons bad?” she asked. 

“No, in fact there are many peaceful species. It’s 
just that, here on the Hellmouth, the dangerous 
species far outnumber the others. The Hellmouth 
seems to attract the more violent types, such as 
vampires.” Willow looked like she wanted to 
continue on the subject and Mr. Giles lifted his 
hand, interrupting her before she could start. “We 
should stick to the matter at hand and leave that 
topic for another day. The good news is that the 
mother Bazor should be vulnerable to several 
caustic fluids, most of which will be available in the 
science labs. I suggest we obtain a fairly sizeable 
quantity and simply pour it over the creature. That 
would seem the most efficient way to kill it.” 

Xander looked at the book, studiously avoiding 
Willow’s eyes. Although he was really hoping she 
had been listening to Mr. Giles, he really didn’t 
want to get into it right now and risk fracturing the 
fragile working relationship they had going. “What 
about the eggs?” 



“Fortunately, they are linked to the parent at this 
stage in their development. The death of the parent 
will result in the death of the offspring.” 

“Oh. That’s good, I guess.” Xander felt vaguely 
queasy at the dry explanation but had to agree that 
parasitic babies couldn’t be allowed to live. This was 
pretty much what Spike had been telling him too, 
that he thought too much about who and what his 
opponents were and that sometimes you just had 
to act or you would end up dead. Spike just said it a 
lot more colorfully than Mr. Giles did. 

“It makes things much simpler. The eggs will simply 
not hatch and any that have already hatched, such 
as the one that had taken control of Mr. Whitmore 
will simply die and detach from their unwitting 
hosts. The persons affected should have no memory 
of the incident and so no explanations will be 
necessary.” 

Yep, Spike would have said that in one sentence: 
the eggs and kiddies will die, no one will remember, 
end of story.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike walked through the cemetery only marginally 
keeping track of his surroundings. He was mapping 
out a battle campaign and the planning was not 
going well. Having decided to seduce Xander rather 
than just simply taking him, Spike had realized 
somewhat belatedly that he had no experience in 
gentle seduction. All his sexual experience was as a 
vampire and of little use to him in this situation. 
Demons tended to be extremely direct about sex. 
Spike again considered whether he should simply 
claim the boy and have his way with him. He could 
ensure that Xander would enjoy it but he was 
hesitating. Dithering around like a bloody human, 
more like, he thought sourly.  

Spike thought back on his human existence. William 
had been an insecure, elitist fop, too frightened of 
rejection to do more than pathetically hang about, 
timidly adoring his love from afar. Victorian William 
would have been horrified at the idea of sex with 
another man, hell he’d barely considered the notion 



of sex with a woman. William had tended to think in 
terms of gentle embraces and close-mouthed, 
almost chaste, kisses as the goal of his ineffective 
and unsuccessful pursuit of his ladylove.  

Demons were less inhibited or maybe just more 
honest. Most demons didn’t care about gender or 
species when it came to sex. Spike could, and had, 
fucked both sexes and a number of different species 
in his early years as a vampire, learning quickly that 
sexual pleasure came in many forms. After he and 
Dru were on their own, he’d come as close to 
monogamy as vampires generally get - only taking 
other partners with Drusilla’s consent and usually 
with her participation. With Dru, Spike had been 
more tender and caring of her pleasure than with 
any other partner he’d ever had. Sex with Dru had 
varied wildly from violent bouts of clawing, biting 
passion to gentle wooing suitable for the Victorian 
maiden she’d once been, as changeable as the 
whims that had flitted through his Dark Princess’ 
mind.  

It was only now, looking back, that Spike realized 
how much in control of their relationship Dru had 



been. He’d danced to her tunes and catered to her 
needs and whims and the wonder was that, even 
now, he didn’t resent it. Loving her as he had, it had 
seemed natural to let her set the tone of their 
unlives. There were times when he found himself 
wondering if she had been worth it, but mostly he 
knew that he would happily put up with it all again 
if he could have her back.  

Xander was no mad Victorian maiden but he was an 
American teenager who undoubtedly had a 
thousand automatic defenses against homosexual 
thoughts, drives and urges. Remembering what had 
worked on Drusilla when she played at being a coy 
virgin, Spike began to map out his game plan. This 
prey needed to be lured, unsuspecting. Pouncing, 
no matter how satisfying in the short term, would 
only result in the prey slipping between his fingers, 
like one of Dru’s birds that could be coaxed to perch 
on her finger but panicked and fled at any sudden 
move to capture it. 

Thinking of the pursuit in hunting terms, Spike 
began to relish the game ahead. No longer did it 
seem a pointless exercise in humoring human 



anxieties and teenage homophobia. This was a 
delicate stalking of an elusive quarry and, above all, 
vampires were hunters. 

A puckish grin crossed Spike’s face as he considered 
tactics. Weighing the relative merits of different 
approaches, he let his feet carry him through the 
cemetery until the quiet murmur of voices pulled 
him back to awareness of his surroundings. He 
slowed his steps cautiously as he sensed the Slayer 
and Angelus nearby.  

The two were snogging, going at it hot and heavy 
and oblivious not only to Spike’s approach but also 
to the fact that they were being observed from 
another direction. Shaking his head in disbelief that 
they would let themselves get so distracted, Spike 
retreated soundlessly, circling around and coming 
up behind the vampires that were watching the 
Slayer and Angelus from the top of a nearby crypt.  

It didn’t take long for Spike to recognize them: Lyle 
and Tector Gorch. Both dumb as posts, they were a 
pair of ignorant good ol’ boys but they could be fun. 
Lyle was telling his brother quietly that they would 



have to pick their time to fight the Slayer. Spike 
snorted quietly to himself, leaning against a tree 
and waiting for the two to come down from the 
roof of the crypt. Lyle had been vowing to kill a 
Slayer ever since he learned of their existence. 
Somehow, he never quite seemed to find the right 
time when a Slayer was at enough of a 
disadvantage for him to actually fight one. 

The Slayer and Angelus finally left, holding hands 
and strolling through the graveyard and still nearly 
oblivious to their surroundings. The Gorches barely 
waited for them to move out of sight before 
vaulting down from the crypt. Spike stepped out of 
the shadows, moving into the open as they landed. 
The brothers came on guard, obviously surprised to 
learn that they had in turn been watched but 
relaxed when they saw it was another vampire.  

“That you, Spike?” Tector asked after a brief pause. 

Spike just nodded, lighting a cigarette and keeping a 
wary eye on Lyle. Tector always followed where Lyle 
led, if trouble was coming, it would come from Lyle.  



“Well, lookie here. Spike. Haven’t seen you since… 
well, I don’t really remember when we saw you 
last.” Lyle settled his hat and looked like he was 
struggling to recall. 

“Spain, the orphanage,” Spike filled in helpfully, not 
wanting to wait for Lyle to find the memory on his 
own. He didn’t have that kind of patience. 

“That’s right. Damn, those were good times. You 
back with Angelus?” 

“No.” His Sire was a delicate question and one Spike 
didn’t intend to discuss with the Gorches. “Just 
landed in the same town,” he explained briefly. 
“What brings you boys to the Hellmouth?” 

“Just looking for fun, you know us,” Lyle said. 
“What’s up with Angelus and the Slayer? The two of 
them kissing like that? That just ain’t natural.” 

“Angelus always did like his little perversions,” Spike 
shrugged dismissively as if the Slayer was just a 
passing fancy for his Sire. And maybe she was, he 
thought optimistically. “How long are you boys in 
town?”  



“Well, Lyle here says he’s going to kill the Slayer,” 
Tector said proudly as if Lyle hadn’t been bragging 
about killing Slayers for decades. 

“Let me guess - he’s just picking his time, right?” 
Spike had heard this tune before.  

“That’s right,” Lyle confirmed. “Now you aren’t 
going to claim you got first dibs on her, are you 
Spike?” 

“No, no,” Spike waved a dismissive hand. “She’s all 
yours. I’m more interested in what you’ve got 
planned for afterwards.” 

Lyle and Tector exchanged grins. “Just the usual fun. 
This here seems like it’s a damn boring town for a 
Hellmouth. Maybe we should just kill everyone and 
burn it down. What do you say - you up for that?” 

“Well, we’re going to have a problem there, boys.” 
Spike dropped his cigarette and his fist swung out, 
punching Lyle hard in the face and dropping him 
cleanly. Before either brother could move, Spike 
smashed his foot into Tector’s chest, staggering him 
backwards. Lyle roared in outrage, springing to his 



feet and rushing at Spike. Spike spun around in a 
swirl of black leather, avoiding Lyle’s fists and using 
the momentum of his spin to power a vicious kick to 
Lyle’s head. Lyle stumbled to his knees and Spike 
jumped on him, grabbing his hair with one hand and 
yanking his head up. He brought a stake whistling 
down to the unprotected chest and stopped the 
death blow before it did more than split the skin on 
Lyle’s chest. All three froze in place, Tector stopping 
in mid-stride as he raced to Lyle’s assistance and 
Lyle staring dumbly down at the stake that had so 
nearly dusted him.  

Spike kept the stake where it was. “This is my town. 
If you boys had had the courtesy to check in with 
the Master of the Hellmouth when you got here, 
you would know that that was me.” He pressed a 
little harder with the stake when Lyle opened his 
mouth to say something. “You are not burning 
down my town. In fact, you are not doing anything 
here without my permission.” He pushed harder, 
drawing a pained grunt and a fresh trickle of blood. 
“Are we clear?” 



“We’re clear.” Lyle didn’t move a muscle until Spike 
pulled the stake out and stepped back. He got to his 
feet, plucking at the front of his plaid shirt, pulling it 
free of the blood on his chest. “Damnit, Spike. I 
liked this shirt.”  

“Just wanted to be sure you were listening.”  

“You could have just said something,” Tector 
complained. “You all right, Lyle?” 

“Don’t fuss. Man was just making a point. So, you’re 
Master here, huh? What about Angelus?” 

“What about him?” 

“Well, how does he feel about that, you bein’ his 
Childe and all? How come he ain’t Master here?” 

“Because he doesn’t want to be bothered with it.”  

Lyle and Tector turned in surprise as Angelus’ voice 
answered from behind them. He approached the 
three and shot Lyle a dark look. “Spike might not 
care if you kill the Slayer but I do. I suggest the two 
of you leave town before you start something you 
can’t finish.” 



Lyle scowled at Angelus. “It’s just not natural, you 
and the Slayer getting all snuggly together. I think 
we owe it to demons everywhere to put a stop to it. 
And I told Tector I was going to kill her. Can’t go 
back on my word now, can I?” 

“Lyle, you’ve been saying that you’re going to kill a 
Slayer for nearly a century now. Somehow you 
never quite do it. Don’t waste my time.”  

“Lyle’s just coming up with a plan, is all. You’ll see,” 
Tector said confidently.  

Angel crossed his arms and frowned at the 
brothers. “What’s it going to be? Are you two 
leaving town or are we going to have to dust both 
of you right here?” 

“There’ll be another Slayer in a couple of years, you 
can try for that one,” Spike added helpfully, ignoring 
Angelus’ wince at the reminder of the short life 
span of most Slayers. Served him right for barging in 
like this and not leaving Spike much choice but to 
back Angel’s play or risk looking like he wasn’t in 
control. 



“Lyle?” Tector as always looked to his brother for 
guidance. 

“Could take you both now, iffin I felt like it,” Lyle 
blustered. He considered the two vampires in front 
of him and shifted his feet. “But I don’t feel like it.” 
He tipped his hat. “I’ll let you boys off on account of 
we’re old friends, so Tector and me will just be 
moseying along.” 

“Good,” was all Angelus said. 

Completely unsurprised, Lyle never started a fight 
he wasn’t positive he’d win, Spike just added: 
“Spend the day anywhere you want, but be gone by 
an hour past sunset tomorrow. You boys eaten 
tonight?” 

Tector nodded and started to describe the drunk 
they’d found but Spike waved him off. “Then you’re 
done for the night. Drink, raise hell, whatever you 
want, but no more killing in my town because you 
didn’t have the courtesy to let me know you were 
here.” 



Ordinarily, Spike didn’t give a damn if vampires 
presented themselves to his Court upon arrival, the 
whole silly introduction practice was a complete 
bore that he routinely delegated to anyone handy. 
But that was newly turned minions who just loved 
making a production of introducing themselves like 
they were someone important. Vampires that had 
survived for nearly a century were a different story, 
even idiots like these two. They had bloody well 
better have the manners to let the reigning Master 
know they were in town. 

Predictably, Lyle started whining, but Spike growled, 
cutting him off. “You don’t like it, then your brother 
can carry you out of town in an ashtray. Those are 
the rules. What’s it going to be?” 

“You were a lot more fun before, Spike.” 

“Well, I don’t remember you being quite this much 
of an idiot either so we’ll both just have to live with 
our disappointment.” 

Angelus and Spike stood watching the brothers 
move off until their grumbling died off in the 
distance. Glancing over at Angelus, Spike saw that 



he was about to leave, probably heading home to 
his lonely apartment now that his girl had gone to 
bed.  

What a pair of complete saps they had both 
become. The two of them, Master Vampires, alone 
and bored because their teenaged crushes were too 
young to stay up late. It was embarrassing to have 
that in common with his Sire but maybe it was 
better than nothing.  

“Fancy a drink?” he asked on impulse. 

Angelus looked surprised but pleased. “Let’s do 
that.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Teaching Xander self defense had been a brilliant 
idea. Talk about killing lots of bleedin’ birds with 
one well placed stone. His boy really did need to 
learn what Spike was teaching him, the exercise got 
Xander’s blood pumping so that Spike could almost 
taste it through the sweat-soaked skin, they both 



peeled off a couple of layers so Spike got a good 
view of his boy’s assets, and how else could he be 
rubbin’ all over the teen, slowly introducing the 
boy’s inexperienced flesh to the joys of male-on-
male friction?  

He was purportedly teaching Xander how to fall 
properly and how to win free when he was pinned. 
Xander had started the lesson laughing and 
concentrating on the moves Spike was 
demonstrating. Cool flesh against warm, Spike 
moved in slow motion as he demonstrated hold 
after hold. Bodies pressed together as he pinned 
Xander to the wall and the floor and Xander didn’t 
even seem to notice that most of the holds were 
more suited to a pirate ravishing a maiden than to a 
life and death struggle. God bless innocent 
teenagers.  

Gradually, Xander laughed less, his breathing 
coming more quickly, his body becoming sensitized 
to Spike’s so casual touches that brushed against 
Xander’s groin whenever possible. Xander was on 
the edge of arousal, his body reacting to Spike’s 
without him even knowing it. 



Spike had Xander’s back pushed against the wall, 
their bodies pressed full length against each other, 
as he demonstrated how the boy could still find 
vulnerable spots to attack, when he felt it. Xander’s 
cock twitched and began to harden against Spike’s 
hip. Spike had been extremely careful to keep his 
own erection from coming in contact with the boy, 
it was too soon for that. Xander’s eyes dilated and 
the scent of arousal began perfuming the air. Spike 
inhaled deeply. 
 
Got him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander jerked away from Spike, who released him 
instantly. He quickly turned away so the vampire 
couldn’t see his problem, his face red with 
mortification. When the hell had Xander Jr. decided 
to join the party?  

Xander was painfully aware that his normal sex 
drive had pretty much disappeared recently. When 



he’d first noticed that he wasn’t feeling like a 
walking hormone anymore, it had almost been a 
relief. He’d had so much on his mind last spring that 
it had actually been a while before he noticed that 
he didn’t feel the need to jerk off in the shower 
anymore and that his body wasn’t embarrassing 
him with inopportunely timed arousal - usually at 
school. But, after awhile, his lack of interest in tight 
sweaters and mini skirts and spandex had begun to 
feel like one more thing that he’d lost because of 
Jesse’s death. Without Jesse around to talk to about 
girls, and what they wanted to do with them, and 
which ones were hottest, it seemed like somehow 
he’d become a monk overnight. Which was just 
what a formerly perpetually horny teen wanted to 
feel like. 

So why had his penis decided to return to active 
duty now, of all inconvenient times?  Xander 
thought frantically, trying desperately to will his 
erection away. Spike would think there was 
something wrong with him and he was so not 
explaining that his plumbing was confused after 
having been out of order for months. Xander moved 



away from the vampire, pretending his leg was stiff 
and called back over his shoulder: “Hang on a 
second, got a Charley horse, I’ll just walk it out.”  

“Right leg, innit?” Spike took his arm and eased him 
down to the floor. “Stretch your leg out, pet.”  

What on earth had made him think that a leg cramp 
was a good excuse? Spike’s strong, cool hands were 
massaging his calf, pushing up his pant leg and 
traveling between ankle and knee, and Xander Jr. 
was liking it way too much. “It’s ok, Spike, I’ve got 
it.” He reached down and tried to replace Spike’s 
hands with his own but Spike just gently pushed 
him back. 

“My fault, Xander, I should have made you warm up 
longer. We’ll have this worked out in a minute.” 

Xander groaned and lay back on the floor, bring his 
other leg up and trying to shield his groin from 
Spike as he thought about the most unsexy things 
he could think of. The vampire would think he was 
an idiot at best and lusting after him at worst if he 
noticed Xander’s arousal. He was going to have to 
have a stern talk with his penis tonight, 



congratulating it on its return and lecturing it about 
having been AWOL so long it had forgotten what its 
function was. Girls, he thought desperately, I like 
girls. Get with the program.  

Oh, god, Spike was massaging his other leg. Xander 
shot upright. “I’m good,” he announced brightly. 
“That leg’s fine.” 

Spike looked at him with concerned eyes. “Sorry, 
pet. We’ll be sure you warm up proper next time.” 

Spike helped him to his feet, and Xander decided 
they were calling a halt to tonight’s session. Surely 
he could find a nice T and A show on TV to 
straighten his anatomy out and Spike would never 
have to know about this embarrassing incident.  

As he walked somewhat stiffly over to pick up his 
jacket, he completely missed Spike’s amused smile 
and satisfied look.  

 

Part Sixteen 



Spike and Angel sat nearly silently, both drinking 
and studying the other patrons and not looking at 
each other. This was the third time they had gotten 
together for a drink and long, awkward silences and 
taboo subjects were still more frequent than 
conversation.  

Spike figured things were actually improving 
slightly. His Sire had loosened up enough by now to 
order human blood, although Spike had to wonder 
if the look of sheer disbelief on the bartender’s face 
when Angelus had ordered pig’s blood the first time 
they’d had a drink together didn’t have something 
to do with it. That and the fact that it had taken 
several minutes of rummaging through the bottom 
of the refrigerator before the bartender had been 
able to produce an elderly bottle of pig’s blood. 
Spike had forgotten any ideas he’d had about being 
diplomatic at the expression on Angelus’ face at his 
first taste of the blood which had obviously gone off 
some time back.  

Angelus had taken his mockery surprisingly well, 
admitting that he detested pig’s blood even when it 
was fresh. He’d drunk the mug of human that Spike 



had ordered for him to replace the pig and had 
even agreed with Spike that he shouldn’t pay for 
the pig’s blood.  

It wasn’t the same: a century ago, Angelus would 
have eviscerated any bartender that had served him 
bad blood and left them still alive and bleeding into 
upturned glasses for the next customers, but it was 
better than the self-flagellating prig Angelus had 
been for so long. Not that Spike felt like he hadn’t 
changed himself. Part of him was feeling 
ridiculously like a bureaucrat: he still had difficulty 
believing that he’d run the Gorches out of town so 
they wouldn’t wreck havoc on his turf, havoc Spike 
would have once delighted in causing himself. 
Despite the fact that he was Master of the 
Hellmouth and it had been about power, it still sat 
uneasily with his self-image that instead of raising 
hell, maybe even literally, with the Gorches, he’d 
settled for a tame drink with his Sire. He wondered 
idly if this was what humans meant when they said 
they were feeling old, then banished the thought 
immediately. 



It was difficult though, trying to re-connect with his 
Sire when there was so little they could talk about. 
The past was pretty much off limits since Angelus 
didn’t enjoy reminiscing about the bad old days. 
They didn’t talk about Xander or the Slayer or 
Angel’s bizarre crusade to kill all vampires. They 
were demons, they weren’t quite reduced to talking 
about the weather and each other’s health, but it 
had come close on occasion. 

Still, they persisted, both making tentative forays 
into conversation, usually preceded by long silences 
as they studied the bar hoping the other patrons 
would provide them with a safe topic. Spike 
appreciated that his Sire was making an effort, 
trying to bridge the divide of his neglect and 
indifference.  

Tonight was the same, although Angelus had 
actually ordered human blood voluntarily without 
having to be talked into it. Spike hadn’t missed the 
way Angelus relished the taste, his eyes closing in 
bliss as he drained his single glass to the dregs. 
Spike watched him as his tongue flickered out, 
chasing the last drops at the bottom of the glass. He 



really needed to talk to Angelus about his diet - it 
wasn’t right for a vampire to live on animal blood.  

Setting the empty glass down, Angelus caught 
Spike’s gaze, and the muscles in his jaw tightened at 
the disapproval in Spike’s eyes. Pushing the glass 
away from him, his Sire asked abruptly: “What 
happened to Drusilla?” 

The shock of the sudden question was like holy 
water splashed in his face and he snarled at 
Angelus, fury and grief tearing through him. He 
didn’t even realize he had sprung to his feet until 
Angelus’ hand clamped down over his, stopping 
him. 

“She was my Childe too, Spike,” Angelus said 
quietly. “I need to know.”  

Spike glared for a moment longer then his anger 
abruptly fled, leaving him feeling drained and 
weary. He sat back down slowly and sighed. “She 
got sick. She just…faded away into nothing.” He 
pulled out a cigarette and lit it with unsteady hands. 
Looking away from his Sire, he took several deep 
drags before he was able to continue. “I tried. Tried 



so hard to find a cure for her.” He glared at Angelus 
with old resentment. “Sire’s blood might have 
helped her but you weren’t bloody available, were 
you? Off cleaning the lint out of your navel and too 
damn busy to help your childer, now weren’t you?” 

Angel’s shoulders slumped under Spike’s 
malevolent, yellow-eyed anger but he didn’t look 
away. “I’m sorry. I should have been there for both 
of you. I shouldn’t have abandoned you the way I 
did.” He didn’t offer any other explanation but what 
could he say that would be new: Angelus had 
gotten himself a soul and didn’t want his family 
around any more. 

Eyes hard, mask firmly in place, Spike just made a 
scoffing noise. He leaned back against the cushions 
of the booth, wrapping his duster around him with 
both arms. “Yeah, well, we did just fine, Dru and 
me. Didn’t really need your brooding face around to 
interfere with our fun.” He flicked his cigarette 
away, ignoring the shriek of complaint from the 
hr’ashlek demon whose soft fur almost ignited as 
the still burning cigarette arced near its table. 



Angelus’ regretful expression didn’t change. “I 
know. You did well by Drusilla, Childe. Better than I 
did.” 

“Too right, mate.” Spike stood abruptly and this 
time Angelus didn’t stop him. “I’m bored,” he 
announced. “Let’s go kill something.”  

“Hit a cemetery, take out a couple of fledglings?” 
Angelus suggested. 

“That’ll do if we can’t find anythin’ better.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had it figured out. Nothing to worry about. 
It had been an aberration. A one-time fluke. If Spike 
had even noticed, then he’d been nice enough not 
to mention it.  

It wasn’t like he’d been obsessing over the incident. 
Not really. Not more than any normal teenage male 
who’d suddenly found himself reacting to a 
member of the wrong sex. But a guy couldn’t help 



thinking about that sort of thing, especially when 
they’d been caught unaware.  

It wasn’t like anything was going on at school to 
occupy his attention. The only interesting thing 
happening was that Willow was suddenly being 
seen in the hallways flirting awkwardly with the 
short guy who dyed his hair so often Xander had 
always been mildly surprised it hadn’t long since 
fallen out. Oz-something. Xander hoped it worked 
out for her, especially since it meant she had a lot 
less time for worrying about who Xander was 
hanging out with. Which brought him right back to 
his mild preoccupation with his own sexual 
problems. Well, not problem, that was putting it 
way too strongly. Issue, maybe. Just a minor issue, 
hardly worth the time he’d put into working it out. 

It all came down to the fact that he had been lonely 
for so long. He’d always been a pretty tactile person 
and Jesse and Willow had too. Willow-hugs had 
been a big part of his life until this past year. It had 
been the same with Jesse, he and Xander had 
always been touching: wrestling, goofing off, one-
on-one basketball and just friendly arms around 



each other’s shoulders. Maybe it was the memory 
of that last desperate hug - Jesse clinging to him 
when they found him in the tunnels - that had 
thrown his system out of wack. He’d dreamed of 
that hug so many times - nightmares in which 
Jesse’s familiar hug morphed into a cold, 
imprisoning grip holding him motionless as Jesse’s 
fangs neared his throat - that it was surprising he 
wasn’t afraid of touch entirely.  

Since losing both Jesse and Willow, Xander hadn’t 
had anyone in his life that he could touch or that 
would touch him until he’d become friends with 
Spike. Going from lots of physical contact to none at 
all practically overnight, it was no wonder he was 
starved for touch of any kind. Since they’d become 
friends, Spike had touched Xander a lot, just casual, 
friendly, incidental touches which Xander had 
soaked up like desert soil offered water. His body 
had simply gotten its signals crossed because it felt 
so good to be touched again. Nothing to worry 
about at all.  

Except that it was happening again.  



Having worked it all out in his head, Xander hadn’t 
expected there to be any more problems. A good, 
long session in the shower with visions of bikini clad 
beauties to inspire him and he’d been good to go. It 
had been great to have the equipment reporting for 
active duty again; just one more sign that his life 
was slowly getting back to normal. Or as normal as 
it was ever likely to be again, with everything he 
now knew about living on a Hellmouth.  

He and Spike had gone back to the out of town bar 
with the pool tables and Spike had offered to give 
him a few more pointers to help improve his game 
from what Spike described as “barely adequate”. 

Xander had taken him up on it, remembering how 
badly Spike had wiped the floor with him the last 
time they played pool. Despite his mock grumbling, 
he didn’t really mind that Spike was a lot better 
than him at a lot of things. As he pointed out to the 
vampire, if he’d had a hundred years to practice, he 
would expect to be pretty good at stuff too, 
probably a lot better at them than Spike who clearly 
had been slacking off if this was as good as he’d 
gotten after a century of practice. 



It was an intriguing thought that Xander couldn’t 
help pondering sometimes: what would he do with 
immortality? Not that he wanted to be a vampire, 
but Xander had thought about it more than once. 
Would he go the Bill Murray Groundhog Day route 
and spend all his time learning how to do things 
really well - become super smart and a pool shark 
and learn to play a bunch of different instruments 
and speak 14 languages, or would he just schlep 
around enjoying himself? He could see why Spike 
got bored so easily - the guy had done everything so 
it must be really hard for him to find something new 
to keep him busy. 

Spike had talked angles and strategies and then had 
begun working on mechanics, demonstrating how 
to line up shots, scorning the use of a bridge as 
something a true pool player never had to resort to.  

He worked on Xander’s stance, nudging his legs into 
the best position to get the maximum power and 
control for his shots. He patiently adjusted the 
positioning of Xander’s arms, correcting his grip and 
showing him how best to sight along the cue. As he 
demonstrated, his hands would settle on Xander’s 



hips, shifting them into different positions and 
lingering as Xander took the shot to ensure Xander 
didn’t move out of what Spike felt was the correct 
position. He leaned against Xander as he was bent 
over the table, sighting along the cue with him and 
reaching around Xander to adjust the angle of the 
shot slightly.  

Xander’s body began to react to the closeness and 
the constant touching. His cock twitched, filling 
gradually, until Xander was having to hide his 
erection, chatting nervously in an attempt to 
distract Spike so he wouldn’t notice what was 
happening. His anxious fidgeting just made matters 
worse, as Spike would rest his hands on Xander, 
steadying him and telling him he needed to relax 
into the shot, then his hand slid along Xander’s 
stomach as he pulled Xander further from the table, 
telling him he was standing too close. Which Xander 
already knew, he’d been attempting to use the 
table to hide his erection. It was all Xander could do 
not to jerk away from Spike’s touch and he knew his 
face was beet red. He took a gulp of his second 



beer, hoping the drink would cool him down, and 
stop his embarrassing reaction to Spike’s touch.  

Spike had a habit of running his hands over his cue, 
rubbing the wood with almost sensual grace, as he 
pondered his shots. Xander found himself 
mesmerized by the slide of Spike’s hand along the 
length of the cue. Something about the gesture was 
decidedly sexual, as was the way Spike’s curled 
tongue peeked out from between his lips whenever 
he prepared to make his shot. 

It was only when Xander had reached the point of 
wondering whether he needed to take a quick 
bathroom break to ease his discomfort that 
something occurred to him. He had been 
wondering, rather wildly, when exactly Spike’s 
every movement had become so erotically charged, 
when the vampire’s entire body had begun to 
scream of sex. He’d been worrying that it was his 
perceptions that had changed and wondering how 
it had happened, when he stopped freaking long 
enough to actually think about the situation.  



Replaying the events of the past hour, Xander finally 
was able to think about what was happening rather 
than just letting his body have the wheel. As soon as 
he did, it occurred to him that there had been a lot 
of unnecessary touching tonight. In fact, he was 
pretty damn sure he’d seen some of Spike’s moves 
in the romantic comedies Willow loved so much and 
had forced him and Jesse to watch. If he hadn’t 
been so freaked out by his body reacting to a male, 
he would have recognized what Spike was doing a 
whole lot sooner. 

Suddenly very suspicious, Xander turned around 
quickly ignoring the fact that facing Spike would 
reveal the erection he had been trying so 
desperately to hide. Spike looked the picture of 
innocent helpfulness but Xander could see the 
laughter lurking in his eyes. Furious, he smacked the 
vampire hard on the shoulder. “You bastard. You’ve 
been doing this on purpose,” he accused.  

“Well, yeah.” Spike answered unrepentantly. “Took 
you long enough to notice.”  



Xander threw his cue down on the table. “Fine, 
make fun of the dumb kid whose too stupid to 
know he’s being played with.” He tried to leave but 
Spike blocked him, all laughter gone from his 
suddenly serious eyes. Xander threw a punch, 
aiming for Spike’s stomach but Spike easily blocked 
it, using his vampiric speed to snatch the moving 
arm and twist it behind Xander. He snagged 
Xander’s other wrist and pinned that one too, 
holding Xander immobile against the pool table. 
Xander struggled briefly, but he knew how strong 
Spike was and he stopped almost immediately.  

Spike eased his grip as soon as Xander quit 
struggling and spoke with quiet sincerity, all 
mockery gone. “Not making fun of you,” he said. 
“Didn’t mean it that way.” 

Xander yanked his arms free and crossed them over 
his chest, his face still tight with anger and 
resentment. “How did you mean it then? ‘Cause it 
sure seems to me like you were jerking me around 
for laughs.”  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Pet…” Xander flinched back slightly at the familiar 
nickname his face darkening even further and Spike 
started over. “Xander…” Unable to find the words, 
he settled for showing the boy what he meant. 
Reaching out, ignoring Xander’s attempts to push 
him away, he cupped both hands under the curves 
of Xander’s ass and pulled his body closer until their 
groins were pressed firmly against each other. 
Xander gasped as he felt Spike’s erection riding 
against his own and leaned his upper body away 
from the vampire, instinctively trying to get some 
distance between them. 

“Spike?” Xander’s voice was suddenly uncertain, his 
eyes wide with shock. He clutched the edge of the 
pool table to steady himself. “What are you doing?” 

“Enjoying myself, luv. How ‘bout you?” Spike rocked 
their hips together and Xander gasped, his face 
reddening, and Spike almost purred as the scent of 
arousal got deeper and richer. 



“I’m not gay.” Xander blurted, then inhaled sharply 
as Spike undulated against him, their erections 
gliding against each other.  

Spike just lifted an eyebrow. “’m not either,” he said 
calmly, thoroughly enjoying the sensations he was 
causing and seeing the arousal flare in the boy’s 
eyes. 

Xander bit his lip and for a moment, he relaxed into 
the movement, his hips tentatively beginning to 
move with Spike’s. It only lasted a moment before 
he stiffened again and tried to shift away. His 
mouth worked soundlessly for a moment, then he 
managed to say weakly: “Then what’s this all 
about?” 

“Vampire, pet. Demons don’t think in human terms 
like gay and straight.” 

“You want to have sex with me?” Xander’s voice 
rose incredulously. 

“Have for some time.” 

“Spike, I’m sorry, but I do think like that. And I’m 
not gay.” Xander looked embarrassed and 



uncomfortable but not completely freaked which 
Spike chose to take as a hopeful sign. 

Still keeping their hips pulled together, Spike leaned 
forward, his eyes intent on Xander’s. “It’s just 
friction, luv.” His voice was pure sex and Xander 
shivered, staring wide-eyed at the vampire even as 
his upper body retreated backwards as Spike moved 
closer. Spike kept their groins riding together, 
undulating his hips in a teasing rhythm that kept 
them both on edge. He continued in a throaty purr: 
“Just flesh sliding against flesh. Just two bodies 
bringing each other pleasure. Just a tongue teasing 
at your nipples and gliding down your body to your 
cock. Just a mouth, swallowing you whole and 
sucking hard. Just a hand closing around you and 
pumping.”  

Spike kept up his movements, sliding his erection 
against the boy’s the entire time he was speaking 
and Xander was breathing hard, his eyes dilated, no 
longer making any attempt to get free. Spike leaned 
even further into him , until Xander’s elbows on the 
pool table were the only thing keeping him from 
falling over completely. His legs had parted as he 



leaned further backwards and Spike was between 
them now, their groins still fused, as Spike 
whispered his last words against Xander’s lips. “Just 
lips, moving against yours.”  

Spike kissed him, his lips gently coaxing, asking not 
taking. Xander groaned and his mouth opened 
blindly under Spike’s. Spike traced his tongue over 
the parted lips, dipping inside, reveling in finally 
tasting his boy. Xander tasted of beer and onion and 
stale breath and it was bloody marvelous. 

Xander was kissing him back now, mouth moving 
tentatively against Spike’s, one hand coming up 
hesitantly and hovering as if Xander wasn’t sure if 
he wanted to pull Spike closer or push him away. 

Spike gathered his will and forced himself to stop, 
his lips lingering as he slowly ended the kiss and 
moved back, releasing his hold on the boy’s ass and 
helping Xander up until he was fully upright again. 
He lifted a hand to the boy’s face and cupped his 
cheek, his thumb running over Xander’s lips as 
Xander simply stared back at him, his eyes dazed.  



“Your body’s got no problem with it, Xander. Only 
real question is: will you let yourself want me as 
much as I want you?” 

Xander just continued to gape at him wordlessly 
and Spike realized the whole bar was avidly 
watching them. “Come on, pet. Let’s get you 
home,” he said and steered Xander out of the bar 
with a hand on his lower back, pleased that Xander 
didn’t move away from his touch.  

Driving his boy home in silence, Spike was torn. Part 
of him was screaming to take the boy to the factory, 
tie him to the bed and just take what he wanted. 
While Spike knew very well that he might jerk off to 
that fantasy later tonight, he was struggling against 
every possessive instinct he had not to actually do 
that. Part of him was very afraid that if he let the 
boy out of the car, he wouldn’t ever see Xander 
again, that he’d pushed too far, too fast and Xander 
would retreat to the familiar safety of humans and 
heterosexuality.  

Spike found himself in the unusual position of being 
completely unable to come up with anything to say. 



Pulling up to the boy’s house, he switched off the 
engine and stared out through the windshield, his 
hands clenched on the steering wheel to stop 
himself from simply grabbing the boy and keeping 
him in the car. Finally, realizing that Xander hadn’t 
moved, he looked over and found the boy watching 
him with worried, dark eyes. 

“Spike? If…if I decide I don’t want to…you know,” he 
made a vague gesture, “Will we still be friends?” 
The hesitant tone carried a world of loneliness in it. 

Spike almost sagged with relief at the question but 
managed to hold himself together enough not to. 
“’Course, pet. What kind of question is that?” The 
possessive instincts that he had firmly squashed 
earlier railed internally, accusing him of being soft, 
of having become a useless prat, but Spike didn’t 
care. His boy wasn’t going to run from him and that 
was all that mattered right now. 

The worry faded from Xander’s eyes and he gave 
Spike a lopsided smile. “See you soon?” he said. 

“Yeah, luv.” Spike actually found himself frantically 
trying to come up with a suggestion for a neutral 



activity, something that wouldn’t push the boy. 
“Maybe a movie tomorrow night?” he suggested. 

“Great! Meet you here?” Xander suddenly blushed 
as if he realized how much like a date this was 
sounding. 

So much for neutral activities. “Good enough. No 
sci-fi crap, now.”  

Xander laughed as he got out of the car, leaning 
back in to say provokingly: “Star Trek revival.” 

He laughed again at Spike’s “Bloody hell!” and 
slammed the door closed. 

Spike took off before Xander could see the 
delighted smile on his own face. No matter how 
much of a complete girl it made him, he was 
absurdly grateful that Xander wasn’t freaking and 
running from him.  

It was because he was a demon and he wouldn’t 
react well to his prey running, he told himself. If 
Xander ran, he’d chase the boy and end up forcing 
him. And that would mean he’d lost the hunt. That 



was why he was so relieved. Pity he couldn’t come 
close to believing that himself. 

If the boy decided he wanted to be just friends, 
Spike didn’t know what he’d do. Recalling the rich 
scent of arousal that had overwhelmed the 
competing odors in the bar, Spike grinned. Not 
much chance of that, he thought smugly. Boy was 
probably jerking off now, thinking of Spike. Teenage 
hormones would do the rest.  

 
 

Part Seventeen 

Well, of course he was thinking about what had 
happened with Spike. A guy didn’t kiss you and rub 
you off out of the blue without you needing some 
time to process it.  

Xander liked to think of himself as a pretty open 
guy. He had nothing against homosexuality, it was 
just that he’d never thought of it as something he 
would be considering for himself one day. Not like 
he had much choice now, damn sexy vampire.  



The way Spike had put it made sense - that the sex 
of your partner didn’t matter so long as everybody 
was having a good time, and Spike had sure proved 
to Xander that his body could be aroused by 
another guy. Or at least by Spike. Maybe he wasn’t 
gay, maybe he was just Spike-sexual. If the fantasies 
he’d been having since last night were anything to 
go by, he was very Spike-sexual. Admittedly, he 
didn’t have a lot of experience but that had been 
the sexiest thing that had ever happened to him. 
And his body sure seemed to want more of the 
same.  

Truthfully, he had a lot less problem with the gay 
issue than he did with the evil vampire issue - the 
one he’d been shelving for some time now because 
he wasn’t ready to deal with it. He wasn’t sure he 
should get even more involved with Spike until he’d 
actually taken that one off the shelf and figured out 
what to do about it. Except he still wasn’t ready.  

A small voice in his head kept suggesting that Spike 
might do things for a lover he wouldn’t do for a 
friend. After a brief side trip where his hormones 
hijacked his brain to think about the kinds of things 



his body wanted Spike to do to it, Xander got back 
on track and considered the idea seriously. The 
problem was that common sense said that it never 
worked when someone started a relationship 
determined to change the other person. ‘I love you, 
now become a completely different person’ just 
seemed like a bad plan. And he had good authority 
to back him up on that - ok, daytime tv, too-sick-to-
reach-the-remote authority - but authority 
nonetheless. 

On the other hand, could he live with himself if he 
closed his eyes permanently to the fact that Spike 
killed people? He suspected that Spike was already 
shielding him from it. Given their first couple of 
conversations, it probably wasn’t natural that the 
vampire never mentioned feeding around him and 
in fact never drank blood around him. So Spike 
would probably help him live in the land of denial, if 
that’s what he wanted. He just wasn’t sure how 
long he could play deaf, dumb and blind. 

Maybe he should discuss it with Spike. Just point 
blank ask Spike if he was killing people and then tell 



Spike his concerns. At least that way Spike would 
know what Xander’s problem was.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Angel?” Xander asked in surprise. He hadn’t seen 
the vampire since that night in the library when 
they’d all agreed to a truce. Xander had been sitting 
on the curb a half block down from his house, 
waiting for Spike. He never waited for the vampire 
to pick him up in front of his house because he 
really wanted his parents and Spike to remain 
unmix-y things. He’d been bouncing his leg 
nervously as he sat there and had risen to his feet at 
the sound of someone approaching.  

“Xander,” Angel greeted him, emerging further 
from the shadows. “I need to talk to you about 
Spike.” 

“Is something wrong?” 



“Not in the way you mean,” Angel said slowly, “but I 
need to make sure that you understand what you’re 
getting in to.” 

Xander hoped the early evening dusk was dark 
enough to hide his blush from vampire eyes. Geez, 
you’d think Spike could wait until Xander decided 
what he wanted to do before telling his dad about 
them. “Getting in to?” he repeated stupidly, going 
for the ‘I have absolutely no idea what you’re 
talking about’ plan. 

“Xander,” Angel repeated patiently, “I may have a 
soul but I’m still a vampire and I have vampire 
senses. Spike’s scent is all over you. Spike and I have 
been talking recently and he’s told me about you.”  

He paused but Xander didn’t respond. His first 
reaction had been to automatically protest that 
he’d showered, several times in fact since he’d last 
seen Spike, although some of those weren’t really 
about washing. His voice died before he got a single 
word out as he suddenly realized the implications of 
what Angel had just said. A wave of embarrassment 
and anger swept over him - he’d forgotten about a 



vampire’s sense of smell. His anger was at himself. 
What had been the point of reading all those books 
if he didn’t use the information he’d learned? If 
there had been a handy wall, Xander would have 
beaten his head against it. What an idiot he’d been, 
trying to hide his arousal from Spike when the damn 
vampire could smell it the whole time. No wonder 
Spike had been so confident that Xander was 
reacting to him.  

Realizing Angel was waiting for some kind of 
response, Xander looked back at the vampire who 
was still standing motionless, half in shadow as he 
always seemed to be. He had no idea what to say 
but Angel continued. 

“Spike is a vampire. His idea of a relationship is not 
the same as a human’s. Vampires are possessive 
and territorial about their sexual partners. If you let 
Spike claim you, you won’t ever be able to get away 
from him. He’ll turn you into a vampire as soon as 
you reach his ideal age and you won’t be able to 
stop him. Is that what you really want?” 



Xander was shocked by Angel’s view of what lay 
ahead. He didn’t have much use for Angel but his 
words echoed some of Xander’s own fears. Worse 
than any lingering homophobic concerns was 
Xander’s worry that he was getting in over his head 
with Spike. Spike had been with Drusilla for 100 
years. Xander was 17 years old. What would a 
century old vampire want with a teenager? Being 
friends was one thing but why would Spike want a 
teenaged, human lover?  

“Spike said he won’t turn me,” he told Angel. 

Angel shook his head sadly. “He may even mean it - 
now. But in 15 or 20 years, when you are entering 
middle age, do you really think he will let you 
continue sliding downhill into old age? If he loves 
you, he won’t be willing to lose you. And if he 
doesn’t love you, well I’m afraid you’ll have been 
long dead by then. He’ll kill you as soon as you 
cease to amuse him.” 

“He…he’s never made a Childe before,” was all 
Xander could think to say. 



“Is that what he’s told you?” Angel sighed heavily. 
“Xander, Spike has made several childer. None of 
them has lived longer than a few years. He gets 
bored with them and stakes them.” Angel shook his 
head again, regret filling his features. “It isn’t 
uncommon with vampires to behave that way. And 
Spike has always been impatient.” Angel looked, if 
possible, even sadder and continued: “I’m sorry to 
have to tell you this but I don’t remember Spike 
ever keeping a human lover around for more than a 
few months.”  

Studying the shocked-speechless Xander for a 
moment, Angel finally went on: “You’re a bright 
boy, you can make your own decision but I wanted 
you to know all the facts before you decided to go 
any further. Spike is my Childe but I am realistic 
about his nature.” 

Angel faded back into the shadows leaving Xander 
standing numbly on the curb. As soon as Angel was 
gone, he sank down to the ground before his 
unsteady legs collapsed under him. 



Could any of that be true? Had Spike really lied to 
him about something as fundamental as whether he 
had kids? Childer, whatever. Yeah, human parents 
and vampire Sires were not the same but the Sire-
Childe relationship was important. Spike had killed 
his kids? Spike had had human lovers before and 
killed them? Spike was going to make him a 
vampire?  

If any of that was true, then Spike had lied to him 
repeatedly. To his face and by omission. Xander 
buried his head in his hands, gripping his hair tightly 
enough to hurt and using the pain to try and focus 
enough to think. Ten minutes ago, he would have 
sworn he knew Spike. Angel was supposed to be 
one of the good guys, wasn’t he? Soul-having, 
repenting of past evil, card carrying white hat. He 
couldn’t have made all that up. 

Xander rolled to his hands and knees, breathing 
hard, fighting the nausea that threatened to empty 
his stomach right here. Struggling for control, to 
think, he felt like the world that had just begun 
settling back into something approaching normal 
had just been jerked out from under him again. He 



got to his feet shakily. He needed to leave before 
Spike got here.  

Nearly hyperventilating, he could only think of one 
place to go:  Jesse’s grave. He needed to talk to 
Jesse. 

Hearing the familiar loud noise of the DeSoto’s 
engine, Xander spun around, his heart hammering 
in his chest. For a moment, he was on the brink of 
running. He was so not ready to see Spike, he had 
to figure out what he was going to do first. 

As the familiar car pulled up with Spike’s typical last 
second braking, Xander found his panic attack 
fading. He closed his eyes for a moment and 
concentrated on breathing deeply, steadying 
himself and feeling the panic gradually fading, 
flowing out of him even as Spike’s usual godawful 
music surrounded him. He didn’t care what he 
looked like, standing there with his eyes closed and 
his hand pressed to his chest as he waited for his 
breathing and heart rate to go back to normal.  

He wasn’t going to run away from this. He was 
staying put and dealing with it. He’d accused Angel 



once of not knowing who Spike was now. He wasn’t 
going to judge Spike by what Angel thought of 
Spike’s past history. He’d ask Spike about it. 

And if Spike said it was all true, well he’d deal with 
that too. Somehow.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Waiting in the car, watching his boy, Spike forced 
himself not to get out of the car and go over to him. 
It was obvious that Xander was panicking, probably 
because, now that Spike had driven up, Xander was 
actually being confronted with the reality of a 
“date” with Spike. However casually the two of 
them had made their plans for tonight, it was a very 
date-like event and Xander was obviously freaking 
out.  

Spike decided to wait. Xander had his eyes closed 
and was breathing deeply and it was clear he was 
fighting for control. He even left the music turned 
up loud and didn’t adjust the volume down so he 
could hear his boy’s breathing and heart rate. Not 



that he really needed to hear it to confirm that 
Xander was panicking. The boy’s symptoms were so 
obvious, he might as well have a sign over his head 
reading “human having panic attack”.  

Spike forced himself to sit still and not display any 
signs of impatience or agitation. He fished inside his 
pockets and pulled out his cigarette and lighter. He 
needed the steadying warmth and taste of the 
smoke to calm himself down. Given Xander’s 
reaction to Spike’s arrival, the boy wasn’t going to 
accept a sexual relationship, and that left Spike 
struggling against his own instinct to simply drag 
the boy back to the factory with him.  

He hadn’t let himself really consider the possibility 
that Xander couldn’t be seduced willingly into a 
sexual relationship. Spike wasn’t sure he could 
accept remaining just friends with the boy. Xander 
was his. He’d known that for a long time now. 
Letting the boy hold him at arm’s length had never 
been on the program.  

His thoughts were interrupted by the door opening 
and Xander climbing into the car. The boy reached 



over and snapped off the radio, then just looked at 
Spike, studying him like he didn’t know who Spike 
was anymore.  

Spike met his eyes squarely and waited for Xander 
to tell him he didn’t want to see him anymore.  

“Have you been lying to me?” 

“What?” It was so different from what he’d 
expected that Spike actually gaped at Xander for a 
moment, before snapping his jaw closed. “What are 
you talking about?” 

“Are you planning on turning me into a vampire?”  

Whatever was going on in his boy’s head, he was 
deadly serious. Confusion, anger, fear, hurt, the 
scents were mixed and fighting for dominance. “I’ve 
thought about it,” Spike answered truthfully. He 
knew that, whatever this was about, it was a pivotal 
moment and he couldn’t be less than truthful, 
Xander would know. “Thought about it a lot,” he 
admitted. “But something keeps stopping me. I 
don’t know what, or why, but somehow I don’t 
seem to want to turn you.” 



Xander nodded, accepting Spike’s answer. “Have 
you ever made a Childe?” 

Spike’s eyebrows rose. “No. Never wanted the 
responsibility, Dru took enough of my time and 
energy.” Xander sat back in his seat properly, facing 
front, and seemed to be considering something. 
“What’s going on, luv? Why all the questions?” 

Xander didn’t answer for a minute, staring out into 
the darkness, with a thoughtful look. The mingled 
scents of anger and fear faded, to Spike’s relief. 
Finally, he looked back at Spike. “I think Angel is 
trying to break us up,” he announced. 

“What are you talking about?” Spike was having a 
hard time following this conversation, none of it 
was making sense to him and none of it seemed to 
relate to last night. 

“He told me that you had been lying to me and that 
you were going to make me a vampire if we got 
involved. He also said that you had created childer 
and killed them…” Spike’s outraged roar interrupted 
him. 



“That’s a bloody lie! Who the hell does that asshole 
think he is? He’s the unnatural Childe who staked 
his own Sire because he was obsessed with a 
fucking Slayer.” His anger was too great to be 
contained inside the car, Spike slammed the 
gearshift into park and shoved his door open. 
Getting out, he paced furiously up and down beside 
the car, swearing at Angelus in several languages. 

How dare that sanctimonious prig say such things 
about him? Angelus knew how loyal Spike was to 
the beings he cared about. Angelus had once been 
on that short list of beings, after all. And to say it 
after Spike had allowed Angel to meet with him and 
try and re-connect with the last remaining family 
either of them had, just added to Spike’s rage. He 
didn’t care about his Sire’s reasons or what his 
motives had been, to suggest that Spike would 
stake his own childer was something he wouldn’t 
forgive. If Spike ever made a Childe, he would never 
mistreat it, much less stake it. Spike valued family, 
unlike fucking Angelus who’d thought nothing of 
abandoning his damaged Childe and leaving her for 
Spike to take care of.  



Gradually, he became aware of Xander, standing 
outside the car on his own side, leaning against the 
roof and watching him. Spike glared at him with 
golden-eyed fury. “What else did my loving Sire tell 
you?” he snarled. 

“He said you had had human lovers before and that 
you would either stake them or turn them into 
vampires within a year,” Xander repeated. 

“Do you believe him?” Spike stalked closer, all 
predator, his demonic features thrown into harsher 
contrast by his outraged fury. 

“He took me by surprise and I didn’t know what to 
think at first. But then I remembered the Watcher 
notes about you that Willow made me read. They 
said a lot of things about you but they didn’t 
mention you ever Siring a Childe. The Watchers 
might not have mentioned a human lover, but they 
seem pretty big on tracking vampire lines. So, no, I 
don’t believe him. That’s why I think he’s trying to 
break us up.” Xander shrugged, unperturbed by 
Spike’s still simmering anger. “I think he said the 
things he knew would freak me out the most. It 



almost worked. When I heard your car coming, I 
almost ran. But I figured I’d ask you about what 
Angel said.” 

“That bastard!” Spike answered succinctly. He spun 
away and started pacing again. Xander simply 
waited. It had taken him a few minutes to calm 
down, Spike deserved the same. 

Spike finally looked over at Xander again. “Look, 
pet, I have to leave. I need to deal with Angelus. I 
promise we’ll talk, but not tonight.” 

Xander nodded. “I’ll see you soon,” he said and 
simply walked home, hearing the slam of the 
DeSoto’s door and the roar of the engine as Spike 
tore away from the curb.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Returning to the factory, Spike was still seething 
with resentment. It was one thing for his Sire to 
interfere in his relationships, if Angel was a proper 
Sire, he’d have had the right to forbid a Childe from 



turning a human or from making a Claim. “Angel” 
hadn’t been his Sire for a century, it was too bloody 
late for Captain Hair Gel to try and re-assert 
authority now, and lying about Spike to Xander was 
the last fucking straw. Wanker couldn’t even 
interfere properly. Had to try and scare Xander off 
instead of coming to Spike directly. 

After leaving Xander, Spike had gone looking for 
Angelus without success. He wasn’t at that human-
style apartment of his and a quick sweep through 
town hadn’t turned him up. Angelus didn’t really 
have any usual haunts - as far as Spike could tell his 
Sire spent all his time either alone in his apartment 
or with the Slayer. Unable to find Angelus, his anger 
still riding high, Spike decided to return to the 
factory and send his minions out hunting as well. 
With more eyes looking, maybe one of them would 
get lucky.  

His footsteps sounded loudly on the concrete floor 
as he stalked into the factory. He’d considered 
simply waiting for Angelus in his apartment, bastard 
had to return sometime, but he’d nixed that idea 
almost at once. He wasn’t risking being trapped in 



that above-ground deathtrap Angelus had chosen 
to live in. If his minions couldn’t find Angelus, Spike 
would deal with him first thing tomorrow after 
sundown.  

Spike was still so worked up he wasn’t paying 
attention to his surroundings. He looked up for the 
first time since entering the factory and stopped in 
shock. Angelus was sitting casually in Spike’s usual 
seat, the one no-one else ever sat in, and talking 
with a double handful of Spike’s minions. 

Spike swore quietly to himself. Angelus had set him 
up, ensuring their confrontation happened in front 
of Spike’s minions. Trying to make Spike look weak, 
either by goading him into an out of control display 
of temper or by revealing that Spike was courting a 
human. Well, Spike hadn’t been a fledgling in a long 
time as Angelus was about to find out. 

“Angelus! What brings you here to where vampires 
live? The Slayer pouting at you?” 

The minions reacted as expected, the reminder that 
Angelus was dating the Slayer had them shifting in 



discomfort and disapproving looks appeared on the 
faces of a couple of the braver ones.  

Angelus just smiled and tsked at him. “Spike, my 
boy, still haven’t mastered long range planning, 
have you? Well, you’re still young.”  

“Old enough to have been a Master for a century,” 
Spike shot back. “Too bad you were too busy 
nursing that bloody soul of yours to see it.” 

At the mention of the soul, the minions became 
outright uneasy, shifting away from the two angry 
Masters. Older vampires loved to talk about the 
vampire cursed with a soul. Over the decades, it 
had become a cautionary tale about messing with 
magical types. Although the details had become 
distorted, the heart of the story remained intact. 
Spike had never felt the need to enlighten any other 
vampire as to the identity to the vampire with a 
soul. The legendary idiot who had killed the wrong 
gypsy was not someone he particularly wanted 
others to know was in his lineage. It was bloody 
embarrassing having to admit the Souled Vampire 
was his Sire. 



Angelus ignored the minions, staring at Spike and 
taking a deep drag on his cigarette. Studying his 
Sire, Spike realized that something was off. He 
hadn’t ever seen Angelus smoke since he got the 
bloody soul. Like everything else that made him feel 
even remotely good, Angelus had given up smoking. 
Smoking, feeding, sex, the company of other 
vampires, Angelus had given it all up. He didn’t even 
seem to enjoy fighting anymore. But now… Angelus 
was wearing silk and leather, smoking, and - Spike 
inhaled deeply - he smelled faintly of sex and 
human blood. 

“Angelus?” he asked questioningly, wondering what 
the hell was going on.  

“Yeah, it’s really me. What can I say? Had a soul, 
now it's gone.”  

For one second, Spike forgot his grievance in the 
shock of joy that went through him. His Sire was 
back!  

“This is great!” he said enthusiastically. “How did it 
happen?” 



“Don’t know, don’t really care. The only important 
thing is: I’m back.” Angelus held his cigarette up, 
studying the lit end like it held the meaning of life. 
“And things are going to change around here.” 

Spike’s pleasure in his Sire’s return vanished in the 
wave of renewed resentment and apprehension. 
Turning to the fascinated minions, who were 
listening avidly to the exchange between the two 
Master vampires, he snarled. “All of you, get the 
hell out - now! I want this place cleared in 20 
seconds. Anyone still here in 21 seconds is dust.” 
The minions scattered and ran, Spike’s voice chasing 
them out into the early morning darkness. “Find 
somewhere else to spend the day. Anyone who 
returns here before sunset will regret it.” 

Turning back to Angelus, Spike considered ordering 
his Sire to get out of his chair, but abandoned the 
idea. It was a petty point, not worth arguing over 
with the minions gone and remaining seated while 
Spike was standing left Angelus at a physical 
disadvantage. Instead, he growled: “What the hell 
do you mean by saying I’ve staked my own childer?” 



“Lighten up, Spike. It was a joke.” Angelus had an all 
too familiar mocking smile that Spike realized he 
hadn’t missed at all.  

“Well, having staked your own Sire, I can see how 
you might think that it was funny but I’m afraid your 
sense of humor isn’t shared by the rest of us. Don’t 
do it again. And while we’re on the subject, don’t 
mess with my boy again.” 

“Or what?” Angelus still had that smirk on his face, 
his eyebrows raised contemptuously. 

“Or I just might learn to share your sense of humor 
and decide to find out what it feels like to have my 
Sire turn to ashes around my stake.” Just because 
he didn’t want to dust Angelus, didn’t mean he 
wouldn’t to protect what was his. 

“Think you can take me?” 

“I’m not the one who’s been living on pig swill and 
not fighting for a century. Yeah, I think I can take 
you without even working up a sweat.” 

Angelus laughed, leaning back in the chair, arms 
crossed behind his head but Spike didn’t miss the 



wary look in his eyes. “Good for you, boy. Maybe 
you have become a Master after all.” 

“Not just a Master, Master of this town. You going 
to have a problem with that?” 

“No, I’ve got other plans. I’m thinking of 
concentrating on the Slayer for a bit. Don’t worry, 
Spike,” he smiled patronizingly, “that will keep me 
busy and out of your hair. For awhile.” Angelus 
jumped to his feet. “Do you have a room for your 
Sire, boy? Given the change in my outlook, I don’t 
really fancy staying in my old place.” 

Spike had been expecting this and he didn’t really 
have a choice. If he turned Angelus away, that was 
just asking for Angelus to set up a rival Court and 
would give him room to challenge Spike for control. 
Plus, Angelus was his Sire, he really couldn’t refuse 
him shelter. “Pick any room but mine,” he said, 
hiding his reluctance. “Just throw anything in there 
out into the hall, the minions can clean it up when 
they return.” 

“Pity you felt you had to throw them out for the 
entire day,” Angelus commiserated with fake 



sympathy, “but I can understand you being afraid of 
appearing weak in front of them.” 

“Wasn’t worried about that,” Spike answered 
sharply. “Just didn’t want to air any more family 
business around them.”  

“Of course.” Angelus’ agreement was patently 
insincere. 

“Bugger off,” Spike snapped. He left in a swirl of 
coat and attitude before Angelus had a chance to 
respond, his footsteps sounding loudly on the 
concrete as he stalked to his own room. 
 
Bloody hell!  His Sire’s return was going to be tricky 
to handle. The moment of joy that his Sire was back 
had already vanished under the realization that 
Angelus was going to create problems for the sheer 
pleasure of causing chaos. Careful what you wish for 
on a Hellmouth is too bloody right, he thought 
resignedly.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander pounded on the door to Angel’s apartment. 
Getting no answer, he tried the handle and found it 
locked. He hammered on the door with his fist 
again. 

“Angel, open the goddamn door!” 

The door remained frustratingly closed. Xander 
growled under his breath. What a time for the 
vampire to decide to get a life. Not prepared to kick 
the door down, he retreated. He needed to go to 
school anyway.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Buffy!” Xander jogged to catch up with her in the 
hall. “Where’s your boyfriend? I need to talk to 
him.” 

Buffy bit her lip and looked away. “I don’t know.” 

“Next time you see him, you tell him that if he ever 
pulls a stunt like that again, I’ll kill him.”  



“What are you talking about?” Willow put a 
comforting arm around Buffy and answered for her. 
“What did Angel do?”  

Xander hesitated for a second, looking more closely 
at Buffy. Her eyes were red-rimmed like she’d been 
crying recently and her usual assertiveness was 
absent. Xander didn’t really care what was 
bothering Buffy but ordinarily he would never have 
harassed someone who was as upset as Buffy 
obviously was. After the barest pause, he said 
briefly: “Angel knows what I’m talking about. Just 
tell him.” 

“Xander, something happened to Angel the other 
night. His soul is gone.” 

“What?” That made even less sense than Angel’s 
cursed by gypsies story. “How do you lose a soul? 
Did he check where he usually leaves it?” 

“It’s not funny, Xander.”  

“Actually, the whole gypsy curse thing has always 
struck me as pretty funny, in a Ripley’s Believe-it-or-
Not kind of way.” 



“Shut up, Xander.” Buffy spoke for the first time, 
her eyes wet with tears and her voice shaky. “Don’t 
make jokes about this, it’s deadly serious.” 

“Angel’s reverted to being a normal vampire. He’s 
promised to kill all of Buffy’s friends,” Willow 
explained, her eyes troubled. She lifted her free 
hand to rub gingerly at her throat for a moment as 
she spoke. 

Xander digested that. “When did this happen?” he 
asked. 

“The night before last,” Willow answered.  

“You guys have known about this for two days?” 
Xander was livid. “Why am I only hearing about this 
now?”  

“Because it’s none of your business,” Buffy 
answered. She’d blinked back the unshed tears and 
her voice had steadied. “It’s not your problem and 
we’re dealing with it.” 

“Excuse me? I’m friends with Spike, remember? 
Which makes me a human who’s friends with 
Angel’s Childe. You don’t think that an unsouled 



Angel will maybe have a problem with that?” He 
looked at both of them, making no attempt to hide 
his anger. “Not to mention that I was just pounding 
on Angel’s door demanding that he talk to me. I 
guess I should just be grateful that he wasn’t home 
this morning.” 

He threw up his arms in disgust, unable to fully 
express how angry and hurt he was. He continued, 
his voice overriding theirs as they both opened their 
mouths to respond. “Thanks so much for the 
warning, guys. Remind me to give you the same 
kind of heads up the next time there’s a man-eating 
tiger in your front yard.” 

He didn’t wait to hear any explanations or excuses 
from either of them, turning abruptly and heading 
for his locker. He was so furious with them both 
that he didn’t trust himself to be around them. He 
needed to warn Spike about his Sire. He didn’t know 
if Angelus losing his soul would be a problem for 
Spike but he wasn’t going to play wait and see like 
the girls had obviously done. None of his business, 
god how lame could you get? 



Throwing his books into his locker, Xander stalked 
out into the late morning sun, heading for Spike’s 
place.  

 
 

Part Eighteen 

Xander stopped as soon as the factory came into 
view and hesitated as he considered how to get 
Spike’s attention. He could just wait outside like he 
had before but it wasn’t even noon yet. It was one 
thing to stand outside like an idiot, knowing sunset 
wasn’t far off but he wasn’t going to stand out here 
all day. He knew there were sewer tunnels that 
allowed the vampires to get around during the day 
but he didn’t know where they led or how to 
arrange to meet Spike in them, much less how to 
actually find Spike once he was inside the tunnels. 
Plus, gross, he really didn’t want to go touring 
through Sunnydale’s sewers looking for Spike. 

Spike had told him that he’d warned the vampires 
living in the factory that Xander wasn’t to be 
touched but he’d also said pointedly that Xander 



shouldn’t trust minions to be either smart enough 
to remember the order or to have enough self-
control to obey it, so that made Xander uneasy 
about simply walking up to the door and knocking. 
The door was situated under enough of an 
overhang that someone inside could reach out and 
drag a human inside without getting burned by the 
sun. 

Finally, he gathered a handful of gravel from the 
edge of the road and walked the rest of the way to 
the building. Standing back about 20 feet so that he 
could be clearly seen from the upper windows, he 
starting pitching the gravel pieces one at a time at 
the windows above the door, feeling ridiculously 
like someone trying to catch their girlfriend’s 
attention without waking her father. He grinned as 
he threw another pebble, listening to it rattle 
against the glass and hoping it sounded as loud 
inside as it did outside. He made a mental note to 
himself to tease Spike about this one day. After all, 
it was Spike in the girlfriend role, not him.  

He’d used up his gravel pieces and was well through 
a second handful before he got a response. The 



door opened inwards and Xander moved closer, 
careful to stay fully in the sun and out of grabbing 
reach of the interior. 

“Spike?” he said questioningly. 

Spike’s voice answered quietly from behind the 
shelter of the door: “Come in, ya daft bugger.” 

Xander relaxed and entered the dim interior. Spike 
closed the door as soon as he was through it and 
Xander turned blind, unadjusted eyes towards the 
familiar smell of cigarettes, whiskey, and leather.  

“Why’re you here?” Spike asked, still speaking far 
more quietly than normal.  

“Something’s happened and I really thought you 
should know about it. I didn’t think it could wait 
until tonight.” Xander took a deep breath. “Angel 
doesn’t have a soul anymore. I realize it sounds 
incredibly lame but apparently his soul’s gone. I 
think that’s why he said those things about you.” 

“I’m hurt.” Angel’s mocking voice announced from 
behind him, echoing loudly in the empty room.  



Xander spun around in shock and squinted through 
the dim light in the direction of the voice. He could 
just make out the faint outline of the vampire as he 
sauntered into the main room from the back. Too 
shocked to move, he barely took in the rest of what 
Angel was saying.  

“And here I was simply trying to warn you about 
vampires - how they’ll do things behind your back 
that you just don’t expect. Like inviting returning 
family to live with them.” He smiled genially but 
Xander felt a cold shiver at the inhuman cruelty he 
sensed lurking behind the silky voice and warm 
smile. It might be just his imagination, because 
admittedly he didn’t like Angel in any incarnation, 
but he didn’t think so. The menace radiating off the 
vampire felt very real. 

Xander’s disbelieving stare turned back to Spike. 
“What the hell is he doing here?” he asked 
furiously. 

“It's complicated.” Spike answered in his normal 
tones and Xander’s anger grew as he realized that 
Spike had been talking quietly hoping Angel 



wouldn’t hear them. He obviously hadn’t wanted 
Xander to know Angel was at the factory.  

“I’ll bet it is. The last time I saw you, you were 
pacing up and down and swearing about him. And 
now suddenly you're roommates? What's that 
about?” Underneath his anger, Xander’s bewildered 
hurt was palpable.  

“Pet…” 

“Come on, Spike, the boy deserves the truth,” 
Angelus put in with a smirk. 

“Shut your yap,” Spike snarled at him. 

If possible, Xander’s heart sank even further. It 
sounded like Spike had been keeping something 
from him after all. Well, he wasn’t going to stick 
around for the two vampires to make fun of. “Guess 
I didn’t really need to warn you about Angel after 
all,” he said bitterly. “You two do whatever you 
want. I’m gone.” 

Spike’s hand shot out to stop him as he turned 
towards the door. “No!” 



“Let him go,” Angel advised with malicious 
enjoyment. “The boy doesn't understand how it is 
with vampires. Sad, isn’t it, but that’s what you get 
for getting involved with humans.” 

Xander jerked his arm free, taking advantage of 
Spike’s momentary distraction as the younger 
vampire threw a punch at Angel with his free hand. 
He followed through immediately, just like Spike 
had taught him, shoving Spike back and leaping for 
the door. In one quick move, he jerked it open, 
causing both vampires to step back instinctively 
from the threat of the sun’s rays, giving Xander the 
second he needed to dive through the opening and 
out into the sunlight before either vampire could 
make a move to stop him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The sound of the door slamming echoed through 
the old building and Spike growled in frustration at 
the sunlight that kept him from following Xander. 
Fists clenched, he glared at Angelus, his temper 



rising uncontrollably as the sound of running 
footsteps outside gradually faded into the distance.  

“Oh, he’s fun. I see why you like him.” Angel 
grinned salaciously at Spike. 

“Don’t even think about it, Angelus. He’s mine.” 

“Spike, my boy, he’s already slipping through your 
fingers.” Mocking laughter rippled through Angelus’ 
tones. “I didn’t see any claiming marks. Makes the 
boy up for grabs in my book.” Angel shook his head 
in mock sympathy. “You really haven’t learned 
anything, have you? You just can’t seem to hold on 
to the things you want. I mean, you couldn’t even 
keep Dru from straying.”  

Spike swung at him with a furious snarl. Angelus 
laughed, parrying the blow and throwing one of his 
own that landed hard, staggering Spike. “Is that the 
best you’ve got?” he taunted. 

His thread-thin hold on his temper snapped and 
Spike launched himself at his Sire. He threw a rapid 
series of blows but his out-of-control rage effected 
his fighting skills. Angelus, far more in control, was 



able to block the majority of the blows and struck 
several of his own. “Come on, boy, I thought you 
said you could take me.” 

Spike spun away from the fight just long enough to 
grab a metal bar left lying near the wall. Snatching it 
up, he turned back to his Sire, who was still 
laughing. Angelus was careless in his 
overconfidence and that mistake was going to cost 
him dearly. Spike swung the bar in a low, vicious 
arc, smashing it into Angelus’ ribs.  

Angelus crashed into the wall, impacting with such 
force he bounced off it and crumpled to the floor. 
He was only down for a second but it was more 
than enough for the younger vampire. Spike 
pounced on him, raising the pipe and bringing it 
down savagely on his Sire’s back three more times. 
“Xander. Dru. Me.” he spat out with each strike of 
the metal on flesh.  

Before Angelus could move, Spike struck again. He 
kicked Angelus hard, using the momentum from the 
kick to flip the other vampire onto his back. He 
reversed his grip, holding the bar with both hands 



and brought it down into Angelus’ stomach with all 
his strength. Angelus screamed as the metal drove 
into him, tearing his flesh open and boring 
relentlessly through him. Spike leaned his full 
weight on the bar, continuing to push it through 
until it erupted from Angelus’ back, hitting the 
concrete with a clang and pinning Angelus to the 
floor. Keeping his weight on the bar, Spike twisted it 
viciously, thoroughly enjoying Angelus’ renewed 
screams.  

“Now,” Spike’s rage was under control again; ice 
cold fury had replaced the burning anger. “You are 
going to behave yourself or I will kill you.” he said, 
each word dropping slowly and distinctly from his 
lips. “You will leave Xander alone or you will beg to 
be staked.” He shifted the metal bar sideways for 
emphasis, smiling coldly as Angelus screamed in 
pain.  

He waited a moment longer, watching Angelus 
carefully, then jerked the bar free in one swift pull. 
Staring down at his Sire, he watched unemotionally 
as Angelus rolled painfully to his feet, one hand 
pressed hard to his stomach to stem the flow of the 



blood pouring from the hole in his guts. Spike 
watched the agony Angelus couldn’t hide with no 
small amount of satisfaction  

Leaning heavily against the wall, Angelus managed 
to glare at him. Spike hefted the bar again and 
waited, eyebrows raised inquiringly. “Fine, keep the 
brat,” Angelus said hoarsely, grimacing with pain as 
he tried to move. Spike stepped back and let 
Angelus pass as the other vampire limped slowly 
away, clinging to the wall for support.  

Spike spun the metal bar away from him, hearing it 
clatter across the floor. Damnit! Why did Xander 
have to pick today of all days to visit? And damn 
Angelus for being such a trouble-making bastard.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander didn’t even know why he was running - it 
wasn’t like Spike could follow him. But running put 
distance between himself and Spike, which was 
what he felt like he needed right now. He gradually 
slowed to a walk, breathing heavily but kept 



moving, wandering randomly through town. He 
wasn’t ready to think about what had just 
happened but he was too upset and restless to even 
consider returning to school. 

Looking around him, he discovered that his aimless 
movements had brought him near Mr. Olsen’s 
house. That was a good thought. Maybe going to 
see Mr. Olsen would help him calm down enough to 
think. 

The Olsens were working in the garden when 
Xander arrived. Neither of them said anything 
directly about it being a school day, although Mr. 
Olsen asked Xander if he was all right. Xander just 
said he was restless and couldn't concentrate in 
class and had decided to take the day off. The 
Olsens seemed to accept that and simply invited 
Xander to join them in the garden and either watch 
or help, whichever he felt like. 

Their undemanding company was exactly what he 
needed. It was surprisingly peaceful pulling weeds 
in the warm sun. His parents didn’t do any yard 
work and Xander himself hadn’t done anything 



beyond lawn mowing, so he’d never spent much 
time with plants. The Olsens clearly loved their 
garden. Mrs. Olsen talked about, and sometimes to, 
the plants like they were old friends as she puttered 
around doing minor pruning of bushes that looked 
fine to Xander. Mr. Olsen surprisingly didn't say 
much as he worked but he hummed quietly in a low 
bass, occasionally breaking into snatches of actual 
song. 

Sitting on the grass, armed with a long tool with a 
forked point on the end, Xander spent his time 
pulling the dandelions that were invading the lawn. 
Mr. Olsen showed him how to use the tool to help 
get the full root out of the ground so the weed 
wouldn't grow back but then left him to his own 
devices, thanking Xander and admitting he couldn’t 
bend down comfortably enough anymore to keep 
up with the dandelions. With the afternoon sun 
slanting warmly through the trees, the soft patter of 
Mrs. Olsen's voice counterpointed by Mr. Olsen's 
tuneless humming, Xander felt his anger and 
resentment vanishing in a quiet feeling of 



contentment that was all too rare in his life, 
especially recently.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
When Xander left the Olsens’ house, he felt calmer 
than he had in a long time. He wondered if it was 
the gardening or the Olsens themselves that had 
such a relaxing effect. He even found himself 
wondering if he should start a small garden at his 
house but then dismissed the idea almost 
immediately. Any potential soothing benefit would 
be destroyed immediately by his father’s inevitable 
loud-voiced disdain for such a wimpy activity. His 
father was not a believer in sensitive, new age guys. 
He was much more a proponent of beer-guzzling, 
football watching, excess testosterone shedding, 
male-bonding type activities. Or so he claimed. His 
father didn’t actually seem to have any friends, 
male or female, so it was hard to tell if he really 
interacted with other guys that way. Not that 
Xander cared one way or another but, in any case, 
no garden at the old homestead, that was for sure. 



He found he was walking away from his house, 
which was probably a good thing if he wanted to 
get some calm, rational thinking in. Despite what 
had happened, he knew Spike would come looking 
for him as soon as the sun set, so he’d better figure 
out what he wanted to say to the vampire before 
then. 

Suddenly sure of his destination, Xander headed for 
Jesse’s grave. Maybe talking it over with Jesse 
would help get it clear in his own head.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Thought I might find you here, pet.”  

It hadn’t been difficult figuring out where he would 
find his boy. Spike had paced the factory in 
frustration for hours, waiting for sunset and 
ignoring Angelus’ whines from his room. Served him 
right that he was in pain. Spike had left the factory 
when the sun was barely below the horizon and 
moved quickly through the early dusk heading for 
the small park where Xander had buried his friend. 



His boy always seemed to end up there when he 
was upset. 

Xander didn’t look up from his study of the grass. “I 
needed to think.” 

Spike sat down on the bench. “Reached a 
conclusion?” It was harder than he liked to keep his 
question casual. 

“Yeah. I’ve been thinking that I may have 
overreacted.” His head came up and he gave Spike a 
hard look. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m still mad at 
you. I’m just not really sure I have the right to be.” 

Spike shook his head and let out a short bark of 
laughter.  

Xander glared at him. “Do the words ‘thin ice’ mean 
anything to you?” 

Spike was still smiling as he said: “Sorry, luv. It’s just 
that wasn’t what I expected. Not many people 
surprise me,” he quirked one eyebrow, looking 
sideways down at Xander who still sat cross-legged 
on the grass. “Like it that you do. But that doesn’t 
mean I understood that last bit.” 



“I’ve been thinking about my dad. He’s a real jerk a 
lot of the time but if he came to my house and said 
he needed a place to stay, I don’t think I’d turn him 
away.” He sighed and looked away. “Angel really 
messed with me last night and it completely freaked 
me out, so I’m not happy that he’s living with you, 
but I know there’s a bunch of other vampires 
already staying at the factory, so” he made a vague 
gesture “on some levels, I guess it doesn’t really 
change anything if Angel starts living there too.” 

Spike was stunned. He’d come after Xander fully 
expecting to have to explain himself, no matter how 
much it rankled to have to justify his actions to 
anyone. Much as he hated to admit it, Angelus was 
right about one thing: humans didn’t understand 
vampire relationships. For Xander’s sake, Spike had 
been prepared to explain vampire politics and 
family relationships and why he’d felt compelled to 
let his Sire stay in his Court, no matter how angry 
he’d been with Angelus. He was incredibly relieved 
he apparently wasn’t going to have to try and put 
the complexities into terms a human would 
understand. 



Xander had fallen silent and Spike waited, 
considering what Xander had said and sure the boy 
wasn’t finished yet. He watched as Xander pulled 
handfuls of grass and let the blades trickle through 
his fingers. Whatever he was working himself up to 
say, Spike was afraid he wouldn’t like it. Finally, 
Xander spoke again, breaking the long silence 
between them but not looking up from the blades 
of grass he was still sifting through as if he was 
looking for answers in them.  

“Spike, I’ve known you were a vampire since the 
first time we met. But we became friends and I 
didn’t really want to think about you being a 
vampire. I mean it’s one thing to admire your 
strength and skill and its another to think about the 
fact that you kill people.” He sighed heavily again 
and seemed to be struggling for words. 

“I guess what I’m saying is that Angel may be a jerk 
but he isn’t really the problem. He’s just kind of 
brought the problem to a head.” Xander dropped 
the grass he’d been playing with and looked up at 
Spike, his eyes miserable but direct and full of 
determination.  



“You’re a vampire, Spike and I’m a human. The 
bottom line is that I don’t see how I can stay friends 
with you, knowing that you’re killing people when 
we’re not together. I know that it’s what vampires 
do but I’m not a vampire.” His voice dropped to 
little more than a whisper. “I like you and maybe I 
even more than just like you, but I don’t think that I 
can live with myself if I just close my eyes 
indefinitely to the fact that you kill people.” 

“I’m not.”  

Spike’s voice was so quiet that Xander almost 
thought he’d imagined it. “Not what?”  

“Not killing humans. Haven’t for awhile now.” 

It hadn’t really been a conscious decision on Spike’s 
part to stop killing when he fed. He’d known for 
weeks that his boy was eventually going to raise the 
issue. No surprise there: humans always had a 
problem with it. The real shocker was that Xander 
had never directly asked Spike to stop killing. He’d 
been half expecting it as an inevitable step in his 
seduction of the boy: an “I’ll sleep with you if you 
stop killing humans” ploy.  



Spike had surprised himself a few weeks back when 
he’d found himself dropping his prey one night 
before he’d drained the girl dry. He’d told himself 
he just wasn’t in the mood and that little self-deceit 
had lasted until the next night, when he’d done the 
same thing. 

It really wasn’t a big deal in some ways: although 
there was some right twaddle out there about 
vampires gaining strength and even psychic powers 
from feeding off the deaths of humans, none of it 
was true. Vampires needed blood, not the death of 
their victims. Which was why his Sire was such a 
complete prat for drinking pigs’ blood all these 
years. In other ways, it was huge. Killing might not 
be necessary for a vampire to survive but it was 
great fun to feel a neck crack between your hands 
or to tear someone’s spine out just because you 
could. If it became known that he wasn’t killing 
humans, other vampires would think he’d gone soft 
and was an easy challenge. Spike had been 
extremely careful that no-one knew he wasn’t 
killing his prey. He also had indulged in a few very 
public thrashings of demons for the sheer pleasure 



of it which had both kept Spike in fighting trim and 
satisfied his need for a spot of violence now and 
then. It didn’t hurt his reputation to be known to 
occasionally pick fights with demons twice his size 
just for the hell of it. 

Xander stared at him and Spike was just grateful 
that vampire physiology didn’t allow for blushes. He 
shrugged carelessly. “I feed but I don’t drain them. 
Just take a bit and let ‘em go. A pint or two at the 
hospital to top ‘em off and they’re fine.” He 
stopped, not wanting to sound like a complete sap 
by explaining it any further. 

But Xander’s slowly widening smile said he 
understood and it warmed Spike more than fresh 
blood hot from the living source.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“I’m sorry.” 

Xander looked up at the sound of Willow’s quiet 
voice in the empty classroom. He’d arrived at 



school, ok a bit late - first period was already over, 
and the hallways had been filled with gossip about 
Buffy attacking the computer teacher. Most of the 
gossiping students claimed to have been in the 
classroom at the time and, although it seemed that 
the first period computer class had been 
surprisingly well-attended, Xander gathered from 
the excited whispers that Buffy had simply walked 
in and flattened Ms. Calendar with a choke hold. 
Unbelievable. 

Knowing full well he tended to be fairly 
permanently on Buffy’s shit list, Xander decided on 
the spur of the moment that he didn’t really want 
to share a classroom with a Buffy who was already 
on a rampage. Accordingly, Xander had skipped his 
second period class and had found an empty 
classroom to study for the quiz he suspected Mr. 
Stevens was going to spring on them this afternoon. 
Willow had apparently followed him, meaning, 
Xander confirmed with a glance at the wall clock, 
she was currently committing the very un-Willow-
like sin of cutting class. 



“You were right, we should have told you what was 
going on. We just didn’t think it affected anyone 
except Buffy. I mean, Angel reverting to a typical 
vampire wasn’t a good thing but it’s not like he’s 
the only vampire in Sunnydale, so I guess we just 
didn’t realize that it made much difference except 
on a personal level for Buffy.” 

Xander shut his book and marshaled his thoughts. 
“Willow, you’ve been telling me for months how 
much you’ve been learning about what’s really 
going on in Sunnydale, didn’t that apply to Angel? 
Didn’t you guys ever check out his story? You know, 
check out his curse and find out whether it was 
permanent or not? ’Cause I can only assume that it 
had some kind of expiration date that sure would 
have been nice to know about before the milk went 
sour.” 

Willow’s lips tightened but she didn’t snap back at 
him; still feeling guilty, Xander diagnosed. He took 
advantage of her silence to continue: “The reason I 
was so pissed is because all vampires are not 
created equal, well, they may be created mostly 
equal but they don’t end up that way.” He shook his 



head in exasperation at the way his words had gone 
spiraling out of control and brought himself back to 
the subject. “What I mean is: Angelus is a 250-year 
old Master Vampire. He’s not just another fledgling 
that can’t think beyond his next meal and that Buffy 
can stake with one hand tied behind her back. He’s 
seriously dangerous to everyone, not just Buffy.” 

“I know that, the night we found out he’d lost his 
soul, he almost strangled me.” 

Xander’s eyes went to her throat and he was 
relieved that he didn’t see any marks. Whatever 
had happened couldn’t have been too bad. 
Fortunately, mention of being almost strangled 
helped him keep his temper under control. “See, 
that’s kind of my problem: you say you know but 
you guys don’t ever seem to think of anyone 
outside your little circle. Angelus has this charming 
history just chock-full of fun incidents of torture and 
mayhem. And his typical pattern says we are all his 
preferred targets: you and Mr. Giles because of 
your connection with Buffy and me because of my 
connection with Spike.”  



Xander wondered if he should tell her about 
everything that Spike had told him. Spike had talked 
to him for some time last night about Angel: 
describing Angel’s long and violent history of 
obsession with his victims, toying with them, often 
for a long time, before finally killing them. 
Apparently, it hadn’t been unusual for Angelus to 
kill everyone his victims knew first before actually 
attacking the victims themselves. Spike’s warning 
had been graphic and deadly serious. Before Spike 
had walked him home, Xander had felt like crawling 
under his bed and never coming out again. He could 
tell Spike was worried about him and that both 
pleased and terrified him. He really didn’t want to 
think that he could become the target of one of 
Angel’s little gifts to his main victim. 

As Spike had left him at his door, he’d said: “Sorry, 
pet, this wasn’t how I thought the next week or two 
would go. I don’t want you and Angelus crossing 
paths again if it’s possible to avoid it. I’ll need some 
time to figure out how to handle Angelus and that 
means I probably won’t see you for a few days.” 



Xander smiled, remembering how upset Spike had 
looked as he’d said that, then pulled himself back to 
the present. “What?” He’d missed what Willow said 
in his abstraction.  

“I said: Giles is looking into Angel’s history and Buffy 
and I are going to be extra careful.” 

“Good, I’m glad to hear it.” Xander was relieved 
that he wouldn’t have to explain the gory facts of 
Angelus to Willow, hearing it once had been bad 
enough, he didn’t want to have to repeat it to 
anyone else. Let Mr. Giles have that thankless job. A 
horrible thought occurred to him suddenly. “You 
haven’t ever invited Angel into your house, have 
you?” 

Willow’s eyes widened and she went still. “Yes, oh 
god, I did invite him in.” 

Xander swore sharply and thought that Willow 
finally was taking this as seriously as she should 
when she didn’t automatically scold him for 
swearing. Then he realized, with a sudden stab of 
grief for their lost friendship, that he didn’t know if 
Willow did that anymore or if she had learned to 



live with swearing. Maybe she even used profanity 
herself now; he honestly didn’t know and that 
thought filled him with sorrow. He shook off the 
feeling sharply, there wasn’t time for this. 

“Come on,” he said, shoving his book into his 
backpack. “Let’s go talk to Mr. Giles.” He led the 
way to the library, Willow hurrying by his side. As 
they walked, Willow told him that Angel’s curse had 
had some sort of “happiness clause”, that Angel had 
lost his soul because he had experienced a moment 
of perfect happiness, which the gypsies hadn’t ever 
wanted to happen. Xander could just bet how Angel 
got his moment of happiness. Once again, he was 
disgusted by the complete lack of foresight shown 
by the sanctimonious little group. Surely there was 
some mention somewhere of the happiness clause, 
enough to have prevented this fiasco. 

He opened the door to the library, automatically 
holding it open for Willow and called out: “Mr. 
Giles?” 

“Yes?” The librarian emerged from his office. As 
always, he had a book clutched in one hand with a 



finger slipped between the pages to mark his place. 
With a discerning eye, Xander saw it was one of the 
Watcher diaries. “Reading up on Angelus?” he 
asked, gesturing to the book. 

“Yes,” the librarian confirmed. “I understand you 
have been informed of the rather unfortunate turn 
of events.” 

Xander’s eyebrows shot up. “If by ‘unfortunate 
events’ you mean the exciting return of Angelus, 
the sociopathic Master vampire, yeah, I was 
informed. A bit late but fortunately Angel didn’t 
actually kill me during the delay.” 

He heard Willow muttering beside him, “I said I was 
sorry,” but ignored her. He wasn’t going to forgive 
her that easily but his lingering resentment was not 
the point. “Look, Spike gave me a run down last 
night on how dangerous Angelus is. Do the Watcher 
Diaries cover the situation or do you need to know 
what Spike told me?” 

“The coverage of Angelus’ first century as a vampire 
is rather extensive. As it is of Spike’s activities,” the 



librarian added, completely gratuitously in Xander’s 
opinion but he let it go. 

“However, it would perhaps be best to compare 
notes to see if Spike has any information that is not 
contained in the Watchers’ accounts. As Angelus’ 
Childe, he has a unique perspective not shared by 
the Watchers.”  

Xander nodded. Sharing the information with Mr. 
Giles would be relatively easy. He would be able to 
handle the gory details in a dry, academic fashion 
that would make repeating it much simpler. “So, 
you’ve made sure Buffy and Willow understand 
how dangerous he is to them?” he asked pointedly. 

Mr. Giles returned his look with one that was 
equally sharp. “I can assure you, Mr. Harris, that I 
have not neglected my duties in that regard.” 

“Good.” Xander didn’t mention that he felt the 
Watcher had seriously fallen down on the job in not 
preventing this in the first place. “Did Willow tell 
you that she’s invited Angelus into her home?” 

“Oh, dear lord,” Mr. Giles exclaimed. 



“Sorry, Giles,” Willow said meekly, “I’d forgotten. It 
was only once, oh, wait - twice,” she added 
apologetically. 

“Once is quite sufficient, and Buffy is in the same 
situation.” As always, Mr. Giles turned to his books, 
heading for his office and returning shortly with 
several volumes which he set down on the table. “I 
suspect this is not the first time this problem has 
arisen. Let’s start by checking these for spells to 
revoke an invitation.” 

Somewhat bemused by Mr. Giles’ easy assumption 
that they were at his disposal for research, Xander 
snagged the top volume and opened it without 
protest. It was important and the faster they found 
a spell, the safer Willow and Buffy would be.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It took barely an hour before they found a spell that 
Mr. Giles thought would work. They left to return to 
class, Mr. Giles promising to gather the necessary 



ingredients and perform the spell at both Willow’s 
and Buffy’s houses before sunset. 

Xander picked up his backpack and stretched, 
relieved that Mr. Giles seemed to be taking Angelus’ 
return seriously. Spike had thoroughly convinced 
Xander of the danger but he was relieved he didn’t 
have to try and convince Mr. Giles based on what 
Spike had said. It was obvious that the librarian 
hadn’t changed his opinion of Spike, despite the 
fact that Spike had honored the truce with Buffy but 
this didn’t seem like a good time to say anything. 
With Angel’s little change of heart, it was highly 
unlikely that Mr. Giles would be receptive to 
reconsidering his position on Spike. 

Willow followed Xander out of the library and 
walked down the hall with him. He glanced over at 
her, somewhat surprised that she was staying with 
him. It had been so long that it felt strange to be 
walking through the halls together. He’d gotten so 
used to being alone at school that he didn’t really 
know what to say to her. 



Willow smiled at him. “That was fun, wasn’t it?” she 
said tentatively. “Researching together like that, I 
mean. Not the actual we-need-to-stop-impending-
doom situation with Angel having a open sesame 
into our homes, but the research party part. Buffy 
isn’t so good with research, she gets impatient and 
misses stuff, and Giles is really serious about it and 
so there isn’t any joking around when it’s just me 
and him.” 

Xander had an awful feeling that she was going to 
invite him to their little meetings again and was 
steeling himself to refuse when it occurred to him 
that he was going to have a lot of lonely nights for 
awhile. Plus, it sounded like he wouldn’t get to see 
much of Spike until Spike had figured out the best 
way to deal with Angelus so maybe researching the 
problem with full access to the librarian’s books 
would be the best way to help Spike out. 

Willow’s voice washed over him as he considered. 
“…you’ve gotten really good at research, you went 
through the books almost as fast as Mr. Giles, so 
you could really help. I have a feeling we’re going to 
be doing a lot of research in the next few weeks and 



because it’s Angel, I don’t think Buffy will be much 
help.” She looked up at him expectantly and Xander 
assumed he’d missed the actual question in her 
flow of words. 

“I agree, Angel is going to cause serious problems 
for all of us. So, yeah, I’ll help with the research on 
him.”  

Willow smiled and he gave her a similar hesitant 
smile back. Researching together might be a way to 
rebuild their friendship but Xander for one was 
reserving judgment on that. He suspected that 
Buffy at least would not be thrilled at his sudden 
inclusion in their little secret circle of do-gooders. 
And, as much as he hated to even think it, he wasn’t 
entirely sure he and Willow could ever be friends 
again. Maybe researching together would give them 
a chance to talk without friction, at least enough to 
find out if they still had anything in common. 

If nothing else, seeing how Buffy handled losing her 
boyfriend to the dark side of the Force might be 
entertaining. He realized that thought probably 



made him a bad person, but hey, there was a lot of 
that going around just now and he could live with it.  

 

 

Part Nineteen 

Xander reluctantly headed for the library after his 
last class, finding himself the first to arrive. Mr. 
Giles immediately sat him down at the desk in his 
office and gave him the task of writing down 
everything he could remember about what Spike 
had told him about Angel. Xander gathered from 
the haste to tuck him out of sight that the librarian 
hadn’t had time to warn Buffy that Xander would be 
joining them but sat down at the desk without 
protest. He’d promised to share the information 
and writing it down was as good a way as any.  

Mr. Giles left him to it, closing the office door 
behind him and moving briskly out into the main 
room. Xander watched him go with amusement. 
Unless Willow had already broken the news to 



Buffy, he suspected he would hear the Slayer’s 
reaction even through the closed door. 

It was a bit of a let down when Willow arrived 
alone. Xander, busy writing, didn’t even notice she 
was present until he glanced up and saw her sitting 
at the table already working on the computer. Mr. 
Giles was sitting across from her and reading. He 
supposed it made sense that Buffy wouldn’t want to 
join them in researching her boyfriend’s history.  

He felt an unwilling pang of sympathy for Buffy and 
couldn’t really blame her for skipping out on the 
research. He certainly hadn’t enjoyed it when 
Willow insisted he read about Spike’s history. The 
feeling died almost immediately in a flare of 
resentment that Buffy was being allowed to live in 
ignorant bliss of Angel’s past when he had had the 
facts about Spike rammed down his throat. 

When he finished writing, he dropped the pen on 
the desk and stretched. He was pretty sure he’d 
remembered everything significant that Spike had 
told him. In writing it down, a weird little compare-
and-contrast thing had been going through his mind 



as he found himself weighing Angelus’ history 
against Spike’s. From the Slayer’s perspective, Spike 
was probably worse because he’d killed two Slayers 
and Angelus hadn’t killed any. Other than that, 
Angelus definitely won the sadism and obsession 
gold medals. It was weirdly comforting in a “my 
vampire’s better than your vampire” way. Mostly, 
he was relieved because he was pretty sure it 
meant that Spike could take Angel in a fight if it 
came down to that between the two. After all, 
Angel had never killed a Slayer and he was a lot 
older, so Spike had to be the better fighter. And 
how twisted was it that he was sort of proud of 
Spike for that? Plus, now that Buffy and Willow 
could no longer use the “he’s got a soul” trump 
card, the next time they gave him any flack about 
Spike, he was going to be able to point to Angel’s 
misdeeds because Angel and Spike were in the 
same boat now. 

Which brought him right back to the question of 
whether he should tell them that Angel was staying 
at the factory. Xander had been feeling guilty about 
it all day. He didn’t think Buffy knew about the 



factory, which really made him wonder why not. 
Shouldn’t she know about all the big vampire hang-
outs? If she really didn’t know, then Angel obviously 
hadn’t told her, so did that leave Xander off the 
hook?  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“I thought you liked Ms. Calendar?” Xander asked 
Willow as they walked out of computer class 
together. For two days, he had seen Buffy, Willow 
and Mr. Giles ignoring Ms. Calendar as if she didn’t 
exist and he was curious about what the problem 
was. 

“I do, I mean, I did… I don’t know what to think. She 
lied to us.” 

“About what?” 

“I told you - she’s a gypsy, her people cursed 
Angel.” 

“How is that her fault? ‘Cause unless there’s 
something you’re not telling me, she wasn’t around 



100 years ago - was she?” he asked, just to be safe. 
This was the Hellmouth after all, anything was 
possible. 

“No, but she didn’t tell us that she was sent here to 
watch Angel.” 

“So?” 

“Xander, don’t be dense.” 

“Sorry, but I’m not getting why this is a cut-her-
dead-in-the-hallways kind of problem.” 

“Because she’s been lying to us since we met her!” 

“I dunno, Willow, seems to me a lie of omission like 
that is different.” Maybe he was pushing this 
because his own lies of omission were weighing 
heavily on him but it was also because he could 
relate to the sadness in Ms. Calendar’s eyes every 
time she watched Mr. Giles walk past her door 
without even glancing inside. “It’s not like she ever 
told you she wasn’t a gypsy, she just didn’t 
volunteer the information. She’s still a good teacher 
and a nice lady. I don’t remember you and Buffy 



holding a grudge against Angel for doing the exact 
same thing.” 

“That’s different,” Willow answered automatically, 
but she looked troubled. 

Xander rolled his eyes at the Slayerettes’ standard 
response, man did they need a new come-back, he 
was so tired of that one. “Explain the difference to 
me because I don’t see one. Angel didn’t tell you he 
was a vampire, Ms. Calendar didn’t say she was a 
gypsy. Frankly, I’d rather have a secret gypsy 
running around than a secret vampire.” 

“What about your friend Spike?” Willow shot back, 
“how long was it before he told you he was a 
vampire?” 

Xander laughed. “Spike is not subtle-guy. I learned 
he was a vampire as soon as I could see straight 
after being shoved into a wall two seconds after 
meeting him. He wasn’t exactly hiding the fangs and 
the bumps at the time.” 

“He attacked you? And you still call him your 
friend?” 



Xander grinned. “Well, he didn’t kill me and it gave 
us something to talk about when we met again. 
Getting back to the point, I think you’re being a 
little hypocritical in forgiving Angel for lying to you 
but not Ms. Calendar. She told you she didn’t know 
what would happen with the curse. Do you believe 
her?” 

Willow’s eyes fell. “I don’t know.” 

“If you believe her, then you should forgive her and 
get over it. If you don’t, then fine,” Xander 
shrugged, “you probably should stay away from her. 
Just make sure you’re doing it for the right reason 
and not because you’re taking your anger at the 
people who totally screwed up cursing Angel out on 
her.” 
 
Had Willow always been this rigid about people? 
Xander didn’t think so and he wondered if she was 
taking her cue from Buffy or if she’d become harder 
in the past year. He knew that he was arguing for 
the computer teacher because of his own guilt over 
the secrets he was keeping. Like Ms. Calendar, he 



didn’t think anything he was hiding would hurt 
anyone. He just hoped he was right.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
After barely two nights living under the same roof, 
Spike found himself almost sympathizing with 
Angelus. If Darla had been one tenth as annoying to 
Angelus as Angelus was to Spike, no wonder 
Angelus had staked her.  

It had been fun the first night after Xander’s visit to 
the factory. As the minions had come trickling back 
into the factory shortly after sunset, Spike had 
taken great pleasure in loudly ordering one of them 
to fetch his Sire some blood to help him heal. He’d 
specified bagged, knowing full well how much it 
would annoy Angelus to have to drink bagged blood 
after a century of not feeding from live victims. 
Spike made sure that he just happened to mention 
how much he regretted “accidentally” hurting 
Angelus so badly during their routine sparring 
match. 



Angelus had only been laid up for two days. Well-
fed vampires healed quickly and Spike hadn’t 
wanted to do more than make his point clear to his 
Sire. As he pointed out coldly to Angelus, standing 
over his bed and sneering down at his Sire, if he’d 
wanted to kill Angelus, Angelus wouldn’t be lying in 
Spike’s home being fed by Spike’s minions. He’d be 
a small scattering of dust in the back alley. 

You’d think Angelus would have the decency to be 
grateful that Spike hadn’t killed him. Angelus was 
smart enough to realize that he was significantly off 
his game after a century of not feeding properly. 
Spike could easily have killed him and Angelus 
bloody well knew it. But not Captain Hair-Gel, no, 
gratitude was apparently too much to ask.  

Spike snarled to himself as he paced restlessly in his 
room. He should be sleeping the day away but he 
had too much on his mind for that. As soon as 
Angelus had recovered sufficiently to not look 
weak, he’d begun courting the minions. Sitting in 
Spike’s chair, telling outrageous lies about his glory 
years, subtly undermining Spike’s authority with sly 
innuendos and not-quite-stifled comments on how 



a “proper” Court was run. Nothing Spike could 
really stop without looking petty and insecure, 
deadly flaws that would lead to challenges he didn’t 
want to deal with now.  

Angelus’ tales somehow always featured Spike as a 
weak fledgling stumbling his way through unlife 
being rescued by his wise and patient Sire - two 
attributes Angelus had rarely ever displayed in 
reality. Drusilla’s infidelity to Spike was also 
mentioned frequently, with the accompanying 
implication that Spike was too weak to prevent her 
from straying. The stories Angelus told were 
deliberately humorous so that Spike couldn’t 
protest without looking like a stuck-up prig with no 
sense of humor.  

The problem was that Spike didn’t really want to 
dust his Sire, even in his current unbelievably 
annoying phase. Chances were Angelus was just 
over-reacting to freedom after a century of having 
every natural impulse stifled by the soul the gypsies 
had stuck him with, imprisoning the vampire Spike 
had known in a straightjacket of human values. 
Once Angelus got through these first days of 



freedom, surely the Angelus Spike had known 
would re-emerge.  

His Sire had always been capable of being a right 
annoying git, but he had also been fun. Sire, 
mentor, companion; some of Spike’s fondest 
memories were of drinking, wenching, gaming and 
just plain hell-raising with Angelus. With Drusilla 
gone forever, Spike admitted that he missed the 
companionship of a Master vampire, of family. 
Minions were not even a pale substitute. 

Snatching up a bottle of whiskey, Spike drank 
deeply, oblivious to the liquor spilling down his 
front. Angelus had better work through this phase 
damn quickly before Spike lost the last remnants of 
his own control. It wasn’t unusual for Angelus to 
annoy the piss out of Spike, but his behavior in the 
last two days had been completely over the top. 
Just because he didn’t want to stake his Sire, didn’t 
mean he wouldn’t if Angelus continued to challenge 
him. 

Spike sat down on the bed and studied the bottle 
thoughtfully. For a moment, the temptation to 



simply burn the factory down around Angelus and 
the minions was nearly overwhelming. Seal the 
doors and torch the place, that was the way to go. 

Reluctantly he discarded the idea. Having told 
Xander he wasn’t killing, he wasn’t going to go back 
on his word to create a new batch of minions. In 
any case, he would be better off simply staking the 
minions rather than burning his own home down 
around his ears. Plus, he was still foolishly hoping 
his Sire would go back to his old self. 

Brooding over the situation, Spike drained the 
bottle and tossed the empty carelessly into the 
corner. He flung himself full length on the bed, 
determined not to let Angelus deprive him of any 
more sleep. He’d figure out a way to handle his 
bastard of a Sire after he’d gotten a decent day’s 
sleep. Maybe he’d just lock Angelus and the Slayer 
into a small room and let them kill each other. A 
smile crossed his face at the thought, that probably 
wouldn’t break the truce, not if he didn’t kill her 
himself. He hadn’t ever promised not to kidnap her, 
had he?  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
For three days in a row, they’d met in the library 
every afternoon after classes were over. Buffy 
tended to leave almost immediately, saying she had 
to patrol. Xander wasn’t sure if it was his presence 
or the fact that they were researching Angel that 
was causing her to leave so quickly. Probably both, 
he thought with an inward grin.  

They had reviewed just about everything the 
librarian had on Angel and, in Xander’s opinion, 
weren’t a whole lot wiser than they had been, 
although Mr. Giles kept saying that anything they 
found was potentially important. Since Buffy didn’t 
seem interested in hearing about anything they 
were digging up, Xander didn’t see how it was going 
to help her fight Angel but he wasn’t exactly one to 
talk. His big idea of being able to help Spike was a 
complete bust. Everything they were reading about 
was from the time when Spike and Angel were 
hanging out together so Spike obviously already 
knew anything Xander was learning.  



Well, it helped pass the time at least. He missed 
Spike. He hadn’t gone four days without seeing the 
vampire in a long time and his evenings seemed 
lonely and a lot more boring without the vampire 
around.  

Not to mention that, having gone through all the 
agonizing over his tentative foray into bi-sexuality, 
he was being left high and dry with no follow 
through. After the long dry spell, his body was 
raring to go and his fantasies were frustratingly 
limited. He didn’t know a lot about gay sex and had 
no way to research it. Well, ok, there were ways but 
he wouldn’t be caught dead in a book store buying 
a sex manual of any kind, he didn’t have a computer 
and wouldn’t know how to do the computer 
research thing even if he had one, and he would 
willingly die of sexual frustration before asking 
Willow to help him out with research into gay sex. 
That was simply never going to happen.  

Thinking of Spike, which he did disturbingly often, 
always brought him back to the moment when 
Spike had told him he wasn’t killing. Spike hadn’t 
admitted it, but Xander knew the vampire had done 



it for him. Whenever he remembered that moment, 
Xander always found himself grinning like an idiot. 
He couldn’t help it, the thought that Spike had done 
that for him, especially without saying anything 
about it, sent a warm glow through him. Despite 
Spike’s attempts to make light of it, it was HUGE. 
Part of him wanted to tell Willow, and even Buffy 
and Mr. Giles. Only the thought that they would 
doubt it, would refuse to accept it, kept him from 
bragging about it. He knew Spike was telling the 
truth. Maybe he shouldn’t be so happy that Spike 
was still wounding people, but Spike was a tiger 
who had voluntarily gone vegetarian for him. It was 
enough. It was more than enough to prove Spike 
cared.  

So he hadn’t told them that Spike wasn’t killing. 
Despite the temptation at their occasional pointed 
remarks about Spike, Xander hugged the knowledge 
to himself, an impenetrable shield against their 
disapproval and one he would not allow to be 
cheapened by their disbelief. Because he was sure 
they wouldn’t believe him, would demand proof, 



would do their best to tarnish the shining memory 
of Spike telling him he wasn’t killing.  

Granted, Buffy didn’t make snide remarks about 
Spike any more. The first time she had, Xander had 
simply looked at her with false sympathy and 
sweetly asked how she was holding up now that her 
boyfriend had gone so spectacularly evil after 
spending a single night with her. That had shut Miss 
Holier-Than-Thou up but good. Well, not actually 
shut her up, there had been some shouting and 
some name calling before she stormed out of the 
library but there had been conspicuous silence from 
her on the subject of Spike ever since then. It had 
totally been worth the lecture and the disapproval 
from both Willow and Mr. Giles. He’d listened in 
silence and gravely agreed that kicking someone 
when they were down was “extremely poor form” - 
Mr. Giles’ opinion - and “just plain mean” - Willow’s 
input - and concentrated on keeping his face bland 
and his smirk tucked well out of sight.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
When Xander reluctantly showed up at the library 
for research for the fourth day in a row, he was 
going stir crazy. It felt like his life had been put on 
hold because of Angel. While he took Spike’s 
warnings seriously, he missed spending time with 
Spike, laughing with him, doing fun things with him, 
doing anything but research. He missed Spike’s 
weird perspective on things and the way he made 
familiar activities seem new and different.  

Lately, the only thing different was the stack of 
books piled up on the table each afternoon for 
them to comb through looking for references to -  

“Werewolves?” he asked incredulously, as Mr. Giles 
explained their afternoon’s research project. “Are 
you kidding?” 

“No. There were a number of reported attacks by 
‘wild dogs’ last night and Cordelia Chase was 
attacked in her car while she was…er, hem.” The 
librarian cleared his throat and looked mildly 
embarrassed.  

“Making out with some jock?” Xander guessed. 



“Yes, quite. Apparently the creature punched 
through her convertible top in its attempts to reach 
her and her paramour but fortunately they were 
able to start the car and escape unharmed.” Mr. 
Giles gestured to the dozen or so books stacked on 
the table. “I have already consulted my primary 
sources earlier this morning but if you would be so 
kind as to check these for any additional 
information, it would be very helpful.” He smiled 
broadly. “It’s fascinating,” he added 
enthusiastically. “Lycanthropy is such a classic 
condition. I never imagined I would have a chance 
to delve seriously into the subject.” 

Xander eyed him dubiously. “You need a life in the 
worst way,” he observed without malice, reaching 
for the top book in resignation. “Do werewolves fall 
in Buffy’s turf?” he asked, opening the book and 
beginning to leaf through it. 

“Not for slaying purposes, certainly. Werewolves 
are not demons. They are human beings who have 
been infected with what is essentially a virus that 
recurs every month. Interestingly, the common 
understanding that werewolves only change into 



their wolf form on the night of the full moon is 
apparently erroneous. It appears they change for 
three consecutive nights, but otherwise they are 
essentially fully human. Killing the wolf is not the 
answer, it must simply be contained during those 
three days. Buffy will, of course, be largely 
responsible for tracking and containing the 
creature.” 

“Well, it makes a change from reading about 
Angel.”  

“Yes, it does. I suspect you will be relieved to learn 
that we have almost exhausted my materials that 
potentially contain references to Angel.” 

“Relieved doesn’t begin to cover it.” Xander 
answered thankfully, settling down to read.  

When Buffy and Willow entered a short time later, 
they were talking about Oz, Willow’s almost, sort of, 
working-on-it, boyfriend-to-be. From overheard 
snatches over the last few days, Xander had already 
heard way more than he cared to of girl-talk about 
how things were progressing, or not progressing, on 



the Willow dating front. Apparently, Oz moved 
unusually slowly for a senior and a band member. 

“Hi, Giles, Xander,” Willow greeted them cheerfully. 
Xander glanced up briefly and smiled before looking 
back at the page which had some cool, anatomically 
improbable sketches of werewolves. He suspected 
strongly that the author had never actually seen a 
werewolf given that the sketched creatures didn’t 
look like they were capable of walking, much less 
running and attacking things. Maybe the guy was 
just a bad artist. 

“So, what have you found out?” Buffy asked. 

Xander listened with half an ear as Mr. Giles 
repeated everything he’d already told Xander, only 
this time he used a little globe to demonstrate the 
moon’s phases. Why he thought that would perk up 
his lecture, Xander had no clue. Leave it to the 
librarian to find a way to make werewolves sound 
boring.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
The next day, the school was buzzing with the 
horrifying news of the death of one of their 
classmates. Teresa had been brutally killed and the 
authorities were blaming it on wild dogs. Xander 
hadn’t really known her but, even in Sunnydale, it 
was a shock when a classmate was killed. He also 
felt bad for whoever the werewolf was. It would be 
awful to learn you’d killed someone while your 
body wasn’t under your control. 

Which, Xander thought glumly, was the logic that 
Buffy was using to justify not killing Angel. She kept 
wanting to have “her” Angel back, like he was 
possessed or something. Except Angel’s problem 
wasn’t just for three nights out of the month like a 
werewolf - losing his soul was a permanent “wolf” 
state. The whole Angel/Angelus thing weirded 
Xander out - wondering where the soul had been in 
the interim and what the original human would 
have thought of the whole mess. Despite being the 
original owner, the soul had been dead for almost 
150 years when it was shoved back into its former 
body. The whole thing just seemed creepy and 



wrong whenever he thought about it. Probably why 
it was a curse, he thought wryly. 

It was only at the end of the day that he learned 
from Willow that Angel had killed Teresa. Killed her 
and made her a vampire. She’d risen at the funeral 
home and had almost killed Buffy before Buffy was 
able to stake her. Xander heard the news in silence 
and then just turned and walked away from Willow 
without saying anything. He was struggling for 
control, trying not to give in to the shakes and 
nausea that filled him at the news of another 
classmate being staked. Jesse’s face filled his vision 
and for a moment all he could hear was Jesse’s 
voice saying “Buddy!” Stumbling towards the 
bathroom, trying not to lose it, he didn’t see 
Willow’s puzzled face as she watched him go.  

Once inside the bathroom, he splashed cold water 
on his face and drank from the tap, trying to rinse 
away the phantom taste of ashes. Clinging to the 
sides of the sink, he took several deep breaths and 
forced the memory of Jesse’s death back into the 
corners of his mind where it lived.  



Looking into the mirror at the reflection of his 
haunted eyes, Xander wondered if he would ever 
get used to the casual murder of people who had 
been human the previous day. How could Buffy do 
it? Night after night, killing people she knew. She 
couldn’t seem to bring herself to kill Angel but she 
could kill Teresa without batting an eye. The excuse 
she’d always had for Angel - that he had a soul - 
didn’t apply any more and he still got a pass from 
her. And while Xander freely admitted he had Angel 
issues, namely disliking the vampire intensely, still it 
just seemed wrong that Buffy would kill Teresa but 
not Angel. Maybe that made him a hypocrite 
because he had used her selective killing policy to 
his advantage when he’d persuaded Buffy not to kill 
Spike, but Spike had more than repaid him by 
voluntarily giving up killing humans so Xander could 
live with being a hypocrite. 

Would Teresa be alive if Xander hadn’t been 
withholding information? Would it have made a 
difference if he’d told them that Angel was at the 
factory? He desperately hoped he wasn’t lying to 
himself when he told himself no, it wouldn’t have 



made a difference. Buffy wasn’t showing any signs 
of wanting to actually take on Angel and even if she 
did, the factory was not the place to do it. There 
were about 20 or so vampires living in there and 
that was too many even for a Slayer. 

No, he wasn’t going to tell them about the factory. 
He didn’t trust Buffy not to decide the truce was 
over and to just attack Spike. He still didn’t want 
either one of them to kill the other, which left 
keeping them away from each other as still the best 
option. The once-comforting thought that Angel 
had never told them about the factory either was 
tissue thin from overuse and gave no relief 
anymore. 

Looking away from the guilt in his eyes, Xander left 
the bathroom. The research party could go on 
without him tonight. His jaw tightened as he saw 
Willow hovering outside the bathroom, waiting for 
him.  

“Xander, are you all right?” 

“I’ll live,” he replied shortly. “I’m going home,” he 
told her, turning towards his locker. 



“But we were going to the library,” she began, 
following him as he opened the locker and grabbed 
his backpack. 

“Changed my mind,” he said briefly. “I’ll see you 
tomorrow.” Slamming the locker closed firmly, he 
walked off without waiting for her response.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander spent a long sleepless night thinking about 
Teresa and Angel and the factory. His loyalties were 
hopelessly torn. Cut off from Spike because of 
Angel, which did nothing to improve his level of 
fondness for the older vampire, he couldn’t ask 
Spike’s advice or warn him about what Xander was 
planning. He had considered and discarded several 
crazy ideas about getting a note to Spike or just 
going to the factory and trying to see Spike, but 
Spike’s warnings about Angelus had Xander too 
wary to risk any of the ideas he had come up with. It 
was obvious that Spike was worried about Angel 
using Xander against Spike in some way and Xander 



didn’t want to do something that would put Spike at 
a disadvantage against his Sire. 

The gnawing worry that withholding the 
information about Angel’s whereabouts might have 
contributed to Teresa’s death wouldn’t leave him. 
From what Spike had told him and the librarian’s 
books had confirmed, Angel’s pattern was to attack 
his victims indirectly, through others. Xander would 
warn Spike as soon as he could but he wasn’t going 
to continue to sit on the knowledge of where Angel 
was living. 

Decision made, Xander had finally been able to 
sleep. In the morning, he went to school early and 
immediately headed for the library to talk to Mr. 
Giles. As usual, the librarian was already in his 
office, Xander would swear the man lived at the 
library he so rarely seemed to leave it. 

“Mr. Giles?” 

“Yes? Oh, Mr. Harris. I understand you had to leave 
early yesterday, are you feeling better?” 



For a minute, Xander didn’t have any idea what the 
man was talking about, then realized that Willow 
must have told them he was sick. Which wasn’t far 
off. “I’m fine,” he said briefly. “Can I talk to you?” 

“Of course.” The librarian waved him to the table 
and moved to the door of his office. “I was just 
making a cup of tea, would you like one?” he asked. 

“No, thanks.”  

The librarian disappeared into his office for a 
moment and Xander waited, bouncing one knee 
restlessly. 

“I assume you would like to discuss Oz?” Mr. Giles 
said, returning with a teacup in one hand and one 
of the books with a section on werewolves that 
Xander remembered reading two days ago.  

“Oz? Why would I want to talk about him?” he 
asked blankly. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, I just assumed you had heard.” Mr. 
Giles sat down at the table and took a sip of his tea. 
“We discovered last night that Oz is the werewolf 
we have been looking for. The poor chap didn’t 



know himself as this is the first full moon cycle since 
he became infected. We were able to tranquilize 
him and contain him until dawn and, now that the 
situation has been explained to him, he will ensure 
he is appropriately restrained during the full moon 
in the future.” 

Xander stared at him. “That’s it?” he asked 
incredulously. 

“What do you mean? I assure you, he’s quite 
harmless except during those three nights, which 
are now behind us for this month. There is no need 
to take punitive action against him for something he 
had no control over.” 

Xander said sharply: “That’s not what I meant. 
How’s he doing?” 

Mr. Giles raised his eyebrows at the question. “I 
explained the physiology to him thoroughly. He 
seems like quite a sensible boy and appears to be 
handling the situation very maturely.” 

Xander just shook his head. There were times when 
Mr. Giles seemed incapable of emotional 



connection with anyone. Seriously flawed in the 
empathy department, he thought but dropped the 
subject. “I need to talk to you about Angel.” 

“Yes?” 

“Do you know the old factory on Oakes Street, the 
brick one with mostly boarded up windows?” 

“I believe so. Why?” 

“Angel’s staying there now.” 

“Really? How do you know?” 

“I saw him there five or six days ago.” 

Mr. Giles just stared at him in silence, brows raised, 
until Xander squirmed uncomfortably and 
reluctantly explained, knowing he had no choice. 

“Spike’s been staying there since he came to town. 
When I went to tell Spike about Angel, Angel was 
there. Spike told me he was living there now.” 

“I see.” The librarian took off his glasses and 
polished them thoughtfully for a long moment. 
Settling them back on his face, he shot a piercing 



look at Xander. “Why have you chosen to tell me 
this now and not before?” 

“Because of Teresa. I don’t know if it makes any 
difference but I can’t risk someone else dying 
because I know where Angel is and you don’t.” 
Xander longed to look away but forced himself to 
keep his eyes on Mr. Giles. “I don’t want Spike 
caught in the middle. He didn’t have a lot of choice 
about letting Angel move in.” 

Surprisingly, Mr. Giles nodded in agreement. “No, 
he probably didn’t. Given that Angel is Spike’s Sire, 
ordinarily vampire offspring do as their Sires tell 
them.” He paused to take a thoughtful sip of his tea, 
then continued. “I can only imagine that their 
relationship is quite complicated now, given Angel’s 
effective absence from Spike’s life while he had the 
soul.” He shook his head, “But that is hardly the 
issue. I appreciate you telling me this. I will pass the 
information on to Buffy but not for the purpose of 
an all-out assault, I assure you. There are 
undoubtedly a number of other vampires inside the 
building and a frontal attack would be too 
dangerous.” 



He fell silent and Xander said firmly: “Spike is 
keeping the truce. He isn’t going to join Angel in an 
attack on Buffy.” 

“Xander,” he gave Xander a tiny smile when Xander 
looked surprised at the use of his first name, “I think 
you are aware of the fact that Buffy is not yet 
emotionally prepared to fight Angel. She still thinks 
of him as her boyfriend and hasn’t yet adjusted to 
the fact that he is now simply a vampire. Until she is 
emotionally ready to fight, and yes, to kill him, I will 
not encourage her to fight Angel because she is 
almost certain to lose. Buffy’s emotional reaction to 
Teresa’s message from Angel nearly caused her to 
lose a fight to a barely risen fledgling. While she is in 
this state, I will do whatever I can to help her avoid 
a confrontation.” He sighed heavily, removing his 
glasses and rubbing at the bridge of his nose, 
suddenly looking very tired. “As much as I regret 
Teresa’s death, it would not have changed anything 
if you had shared the information about Angel’s 
location before she was killed. I would not have 
permitted Buffy to act on the knowledge.”  



He put his glasses back on and stood up, 
transforming abruptly back into the buttoned down 
and unemotional Watcher. “My duty as a Watcher 
is first and foremost to my Slayer. I will not allow 
her to fight a vampire that is virtually certain to kill 
her. Yes, Mr. Harris, even if that inevitably means 
that some innocents will die.” 

Xander had risen to his feet with the librarian and 
their eyes met and held for a long moment. For the 
first time since he’d met the Englishman, Xander 
felt like he understood him. Standing there in his 
armor of tweed, surrounded by the books that were 
his weapons of choice, Xander suddenly saw Mr. 
Giles as a beleaguered man saddled with a hopeless 
task: that of keeping one young girl alive against a 
thousand lethal threats. No wonder the librarian 
was single minded and obsessed. Buffy was the only 
thing he really cared about, everything and 
everyone else was merely a tool to help keep his 
Slayer alive. A recently turned vampire 
automatically became just another threat to his 
Slayer. Xander didn’t agree with his methods but 
he’d become depressingly familiar with grey areas 



and bitter compromises in the past year and he 
could see the same experience in the librarian’s 
tired eyes. 

Not sure what to say in the face of such brutal 
honesty, Xander just nodded. “See you later…, 
Giles.” He walked away, not looking back, shaken by 
the unexpected glimpse into the Watcher’s soul.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Hey.”  

After looking for some time, Xander had found Oz 
sitting on one of the picnic tables outside the 
school. Crossing the grounds towards the small 
figure that sat staring off into the distance, Xander 
wondered if his presence would be welcome. 
Seeing no sign that Oz was even aware of his 
approach, he simply climbed up and sat down on 
top of the table next to Oz, leaving a careful space 
between them so he didn’t crowd Oz and quietly 
greeted him.  



Oz glanced at him briefly, eyes unreadable. “Hey,” 
he replied noncommittally before returning his gaze 
to the horizon.  

Xander looked off into the distance himself for a 
moment before saying quietly. “I heard what 
happened. Is there anything I can do?” He really 
didn’t know what to say, especially since he didn’t 
know Oz very well, but he felt like he needed to 
make some kind of gesture to prove that he didn’t 
think Oz was a freak or a monster now. 

“I’m covered. Giles explained it to me.” 

Xander smiled. “Did he pull out the little moon and 
globe models?” 

“Yeah. Didn’t really make things clearer but I think 
he meant well.” 

After a pause, during which Xander tried to come 
up with anything that wouldn’t sound dumb or trite 
or patronizing or any of a number of other things, 
all equally bad, Oz spoke again. “It’s a lot. I mean, I 
just learned about the whole Sunnydale thing and 
now this…” 



From somewhere, Xander found the words he’d 
been struggling for. “I learned about Sunnydale last 
year when my best friend got turned into a 
vampire. It takes a long time to deal.” It was the 
only thing he could offer Oz that might help; that 
Sunnydale sucked but eventually you learned to 
deal with it. It was the first time he’d talked about 
Jesse this way; as an experience, a past event that 
he’d survived. It made him feel simultaneously that 
he really was finally recovering and moving on and 
also guilty for the same reasons.  

Oz looked over at him and this time Xander saw 
sympathy and pain and confusion in the steady 
gaze. “Thanks,” he said briefly. 

They sat together on the picnic table in the warm 
sunshine for a long time both lost in their own 
thoughts, the silence between them no longer 
awkward or uncomfortable.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike leapt up and slammed a kick into the armored 



chest plate of the seshantii demon. The pent-up 
anger and frustration at his Sire, the situation, the 
whole bloody Hellmouth poured out of him in the 
fight, powering his blows. The seshantii was losing 
badly which made Spike crow with satisfaction even 
as he spun and dropped, ducking a sweep from one 
of the demon’s bladed forearms. The blow went 
over his head and he bounced back up quickly, 
dancing out of range of the thing’s deadly spikes. 

The battle was energizing him. Spike loved the focus 
and intensity of a good fight. An opponent like the 
seshantii just made it better: a foot taller and about 
200 pounds heavier than him, seshantii were 
naturally armored with bony plates over most of 
their vulnerable areas and armed with bladed 
spikes along all six limbs. The blades, which usually 
lay flat against the demon’s limbs, were raised for 
battle, exposing razor-sharp edges and points. They 
had a fiercer reputation than they deserved, Spike 
judged as he spun and delivered a hard kick to the 
seshantii’s back. Or at least this one didn’t deserve 
the species’ reputation. She was a bit slow and 
clumsy, allowing Spike to dart in and out, landing 



swift, punishing blows and retreating before she 
could bring her own natural weapons to bear. She’d 
only gotten him once: an unanticipated swing with 
one of her middle set of limbs that had sunk into his 
side, causing him to yell with fury as the three 
slender blades pierced his duster. He’d torn free 
and kept a wary eye on all six limbs after that, 
quickly learning the weaknesses in her fighting 
style. 

One of which was no stamina. She was slowing 
down already, throwing roundhouse blows that 
didn’t come close to landing and taking far too long 
to recover. Spike seized the advantage, taunting 
her, darting around her with undiminished energy 
and slamming both feet into the plating on her 
back, sending her crashing to the ground.  

Grinning wildly, he bounced on his toes for a 
moment, giving the demon time to climb back to its 
feet. When she stayed down, he was disappointed. 
“Come on, old girl, on your feet. Lots of fight left in 
you,” he coaxed. 



Hissing what sounded like truly vile curses at him, 
the seshantii began finally to struggle slowly to her 
feet.  

“That’s the girl, come on!”  

She lumbered towards him, swinging three of her 
arms in an uncoordinated flurry. Spike easily 
dodged the blows and pulled a knife out of his boot. 
He plunged it into a gap in her plating exposed by 
the outstretched middle limb and roared in triumph 
as hot, grayish blood gushed out of the wound, 
pouring over his hand. Snatching the knife free, he 
gave her a push with his foot and watched in 
satisfaction as she crumpled full length on the 
ground.  

He started to put the knife back, then made a face 
and dropped it. Damn thing stank from the truly 
foul smelling blood covering it. 

Panting for unneeded air, Spike dropped to his 
knees and then sat back on his heels to give himself 
a moment to recover. The adrenaline high from the 
fight had him buzzed and almost wanting to find 
something else to kill. The anger and frustration 



that had sent him out looking for battle was gone. 
In its absence, Spike felt like he could finally think 
again.  

He wiped the blood off his hand and took a moment 
to inspect the three puncture wounds in his side. 
They’d heal in no time, which was more than the 
matching punctures in his coat would do, he 
thought irately as he fingered the tears in the 
leather.  

He jumped to his feet and kicked the demon’s 
rapidly cooling carcass. “Teach you to damage my 
coat,” he sneered. Leaving the seshantii, he strode 
off through the cemetery deciding that things were 
really very simple after all. 

He’d been letting Angelus jerk him around because 
his Sire had him on the defensive. Spike was 
reacting to Angelus when it should be the other way 
around. Somehow, between his snide remarks and 
his many supposedly helpful suggestions about how 
Spike should run things, Angelus had maneuvered 
him into behaving like a fledgling instead of the 
Master he was. By keeping Spike off-balance and on 



edge, Angelus had reduced Spike to acting like the 
Childe he’d been a century ago: prickly and 
defensive and secretly wanting his Sire’s approval.  

Well, no more. He’d seen through Angelus’ little 
games and he wasn’t going to play anymore. He 
wasn’t spending any more time figuring out what 
Angelus was up to. From now on, Angelus could 
worry about what Spike was up to. Angelus would 
give him a Master Vampire’s due or he would be 
out of the factory to greet the dawn come morning. 
From now on, Spike would do what he pleased, 
when he pleased, and with whoever he pleased. If 
Angelus gave him any more flack about anything, 
Spike would ram a hot poker up his Sire’s arse and 
Angelus could think about that for awhile. If Spike 
wanted to spend time with an unclaimed, virginal, 
human teenager, that was nobody’s business but 
Spike’s. 

Relaxed and no longer on edge for the first time in 
days, Spike regretted it was too late to wake his boy 
up. It was high time he talked to Xander about two 
of those attributes that had been concerning 
Angelus so much.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Walking home through the growing dark of early 
evening, Xander was so glad it was Friday and he 
had two days to recover from the events of the 
week. Between Oz and Teresa, this had been one of 
the worst weeks this year and spending his free 
time researching Angel hadn’t improved things. All 
he had to look forward to this weekend was 
microwave popcorn and tv but it would have to do. 

Gradually he became aware of a loud approaching 
engine and his head shot up in surprise as Spike’s 
car pulled up next to him. The door was pushed 
open and he stared inside, seeing Spike looking up 
at him with a grin.  

The familiar voice called: “Oi! Time’s wastin’. You 
getting’ in or not?”  

Xander scrambled into the car happily. “Where’re 
we headed?” he asked, not really caring just happy 
to see Spike again and incredibly grateful for the 
possibility that this horrible week might end on a 



positive note. He tossed his backpack into the mess 
that was the back seat and grabbed for the 
dashboard to brace himself as Spike took off with 
his usual disregard for the law of gravity and the 
lack of seatbelts. 

“Fancy that little bar with the pool tables?” Spike 
grinned over at him wickedly. “I’ve some right good 
memories of those tables.” 

Xander blushed but didn’t back down. “You’re on.”  

Thirty minutes later, half a beer inside him and a 
tricky bank shot to make, Xander was relaxed and 
happy in a way he hadn’t been in days. Even the 
prospect, the near certainty, of Spike hitting on him 
again wasn’t anxiety making, he was looking 
forward to it. He took the shot and… “yes!” he 
exclaimed triumphantly as the cue ball did as it was 
supposed to and sweetly kissed the 3-ball into the 
corner pocket. “You are so going down this time,” 
he informed the vampire confidently, conveniently 
ignoring the outcome of every game they’d played 
to date. 

“That so?” Spike purred. 



Xander felt color burning in his cheeks and reached 
behind him for his beer, hoping the cold liquid 
would quench it. How was it that Spike could make 
anything he said sound unbelievably sexy? Well, 
Xander thought recklessly, he might be a complete 
novice at gay sex, ok at almost any kind of sex, but 
there was no reason he had to act like it.  

Taking another gulp of beer, Xander set the bottle 
down carefully and did his best to saunter sexily 
over to where Spike stood, holding his cue in front 
of him with both hands, head cocked to one side 
regarding him curiously as he approached. Hoping 
he didn’t look like a complete idiot, Xander set his 
own stick down against the table and took the cue 
out of Spike’s hands, moving it to one side. “Yeah,” 
he said in his best version of a low, husky voice, 
“that’s right.” 

He leaned forward and kissed Spike, tasting once 
more the lips that had been starring in his fantasies 
for days. The kiss was little more than a peck but 
Xander didn’t stop or pull back. He kissed Spike 
again, more firmly, feeling Spike’s lips part against 
his own. Strong arms encircled his waist, holding 



him but not controlling his movements. Xander’s 
mouth slid against Spike’s, relishing the feeling of 
the firm cool lips against his own. He traced along 
Spike’s lips with his tongue then slipped inside the 
opening that tasted of cigarettes and beer; tasting, 
teasing, exploring the contours. Spike’s jaw line was 
smooth under his hesitant fingers and he slid his 
hand further back, until his fingers were buried in 
Spike’s short, gelled hair.  

The bar, the other patrons, everything fell away as 
Xander became lost in the kiss, lips sliding against 
each other, tongues dueling playfully. Spike is right, 
he thought dazedly, gender is meaningless. There 
was nothing but tongues and lips and feeling as the 
kiss went on and on.  

After an endless time, Xander pulled back slightly, 
breaking the kiss slowly as he moved back just far 
enough to see Spike’s face. A smile curved Spike’s 
lips, softer than his usual smirk and Xander smiled 
back, sure he looked like a complete sap but not 
really caring because Spike didn’t seem to mind.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike broke the silence first. “Pet, if that’s your way 
of convincing me to cede you the victory, you win. 
What say we go somewhere a bit more private, 
eh?” 

Suddenly remembering they were in a crowded bar, 
Xander fidgeted nervously, moving out of Spike’s 
loose embrace and fumbling with the pool cues and 
his beer. Spike just laughed and settled his hand on 
Xander’s back. “Don’t fret, luv, if we keep this up, 
they’ll have to start giving us free drinks for 
entertaining their customers,” he murmured into 
Xander’s ear. His hand began rubbing gently, 
slipping stealthily under the untucked shirts his boy 
habitually wore and tracing patterns over the warm 
skin underneath, enjoying the way Xander leaned 
into his touch. He wanted to tear the clothes off 
and finally see his boy in his naked splendor but he 
restrained himself with an effort. Pushing too hard, 
too fast, would ruin the victory. His boy was ripe 
and ready, but also young and unsure of himself. 



Spike was playing for the long term, not the short, 
sweet taking he could have so easily. Xander didn’t 
realize it himself yet but there was love in his eyes 
when he looked at Spike.  

Spike had known a pair of dark eyes that had looked 
at him with love and he wanted that again. Wanted 
it with a fierce longing, a longing born of loneliness 
and heartbreak. Xander wasn’t a replacement for 
Dru. If Spike succeeded in winning Xander’s love, 
the boy would give him what he had craved but 
never gotten from Drusilla: loyalty and 
steadfastness, things Dru hadn’t been capable of 
giving anyone. Dru had loved him. Spike knew that. 
As much as she was able to love anyone, Dru had 
loved him. But her ability to love had been damaged 
beyond repair when Angelus so thoroughly 
destroyed her innocence and her sanity. Too often 
the love in Drusilla’s eyes would fade into 
vagueness as she became lost in her rambling 
thoughts. Too flighty and distractible to be loyal to 
anyone, Dru would sometimes forget Spike’s very 
existence for days and even weeks at a time. He’d 
given her everything he had, loved her, forgiven her 



everything, but nothing he did could heal the 
broken pieces of her mind and emotions.  

Spike knew that if Xander willingly gave Spike his 
love, he would be loyal to the end. With Xander, he 
wouldn’t always be second best; behind “Daddy”, 
behind sodding Miss Edith, behind the bleedin’ stars 
even, and he wanted that. Wanted it enough to 
wait for a recently straight, virginal teenager to be 
ready. Ready to love and ready to be claimed. 

So he kept a tight rein on his lust and firmly kept his 
hand from straying to more interesting areas, 
steering his boy gently out of the bar with the hand 
on his back. At least his boy was finally at the 
serious snogging stage. It wouldn’t be long now.  

 
 

Part Twenty 

Leaving the bar with Xander, Spike gave no outward 
indication that he was thinking hard, rapidly 
weighing and discarding options. He’d suggested 



that he and Xander go somewhere more private but 
didn’t actually have a plan for where to go. 

He wanted more than just a quick snog in the car. 
Truth be told, he wanted a comfortable bed, a full 
night and a selection of toys but Xander wasn’t 
ready for that. Reluctantly letting go of that 
pleasant image, Spike ran through the possibilities. 
The factory was out; between the minions hanging 
about and Angelus, who wouldn’t be able to resist 
making comments sure to either embarrass or 
enrage Xander, there was no chance of the mood 
surviving. Xander’s house was also not a possibility; 
his parents were nearly as bad as Angelus at 
shutting up and minding their own bloody business. 
He wondered if Xander would be open to the idea 
of getting a hotel room or if they should just find a 
deserted park. 

“Spike, there’s something you need to know.” 

Spike answered absently, still considering the 
relative merits of a couple of nearby parks and 
missing the worry in Xander’s voice. “What’s that, 
pet?” 



“Buffy and her Watcher know about the factory.” 
Xander blurted it out in a rush like he needed to get 
it out quickly or not at all. “I’m sorry, I had to tell 
them about Angel. He…he killed one of my 
classmates and I couldn’t stand the thought that it 
might have been because Buffy didn’t know where 
he was.” 

As they reached the DeSoto, Spike removed his 
hand from where it had been resting on Xander’s 
back and leaned against the side of the car, crossing 
his arms and frowning darkly at Xander. “Told the 
Watcher and the Slayer where I live, eh? Trying to 
get me killed?” 

Xander shook his head, looking anxious. “No! Mr. 
Giles said Buffy won’t attack the factory, said she 
wasn’t ready to face Angelus alone, let alone 
somewhere where there are a bunch of other 
vampires.” He bit his lip, dark eyes pleading. “I’m 
really sorry but I had to tell them. I can’t just sit by 
and let Angel kill my classmates, not when I know 
something that might help stop them.” 



Spike moved like lightning, grabbing Xander by the 
shoulders and reversing their positions, until 
Xander’s back was against the car and Spike was 
leaning into him. “Think you owe me something for 
that, pet,” he purred. Xander had instinctively 
raised his arms defensively and Spike grabbed his 
wrists, pinning them against the car. He moved 
closer, aligning their bodies from knee to chest and 
let a tinge of yellow show in his gaze. “Don’t you?” 

Xander looked completely shocked for a fraction of 
a second then burst into laughter. He struggled half-
heartedly to pull one hand free with the obvious 
intention of hitting Spike but relaxed when Spike 
refused to let go. “Jerk! God, I thought you were 
serious for a minute there.” 

“I’m very serious, luv.” Spike leaned harder and let 
Xander feel his growing erection.  

Xander’s laughter died but the sparkle of humor 
remained in his smiling eyes. “It’s…. possible that 
having accidentally exposed you to mortal danger 
from the Slayer, I owe you something.” He screwed 
up his face in mock thought. “Letter of apology?” he 



suggested, lips twitching with barely suppressed 
laughter. 

Spike glared. “Have to do a lot better than that, 
mate.” He thrust his hips forward to emphasize the 
last word and was pleased when Xander gasped. 
Spike grinned ferally as he felt Xander’s cock twitch 
and smelled the first hint of arousal in the night air. 

Spike was amused that Xander managed one more 
come-back, despite his obvious and growing 
response to Spike’s proximity. “Detail your car?” 

“Complete silence for half a mo’,” Spike countered 
and ensured compliance by closing the narrow gap 
and kissing Xander hard. He released Xander’s 
wrists and slid his hands into the dark wavy hair, 
holding Xander still while his mouth attacked 
Xander’s.  

Xander opened his mouth under the assault, letting 
Spike’s tongue dart inside. His own arms closed 
around Spike, clinging to the sharp angles of the 
vampire’s shoulder blades. Spike could feel Xander’s 
erection against his and pushed forward harder, 
feeling the heat of Xander’s arousal through layers 



of cloth. Xander’s hips were thrusting up against 
Spike’s now and Spike dropped one hand to 
Xander’s ass, cupping it and pulling them closer 
together. His lips devoured Xander’s as their 
tongues danced in a complicated rhythm that was 
as old as time but new and fresh between the two 
of them. 

Xander’s hands began exploring Spike’s back, 
tracing along the wiry muscles and learning by 
touch the slender, compact build of the vampire. 
Two sets of hips rubbed and thrust against each 
other as tension built until Xander stiffened and 
jerked, his hips stuttering against Spike’s as the 
slightly salty aroma of semen rose around them and 
Xander’s cry was swallowed by Spike’s mouth. 

Spike lasted only a moment longer. His hips thrust 
hard against Xander’s and he reached orgasm in a 
silent rush, surrounded by the tastes and scents of 
the boy he had desired for so long. 

Their lips parted and for a long moment neither 
moved, simply leaning against each other in the 
heady aftermath. Xander’s warm breath puffed 



against Spike’s neck as his hands continued to trace 
lightly over Spike’s back. Spike took several deep, 
unnecessary breaths, reveling in their mingled 
scents.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“So,” Xander finally got his wits back enough to 
speak. “Does that mean you’re not mad at me?” 

Spike looked confused for a second and Xander 
couldn’t help smiling at the thought that Spike had 
been as affected by the kiss as he was. 
Understanding and amusement flared in Spike’s 
eyes. “Furious, pet. Gonna take a lot to make it up 
to me.” 

Xander’s smile broadened into a satisfied smirk. “I 
can work with that.”  

“Cheeky bugger.”  

“Seriously, Spike.” Xander reluctantly stirred in 
Spike’s arms but relaxed contentedly when Spike 
tightened his hold, keeping him prisoner. His own 



arms slid down into a loose embrace around Spike’s 
waist. “Giles said Buffy wouldn’t attack the 
warehouse but I really don’t want to have caused 
you any trouble.” 

Spike shook his head, looking unconcerned. 
“Watcher’s right, be suicide to storm the 
warehouse. No, she’s more likely to lurk around 
outside and try and take Angelus on one on one 
than anything else.” 

“I think Giles is right about Buffy not being ready to 
take on her ex yet. She’s sure not showing any signs 
of wanting to fight him.” 

Spike finally released Xander, turning to lean his 
back against the car, shoulder to shoulder with 
Xander. He rummaged in his pockets, pulling out his 
cigarettes and lighter, only to stare at them for a 
second before tucking them back into his pocket 
again, unused. “Probably true, pet. Humans get 
completely fashed about things like killing ex-lovers. 
All sorts of sentimental twaddle gets in the way.” 

Xander laughed. “Yeah, we’re funny that way,” he 
agreed. 



“Let me know if she thinks I’ve violated the truce 
though, eh, luv? Need to know if I have to start 
watching my back against the Slayer.” 

“I will. I don’t think Mr. Giles thinks you have but I’ll 
make sure and let you know if Buffy does.” That was 
easy enough to promise, Xander thought, relieved 
that Spike wasn’t angry or upset over Xander telling 
Giles about Angel living at the factory. Spike didn’t 
even seem worried about it so Xander figured he 
could stop feeling like he’d done something wrong. 

In the relief that followed, Xander suddenly became 
acutely conscious of the fact that he was standing 
there in cum-stained jeans. He blushed beet red 
and snuck a quick peek down at Spike’s jeans, vastly 
relieved to find that Spike was in no better shape. 
Looking up, he groaned as he realized Spike had 
seen what he was doing and, from the smirk 
twisting Spike’s lips, knew exactly why he was 
checking out Spike’s groin. Why wasn’t there ever a 
hole big enough to swallow you around when you 
needed one?  

“Maybe we should go home,” he suggested.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike eyed the boy sitting beside him on the worn 
vinyl seat, singing under his breath to some 
godawful tune he’d found on the radio. He wanted 
to get Xander something nice for St. Valentine’s 
Day, coming up in two days. Humans loved 
sentimental shite like that but he didn’t know what 
his boy would like.  

Drusilla had been easy to buy presents for. If it was 
a surprise, she’d loved it. Jewelry, pets, clothes, 
she’d received them all with childlike excitement. 
Spike had long ago suspected she simply liked 
unwrapping and opening the boxes, regardless of 
what she would find inside. Dru’s visions had so 
often shown her what was to come that Spike 
figured it wasn’t really unusual that she had taken 
such delight in the small surprises hidden inside the 
wrapped parcels. Spike had showered her with gifts 
in their years together, partly because she didn’t 
remember them for long. The clothes would be 
discarded, torn and bloodstained on the floor, the 



pets died of starvation and neglect, and the jewelry 
would as often be found draped over lampshades as 
worn on Drusilla’s slender body. 

He didn’t know what kind of a present to get for 
Xander. Xander didn’t seem to expect anything 
from him except friendship which was unheard of in 
Spike’s experience. He had enough of a picture of 
Xander’s life to know that there had not been a lot 
of loving generosity shown towards the boy, 
especially recently. Despite the fact that he knew he 
was acting like a besotted fool, Spike wanted to do 
something to make Xander happy. 

Spike grinned as a thought crossed his mind. Xander 
enjoyed getting out of town and experiencing new 
things. Spike could do that.  

Satisfied he had a plan, Spike spoke casually as he 
pulled to a stop outside Xander’s house. “Got 
anything planned Thursday night, pet?” he asked. 
Thursday was St. Valentine’s Day. 

“Homework, tv, the usual,” Xander shrugged.  



“Pick you up here at 6?” Spike suggested. “Maybe 
finish that game of pool you interrupted to avoid 
losing.” 

“Hey! I so would have kicked your ass if…, um,” 
Xander stumbled to a halt in embarrassment, 
remembering how the pool game had ended. 

Spike flashed him a wicked leer. “If my incredibly 
sexy body hadn’t caused you to throw yourself at 
me?” he finished helpfully. 

“You wish. I gave you a peck on the lips which you 
totally took advantage of,” Xander rallied with a 
grin. 

“Well, yeah, I’m evil. Taking advantage is my 
specialty.” 

Xander climbed out of the car, then leaned back in 
for a second. “Spike,” he said seriously. “thanks.” 

Spike tilted his head curiously, wondering exactly 
what his boy was thanking him for. “Any time, pet. 
See you Thursday.” 



Xander nodded and shut the door turning to walk 
up to the house. Spike watched until he was safely 
inside, then sped away from the curb.  

He needed to make some calls.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Valentine’s Day dance was the main topic of 
conversation around the school. For once, Xander 
was grateful for his loner status that put him 
outside the groups of gossiping students discussing 
dates and outfits for the dance. He had no intention 
of outing himself and inviting Spike to the dance. 
There lay badness in so many ways. Part of him 
thought it might almost be worth it to see Willow 
and Buffy’s reactions but Buffy’s reaction was likely 
to include violence and Willow’s would surely 
involve recriminations and hurt looks and just no. 
Not going there. He wasn’t ashamed of Spike and 
was proud to be dating the vampire, but he wasn’t 
going to put the fragile peace to the test of a public 



meeting, especially a meeting that would 
necessarily include revelations about his sex life. 

With Angel’s history pretty much investigated and 
the werewolf crisis behind them, there was a lull on 
the research front. Apparently nothing big was 
brewing and Giles had Buffy doing far more training 
than patrolling.  

Angel wasn’t doing anything more than any other 
vampire, at least so far, and thankfully wasn’t living 
up to his reputation for mayhem. Xander just hoped 
that didn’t mean the vampire was biding his time, 
working up to something big. Up to now, Angel 
seemed content to play mind games with Buffy - 
sending her flowers, telling her mother they’d slept 
together, and generally lurking around in the 
background like a psychotic wallflower. With the 
notable exception of murdering Teresa, it all 
seemed rather petty, like something a jilted 
teenager would do and not something a demon 
with Angelus’ reputation should stoop to. On the 
other hand, Xander couldn’t argue with success. 
Buffy’s reactions seemed out of proportion for the 
relative insignificance of the incidents, leaving her 



off balance and an emotional wreck. Which, Xander 
supposed, was the point. Frankly, rather than 
coddling her, he thought Mr. Giles should be 
shaking some sense into his Slayer but Xander was 
so not going to express that opinion to anyone. 

The week of joint research which had thrown he 
and Willow together every day had eased the 
tension between the two of them. Buffy and Spike 
were off limits as conversation by mutual, silent 
accord and Xander found they were drifting back 
into being friends again. It was different, their old 
easy companionship was probably beyond repair, 
they were both holding things back and treading 
lightly, but it was better than it had been in a long 
time. 

Unfortunately, the timing sucked. Willow was 
practically dancing with excitement over her first 
“real” dance with a date and Xander was getting the 
brunt of her enthusiasm. Willow was really trying to 
not openly display her happiness in front of Buffy, 
out of consideration for Buffy’s boyfriend issues, 
but she was wound up and had to talk to someone. 
Xander had apparently been nominated as the 



person Willow was getting share-y with since Buffy 
wasn’t available and it would be too “spazzy” to talk 
about it in front of Oz. So he walked beside Willow 
in the halls, nodding and smiling in all the right 
places, long years of habit kicking in with reminders 
of the best way to handle Willow’s enthusiasm over 
something Xander had no interest in. From Barbie 
dolls and goldfish to incomprehensible Bollywood 
films and chemistry, Xander had had years of 
practice in half-listening to excited babble about 
things he didn’t care about.  

His renewed friendship with Willow meant he was 
also spending a fair bit of time with Oz and that was 
of the good. He and Oz had talked a few times 
without Willow as well, just casual stuff: Oz’s band, 
the school paper, the swim team’s prospects, but 
there was, at least on Xander’s part, a growing 
feeling of trust and the tentative beginnings of 
friendship that Xander welcomed. They hadn’t 
talked about anything personal since the day 
Xander had learned Oz was a werewolf but he had a 
feeling that he could tell Oz about Spike and that Oz 
would greet the revelation with the same 



unflappable calm that was his reaction to almost 
everything. He’d had the chance to see Oz and 
Willow together a lot and Xander liked the way Oz 
treated Willow, especially the way he could gently 
stop Willow when she was in full flow without 
hurting her feelings. It was a skill Xander had never 
acquired and which, more than anything else, 
convinced him that Oz would be good for Willow. 

Still, other than getting to know Oz better, it was a 
school week he could have lived without. He was 
comfortably sure that he wasn’t in a relationship 
that called for all the Valentine’s Day foolishness. 
After all, one of the perks of being gay had to be 
that all that mushy stuff was completely left out of 
the relationship. Plus, Spike was a vampire, no way 
were vampires into celebrating Valentine’s Day. 
Dating a gay vampire had to be the best way ever 
out of Valentine’s Day expectations. 

 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander got out of the car reluctantly. “Spike,” he 
asked, appalled. “Why are we here?” 

Spike surveyed Sunnydale’s mall with resignation. 
“Gotta pick something up. Won’t take more’n a 
couple minutes.” 

“How about I just wait in the car?” Xander 
suggested hopefully. When Spike had picked him up 
tonight, he’d been expecting a quick trip to the bar. 
A stop at the mall had been the last thing on his 
mind. 

“Won’t do, luv. Need you to watch my back in 
there. Don’t want you grousing because I lost it and 
killed a bunch of crazed bints in a shopping frenzy 
who got on my nerves.” 

Xander grumbled but closed the car door and 
slouched over to join Spike. “Don’t count on me 
stopping you,” he muttered. “This better not take 
long. I hate malls.” 

“You’ll survive,” Spike informed him 
unsympathetically. 



Xander really did hate malls. Trailing behind Spike, 
he wasn’t even particularly curious about what 
Spike needed to pick up. He didn’t like shopping and 
he usually couldn’t afford to buy anything anyway, 
so malls were just a giant waste of time in his book. 
Xander didn’t care about clothes, so long as they 
were comfortable and relatively clean. He knew 
that he was generally regarded as a hopeless geek 
and he knew that he dressed like a loser but he 
didn’t have a clue about how to dress fashionably 
even if he could afford it or wanted to. 

He did vaguely envy Oz and Spike, neither of whom 
dressed in anything like what Xander dimly 
understood as the current fashion trends, but 
somehow they both just had a certain coolness 
factor that Xander couldn’t compete with. Oz didn’t 
actually dress all that differently than Xander but 
somehow Oz was both accepted and cool when he 
dressed that way, whereas Xander was just a dork. 
Spike mostly wore t-shirts and jeans but his body 
made them infinitely sexy in a way Xander knew 
he’d never possess. Xander was a realist and had 
long ago given up any hope he’d ever had of being 



one of the cool kids. He sighed, grateful that Spike 
liked him despite the way he looked.  

To Xander’s surprise, Spike led him to the men’s 
department in one of the more expensive 
department stores and began rapidly sorting 
through clothes, pulling out several shirts in rapid 
succession before moving to a display of jeans. 

“You’re buying clothes?” 

“Just one or two things, pet. These should do, come 
on.” Spike gathered up his selections and headed 
for the dressing room. 

“That’s ok, I’m good out here,” Xander said hastily. 

Spike snagged his wrist and began towing him into 
the dressing room before Xander could do more 
than sputter a protest. “Need you to try these on, 
luv. They’re for you.” 

“What? You’re buying me clothes? Why?” 

“Have to,” Spike explained as if it was the most 
logical thing in the world. Xander was pretty sure he 
was missing the logic of the situation as he was 



firmly tugged into a dressing room by Spike, who 
closed the door behind them. “Have to get you 
some better kit than you’re wearing or they won’t 
let you in.” 

“They’ve always let me in before.” 

“Not going to the bar, got a surprise planned. Come 
on, let’s see if these fit.” 

“Um, Spike? I usually do the changing thing alone 
and I don’t know about this whole buying clothes 
idea.” Xander didn’t even look at the clothes Spike 
had draped over a chair. He knew his clothes were 
Goodwill crap but he didn’t need charity. “You don’t 
need to spend money on me, my clothes are fine,” 
he insisted stubbornly. 

“Not like it’s my dosh, luv. Stolen, innit?” 

“You want to buy me clothes with stolen money?” 
Xander sighed. “Does it make me a sociopath that it 
does make it seem better somehow?” 

“Knew there was a reason I liked you. Come on, 
we’ll be late if you keep dawdling.” 



“Where are we going?” Xander asked suspiciously. 
He glanced at the clothes Spike had picked out and 
froze. “No. No way. I am not wearing a silk shirt, I’ll 
look ridiculous. You’re wearing jeans and a t-shirt, 
why do I need something different?” 

“Xander,” Spike’s voice was tinged with 
exasperation. “My clothes fit.” He reached out and 
snagged the waistband of Xander’s jeans, tugging to 
demonstrate how loosely they fit. “Could fit two of 
you in these bloody things.” 

“They’re comfortable,” Xander said defensively, 
swatting at Spike’s hands which were busy 
unfastening the top button. 

Typically, Spike ignored him and Xander found 
himself grasping the waistband to keep Spike from 
tugging his pants off. “Spike!”  

“What’s the problem, luv?” Spike actually stopped 
and looked searchingly at Xander like he honestly 
didn’t understand what was wrong.  

Still holding his pants up, Xander’s jaw tightened, 
embarrassed at Spike’s insistence. “Putting me in 



fancy clothes isn’t going to change the way I look.” 
He refastened his pants and started to push past 
Spike, intent on getting out of the dressing room. 
He should have known Spike was embarrassed by 
him. Why on earth had he thought that someone 
who looked like Spike wouldn’t mind that Xander 
was just ordinary. 

Spike blocked his way. “Nothing wrong with the 
way you look, Xander. You’re a good looking bloke. 
Only problem is that no-one can see how handsome 
my boy is when you wear those atrocious rags.” He 
smiled at the surprise in Xander’s eyes. “Come on, 
give them a try. No-one here to see but the two of 
us.” He leered flirtatiously and Xander had to smile. 

“Ok,” Xander gave in reluctantly sure that Spike was 
going to be disappointed. He toed off his shoes and 
turned slightly away from Spike as he took his pants 
off. Spike handed him a pair of jeans and he slipped 
them on. They were way tighter than anything he 
was used to wearing and he struggled with the 
button fly for a second. “Spike, these are too small.” 



“They’re just right. Slide out of your shirt now and 
try this one on.”  

Rolling his eyes, Xander did as instructed, pulling 
the cotton sweater off over his head and taking the 
dark blue shirt Spike pushed into his hands. He had 
to admit the silk felt good, cool and slippery and he 
gave a little shiver as the fabric slid sensuously 
along his skin. He buttoned it up and looked into 
the mirror and jumped in surprise as he found 
himself alone in the room. Startled, his head 
snapped around to find Spike still standing behind 
him. 

Fascinated, Xander’s gaze swung back and forth 
from the vampire to the mirror. “That is so weird,” 
he breathed. Spike just gave him an exasperated 
look. “Hey, I knew vampires didn’t have a reflection, 
it’s just the first time I’ve seen it for myself.” 

“Stop looking at me and finish dressing,” Spike 
ordered. 

“I’m not looking at you,” Xander countered. “I’m 
looking at the not-you in the mirror. And I am 
dressed.” 



Spike shook his head. “Tuck the shirt in,” he 
instructed. 

“Fine.” Xander decided to just get this over with and 
did as ordered. “Happy now?” 

Spike looked him over carefully. “Ecstatic.” He 
turned Xander around firmly, pointing him at the 
mirror. “What do you see, luv?” 

Xander made a face. “Me.” He felt Spike move to 
stand close behind him, could feel Spike’s body 
pressing up against his and was again distracted by 
searching for any trace of the vampire in the mirror. 
He could feel Spike’s hands on his shoulders and 
watched fascinated as his shoulders squared under 
the touch of invisible hands. He shivered as the 
hands traced the length of his back and came to 
rest on his hips. Spike’s voice sounded quietly in his 
ear. 

“Style isn’t really about what you’re wearing, it’s 
about how you present yourself. If you walk into a 
room as if you own the place, you’re halfway to 
ownin’ it.” 



Xander thought about that. Spike oozed self-
confidence and didn’t seem to care what anyone 
thought of him. It was part of what made the 
vampire so attractive. “Ok,” he said slowly, “but 
then I should be able to wear anything I want and 
still get into this place you’re taking me.” 

Spike snorted in his ear. “Some of it is the actual 
clothes, luv. Even I couldn’t carry off those rags of 
yours. Think of it as a picture in the right frame, or 
in your case, taking the sheet off the sculpture so 
people can see what’s underneath.”  

Xander closed his eyes and leaned back into Spike 
as the vampire trailed his strong hands over the 
tight jeans. “You look good in these, pet. Let me buy 
them for you and show you off in them.” 

Xander sucked in his breath as Spike cupped his 
groin, hearing Spike’s appreciative little chuckle in 
his ear. “Ok.” 

Spike spun him around and kissed him quickly. Then 
he scooped up the remaining shirts and sorted 
through the jeans, picking out two more pairs. He 
kissed Xander again, stopping the automatic protest 



before Xander could get the words out. “Might 
need the spares, luv, in case there’s pool tables in 
the back.” He laughed at Xander’s embarrassment 
and hauled him out to the cashier.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike spun the wheel, turning sharply into the 
parking lot and bumping recklessly through the pot 
holey gravel until he found a spot to park. Looking 
around curiously, Xander couldn’t see anything 
special about the place. Just a low, industrial 
looking building in the middle of nowhere. 

“You made me get dressed up for this place?”  

“Bouncer’s a phrintok demon, very snobby.” 

“This place has a bouncer?” Xander hadn’t ever 
been somewhere that had a bouncer but tv and 
movies had led him to expect long waiting lines at 
places with bouncers. Except for the cars, the place 
looked deserted, shabby and barely lit. Not the kind 
of place Xander would ever think needed a bouncer. 



Spike shrugged, clearly unimpressed by the idea. 
“Owner’s worried too many humans will find out 
about the place,” he explained. “Not many humans 
are allowed in.” 

Xander was dubious. “And you think they’re going 
to allow me in?” 

“You’re going to get us admitted, pet.” 

Xander stared at Spike in disbelief. “What? No, no, 
no, no, no,” he said rapidly, the syllables cascading 
over each other and blending into a single word. 
“I’m just going to be the invisible guy in your 
shadow while you talk to the undoubtedly scary 
bouncer.” 

“Not happening, luv. You get us in or we don’t go.” 
Spike gently pushed Xander’s shoulders back and 
smoothed imaginary wrinkles out of the silk shirt. 
“Just remember, luv, you own the place. These 
people are lucky you agreed to come to their little 
establishment.” He gave Xander a small push in the 
direction of the door. “Go on, get us a table. I’m 
hungry.” 



“Right, lucky.” Xander muttered, then squared his 
shoulders and looked grimly at the door. He started 
walking slowly across the parking lot, thinking about 
how he was going to carry this off. He considered 
trying to imitate Spike’s attitude but sighed in 
despair knowing he could never carry off the 
dangerous, sexy swagger that was so much a part of 
the vampire. Maybe he could channel his inner Oz, 
going for that Zen calm the older boy wore so well. 
Plus, not a lot of talking in that scenario and talking 
would be Xander’s downfall. Well, unless the 
bouncer was laughing so hard at Xander’s complete 
lack of cool that he forgot to actually keep them 
out. Yeah, that was likely. 

He hesitated before the door, taking a deep breath, 
grateful for Spike’s close presence at his back and 
muttered quietly to himself: “I own the place. These 
people are lucky to have me here.” He swung the 
door open before he could chicken out and found 
himself in a large foyer, empty except for the really 
big, really scary looking demon leaning against the 
wall, somehow managing to look bored and 
menacing at the same time. Like he was bored but 



the thought of violently tossing humans out of the 
place was perking him up.  

The demon sneered, displaying fangs that would 
put a vampire to shame and said curtly, “No 
humans allowed.” 

Xander drew himself up to his full height, almost 
reaching the demon’s chin, and did his best to sneer 
back. Hoping desperately the demon didn’t have 
the supercharged senses that vampires did so that it 
couldn’t hear his pounding heart, he said coldly, 
“Don’t really care about your rules, now do I? Table 
for two.” 

The demon straightened up and the top of Xander’s 
head went from almost chin height to somewhere 
around chest height. Oh, boy. The demon loomed 
over him, glaring down at him and Xander firmly 
clamped his jaw shut to stop himself from saying 
anything stupid, crossing his arms and glaring back 
at the demon, tapping one foot impatiently, hoping 
he looked like someone who couldn’t imagine not 
winning this confrontation and not like someone 
who needed to pee. 



After what felt like forever but was probably only a 
few seconds, Xander was afraid the demon was 
going to win their silent staring match by default. 
Conversationally, he said, “You know, the last time 
a bouncer tried to keep me out of a place, it didn’t 
go well for him. He’s still trying to find work even as 
a dishwasher in the restaurant business. Lost his job 
and was booted out the door before we’d even 
reached our table. Which place was that again, 
Spike?” 

Spike’s amused voice smoothly filled in the gaping 
hole in his story. “Vrosh’ta’uin’s club, luv. Old Vrosh 
was more than a bit put out that his bouncer didn’t 
recognize you.” 

Xander cocked his head inquiringly at the bouncer. 
“So, table for two or the unemployment line. Your 
choice. Either let us in now or be prepared to 
explain to the little woman why you aren’t bringing 
home a paycheck after tonight.” 

The demon gave a short bark of what Xander 
fervently hoped was laughter. “Got balls, little boy, 



trying to get inside with that crock story. Still, first 
person tonight who’s made me laugh.” 

To Xander’s astonished disbelief, the bouncer 
opened the door for them, giving him a friendly 
clout on the shoulder that almost knocked him off 
his feet. He stumbled through the door and heard 
Spike’s warm chuckle in his ear as the vampire kept 
him from falling flat on his face. “Good work, pet.” 

Flushed with victory, Xander looked around the 
dimly lighted interior. “What kind of restaurant is 
this?” he asked curiously, seeing the abnormally 
wide aisles with waiters pushing little carts down 
them. 

“Ever heard of dim sum?”  

He looked at Spike over his shoulder. “That’s those 
Chinese restaurants where they bring little carts of 
food by your table, right?” He brightened even 
further. “Cool! I’ve always wanted to eat at one of 
those.” 

“Well, it’s kind of dim sum for demons, luv.”  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
As he followed Xander to the table, Spike smiled at 
Xander’s glee at having successfully gotten past the 
bouncer. Spike had been ready to step in if 
necessary but it hadn’t been. Having Xander handle 
the situation had been a spur of the moment 
impulse but Spike was glad he’d thought of it. His 
boy needed more self-confidence and watching him 
practically bouncing his way to the table, excitedly 
checking out the dishes being served in the 
enormous dining hall, Spike was reminded of his 
own first waking after death. The vitality of unlife 
had been a heady elixir, power surging through him 
until he’d felt like he could do anything. The 
unaccustomed strength that had filled him had 
given Spike confidence and a cocky assurance he’d 
never had as a human. He’d felt free of all the 
constraints that had bound him since childhood, 
indifferent to worries that had once plagued his 
existence, and had wanted to seek out and destroy 



every reminder of the pathetic existence he once 
had.  

Xander was having a brief taste of the exhilaration 
that came from winning a small victory on sheer 
bravado alone and was clearly relishing it. Spike 
thought it would be good for the boy. He let his 
eyes trace along Xander’s frame, lingering on his 
boy’s ass which he was getting his first decent view 
of. Xander was utterly scrumptious in the close-
fitting new clothes that showed off his lean frame. 
His old baggy, unpressed, untucked disasters had 
been shoved into the trunk and Spike had only 
refrained from burning them with an effort. Once 
Xander learned to stop slouching self-consciously as 
if trying minimize his presence and learned to carry 
himself with self-confidence, he would be a 
knockout. It still amazed Spike that the boy had no 
sense of how attractive he was. Whether it was 
because he still had a typical adolescent’s lack of 
coordination - although the self-defense lessons 
were already helping with that, or because he was 
genuinely oblivious, Spike didn’t know. Boy just 



needed a little guidance in how to dress and carry 
himself. He’d pick it up in no time.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Heading home from the restaurant, Xander 
collapsed limply in the car, leaning back against the 
seat oblivious for once to Spike’s crazed take on 
driving. “I can’t believe I ate so much.” 

Spike laughed. “I can’t believe you ate some of the 
things you did, pet. Good on you.” 

Xander groaned. “I ate parts of the body I didn’t 
even know existed.” He rolled his head in Spike’s 
direction. “Damn sneaky vampire. Can’t believe you 
wouldn’t tell me what those things were first.” 

“Wouldn’t have tried them then, would you?” Spike 
asked reasonably. It had been fun, and Xander had 
gotten into the spirit of the place, blindly choosing 
dishes based on what they looked or smelled like or 
based on Spike’s recommendations. He hadn’t even 
blinked when Spike ordered human blood for 



himself, which they served in enormous balloon 
glasses like oversized wine goblets. Spike had had 
fun gleefully informing Xander what it was he’d just 
eaten and that had led to conversation about the 
wide variety of demons in the world. Spike had 
pointed out the thirty or so different species in the 
dining hall as well as describing the species that 
made up some of the dishes on the serving carts. 
Xander had choked when Spike told him that he 
was eating Telrynta toes. In fact, he’d been eating 
them with great relish, dipping them into the 
traditional sauce and eyeing the laden carts for a 
second helping. For a moment Xander had stared, 
appalled, at the half eaten one in his hand. “This is a 
toe?” he’d asked incredulously. Spike had assured 
him that it was and after a long stare, Xander had 
shrugged and finished the pastry-wrapped digit. “’s 
really good,” he’d mumbled as he finished it. 

They’d lingered for hours over the table and it had 
been a carefree interval such as Spike had rarely 
known since coming to Sunnydale. For the time 
being, all thought of the problems that loomed on 



the horizon for both of them had been pushed 
aside.  

Looking over at his boy, Spike smiled softly and 
reached across and tugged Xander closer until he 
was resting against his side. The human warmth of 
the drowsy boy was lovely and he surreptitiously 
dropped a kiss on the top of Xander’s head. He’d 
been hoping to end the night differently but his boy 
was too sleepy to start anything. He was really 
going to have to get used to the fact that humans 
didn’t have the stamina of vampires. Barely 3 a.m. 
and his boy was out on his feet. He tucked Xander 
even closer to his side and drove through the 
darkness, anticipating the time when he could have 
this lovely warm body in his bed permanently.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Returning to the factory after taking Xander home, 
sated and content even without a sexual end to the 
evening, Spike was relaxed and careless in the 
familiarity of home. He didn’t notice Angelus lurking 



near the back wall of the main room as he entered. 
If he had, he would have seen the way Angelus’ 
nostrils flared as he smelled Xander Harris’ scent all 
over Spike. And he would have seen the calculating 
look in his Sire’s eyes before Angelus faded back 
into the shadows and silently left the room.  

 
 

Part Twenty-One 

“Xander.” 

Xander had stayed late at school at Mr. Giles’ 
request. The librarian had asked if Xander would 
give him a hand with some rearranging of the books 
in the library. Willow was watching Oz’s band play 
and Buffy was out patrolling. Xander hadn’t minded 
helping, having been meaning to talk to Mr. Giles 
alone for awhile now. As they had shifted books 
around to make way for a couple of boxes of new 
books sent from the Watchers Council in England, 
Xander asked the librarian for recommendations for 
the best books to read to get a general knowledge 
of the most common demons likely to be found on 



the Hellmouth. Mr. Giles had been enthusiastic and 
had begun laying out a course of study that would 
have kept Xander busy until he was Spike’s age. 
Talking about it as they worked, they came to an 
agreement on a beginner’s survey course rather 
than the full Watcher’s education Giles had been 
proposing. Xander had no intention of giving up 
eating, sleeping, and hopefully one day soon sex, to 
spend 20 hours a day studying. He wanted to learn 
more but not in an insane devote-his-whole-life-to-
it way. 

Xander stopped for a moment, a book resting 
halfway on the shelf, considering what he’d just 
been thinking. Did he want to have sex with Spike? 
Ignoring the immediate, enthusiastic “Hell, yes!” 
from his libido, he thought about it. He knew that 
Spike and he were moving in that direction but his 
knowledge of the mechanics of gay sex was pretty 
much limited to locker room taunts that did not 
make for happy thoughts about actually doing it. On 
the other hand, Spike was being incredibly patient 
with him, especially considering that the vampire 
wasn’t exactly known for his patience. Spike 



was…Spike was courting him, Xander realized with a 
warm glow, and he was enjoying being courted. He 
didn’t think that made him girly, actually it made 
him feel pretty damn good.  

Walking home later through the early twilight, 
Xander thought about Spike again as he found 
himself doing so often these days. He had enjoyed 
everything he and Spike had done so far, enjoyed it 
so much that replays frequently starred in his 
fantasies. As Spike had said, it was all just friction. 
Besides, since guys had been doing it together for 
thousands of years, there had to be something to it. 
He’d spent way too much time in his head recently, 
Xander decided. Maybe he should just let his body 
take the lead for this one.  

The quiet voice behind him calling his name brought 
Xander out of musings. Turning to see who it was, 
Xander was surprised not to find anyone behind 
him. “Hello?’ he called. There was no response for a 
moment, then the bushes stirred and Angel stepped 
out into the open.  



“Don’t be frightened,” he said quickly. “I’m not 
going to hurt you.” 

Xander stumbled back a couple of steps at the 
shock of suddenly seeing the vampire. Heart 
pounding, he hurriedly snatched the cross from his 
back pocket and brought it around in front of him, 
holding it between himself and Angel like the fragile 
shield it was. “What do you want?” he asked 
harshly, checking surreptitiously for the best route 
to run like hell. 

“I need your help,” Angel, Angelus, Xander 
reminded himself, took a step towards him but 
stopped as Xander moved back at the same instant, 
keeping the distance between them from closing. 
He waited, apparently expecting a response, but 
Xander didn’t answer him. His mouth was so dry he 
didn’t think he could have said a word to save his 
life, so he just continued to watch the vampire in 
wary silence.  

“I need you to help me get in touch with Giles,” 
Angel finally explained, his tone pleading for 
understanding. “My soul is back. I don’t know how 



it happened exactly but… I felt magic go through me 
like a cleansing whirlwind. It felt exactly like it did a 
century ago when I was first cursed.” He shrugged, 
his eyes clouded with pain and memories. “When I 
recovered, I was myself again.”  

He waited but Xander still didn’t say anything. Every 
muscle tense, cross still held out in front of him to 
ward the vampire off, Xander kept his mouth shut, 
studying Angel and thinking hard. 

Angel sighed. The tiny sound was mournful in the 
stillness between them. “I know it’s hard to believe 
and I don’t blame you for mistrusting me.” He 
winced. “I remember everything I’ve done in the 
last few weeks, how much I’ve hurt everyone and 
I’m hoping you can help me like you helped Spike.” 
He looked up again, brows knitted together. “Did 
you know that Ms. Calendar was a gypsy?” 

Xander tried to avoid reacting away as he shook his 
head in what he hoped looked like puzzled denial, 
terrified of giving things away to the damn vampire 
lie detecting senses. He was afraid he hadn’t been 
successful from the way Angel’s eyes flickered, but 



the vampire just said: “It’s ok. After my soul was 
restored, I went to the magic shop hoping to learn 
who had done it. The owner told me there were 
two powerful gypsies in town and that one of them 
was Jenny Calendar.” 

Wondering what was coming next, Xander found he 
was gripping the cross so hard, his hand was 
beginning to hurt, but he didn’t dare relax his 
vigilance. 

“I’m assuming she found a way to duplicate the 
original spell. I guess her people still knew the 
magics involved.” Angel took a single step forward 
and held out a hand as Xander retreated a matching 
step. “Please,” he said earnestly, “you’re the only 
one who can help me get back in touch with the 
others. I need to make up for the terrible things I’ve 
done.” 

Xander relaxed his clenched jaw with an effort and 
finally spoke, his tone almost conversational. “Just 
how dumb do you think I am?” Maybe it would 
have been better to play along with the vampire but 
he couldn’t believe Angelus was trying something 



like this on him again. Did Angelus really think he’d 
fall for this twice? Plus, he couldn’t see any way that 
playing along with the evil undead would end well, 
so what was the point?  

The aura of sadness and remorse dropped away 
from Angelus like the badly fitting cloak it was and 
he straightened, sneering at Xander. “Oh, I think 
you’re plenty stupid, boy. After all, aren’t you the 
one who spent months obsessing over having 
staked a useless fledgling?” 

Xander struggled to keep from giving in to the wave 
of fury that remark brought. 

“Excuse me?” he snapped back incautiously. “Mr. I-
spent-100-years-obsessing-over-my-sins.” 

“That wasn’t me.” Angelus hadn’t lost his smirk but 
his eyes flared with glints of yellow. 

Xander glared at Angelus, pulling the stake out of 
his back pocket. Even knowing it was stupid to 
antagonize someone with Angelus’ reputation, he 
couldn’t stop himself after the vampire’s crack 
about Jesse. “Of course it was you or you wouldn’t 



remember anything that your body’s done in the 
last century. It was just you with a little something 
extra.”  

“That was the soul, boy and the soul is gone. You’re 
dealing with me now. I’d be careful if I were you.” 
The vampire’s eyes were golden and his mocking 
grin had slipped, giving Xander a vicious feeling of 
satisfaction at being able to rattle the vampire. 
Which probably only served to make Angel’s point; 
he probably was an idiot for poking an uncaged 
tiger this way. 

“Yeah, like being careful is going to change your 
mind about whatever it is you’re planning. No 
matter what you try to tell yourself, Angelus, the 
demon wasn’t vacationing in Florida. The demon 
was in there with the soul while your body was 
doing all those sickeningly nice things. A hundred 
years fighting to get out and your demon couldn’t 
win.”  

Angelus moved like lightning, grabbing Xander and 
slamming him up against a tree. Xander’s breath 
whooshed out of him as his back hit the bark hard 



enough to draw a pained gasp but he kept his grip 
on the cross and swung it savagely, aiming for 
Angelus’ face. A large hand closed around his wrist, 
stopping him short of his goal. Angelus flinched at 
the close proximity to the cross, averting his face as 
much as possible, but forcing Xander’s hand away 
from himself with relentless strength, twisting 
Xander’s wrist until he cried out and the cross fell 
from his nerveless fingers.  

Angelus snarled furiously: “You are about to get a 
practical demonstration of the difference between 
me and Angel.” 

Xander struggled against the inhumanly strong grip, 
bringing the stake up, regretting not using it first. 
Angelus laughed and batted the stake away and 
Xander heard it skitter away down the sidewalk. 
Weaponless now, he stopped struggling and 
dropped like dead weight towards the ground. 
Angelus lost his grip as Xander’s weight shifted 
suddenly and Xander suddenly found himself on the 
ground looking up at the vampire. Bringing both 
legs up, he kicked up as hard as he could, aiming for 
Angelus’ groin. The vampire snarled and jumped 



back to avoid the two-footed kick. Using the 
momentum of the missed kick, Xander rolled to his 
feet in a move Spike had taught him, facing Angelus 
again. Weaponless, but on his feet and ready.  

Angelus laughed again. “So the little boy wants to 
play. Could be interesting. Let’s see what you’ve 
got.” 

“What I’ve got is an annoying jerk in my face,” 
Xander shot back. He moved back warily, trying to 
get some distance between himself and Angelus. 
Angelus feinted towards him and Xander broke and 
ran, running towards the road. He was at the edge 
in three steps, and stooped and grabbed a handful 
of gravel, turning and bringing it up in one 
movement. As he’d hoped, Angelus was toying with 
him and was several feet back. Xander threw the 
gravel at his face, causing Angelus to duck, then 
turned and ran again, sprinting with everything he 
had for the safety of the nearest house. If he could 
just get inside, Angelus wouldn’t be able to follow. 

He was tackled from behind before he’d gotten 
halfway up the walk, Angelus’ weight bearing him 



down and knocking the breath out of him as he 
landed on the concrete walkway with the vampire’s 
full weight landing on top of him. Struggling for 
enough breath to scream, Xander waited for the 
bite he fully expected. To his surprise, it didn’t 
happen. Instead, Angelus hauled them both to their 
feet, holding Xander pinned against his body. His 
arms trapped by the vampire’s arm wrapped 
around his middle, Xander tried to kick backwards, 
but Angelus blocked it and a crushing grip closed 
around his throat in warning.  

“I’m really beginning to wonder what my boy Spike 
sees in you. Not much of a fighter, are you?” Angel 
leaned closer, purring the taunting words directly 
into Xander’s ear. “Just a useless kid. I’ll be doing 
him a favor, getting rid of you.” 

Furious, sure he was going to die, Xander lost any 
thought of caution and struck back with the only 
weapon left to him. “Admit it, you undead freak, 
the soul is stronger than the demon. An ordinary 
human soul made a Master Vampire jump through 
hoops for over a hundred years. You’re weak. A 



pathetic excuse for a demon. Spike is worth ten of 
you.” 

“Let’s find out, shall we?” 

Angelus’ grip tightened around Xander’s throat, 
shutting off his air. Xander struggled wildly, unable 
to bring his hands up enough to claw at the grip, 
unable to kick effectively as Angelus lifted him off 
the ground, unable to even scream for help. His 
vision began to blur and his oxygen-starved lungs 
heaved desperately attempting to draw breath. 
Slowly, the useless struggles stopped, his vision 
darkened and the last thing he heard before the 
world went black was Angelus’ mocking laugh.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Returning to the factory, Spike was brought up 
short by the sight of Angelus slouched in his chair, 
legs up over the armrest. Jaw set, he strode towards 
the older vampire, determined to once again show 
his Sire who was Master here. 



“Spike!” Angelus called jovially. He gestured 
towards the minions clustered around him. “I was 
just telling the boys here what I’ve been up to. Left 
a sweet little present for the Watcher.” 

Spike eyed him with distrust. “Another of your little 
sketches? You used to have more style, Angelus.” 

“For once, you’re right, Spike. I’ve been off my 
game recently. So, I decided to do something about 
that.” Angelus swung his feet down to the floor and 
sat back in the chair, arms folded behind his head, 
the picture of relaxed contentment. Spike wasn’t 
fooled though, he caught the tension in his Sire’s 
muscles and the anticipatory gleam in Angelus’ 
eyes. It made him cautious. 

Eyes flickering to the minions, most of whom had 
stepped back but were eagerly watching the 
conversation, Spike had a feeling that the building 
tension between himself and Angelus was coming 
to a head. Angelus had been causing problems 
again, courting the minions, trying to win their 
loyalty and Spike feared his Sire was on the verge of 
making a bid to take over the Court. His thoughts 



racing as he considered how to handle this, Spike 
asked without any real curiosity, “And what would 
that be?” He didn’t really care what Angelus had 
done, he was mostly wondering whether it was 
something he could use against his Sire. 

“It’s been a long time since I really took the time to 
savor a kill, to make sure that their family and 
friends appreciated the artistry I’m capable of.”  

Spike rolled his eyes. Angelus could be such a 
pompous windbag when he got on a roll about how 
great he was. “Let me guess, some little kiddie 
arranged prettily on the Watcher’s doorstep? You 
always did go for the helpless prey.” 

Angelus’ eyes narrowed dangerously but otherwise 
he ignored the snide tone. “Too trite and prosaic, 
you’ve always lacked poetry, Spike. No, I set up the 
perfect date for the old man. Champagne on ice, 
soft music, rose petals leading the way to his 
ladylove, who lies waiting for him on the bed. He 
won’t see much action with her,” he paused 
thoughtfully, “unless he’s into necrophilia, of 
course,” he added with a smirk. 



Vintage Angelus. A simple kill was never enough for 
him. Always wasting his energy on foolish trappings. 
Watching the minions hang on Angelus’ every word, 
Spike realized he needed to make a point, fast. He 
glared at Angelus. “Are you insane?” His voice was 
filled with disbelieving contempt. “I know you’ve 
been out of the game a while, mate, but you’re 
supposed to kill Slayers, not leave gag gifts in their 
Watcher’s beds.” Angelus continued to lounge 
indolently in the chair but Spike could sense his 
growing anger. “Still too frightened of the Slayer to 
take her on directly, are you Angelus? I killed my 
two Slayers clean, straightforward fights both of 
‘em. You waste your time playing with the Slayer’s 
Watcher. Pathetic.” 

The minions’ heads were swiveling back and forth 
between the two Masters and Spike could almost 
feel the balance shifting back towards himself. 

“Spike, boy,” Angelus growled, “you don’t get it. 
This Slayer is different: she doesn’t work alone. Her 
friends make her stronger than most Slayers but 
they also make her weak because they can be used 



against her. I’m just having a bit of fun with her for 
now because she reacts so beautifully.”  

“Well, if you ask me, I find myself preferring the old 
Slayer-whipped, soul-having, personna. This new, 
improved version of you is not playing with a full 
sack. I love a good slaughter as much as the next 
bloke but your little pranks will only leave us with 
one incredibly brassed-off Slayer.” 

“Don't worry, Childe. I've got everything under 
control.” 

As if the gods themselves wanted to prove him 
wrong, at that exact moment a bottle hurtled 
through the air, landing on the long central table 
and shattering, spraying glass fragments on the 
closest minions and releasing the nearly 
overpowering odor of kerosene. It burst into flames 
a split second after it landed, the fire roaring 
skyward, individual tongues of flame darting 
hungrily along the trails left by the spilled fuel, 
spreading rapidly across the length of the table and 
leaping the narrow gap to two minions who’d been 
standing near the edge of the table and had been 



splattered with kerosene. They screamed and ran, 
frantically trying to outrun the flames already 
igniting the kerosene spots on their clothing. They 
only made it a few steps before the undead tissue 
of their bodies caught fire and they exploding into 
fiery ash. The pillars of fire that had once been 
vampires burned hotly before the ashes themselves 
were consumed and the flames vanished with the 
bodies.  

Everyone else in the room ducked back from the 
flames, shielding themselves with anything handy, 
scrambling to avoid the fleeing minions who risked 
spreading the flames in their mindless flight. 

Spike had instinctively swung his leather coat as a 
shield between himself and the fire and he lowered 
it just in time to see Angelus make a run for the exit, 
only to be hit with a crossbow bolt. It landed 
perilously close to his heart and he staggered back 
against the wall with a cry of pain. Reaching up, he 
yanked out the bolt, looking around for the source 
of the attack. 



The Watcher appeared through the smoke like an 
avenging angel, swinging a baseball bat down 
through the heart of the flames still burning madly 
on the table. It had obviously been pre-treated to 
make it catch fire readily. A single sweep through 
the fire lit it and, before Angelus could move, the 
Watcher swung the flaming weapon viciously across 
Angelus’ face. Angelus staggered and almost went 
down and the human brought the bat down again 
with rage-driven strength, dropping the vampire to 
the floor. Two more savage blows landed on 
Angelus’ back before the vampire was able to 
struggle to his feet, only to be knocked back against 
the wall by a well-placed strike across his jaw. The 
enraged human fought in eerie silence as he sent 
Angelus stumbling to the ground again, blow after 
blow falling on the vampire’s shoulders and back. 
Angelus barely made it to his feet this time, 
staggering upright under the rain of blows that 
continued to hammer him, keeping him off balance 
and struggling to remain upright, completely unable 
to fight back. 



The minions scattered, running for the exits like the 
lemmings they were. Spike hesitated, torn. Part of 
him was getting a great deal of satisfaction 
watching the human beat Angelus to a bloody pulp. 
Another part of him raged at seeing a human 
getting the better of his Sire. Keeping a cautious eye 
on the flames, Spike waited for now, poised to 
intervene, but just watching to see the outcome. 
Everything under control, eh Sire? he thought 
contemptuously. Angelus himself had taught Spike 
long ago when he was a barely turned fledge that 
vampires who made themselves too conspicuous 
died hard at human hands. Pity Angelus was no 
better than Spike had ever been at following his 
own teachings. 

It didn’t take long for Angelus to regroup. The 
Watcher lifted the bat over his head with both 
hands, gathering momentum for what was clearly 
intended to be a particularly devastating strike, and 
Angelus seized his chance. He surged up, grabbing 
the bat as the human held it still for a moment too 
long. A second later and the flaming bat was 
plucked from the human’s hand and tossed aside. 



Angelus seized the Watcher by the throat, lifting the 
struggling human off his feet until the Watcher was 
dangling helplessly in mid-air. The human scrabbled 
at the throttling hand, desperately trying to pry the 
harsh grip loose.  

Angelus snarled at his assailant turned victim. “All 
right. You’ve had your fun. You know what it’s time 
for now?” 

He was interrupted by a hoarse voice slicing 
through the crackling of the flames. “My fun.” 

The Slayer appeared out of nowhere, kicking 
Angelus hard in the face. Angelus dropped the 
nearly-unconscious Watcher and turned to face the 
new threat. Spike still hesitated in the background, 
not yet ready to interfere. To his way of thinking, 
Angelus had a solid beat-down coming to him.  

The battle between the Slayer and Angelus ranged 
over the lower floor of the warehouse. The Slayer 
was, as Spike had predicted, fighting with the 
strength of rage, and Angelus was on the ropes. 
Already injured from the Watcher’s blows, Angelus 
couldn’t recover fast enough to get the upper hand 



with the Slayer. She made no move to draw a stake, 
seemingly content to just use her fists on her 
former lover, which made Spike wonder if she was 
still unable to bring herself to kill Angelus.  

The flames were growing dangerous and Angelus 
would die in the factory if something wasn’t done 
soon. Needing to get out of there and cursing 
himself for a sentimental idiot, Spike intervened for 
the first time. He caught the Slayer’s arm as she 
swung it back for another blow on the nearly 
unconscious Angelus. She turned to glare at Spike, 
out of control fury in her eyes. “Watcher’s burning, 
Slayer,” Spike said, loudly enough for a human to 
hear over the roar of the flames. 

The Slayer froze, dropping Angelus and turning to 
stare back at her Watcher who lay unmoving on the 
floor, perilously close to the flames. She abandoned 
the fight with Angelus instantly, leaping through the 
tongues of flame and hurrying to the unconscious 
Watcher, hoisting him to his feet and dragging him 
out of the factory with her.  



Spike did much the same for his Sire. He stooped 
and grabbed one of Angelus’ arms, slinging it 
around his neck and pulling the larger vampire to 
his feet. Angelus was barely conscious, his feet 
stumbling clumsily as Spike hastily fled the flaming 
warehouse with his Sire.  

Outside, the air was shockingly cold after the heat 
of the fire and the chill brought Angelus around. 
Spike went barely a block from the factory before 
dropping Angelus and letting him sag down against 
the wall of a building. Angelus leaned against the 
wall and Spike glared at him, waiting for his Sire to 
recover enough to pay attention and restraining 
himself from kicking Angelus to vent some of his 
annoyance. After a minute or so, Angelus stirred, 
straightening slightly and looking over at Spike.  

“Nice work, Angelus.” Spike drawled sarcastically as 
soon as he was sure his Sire had recovered 
sufficiently to understand him. He was barely 
keeping his fury in check. “That’s my home you’ve 
burned down. Love your definition of having 
everything under control.” 



“Don’t worry, I’ve already got a new place picked 
out,” Angelus winced and struggled a bit more 
upright as he spoke. 

“If you think for one bloody second that I’m going 
to live in your home while you play at being 
Master…” 

“You’ll do what I say from now on, Childe. You’ve 
pretended to be a Master long enough. I’m taking 
over.” 

“You think so?” Spike asked with contempt, 
watching his Sire move just far enough from the 
wall so he wasn’t leaning against it anymore and 
stagger slightly before regaining his balance. “Give 
me one good reason why I shouldn’t stake you right 
now, you arrogant, brainless git.” 

“Only one reason? I can give you a dozen. But one 
will do.” 

Angelus reached into the pocket of his coat and 
tossed something to him. Spike automatically 
snagged it in midair and looked at it with scant 
interest, then froze. It was a sleeve torn from a 



familiar, godawful brown shirt. Xander’s scent rose 
faintly from the ragged scrap of material. 

Smoke and blood-stained, clothes torn and 
rumpled, Angelus’ smirk said he thought he held all 
the cards. “Funny thing about little toys like your 
boy, Spike. They break so easily.” 

The scrap of fabric fell unheeded to the ground as 
Spike yelled with incoherent fury, smashing his fist 
into Angelus’ face before the other vampire had 
time to react. The last vestiges of control a distant 
memory, lost in the overwhelming rage that 
Angelus had dared touch what was his, Spike found 
himself holding Angelus upright with one hand 
twisted in his coat as he smashed his fist into the 
other vampire’s face over and over again, reveling 
in the feel of skin splitting and blood flowing.  

Angelus had been taken by surprise by the first 
blow and several others landed before he could 
recover enough to strike back. He kicked out, 
slamming his foot into Spike’s kneecap and sending 
the younger vampire crumpling to the ground as his 
knee collapsed under him. On an even level with 



Spike now, Angelus threw himself forward, using his 
greater size and weight to overwhelm the smaller 
vampire, pushing him backwards and bearing his 
shoulders towards the ground. 

Spike twisted like a cat, ignoring the pain in his knee 
and landed on his face instead of his back. Pulling 
his legs under him, he shoved upwards with all of 
his strength, lifting them both off the ground and 
wrenching himself out of Angelus grip. Pivoting on 
his good leg, he brought his damaged leg up, aiming 
a vicious kick at the other vampire.  

Angelus succeeded in partially blocking the kick and 
struck back himself. As the two exchanged a flurry 
of savage blows, Spike was worryingly aware that 
Angelus was back to full strength. It wasn’t the first 
time he’d wondered if the reason his Sire had been 
so relatively low profile with the Slayer and her little 
band was because Angelus was waiting to recover 
from a century of poor feeding. Now, Spike was 
certain. Ducking underneath a backhanded blow, 
leaping up to deliver a kick to his Sire’s chest, Spike 
was uneasily certain that Angelus and he were only 
evenly matched in the fight because Angelus had 



started this fight already injured. Spike had to finish 
this now or he might not be able to take his Sire 
when he’d had time to recover. 

Suiting action to thoughts, Spike spun quickly, 
putting a small amount of distance between himself 
and Angelus. Using the barely second long respite, 
he yanked a stake out of his pocket. Angelus snarled 
in fury as Spike held the wooden stake up with 
deadly intent, closing again on the older vampire. 
The fight increased in intensity, Angelus now aware 
he was fighting for his survival. Blows came with 
lightning speed, neither vampire able to either seize 
or hold the advantage for long, until Spike 
succeeded in sweeping Angelus’ legs out from 
under him. 

Angelus crashed to the ground like a felled tree and 
Spike pounced, bringing the stake whistling down 
towards Angelus’ heart with both hands. Angelus 
barely got his own hands up in time, grabbing 
Spike’s wrists and stopping the downward motion 
only inches from his chest. The two struggled in 
deadly earnest, the one to bring the stake down, 
the other to keep it from piercing his flesh.  



To Spike’s astonishment, Angelus began laughing. 
Muscles straining against each other, Angelus’ 
laughter suddenly filled the deadly silence that had 
existed between them since the start of the fight. 
Confused, but not relenting in the slightest, Spike 
glanced up from his target to Angelus’ face. 

“Do you really think you’ll find him before he 
starves to death if you stake me?” Even in this 
extremity, Angelus’ voice held the smug satisfaction 
of one who knows he holds the winning hand. 

Angelus’ words cut through Spike’s blind 
concentration on killing his Sire and he hesitated as 
the reality of what Angelus had said struck home. 
Vampires could live for weeks if necessary without 
feeding but humans were far more fragile. Xander 
could easily die while Spike searched for him. His 
driving intent faltered and Angelus seized the 
opening, bringing his legs up in one swift 
movement, wedging them under Spike’s body and 
levering the younger vampire off of him. Hands still 
gripping Spike’s wrists, the two vampires rolled as 
one, coming to their knees facing each other, still 
locked together with the stake in between. 



“Kill me and the boy dies,” Angelus taunted. 

After a long moment, Spike opened his hands and 
let the stake fall. The clattering as it fell to the 
ground echoed unnaturally loudly in the near 
silence. 

Angelus pushed Spike away from him 
contemptuously and both vampires sagged to the 
ground just out of touching range, exhausted by the 
battle. For a minute, there was only the harsh 
sound of their panting, the vampire equivalent of 
sweat, as both struggled to recover enough to 
move. Similarly battered, the two stared at each 
other, Angelus with triumphant certainty of his 
victory, Spike with despair at his inability to act for 
fear of endangering Xander.  

“From now on, Childe, you’ll do what I say,” Angelus 
repeated.  

Spike nodded silently, his lethal glare promising 
bloody vengeance against his Sire. 

A/N - Bits of Dialogue borrowed from the episode 
Passion.  



Part Twenty-Two 

“Where is he?” Even as he said it, Spike knew it was 
the wrong thing to say. It played directly into 
Angelus’ hands and gave the older vampire even 
more control over the situation than he already 
had. But he couldn’t not ask, despite the fact that 
he knew Angelus wasn’t likely to answer him. 

“Doesn’t work like that, boy. You earn the privilege 
of seeing him again.” 

Figuring he might as well go the whole distance 
with this move, Spike countered with his own 
stubbornness. “Think I’m taking your word for it 
that the boy is still alive and unharmed? Not likely. 
You give me proof and let me see him or we end 
this game here and now. Not exactly known for 
telling it straight, Angelus.” 

Angelus laughed but Spike could see the calculation 
going on behind his eyes. Angelus was weighing 
how far he could push this without losing his edge. 
Spike was well aware that Angelus wanted his 
submission as part of assuming Mastership of the 
Hellmouth. If the former Master submitted willingly 



to Angelus’ domination, the power transmission 
would be smooth and uncontested. Otherwise 
Angelus’ choices were either to kill Spike or to set 
his Court up as a rival to Spike’s and begin a war 
that could last for months. Spike was sure Angelus 
didn’t want either of the latter two options: a fight 
to the death carried both the risk of losing and the 
likelihood of being so weakened from the battle 
that other vampires, even minions, would seize on 
his vulnerability and try to kill Angelus and take 
over. Setting up a rival Court was also a poor risk: 
two competing Courts rarely worked out well for 
the challenger. The challenger who set up a rival 
Court was generally considered too weak to directly 
challenge the original Master and had trouble 
attracting members for the Court. No, Angelus 
wanted his submission and that gave Spike some 
leverage to use against his Sire. 

“He’s alive. He’s a bit battered but that’s what 
happens to mouthy little pricks who don’t respect 
their betters.” Spike felt a surge of pride in Xander 
that his boy hadn’t been cowed by Angelus even as 
the banked embers of his rage flared to life again as 



Angelus boasted of having touched what was 
Spike’s. Angelus, his eyes sharpening on Spike’s 
face, obviously sensed something of Spike’s 
reaction but Spike kept his face outwardly neutral 
and Angelus let it go. “You can see him tomorrow 
evening, after you’ve submitted to me in front of 
the entire Court and freely handed over the 
Mastery of the Hellmouth.” 

“Gonna be a bit difficult to assemble the Court, 
innit?” Spike asked, exasperated all over again as he 
gestured towards the burning factory. The now 
fully-engulfed building was clearly going to be 
unusable. Fire trucks were arriving and the block 
was a Dantean scene of confusion as firefighters 
rushed around, laying out hoses and trying to keep 
the fire from spreading to other buildings. Idly, 
Spike wondered if the Slayer and her Watcher had 
made it out but he didn’t really care either way. 
“Minions will have scattered halfway to hell and 
back.” 

Angelus smirked. “I’ve been working on setting up a 
new base for days. They’ll know where to go. Not a 



particularly loyal bunch, Spike, you should have 
chosen more carefully.” 

Spike shrugged with seeming indifference though 
he was rocked to learn that Angelus had been able 
to begin setting up a power base without Spike 
hearing about it. “Inherited ‘em, didn’t I? Most of 
‘em aren’t worth dusting. Just never bothered to 
turn and train new ones.” 

Angelus shook his head in mock disapproval. “Never 
were much good at the long view, Childe. Good 
thing I’m taking over.” 

“Sod off!” Spike gritted his teeth to stop himself 
from saying anything more. Only a short time ago, it 
had felt good to hear Angelus call him Childe again 
after all the years of silence. Now, his Sire was 
wielding the name like a weapon and Spike hated it. 
He wanted to tear his Sire to pieces but was 
hamstrung by not knowing where Xander was. Once 
he’d found Xander, freed him and hidden him away 
from Angelus, his Sire was going to find out exactly 
who was Master here. He looked up at the sky. 



“How far’s this place of yours?” he asked. “Be 
daylight in 20 minutes.” 

Startled, Angelus looked to the horizon, already 
streaked with pink and gold, and bit out some truly 
impressive profanity. Between the battle and the 
distraction of the fire, he obviously hadn’t noticed 
how close to dawn it had gotten. “We’ll have to find 
a place to hole up for the day,” he decided. “The 
new Court’s out on Crawford Street, we’ll never 
make it there in time.” 

“Great. Got yourself a little suburban dream house, 
have you? Can’t wait to see it.”  

“Shut up, Spike.” Angelus jerked his head in the 
direction of one of the other abandoned buildings 
in the area and the two battle-scarred vampires 
headed away from the lights and sirens, hurrying to 
find shelter against the sunrise. Spike just hoped 
they’d find a homeless person in the building 
Angelus was leading them to. He needed to feed or 
he wouldn’t heal and he had a feeling he’d need all 
his strength to deal with his Sire come the night. 



As they walked, they were both thinking of a dark-
haired boy, one speculating in worry, the other 
remembering with relish what had happened to 
him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had been jolted sharply awake as he was 
dropped suddenly to land on an unfamiliar bed. 
Disoriented, he looked around, not recognizing his 
surroundings or remembering what had happened.  

“Finally awake, I see,” a terrifyingly familiar voice 
spoke from behind him.  

Xander instinctively rolled away from the voice, 
landing with a crash on the floor beside the bed. He 
scrambled to his feet and glared at Angelus as the 
vampire sarcastically applauded him.  

“Graceful,” Angelus commented mockingly. 

The vampire was leaning against the opposite wall, 
arms folded, looking like patience incarnate, except 
for the malicious amusement in his eyes. Xander 



took a hasty look at his surroundings and 
discovered he was in what looking like an old 
apartment. An old apartment with boarded up 
windows, he realized with a sinking feeling in his 
gut. The only light came from a lantern sitting on 
the floor near where Angelus lounged indolently. 
“What do you want?” he asked nervously. 

“You offered me the chance to prove I was as good 
as Spike,” Angel’s smirk was already wearing on 
Xander. “I’m taking you up on it.” 

“I did not. What are you talking about?” If this was 
some sort of game, Xander was clueless about the 
rules. 

“You said Spike was worth ten of me. You don’t just 
say something like that without giving me a chance 
to prove you wrong.” Angelus unfolded himself 
from the wall, stepping closer. Xander retreated 
two steps before hitting the wall behind him.  

“No. No proving. No proving of anything. You stay 
the hell away from me.” 



“Or what? Do you really think you have any chance 
to stopping me from doing anything I want?” 

“Maybe not. But I’m not just going to lie down and 
take it.” 

Angelus leapt over the bed before Xander had 
finished his sentence, moving so quickly that Xander 
didn’t have a chance to react. Grabbing Xander, 
Angelus flung him onto the bed so that he landed 
hard on his back. Xander started to roll off on the 
other side but Angelus pounced on top of him, 
pinning him down. He grabbed Xander’s wrists, 
trapping them against the mattress.  

“Looks like you are going to lie down and take it, 
boy,” Angelus leered. “Which leaves us with a lot of 
interesting possibilities.” He settled down, seating 
himself on Xander’s hips and staring down into his 
face. Xander was miserably aware that he was 
doing a lousy job of hiding his fear.  

“It’s really puzzled me that Spike hasn’t bothered to 
mark you.” Angelus pulled on Xander’s left arm, 
tucking the forearm under Angelus’ leg and pinning 
it down with his knee, freeing one of Angelus’ 



hands. “I guess he’s not been worried about anyone 
else claiming you. I may just have to teach him 
better.” He leaned forward, shifting to vampire 
face. “I’ve got plans for tonight. A snack first will hit 
the spot.” 

Xander yelled, screaming for help, fighting and 
bucking beneath Angelus’ weight. The vampire just 
laughed at his futile struggles, clapping a hand over 
Xander’s mouth. “A little quiet while I feed, please.” 

Xander bit down hard on the fleshy part of Angelus’ 
palm. Angelus swore and jerked his hand free, 
backhanding Xander in the same motion, splitting 
his lip until the taste of his own blood in his mouth 
mingled with that of the vampire’s.  

“You need to learn manners, boy,” Angelus snarled. 
With one clean jerk, he tore the sleeve off Xander’s 
shirt and used it to gag him, letting go of Xander’s 
wrist long enough to swiftly wrap the makeshift gag 
around Xander’s head. As soon as his arm was free, 
Xander hit Angelus as hard as he could, striking out 
awkwardly and ineffectively, hampered by his 
position. Angelus ignored the blow, tying the gag 



securely before snagging Xander’s wrist again. 
Instead of pinning it, he ran his hand over the 
exposed skin where the sleeve had been, his fingers 
lingering on the human warmth. 

“You know,” he said thoughtfully. “I should just rip 
your arm off and bring it to Spike as proof you’ve 
changed hands.” Xander tried to jerk away, but 
Angelus had an implacable grip on his wrist. He 
continued running his other hand up and down the 
length of Xander’s arm almost sensuously. “But he 
might not know your arm well enough yet to 
recognize it. Hmmm, what to do?”  

Xander knew Angelus was just messing with him, 
trying to scare him and it was working. Big time. He 
didn’t like Angelus touching him at all but add in the 
creepy, inspecting the merchandise aspect and 
Xander’s wig-o-meter was off the charts. He 
couldn’t help the shiver that ran through him and 
hated the vampire’s little chuckle as he felt the 
shiver, glaring impotently at the vampire, his eyes 
filled with hate.  



Angelus backhanded him again for no apparent 
reason, lashing out with a casual strength that 
terrified Xander. His head rocked with the blow and 
pain exploded across his cheekbone. The vampire 
was suddenly on top of him, pressing him down into 
the mattress and Xander struggled wildly, trying to 
shift the literal dead weight off himself.  

Angelus grabbed his hair with both hands and his 
weight shifted for a moment only to settle back 
again a second later as Angelus succeeded in 
securing both of Xander’s arms under his legs, his 
knees digging into the muscles painfully. It only took 
a moment for Xander to stop struggling, knowing he 
didn’t have the strength to fight the vampire off.  

“Maybe I’ll just turn you,” Angelus purred, “save 
Spike the trouble.” 

Xander screamed behind the gag, bucking and 
twisting uselessly, hearing Angelus’ little giggling 
laugh, the laugh of a sociopath having fun. A tongue 
licked a trail along his throat, Angelus’ iron grip in 
his hair preventing him from flinching away.  



Fire burned in his neck as Angelus bit down, sinking 
his fangs in and beginning to feed. Xander closed his 
eyes, praying that Angelus would just kill him and 
not turn him into a vampire. He couldn’t help the 
little whimpering noises he made as he felt the 
blood being drawn out of him.  

To his astonishment, Angelus stopped feeding after 
only a few seconds. The exquisite pain of the fangs 
being withdrawn from his neck hurt almost as much 
as when they’d entered but he cherished the feeling 
as relief swept over him. Angelus sat up, blood 
staining his lips, grinning through demonic features 
at Xander who could only stare stupidly back at him. 
The vampire reached out a hand and rubbed his 
thumb along the bite mark. “You’ll carry my mark 
now,” he said triumphantly.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike pointedly settled into a windowless corner of 
the abandoned building Angelus had selected and 
pulled out his pack of cigarettes ignoring his Sire as 



he lit up and tried to figure out a way to escape the 
trap he was caught in before the jaws snapped shut 
completely. He refused to accept that the trap was 
well and truly triggered already. All he needed was 
a little leverage of his own. 

Waiting out the day in this smelly hole would give 
him time to think about where Angelus would have 
stashed Xander. He ignored Angelus as his Sire 
came to stand directly in front of him, boots planted 
firmly on the concrete floor.  

“Spike, you were never known for your ability to 
think. Don’t try and start now.” 

When he didn’t respond, Angelus laughed and flung 
himself down on the floor next to Spike. “Going to 
be a long day, Childe. Shall we talk about my plans 
for your boy?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Angelus left shortly after biting him. He’d simply 
warned Xander not to move or he’d snap his neck, 



gotten up, picked up a length of chain already 
secured to the wall and snapped a manacle around 
Xander’s ankle. Xander had just lain there and let 
him do it, too frightened to consider resisting. 
Angelus had removed the gag, tucking it into his 
pocket, patted Xander on the cheek patronizingly, 
run his finger over the bite mark again, and left, 
promising to be back shortly for more games. 
Bastard had taken the lantern with him, plunging 
the room into darkness as the door swung shut 
behind him. 

Left alone in the dark room, Xander had fallen 
asleep. Looking back on it later, he couldn’t believe 
he’d done that. Despite the danger of his situation, 
he hadn’t woken up for hours if he was right in his 
guess that it was still early in the evening when 
Angelus had brought him here. When he finally 
woke, the room was dimly lit by sunlight leaking 
through the boarded up windows and he was 
keenly aware he needed to get the hell out of 
Dodge. 

He looked around the room, seeing it for the first 
time when there wasn’t a psychotic vampire 



holding all his attention, not liking the implications 
of what he was seeing. He was in what was clearly a 
studio apartment, long empty. The two small 
windows had been boarded up but just enough light 
slipped through the narrow cracks between the 
boards for him to see his surroundings. There was a 
small kitchen nook in one corner with a scarred 
countertop and a few cabinets. It contained an old 
refrigerator with the rounded corners that 
reminded Xander of his grandmother’s ancient 
refrigerator but no stove. Old burns on the narrow 
countertop indicated there had probably once been 
some sort of portable burner on the counter. In the 
opposite corner was a closet sized room barely 
large enough to hold a toilet. A freestanding sink 
outside the tiny kitchen served both bathroom and 
kitchen. Other than the bed, there wasn’t any 
furniture, just bare walls with peeling paint and lime 
green wall-to-wall carpet that smelled strongly of 
mold and cat pee.  

The room had clearly been set up for long term 
captivity. Why else provide a bathroom and secure 



him with an ankle restraint that allowed him to 
move around a bit?  

Continuing to investigate his surroundings, Xander 
checked the chain Angelus had secured him with. 
The chain was fastened to the wall by a large U-bolt. 
Tugging produced no reaction and it looked like the 
thing was sunk deeply into a support beam. With 
his luck, the whole damn building could probably 
fall down and he’d still be chained to the last post 
standing. 

He tried the boarded up windows next. They 
weren’t a jury rigged job: the boards met tightly and 
were clearly designed not only to keep him in but to 
keep sunlight out of the room. Which probably 
meant that vampires intended to enter during 
daylight hours. And he was not loving the idea of 
being an amusement for bored vamps. He could tell 
that it was daylight outside now from the thin 
slivers of light shining through the narrow gaps 
where a couple of the boards were slightly warped 
and didn’t meet exactly. The gaps were far too 
narrow to get a finger into but they did allow a few 
individual beams of sunlight in. Listening hard, he 



couldn’t hear anything through the windows; no 
voices, no music, not even any traffic noises.  

Testing the boards, he found they were solidly 
anchored and too close together to pry them apart, 
certainly not with his bare hands. Leaving them for 
now, Xander checked the door. Surprisingly, the 
handle turned, although the door didn’t budge. 
Looking at the lock more closely, Xander could see 
that duct tape kept the original knob lock from 
working. Which made sense, it wouldn’t do for the 
prisoner to lock the guards out. The original chain 
lock had been cut off. Since the door wouldn’t 
move, some sort of lock had to have been fastened 
to the outside. The door opened inward which 
meant the hinges were on his side and Xander eyed 
them speculatively. He might be able to pry the 
hinge pins loose if he could find something like a 
screwdriver but they had been painted over and 
might not move easily. Sighing, he rested his ear 
against the door but heard nothing. That didn’t 
mean there wasn’t a guard; even if there was one 
immediately outside, he for damn sure wasn’t going 
to hear breathing from one of Angelus’ guards. 



That left the bathroom. Without a lot of hope, he 
moved to the bathroom and saw that it held 
nothing but an old, stained toilet.  

First things first. He used the toilet to relieve his 
bladder, glad that at least one urgent need could be 
taken care of so easily, then zipped himself up and 
flushed, thankful when water responded. Moving 
awkwardly to the sink, despising Angelus with every 
step that sent the chain snaking behind him, 
constantly hitting his leg and rubbing his ankle, he 
tried the tap and was rewarded with protesting 
noises and a thin stream of brownish water. He 
washed his hands, then gingerly splashed water on 
his face. From the discoloration in the paint above 
the sink, at one point there had been a mirror 
mounted on the wall but it was gone now. Gingerly, 
he examined his injuries by touch, wincing as his 
exploring fingers found swelling on his jaw and hot 
tenderness along his cheekbone. One eye was 
swollen almost shut and his hair was clumped and 
sticky with what he assumed was dried blood. His 
head was throbbing from a mega-sized headache. 



There wasn’t any fabric in the room except the 
clothes he was wearing. Looking down at his ruined 
shirt, Xander shrugged out of it and tore the 
remaining sleeve off. Using the fabric as a 
washcloth, he attempted to clean the worst of the 
stickiness out of his hair and gently patted the wet 
cloth along the damaged side of his face.  

Finished, he draped the torn sleeve over the edge of 
the sink and put the now sleeveless shirt back on. It 
wasn’t much but it was better than exposing that 
much skin to vampires. With nothing better to do, 
he shuffle-clanked the few steps to the bed. The 
mattress sighed underneath him as he sat and he 
sighed back at it.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
If Angelus kept this up, Spike was going to lose it 
completely and kill his Sire, taking his chances on 
finding Xander. Angelus’ ideas for passing the time 
until sunset consisted of taunting Spike about his 
ability to run a Court, Angelus’ fond reminisces of 



his sexual exploits with Drusilla both before and 
after Spike was turned, and Xander: Angelus’ plans 
for him and what he’d done with the boy when he’d 
had Xander at his mercy last night.  

The only thing that kept Spike from snapping was 
the fact that, not only did Angelus change his story 
every few minutes but there simply hadn’t been 
time to do everything he claimed to have done, 
especially since he’d spent part of the night killing 
the Watcher’s girlfriend and arranging the romantic 
stage setting for the Watcher to find her body in. If 
it hadn’t been for the fragment of Xander’s shirt, 
Spike might almost have believed that Angelus 
didn’t have the boy.  

Eyes on the far wall, trying to block out his Sire’s 
voice, Spike sat silently as Angelus once again took 
up the topic of the gypsy witch he’d killed last night 
and how much he’d enjoyed decorating the 
Watcher’s place with her body. As his Sire rambled 
on gleefully, Spike spent his time smoking and 
thinking hard.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
After sitting there for what felt like a long time, 
nothing had improved or even changed in his 
situation. Xander had contemplated screaming for 
help out the windows but abandoned the idea 
almost immediately because he didn’t think it 
would accomplish anything except possibly bringing 
the guards he assumed were outside the door down 
on him. Nobody had responded to his earlier yells 
while Angelus was here and he doubted anyone 
would now. 

He caught the sunbeams in his hand, the slanting 
rays reminding him of the summer days when he 
and Jesse had used a magnifying glass to burn holes 
in the plastic soldiers they had once collected. 
When they had outgrown actually playing with the 
soldiers, they’d gone through a phase where they 
would try and outdo each other in “wounding” the 
plastic soldiers by burning holes all the way through 
them or amputating limbs by precisely-aimed, 
deadly sunlight. He found himself wondering - if he 



could hold a vampire in one of the tiny patches of 
light, would the sun eventually drill through the 
vampire or just set it on fire?  

Which simply brought him back to the thought that 
night was coming and with it, generic vampires at 
best but most likely Angelus. Watching the dust 
motes play in the sunbeams while his mind drifted 
wasn’t getting him anywhere. He really needed to 
get out of here because he was so not wanting to 
see Angelus again. At least not without a lot of 
weapons and backup.  

Looking around at the room, Xander considered 
whether there was anything he could use for a 
weapon or better yet, for escape. Kicking himself, 
he realized he hadn’t even checked the kitchen 
cabinets or refrigerator. Energized by the thought of 
finding something to use, or possibly even food, he 
shuffled to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. 
It was dark and silent and empty. Sighing, he 
checked the cupboard doors and they were also 
empty. A thought occurred to him and he opened 
the refrigerator again, this time checking the small 
door to the freezer compartment. The thin piece of 



metal swung open easily and could probably be 
removed but without a screwdriver he could only 
try and tear it off which would undoubtedly create a 
lot of noise. Fingering it, he decided reluctantly that 
it was far too flimsy to be useful as a weapon.  

The sink was one piece, just a stained porcelain sink 
attached to the wall. Nothing he could use. The 
toilet on the other hand…. Xander crossed to the 
bathroom, hating the fact that he was perfecting a 
glide-shuffle walk that worked with the chain, and 
considered the toilet. A standard-issue home 
model, it held possibilities that an industrial model 
wouldn’t have. 

Lifting the tank lid off the back, he considered the 
pieces inside. The metal rod on the flush 
mechanism was only about a half an inch wide. 
Xander put the lid back and sat down on the toilet 
seat to examine the shackle on his ankle.  

It was metal, heavy iron or steel, unpadded, and 
Xander winced as he rubbed his already sore ankle 
and thought about what his ankle would look like if 
he had to spend much time wearing the thing. 



Angelus had locked it with a big, old fashioned key. 
The whole get-up looked like something out of a 
movie - an old-fashioned manacle, huge, heavy and 
clumsy. Well, Angelus’ drama queen tendencies 
might just have given Xander the break he needed. 
Thanking god Angelus hadn’t used modern police-
issue leg shackles which he would never have been 
able to get off, Xander stood and investigated the 
toilet tank again. 

It was surprisingly easy to disassemble the flush 
mechanism, leaving Xander with a potential lock 
picking tool in the form of a short metal rod, flat on 
one end, and worry that he would be stuck here 
forever with a no longer working toilet. Holding his 
breath, he tried the rod in the massive, key shaped 
lock on the shackle. It fit. Heart pounding, Xander 
closed his eyes and felt for the lock workings. Long 
practice with multiple kinds of locks came in handy 
and it only took a short time to trigger the release 
and the shackle fell open.  

He barely managed to catch it before it hit the 
ground. Ok, step one down. Rubbing his freed 
ankle, Xander wondered if he should have figured 



out step two before going this far. Hopefully, if 
necessary, he’d have time to replace the shackle 
before anyone opened the door to his room.  

Moving to the boarded-up window, Xander tried 
unsuccessfully to slide the metal bar between the 
boards. He considered the ends of the boards but 
rejected the idea of digging into the plaster around 
them. Not only would it take a long time, it would 
leave an obvious mess that couldn’t be explained. 
Not to mention he had no idea of how high off the 
ground the window was anyway. It was a small but 
normal size window, not daylight basement size, so 
chances were he was above ground.  

That left the door. Examining the hinges again, 
Xander was elated to discover the pins moved easily 
after only a small amount of prying with his tool. He 
pulled the first pin all the way out, then knelt to 
work on the lower hinge, When that one began to 
slide out, he stopped and moved back to the bed, 
sinking down on the mattress and waiting for the 
trembling in his hands to stop.  



Opening the door from the hinge side and running 
like hell was pretty much his plan but he needed to 
think it through for a minute. It was daylight 
outside. Well, daylight unless they had a spot light 
trained on the window. That didn’t seem likely, so 
he was going with the daylight theory. That meant if 
he could get outside, he was safe. Hell, with luck, 
he’d be so safe he could stand three feet outside 
the door and yell insults back at the house. Not that 
he intended doing that. No, if he got outside the 
house and into the safety of the sun, he was still 
going to run like hell. That part of the plan was a 
definite.  

No, the question was: first, was there a guard 
outside the door and second, how many vampires 
were in the building and how was he going to get 
outside? 

Ok, time for a plan. That’s what he needed. Just one 
little plan. Nothing to it. Realizing he was panicking, 
Xander shook his head sharply to stop his racing 
thoughts. Guard. What could he use against a 
guard? 



There wasn’t any obvious wood lying around loose 
in the room. Surprise, surprise. Vampires probably 
loved modern metal furniture. Or old fashioned 
metal furniture like the iron bed frame, which 
Xander had been carefully avoiding looking at since 
his first sight of the fancy brass headboard when 
he’d thought that it was perfectly designed for tying 
someone up to it.  

Ok, panicking again. Weapon. He needed a weapon.  

A smile crossed his face as a thought occurred to 
him. He returned to the bathroom and lifted the 
tank lid again. The porcelain lid was heavy enough 
to carry a lot of impact and the rim on the 
underneath side gave him a good grip, meaning it 
could be swung hard like a club. He’d probably only 
get one shot because it would break upon impact 
but even broken it might leave him with at least one 
fragment large enough to still use.  

Carrying the lid, Xander returned to the bed and 
rested the edge of the tank lid on the mattress for a 
second. Closing his eyes, he concentrated on 
breathing deeply to calm himself down. Finally, as 



ready as he was ever going to be, he moved back to 
the door, bringing the lid with him. 

He set the toilet lid down next to him where he 
could grab it quickly and silently eased the lower 
hinge pin the rest of the way out, laying it quietly 
down on the floor behind him. Hoping a guard 
would not be expecting anything from inside the 
room, Xander debated for a second whether to try 
and ease the door open or just yank on the hinges. 
Sure that either one was going to be noisy, he 
settled for a quick, steady pull on the upper hinge. 

The hinge pulled free and the door sagged open. As 
soon as it cleared the sill, Xander wedged his hand 
in the opening and pulled hard. The door opened 
further with a squeal of wood rubbing against 
wood. It opened only partway, hanging cockeyed 
from the lock and Xander stepped back and kicked 
through the gap at the astonished vampire stupidly 
staring at him through the opening.  

His foot caught the guard square in the stomach 
and the vampire staggered backward a step. Xander 
grabbed the tank lid with one hand and squeezed 



through the opening before the vampire had time 
to recover. He was barely through, still trying to 
bring the lid up, when the guard pounced on him. 
Xander kicked him again, connecting with a knee 
this time but the vampire snarled and kept coming. 
Xander got the lid up in time to deflect a punch, 
using it as a shield, and the vampire’s fist hit the 
heavy porcelain, driving it back into Xander’s body 
and cracking the lid. Shoving forward with all his 
strength, Xander pushed the guard away from him 
just far enough to quickly raise the lid and bring it 
down hard on the vampire’s head. 

The lid shattered at the impact and the vampire 
dropped to the floor. Xander was left holding two 
useless, fist-sized pieces. He threw them at the 
dazed vampire and ran. He was in a hallway with a 
number of doors opening off it, all closed, 
undoubtedly they led to other old apartments. 
Throwing a quick look behind him, Xander’s heart 
pounded as he saw the guard was back on his feet. 
Behind the guard, who was staggering and clutching 
his head, a second vampire appeared, and Xander 
cursed as he realized he’d gone in the opposite 



direction from the stairs. The hall in front of him 
dead ended, leaving only a tall window that 
someone had nailed a blanket over, covering the 
glass and blocking the sun. Xander aimed for the 
window, praying he wasn’t on an upper story. 

He could hear the two vampires yelling behind him, 
they were so close that he expected them to grab 
him at any second. With no choice, Xander simply 
dove through the window, bringing his arms up to 
shield his head and praying the blanket would 
protect him from the glass.  

Pain exploded in his arm as he smashed through the 
window. He landed hard on a narrow section of roof 
and rolled, sliding helplessly across the asphalt 
shingles. He tried to grab on to the shingles to stop 
himself and screamed as pain shot through his arm 
at the attempt. His flailing legs found no purchase, 
only air as he slid inexorably over the edge of the 
roof. For one second, he was able to snag the edge 
of the gutter with his good hand as he went over, 
but his full weight hit the end of his outstretched 
arm and he lost his grip, falling to the ground ten 
feet below.  



He landed hard on his back, the impact knocking the 
breath out of him, his head slamming into the dirt 
with enough force to leave him dazed. Winded, 
unable to breathe, Xander was still acutely aware 
that he wasn’t in the safety of sunlight yet. Ignoring 
the pain in every part of his body, blind fear gave 
him the strength to drag himself away from the 
building towards the slanting yellow rays lighting 
the ground only a few feet away.  

He collapsed into the warmth, cradling his injured 
arm and wanting nothing more than to stay there 
forever without moving. But sunset was coming and 
he knew that if he stopped, he’d still be lying there 
when the sun went down and the vampires he 
could hear raging inside the house would simply 
stroll outside and scoop him up.  

Heaving himself up with his good arm, he let out a 
choked scream and fell back again as fire streaked 
along his side. Clutching his side, Xander was afraid 
he had probably broken at least one rib. He had a 
vague idea that you weren’t supposed to move with 
broken ribs but that was for people with a choice. 
Inch by painful inch, he rolled onto his face and 



slowly pushed himself up with one hand, trying to 
avoid jostling both his arm and his side. He 
staggered to his feet, pain stabbing through him 
with each movement and headed blindly away from 
the building in the direction of the deserted street. 

He needed to get to Spike and let him know that 
he’d escaped. Unfortunately, he needed to get to a 
hospital first or he wouldn’t make it to the factory. 
Not to mention, he seriously wanted to be 
somewhere with lots of people and lots of wooden 
stakes around when the sun set. Wherever he was 
now, he didn’t recognize it. The street was lined 
with old boarded up buildings and vacant, trash-
strewn lots. 

Staggering down the street, Xander looked for a 
phone, a passing car, or anyone with a pulse that he 
could ask for help.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander came awake screaming, trying to struggle 
despite the pain that seared through him with every 



movement. Voices were yelling at him and hands 
were pinning him down and he struggled blindly, 
terrified, not recognizing his surroundings. 

“Calm down! You’re going to hurt yourself.” A single 
voice penetrated the bedlam surrounding him and 
he focused on it desperately, seeing an older 
Hispanic male in a white coat. “Calm down,” the 
man repeated. “You’re in a hospital.” 

The confusion sorted itself out into nurses and 
orderlies and an examination room and Xander 
relaxed slightly. The man spoke again. “What’s your 
name, son?”  

“Xander,” he managed to say, but even that much 
brought a fit of coughing which sent pain slashing 
through his chest. Even breathing hurt but hands on 
his shoulders kept him from moving. 

“Get his chest elevated,” a voice ordered. 

“Xander, can you understand me?” 

Xander nodded, not wanting to risk another 
coughing fit. He felt the surface beneath him shift, 
raising his upper body and it became a bit easier to 



breathe. Gradually, he became aware of something 
over his mouth and he tried to pull it away. 

A hand grabbed his arm, stopping him. “Xander, I 
need you to leave that alone. It’s oxygen, you’re 
having trouble breathing. Just relax and let us 
examine you.” 

He nodded and hands were everywhere, cutting his 
shirt off, poking, prodding, hurting. He tried feebly 
to protest but they didn’t listen to him. There was 
something important he needed to do but he 
couldn’t remember what. He felt the prick of a 
needle in his arm and closed his eyes, shutting out 
the room as he struggled to remember. The voices 
and the hands retreated and Xander relaxed. 
Whatever it was that was so important would come 
to him in a moment.  

Skilled hands that tried to be gentle worked on his 
multiple injuries as he slipped back into 
unconsciousness.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Angelus’ new place was a mansion on the outskirts 
of town. Spike followed Angelus silently, hands 
thrust deep into the pockets of his duster, longingly 
fingering a stake. He spent the walk planning new 
and inventive ways to torture Angelus as soon as 
Xander was free.  

Spike rolled his eyes in disgust as they arrived at the 
mansion. A less vampire-friendly home was hard to 
imagine: the enormous windows alone were sure to 
create problems, never mind its location in a fancy 
suburb undoubtedly full of bored housewives with 
nothing to do but spy on the neighbors.  

Opening the doors, Angelus proudly showed off the 
mansion like a bloody real estate agent, leading 
Spike through the high ceilinged ground floor rooms 
and out into an enclosed courtyard complete with a 
fountain. Practically rhapsodizing over the garden, 
actually pointing out the flowers, Angelus finally 
stopped and leaned against the fountain, idly 
flicking his fingers in the water. “The factory had no 
style, Spike. Just modern industrial wasteland, not 
worthy of the Master of the Hellmouth. This will be 



a lot more comfortable and give the Court some 
class.” 

“It's paradise,” Spike agreed sarcastically. “Big 
windows, lovely gardens. It'll be perfect when we 
want the sunlight to kill us.” 

“Spike, my boy, don’t take such a negative attitude. 
I don’t want my Court to have to squat in that dank 
warehouse.” 

Spike’s jaw tightened rebelliously as Angelus 
casually claimed the Court. “Not really an issue 
now, given that you succeeded in burning the place 
down,” was all he said. “Where’s Xander?” he asked 
pointedly. 

“Will you stop whining about that brat? All in good 
time.” Angelus strode back inside the mansion, his 
boots echoing on the stone floors, yelling for 
minions to attend him. Spike was furious at the 
confirmation that Angelus had been turning fledges 
behind his back but again was forced to swallow his 
anger. Angelus was going to pay for every insult and 
humiliation, he vowed silently even as he followed 
the older vampire inside. He studied the building, 



spare and pretentious, looking for anything he 
could use against his Sire.  

A yell of outraged fury snapped his attention back 
to Angelus, just in time to see Angelus backhand a 
minion, sending the fledge reeling backwards into 
the wall. Spike moved forward avidly, anything that 
upset Angelus had potential. The fledge was 
whimpering for mercy, repeatedly saying that “it 
wasn’t his fault” but before Spike could learn what 
the problem was, Angelus had staked the fledgling 
and Spike’s answers exploded into a cloud of dust. 

“Trouble with the help?” he asked Angelus 
maliciously. 

Angelus straightened up and shot a glare at Spike. 
“Nothing I can’t handle,” he said shortly, obviously 
attempting to gloss the situation over. He stalked 
off, yelling bad temperedly for the cowering 
minions to follow him. Spike was tempted to follow 
but decided to take a quick look through the 
mansion on the off chance Angelus had been cocky 
enough to stash Xander here. 



Running swiftly down the stairs, Spike found himself 
in a small basement, fitted out with what was 
obviously Angelus’s bedroom. He listened intently 
but heard no trace of a familiar heartbeat, nor could 
he catch any hint of Xander’s scent. Cursing, 
disappointed despite knowing it had been an 
unlikely hope, Spike spun around and ran back up 
the stairs. He found a flight leading upwards and 
headed for the second story. Dungeons were more 
typical housing for captives but Angelus’ chosen lair 
had more in common with suburbia than a 
traditional castle, despite the enormous rooms on 
the main floor. He moved quickly from room to 
room, listening, smelling, searching, but found no 
trace that Xander had ever been at the mansion. 

Spike fought back the surge of renewed worry. He 
hadn’t really expected to find the boy here but he’d 
had to look. He walked back down the stairs to the 
main floor not really caring anymore if his Sire had 
noticed his absence.  

Angelus was still huddled with his minions and Spike 
watched as several were dispatched outside. 
Something was up and Angelus was furious about it 



but he was being careful to speak so quietly that 
Spike couldn’t hear what he was saying. Whatever it 
was, Angelus clearly didn’t want Spike to know 
about it. Which meant is was probably something 
he could use against his Sire.  

He wondered if he dared hope that it had 
something to do with Xander. In any case, with 
minions being sent running on errands, it looked 
like submission before Angelus’ so-called Court was 
going to be delayed. Which gave Spike some room 
for maneuvering.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander woke slowly, drifting gradually to the 
surface. For a long time, he simply lay there, too 
disconnected from reality to have any curiosity 
about his surroundings. Opening his eyes, his vision 
was only half what it should be but it didn’t trouble 
him. Looking around incuriously with his good eye, 
he registered a bed, machines, and a curtain pulled 
around the bed. Closing his eye again, he dismissed 



the objects as meaningless, content to simply lie 
there without thinking.  

“Xander?” 

He didn’t recognize the quiet voice at first. Opening 
his eyes again, he saw Oz’s face peeking through 
the curtain. He opened his mouth but no sound 
came out. 

“What happened?” Oz opened the curtain slightly, 
slipping through the gap and approaching the bed, 
his eyes taking in the bandages, the machines, and 
the cast. “I was picking up Devon at the ER when I 
caught your scent.” 

For a long moment, Xander couldn’t think what Oz 
was talking about, then with startling suddenness 
reality returned from its vacation and Xander 
gasped out loud at the shock of returning memory. 
Oz waited, watching him with worried eyes. “Do 
you need me to get a nurse?” 

Xander shook his head. “Angel,” he whispered. 
“Help.” 

Oz seemed to follow that. “What do you need?” 



“Spike.” Oz looked puzzled and Xander tried again. 
“Tell Spike… Angel.” His mouth felt like it was filled 
with cotton and his voice rasped in his throat but he 
had to get this out. “Need to warn Spike. At the 
factory.” 

Comprehension flared in Oz’s eyes along with 
something else Xander didn’t understand, then Oz 
was shaking his head. “Xander, the factory burned 
down last night.” 

“What?!” Xander sat bolt upright, then doubled 
over as pain returned with a vengeance. After a 
long minute, he eased himself back against the 
pillow, his face white. “How? What happened?” Oz 
remained silent and Xander could practically hear 
him editing what he was going to say. “Everything,” 
he demanded, his voice still little more than a 
hoarse whisper. 

“Angel killed Ms. Calendar and Giles went after 
him.” Xander stared at him in mute shock and Oz 
went on quietly. “The factory got burned in the 
fight. Buffy got Giles out before Angel killed him.”  



Xander couldn’t have spoken if his life depended on 
it and after a short silence, Oz just shrugged slightly. 
“Factory burned to the ground. We don’t know yet 
if Angel made it out.” 

Xander found himself panting in quick, shallow 
breaths at the shock of hearing all that. Closing his 
eyes, he lay back, his good hand clinging to a fistful 
of cotton blanket as he struggled to anchor himself 
in a reality that had just shifted so disastrously. 
Spike’s home had burned down and Spike might 
have been caught in the fire. Ms. Calendar was 
dead. It couldn’t be true. All he could hear was a 
roaring in his ears, drowning out the small alarm 
that went off as his heart rate shot up and the 
monitor reacted.  

He wasn’t even aware of nurses hurrying into the 
room and evicting Oz. Guilt flooded him at the 
realization that he had caused this by telling Giles 
about Angelus being at the factory. Spike could be 
dead and Giles was probably hurt and it was all his 
fault. His agitated thoughts whirled uncontrollably 
even as he fought for calm, to think, to figure out 



where Spike would have gone and if he needed 
help.  

He didn’t see the injection that sent his thoughts 
scattering as darkness swamped him, nor the 
satisfied smile from the nurse as his skyrocketing 
heart rhythm slowed as the sedative took effect. 
She gave him a gentle pat, straightening his blanket 
and adjusting the call button so it was more 
conveniently within his reach before leaving the 
room.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike was fed up with Angelus’ delaying tactics and 
beginning to have a sliver of hope that the reason 
his Sire wasn’t making Spike kneel before him was 
because Angelus had somehow lost control of the 
situation. He only hoped it didn’t mean that the 
now-dusted minion had killed the hostage. The fact 
that Angelus had sent every one of his handful of 
minions out on “errands” said no. The longer 
Angelus blustered about “setting things up 



properly”, the more Spike was convinced Xander 
had either escaped or somehow been rescued by 
someone else. While he hated the idea of not 
having been the one to rescue his boy himself, Spike 
wasn’t about to complain about the results. 

“Right, ‘nuff of this hanging about. I want to see my 
boy now or I’m going to start assuming you don’t 
have him.” 

“Sure you want to take that risk?” Angelus growled, 
stopping his incessant pacing to glare at Spike.  

“Beginning to, mate. You don’t look like someone 
who knows his arse from a hole in the wall right 
now, much less whose got the treasure.” Spike 
could feel it, Angelus had lost Xander, his Sire’s 
frustrated anger was escaping his tight control and 
Spike just knew. 

“Ponce,” he said contemptuously. “I’m finding 
myself something to eat. My boy better be here 
when I get back or I’ll burn your bloody house down 
around your ears.”  



Spike spun with a contemptuous swirl of leather 
and stalked out of the mansion. He did need to feed 
but he had no intention of going back. No, he was 
going to find his boy, even if he had to recruit help 
to do it. Angelus’ minions were searching for 
Xander, he was sure of it. He had to find Xander 
before they did.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Cool fingers stroked along his forehead. “Xander, 
wake up, luv.”  

Xander moaned in protest at being woken and 
snuggled into the touch. A familiar voice chuckled in 
his ear. “Lazy git. Open your eyes so I know you’re 
all right.” 

Xander reluctantly opened his eyes and found a pair 
of intense blue eyes smiling down at him. Spike was 
stretched out beside him in the narrow hospital 
bed, precariously balanced as Xander’s lanky form 
took up most of the room. “Hey,” he said, smiling 
sleepily back at Spike. 



“How’re you feeling, pet? Gave me a bit of a scare.” 

“Better, now that you’re here.” Xander slung an 
arm around Spike’s waist and buried his face in 
Spike’s hip. “Worried about you.” 

“Not the one in hospital, luv.” Despite the tart 
words, Spike’s voice was full of quiet affection. 
“Let’s get a bit more light in here so’s I can see you 
proper,” he suggested.  

Xander protested sleepily as Spike got off the bed, 
turning to watch the vampire move to the window. 
Spike opened the drapes and Xander shot upright, 
screaming “No!” as sunlight streamed in through 
the opened drapes, turning Spike into a pillar of 
flames that lasted barely a second before he 
vanished into ash. 

“Sorry, I’ll close them again.” 

Sitting bolt upright, shaking, hearing the echo of his 
agonized scream in his head, Xander struggled to 
throw off the aftermath of the dream. Dazed, he 
watched a young girl in a volunteer’s uniform 
quickly close the drapes again then move to his 



bedside. “Would you like some breakfast?” she 
asked, reaching behind him to fluff his pillows.  

“Not right now,” was all he could manage, his heart 
still pounding from the shock. 

“I’ll just leave it at the foot of your bed in case you 
want it a little later,” she said and brought a tray in, 
setting it down on the portable table before 
whisking out again. Xander lay back on his pillow 
and tried to get the vision of Spike burning out of 
his mind. His dreams had been haunted by the 
images of fire and he was exhausted, but greater 
than his fatigue was his need for information.  

He needed to know what had happened at the 
factory and whether Spike had been there. Two 
nights ago, Oz had said. Xander wasn’t sure what 
day it was now but he was pretty sure Oz had 
meant the same night that Angelus had grabbed 
him. Angelus had been planning on using Xander 
against Spike. If Angelus had also killed Miss 
Calendar that same night, maybe Spike hadn’t been 
at the factory when Giles went there.  



There was no way Spike was really dead. He was 
way too smart to get caught in the crossfire 
between Angelus and Giles. No way. 

Xander pressed the call button. He really needed a 
phone. Somebody had to know what had 
happened. Giles might not be at the library yet, but 
Willow had always been an early riser.  

A/N - Snippet of dialogue borrowed from the 
episode ‘I Only Have Eyes for You’  

 

Part Twenty-Three 

“Xander!” Willow’s worried tone carried clearly 
over the phone. “Are you all right? Oz told me you 
were in the hospital but visiting hours were over 
and they wouldn’t let me call your room either. I 
was coming over this morning to see you. Are you 
still in the hospital? What happened?” 

Xander spoke quickly at the first pause in the flood 
of words. “Long story. Willow, what happened at 
the factory?” 



“The factory? Xander, that’s not…” 

Xander interrupted before she could gather steam. 
“Willow, it’s important, I really need to know. 
Please.”  

“Well,” it was obvious she didn’t want to talk about 
it. When she spoke again, her voice was unsteady. 
“Angel killed Ms. Calendar.” She stopped and 
Xander could hear her fighting back tears. “He put 
her body in Giles’ bed for him to find.” Xander 
winced at that image. Poor Giles. He knew first 
hand that Angelus was sadistic, but jeez, what an 
awful thing to do to someone. Angelus so needed 
staking. 

“Anyway, Giles went to the factory to kill Angel. He 
didn’t tell anyone he was going, just loaded up a 
bunch of weapons and left. We figured out that 
he’d gone after Angel and Buffy followed him. She 
said he started a fire in the factory during the fight 
and she found Angelus just about to kill him. She 
saved Giles and got him out of there before the 
place burned down.” 



“Did Buffy say if Spike was at the factory?” Xander 
asked urgently. 

“Spike? She didn’t mention it. But Xander, why are 
you in the hospital? Are you ok? What happened?” 

“Angel happened. Willow, can you call Buffy and 
find out if Spike was at the factory? I need to know 
if he’s ok.” A thought struck him suddenly. “Did 
Angel make it out of the factory?” Angel had 
grabbed him just after sunset. If he’d killed Ms. 
Calendar that same night, it had to have been after 
he left Xander at the abandoned apartment 
building. Maybe Angel was dead. A guy could hope, 
couldn’t he. 

“We don’t know yet if Angel’s still alive. The factory 
burned to the ground and Buffy didn’t find Angel on 
patrol last night.” 

“Can you call her and find out about Spike?” Xander 
asked again. 

“I guess, but Xander…”  

“Please, Willow. Can you call her right now and then 
call me back?” 



“All right, what’s the number?” 

Xander read the number on the phone to her and 
hung up, lying back in the bed and cradling the 
phone, ready to pick it up instantly when it rang. He 
looked out the windows at the bright sunny day. 
The nurse who’d brought him the phone had 
opened the curtains for him. They wouldn’t tell him 
when he could leave until after he’d seen the doctor 
on his rounds later this morning. Until then, it was 
reassuring to see daylight through the broad 
windows; the closed curtains had reminded him too 
much of the boarded up windows in the apartment.  

Spike would be holed up somewhere until sunset so 
Xander had all day to figure out how to find him. He 
was simply not listening to the nagging little voice 
that kept saying that Spike could be dead. 

The phone rang under his hand, startling him, and 
he snatched it up. “Willow?” 

“Buffy said Spike was there. He stopped her from 
killing Angel. She doesn’t know for sure if either of 
them made it out of the fire.” 



The phone slipped from nerveless fingers as Xander 
closed his eyes against the images Willow’s words 
brought: Spike trapped, burning, Angelus laughing 
as Spike pleaded for help. Ok, that would never 
happen: the pleading, not the laughing. Angelus 
would totally laugh in that situation. Gradually, he 
became aware of distant shouting through the 
phone and numbly put the receiver back to his ear. 

“Xander! Talk to me! Xander!” Willow sounded 
frantic and Xander mustered words from 
somewhere. 

“Willow?” 

“You scared me to death, Mister. Don’t do that.” He 
didn’t have any idea what she was talking about. 
He’d scared her? What conversation was she 
having? 

“We’re coming over. We’ll be there in half an hour. 
Don’t go anywhere.” The phone went dead as she 
hung up. 

Xander hung up slowly. He resisted the sudden, 
savage urge to throw the phone against the wall. If 



he did, they’d never let him have a phone again and 
he might need one. Nothing had changed. Buffy 
didn’t know anything one way or the other. If Spike 
had stopped Buffy from killing Angelus, it had been 
for a good reason. Probably because Spike wanted 
to do it himself. Spike was like that.  

Xander felt himself calming down as a reminiscent 
smile curved his lips. Spike was big on doing things 
himself. He wouldn’t like it if Buffy killed Angelus.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
A short time later, his room filled with visitors. 
Willow entered first, her eyes worried, Buffy and Oz 
close behind her. Mr. Giles followed them. The 
librarian was uncharacteristically quiet, his eyes 
haunted with sorrow and anger in equal measure. 

After the first round of sympathetic exclamations, 
Xander had briefly explained his injuries: 
concussion, two cracked ribs and a broken arm. 
There was something wrong with his lungs that he 
didn’t really understand: depressed breathing or 



something like that. They’d put him on oxygen a 
couple of times when they didn’t like what one of 
the monitors said and it was apparently the main 
reason they weren’t willing to let him go yet. 

He gave them a brief outline of what had happened: 
Angelus trying to pretend he was Angel again. He 
left out what Angelus had said about knowing Ms. 
Calendar was a gypsy. It was too late to matter now 
and he hadn’t decided if he should tell Giles about 
it. He wasn’t sure if it would make it better or worse 
to know that she hadn’t been killed randomly but 
because she was a gypsy. Xander didn’t actually 
know that for sure but it was a likely guess. He just 
skipped ahead to Angelus knocking him out and 
waking up to find himself a prisoner, then escaping, 
glossing over what had happened with Angelus in 
the apartment. He didn’t want to dwell on the 
details, they were too fresh in his own mind and the 
creepiness of that short time with Angelus in the 
apartment was something he so did not want to 
relive or describe. 

“How did you escape?” Buffy asked. She had been 
unusually quiet, seeming tired and drawn. Xander 



just hoped it was sadness over Ms. Calendar’s death 
and not because she thought her ex-boyfriend was 
dead. Given that she still hadn’t been speaking to 
Ms. Calendar, the last that Xander knew, he was 
afraid it might be Angel she was upset over. If so, he 
really didn’t want to know. He needed their help 
and screaming at Buffy was probably not the way to 
get it. 

“I picked the lock on the chain.” Xander answered 
shortly. He knew that he would have to answer 
their questions first but, to him, this was already 
seriously old news and he wanted to move on to 
the finding Spike part of the conversation. 

“You know how to pick locks?” Mr. Giles asked, 
surprised.  

“Well, duh.” He didn’t mean to be rude but it was a 
dumb question. “How do you think I was able to 
read your books last year? It’s not like you weren’t 
locking your office or the book cage.” Xander 
couldn’t help grinning at the librarian who made a 
small, tutting noise at the reminder of how Xander 
had pilfered his books. 



Willow laughed suddenly. It was so unexpected and 
out of place that they all turned to stare at her. She 
smiled at Xander, “Boy Scouts!” she exclaimed out 
of nowhere. 

Xander grinned back at her. “Yep. Good ol’ Psycho 
Steve.” 

“I remember. I remember how much fun you 
and…”, she hesitated but continued after a barely 
perceptible pause, “and Jesse had practicing lock-
picking.” 

“Told you it would come in handy one day.” 
 
“Yes, as illuminating as this is, we need to 
concentrate on the situation at hand.” Giles looked 
apologetic but determined. “Xander, can you tell us 
anything about the building Angelus took you to?” 

“Not much. It was an old apartment building. I 
didn’t even recognize the part of town it was in.” He 
shrugged, “I don’t remember much after I left the 
building. I was trying to find a phone to call for help, 
then I woke up here. They told me someone found 
me lying in the road and called 911.” 



“Could you tell if Angelus was living there?” 

Xander shook his head. “I don’t think so. The place 
felt empty. I only saw the two vampires but it 
wasn’t like I was stopping to check. I’m sure that 
Angelus spent the day somewhere else.” Again, he 
didn’t elaborate. The memory of what had 
happened with Angelus sent shivers up his spine 
whenever he thought of it. “Listen, you guys, I need 
to know what’s been happening. Willow said the 
factory burned down?” 

Oz had been standing in the back, listening but not 
saying anything. Now, he spoke for the first time, 
his head cocked to one side curiously. “Xander, 
don’t you remember talking to me about the 
factory last night?” 

Xander shook his head. “Just that you said that it 
had burned down. I don’t remember much else 
about the conversation,” he admitted. 

Oz just nodded like it wasn’t a big deal and filled 
him in. “Devon was in a car accident yesterday. He 
asked me to come pick him up and I found you.” He 
shrugged apologetically. “The nurse threw me out 



of your room and wouldn’t let me back in. Sorry, 
didn’t mean to upset you.” 

Xander just shook his head again, he had only a 
vague memory of what had happened after Oz told 
him the factory had burned down. He’d had a lot of 
terrifying dreams, mostly involving Spike and fire, 
but thankfully they were fading rapidly now that he 
was awake and talking to people. 

Buffy suddenly reached towards the neck of his 
hospital gown. He flinched back instinctively and 
then was embarrassed by the reaction even as she 
dropped her hand without touching him. “Why is 
your neck bandaged?” she asked harshly. 

Xander’s good hand flew up, his fingers tentatively 
exploring the outline of the bandage over the 
wounds left by Angelus’ teeth. He hadn’t realized 
there was a bandage there. Of all his injuries, that 
was the most minor, physically anyway. He hated 
the idea of having Angelus’ bite mark on him and 
fervently hoped it would disappear soon. “Angelus 
bit me,” he said reluctantly. 



“What?!” The near-shout came from everyone but 
Oz and Buffy and Willow tensed and stepped back 
from the bed. 

“Hey, sunlight, heart moniter.” Xander pointed to 
them in turn. “Jeez, people, overreact much? He bit 
me in the cheesy, want-to-suck-your-blood way, 
nothing more.” Cheesy, not scary. Yep, if he kept 
telling himself that, he should be able to start 
believing it any time now.  

“Does anyone know if Spike made it out of the 
factory?” he asked urgently, finally getting the 
chance to direct the conversation to where he 
wanted it. “Buffy?” 

“I don’t know. He stopped me from killing Angel.” 
She sighed, her voice softening slightly. “He 
grabbed my arm and told me to take care of Giles. I 
got Giles out, so there was probably time for Angel 
and Spike to get out. I haven’t seen either one of 
them since.” 

“That was the night before last?” Xander was still a 
little fuzzy on the time frame. Buffy nodded. Ok, last 
night he’d been in the hospital, so that meant the 



fire was the same night Angelus had grabbed him. 
“Would you guys help me find Spike?” 

“I’ve got better things to do than help you find your 
pet vampire,” Buffy said flatly. 

“Your ‘better things to do’ got us into this mess in 
the first place,” Xander snapped back. He regretted 
it the second the words left his mouth. Not because 
it wasn’t true but it wasn’t going to persuade her to 
help him.  

“Look,” he began in a more conciliatory tone, 
“Angelus was trying to use me against Spike. If Spike 
thinks Angelus is still holding me, Angelus has a 
chance of succeeding in whatever he’s planning. If 
you’d bothered to listen to any of the research we 
did on your ex, you’d know that Angelus’ plans are 
not good for anyone.” Ok, so conciliatory hadn’t 
lasted long but Buffy really annoyed him. 

“Xander has a point,” Oz said quietly.  

“Yes, he does,” Giles agreed. He looked at Xander 
thoughtfully. “From what I understand of what 
happened, Spike honored the truce. He only 



intervened in the fight to stop Buffy, and made no 
attempt to harm her.” He pinned Buffy with a stern 
look. “It would appear that Spike does not pose a 
significant threat at this time. However, we cannot 
allow Angelus to gain Spike as even a reluctant ally. 
The best course of action would appear to be to let 
Spike know that Xander is alive.” He smiled with 
cold satisfaction. For a man wearing glasses and 
tweed, Giles suddenly looked incredibly dangerous, 
Xander thought uneasily. “Angel may well find out 
he has made a serious mistake in angering Spike.” 

Xander was outvoted four to one in his request for 
them to check him out of the hospital so he could 
help. The others agreed to look for Spike as soon as 
the sun went down. Glancing despairingly out the 
window at the sun still high in the sky, Xander tried 
to think if there was anything he could do before 
then. Frustratingly, he didn’t have any idea where 
to tell them to start looking. As far as Xander knew, 
Spike hadn’t had a backup place to stay. Leaving a 
note on Xander’s window might well attract 
Angelus instead of Spike.  



He watched as the others filed out, heading for 
school, then called after them. “Giles, can you stay 
for just one second?”  

“Certainly.” Mr. Giles stepped back into the room 
and looked inquiringly at Xander. “What can I do for 
you?” 

“I just wanted to say I’m really sorry about Ms. 
Calendar. I liked her. She was a really nice lady and 
a good teacher.” 

Giles turned away for a moment, staring blindly out 
the window. “Thank you, Xander, that describes her 
very accurately. It’s kind of you. I shall miss her very 
much.” He sighed and brought his gaze back from 
the horizon, nodding briefly at Xander before 
stepping out of the room again. Watching him go, 
Xander wished he could have found something 
comforting to say.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike waited, anything but patiently, in the tunnels 



beneath the school library. Resentment, anger, 
worry, all churned inside him. Angelus was going to 
pay and pay dearly for every insult, slur and 
humiliation, and most especially, he was going to 
pay for touching what was Spike’s. But until he 
found Xander, Spike couldn’t act, and it was driving 
him ‘round the bend. 

Leaving Angelus’ mansion, Spike had checked 
Xander’s home and the hospital without success. 
Then he’d scoured the town. While in the mansion, 
he’d made note of every one of the minions there. 
Finding several in the course of his sweeps through 
the town, he’d staked them immediately, all but the 
first one. The first one he’d found, he’d kept alive 
until he had explained what they were searching 
for. It had only taken a gratifyingly short time to get 
the minion to spill everything he knew, or even 
guessed, about the tall, dark-haired teenager 
Angelus had sent them out to find. He was still 
talking when Spike staked him, having learned 
everything useful the minion knew. 

With the others, Spike hadn’t even taken the time 
to play with them properly, simply dusting them 



cleanly the second he’d located them. There was 
nothing more they could tell him that he was 
interested in, since they obviously didn’t have the 
once piece of information he wanted: Xander’s 
location. They’d been scattered across town, 
searching for Xander, making them easy targets. 
Spike’s pride in his boy’s resourcefulness at getting 
away from Angelus was overtaken by fear as the 
hours passed without any sign of Xander. 

At dawn, he’d been forced to take refuge in the 
tunnel systems. He didn’t think Xander would be in 
the tunnels; humans were strange about 
underground places, they didn’t like them, and 
most would rather go up than down when hiding.  

Having checked the main tunnels, the ones some 
humans were aware of, without finding any trace of 
Xander’s scent, Spike had made his way along the 
branching tunnels to the sections that accessed the 
school library. It was still early, the school grounds 
were quiet. Spike waited below the library, keeping 
an ear out for the Watcher to come to work. He 
hoped the Watcher would be willing to listen to him 
before attacking. Given Angelus’ antics in the last 



few days, the little group of do-gooders had to be 
ready to ally with the devil himself against Spike’s 
Sire. 

Wasn’t that bloody human ever going to show up 
for work? 

 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike was tired of pacing fruitlessly and seriously 
considering writing a letter of complaint to the 
man’s employer by the time the Watcher finally 
showed. Alerted by the sound of doors being 
unlocked and the low murmur of voices, Spike lifted 
his head and listened intently. Not voices, one 
voice, the Watcher, talking quietly to himself as he 
settled in for the day.  

Spike was up through the tunnels in a flash, 
entering the library in the back and striding forward 
through the stacks towards the low murmur of the 
Watcher’s voice. 



He found the Watcher in his office, pulling books off 
the shelves. Hearing Spike’s approaching footsteps, 
he looked up and promptly dropped the books, 
fumbling to catch them instinctively, then letting 
them go, as he reached instead for a weapon on the 
shelf. 

“Watcher,” Spike greeted. “Flag on the play, mate. 
Not here to fight.” 

The Watcher straightened, turning to face Spike 
with a small crossbow in his hands, but he kept it 
lowered and pointed slightly away from Spike. 
“Spike?” he asked cautiously. 

“In the unliving flesh. Need your help, your’s and 
your Slayer’s. Angelus took my boy. Think Xander’s 
escaped and I need your help finding him before 
Angelus does.” 

The Watcher studied him intently for a good long 
time, then surprised Spike by setting the crossbow 
down. Down but within easy reach, Spike noted. 



“We’d heard. Xander is at the hospital. I’ve just 
come from there. He did indeed escape but he was 
injured.” 

Spike was torn between heading to the hospital 
immediately and waiting to see if there was more. 
He suppressed his desire to vent both his relief and 
his fury that Xander was injured, a display of temper 
would not induce the Watcher to continue to 
cooperate. “How badly?” he growled, not even 
aware that his eyes had shifted to a malevolent 
yellow. 

“Nothing he won’t recover from fully. They were 
keeping him until tomorrow as a precaution, I 
believe.” 

Spike was so filled with trapped energy needing to 
go somewhere, do something, that he was unable 
to keep still. He began pacing in short jerky steps 
back and forth in front of the Watcher’s office. He 
wasn’t even aware of the Watcher studying him, his 
expression softening. 

“He’s just as worried about you.” 



“What?” Spike’s head snapped up and he stared at 
the Watcher. 

The Watcher smiled a little. “He called us there this 
morning to tell us what happened and ask us to 
look for you. He was afraid you might have been 
caught in the fire.”  

For a long moment, Spike stared at the Watcher, 
seeing the sorrow, guilt, and banked rage in his 
eyes. He gave a short, sharp nod, acknowledging 
the leashed predator inside the human. “Think we 
might have found some common ground, eh, 
Watcher?” 

“I think we do indeed have a common enemy, 
Spike.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike had left without another word. Time enough 
after he’d seen that Xander was all right to hammer 
out the terms of his agreement with the Watcher. 
And now he was cursing himself for being all kinds 



of an idiot for not staying at least long enough to 
call Xander and talk to him.  

It hadn’t taken long to reach the library through the 
tunnels, but Xander was housed on the third floor 
and there were too many open hallways with large 
sunny windows between him and his boy. Giving up 
after several tries, Spike cursed the architect who 
seemed to have designed the wing Xander was in 
specifically to prevent vampires from visiting during 
the day. He considered going back to the library and 
using the Watcher’s phone but he wanted to see his 
boy, smell him, touch him, not talk to him over the 
phone.  

Helping himself to several packs of blood stored in a 
basement refrigerator, Spike settled down 
impatiently to wait for sunset. He tore open the 
bagged blood and drank, making a disgusted face as 
he did so. He needed the blood and he didn’t want 
to create a ruckus at the hospital while Xander was 
a patient but bugger it all the stuff was disgusting 
cold. Maybe he could find a microwave somewhere.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The hours had crawled by for Xander. He’d talked 
on the phone to Willow, Oz and Giles and been 
brought up to date on the news. Giles told him that 
Spike was alive and was heading to the hospital to 
visit Xander, but he hadn’t arrived yet. Oz had filled 
him in on his own visit to the hospital, telling him 
the story of how Devon had been so stoned he’d 
driven off the road. Apparently, the whole way 
home from the hospital after having his broken leg 
set, Devon had insisted to Oz that the tree had 
jumped in front of him. Oz told Xander that the 
hospital staff refused to let him back into the room 
after getting Xander so upset that the monitors 
went off. They’d pounced on Oz to identify Xander, 
who’d been listed as a John Doe till then. Actually, 
Oz told him with quiet amusement, he’d been listed 
as “Zander Doe” because he’d apparently been 
coherent enough at one point to give them his first 
name. Xander was surprised at how much fun Oz 
was over the phone, for someone who didn’t say 



many words, he communicated extremely well and 
he kept Xander amused for nearly half an hour. It 
didn’t hurt that Giles had been the first one to call, 
so Xander’s relief that Spike was both unharmed 
and coming to see him, made him receptive to the 
jokes and banter. 

Willow had also called, just checking in. Unlike Oz, 
who’d told Xander he was glad to learn that Spike 
was all right (ok, when Xander had excitedly 
reported that Giles had seen Spike, Oz had said 
‘gladness’, but that was Oz) Willow hadn’t 
mentioned Spike. She’d asked about what the 
doctors had said and how he was feeling and when 
they were letting him out. Which was, sadly, pretty 
typical of their new relationship. They could talk 
fairly easily about most things but there were 
certainly subjects that were taboo. As long as they 
didn’t stray into forbidden territory, things went 
smoothly, but the old tight connection was gone. 
Willow was a friend again, just not a close friend or 
a best friend.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“Xander.” 

Xander’s head turned quickly at the greeting. Spike 
was standing hesitantly in the doorway looking 
unwilling to come in. Xander had been making 
himself crazy staring at the door, so he’d finally 
turned on the tv and tried to interest himself in the 
antics of a bunch of sitcom teens whose lives were 
so different than his he almost found himself 
wondering if they were aliens. Maybe he should 
have found a sci-fi show. 

“Spike!” Xander couldn’t stop smiling, even though 
he was sure he looked like an idiot. It felt like he 
hadn’t seen the vampire in weeks, although it had 
only been a few days. With nothing to do but lie 
here and think, he’d passed a good chunk of time 
remembering every minute of the fun they’d had 
the night Spike took him out to dinner. He’d been 
trying without success to think of something he 
could do for Spike that the vampire might like even 
half as much as Xander had enjoyed that dinner. He 
switched off the tv with the remote and gestured 
impatiently. “Aren’t you coming in?” 



Spike entered the room, almost like he was scared 
to, and as soon as he got close enough, Xander 
grabbed his hand and tugged him closer. They 
studied each other, Xander relieved at the lack of 
any injuries and Spike visibly growing angrier by the 
second. 

“Spike, I’m fine. Honest.” 

“He hurt you, luv.” Spike perched on the edge of the 
bed and cradled the uninjured side of Xander’s face 
gently in one cool palm. “I promise you, he’ll pay for 
touching you.” Fingers traced with exquisite 
gentleness over the bruising on Xander’s face. “He’ll 
regret every second of pain he caused you.” 

Spike’s fingers drifted down Xander’s jaw and 
Xander closed his eyes, the cool fingertips feeling 
good against the still painful bruises. Spike’s fingers 
jerked away suddenly and Xander opened his eyes, 
confused. Spike’s eyes flared golden and his face 
half shifted to demonic features.  

“He dared!” Spike hissed. 

“Spike?” 



“He dared to mark you. Bastard! I’ll rip his teeth out 
with my bare hands, I’ll see him crawling at my feet 
for mercy, I’ll…” Spike’s voice was rising and Xander 
was worried the staff would hear. 

“Spike!” He tugged urgently on the vampire’s arm 
as Spike shot to his feet. “Spike! Stop it. You’re 
going to get yourself thrown out.” 

Spike glared down at him, “Anyone who tries to 
throw me out of here will need hospitalization 
themselves.” 

“And that’s such a good plan. Please, Spike. I’m 
angry too but we don’t need a fight with a bunch of 
hospital security people.” Xander looked up at Spike 
pleadingly. Spike sighed and shook his head, his 
features settling back to human and blue eyes 
meeting Xander’s apologetically.  

“Sorry, pet. Didn’t mean to lose it. Time for that 
later.” 

“Exactly. Sit down and tell me what’s been 
happening. I take it Angelus survived the fire? Any 
chance he was at least horribly burned?” 



Spike gave a short laugh at Xander’s hopeful 
question and relaxed. He cocked his head, studying 
Xander from head to toe. “Left side’s hurt, innit?” 
Xander nodded and Spike moved around to the 
other side of the bed. Xander started to shift to 
make room but Spike stopped him. “Don’t move, 
luv. I’ll take care of it.” Reaching under Xander, he 
eased him to the edge of the bed, then lay down 
next to him carefully, putting his left arm gingerly 
around Xander’s shoulders. “Ok?” he asked. 

“Good.” Xander settled into the strong, cool body 
beside him. Leaning hurt a bit but he suppressed his 
wince wanting the reassurance of feeling Spike 
against him after the long night of worrying about 
him. “So, horribly burned?” he prompted. 

“Sadly, no. Git gets my bloody home burned down 
and walks away without a scratch.” Spike thought 
about that for a second. “Well, he didn’t actually 
walk away, more like staggered. First the Watcher, 
then the Slayer, then me. We all had a go at him in 
turn.” 



“And none of you killed him? What are you, a bunch 
of slackers?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Filling Xander in on the events from the night the 
factory burned, Spike listened to the steady rhythm 
of Xander’s heart and soaked in the human warmth 
pressed against the length of his body. The tight 
knot of tension inside him relaxed for the first time 
since Angelus had shown him that torn piece of 
fabric outside the burning factory. His boy was safe 
and was going to be fine. That was enough for now. 

When he’d first seen Xander in the hospital bed, 
he’d frozen in the doorway, unable to move. Xander 
had looked so pale and broken lying there. A tall, 
lanky boy, physically bigger than Spike, he’d seemed 
impossibly small and fragile. Spike had been 
overwhelmed by the crushing realization that 
Xander was mortal and could have died so easily.  

It had gotten better once Xander had seen that he 
was there. Spike felt his lips curve as he 



remembered the smile that had lit Xander’s face at 
the sight of Spike standing in the doorway. 
Animated, smiling and talking, Xander hadn’t 
seemed so close to death. Battered, yes, but not 
dying. Took more than his ponce of a Sire to kill his 
boy, he thought in near contentment. 

Xander was positively gleeful at Spike’s elaborate 
description of how first the Watcher, then the 
Slayer, then Spike had trounced Angel. He seemed 
particularly pleased that the Watcher had gotten 
some good shots in and he explained to Spike about 
the teacher that Angelus had killed. The darkness 
he’d always seen in Xander was close to the surface 
in his anger over Angelus.  

He admitted that he had stopped the Slayer from 
killing Angelus and was relieved that Xander wasn’t 
angry. Wasn’t like he had known Angelus had 
Xander at the time and Spike made it clear that he 
regretted stopping her. Xander apologized for 
having told the Watcher about the factory. It was 
obvious he felt guilty about the Watcher burning 
the place down. Spike just shrugged, his anger over 
the burning of the factory had nothing to do with 



Xander and was so far down the list of reasons he 
was going to kill his Sire that it didn’t even make the 
first page. “Not like I owned the place,” he said 
reassuringly and Xander laughed slightly.  

Spike cocked his head, listening. “Still having 
trouble breathing, luv?” He didn’t like the sounds he 
was hearing from Xander’s lungs.  

“Just a little breathless when I laugh,” Xander said 
dismissively.  

“You supposed to call someone when that 
happens?” 

Xander looked sheepish. “I’m supposed to use the 
oxygen but I don’t like it. It makes my nose and 
throat really dry.” 

Spike looked around and saw an oxygen rig near to 
hand. Reaching up he snagged it and pulled it to 
Xander. “Put it on, pet. Faster you’re better, faster 
we’ll get you out of here.”  

Xander took the plastic tube reluctantly. “But…” His 
barely voiced protest died at Spike’s glare and he 



sighed and adjusted the end in his nose, pulling the 
tubes over his head. “Happy?” he asked grumpily.  

“Won’t be happy ‘til you’re out of here. Need to get 
you somewhere safe, away from Angelus.” 
Changing the subject abruptly, he asked: “How did 
you get away? Haven’t told me yet.” 

He listened intently as Xander described how he’d 
escaped, laughing at the idea of using a toilet as 
both tool and weapon. Listening to what wasn’t said 
as well, how Xander glossed over the worst bits. His 
boy’s worst injuries were from jumping out a 
second story window to escape - the broken arm 
and cracked ribs came from that little stunt. “And 
the bite?” he asked, barely keeping the growl out of 
his voice. 

Xander’s eyes shifted away. “Angelus said 
something about having a snack before leaving.” It 
was obvious he was not telling Spike everything. 
Spike could sense the shame and fear coming off 
Xander in waves. 

“He marked you deliberately, to get back at me, 
didn’t he?” he managed to ask calmly. 



Xander nodded, still not meeting Spike’s eyes. “Said 
you hadn’t marked me so he would.”  

Spike heard the hurt in Xander’s voice. “Luv, I want 
to mark you. Have for a long time. Just didn’t think 
you were ready yet.” He reached over and turned 
Xander’s chin gently so Xander was looking at him. 
“Was getting ready to ask you, luv. Wanted you to 
want it too. Wanted you to understand what it 
means before I asked.” He willed Xander to believe 
him and was relieved when the hurt look faded and 
Xander nodded. 

Spike held his boy gently for a long time, mindful of 
his injuries, listening to the regular thumping of his 
heart and the quiet hiss of the oxygen.  

Xander stirred finally and looked at him. “Spike, 
what did you mean earlier about going somewhere 
safe? I’m safe at my house, Angelus can’t come in.” 

“You’re not safe anywhere in this town, luv. Angelus 
has lost a lot of points, losing a hostage that way. 
He’s low on minions and he’s going to have trouble 
keeping new ones. Minions only follow those they 
respect or are afraid of. A vampire who can’t 



control what goes on in his territory is going to see 
his minions drift away like smoke. He’s going to 
have to do something big to make up for losing 
you.”  

“But with you and Buffy both on his case, won’t he 
just lie low for awhile?” 

Spike shook his head. “Not his style, pet. I don’t like 
it, but I want to get you right out of town until he’s 
dust.” 

“No.” 

“What do you mean, ‘no’?”  

“I mean I’m not running away from that bastard.” 

“Xander, I can’t protect you every minute,” Spike 
started to explain but Xander interrupted. 

“I’m not asking you to. This town may suck 
sometimes, but it’s my home. I’m not leaving.” 

“You’ll do as I say,” Spike growled, eyes showing 
glints of yellow. “I need to know you’re safe.” How 



could he have forgotten how stubborn Xander could 
be? 

“Sorry. Not happening. Gonna have to go to Plan B, 
Spike, because Plan A is not acceptable.”  

Spike glared at him and Xander just glared back. 
Impasse. Spike would consider using force for 
Xander’s own good but he couldn’t while Xander 
was injured. “Fine,” he said sulkily. “Plan B. I take 
you to your house and you don’t leave it until 
Angelus is dead.” 

Little prick had the audacity to laugh at him. “And 
Plan C?” Xander asked, his laugh cutting off abruptly 
as his breaths got short and shallow.  

When Xander was better, Spike was going to kill 
him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
In the end, they compromised on Xander being very 
careful and never being alone at night anywhere 
that Angelus could get at him. Spike would stay with 



him until he was released, which the doctor had 
said would probably be tomorrow morning. 

That settled, Xander asked a question that had been 
puzzling him. “Spike, you said you checked the 
hospital? How come you didn’t find me? It was still 
daylight when I was found so I had to have been 
here already.” 

“No one checked in under your name, luv.” 

“Oh, that’s right. They didn’t know who I was when 
I first came in. Oz told them later but I guess they 
hadn’t updated the records yet.” Ridiculously, he 
was a little hurt that Oz had apparently found him 
by smelling him and Spike hadn’t. 

Spike’s soft growl surprised him and he looked 
closely at the vampire. Spike’s voice was gruff as he 
explained. “Not mad at you, pet. Mad at myself. I 
called the hospital instead of coming in person. 
Shouldn’t have done that.” He looked away and 
Xander leaned forward, trying to see his face. Spike 
sounded almost… embarrassed? “Didn’t dare come 
in person, was having a bit of trouble maintaining 



my human face,” he muttered under his breath, 
barely loud enough for Xander to hear. 

Xander digested that. Spike was so upset he 
couldn’t keep control? A smile spread slowly across 
his face and he was beaming when Spike looked 
back at him. Spike narrowed his eyes. “Hasn’t 
happened in public since I was a fledge and we’re 
not talking about it again, right?” 

Xander nodded. It didn’t matter that Spike was 
embarrassed by it. Whether it was due to anger at 
Angelus or worry for Xander, either way it showed 
how much Spike cared about him. He snuggled back 
into Spike’s side, tucking the memory away to savor 
later.  

 
 

Part Twenty-Four 

Spike had lingered dangerously long at the hospital. 
Xander would not get the final clearance to be 
released until he’d seen the doctor, who made his 
rounds well after sunrise. The sky was already 



streaked with pink before Spike reluctantly left 
Xander’s room and sought the safety of the tunnels. 
He’d left with a gentle kiss and a promise to be at 
Xander’s house immediately after sunset. 

Xander had napped while waiting for the doctor, 
having spent most of the night awake and talking 
with Spike. He’d drifted off once or twice during the 
night, waking from restless dreams of deadly flames 
to find Spike by his side, reassuring him by touch 
and voice that he was real. Each time he’d stayed 
awake for a while, not wanting to waste the time 
with Spike on sleeping.  

As arranged, he’d called the school library when 
they discharged him. He knew the hospital had 
called his house at some point after they had 
identified him but Xander wasn’t surprised when his 
parents didn’t come to see him. The hospital had 
probably gotten a hold of his dad, he guessed from 
the careful questions about whether someone else 
would be available to take him home. Giles had told 
Xander that something would be arranged. The 
enthusiasm he’d shown for the mundane task told 
Xander that someone on the hospital staff had 



probably said something to Giles about his parents. 
So much for medical confidentiality.  

To his pleasure, Oz showed up to drive him home. 
Oz just said casually that his van was easier on 
injured people than Giles’ little car and that his 
morning classes were boring, so it was no trouble. 
He drove Xander to his house and followed him 
upstairs with a blessed lack of comments about the 
state of the living room and the stale scent of booze 
that was almost a permanent feature of the 
downstairs rooms.  

He’d invited Oz to stay awhile and Oz, with a fine 
disregard for the school district’s truancy policy, 
cheerfully blew off the rest of his morning classes to 
sitting talking and watching tv with Xander. Xander 
was cleared to return to school tomorrow but had 
been released on the condition he spend the day 
quietly in bed.  

Not surprisingly, Oz was a restful person to be 
around and having someone to talk to gave Xander 
a break from his uneasy thoughts about Angelus 
and bite marks.  



He surprised himself by telling Oz that he and Spike 
were dating. It wasn’t something he’d planned on 
telling anyone yet but somehow he found himself 
talking to Oz about Spike. Not girl talk, not gushing 
or anything, just saying that they’d become very 
close and were kind of dating.  

Glancing over at Oz nervously, Xander was 
reassured when Oz received the information with 
the same unflappable calm that was his reaction to 
pretty much everything. “Huh,” was all he said in 
response. 

Xander tried to imagine Willow being so accepting 
and his mind boggled. Even in his most wildly 
optimistic moments he couldn’t see Willow taking 
the news that Xander was falling in love with a male 
vampire with anything other than shock and vocal 
disapproval. Really vocal disapproval.  

His thoughts screeched to a halt and he re-played 
what he had just been thinking. Falling in love? Was 
he falling in love with Spike? Xander found himself 
smiling and an expanding glow of warmth filled him. 
Apparently he was.  



Remembering that he wasn’t alone, he looked 
quickly at Oz, hoping he hadn’t noticed Xander 
sitting there and grinning like a complete idiot. Oz 
looked at him and one corner of his mouth quirked 
up slightly. 

“When I met Willow for the first time,” he said out 
of nowhere. “I couldn’t stop thinking about her. I’d 
only seen her a couple of times and never even 
spoken to her and I couldn’t get her out of my 
head.” His eyes met Xander’s in quiet 
understanding. “Then we started dating and it was 
like I’d found the center of my world and nothing 
made sense unless she was with me.” He smiled. 
“That’s when I knew I loved her.” 

Xander smiled back at Oz and couldn’t help thinking 
how lucky Willow was to have found someone so 
right for her. Even though things weren’t the same 
between Willow and himself, he was really glad he 
liked Willow’s boyfriend. Anything else would be 
unnatural.  

Sitting in comfortable silence with Oz, Xander 
wondered how long he’d been in love with Spike 



and why he was so completely un-freaked by the 
idea.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander was miserably self-conscious about the bite 
mark on his neck. After Oz left, he’d removed the 
bandage covering it and anxiously studied the mark 
in the bathroom mirror. It looked huge: a raw, red 
bite mark, unmistakable for anything other than 
what it was, even in Sunnydale.  

The white flag of the bandage was too conspicuous 
and Xander decided against putting it back on. As 
the sun lowered in the sky, he burrowed anxiously 
in his closet like a girl before a big date, trying on 
various combinations of his few shirts until he found 
the one that seemed to cover it up best. He hated 
the mark for its own sake, because Angelus had put 
it there and because of what he was afraid it meant: 
that Angelus had put some sort of claim on him.  

The books he’d read on vampires talked about 
marks and claims. Like everything else in the books, 



the authors disagreed on what they meant. Xander 
had jokingly considered asking Spike to collaborate 
with him on a book about vampires. At least with a 
vampire as co-author, they would get the facts 
right. Then he and Oz could do one on werewolves 
and set the record straight there. 

Realizing his mind was wandering into bizarre 
territory and he was fingering the bite mark again - 
something he found himself doing frequently - he 
dropped his hand and finished getting dressed. 

The books described bite marks as generally falling 
into two categories: natural wounds from feeding 
and Claims. Obviously, every time a vampire drank 
from someone, they left a bite mark. The 
disagreement came over people who lived through 
an attack versus people who were deliberately 
marked by a vampire. Some of the books said it was 
the same thing: just a wound that eventually 
healed. Others said that vampires “marked” or 
“claimed” a human by biting them, with or without 
specific rituals, in order to show their ownership of 
the human.  



The idea of being owned wigged Xander out and the 
books that equated Claiming with slavery didn’t 
help but some of the books talked about it more 
like it was a partnership - a kind of protection in 
exchange for services deal. Spike had said he 
wanted to “mark” Xander when he was ready, 
which sounded like something a lot more than just a 
bite mark. 

The question was, did Angelus think he had some 
kind of claim on Xander now that he’d bitten 
Xander?  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike arrived shortly after sunset, standing under 
Xander’s window and looking up at him. Xander 
opened the window and called down quietly to 
Spike that he’d meet him at the front door. He 
turned to walk downstairs when Spike startled him 
by jumping up and catching the edge of the roof, 
swinging himself up easily.  



“No need to bother your folks, luv,” Spike said 
quietly as he crouched on the roof outside Xander’s 
window. 

Xander grinned. “Come in, Spike,” he invited, 
pushing the window all the way open and stepping 
back to give Spike room. He’d given the vampire an 
open invitation to his home at the hospital but 
Spike had just shaken his head and told him it didn’t 
work that way. The invitation had to be specific and 
while the vampire was at the house. Otherwise, all 
vampires would have to do was overhear someone 
else’s invitation to have a free pass. Which made 
sense to Xander. Whatever it was that prevented 
vampires from entering people’s homes - Spike 
described it as an invisible but tangible barrier - 
whoever or whatever set it up had obviously put 
some thought into it. Something to balance the 
scales maybe, given that vampires were stronger 
and faster than the humans they hunted.  

It had felt wrong when he realized that he’d never 
invited Spike into his home. Granted, he didn’t 
usually invite anyone over, not even in his younger 
years. His dad had never liked other kids hanging 



around and Xander had generally spent his time at 
Jesse’s and Willow’s houses or outdoors. But it 
wasn’t like they’d never been inside his house.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike was going to drive Xander absolutely out of 
his mind if he kept this up. What was the point of 
dating an evil, blood-sucking, creature of the night, 
vampire if they wouldn’t act like one? Xander had 
been all set for some serious nookie while laid up 
and instead he’d found himself ensconced with a 
mother-hen, worry-wort. 

Spike didn’t want to do anything other than put one 
arm around Xander and occasionally kiss him gently. 
Every time Xander tried something more, Spike 
stopped him, telling him his ribs were still injured 
and they had to wait for him to heal.  

Ok, Spike was right; twisting and moving too quickly 
sent short stabs of pain through his ribs and led to 
some shallow, slightly wheezy breathing but it 
passed quickly and wasn’t a big deal. Damn vampire 



could hear his breathing and got worried every time 
it got even slightly irregular. The fact that Spike was 
probably right just made Xander grumpier.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike couldn’t help smiling as Xander shifted away 
from him. He wouldn’t dream of telling Xander he 
was cute when he pouted but that’s what he was 
doing and it was adorable. Not enough to make 
Spike give in, his boy was ignoring the pain he was 
in and Spike wasn’t going to let him. Even though he 
wasn’t naturally patient, Spike knew that straining 
the injured ribs now would just lead to a longer 
healing period. 

“What does it mean for a vampire to mark 
someone?”  

Xander’s voice broke the silence between them. He 
was carefully casual, not looking at Spike, 
pretending to concentrate on the movie currently 
playing on the telly. It wasn’t a surprise, Spike had 
known they were going to have this conversation 



sooner rather than later and, once again, he cursed 
Angelus for his interference.  

“A mark says you belong to the demon who marked 
you.” Watching Xander intently, Spike was 
reassured that he saw only curiosity and not fear as 
Xander looked over at him. “Demons are 
possessive, luv. ’S just the way we’re built. Never 
met a vampire who wasn’t.” 

Spike was aware that Xander had been subtly trying 
to hide the bite mark from him. It touched him that 
his boy knew Angelus’ mark bothered him but 
covering it didn’t conceal the fact that it was there, 
that Angelus had left his mark deliberately. Spike 
could smell the lingering trace of Angelus beneath 
the antiseptic and soap that overlay his Sire’s scent.  

“Some get marked accidental like, something 
interrupts the vampire while feeding or some such. 
Long as the mark is on them, other demons know to 
stay away or risk the wrath of the one whose mark 
is on ’em.”  



“With a real mark, it gets renewed. Keeps it fresh. 
Lets other demons know the marked human is 
under the demon’s protection.” 

“So, can vampires tell the difference?” Xander 
asked. 

“Not at first,” Spike answered reluctantly but 
truthfully, “but if it isn’t renewed, the mark fades 
and others know the human isn’t really marked.” 

“Oh,” Xander said faintly and lapsed back into 
uneasy silence.  

“Xander,” Spike waited until Xander looked at him 
before continuing. “Angelus marked you out of 
spite, ‘s why it hurt. A real mark doesn’t hurt, luv.” 
Spike traced a finger seductively along the 
unmarked side of Xander’s neck. “A real mark is 
pleasure like you’ve never known.”  

Desire flared in Xander’s eyes and Spike leaned over 
to kiss him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike left Xander’s house when it became apparent 
his boy couldn’t stay awake any longer. He made 
arrangements to meet Xander at the library the 
next day shortly after sunset.  

Spike had used the tunnels to approach the library, 
arriving well before the scheduled time to listen at 
the tunnel entrance. Spike waited until he was sure 
the librarian was alone before entering through the 
stacks. His boy wasn’t due to arrive for another little 
bit and he wanted to talk to the Watcher alone first. 

“Watcher.” 

The Watcher jumped, startled at the unexpected 
voice. “Spike.” he greeted cautiously, “I believe 
you’re a bit early.” Spike noticed he moved with 
seeming casualness to stand near a collection of 
weapons on the shelf.  

“Wanted to talk to you before my boy gets here,” 
Spike admitted, ignoring the Watcher’s defensive 
position. There was an uneasy pause as Spike 
struggled with himself. What he had come to say 
went against every instinct he had, asking humans 



for help protecting Spike’s property. The Watcher 
simply waited for him to go on, studying Spike 
intently as Spike fidgeted. “This thing with Angelus 
is going to get ugly,” he finally said. “I want Xander 
kept out of it.” 

It was obvious he’d surprised the librarian and his 
stiff posture relaxed slightly. “I agree,” he said 
easily. “The boy is hardly equipped with the fighting 
skills necessary…” 

Spike snarled at him and the Watcher’s hand 
dropped to the weapons near him. “My boy 
escaped from Angelus and his minions on his own 
armed with nothing but guts,” he said angrily, his 
eyes flaring yellow at the disrespect. “This has 
nothing to do with any lack of skill or courage.” 

“I’m sorry, but wasn’t that why you want him kept 
away from the battle?” 

“I want him out of this because Angelus lost face 
over him. A human child showed up a Master 
Vampire, that’s not something Angelus is going to 
either forgive or forget. Angelus needs him back to 
show he hasn’t lost control and every other demon 



in this town with aspirations for power is going to 
want Xander as a trophy to show they can keep him 
when Angelus lost him.” The Watcher’s mouth 
opened in a silent “oh,” of realization and Spike’s 
fists clenched in frustrated anger. He kept himself 
from lashing out physically only with an effort. “The 
story of what happened is all over town. Some of 
Angelus’ former minions are spreading the word 
that Angelus is weak.” 

Giles’ head went up alertly, like a hunting dog on a 
fresh scent. Moving away from the weapons, he 
stepped towards Spike. “Then this is the time to 
take him on, when he’s vulnerable,” he said. 

Spike pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Angelus has 
been turning a lot of minions, building a power 
base. Newly turned fledges aren’t worth much but 
enough of ’em can shift the balance through sheer 
numbers. Is your Slayer up to handling Angelus and 
20 minions?”  

“I’d rather we not put that to the test,” Giles 
answered honestly. “Buffy’s good but Angel is her 
weak spot. She can’t let go of her love for him.”  



“Head games have always been Angelus’ specialty,” 
Spike noted, wondering if the Slayer would be any 
use to him after all. If the silly bint couldn’t stop 
mooning over her one-time lover, she wouldn’t put 
her heart into the fight with Angelus, which made 
her a liability, not an asset.  

“Buffy will acquit herself adequately in a fight but I 
fear we cannot rely on her for a killing blow.” Good, 
the Watcher was being straightforward in his 
assessment of the situation. “My greatest strength 
lies in my books,” the Watcher continued, gesturing 
at the shelves in illustration, “however I am trained 
in the use of a number of weapons and am quite 
good with a crossbow, so I am of some use in a 
fight.” 

“Yeah, heard you took out old bat-face himself.” 

The Watcher smiled with remembered satisfaction. 
“Indeed.” Bringing his gaze back to the present, he 
looked searchingly at Spike. “The remaining 
question is: how far are you willing to go against 
Angel? I understand he’s your Sire. Are you 
prepared to kill him?” 



“Too right I am. Bastard’s gone too far and I’m 
willing to accept any help I can get in taking him 
down.” Spike made a frustrated noise. “I can’t be 
sure of taking him out alone. He’s back to full 
strength and he’s got too many minions guarding 
his back to be an easy target.” The Watcher had 
been honest, so Spike gave him the same courtesy. 
“In a straight fight, I don’t know if I can take him. 
He’s over a century older than me and that gives 
him an edge.” He looked the Watcher straight in the 
eye. “That’s why I’m here. Together, your Slayer 
and I are a match for him.” He couldn’t help adding: 
“That is, if she gets her head out of her arse.” 

He could see the Watcher agreed with him and 
settled himself comfortably to wait for Xander to 
arrive.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Slayer trailed into the library last, looking pale 
and tired. Spike eyed her suspiciously, scenting the 
air deeply and frowning at the taint of sickness that 



accompanied her. Seeing his eyes on her, the Slayer 
managed a scowl in his direction but her heart 
clearly wasn’t in it. She dropped down into a chair 
immediately as if she needed the support, 
apparently unable to stay on alert even with a 
vampire she didn’t trust in the room.  

Perfect. The Slayer was too sick to back him up 
which meant that Angelus would have the time to 
finish establishing his Court. In another few days, 
he’d have doubled the number of minions he had 
now.  

Xander went immediately to Spike’s side, keeping a 
wary eye out for trouble from the group. Giles was 
studying Buffy worriedly. “Buffy, all you feeling all 
right?” he asked. 

“I’m fine, Giles, just a little tired,” the Slayer 
responded, sitting up straighter and trying to look 
alert. 

“You’re a bloody liability, is what you are,” Spike 
snorted. 

“Who asked you anyway?” 



“Don’t need anyone to ask, ‘m not hunting with 
someone who can barely stand straight and will be 
useless in a fight.” 

Buffy rose to her feet, her chair clattering to the 
floor behind her. “I don’t hunt, I patrol, and I can 
take you any day of the week.” 

Spike noted the way her hands gripped the edge of 
the table to steady herself and exchanged a quick 
look with the Watcher. Seeing the understanding in 
the Watcher’s face, Spike acted. His fist came up, 
deliberately slowly, and when she laughed and 
dodged it easily, he swept her legs out from 
underneath her. She fell to the floor with a crash 
and Spike was peripherally aware of the Watcher’s 
tense stance and of his boy moving to block the 
redhead from interfering. Content the two who 
mattered understood this demonstration, Spike 
pounced.  

The Slayer’s illness made her slow. She tried to 
bring her legs up to kick him, tried to buck him off, 
but he was able to pin her easily. He morphed into 
game face, just for fun, and lowered his fangs 



toward her neck. Her struggles renewed and Spike 
relented, knowing he could only push this so far. 
Despite his craving for the rich, heady taste of 
Slayer’s blood pulsing so tantalizingly close to the 
surface, he forced himself to sit back and shifted 
back to human guise. “You’re dead, Slayer and 
some lucky vampire has the bragging rights.” 

Xander cleared his throat sharply, cutting into the 
mutual glare between Spike and Buffy. They both 
looked at him with irritation. “Separate corners, you 
two,” Xander ordered and waited until Spike had 
bounced to his feet and stepped away from Buffy. 
“Buffy, Spike’s right and you know it. Even I can tell 
you look sick. If it’s the flu that’s been going around, 
going out on patrol would be stupid and could get 
people killed. Including yourself.” 

Spike grinned nastily at her and she opened her 
mouth to snap at him but Xander overrode her. 
“Spike can patrol in your place,” he volunteered. 

“What?!” 

“Not bloody likely!”  



Their matching indignant shouts overlapped. Spike 
stared incredulously at his boy and Buffy argued as 
she climbed slowly to her feet. “He’s what I patrol 
against. You want to send the mass murderer out to 
protect the helpless?” 

“What she said. ‘m no bleedin’ white hat, boy.” 

“Spike, you agreed to work with Buffy and Giles 
until we can kill Angelus.” Xander held his hand up 
sharply and Spike subsided, still grumbling under his 
breath about being evil. Xander switched his stare 
to Buffy, who looked mutinous. “You’re too sick to 
patrol. If you try, you’re either going to collapse or 
you’re going to get yourself killed. Working together 
means we do each other’s jobs when one of us isn’t 
able to do it.” 

“Xander’s right.” Giles had been listening quietly. 
He’d forced himself to remain still during Spike’s 
demonstration, knowing that sometimes Buffy had 
to be shown things. Now, he stepped forward to 
Xander’s side. “Buffy, you need to go straight home 
and go to bed. Spike has kept his word about the 
truce. He has a common interest in keeping the 



number of Angelus’ minions down, therefore he can 
patrol in your place for a night or two.” Giles looked 
sternly at Spike. “Are you willing to keep an eye on 
things until Buffy can resume her duties?” 

Xander’s argument had already swayed him and the 
Watcher had a point. If plans to take on Angelus 
had to be put on hold because of the Slayer’s 
weakness, Spike would need to spend the next 
couple of nights with his ear to the ground anyway. 
Grudgingly, he agreed. “Fine. I’ll make sure things 
stay calm for the next couple of nights. But I’m not 
staking harmless fledges just because I stumble 
across ‘em. If they’re Angelus’ - fine, they’re dust. If 
someone else turned ‘em, I’m not staking ‘em.” 

“That will be sufficient.” Giles agreed readily, 
ignoring Buffy’s sputtering protest. “Thank you, 
Spike.” 

Giles immediately bundled up Buffy and Willow, 
ignoring Buffy’s argument that Spike shouldn’t be 
allowed to patrol and that she could do a quick 
sweep through town, and herded them out of the 
library, intent on driving them home.  



Spike and Xander looked at each other, Xander 
apologetic, Spike still having trouble believing he 
had just agreed to patrol the Hellmouth for the 
White Hat Brigade. 

“Are you ok with this?” Xander asked hesitantly. 

“Not gonna be able to show my face anywhere in 
town if this gets out.” 

Xander hastily suppressed a smile. “Spike, I don’t 
know how to break this to you, but you’ve got to be 
on everyone’s weirdo list already since you’ve been 
seen hanging out with me.” He took a step closer 
and reached out, closing his fingers around Spike’s 
in a warm grip. “I probably ruined your reputation a 
long time ago.” 

“Wouldn’t have it any other way, pet.” Spike leaned 
forward and kissed him, letting Xander hold him 
close when he tried to break off the kiss before it 
got serious. Listening carefully, Xander’s lungs 
sounded clear and Spike brought his hands up, 
burying them in Xander’s hair, holding him steady 
as their tongues dueled.  



He stepped back after a long interlude, grinning as 
Xander opened his eyes and smiled sappily at him. 
“Let’s get you home, luv and I’ll see about Angelus’ 
minions.” 

“I could go with you,” Xander offered half-
heartedly. 

“Not until your ribs are fully healed and you’ve had 
a few more self defense lessons,” Spike countered, 
touched by the offer. He knew Xander didn’t really 
want to go with him. His boy wanted a ringside seat 
for the inevitable fight with Angelus but that was an 
exception. Xander still preferred to chase vampires 
off rather than kill them and that wasn’t an option 
with Angelus’ people. Plus, there was no way Spike 
was letting Xander roam the Hellmouth at night 
until Angelus was taken care of. Xander’s value to 
other demons would disappear once Angelus was 
dust.  

 

 

Part Twenty-Five 



Rating: NC-17. Warnings: explicit sex and violence. 
Some of the remaining chapters will be NC-17 from 
here on out  

Spike had been watching the mansion for three 
nights now. Angelus’ few remaining minions were 
sticking close to the Court, sheltering under his 
Sire’s dubious protection. Spike couldn’t directly 
account for all the missing fledges - he’d taken out 
an even dozen the first two nights he’d hunted in 
place of the Slayer and he’d spread the word far 
and wide that anyone allying with Angelus was 
going to have a very short immortality. Checking the 
numbers still at the mansion, it looked like several 
fledges had simply opted out of the situation, 
fleeing the Hellmouth and the wrath of both 
Masters. Which suited Spike fine. He had lost the 
last of his minions either to the fire or to Angelus 
and he had no intention of replacing them - even 
without his promise to Xander, keeping any kind of 
a Court would only make Spike vulnerable right 
now.  

Like Angelus and his bloody mansion. Spike had 
seriously considered just burning the place down, 



hopefully around Angelus’ ears. If he could have 
been sure he would catch Angelus inside, he would 
have. Serve the bastard right for getting Spike’s 
home burned down. Problem was, he couldn’t be 
sure it would kill Angelus. If it didn’t, Angelus would 
retaliate and since he didn’t know where Spike was 
staying - thank the Hellmouth for the multitude of 
vampire-friendly places to sleep the day; Spike was 
moving every night to ensure he wasn’t easy to find 
- Angelus would take his anger out on Xander or the 
little band of white hats. Most likely on Xander 
since Angelus had a good idea of what the boy 
meant to Spike. Angelus knew where Xander lived 
and would think nothing of burning the boy’s house 
down to get back at Spike. 

No, burning the mansion was out. Not that Spike 
didn’t have a good time picturing his Sire trapped in 
the burning building as flames licked relentlessly 
towards his helpless body, Angelus screaming as his 
flesh ignited; but, more’s the pity, it wasn’t going to 
happen.  

Angelus was playing it cautious, surrounding himself 
with minions at all times and rarely venturing 



outside. Given that Spike had been filling in for the 
Slayer these last three nights, it was unlikely that 
Angelus knew she was sick. Dusted minions didn’t 
return to say just who had staked them and Spike 
had been careful not to leave any witnesses.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Buffy returned to school after being out sick for 
three days. It was still quicker than most of the kids 
who’d gotten sick, many of whom still weren’t back. 
Slayer healing apparently also worked for diseases 
and not just injuries. Willow had been keeping in 
touch with her progress and said she’d been 
encouraging Buffy to stay away until she felt 100%. 
According to Willow, Buffy was feeling guilty, saying 
she’d let down the Slayer tradition by getting 
sidelined by something as mundane as the flu.  

Xander was pretty sure Buffy was actually feeling a 
sense of competition with Spike who was reporting 
to Giles every night about the number of minions 
he’d killed. Ok, Spike’s idea of a report tended to be 



something like: “Staked five last night. Ta, 
Watcher.” as he swept Xander out the door but it 
did sum up the previous night’s activities accurately. 
Apparently, twelve vampires in two nights was way 
over Buffy’s average. Xander couldn’t help feeling 
proud that his vampire was doing better than the 
Slayer, even if it was a deeply morbid competition 
over how many vampires they killed. He just kept 
reminding himself that Spike was killing Angelus’ 
minions - minions who were being turned for the 
sole purpose of killing Spike and the rest of them. 
That helped him keep perspective in this horrible 
little war. Now that Buffy was back, Xander hoped 
that things would be over soon. Angelus was one 
vampire he would gladly see staked. The sooner the 
better. 

Sitting in the library after classes on Buffy’s first day 
back at school, Xander wondered if Spike shouldn’t 
take patrol again tonight. Buffy had seemed fully 
recovered but people were usually easily tired after 
being sick. He wasn’t sure who would take that as a 
bigger insult: Spike or Buffy, but he was 



depressingly certain that neither would be 
delighted if he made the suggestion. 

Willow was sitting with him in the library after their 
last class, both reading the newspaper as Xander 
waited for Spike to arrive. Well, Xander had been 
reading. Willow was rattling on about what was in 
her sections, reading out loud the interesting bits 
until Xander had simply closed his section and 
listened to Willow’s recitation. Xander was pleased 
she was here at all. She was still uncomfortable 
around Spike but had stopped complaining about 
him since Spike was patrolling for Buffy and both 
Buffy and Giles had accepted that he was, at least 
temporarily, on their side.  

Willow was reading about how badly the flu had hit 
the whole town. “It’s awful.” She looked up from 
the article, her face filled with horrified pity. “A 
whole bunch of kids in the children’s ward at the 
hospital died. I’m so glad Buffy didn’t go out on 
patrol the night she got sick. If she had, she might 
have gotten even sicker than she was.” She looked 
down for a second and then reluctantly added: “It 



wigged me out when Spike attacked her but I guess 
it did show her that she needed to rest.” 

“I think Spike’s figured out that Buffy is kind of a 
show-don’t-tell person,” Xander replied. He knew 
Spike had enjoyed the little demonstration but 
then, so had Xander. Buffy needed to be smacked 
upside the head to knock some sense into her and 
watching Spike take her down in less than two 
seconds had been pure fun. “Where’s Oz?” he 
asked, changing the subject. Buffy was bound to 
show up any minute and talking about Spike still 
tended to set her off. 

“He’s got a gig tonight in LA,” Willow answered. 
“He’ll be back tomorrow.” 

Xander just nodded. It wasn’t unusual for Oz to 
vanish from classes for a day or two. Xander just 
wondered how on earth Oz was going to graduate 
given how often he missed school.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike spent the early part of every evening with 
Xander before going out hunting - he refused to call 
it patrolling, especially now that the Slayer was back 
on the job. Spike was still keeping his own eye on 
things, not trusting the Slayer to do the job right. 
She still seemed unwilling to tackle Angelus directly 
and Spike was getting frustrated by the ongoing 
delays even though Spike wasn’t ready to push too 
hard himself while Xander was still healing.  

It was the best part of the day for Xander, snuggling 
with Spike on his bed, talking about nothing at all 
and trading slow, lazy kisses. If his parents were out 
when they got home, Spike came in with him, 
otherwise he simply waited till Xander closed the 
front door behind him then walked around and 
climbed in Xander’s window.  

As far as Xander was concerned, Spike and his 
parents would meet over his dead body. Which 
probably wasn’t a good idea either - he could just 
see his dad saying something insulting at Xander’s 
funeral about how Xander was to blame for his own 
death and Spike attacking him. Nope, Spike and his 



parents should never meet, that was Xander’s plan 
and he was sticking to it. 

He’d figured out some time ago that Spike had been 
badly scared by Xander’s injuries. He supposed it 
made sense, Spike had only just gotten over the loss 
of someone he loved and that had been another 
vampire; someone who healed quickly and had only 
a few vulnerabilities. Spike had lost Drusilla in spite 
of that and now he’d taken up with a human, 
someone he viewed as fragile under any 
circumstances. It had been really bad timing on 
Xander’s part to get injured just then. On the one 
hand, it was really sweet that Spike was being so 
protective and careful of Xander’s injuries, on the 
other hand, Xander was getting so frustrated he 
was lying awake at night planning ways to 
overpower Spike and jump his bones. Of course, he 
didn’t actually own handcuffs but a guy could 
dream. 

Lying in Spike’s arms, Spike once again seemingly 
content with just watching tv and kissing, Xander 
decided enough was enough. Watching tv with 
Spike was great fun because Spike was right with 



Xander in talking to the screen, insulting the 
characters and giving advice and the kissing was 
great but he wanted more and Spike was just going 
to have to deal. Shifting casually so he was lying on 
his side next to Spike, Xander kissed him hungrily. 
Spike responded, turning his head and kissing him 
back and for a long minute, Xander forgot about 
plans and goals as he lost himself in the taste and 
feel of his vampire. 

Eventually, Xander broke off and began moving 
downwards, nuzzling along Spike’s jaw and down 
his neck, pressing little kisses along the pale, cool 
flesh as Spike stroked his hair and arched his neck, 
giving Xander free rein. Reaching the neckline of 
Spike’s shirt, Xander wished that just this once Spike 
had worn something other than a tight t-shirt, 
something easy to remove subtly. Stymied for the 
moment, he nibbled his way back up to Spike’s lips. 
Who’d have thought it would take this kind of 
tactical planning to get past first base with your 
boyfriend? Spike buried his hands in Xander’s hair 
as their tongues played, exploring each other’s 
mouths as if they were still uncharted territory. 



Remembering his plan, Xander dropped his good 
hand down and tried to gently work Spike’s belt 
buckle open. 

Spike’s lips turned up beneath his and he chuckled. 
He withdrew slightly, holding Xander’s head gently 
in both hands, and his eyes gleamed with laughter 
as he looked into Xander’s. “Someone’s being 
naughty.” 

“I’m trying,” Xander said, exasperated. “A little help 
would be nice.” He gave Spike his best pleading 
look. “My ribs are fine, Spike.” Letting the belt 
buckle go, he rubbed his fingers teasingly along 
Spike’s crotch, feeling the beginnings of an erection, 
as he said earnestly: “I worry about you - out 
fighting every night with a raging hard-on. People 
might misunderstand.” 

“Oi!” Spike said indignantly. He countered quickly, 
sliding his leg between Xander’s and rubbing 
sensuously against Xander’s own hardening cock. 
“Not the only one with that problem, brat.” 

“So, why are we both wasting such promising 
material on separate showers?” Xander asked 



reasonably, his fingers busily unzipping Spike’s 
zipper, grateful Spike wasn’t wearing button-fly 
jeans. He’d never have gotten those off with only 
one hand.  

Spike laughed and kissed him quickly and Xander 
felt Spike’s hands drop and begin skillfully 
unfastening Xander’s pants as Xander continued to 
work on Spike’s. Then Xander suddenly had a 
handful of another man’s cock for the first time in 
his life. For one second he froze, completely unsure 
of what to do. Spike’s slender fingers touched his 
own erection and he groaned in pleasure at the 
feeling of those cool, strong digits closing around 
his penis and easing it out.  

Spike’s grip slid teasingly along the length of his 
cock and then tightened slightly, enclosing his 
erection in a loose tunnel. Xander closed his eyes, 
arching into Spike’s touch, hips thrusting forward, 
feeling his cock sliding further into Spike’s hand. He 
tried to match Spike’s movements, beginning to 
slide his hand up and down the length of Spike’s 
cock. His eyes snapped open and he looked down 
between them in surprise as skin unexpectedly 



moved and stretched along the shaft. Fascinated, 
he realized that Spike was uncircumcised and his 
hand began on its own accord to explore the 
differences. He’d never seen an uncircumcised 
penis before. Not that he’d spent a lot of time 
looking at other guys’ dicks, but still, sex ed could 
have covered this better.  

He looked up to see Spike smiling at him, matching 
laughter filled his own brown eyes and he looked 
down again. Gaining confidence at Spike’s obvious 
enjoyment of his touch, Xander began trying moves 
he knew he liked on himself, adding a slight twisting 
motion and rubbing his thumb over the head. Both 
of them began pumping harder, their hands falling 
into rhythm with each other’s movements. 
Watching their hands moving in concert, their 
matching erections jutting out of their unfastened 
pants, was the most erotic thing Xander had ever 
seen.  

He forgot all about watching, eyes closing, his head 
arching back as arousal built between them. They 
were both rocking their hips, thrusting into each 
other’s fists, pleasure building, tension growing, 



until they came almost in unison, spattering their 
release across each other and the bedding as 
Xander bit his lip to stop himself from crying out. 

Afterwards, they lay entwined for long minutes, 
sated, still gently holding each other’s spent cocks, 
Xander breathing hard in the aftermath of his 
orgasm and envying Spike’s lack of breath. He could 
almost sense Spike using his vampiric senses to 
check him over but he hadn’t felt even a twinge 
from his ribs and hoped Spike would finally be 
reassured.  

“Bloody hell!” 

“Spike?” Alarmed by the vehemence in Spike’s 
voice, Xander slid back a little and propped himself 
up on one elbow to look over at the vampire.  

Spike’s voice was filled with horror. “Damnit, I 
didn’t bring any spare clothes. These are a right 
mess now and every demon in town will be able to 
smell me a block away. There’s no other way, gonna 
have to wear something of yours long enough to get 
home.” He looked at Xander seriously. “I’d almost 



rather walk through town naked than wear your kit, 
mate. Next time, let’s get undressed first.” 

Laughing, Xander smacked him on the shoulder. 
“Like there’s ever going to be a next time after that 
remark,” he threatened.  

Spike looked unimpressed. Not surprisingly, given 
that Xander had just totally blown the hard-to-get 
card. He wished he could offer Spike a joint shower 
- he suspected showering with Spike would be full 
of naughty goodness - but his parents weren’t that 
oblivious and that would be seriously pushing his 
luck.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It had been ten days since he was injured and 
Xander was feeling good. Other than the cast on his 
arm, he was essentially recovered. The doctors had 
warned him not to get involved in any strenuous 
activity yet but normal bending and twisting no 
longer hurt at all.  



Spike still wasn’t willing to resume their self-
defense workouts, saying Xander’s ribs needed 
another week before Xander put that kind of strain 
on them but Xander had persuaded Giles to teach 
him to use a crossbow. Spike continued to walk 
Xander home from school every night, which was 
great under any circumstances because it meant he 
was seeing Spike daily but things had gotten 
seriously scary the night they were ambushed by 
four vampires on the way home. 

Spike had sensed them just before they attacked. 
He’d stopped suddenly, cutting off Xander in mid-
word with a warning gesture and stood listening 
hard, eyes scanning the surrounding area. Xander, 
heart pounding, had listened as well but couldn’t 
hear anything except the normal sounds of a 
residential neighborhood in the early evening. He’d 
stayed quiet, trusting Spike and reached for his 
cross and stake, pulling them out of his pocket and 
waiting tensely.  

Spike snarled and vamped out, grabbing Xander’s 
arm. “Run,” was all he said and he took off, pulling 
Xander behind him as he headed off at an angle 



across the street. Xander had followed, running full 
tilt after him as Spike hauled him along by one arm. 
Xander heard shouts and running footsteps from 
three directions but didn’t dare look around, 
putting all his concentration into keeping up. Spike 
was aiming for something specific on the next block: 
a huge old tree with a trunk it would take three 
people to get their arms around. Reaching it, he 
pulled Xander in front of him, turning him so his 
back was to the tree. “Stay there,” he ordered and 
spun to face their attackers who had already caught 
up with them.  

Spike swung as he turned, the stake he’d pulled out 
as he ran landing squarely in the center of the first 
vampire’s chest. Xander watched the snarling 
demon face disappear, the ends of Spike’s coat 
scattering the dust as Spike kept moving, meeting 
the remaining three vampires before they could 
close on the tree where Xander waited tensely, 
clutching his cross and stake.  

Spike was everywhere, spinning, kicking, punching, 
always managing to stay between Xander and the 
other three vampires, moving with beautiful, deadly 



grace. He clearly outmatched the other vampires 
and Xander had felt like an idiot, standing with his 
back against a tree, a cross and stake held uselessly 
in his hands as he watched Spike easily taking out 
the four vampires on his own. He knew the 
vampires had been sent by Angelus and that 
terrified Xander. Spike broke the back of the fourth 
vampire with an audible crack and let her drop, 
turning immediately to check on Xander.  

Xander was surprised when Spike didn’t follow 
through by staking the crippled vampire but Spike 
just said briefly that he was going to use her to send 
a message to Angelus. Xander didn’t like the sound 
of that but Spike hustled them quickly to Xander’s 
house, keeping a wary eye out for more attackers 
and Xander didn’t have a chance to ask any 
questions. 

Arriving at his doorstep, Spike asked him for 
something to write on. Xander hesitantly opened up 
his backpack and rummaged inside. Handing over a 
pen and a pad of paper, he watched as Spike quickly 
scrawled a note before tearing off the page and 
handing him back the pad. Absently tucking it back 



inside his pack, he asked, “Are you sure that’s a 
good idea?”  

“It’s necessary, pet. Have to let the minions know 
that Angelus can’t get the job done.” Spike had 
relaxed once they reached Xander’s front porch but 
was still keeping most of his attention on the 
neighborhood. 

Xander hadn’t been able to read what Spike had 
written, now he held out his hand for the note. 
Spike glanced at him sharply, then reluctantly 
passed it over. Xander pursed his lips in a silent 
whistle as he read the taunting phrases. “This is 
going to piss him off, big time.” 

“That’s the point, luv. Angelus reacts when he’s 
challenged, he doesn’t think. He makes mistakes.” 

“Are you sure you want to escalate things this 
way?” Xander was troubled by the open challenge 
in Spike’s note. 

“Already a war, Xander,” Spike said seriously. 
“Taking you once to use against me was the start of 
it.” Xander couldn’t help noticing the way Spike’s 



eyes lingered on Xander’s neck where Angelus had 
bitten him. “He’s trying to take you back. I need his 
minions to know that anyone who tries is dust.” 

“Won’t that just make Angelus come after me 
himself?” 

Spike cupped his face with both hands and looked 
at him steadily. “I’ll die before I let anything happen 
to you, luv.” 

Xander grimaced. “I don’t want that to happen 
either.” He caught Spike’s hands in both of his and 
held them as they dropped from his face. “Spike, if 
you mark me, if you put your mark over Angelus’, 
will that help?” 

Spike’s jaw clenched and he started to pull away but 
Xander tightened his grip, holding him so the two 
stayed face to face, Xander searching Spike’s eyes. 
“Don’t want to mark you as part of a pissing contest 
with Angelus,” Spike said finally. 

“That’s not why I want it either. I hate having his 
mark on me but I’d want you to mark me even if 



Angelus never had. Your mark erasing his - just a 
bonus,” Xander said earnestly.  

Spike relaxed and sighed. “Sit with me, luv.” He 
pulled Xander over to the front steps, sitting down 
on the top step and tugging Xander down to the 
step below so he was sitting between Spike’s legs. 
Xander leaned back into his vampire’s body as Spike 
wrapped his arms around Xander. He could almost 
feel the thoughts whirling in Spike’s head and just 
waited, enjoying the familiar strength of Spike’s 
arms around him. 

“Tryin’ to work it out, Xander,” Spike finally said. 

“I know, take as long as you need.” 

After another long silence, Spike began talking. 
“Problem is, until Angelus’ mark fades, my mark 
won’t cover it completely.” Xander stirred and Spike 
kissed the top of his head. “Humans would only see 
the more recent mark but demons would be able to 
sense the older mark under mine - like you can 
smell the original smell under the air freshener you 
spray over it.” Xander nodded, understanding but 
not liking it.  



“How long will it take for the original mark to fade?” 
he asked unhappily. 

“Least a month, maybe six weeks. Until then, adding 
a second mark could scare off other demons who 
might not want to get between feuding Masters. 
Problem is, anyone really cocky might take it as a 
challenge. Second problem - Angelus would hear 
about it.” 

Xander craned his neck to look up at Spike, who 
shrugged. “Demons gossip worse than old grannies 
‘bout things like that,” he explained. “It would be a 
direct challenge, an in-your-face kind of thing 
Angelus couldn’t ignore. As it stands, he can 
pretend he didn’t mark you on purpose and that he 
doesn’t care about you. If another Master 
obliterates his mark, it’s saying Angelus is too weak 
to keep his own property. A mark means you’re his 
property in the demon world, luv, whether he 
wants you or not.” Xander shuddered and Spike’s 
arms tightened reassuringly. “Angelus wouldn’t be 
able to sit back and send his minions out anymore. 
He’d have to try and take you back personally.” 



“Wouldn’t that be a good thing? Get him out into 
the open where you can fight him?” 

“Slayer’s not ready yet. She’s using any old excuse 
she can find to put Angelus on the back burner.” 
Spike looked away and Xander could almost feel his 
frustration and shame. “I can’t guarantee I can take 
him alone, luv. ‘s why I went to your little band of 
do-gooders in the first place. Angelus has 150 years 
on me and he’s back to full strength. I can’t risk 
losing because if he wins, he’ll come after you. It’d 
be his way of pissing on my ashes.” 

“Spike.” Xander turned in Spike’s arms, waiting until 
Spike reluctantly looked back at him and pulled 
Spike’s head down for a kiss. “I love you.” Letting go 
and anxiously watching Spike’s reaction, he smiled 
in relief as he saw the wonder in Spike’s blue eyes 
and the beginning of a smile. “I know you aren’t 
afraid for yourself - you’re protecting me. No-one’s 
ever done anything like that for me before. It means 
a lot to me. And I’m glad you’re being careful. I 
don’t want to lose you.” 



Spike kissed him, ignoring their awkward position, 
his lips moving hungrily over Xander’s, his thumbs 
stroking tenderly over Xander’s cheeks. “Love you 
too, Xander,” he said, when the kiss ended. “Have 
for a long time. Would die for you gladly, if I could 
be sure of taking Angelus with me.” 

“Well, don’t,” Xander said sharply. “Live for me. 
That’s a much better way to show you love me.” 

“Plan to, pet. Plan to live a long time.” 

“Good.” Xander slid his arms down until they 
settled around Spike’s waist. He rested his head 
against Spike’s thigh, feeling Spike’s hand stroking 
his hair. They stayed that way contentedly for a long 
time, and Xander was almost sure he heard Spike 
purring.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Reluctantly tearing himself away from Xander, Spike 
waited until his boy was safely inside and went back 
to where the sole survivor of the four vampires 



who’d attacked them still lay near the tree, 
whimpering in pain and unable to move with her 
snapped spine. Hefting her over his shoulder, 
ignoring her scream, Spike carried her to Angelus’ 
lair.  

Stopping a short distance away, he fished out the 
pen and the note he’d written. He pinned it to the 
center of her back where she couldn’t reach it by 
the simple expedient of driving the pen through the 
note into her flesh, taking a vicious pleasure from 
her scream as he drove the pen in almost full-
length. Gathering her up, he carried her the short 
distance to the edge of the mansion’s grounds and 
contemptuously tossed her helpless body where 
she was certain to be found by the guards Angelus 
kept around the grounds.  

Watching from a distance, he was pleased to hear 
the fear in the guards’ voices as they found the 
crippled body and read the note. The two guards 
that found her dragged her to the front door and 
pushed her inside. They held a short whispered 
conference that Spike couldn’t quite hear then 
walked off the grounds furtively, casting frightened 



looks behind them at the mansion as they scurried 
off. Satisfied, Spike watched them leave. It was 
obvious they had no intention of returning. Two 
more minions out of the picture.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Hand-to-hand lessons with Spike had been fun but 
right now, Xander wanted a weapon that would let 
him take out opponents a little farther away from 
himself. He could have helped Spike when the four 
vampires attacked if he’d had one of Giles’ 
crossbows. Fear of getting Spike killed while trying 
to protect him had kept Xander near the tree more 
than anything else and it had both angered and 
embarrassed him to feel so helpless. 

Giles had been surprisingly cooperative, nothing like 
the fuss he’d put up over his books, Xander thought 
in amusement. He’d set up a target on the school’s 
deserted tennis court and let Xander practice for an 
hour before school each morning. After three days, 
Xander was getting pretty good at farther and 



farther distances. The cast made him clumsy and 
slower than he should be to re-load but he’d 
worked at it until he could get a new bolt into the 
crossbow fairly quickly. Willow and Oz had joined 
him at his urging and both had picked up the basics 
fairly quickly. Well, Willow had picked up the basics. 
Oz was deadly accurate from almost his first 
attempt and had progressed rapidly to the small, 
one-handed model that was much harder to shoot 
accurately. Xander, stuck with the larger, less easy 
to hide version, envied him his quiet competence. 
Oz just joked that he wished learning to play the 
guitar had come half as easily to him. Oz was driving 
Willow back and forth from school and Xander was 
relieved to see him loading a couple of different 
crossbows into his van. Oz was as determined to 
protect Willow as Spike was to protect Xander.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander! Did you hear what happened last night? 
About Ms. Frank getting shot?” 



“Yeah, I heard it on the news last night. It’s crazy, I 
mean, George has worked here forever.” Xander 
had taken to watching the news and reading the 
paper religiously, looking for stories about local 
deaths, trying to keep track of what Angelus was 
doing. 

“Walk to the library with us, we need to talk to 
Giles. We think it’s a ghost.” Willow was obviously 
excited by the possibility. 

“A ghost? Shooting someone? I thought they said 
the janitor did it?” 

“Possessed,” Oz explained succinctly. 

Xander was still reeling from that tidbit as he fell 
into step with them, heading for the library. Willow 
supplied the details as they walked down the hall. 

“That’s right, we didn’t get a chance to fill you in. A 
couple of really weird things happened yesterday 
and Giles thinks it’s a ghost.” Talking quickly, Willow 
told him that Buffy had interrupted a similar 
shooting the night before and that a history teacher 
had apparently involuntarily written something 



strange on the blackboard - Xander had heard some 
kids joking about that - and finished by describing 
how an arm reached out of her locker and grabbed 
her. “I don’t know what would have happened if 
Buffy hadn’t gotten it off me. Then when we 
opened the locker again, it was gone!” she finished 
enthusiastically. 

“Were you hurt?” Xander was surprised by how 
unfreaked Willow was. 

Willow shook her head quickly. “No. I was scared to 
death at the time, but now it seems kind of cool in a 
really creepy way.” 

“Anyone would have been scared,” Oz said, putting 
his arm around her. Xander smiled at him, thinking 
again how good he was for Willow. 

Entering the library, they found Buffy already 
talking to Giles about the shooting. She shot a 
surprised look at Xander but otherwise ignored him.  

Giles simply glanced at them and nodded, finishing 
what he’d been saying. “The police, everybody, we 
searched high and low for the gun without finding 



it. I think it's very clear what's happening here. It’s 
Jenny.” 

Surprisingly, Oz was the first to break the shocked 
silence. “You think she's the ghost?” 
 
“Don't you see? She died here under tragic 
circumstances and now she's trapped.”  
 
“But what about the gun?” Willow objected. “I 
mean, Angel didn't shoot Ms. Calendar.” 
 
“The gun is insignificant.” Giles waved a hand 
dismissively. “It's the violence of the thing that 
matters.”  
 
“I don't know.” Buffy said hesitantly. “The fights 
these couples keep having, it's sort of... specific.”  
 
“She's right. It's a pattern that doesn't fit with the 
way Ms. Calendar died.” Willow’s brow was 
furrowed as she exchanged helpless glances with 
Buffy.  
 



Giles was oblivious to their logic. “Yes, well, I 
appreciate your thoughts on the matter. In fact, I 
encourage you to always challenge me when you 
feel it's appropriate. You should never be cowed by 
authority. Except, of course, in this instance, when I 
am clearly right and you are clearly wrong.”  

That seemed to end his willingness to discuss the 
matter. He disappeared into his office, closing the 
door and the four just looked at each other and 
trailed uncertainly out of the library. Xander found 
himself following the other three to the computer 
classroom, which had become Willow’s home away 
from home as she spent most of her time on the 
computer, preparing for class or just reading Ms. 
Calendar’s Wicca stuff that she’d gotten really 
excited about. 

“That was odd,” was Oz’s comment. 

“It’s totally freaky. I don't ever remember seeing 
Giles be this weird,” Willow agreed.  
 
“He misses her. He can't think straight. Just…” she 
looked at Xander and Oz and didn’t finish.  



Willow squeezed her hand supportively. “Why don’t 
I go on the net and see what I can come up with?”  

They all perched on various surfaces and Willow 
had the answer in just a few minutes: a shooting at 
the school on the night of the Sadie Hawkins Dance 
in 1955. Xander asked Willow to print out the article 
for him while Buffy ran to fetch something she said 
they needed to see. 

Reading the article, Xander could see the close 
parallels with the shooting last night and the one 
Buffy had apparently interrupted the night before, 
especially given the revival of the Sadie Hawkins 
Dance scheduled for that night. He folded the 
article up and stuck it in his pocket, then glanced at 
the clock. “Guys, I’m sorry but I’ve got something I 
have to do. I’ll meet you in the lunchroom and you 
can tell me what the plan of action is.” 

He slipped out before Willow could protest and 
found an empty classroom. Re-reading the article, 
he wondered if it would be enough.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“Giles?”  

Xander debated with himself, then simply opened 
the door to the librarian’s office. He waited until 
Giles looked at him, obviously irritated and spoke 
quickly before Giles could order him out. “I’m sorry, 
but this is important. It won’t take long.” 

“What is it, Xander?” Giles asked impatiently. 

“I didn’t like you when I first met you,” Xander 
began bluntly, opening the door all the way and 
standing in the opening. As he’d hoped, Giles was 
startled by the flat statement and began to actually 
pay attention, settling back in his chair and looking 
up at Xander curiously. “Mostly it was because I 
didn’t like what you were telling me and I couldn’t 
accept it. Things have changed since then and I’ve 
come to respect you, even if I don’t always agree 
with you.” 

“Thank you, Xander,” Giles began, obviously 
puzzled, but Xander lifted a hand to stop him. 



“I need to tell you something now and I need you to 
really listen to me and think about what I’m saying. 
Because it’s something you don’t want to hear.”  

“Very well, what is it?” 

“The ghost isn’t Ms. Calendar. I know you want it to 
be her and I don’t blame you but none of the things 
that are happening fit. The repeated shootings, the 
fights the couples are having, none of them fit with 
how Ms. Calendar died.” 

He sighed as Giles looked away stubbornly. 
“Promise me you’ll at least consider other options.” 
He waited until Giles finally looked back at him and 
handed the librarian the article that Willow had 
printed out. Giles hesitated then reluctantly took it, 
glancing at the headline. Xander saw him start to 
read, saw his hands begin to tremble and slipped 
away, closing the door quietly behind him and 
leaving the librarian to his bitter grief. 

He hoped he’d done the right thing, worried that it 
might have been kinder to leave Giles to his wishful 
thinking. Not ready to see anyone just yet, Xander 
went outside and sat down under his usual tree in 



the commons, wondering when telling someone 
their lover wasn’t the ghost haunting the school 
had become a bad thing.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander.” 

Xander looked up, startled, at the sound of Giles’ 
voice. The librarian stood awkwardly, almost 
fidgeting, as if he wasn’t sure what he intended to 
say. “Willow told me I would likely find you here.” 
Sighing, he surprised Xander further by sitting down 
beside him on the grass. “Thank you. It cannot have 
been easy for you to come and talk to me and I 
wanted you to know that your effort was not in 
vain.” He looked out across the campus, removing 
his glasses and rubbing his eyes as if he was 
struggling to control tears. “You were quite right, all 
of you, it’s not Jenny doing these things. I’m afraid I 
was blinded by wishful thinking.” 



Xander didn’t know how to respond. After a 
moment, he said hesitantly, “Maybe it’s a good 
thing? I’d hate to think she wasn’t at peace.” 

“Yes, that is how we should think of her.” After 
another long pause, the librarian’s shoulders 
straightened and he put his glasses back on. He 
looked over at Xander. “Shall we look into doing 
something about this ghost before someone gets 
hurt?” 

Xander smiled and opened his mouth to answer 
when screaming interrupted him. Scrambling to 
their feet, both he and Giles stared as students 
came streaming out of the school, many screaming 
wildly and scattering in all directions. They 
exchanged a quick, worried glance and ran towards 
the source of the problem.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Two hours later, Xander was still at the school. The 
school had been closed for the day and Animal 
Control was still rounding up the snakes that had 



appeared out of nowhere in the cafeteria. From the 
looks of things, Xander thought they might be there 
all night. The last of the ambulances had left - 
despite the panic, only two students had been 
bitten and neither by anything poisonous.  

They’d held a meeting about what to do and Willow 
had proposed an exorcism based on a ritual she’d 
found on one of Ms. Calendar’s web sites. Giles had 
just shaken his head at the sight of it and told 
Willow that it was an old and discredited spell that 
tended to be ineffectual. He told her that there 
were much stronger spells they could use and now 
they were waiting for Animal Control to tell them 
the school was snake free so Giles could access his 
books.  

Giles walked back to where Xander, Willow, Buffy 
and Oz were sitting on one of the picnic tables 
watching the Great Snake Round-Up, as Oz had 
dubbed it. Xander was relieved to see that Giles 
looked like his old self again, his grief once more 
tucked out of sight, although Xander had no doubt 
he still felt it. “They say it will be another couple of 
hours before they will allow me back inside the 



school. I suggest that all of you go home for the 
time being. Buffy, the ritual I would like to perform 
requires four people, would you, Willow and Oz be 
willing to return here tonight to assist me?” 

All three nodded and Giles continued: “Good. 
Xander, when Spike arrives I will tell him you are at 
home and ask if he would mind patrolling tonight.” 
He hurried on before anyone could say anything, “I 
really feel that it would be safest if you did not 
participate in the exorcism. If you are involved, 
undoubtedly Spike will wish to stay with you. 
Because the spell we will use is intended to affect 
non-living energy, the presence of a vampire, who 
are non-living beings themselves, can interfere.” 

Xander shot him a suspicious look but Giles seemed 
sincere. He wondered if Spike had said something 
to Giles about keeping Xander out of trouble or if a 
vampire really would interfere the spell. Either way, 
he wasn’t really sorry to miss the exorcism, Buffy 
had been making a lot of really biting comments 
about how James, the dead guy, deserved to rot in 
hell for what he’d done and Xander was pretty tired 
of hearing it.  



some dialogue borrowed from the episode: ‘I Only 
Have Eyes For You’  
 
 

Part Twenty-Six 

In some ways, the best thing about having a 
vampire for a lover, Xander decided, snuggling 
comfortably into Spike, was the hours they kept. 
Spike and he could fool around for a couple of hours 
and Spike was still fine to go do his patrols through 
town afterwards. Xander didn’t even have to worry 
about Spike getting careless because he was tired. 
In a weird way, Xander almost got to sleep with his 
lover sometimes, because some nights Spike stayed 
until Xander was nodding off. 

In other ways, it was the worst thing about having a 
vampire for a lover. Neither of them could 
completely adapt to the others’ hours. Xander had 
to be in school and couldn’t stay awake all night and 
Spike couldn’t exactly spend sunny afternoons 
playing frisbee, or whatever, with Xander. The fact 
that Spike was protecting Xander and didn’t want 



him out at night was making their current nightly 
separations a necessity. Looking ahead, Xander 
worried a little that Spike would not be content 
with the limitations of a human lover once things 
settled down, if they ever did on the Hellmouth.  

After the Great Snake Round-Up, Willow had 
reported that Giles’ exorcism spell had worked. 
There had apparently been a bit of a show: doors 
slamming, chairs being flung around and the ghost 
materializing as a half-decomposed corpse, as the 
ghost tried to fight back before the spell made it go 
poof, Willow’s description, but Giles was confident 
the ghost was gone and there hadn’t been any 
paranormal activity since.  

After the ghost thing, Xander had quizzed Spike 
about vampires and magic, wondering if Spike had 
told Giles to keep him out of things for Xander’s 
protection. Fortunately, Spike had confirmed that 
vampires and magic were un-mixy things. Some 
spells would work but any magic based in earth 
magic traditions didn’t work well, or sometimes at 
all, on or with vampires.  



“Undead, pet. Earth magic works by drawing on the 
power of the interconnectedness of living things. 
Vampires aren’t part of that network, so we make 
the spells go wonky. Can be right fun when some 
amateur witch doesn’t know that and doesn’t take 
it into account. Nothing like the looks on their faces 
when a spell they counted on suddenly fizzles out.” 
Spike grinned reminiscently and Xander made a 
mental note never to ask Spike about his 
experiences with fizzled spells. He suspected he 
wouldn’t like the answer. 

Curiously, he asked: “But exorcisms? Are those 
earth magic? They don’t seem like they would be. I 
mean, an exorcism is basically killing a ghost and I 
thought earth magic was all touchy-feely, nice stuff. 

“Don’t be fooled by New Age mystical shite, luv, 
earth magic is old. Sure it can be about cleansing 
and healing but it can get right down and dirty 
when the occasion calls for it. It’s roots go back to 
the days when demons were still struggling for 
control of the earth with humans. Think street 
fighter spells. Exorcisms are about banishing non-



living things. Lots of demons got themselves 
‘exorcised’ once upon a time.” 

“Huh.” Pleased that Giles hadn’t just been covering 
when he’d asked Xander to stay away from the 
exorcism, Xander lay his head back down on Spike’s 
chest. It was still weird that he couldn’t hear a 
heartbeat but as he’d gotten used to it, he’d 
stopped subconsciously trying to find it.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike waited in the back of the library, listening as 
the librarian talked with the Slayer and the little 
red-haired girl, discussing options for handling the 
latest problem - some kind of beastie. Xander was 
there but not participating, deliberately sitting to 
one side and focusing his attention on a book he 
was reading. Spike was puzzled, not for the first 
time, over the relationship between Slayer and 
Watcher. He’d never had the opportunity to 
eavesdrop on conversations between a Watcher 



and their Slayer before but the relationship 
between this particular pair seemed off.  

The Watcher didn’t issue orders, he made 
suggestions and the Slayer seemed far more 
independent and willful than was typical. Spike 
hadn’t been able to decide where the difference in 
this pair lay: with the Slayer or the Watcher. Rupert 
Giles hardly seemed the ineffectual type despite the 
fact that he did a fair job of hiding the violence and 
ruthlessness that lay beneath his surface 
mannerisms, like a hidden vein of iron running 
through the core of his personality. 

The Slayer had yet to truly accept her destiny, that 
was obvious to a blind man. Somehow, the normal 
Council indoctrination hadn’t worked with this one. 
She was still struggling against her fate in a way the 
Chosen Ones usually didn’t, in Spike’s experience. 
Buffy’s desperate striving for a “normal” life was 
her losing battle against her calling. That longing 
was usually trained out of potential Slayers long 
before they were called.  



Spike shrugged. Didn’t matter really, it was just 
habit that had him studying the Slayer, knowing 
that one day again they would be adversaries. One 
day soon, if she didn’t get her head out of her arse 
and focus on her job. He was beyond tired of her 
constant delays and excuses for not dealing with 
Angelus. 

“So, what’s the excuse tonight?” he asked 
sarcastically, striding forward through the stacks. 
Xander looked up and flashed him a quick smile as 
Spike continued. “Let’s see, partying at the beach 
last night, The Bronze the night before, was it hair 
washing or toenail painting the night before that?”  

“If you don’t like the way I do my job, you can leave 
any time,” Buffy sniped back.  

“I don’t like the way you do your job. You don’t 
bloody do the job is the problem.” 

“How about I start right now?” Buffy pulled out a 
stake and hefted it threateningly. 



“Ok, things are getting a little hostile here,” Willow 
said nervously. “We’re all supposed to be working 
together, guys. So, no killing each other, ok?” 

Spike snorted in disgust. “Thought we were 
supposed to be taking on Angelus. Trouble is there’s 
nothing being done about him.”  

“Sorry, Spike, we’ve got a different problem 
tonight,” Xander interjected, looking up from the 
book he was studying. He’d long since given up any 
notion that Buffy and Spike were ever going to get 
along, or even try to act civilized around each other. 
So long as things didn’t get out of hand, he didn’t 
bother interfering. Neither appreciated it when he 
did and it didn’t change anything. At least insulting 
each other so far seemed to blow off steam rather 
than building up tension between them. 
Fortunately, they were rarely in the same room for 
long. One or the other usually managed to leave 
quickly.  

Unfortunately, tonight Giles had asked Xander to 
stay on for a bit and help them research. Since he 
was the only one who’d seen the sea monster they 



were looking for, Giles wanted him available for 
confirmation in case they found any likely suspects 
in the books. Now that Spike had arrived, Xander 
briefly outlined the problem to him. Spike flopped 
down into the chair next to Xander, saying he was 
willing to watch them research for awhile. Xander 
silently slid part of his stack of books over to Spike 
and ignored Spike’s disbelieving stare, pointing out 
with a small, hopefully sexy smile that the faster 
they found what they were looking for, the faster 
they were on their way home. Spike grumbled but 
eventually picked up the books. “Sea monster, eh?”  

Xander gave him all the information they had, 
which didn’t take long: teeth, spines, ugly, ate its 
victims from the inside out. Spike perked up. 
“Eviscerates ’em, does it? Good on it. That’s always 
a messy bit of fun.”  

“Messy being the operative word,” was all Xander 
said, swallowing hard as nausea rose again at the 
memory. Spike shot him a concerned look and 
Xander smiled reassuringly. Satisfied, Spike settled 
down to leaf through the books. Xander was 
amused to see that Spike quickly became 



engrossed, reading some passages intently, instead 
of just flipping through the books.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Less than an hour later, Spike pushed his pile of 
books away. “Waste of time, ’s all this is, trying to 
identify something when you have so little 
information to go on. Only useful thing you know is 
that it smells bad enough to choke a pentranga 
demon. Use that to track it.” 

“Would be nice if Xander could give us a decent 
description. Pity he was too busy screaming and 
running away to see anything,” Buffy snarked. 

Xander’s hand clamped down on Spike’s arm as 
Spike jerked upright and the beginnings of a growl 
sounded. “I’m so sorry, Buffy,” he said with 
exaggerated contrition. “The next time I’m asked to 
describe something that jumped me out of nowhere 
in a dark room, while I was standing over the bloody 
remains of a fellow student trying not to spew the 
entire contents of my stomach, I’m sure I’ll do a 



better job.” Buffy had the grace to look somewhat 
abashed. “And by the way - you’re welcome. It’s 
always my pleasure to put my life on hold to help 
you do your job.” 

Ok, he probably shouldn’t have added that bit. 
Buffy stiffened defensively, glaring at him, but 
before she could say anything, Spike’s amused voice 
was cheering him on. “You tell her, pet. Ungrateful 
trollop.” 

Buffy’s chair screeched across the floor as she 
shoved it back and shot to her feet. Somehow, 
Willow had moved even faster and she was right by 
Buffy’s side, making soothing little gestures, her 
voice spilling into the combat zone between Spike 
and Buffy. “Ok, things getting a little tense again. 
We’re all tired. Why don’t we all take a break, 
maybe get some snacks, you know, something to 
lighten things up a bit?” 

Buffy ignored her, but her tone moderated slightly 
in response to Willow’s peacemaking efforts. “I’m 
sick of you two complaining about how I do my job. 



If you don’t like how I do things, why don’t you let 
the door hit you in the ass on your way out.” 

“Buffy, that’s enough.” Giles’ voice was stern. “We 
need Xander’s help with the current problem and 
he and Spike have been of considerable assistance 
in the last few weeks. They are welcome here at any 
time.” 

Xander sent Giles a pleased smile at his inclusion of 
Spike. Out of consideration for both Giles and 
Willow, he made an effort to keep his voice even as 
he answered Buffy but he couldn’t let this go by 
without saying something. Spike was getting 
restless with the lack of action and Xander was 
afraid Spike was going to just give up on the whole 
working together thing and tackle Angelus himself. 
“I disagree with your priorities, Buffy. You know, the 
ones where you’re willing to kill every vampire in 
town except oh, say, the one whose causing the 
most trouble and doing the most harm.” 

“Why don’t you try practicing what you preach? You 
make friends with the evil undead and then force 
the rest of us to put up with him.” 



Without looking, Xander tightened his grip on Spike 
warningly, knowing Spike was going to add his two 
cents to the conversation. “I’m just saying: if any 
other vampire in town caused half this much 
trouble, you would have staked them weeks ago.” 
He let go of Spike’s arm and slapped the book he’d 
been looking through fruitlessly closed with 
unnecessary force. “Spike’s right, we’re wasting our 
time with this research. Giles, let me know if you 
find anything you need me to look at.” He stood up, 
feeling at a disadvantage with Buffy glaring down at 
him and wanting to get this out in the open. “I 
haven’t heard any plans recently for dealing with 
Angelus. Should I assume he’s no longer on the 
agenda?” he asked Buffy pointedly. 

“Like you could do anything to help anyway,” Buffy 
scoffed. 

“Xander, it’s not that simple.” 

“It is that simple, Willow. Are we going to fight 
Angelus or not?” 



“Gee, I’m sorry the monster that’s eating the swim 
team isn’t enough to hold your interest,” Buffy 
snarked. 

“Boy’s right.” Spike was still slumped casually in his 
chair, turning pages, outwardly nonchalant, but 
Xander could feel his tense alertness as he followed 
the exchange. “’m not here to fight your monster of 
the week.” 

“I didn’t ask you to come here in the first place. You 
came whining to us, remember?” 

“Hey!” “Buffy!” “That’s enough!”  

Giles’ shout overrode both Xander’s and Willow’s 
exclamations through sheer volume. “This kind of 
quarrelling isn’t accomplishing anything.” He 
ignored Spike’s muttered “nothing new there”, 
giving the vampire a warning glare as he continued. 
“We are going to have to deal with Angel sooner 
rather than later, I fear. However, we do have a 
rather urgent situation that simply must take 
priority right now. The lives of the boys on the swim 
team are in immediate danger. Once we have 
resolved this, we can tackle the situation with 



Angel. Agreed?” He looked sternly around the 
circle, gathering reluctant nods from everyone. 

“Don’t have a problem hunting beasties, Watcher. 
Just don’t want it to be the be all, end all of our 
little alliance,” was all Spike said. 

Xander gazed thoughtfully at Willow who, to his 
eyes at least, was looking decidedly guilty. Willow-
type guilty, meaning uncomfortable and squirmy. 
Usually, that meant she was trying to keep a secret, 
something Willow had never been good at. 
Switching his perusal to Buffy, Xander decided that 
whatever was bothering Willow, it had to do with 
Buffy. Something was up and they weren’t sharing.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Sorry, Spike. I didn’t really help tonight.” Walking 
home with Spike, Xander’s voice broke the silence 
that had fallen between them. Buffy was going to 
look for the sea monster during the early part of the 
night and Spike had promised to check the nearby 
beaches later on. 



“Don’t talk daft, pet, got a commitment out of the 
Watcher, didn’t you? More than we’ve been able to 
get out of any of them before. ‘Sides, argument 
cleared the air, got some of the tension out.” 

“I just want this over. I hate having to be on the 
look-out all the time. It’s one thing to be cautious 
about crossing the road. We’ve been playing in the 
middle of the freeway for a long time now.” He 
looked apologetically at Spike. “And my cast itches 
and I’m really cranky in general.” 

Spike just laughed and threw his arm around him. 
“You aren’t cranky, luv. Maybe a little tetchy. Let 
me tell you about cranky.” Xander gratefully let 
Spike steer him home, listening as Spike described 
Darla, Angel’s Sire, on a raging tear because Drusilla 
had gotten a mad notion that Darla needed a pet. 
According to Spike, Dru’s idea of the perfect pet for 
Darla turned out to be a pregnant field mouse. 
Drusilla had forgotten about the mother until after 
she produced a dozen babies. The mice had done 
considerable damage to Darla’s delicate, lace-edged 
Victorian undergarments before they were 
discovered. Xander laughed at Spike’s description of 



a Master vampire holding up armfuls of tattered 
linen and shredded lace and screaming like a 
fishwife at the oblivious Dru.  

Spike left as soon as Xander was inside saying he 
was going to do a sweep through town since Buffy 
was off monster hunting. Xander hadn’t tried to talk 
him into staying. He was tired, the argument in the 
library had left him drained. The cast was scheduled 
to be removed in another week and hopefully losing 
that constant reminder of Angelus would help. 
Xander headed upstairs to bed, promising himself 
he was going to find out what Willow was hiding as 
soon as he could get her alone.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“We may have found a way to restore Angel’s soul.” 

Xander’s jaw dropped. “Are you crazy?” 

He’d cornered Willow after her computer class and 
discovered that he hadn’t lost his touch. Shutting 
the door after her last student left the room, giving 



them a chance to talk alone, it had only taken a 
couple of minutes to get her to spill what she’d 
been hiding. What she’d said was so different from 
anything he’d even considered she might be hiding, 
he was almost speechless with shock. 

Willow had found a computer disc with some files 
Ms. Calendar had been working on just before she 
died. The disc contained a spell for restoring souls. 
Somehow, Ms. Calendar had found a way to 
recreate the original spell her people had used to 
curse Angel.  

“I’ve spent a lot of time studying it, Xander,” Willow 
said earnestly. “I really think I can do it.” 

Xander collected his wits and got a firm grip on his 
outrage. “Who else knows about this?” he asked 
with feigned calm.  

“Just Buffy,” Willow admitted. She looked relieved 
now that the secret was out. Funny how some 
things remained the same while others changed 
past recognition - despite all the other changes, 
Willow still couldn’t keep secrets. “She’s telling 
Giles now, I’m supposed to be at the library with 



her. We would have told Giles this morning, except 
he had an appointment at the museum.” 

“I guess Spike pushing Buffy to do something about 
Angel moved up your timetable a bit.” Xander 
couldn’t keep the hint of cynicism out of his voice. 

“Well, yes. But only because there won’t need to be 
a fight, if this works.” Willow looked both pleading, 
hopeful… and excited, Xander realized. Willow 
wanted to try the spell. Xander still knew almost 
nothing about magic and liked it that way. It was 
worrying how much Willow was diving into 
witchcraft stuff lately. “If Angel can have his soul 
restored, then everything will be back the way it 
used to be.” 

Xander bit back the retort that the spell wasn’t 
going to do anything for Ms. Calendar. He knew 
Willow hadn’t meant that but it still jolted him that 
she thought for one second that everything would 
be fine once Angel had his soul again. Was she 
really that naïve or just willfully blind? In the end, all 
he said was: “Come on, let’s go talk to Giles.” 



“Uh, Xander, are you sure that’s a good idea? You 
and Buffy don’t exactly see eye to eye on Angel.” 

“If you guys are planning on re-souling him, I need 
to know.” 

Xander left the computer classroom, headed for the 
library, leaving Willow with no choice but to follow.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Are you people crazy?” Xander yelled furiously, 
bursting into the library, Willow trailing behind him.  

Ok, he didn’t actually do that, but he sure as hell 
thought about saying it on the short walk to the 
library. Ultimately, he decided to try and hang on to 
his temper because yelling wasn’t going to 
accomplish anything. Marshalling his arguments, 
Xander opened the door to the library and managed 
to walk in calmly. Western gunfighter music may 
have been playing in his head but he didn’t think his 
anger showed as he entered. “Hi guys, what’s up?” 
he asked brightly. 



“Xander, I’m afraid we’re rather busy…” Giles’ voice 
was not welcoming. His glasses were off and he was 
polishing them furiously. It was obvious that Buffy 
and Giles were in the middle of an argument. 

Xander interrupted. “Willow says you guys want to 
restore Angel’s soul. Is that true?” 

“Why is that any of your business?” Buffy frowned 
at him. 

“Because I’m making it my business. Just think of 
me as the guy trying to take keys away from a 
drunk. I’m just a bystander trying to stop a train 
wreck.” 

“And how are you going to do that?” Buffy’s eyes 
were red-rimmed as if she’d been crying but her 
voice was flat and just on the safe side of rude. 

“By trying to convince you that you are all crazy 
people.” 

“Xander, why do you have such a problem with 
this? Angel getting his soul back would be a good 
thing.” 



Xander took a deep breath, lining his arguments up 
neatly, hoping they would listen to him. He looked 
at Willow and deliberately picked a starting point. 
“Where’s Angel’s soul now?” 

“What?” That came from both Buffy and Willow, 
complete bafflement in their voices. Damnit, they’d 
never even thought about this.  

“Angel’s soul,” Xander repeated. “Where is it?” 

“Obviously we cannot know that, Xander. Why are 
you asking?” Not even Giles seemed to know where 
he was going. Well, at least he’d gotten them off 
balance enough to listen. 

“Has it occurred to any of you that his soul might be 
in heaven? If it is, do you really have the right to 
drag it back to earth? Would he even want you to?” 

Willow’s face went white but Buffy glared at 
Xander. “What if his soul’s in hell? Maybe we can 
rescue him from that.” 

“Why would his soul be in hell? You keep telling me 
what a good guy he is.” Xander sighed in frustration 
as Buffy looked unconvinced. Worse, she looked 



stubborn and Xander was afraid that she simply 
didn’t want to hear anything that opposed her goal. 
“All I’m saying is that Angel has supposedly spent 
years working for redemption. What if he’s earned 
it? Are you going to take him away from the thing 
he’s been working towards?” 

“Angel would want his soul restored, he’d want to 
be back with me, to atone for what he’s done in the 
last couple of months,” Buffy was adamant. 

“You’re pretty arrogant with the disposition of 
other people’s lives,” Xander snapped.  

“Obviously, we have no way of knowing where his 
soul is. Having been banished by mystical forces it 
could, literally, be almost anywhere.” Giles said 
slowly and Xander was pleased that he looked 
troubled by the question. “Is that your only 
objection?” 

“No.” Xander hesitated, that had probably been his 
biggest gun and it hadn’t really swayed them at all. 
His other reasons were personal and probably a 
waste of time even raising. 



“I don’t care what your problems are.” Buffy 
jumped up and walked away from them. Guilt 
sounded loudly in her voice. “If we can fix this, we 
have to try. What happened to Angel wasn’t his 
fault.” 

“Since when do you care about that?” Xander asked 
incredulously. Buffy just looked irritated and 
suddenly months of pent-up anger spilled out. “You 
stake vampires practically every night. Are you 
saying it was Teresa’s fault that Angel killed her? Or 
Mr. Jorgensen from the grocery store? It wasn’t 
their fault they got turned into vampires but you 
killed them anyway. I didn’t see you commiserating 
with them and offering to let them live until you 
could conjure up a soul for them. If you only staked 
the ones who wanted to become vampires, my 
guess is you’d have been out of a job a long time 
ago.” 

“That’s different.” 

“How? How is it different? Angel didn’t want to lose 
his soul but he did. Now he’s just like any other 



vampire. Worse, because he’s stronger and crueler 
than most vampires.” 

“You’re prejudiced. You’ve never liked him.” Buffy 
said defensively. 

“You got that right. Doesn’t mean I’m wrong. Way I 
hear it, Angel never asked to have his soul restored 
in the first place. How come he gets the credit for 
that?” 

“Angel’s saved all of our lives. He doesn’t deserve to 
be killed for something that wasn’t his fault. Not if 
there’s another option.” 

“You know, I said almost that exact same thing 
about Jesse - that there were other options - and 
you all shouted me down. Just let me say, not loving 
the hypocrisy here.” 

“Jesse?” Buffy asked impatiently. 

“Buffy! Our friend Jesse, he was killed during the 
Harvest.” Willow’s voice rose as she stared at Buffy 
in shock. 



“Oh, I’m sorry,” Buffy bit her lip, looking regretfully 
at her. “You never talk about him and I’d forgotten 
his name.” 

Willow’s eyes filled with tears and she looked away. 
“It’s ok, you never really knew him,” she said 
quietly.  

Xander still had his arms crossed stubbornly not 
willing to drop this without getting some kind of 
answer. “So explain to me the difference between 
what’s happening with Angel and what happened to 
my best friend. ‘Cause I sure as hell don’t see a 
difference.” 

Giles had remained uncharacteristically silent but 
now he spoke before either Buffy or Willow could 
answer. “It’s not even remotely possible to restore 
the soul of every person killed and turned into a 
vampire. Angel is a unique case because of the 
original curse. If his soul can be restored now, and it 
appears that may have been Jenny’s last wish, then 
he can once again become a force for good.” The 
anger lingering in Giles’ eyes gave the lie to his 



seeming acceptance of the idea, but it was obvious 
he was seriously considering the re-souling idea. 

“So, you’re just going to let him run amok until you 
find out if you can restore him to the completely 
unnatural state of being a dead man with his soul 
shoved back into his corpse?” Xander asked in 
disbelief. “You guys are supposed to be the good 
guys. How can you justify letting a known murderer 
continue killing while you tinker around with a spell 
that will tear someone’s soul out of whatever peace 
it has managed to find, so that he will then know 
and remember every evil thing his body has been 
doing? The fucking soul restoration was a curse, not 
a gift.” Throwing his arms up in disgust, Xander 
abandoned the argument, knowing he was losing 
both the argument and the last remnants of his 
temper. Storming out of the library, he gave up any 
idea of ever making any of them see reason.  

“Xander!” 

He stopped automatically at Willow’s call, standing 
with his head down, not turning back to look at her, 
angry with himself for stopping. 



“That wasn’t fair, using Jesse as an example like 
that.” Her voice was hurt and accusing and she 
sounded on the edge of tears, “What happened to 
Jesse wasn’t the same as what’s going on now and 
you know it.” 

Xander turned to face her, his face livid with anger. 
“No, Willow, it’s exactly the same. The only 
difference I see is that Buffy cared about Angel and 
wants her boyfriend back. Well, I loved Jesse and 
when I tried to convince you that I could reach him, 
you all told me he was a vampire and had to be 
staked. No other choice.” His voice broke but he 
plunged on. “Now that it’s someone that Buffy 
loves, suddenly there are options. You can stand by 
Buffy all you want to, but don’t try and sell me on 
the idea that this is any different than it was with 
Jesse. Buffy isn’t the vampire re-souler, she’s the 
vampire Slayer. When she starts picking and 
choosing which vampires she slays, that just makes 
her a murderer.” 

“You didn’t complain when it worked for Spike.”  



“No, I didn’t. And I plan to give you three the same 
support about not killing Angel as you all gave me 
about Spike. Tell me, Willow, how many pages in 
the Watcher’s diaries about Angel did you copy for 
Buffy to read?” 

“Damnit, Xander,” Willow rarely swore and it 
showed how frustrated she was. “Buffy’s only 17 
and she just lost the only man she’s ever loved and 
you’re dumping on her because she can’t bring 
herself to stake the part of him that’s left. Can’t you 
just back off? This is hard for her.” 

“I was only 16 when I staked my best friend. Don’t 
talk to me about hard.” 

Willow’s face went white and she stepped back in 
shock. “You staked Jesse?” she asked, horrified. “Oh 
my god, why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Because when I tried to tell you, you said you were 
glad he was dead.” Xander’s voice was flat and 
hard, despite the tears that stung his eyes. 



“Not Jesse! The vampire that killed him,” Willow 
protested. She was practically wringing her hands in 
anguish but her tears left him unmoved. 

“Well, according to all of you, Angel’s just the 
demon that killed the person who lived in that body 
once. And I am not ready to just forgive and forget 
what he did to me and especially not what he did to 
Ms. Calendar, Teresa, and everyone else he’s killed 
while his soul was on vacation.” Xander spun 
around and walked away before Willow could tell 
him again how it was different with Angel.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Later that morning, Xander quietly slipped into the 
gym storage lockers. Rifling around, he came up 
with a couple of large bags usually used to carry 
gym equipment out to the fields. He folded them up 
and draped his coat casually over them and headed 
for the library.  

Waiting out of sight until Giles left for lunch, Xander 
barely waited for Giles to move down the hall 



before entering the library behind him and 
immediately crossing to the book cage. Picking the 
familiar lock easily, he entered the small room and 
dropped the gym bags on the floor. He took three 
crossbows of varying sizes first, and stuffed them 
into one of the bags along with a large selection of 
bolts. Studying the remaining weapons, he picked 
out a couple of axes and several knives. Closing the 
bags, he pushed them out of the cage, closing the 
door behind him and checking to be sure the lock 
had caught.  

Swinging both bags over his shoulder, he carried 
them up through the stacks to the entrance to the 
tunnels. Less than ten minutes after he’d entered, 
Xander left the library again, having stashed the 
weapons a short distance inside the tunnels.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander waited for Spike near the entrance to the 
tunnels, instead of at the library table as was his 



usual habit. He’d given Giles a brief greeting and 
told him he was leaving as soon as Spike arrived.  

Giles still looked troubled from the earlier 
confrontation and Xander kept his eyes firmly off 
the book cage. “Just let me know when Spike 
arrives, so that I’ll know you are safe,” was all Giles 
said. 

Xander nodded and headed out of sight to the back 
to library. He was not going to sit around making 
small talk with Buffy and Willow while anger still 
churned inside him from earlier.  

When Spike arrived, Xander had him wait while he 
told Giles, then he told Spike quietly they needed to 
leave by the tunnels tonight. Spike cocked his head 
curiously, but just shrugged and led the way.  

Once inside, Xander pulled Spike over to where the 
bags of weapons were stashed. 

“What’s this, pet?” 

Xander knelt and unzipped one of the bags, seeing 
Spike’s interest as the pile of weapons inside was 
revealed. “They’re not going to do anything about 



Angelus,” he said bitterly. “We’re going to have to 
take him out ourselves.”  

 
 

Part Twenty-Seven 

Spike looked into the bag, seeing the gleam as the 
fitful light of the tunnels slid along the metal blades 
of the axes and knives inside. Looking back up at 
Xander, the same polished steel seemed reflected 
in the anger and determination in his eyes. 
Something had happened but the tunnels weren’t a 
safe place to linger. “Right, pet. Let's go somewhere 
we can talk.” 

Spike picked up the second bag as Xander zipped 
the first bag closed and slung it over his shoulder, 
waiting for Spike to lead the way. Hefting his bag, 
Spike felt the unbalanced weight and unmistakable 
shape of crossbows. He didn’t say anything, just 
turned and started walking through the tunnels 
towards the nearest surface access. For now, he 
tucked his curiosity away, focusing on their route 
and checking for any sign of enemies.  



Xander followed him silently as Spike led him to one 
of the town’s smaller cemeteries, winding his way 
through the gravesites until he reached one 
particular crypt. Spike had Xander wait as he 
followed his nightly routine, checking the crypt for 
any signs of intruders. He was still shifting crypts 
nightly, never spending more than two nights in the 
same place and his caution had so far paid off. No 
one in town knew where he was staying and until 
this war was over, he needed it to stay that way.  

The crypt was dark and still and there were no 
foreign smells, just the faint odor of ancient bones 
and dust and rotting cloth. Satisfied, he signaled for 
Xander to follow him inside, carefully closing the 
door behind them. For Xander’s sake, Spike dug out 
a couple of candle stubs and set about lighting them 
and placing them in wall niches, where their light 
would do the most good.  

Finished, he turned back and saw Xander studying 
the bare walls and dank stones. “You live here?”  

Spike grinned at the appalled tone in Xander’s 
voice. “Just temporary, pet. Like my comforts as 



much as the next vampire but I need to keep a low 
profile for now.” 

“I’m sorry, Spike, I didn’t know crypts where 
this…well, awful.” 

“Not that bad.” Spike looked around judiciously. 
“Believe me, I’ve had worse.” Spike shrugged. “Be 
moving on tomorrow, so it doesn’t matter.” 
Dropping the bag he was carrying into the corner, 
he perched on one of the pair of stone tombs and 
cocked his head inquiringly. “What’s happening?” 

Xander sat down on the marble next to Spike. 
“Buffy and Willow are working on re-souling Angel,” 
he began without preamble. 

The unexpectedness of it took Spike’s non-existent 
breath away and for one second he gaped 
disbelievingly at Xander. Then rage crashed over 
him like a tidal wave and he felt his face shift as his 
demon came to the fore. “How dare they? I'll kill 
every last one of them! I’ll tear them to pieces and 
scatter the bits over three counties!” 



Spike jumped up, unable to remain still and began 
pacing the length of the crypt, swearing and 
describing the many and varied ways he would 
make them suffer eternal torments for their 
audacity. Vaguely he was aware of Xander’s 
astonished confusion but it was all he could do for 
the moment not to start tearing the very stones of 
the crypt apart to vent his fury and he couldn’t 
reassure the boy now.  

Endless minutes later, Spike finally purged his anger 
enough to regain control. His eyes swung to Xander 
who had remained seated on the crypt, waiting out 
the storm.  

“So… I take it you’re not in favor of the idea either?” 
Xander ventured. When Spike simply glared at him 
speechlessly with yellow-eyed outrage, beginning to 
pace again, Xander continued hesitantly, “I mean, I 
didn’t expect you to be happy about it but your 
reaction is a bit more over-the-top than I was 
expecting.” 

Spike finally regained coherent speech. “Do you 
understand what that curse means to a vampire?” 



“I thought I did but now I’m kind of guessing I 
don’t.” 

“Putting a soul in a vampire is… unnatural.” Spike 
said inadequately, unable to find the words to 
describe the horror of it. He sighed and shook his 
head sharply, forcing back his demonic features and 
taking a firm grip on his temper. “Vampires aren’t 
meant to have human souls, Xander. ‘S like…well, 
can’t really think of a comparison. Maybe like… 
grafting an animal’s head onto a human’s body.” 
Spike could see the image clearly in his mind: an 
ape’s head protruding from the shoulders of a 
human body next to the original, the two heads 
quarreling and snapping at each other, but he could 
see from Xander’s expression that he didn’t 
understand. Still struggling for the words to explain, 
he asked: “How much do you know about what 
happened to Angelus?” 

“Same as everyone - he was cursed by gypsies, who 
restored his soul. They put some sort of condition 
on the curse that if he ever felt a moment’s true 
happiness, he would lose his soul again.” Xander 



shrugged. “It doesn’t make any sense really but 
that’s supposedly what they did.” 

“Makes some sense when you consider that the 
gypsies wanted Angelus to suffer. They didn’t care 
about what he did with his suffering, whether he 
repented, went mad, kept killing, or whatever. And 
Angelus did most of them in turn.” Spike sighed and 
sat down on the tomb again, his anger finally under 
control. Not gone. No, those blighters would know 
his wrath, but banked for now, the coals just 
waiting to be fanned into the flames that would 
burn the ones who sought to re-visit that horror on 
his Sire. 

“But why didn’t they make the soul permanent? 
That’s the part I don’t get.” 

“Dunno for sure, luv.” Spike had had decades to 
think about his Sire’s curse and he’d thought about 
it a lot, especially in those early days when Drusilla 
would weep and tear her hair over the loss of her 
‘Daddy’. Even though he hadn’t known then that 
there was a way to break the curse, some of what 
he’d figured out made sense in hindsight. “Suspect 



they just couldn’t stand the idea of their victim ever 
getting over what they’d done to him. Probably 
meant to keep an eye on the situation and put a 
stop to anything that might make Angelus happy. If 
so, then they didn’t realize that Angelus had a 
family.” Torches and screams and canvas-topped 
trailers burning in the night; fear and blood and 
vengeance brought home to roost. Every last one 
had suffered and died. Their families had paid 
tenfold for what they had done to his family. 

“Darla brought me and Dru and tried to blackmail 
the camp into reversing what they’d done. Darla 
may have been a right bitch but she did care for 
Angelus. Only Dru and I got a bit carried away and 
killed the hostages before Darla could get them to 
fix things.” He shrugged, he’d been very young then 
and had gotten carried away in the thrill of the 
slaughter. 

Remembering his audience, he looked over at 
Xander, afraid of the disgust and rejection the 
mortal must be feeling, but Xander was just shaking 
his head in puzzlement. “Some warning that he 
could lose the soul again sure would have been 



nice. If Buffy had known about the happiness 
clause, I like to think she wouldn’t have hopped into 
bed with Angel.”  

Relieved, Spike remembered that Xander had read 
about the slaughter of the gypsy encampment in 
Spike’s history and felt a surge of wonder that 
Xander knew the worst he’d done and still loved 
him. “Water under the bridge, luv. Point of this little 
history lesson is that nothing good was ever 
supposed to come of the curse - ‘cept Angelus 
suffering eternally, o’ course.” Spike could actually 
appreciate that part of the gypsies’ handiwork. It 
was their methods he had a problem with, not the 
goal. Eternal suffering for a hated enemy? Spike 
could understand and get behind that. 

“Do you want to kill him?” 

Xander’s troubled question astonished him. “Course 
I do, what kind of question is that?” Spike asked, 
almost offended that his boy would question Spike’s 
desire to avenge him. 

“But you've just been saying.…” 



Spike sighed. It was a demon thing and he wasn't 
sure a human would understand. “I want to kill him, 
yeah. Torture him, if I get the chance - he’s more 
than earned it. But I won’t be party to sticking that 
soul back in him.” Spike actually shuddered at the 
thought. “Just bloody unnatural, like I said. I 
wouldn’t do that to any vampire, especially not my 
Sire.” 

“Oh.” Xander looked thoughtful and Spike hoped he 
understood. There were times when he longed for 
the simplicity of his days with Drusilla. She may 
have been as mad as the proverbial hatter but she 
was a demon and didn’t need to have things like 
this explained to her. No long-winded conversations 
about why a bunch of white hats couldn’t re-soul 
their Sire with him and Dru. They’d have simply 
killed the humans and by now Dru would be playing 
marbles with their eyeballs and that would be that. 
Spike looked away, lost in memories of his Dark 
Princess, a reminiscent smile curving his lips.  

Pulling himself back to the present, he looked at 
Xander. “Know it's not what you want, luv. But I’ll 
kill them before I let ‘em do that to him again.” 



Spike was relieved when Xander just nodded, 
looking grim. “Then we better figure out how to kill 
him, Spike, because while I don’t agree with what 
they’re planning, I really don’t want you to kill 
them.” 

“Fair enough.” Spike thought back to the beginning 
of the conversation. “Got a bit testy there for 
awhile, pet, and didn’t give you a chance to finish. 
What’s our timetable?” 

Xander looked hesitant and Spike clarified: “Is the 
spell some pie in the sky thing or are they close to 
actually working it?”  

“They think they’ve found the original spell but 
that’s about it. Buffy and Willow told Giles about 
the spell this morning.” 

Spike considered that. “Watcher’s smart enough 
not to jump into things. He’ll want to study the spell 
a bit and something like that is bound to have a few 
exotic ingredients.” Although he preferred not 
mixing with magic, Spike knew a fair bit about it, 
came with the territory after all. “So, figure we’ve 
got a day minimum. More like two or three.” 



He looked at Xander: brave, scared, not a fighter by 
nature, still recovering from the injuries Angelus 
had inflicted and yet willing to go up against him 
armed only with his small skill and his boundless 
courage, for Spike had no doubt whatsoever that 
Xander intended to be in the thick of this fight. 
Spike felt his heart swell with love and fear for this 
young, fragile mortal he had fallen in love with 
against his every inclination. He wished he could 
keep Xander out of it, hide him somewhere far 
outside of town, take him away from the coming 
battle, but it would be a waste of time to try and a 
betrayal that Xander wouldn’t forgive. 

“I’ll get you home, luv, then scout out around the 
mansion. Tomorrow, see if you can find out 
anything about their plans for the spell. If you’re up 
for a bit of no good, you could see about destroying 
anything you can get your hands on that’s critical to 
the spell. Could buy us time if we need it.” Spike 
cocked an eyebrow at Xander and grinned when 
Xander nodded in agreement. Boy was coming 
along fine in the evil department. 



“So, tomorrow - what? We charge the mansion? 
Stealth job?” 

“Going all John Wayne on me, are you?” Spike 
asked, amused. 

Xander flushed but didn’t back down. “Just want to 
know what the plan is.”  

Spike had been considering battle strategies since 
he’d first gone to the Watcher asking for an alliance 
against Angelus. He needed to revise those 
tentative plans on the fly now because they’d all 
involved him having back-up from the Slayer. 
Xander was far from useless in a fight but he was an 
ordinary human without any extra strength or skills 
and he still had only one useful hand. While Spike 
had been happy to make plans that put the Slayer in 
harm’s way, he wasn’t going to take the same 
chances with Xander and that called for careful 
consideration. His usual style was simply to charge 
in to situations, knowing he could take care of 
himself and only rarely worried about anyone else. 
Knowing Xander would insist on being involved was 
making him unwontedly cautious and Spike found 



himself temporizing, stalling for more time as he 
answered. 

“Need to see the lay of the land tonight. Angelus 
had five or six minions left at last count. Need to 
see if they’re still staying close to the mansion or if 
he’s made any more. If nothing’s changed, a frontal 
assault’s a possibility.” Spike considered that idea 
under the changed circumstances. “He’s been 
keeping a couple minions outside, guarding the 
mansion. If I take them out first and we go in, 
armed with the crossbows you brought…” Spike 
tried to picture the battle in his head as he talked it 
through. “If we’re lucky and the outside guards 
can’t raise the alarm, then we may be able to take 
out the minions inside without much trouble. That 
leaves me and Angelus mixing it up, with you 
watching my back.” Walking through it like this, 
Spike was beginning to think it could actually work. 
Xander staying in the background while Spike and 
Angelus fought, Xander keeping a lookout for any 
stray minions who were missed in the initial rush. If 
Spike armed himself with one of the axes, he could 
keep Angelus from closing on him and prevent his 



Sire from using his greater height and weight to 
advantage.  

Spike jumped off the tomb and crossed to the two 
bags of weapons. Opening them, he began pulling 
out first the crossbows then the axes and knives 
from the second bag. Choosing a medium weight ax 
with a plain, serviceable handle, Spike swung it 
experimentally, spinning it in his hand to test the 
balance. It almost sang in his hand as it split the air, 
making a small whirring noise as it spun, perfectly 
balanced and a joy to his demon heart. Bringing it 
close, he inspected the blade. “These from the 
Watcher?” he asked.  

“Yeah, I raided his weapons stash.” Xander joined 
him as Spike crouched to inspect the rest of the 
weapons. 

“Good on you, luv. Remind me to compliment him, 
this is a beauty.” 

Xander shrugged. “I figure, in a pinch, anyone can 
swing an axe. Or a knife. With luck, Giles won’t 
notice them missing for a day or two.”  



“Good choices. Always best to keep it simple with 
weapons. How’s your crossbow work coming?” 
Spike had been pleased when Xander told him he’d 
begun practicing with the crossbow. Anything that 
helped his boy to defend himself was good in 
Spike’s book.  

“My aim’s getting pretty good but that’s target 
practice. I don’t know about the real thing with a 
moving target and I’m still slow re-loading.” He 
lifted the cast in explanation. Xander tended to 
downplay his skills a bit but he was realistic about 
his limitations, something Spike appreciated as it 
made Xander more cautious and more likely to live 
than some braggart who overestimated their skills. 

Spike looked at him, eyes narrowed in thought. 
“Tomorrow, I want you to load up on holy water 
and crosses. Try the magic shop.” Spike reached 
inside his duster and pulled out a small wad of bills, 
handing them to Xander. “Try and get the holy 
water in small bottles, something you can throw 
easily. Get as many as you can carry without it 
weighing you down.” Spike grinned. “Nothing like 



exploding glass and holy water to put vampires off 
their game.” 

Xander looked a little queasy but pocketed the 
money, which Spike took as agreement. “Xander,” 
he said seriously. “Holy water burns but it doesn’t 
kill. If you need to, you throw it, even if it’ll hit me 
too.” Xander opened his mouth to object but Spike 
stared him down. “Mean it, luv. I’d rather I got a bit 
of a splash than have you not throw it when you 
needed to.” Xander closed his mouth and 
reluctantly nodded. Worried about how quiet he’d 
gotten, Spike gave him a cheeky grin. “Mind you, I 
rather not get splashed if you can avoid it. Makes 
horrible red patches, it does and I’d hate to mess up 
my looks.” 

He was disappointed when Xander just gave him a 
shaky smile. It was obvious the boy was getting 
nervous about the upcoming fight. “Come here, 
luv.” He held out his arm and hugged Xander hard 
as the boy moved towards him. “Be all right, 
Xander. Angelus doesn’t stand a chance against us.” 



Xander clung to him for a minute, then pulled away. 
Crossing the small space, he stood for a moment 
facing the wall, apparently steeling himself for 
something. Spike watched him worriedly as Xander 
swung around abruptly. 

“I want you to do something for me, Spike,” he said, 
sounding determined. 

“Anything I can, pet.” 

“I want you to mark me. If we’re going to fight 
Angelus tomorrow, I want you to mark me tonight.” 

Spike stared at him speechlessly and Xander 
crossed his arms stubbornly, like he was afraid Spike 
was about to refuse - the last thing on Spike’s mind 
actually, but the sudden request had knocked him 
off balance. “I’m not an idiot, Spike. I know we 
could both be killed, but I’m not willing to let 
Angelus continue to run around killing people 
because Buffy won’t do her job. Not without trying 
to do something about it. But I’ll be damned if I’m 
going to die with his mark on me.” 



Xander stared at Spike, then suddenly dropped his 
eyes, looking down as his whole stance sagged. 
“When this is over, if we’re alive, you don’t have to 
renew it, you know. I just don’t want his mark on 
me when we go up against him.” 

Spike’s growl stopped him and he flicked a quick 
glance up at the vampire. His surprised look caught 
and froze as Spike glared at him in demon face. 
“Don’t ever want to hear you talk that way about 
yourself again, pet,” Spike ordered. “I’ll mark you 
and it’ll be a proper mark. And it’ll be renewed.” 

Xander smiled and then it faded and he looked 
uncertain again. “So, how does it work, do you 
just…?” he gestured vaguely and Spike rolled his 
eyes. 

“Not feeding from you, luv. I’m marking you.” Spike 
stripped off his duster and laid it on the tomb, 
spreading it out as a makeshift blanket. “Come 
‘ere.” Xander crossed to the tomb and Spike took 
him in his arms, burying his face in Xander’s neck 
and opening all his senses to his boy. He could feel 
Xander’s pulse through the tanned skin, faster than 



normal but not racing. Xander smelled of 
excitement and nervousness and the beginnings of 
arousal.  

After a long moment, Spike pulled back and lifted 
Xander up, sitting him on the tomb. Pulling his head 
down, Spike kissed him hard, tangling his hands in 
the dark hair and feeling Xander’s mouth open 
beneath his. It was the first time he’d kissed Xander 
in his true face and he let Xander’s tongue explore 
the differences, dancing over the changed contours, 
swirling around the fangs, testing their sharpness 
against the tip of his tongue. Xander’s tongue grow 
bolder, until it pressed against a fang hard enough 
to draw blood. The taste exploded in Spike’s mouth 
and he moaned, sucking hard on Xander’s tongue, 
drawing the few drops to the surface and reveling in 
the rich warmth of blood freely offered.  

Standing between Xander’s legs, Spike pressed 
closer, feeling Xander’s erection against his 
stomach. Xander’s parted legs were around Spike’s 
hips, the tomb was too tall for this, Spike thought in 
annoyance. He pushed Xander backwards, climbing 
up after him, until they were lying on the top slab, 



the familiar smell of his duster surrounding them 
and masking the other smells from the crypt. 
Xander stopped him as Spike moved to lay full 
length on top of him, aiming to kiss him again. 
Looking up from where he lay on the black leather, 
Xander lifted his good hand and explored Spike’s 
true face, tracing his fingers along the ridges, 
discovering their exquisite sensitivity as Spike 
shivered and pushed into the gentle touch. With his 
demon vision, the dim light was no barrier and 
Spike saw only curiosity and interest in Xander’s 
eyes, no rejection as he traced the altered lines of 
Spike’s true countenance. 

“Alexander Harris,” he asked with old-fashioned 
formality. “Do you accept the mark of William the 
Bloody of the Clan Aurelius?” It wasn’t necessary, 
no ritual was required to mark a human, but Spike 
wanted his marking of Xander to be different in 
every way from what Angelus had done. 

Xander smiled at him. “Yes,” he said simply.  

For a long moment, Spike just smiled back at him, 
amazed by the way Xander’s smile lit up his face, 



like Spike had given him a longed for treasure. 
Reaching up, he stroked Xander’s face, running his 
thumb over his lips, wanting to hold onto that smile 
somehow. He was almost disappointed when 
Xander turned his head and kissed Spike’s palm. 

Xander put his arms up, being careful of the cast, 
and pulled Spike’s head down for a kiss. Kissing him 
back enthusiastically, Spike put his own hands to 
good use, deftly unfastening Xander’s shirt and 
exposing the expanse of his chest to the cool air. 
Pulling back from Xander’s lips, he dropped his head 
and began kissing and licking along the smooth skin, 
homing in on the flat, brown nipples. Reaching his 
goal, his tongue circled teasingly around one nub 
before laving over the hardening peak. Xander’s 
hand closed in his hair, holding Spike’s head against 
himself as his back arched into the sensation.  

Spike chuckled at the response and switched to the 
other side, lapping and sucking until the second 
nipple tightened to match the first. Xander was 
rocking his hips up to meet Spike’s, his good hand 
clutching Spike’s shoulders, the casted arm circling 
Spike’s back, tiny moans escaping his lips. Spike 



lifted up slightly, still licking and nibbling at the tight 
brown peaks, and unfastened Xander’s pants, 
pushing them down below his hips and out of the 
way. 

Kissing his way down Xander’s body, Spike followed 
the thin line of hair to his groin. He buried his nose 
in the dark, wiry curls, inhaling deeply, smelling the 
intense odors at the core of the body: the sharp 
tang of arousal, the slightly bitter smell of pre-cum, 
and the overall smell of Xander: a complex spicy 
scent, always flavored by the emotions the boy felt 
so strongly.  

Spike ran his tongue the length of Xander’s penis, 
thoroughly enjoying the gasp of shock and the way 
Xander’s hips jerked up. Spike grinned and, taking a 
firm hold on the boy’s hips, wrapped his lips around 
the shaft, taking the head into his mouth, his 
tongue toying with the slit, tasting the drops of pre-
cum. Xander cried out, his hips thrusting against 
Spike’s hold, his body arcing up from the marble 
slab. 

“Spike!” 



Still holding Xander’s hips still, Spike swirled his 
tongue around the head, feeling Xander’s body 
stiffen and -  

“No!” Xander protested as Spike lifted his head and 
pinched the vein at the base of Xander’s penis, 
stopping the imminent orgasm in its tracks. Xander 
writhed underneath him, desperately thrusting up, 
wanting touch, needing release. “Damn it, Spike.” 

“Soon, luv,” Spike soothed, sliding up and kissing 
him. He wrapped his hand around Xander’s erection 
and began pumping gently. “Ready?” he asked, his 
golden eyes holding Xander’s in the flickering light 
from the dying candles.  

“Yes! Do it, Spike.” 

“Love you, Xander.” Spike bent his head, his senses 
extended, monitoring Xander as his hand picked up 
speed, bringing Xander back to the brink. As 
Xander’s body tensed, his hips thrusting up into 
Spike’s hand, Spike sank his teeth into the exact 
spot Angelus had marked, his bite overlying and 
obliterating Angelus’. 



Blood filled his mouth as he drank, Xander’s cry of 
pleasure ringing in his ears. As the taste, scent, 
sound and feel of his boy filled Spike’s senses, he 
humped frantically against Xander’s leg, his own 
orgasm roaring through him as Xander’s seed 
spurted over his hand. Reluctantly, he withdrew his 
fangs, lapping at the mark, his mark, cleaning the 
last traces of blood from the teeth marks that now 
forever proclaimed Xander as his property.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“I need to speak to Xander Harris for a moment.” 

Xander was startled out of his daydream at the 
sound of his name. He’d fallen asleep on top of the 
crypt last night, his limbs tangled with Spike’s. Spike 
had woken him up a couple hours later and taken 
him home. He’d only gotten a few hours sleep total 
and was both tired and stiff this morning. How 
vampires slept on top of crypts, he couldn’t 
imagine. After only a couple hours on one, he ached 
worse than after an entire night sleeping on the 



floor. It must be the stone that made them so 
uncomfortable. 

He hadn’t been able to get any sleep at his house 
after Spike had left. Between worry about the 
upcoming fight, mooning like a girl with her first 
hickey over Spike’s mark on his neck, and 
ecstatically re-living the previous night’s blow job, 
he’d had too much on his mind to fall asleep. That, 
plus the huge dose of guilt when he realized he 
hadn’t done anything in return to Spike after Spike 
had given Xander the best orgasm of his life. Talk 
about selfish. He’d been a total guy about it - just 
rolled over and fallen asleep after he got his end off. 
Or at least a total guy according to the quizzes in 
Willow’s Cosmo magazines that she used to inflict 
on Jesse and him. He would have to make it up to 
Spike as soon as he saw him again.  

He’d dressed carefully for school, making sure he 
wore something that hid the fresh mark. What he 
really wanted to do was flaunt it. It was Spike’s 
mark and he was proud to wear it, but it wouldn’t 
help him to find out more information about the re-



souling spell if everyone was busy lecturing him 
about letting vampires bite him. 

Now he looked up from the open text book he’d 
been using to hide the fact that he’d been nearly 
asleep at the sound of Giles’ voice at the classroom 
door. He glanced at the history teacher, who 
gestured permission, and made his way forward 
through the desks towards the door.  

Giles stepped out into the hallway and Xander 
followed, closing the door quietly behind him. 
“What’s up?” he asked. 

“Something’s come up and I need to speak with 
you. I’m sorry about your class but I’m afraid it can’t 
wait.” 

Xander followed him as he lead the way to the 
library, asking quickly, “is everyone all right?” 

“Hmm? Oh, yes, sorry. Everyone is fine. After the 
argument yesterday, I wanted to talk to you alone.” 

“Are you going to re-soul Angel?” Xander asked as 
the library doors swung closed behind them. 



Giles glanced quickly at him, then away, pulling his 
glasses off and beginning to polish them with his 
handkerchief. Xander’s jaw tightened at the familiar 
sign of the librarian stalling. “We haven’t decided 
yet. As I said, something has happened and that has 
changed things.” He pushed the handkerchief back 
into his pocket, sliding his glasses back on, still 
avoiding Xander’s eyes. “Can you ask Spike to meet 
with us when he arrives tonight?” 

“Why?” 

“I’m afraid we may need his help.” Giles finally 
looked directly at Xander and Xander’s incipient 
hostility faded at the worry and fatigue in the hazel 
eyes. Giles looked exhausted, troubled and… 
frightened, and that was unusual enough to kindle a 
similar spark of fear in Xander. 

“What’s happened?” he asked sharply. 

“A new threat. One that could mean the end of the 
world.” 

Once, Xander had lived in a world where that 
statement would have caused him to break out 



laughing. Now, he could only stare silently, the fear 
inside growing like wildfire at the absolute 
seriousness in Giles’ voice.  

 

Part Twenty-Eight 

Giles sat down tiredly in one of the library chairs 
after making his pronouncement and looked up at 
Xander, who just stood there, frozen. Giles had a 
tendency to blurt out things like that without any 
warning or preparation and then seemed to expect 
the rest of the world to just deal with what he’d 
said. Not quite: “Oh by the way, I thought I’d 
mention that the world will end in the fires of hell 
tomorrow” but close. Maybe if Xander had been 
part of the Slayer gang for the past year, he would 
be used to it by now but instead he felt rather like a 
fish that had accidentally jumped out of the tank 
and couldn’t figure out why it was having such a 
problem breathing. Great, the world was going to 
end and all he could think of was one of Willow’s 
goldfish, lying on the desk next to the tank, gasping 
for breath, looking absolutely bewildered at the 



unexpected change of its entire world. Xander had 
an awful feeling he looked like that himself right 
now. 

“I’ve spent most of the last 24 hours researching 
and consulting with the Watchers’ Council in 
England and I’m afraid there is no doubt. An artifact 
that was recently unearthed just outside of town is 
the burial place of a demon called Acathla.”  

Xander sat down in the chair next to Giles, forcing 
himself to stop thinking about crazy things like 
goldfish and concentrate on what the librarian was 
telling him.  

“He was a demon called forth for a single purpose: 
to destroy the world. Last night, the museum 
curator was murdered and the stone containing 
Acathla was stolen. Angel is obviously the most 
likely suspect.” 

No kidding. On the creating chaos front, Angel was 
certainly the number one villain in town.  

“I’ve already talked to Buffy and Willow about this, 
earlier this morning, and I wanted you to be 



informed as well.” Giles took his glasses off and 
rubbed the bridge of his nose for a moment and 
Xander could see how tired he was. “Given the way 
the last meeting between the three of you went, I 
thought it best to speak to you alone. Buffy and 
Willow are at the museum seeing if they can learn 
anything there.” 

It was obvious that Giles was working his way up to 
asking Xander to persuade Spike to help them. From 
what Xander had seen, Giles was intensely practical 
about Hellmouth stuff: he was willing to work with 
anyone who could help, regardless of who they 
were. He’d certainly had no problem with Spike 
patrolling for Buffy, unlike Buffy who’d had major 
hissy fits over the idea. The question was, would 
Spike be willing to work with Buffy and company 
given his anger over the re-souling idea. Xander 
thought Spike probably would. He’d been willing to 
work with them before to get help killing Angel. If 
the goal was once more killing Angel, rather than 
re-souling him, Spike should be ok with it again.  

“How does this Acathla guy go about destroying the 
world?”  



“Acathla will create a vortex, a kind of whirlpool 
between the Demon dimension and our own. 
Eventually, everything in this world will be pulled 
into that dimension where any non-demon life will 
suffer eternal torment.” 

Xander wondered if he’s missed something crucial 
or if that made some kind of sense he just didn’t 
get. For now, he shelved questions about why 
anyone would want to shift an entire world into a 
different dimension in the first place because why 
seemed a lot less important than how and how do 
we stop it. Senseless or not, being sucked into a 
demon dimension didn’t sound like something that 
Xander wanted to experience.  

Dimly, Xander recognized that his outwardly calm 
questions were a tissue thin defense against his 
being on the edge of a complete melt down at the 
idea of the world ending. It was so big he was 
having a hard time grasping the concept. Sure, last 
year there had been talk of the Master rising 
“ending the world” but he hadn’t really taken it that 
seriously then. At the time, he’d been too worried 
about Jesse and too freaked by the knowledge that 



vampires existed to really understand the 
seriousness of the situation until it was long over. 
Then too, an old, powerful vampire setting up shop 
in town was one thing: scary but still potentially 
something that could be dealt with and fought. The 
possibility of the entire world being sucked into 
what sounded like a literal hell was a whole other 
level of apocalyptic crises. If apocalypses had levels, 
hell sucking had to be right up there near the top.  

Trying to keep the conversation limited to 
manageable chunks of information that he could 
deal with while in total freak out mode, Xander 
asked: “Ok, this may be a dumb question, but you 
said Acathla was buried. Doesn’t that mean he’s 
dead, or was he buried alive or something?” 

“Neither, really,” Giles answered with a small 
amused quirk of his lips. “When he was first 
defeated in the 8th Century, Acathla turned to 
stone. He was sealed into a stone coffin and the 
body was buried in a location ‘where neither man 
nor demon would want to look’.” He was obviously 
quoting from something. 



Xander raised his brows in surprise. “And California 
meets that definition?” he asked in disbelief, getting 
briefly sidetracked. 

“It must have seemed so in the 8th Century.” 

“Why is it these people have to do everything the 
hard way? Couldn’t they have just dumped him in 
the middle of the ocean?” Xander wasn’t even sure 
who “these people” were but he was plenty pissed 
at them anyway. If they were still around, they’d 
better have a damn good explanation for dumping 
their crazy, turned-to-stone demon in his backyard. 

“Unfortunately they didn’t, so we have to deal with 
Acathla now.” 

“How was he defeated before?” Right, back on 
track. Hey, it had been done once, surely it could be 
done again. After all, what did they have in the 8th 
Century they didn’t have now? 

Giles reached for one of the open books piled 
haphazardly on the table. “‘A virtuous knight 
pierced the demon’s heart before he could draw 
breath to swallow the world,’” he read out loud.  



“So, where’s a virtuous knight when you need 
one?” Xander asked rhetorically, hoping that 
virtuous knights weren’t something the 8th Century 
had in abundance that they didn‘t have today.  

“I am hoping that Buffy will be able to fill that role, 
if necessary,” Giles answered.  

Xander thought about saying something about 
Buffy’s “virtuous” qualifications. If that term wasn’t 
just a bit of hyperbole in Giles’ often way over-
written books, they might be in serious trouble. 
Xander had the vague notion that virgins actually 
were a lot more common in the 8th Century than 
they were in the 20th. If you believed locker room 
talk, there sure weren’t many around Sunnydale. If 
that’s what “virtuous” meant in this situation, they 
were screwed on the Buffy front. Well, Buffy had 
been, anyway, so that might leave her out for 
slaying the demon. 

Deciding it was safe for the moment to set that 
potential problem on the shelf next to the ‘why 
would anyone want to suck the entire world into 
hell’ question, he summarized crisply: “So, you want 



Spike to help Buffy stop Angel from waking Acathla 
in the first place, right?” Manageable chunks, he 
could do this.  

“Yes. It would be best if Acathla was never revived, 
rather than to trying to stop him once he has been.” 

“Agreed. How tough is it to wake him up?” 

“There is a specific ritual that must be performed.” 
Giles gestured towards the piles of books on the 
table. “It took me a great deal of research to find 
any reference to the ritual. We can only hope Angel 
doesn’t have access to the same materials.” 

“Are you guys planning on stopping Angel by killing 
him or by trying the re-souling spell?” Xander asked 
flatly. 

Giles looked at him steadily. “I intend to stop him 
however I can. If the re-souling spell appears to 
have the most chance of success, I will indeed use 
it. However, I suspect that killing Angel is the safest 
option at this time. There are simply too many risks 
with an unknown, untried spell to use it except as a 
last resort.” 



“Does Buffy agree with you?” 

“I believe so.” With unusual candor, Giles explained: 
“Buffy is at her best in a crisis. With the end of the 
world at stake, she will no longer be able to delay 
the inevitable with Angel and continue to hope for a 
miracle. She must act and act quickly. I believe she 
will be able to do what is necessary.” 

“Good, because Spike won’t help you re-soul Angel. 
He will help you kill him.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Acathla, he in a bloody great stone with carved 
runes all over it?” Spike asked. 

Xander had met Spike at the entrance to the 
tunnels in the back of the library just after sunset. 
He’d quickly explained the situation and asked if 
Spike was willing to talk to the group, preferably 
without killing anyone. Spike had looked thoughtful 
as Xander explained that Giles thought Angelus had 
the means to end the world. 



Xander grimaced apologetically. “Sorry, I forgot to 
actually ask what it looked like, but probably.” 

“Yeah, Angelus has it all right. We better go talk to 
the Watcher.” 

They made their way forward through the stacks, 
Xander leading, a little worried about whether Spike 
would be able to maintain control around the 
people that wanted to re-soul Angel.  

“So, Watcher, what’s all this about the rock Angelus 
has cluttering up his foyer?” Spike greeted them, 
going directly to the point. 

Giles looked like his worst nightmare had just come 
true in 3D and surround sound. “Angel has 
Acathla?” 

“Got something. Acathla come boxed up in a big 
square rock? Big stone figure with a sword sticking 
out of him?” Spike barely waited for Giles’ 
confirming nod. “Angelus hasn’t woken him yet but 
he’s giving it a good try.” Rapidly, Spike described 
what he’d seen last night at the mansion: Angelus 



throwing crockery at the wall in a snit after failing to 
complete some ritual.  

Spike had gone to the mansion to check on the 
status of Angelus’ minions and to see if he could 
fine tune the tentative plan for storming the place 
that he and Xander had discussed. He’d spent well 
over an hour watching the grounds, trying to see if 
the minions on guard had any kind of regular patrol 
or post. Eventually he’d decided they didn’t, they 
appeared to be just randomly wandering the 
grounds. Spike had thrown a rock into the bushes 
on the other side of the yard to test their sharpness. 
They’d reacted instantly, checking the area 
thoroughly. Which proved they were alert to 
unexpected noises but unimaginative as they didn’t 
check anywhere else for the possibility the noise 
had been a diversion. All of which meant it would 
be difficult but not impossible to take them out 
without alerting the mansion. While still prowling 
around the perimeter of the grounds, Spike had 
seen a flare of white light coming from inside the 
mansion, followed by flickers of blue lightning 
sparking along the peak of the roof like St. Elmo’s 



fire. The guards had hesitated, conferred briefly, 
then run inside the mansion - Angelus must have 
them thoroughly cowed. 

In their absence, Spike had risked getting close 
enough to see what was going on inside. 
Fortunately, Angelus had been so distracted by his 
temper tantrum that he hadn’t noticed Spike 
watching from the windows. Angelus had been 
ranting to the assembled minions about how 
whatever he’d been trying to accomplish should 
have worked and vowing that he would find out 
what had gone wrong. Spike had slipped away at 
that point before he was seen. 

The Watcher received the information with tight-
lipped concern. “That means we still have time to 
stop Angelus but not much time. He obviously has 
some idea of what he’s doing even if he’s not 
getting the details right.”  

“Angelus is pig-headed but not stupid,” Spike 
concurred. “If he’s decided to go through with this, 
he’ll keep trying until he gets it right.” 

“Then we have to stop him,” Buffy said grimly. 



Spike rolled his eyes. “Brilliant, Slayer. And here I 
was afraid no one would come up with a solution. 
Got anything to back that up or are you just pissing 
in the wind?” 

“Haven’t seen you doing much about Angelus,” 
Buffy shot back at him. 

Xander intervened, physically stepping between the 
two to break the glaring match. “Ok, how about we 
forget all that and move on to the ‘what do we do 
now’ portion of the evening?” 

“How are we going to stop him?” Willow asked. 

“Killing him works for me,” Spike answered 
pointedly. 

Buffy winced and wouldn’t look at anyone, staring 
at the far wall like it contained the secrets of the 
universe. “I agree,” she said quietly. 

“Ok, we’re all on the same page then.” Still in the 
role of mediator, Xander hurried on. “Anyone got 
any ideas on exactly how we do that?” 



“If I went to the mansion and challenged him, 
would he come out and fight me?” Buffy turned 
back to the room and looked at Spike inquiringly. 

“Yeah, him and every minion he’s got would. All 
with orders to wear you down while Angelus stands 
back and watches so he won’t have to break a 
sweat when he finally tackles you himself.” Spike 
looked exasperated. “This isn’t a bleedin’ romance 
novel. Angelus isn’t big on fair play. Not when 
treachery is so much more fun.”  

“You’d know about that,” Buffy snarked and Spike 
just gave her his best “I’m evil” smirk. 

“We don’t have to play fair either,” Xander said 
quietly. “Potentially, at least six of us can attack the 
mansion.” 

“Six?” 

“You, Spike, Giles, me, and Willow and Oz, if they’re 
willing.” 

Willow found herself the focus of the entire group’s 
attention, which caused her to blush and drop the 



book she’d been looking at. “What?” she asked 
nervously. 

“Willow?” Buffy asked incredulously. “Why would 
you put her at risk?” 

“Only if she’s willing. She, Oz and I have been 
practicing with crossbows. We could back you and 
Spike up. Skill-wise, I’m assuming Giles falls 
somewhere between us and you two.” Xander 
looked inquiringly at Giles as he said it. 

“That’s correct. Of the three of you, Oz is the best 
marksman,” Xander and Willow both nodded in 
agreement, “but all of you have become quite 
proficient. A similar strategy worked on the Master 
last year.”  

“That’s right, heard you took out old bat-face.” 
Spike eyed the Watcher speculatively, reminding 
himself not to underestimate the man. He switched 
his gaze to Willow. “You up for it, Red?” 

Willow and Buffy exchanged a long look, which had 
Spike narrowing his eyes in suspicion. Willow looked 
nervous and Xander felt bad for suggesting she go 



into battle. He knew she helped Buffy out from the 
sidelines, not by fighting.  

“It’s ok, Willow, it was just a thought,” he said, “no-
one’s pushing you.” 

“I’m just not sure I could actually help,” she said 
apologetically, looking down at her lap. 

“What about the wolf?” Spike asked. Far as he was 
concerned, the more bodies there, the better. Every 
extra person had the potential to lessen the danger 
to Xander. Xander had mentioned his friend, Oz, 
and that he envied the other boy his skill with the 
crossbow.  

Willow looked up sharply, her pinched expression 
speaking volumes about how she felt about Spike 
knowing that Oz was a werewolf but she didn’t say 
anything except, “He’s in LA.” After a pause, she 
added, “I can call him and see if he wants to be 
involved.” 

Xander knew that would depend on how much 
Willow actually told Oz but he couldn’t really blame 
her for wanting to keep her boyfriend out of 



something like this. “So, four of us for sure,” he 
summed up.  

“Willow can research ways to permanently destroy 
Acathla. Defeating Angelus will only alleviate the 
immediate threat. If it is possible, Acathla must be 
permanently destroyed so no-one else ever tries to 
revive him.” 

Willow nodded, looking relieved. “I can do that.”  

Buffy looked pleased at that solution. “When should 
we attack?” 

“Tomorrow, just before dawn,” Spike said. “Angelus 
will expect us to attack in the early evening, 
because you lot always do. By 4 a.m., you’re all 
tucked up in your beds and he knows it.” 

Buffy pursed her lips, exchanging a glance with 
Willow. “That sounds reasonable.”  

“You guys on the early shift should head for bed,” 
Willow suggested. “I’ll stay here and start 
researching ways to destroy Acathla permanently.” 
Xander noticed she didn’t mention calling Oz but 
didn’t say anything. If Willow wasn’t willing to 



involve Oz, Xander wasn’t going to go behind her 
back to call the guitarist himself. He didn’t want to 
put Oz in danger either. 

“I agree, you three should all go home and get some 
sleep.” Giles’ eyes flickered to Spike but he didn’t 
amend his statement to exclude the vampire. 
“Willow, if you will help me put these volumes 
away, I’ll show you the most relevant sources for 
you to begin your research.” 

“So, we all meet… where? When?” Xander asked. 

“Sunrise is at about 6:15. I would suggest we meet 
here, at the school, at 5:30, gather weapons and 
head out.”  

Everyone nodded and Xander felt a knot of 
anticipation curling in his gut. Anticipation, not fear. 
That’s what it was.  

 
 

Part Twenty-Nine 



Leaving the library together, Xander found himself 
walking so close to Spike that their shoulders 
brushed constantly. Almost unconsciously, his 
fingers entwined with Spike’s strong cool ones, 
seeking reassurance from the vampire’s touch. 
Inhaling deeply, he savored the smell of worn 
leather and cigarettes and wondered when that 
familiar Spike smell had become such an essential 
part of his existence. Just breathing it in made him 
feel calmer. Spike had so much confidence that 
Xander felt like he was picking it up just from being 
near the vampire. Kind of like the Pig Pen kid in the 
old Peanuts comic strip. Only Spike walked around 
with a little cloud of confidence around him, not 
dirt. 

“Would you mind if I went to your crypt with you 
instead of going home?” Flushing slightly, he 
admitted, “part of me wants to just go somewhere 
and spend the next few hours having wild monkey 
sex with you. You know, the whole traditional just-
in-case movie sex scene. But frankly, it’s too much 
of a cliché. Plus, I’m worried about what the others 



will say if we show up in a few hours and I’m 
walking funny.” 

Spike laughed. Only Xander. “What do y’ have in 
mind instead, luv? Hand of poker?” 

Xander made a face. “Poker’s never seemed quite 
the same ever since you told me about kitten poker. 
Would you settle for just going to sleep together?” 
He felt like a scared kid just wanting to snuggle with 
someone safe and hoped he wasn’t embarrassing 
Spike by being so clingy but he really wanted to just 
be with Spike, soaking up a little of his confidence 
and that was far more important than not dying a 
virgin, which was what the wild sex before battle 
was always about, well, in tv movies anyway.  

Spike put his arm around Xander’s waist, pulling 
him closer to his side. “Settle for it every night of 
my life.” He waited for Xander’s slow, relieved smile 
before adding: “Besides, monkey sex is overrated.” 
He shot Xander a sideways glance full of wicked 
promise, “now demon sex, on the other hand…” 

“Ewww! If you’ve ever actually had monkey sex, I so 
don’t want to know about it.” Xander responded 



with an exaggerated shudder, ignoring the sexy look 
which had parts of him voting to reconsider the just 
sleeping together plan. 

“You’re the one brought it up,” Spike pointed out 
innocently. 

“It’s an expression, you doofus, not a confession.” 
Xander nudged Spike’s shoulder hard, unable to 
smack him with his casted arm, his anxiety fading 
with the familiar banter as Spike steered him 
towards a nearby crypt.  

It wasn’t the same one as last night and Xander’s 
smile faded as he remembered that Spike was 
switching crypts every night to keep from being 
found. He wondered again if he could move Spike 
into his house, except even his parents were bound 
to notice Spike hiding in his bedroom all day and 
they’d be furious and confrontations would lead to 
dismemberment and, oh, yeah, that’s why he’d 
never invited Spike to stay. He sighed, it would all 
be over in a few hours in any case and then Spike 
would be able to settle permanently somewhere. 
Or…  



No, not going there. Spike would find a good place 
to stay after tonight. That was the only possible 
outcome.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
For awhile, Spike had been afraid that the nervous 
tension he could feel vibrating through Xander 
would keep his boy from ever falling asleep but 
gradually he’d started to relax, snuggling into Spike 
and wrapping his good arm around Spike’s waist, his 
head resting against Spike’s chest.  

Half-sitting against the wall, the duster beneath 
them like a picnic blanket, Xander’s warm weight 
pressed against him, Spike sat staring into the 
distance, one hand absently stroking Xander’s dark 
hair, wondering just whose sense of humor had put 
him in this position. Dru had probably had a hand in 
it. Who else besides a mad seer could be 
responsible for a respected Master Vampire, one 
renowned for his fighting skills and for defeating 



two Slayers in fair combat, falling in love with an 
ordinary human boy.  

When exactly had his unlife become a ha’penny 
romantic farce?  

He’d mocked Angelus for loving a Slayer then had 
gone his Sire one better, falling for an 
inexperienced, straight, teenager. Spike wasn’t 
celibate by nature, yet here he was, holding his 
young lover in his arms while the boy slept. With 
anyone else, Spike would be shagging them through 
the mattress right now releasing his own growing 
tension over the imminent confrontation with his 
Sire, not chastely holding a fully clothed partner like 
the Victorian gentleman he’d stopped being over a 
century ago. 

Before she faded into dust, Drusilla had told him his 
destiny lay on the Hellmouth. He’d thought she’d 
meant becoming Master of the Hellmouth but that 
had been an empty title which had brought him no 
real satisfaction, leaving him restless and bored 
more often than not. 



It was only recently that he’d realized that he’d 
found his destiny in the fragile mortal sleeping 
peacefully in his arms. The wounded kitten Dru had 
talked about so often in her final days had been 
waiting for him outside the factory the day Spike 
arrived in town. Xander had been his destiny all 
along.  

His boy was no longer the wounded kitten of 
Drusilla’s visions. Xander had worked through the 
guilt and grief that had been overwhelming him 
when Spike first met him. No longer a kitten, his boy 
was slowly becoming a lion, not just because he was 
learning to fight but because Xander had found 
himself in his long, anguished soul-searching. He 
had faced death and loss and loneliness and had 
walked away from the shadowlands stronger and 
more self-confident than even Xander realized yet. 
He was more man now than boy, physically and 
emotionally tempered by the harsh realities of the 
Hellmouth. 

Spike had looked into his own abyss after losing 
Drusilla and Xander had helped pull him back from 
the edge. Grief and circumstances had brought 



them together and, as Spike recovered from his 
own unbearable loss, he found the boy had wormed 
his way into his unlife until Spike couldn’t imagine 
being without him.  

Drusilla had known that Spike needed someone to 
care for and to love. Dru had known and had sent 
him here to the Hellmouth and to Xander, who 
needed someone to love as badly as Spike did. 
Destiny indeed, Spike thought with a small, twisted 
smile, his fingers tracing lightly over his mark on 
Xander’s skin. The mark that proclaimed to all 
demons that Xander was his. 

Shagging through the mattress was fun but he 
wouldn’t trade a night of wild sex with anyone else 
for the quiet peace of holding his boy. Xander was 
ready now and once Angelus was dust and Acathla 
permanently stone, there would be a lot of 
mattresses and an inordinate amount of shagging. 
For now, Spike could wait. A rested and alert virgin 
was far more likely to survive the day than an 
exhausted, sore lover.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They were almost to the entrance to the library 
when Spike came to an abrupt halt. He put a staying 
hand on Xander’s arm, holding him still as he 
listened intently. Xander knew by now that when 
Spike got that intense, focused predator look he 
was stretching his vampiric senses to their fullest 
extent. He waited, barely breathing, his heartbeat 
quickening, for Spike to tell him what he’d sensed. 

They were early, it wasn’t quite 5:00, but Xander 
had wanted to try and slip the weapons he’d stolen 
back into the book cage before the others arrived. 
He knew the librarian might already have 
discovered the missing weapons but figured that 
Giles would understand why he had taken them. 
Buffy was not likely to be as understanding even 
now that she was finally on board with killing 
Angelus and they really didn’t need another 
argument just before they took on Angelus. 



“Trouble,” Spike said after a moment. “Can smell 
blood and Angelus.” Xander jerked forward ready to 
run the remaining distance to the library but Spike 
still held him back. “It’s over now, they’re gone,” he 
told Xander and quickly lead the way into the 
library.  

They dropped the bags of weapons just inside the 
entrance to the library and moved quickly forward 
through the stacks, stopping at the upper railing 
and looking down into the open area below. Spike’s 
eyes swept the scene, noting the splintered wood 
and overturned chairs. Small splatters of blood 
decorated the floor as well as bits of discarded 
medical paraphernalia. Looking towards the main 
doors, he saw that they had been strung with 
yellow police tape. All of which agreed with what 
his nose was telling him: that what had happened 
had been hours earlier. From the looks of things not 
long after they had left, leaving the Watcher and 
the little redhead to their research. 

Research. Spike’s narrowed eyes scanned the room. 
The Watcher had said there were only a few books 
out of the pile that had been on the table earlier 



worth studying for the means to destroy Acathla 
permanently. From the looks of the library, the 
shelves of esoteric books were untouched. The few 
volumes scattered on the floor near the overturned 
table also seemed just the random refuse of a fight, 
not the results of a search. 

Xander was still staring appalled at the destruction, 
his knuckles white as they gripped the railing, his 
eyes haunted. “Xander.” When he didn’t respond, 
Spike spoke more sharply: “Xander!” 

Xander turned his head jerkily towards Spike, 
looking at him with unseeing eyes. “Police and 
medics have been here, luv. Both the Watcher and 
the redhead were here during the attack.” He didn’t 
add that he knew that because he could smell blood 
from both of them in the room but from the despair 
in Xander’s eyes he knew the boy understood it 
anyway. “Don’t smell death. Best get on the phone 
to the hospital and check on them.” 

Xander stared at him numbly for a moment longer, 
then pulled himself together. He nodded sharply 
and ran down the stairs to the little office where 



Spike could hear him dialing as he walked down the 
stairs still studying the room. From the looks of 
things, several vampires had been in on the raid. 
Spike saw two distinct scatterings of dust on the 
tiled floor. He quickly flipped the table upright and 
set himself to the task of gathering the scattered 
books, not out of any desire to tidy up the mess but 
wanting to know if any of them were missing. He 
could only guess that Angelus had come looking for 
information on the ritual to wake Acathla. He was 
bent down, gathering up the scattered volumes 
when he felt the distinct prickle of unease that 
presaged a Slayer’s approach. Straightening quickly, 
he turned and saw Buffy in the doorway, pieces of 
snapped yellow tape drifting gently down behind 
her.  

Her stunned eyes fastened on him and suspicion 
and accusation flared instantly to life. She 
immediately pulled out her ever-present stake, 
going into an aggressive stance. Spike quickly 
dropped the books he was holding onto the table to 
free up his hands. “Not my doing, Slayer.” 



He heard the clatter of a phone being dropped and 
Xander stepped out of the office, frowning as he 
saw the tense positions of the other two. “Back off, 
Buffy. Spike and I just got here.” He waited until 
Buffy lowered the stake, then continued. “The 
hospital says Willow’s there but not Giles. They 
won’t put me through to her room and they won’t 
tell me anything about how badly she’s hurt.”  

“Angelus was here with several other vampires,” 
Spike informed Buffy, gesturing towards the dusty 
remains. “If he’s not at the hospital, I’d say Angelus 
has your Watcher.” 

“What would he want with Giles?” Xander asked. 
“Oh. Acathla,” he answered his own question and 
felt sick at the thought of what Angelus was capable 
of doing to get information out of the librarian. 

“Right.”  

“We need to go to the hospital and find out if 
Willow’s ok, then head for the mansion,” Buffy said. 

“Don’t have time for that, Slayer. Angelus is 
probably torturing your Watcher right now.” Not to 



mention that in less than an hour, Spike’s mobility 
would be limited to the tunnels. 

Buffy looked torn and Xander understood how she 
felt. Every instinct was screaming at him to head for 
the hospital and find out if Willow was ok but Spike 
was right. Willow was being taken care of and was 
safe. There was nothing they could do for her that 
wasn’t already being done by the hospital staff. 
Giles was in immediate danger and Angel could be 
performing the ritual and waking Acathla even as 
they dithered. Praying Willow wasn’t going to…. 
wasn’t seriously hurt, Xander heard himself say: 
“There are two bags of weapons already packed: 
axes, crossbows and knives, mostly. Do you need 
anything else?” 

“God, you really don’t care about Willow at all any 
more, do you?” Buffy’s face twisted with anger and 
she shook her head. “This was Giles’ idea, not mine, 
to work with you two. I don’t trust either one of you 
to watch my back.” She scrubbed a hand through 
her hair, looking tired and defeated. “A loser whose 
only friend is the evil undead and a vampire who’ll 



probably turn on me the second my back is turned,” 
she muttered, more to herself than to them.  

Xander braced himself to intervene but was 
surprised to see that Spike didn’t seem angry about 
the snide remark. Head cocked to the side, Spike 
was studying Buffy intently, obviously more curious 
than angry. “Think I’m going to join forces with 
Angelus as soon as I’ve lured you into his clutches, 
do you?” 

Xander kept quiet with an effort. Spike was giving 
Buffy his trademark ‘I’m evil’ smirk - oh, great - and 
adding a flare of yellow to his wickedly amused 
eyes. Spike better have something good or the 
already shaky alliance was ending right here. He just 
sighed when Spike pulled out a cigarette and lit up, 
like an artist putting the last stroke to a 
masterpiece. Pity Spike wasn’t wearing his duster, 
having left it behind at the crypt but even without 
the duster, Spike’s ‘Big Bad’ personality was a 
masterpiece. Xander had seen both it and the real 
Spike enough to know that the ‘Big Bad’ persona 
was a disguise the vampire wore, a mask that hid 
his true personality from the world. Like all good 



disguises, it was created partly from Spike’s true 
personality: his short temper, his love of violence, 
his cockiness and arrogance. All of which were part 
of Spike, they just weren’t all of him. The truth, but 
not the whole truth. As Xander had gotten to know 
Spike better, he’d discovered that the face Spike 
presented to the world wasn’t even the biggest part 
of Spike’s personality. The Spike he knew had loved 
and taken care of a crazy person for a century and 
quietly regretted the loss of his family, imperfect as 
that family had been. That was who Spike really 
was: tender and violent, caring and possessive, 
impatient and destructive - all woven together into 
a complex whole. Slapping an ‘evil undead’ label on 
him was reducing Spike to nothing more than a 
cartoon caricature and doing so seriously missed 
the target. Xander wondered if Buffy would ever be 
able to see that. He didn’t really care what Buffy 
thought of Spike or of himself, except that it would 
make things simpler if she didn’t actively dislike, 
and frequently want to kill, Spike. 

Snapping back to the present, Xander shivered a 
little as Spike continued in a low, dark purr: 



“Worried that me and Angelus have been planning 
this all along, aren’t you? That I want to end the 
world as badly as he does.”  

Spike was so damn sexy when he used that voice. 
Standing there in the tight black jeans and tee-shirt 
that showed off his lithe, muscular body, his scarred 
eyebrow quirked knowingly, his blue eyes full of 
sensual promises, he was the living embodiment of 
sex appeal. Xander was embarrassed to find he was 
staring at Spike, practically drooling, and becoming 
aroused just from listening to him. Looking away 
with an effort before he embarrassed himself, 
Xander was amused to see that Buffy wasn’t 
immune to Spike’s charms. His amusement faded 
rapidly as he realized that Buffy was angry at her 
reaction to Spike and, in typical Buffy fashion, was 
about to take that anger out on Spike. Now he 
really hoped Spike knew what he was doing. 

Buffy was glaring at Spike. “You’re a vampire. 
Ending the world is right up your alley. Why would 
you want to help stop Acathla?”  



“Because I like this world.” Spike answered calmly, 
dropping the super sexy voice. “You’ve got dog 
racing and Manchester United,” he slid a warm look 
over at Xander who smiled back, not the least 
worried about not being included in the short list of 
things Spike liked about the world. “I don’t need to 
be in a demon dimension to get my jollies. But 
mostly, because I want Angelus dead. I’m not 
joining forces with him, Slayer, I’m going there to 
kill him. Only question is, are you coming along?” 

Buffy studied him through narrowed eyes for a long 
moment, then nodded, seeming to accept his 
words. “Crossbows, axes and knives?” she asked 
Xander. “That ought to do it.” She looked at the 
clock on the wall and Xander followed her glance. 
5:25, half an hour to sunrise. “I’m going to call Oz,” 
she said. “Unless you already have them, throw a 
bunch of stakes in with the other weapons and we’ll 
be set.” 

The phone in Giles’ office rang shrilly, sounding 
unnaturally loud in the silence that followed Buffy’s 
agreement and Xander jumped at the sudden noise. 
All three looked toward the office but Buffy was the 



first to move, snatching up the phone on the second 
ring. 

“Hello?” She looked across to Xander, “It’s Willow. 
Are you ok?” she said into the phone. 

Spike tuned her out at that point, putting his arm 
around Xander who had sagged with relief at the 
news. “Glad for your sake, luv.” 

“Me too.” He looked at Spike, sorrow shadowing his 
eyes. “Things aren’t the same between us but she 
and I were really close once. I can’t imagine losing 
her.” 

“You’ll be able to see her as soon as this is over.” 

Xander brightened at the thought. Disentangling 
himself from Spike’s arm, he crossed to the open 
book cage in search of stakes. Spike followed him. 
“So, same basic plan? Except my job now is to find 
Giles and get him out of there.” 

“Probably be best.” Spike tried to sound apologetic 
but wasn’t able to pull it off. He didn’t want Xander 
fighting Angelus, didn’t want him to go to the 
mansion at all but knew he couldn’t stop him. Not 



without taking action that Xander would never 
forgive. “Just be careful,” he couldn’t help adding. 
“Leave Angelus to me and the Slayer.” 

“Hey, I’m sidekick guy, lurking in the background. 
I’m totally ok with that.” Xander said, holding up his 
hands defensively.  

Spike growled quietly. “Not a sidekick,” he said. 
“Thought I told you to stop talking about yourself 
that way.” 

“How about back-up guy? I’m cool with the fact that 
I’m just getting Giles out while you two do the main 
fighting.” Gathering up a handful of stakes from one 
of the shelves, Xander wondered again where Giles 
got them all. Did Wal-Marts on the Hellmouth sell 
wooden stakes by the gross? Or did Giles whittle 
them in his spare time between crises? He turned 
back to Spike, holding the stakes awkwardly in his 
good hand, using the cast to brace them so they 
didn’t drop. “After all, you keep telling me demons 
are superior and Buffy’s practically a demon herself 
with all the Slayer extras she’s got.”  



“Oi!” Spike protested, just as Xander had known he 
would. “Slayers aren’t demons.” He saw Xander 
struggling to suppress a smile and snagged him by 
the back of his head, pulling him in for a kiss. “Brat. 
Slayers are just jumped up humans, not nearly 
enough class to be demons,” he grumbled. 

Buffy came out of Giles’ office. “Willow says Angel 
and four other vampires attacked them. She was 
knocked out and didn’t wake up until she was 
already at the hospital. The last she saw, Giles was 
fighting them.” Despite her words, tension had 
fallen away from her and she looked almost 
optimistic. Her obvious relief that Willow was alive 
and relatively well made Xander feel more 
sympathetic towards her than he usually did. She’d 
really been worried about Willow. 

“Is she ok?” Xander asked anxiously. 

“She has a mild concussion and they’re keeping her 
at the hospital for a few more hours as a 
precaution. Oz is with her.” Buffy shrugged one 
shoulder. “Willow called him when she woke up. 
She didn’t call any of us until now because she 



didn’t want to wake us up. She didn’t realize Giles 
wasn’t at the hospital until I told her.” Buffy seemed 
to have lost her hesitation and uncertainty with the 
phone call. Willow must have convinced Buffy she 
wasn’t badly hurt, which did more than anything 
else to ease Xander’s own worry.  

“Let’s go.” 

Without another word, Buffy turned and headed 
out the library doors. Xander just shook his head. 
Still clutching the stakes, he leaned forward and 
kissed Spike hard then ran up the stairs to grab the 
two bags of weapons, pretending he didn’t hear 
Spike muttering about not being the Slayer’s 
manservant. Dropping the stakes in the bag with 
the other supplies, Xander just smiled at Spike’s 
disgruntled remarks. He didn’t think Buffy had 
deliberately left them to lug the weapons for her. 
From what he’d observed, it was more that Buffy 
tended to be spontaneous as a fighter and got 
impatient with the planning. She generally relied on 
the stake she always carried with her and nothing 
else and probably thought of the weapons as things 
he and Spike would need, not herself.  



“Come on, Jeeves,” he said, passing one of the bags 
to Spike as he reached the main floor. “Her ladyship 
will need us. Whether she admits it or not.” 

As they left the school behind, heading for the 
mansion, Xander was nervously aware of the 
approaching sunrise and the looming confrontation. 
Spike seemed unconcerned about both as they 
hurried through the still deserted streets. Xander 
just wished he was half as calm as Spike and Buffy 
seemed to be about the coming battle instead of 
feeling like he needed to stop at a convenient ditch 
and throw up.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The mansion grounds were quiet when they arrived. 
There were dim lights in several of the windows but 
the grounds were illuminated only by the reflected 
glow from the streetlights. Spike and Buffy went in 
first, leaving Xander across the street. They took 
stakes only - the crossbow mechanisms were noisy 
and a lot depended on stealth in the first few 



moments. They had to take out the vampires 
guarding the grounds both silently and 
simultaneously or they could forget the element of 
surprise, and that was not something they could 
afford to lose in this battle. 

Watching and listening tensely, time passed with 
agonizing slowness and it seemed like forever 
before Spike stepped out of the gates again, his 
white hair almost glowing under the streetlight and 
signaled for Xander to come in. Snatching up the 
weapons bags, Xander ran across the street. “Ok?” 
he mouthed.  

Spike nodded as Buffy joined them. Opening the 
bags, Spike and Xander took axes, while Buffy 
selected a crossbow. They all made sure they had at 
least two stakes on them, stashing them away 
quickly before crossing the grounds to the front 
door.  

Following the plan they’d hastily concocted on the 
walk over, Xander hung back slightly while Buffy 
and Spike silently eased the front door open. To 
Xander’s surprise, no one challenged them as they 



slipped inside. Xander followed them after a beat, 
finding himself in a large foyer, paved in natural 
stone. He waited just inside the door, holding the 
axe in one hand and both bags of weapons in the 
other, listening intently for indications that Buffy 
and Spike had been seen, and heard the sharp 
twang of a crossbow being fired and the familiar 
soft explosion of a vampire turning to dust.  

“Hello, lover.”  

Despite the tense situation, Xander couldn’t help 
rolling his eyes at Buffy’s flip greeting. Granted, he 
was biased but in his opinion Spike’s fight banter 
was much more original than Buffy’s. He slipped 
into the large open room just beyond the entrance 
hall, keeping near the wall, seeing Spike and Buffy 
fighting three minions and Angel hanging back near 
what was either Acathla or a really ugly sculpture. 
Xander watched just long enough to be sure that 
Spike was holding his own. Buffy was using her 
crossbow as a blunt instrument, swinging it at a 
vampire by the butt end, apparently not having had 
enough time to reload. Setting the bags down 
quietly on the floor behind a sofa, where Angel’s 



people wouldn’t see them but Spike and Buffy could 
reach them if needed, Xander forced himself to 
leave the fight and head deeper into the building in 
search of Giles. Their hope was that any other 
vampires in the mansion would have been drawn 
immediately to the main room by the sound of 
fighting, leaving a clear path for Xander to hunt for 
Giles. So far, that seemed to be working.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Hello, Lover.”  

Spike was furious. The Slayer had barely stepped 
into the room when she fired her crossbow, wasting 
what might be their best shot at both Angelus and 
ending this quickly on a fucking minion. Regretting 
leaving the first strike in their attack to the Slayer by 
not grabbing a crossbow himself, Spike fumed, even 
as he quickly scanned the room. Acathla was still 
dormant, his ugly stone body the central object in 
the sparsely furnished room. Good on the Watcher 



for holding out. Angelus simply looked irritated at 
their arrival. 

“I don’t have time for this.” Angelus signaled for the 
three remaining minions to charge them and Spike 
felt the adrenaline rush of battle fill him as he ran 
forward. Meeting the minions halfway, he swung 
the axe in a wide circle, causing them to scatter 
frantically away from the deadly blade. The fight 
quickly fell into the ageless pattern of attack, parry, 
dodge, strike, spin, kick, regroup. Spike was 
peripherally aware of Xander stopping briefly in the 
room before disappearing in search of the Watcher. 
No other minions had arrived to join the three who 
were fighting.  

Angelus growled something and flung himself into 
the fight for the first time, obviously hoping to catch 
the Slayer off guard as her opponent choked the air 
with his dusty remains. Well, if she was thick 
enough to be caught out that way, she deserved to 
be killed. Ducking away from a blow and returning it 
with a one-handed swipe that cleanly beheaded 
one of his own foes, Spike saw out of the corner of 
his eye that Angelus and the Slayer were 



exchanging a flurry of blows, knocking each other 
around the far end of the room.  

With the fight now two on two, it should have 
ended quickly. Spike’s half of the fight did. A jump 
kick sent the remaining minion, a hulking bruiser 
nearly a foot taller than Spike, flying backwards into 
the couch, which overturned, spilling the minion 
onto the floor. Spike leapt after him, yanking a 
stake out and pouncing before he could regain his 
feet, staking him cleanly before he could recover.  

Turning, Spike saw the duel between Angelus and 
the Slayer was still on. Something was off and he 
hesitated for a second, eyes narrowed suspiciously 
as he studied the fighters. The petite blond fought 
better than that, he thought. She was mostly just 
parrying Angelus’ blows and dodging, almost 
dancing, out of his reach. The Slayer was making no 
attempt to close with him and she didn’t even have 
a weapon drawn. Time and again, she passed up 
openings as Angelus clearly realized her heart 
wasn’t in the fight and got cocky, leaving himself 
vulnerable as he tried for a killing blow.  



If the silly bitch couldn’t bring herself to slay her ex, 
Spike sure as hell could. Hurdling the overturned 
couch, Spike flung himself into the middle of the 
fight. Angelus laughed and shifted position and 
Buffy moved with him, directly into Spike’s path. 
Swearing, he dodged around her, trying to close on 
his Sire, but the two of them seemed joined in a 
conspiracy to prevent him from getting in a clean 
hit on Angelus.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander moved quickly through the mansion, 
checking doors. He was fairly sure by now that 
there weren’t any vampires lurking in the back 
corridors but he stayed on guard, clinging to his axe 
as he searched. At the end of the hall, in one of the 
farthest rooms from the front, he found Giles.  

The librarian was barely conscious, tied to a chair, 
his shirt hanging in tatters and his chest marred 
with bruises, burns and cuts. Sickened, Xander ran 
to him. “Giles! Can you hear me?” 



Giles just groaned and Xander hoped he wouldn’t 
have to carry the older man out of the mansion. He 
wasn’t even sure he could. Crouching behind Giles, 
he started to work on the ropes and froze at the 
sight of Giles’ hands. It looked like every finger on 
both hands had been broken multiple times. They 
were crusted with dried blood, crooked and 
swollen. Xander thought he was going to be sick. 
Abandoning untying, he carefully used the axe 
blade to slice through the ropes, trying desperately 
not to cause Giles any more pain.  

Once he had Giles’ hands free, Xander gently eased 
them around to the side so they were dangling free. 
Moving to face Giles again, crouching down so he 
was at eye level with him, Xander was heartened to 
see signs that Giles was starting to wake up. “Giles, 
it’s Xander. I have to get you out of here. Can you 
stand?” 

Giles’ battered face looked naked without his 
glasses and he seemed decades older than he had 
just a few hours ago. “Xander?” he mumbled 
through split and swollen lips. 



“Yeah. I’m sorry, Giles but I have to get you on your 
feet.” 

He bent down next to Giles and, gingerly avoiding 
his hands, lifted one arm over his shoulders. Bracing 
himself, he slid his other hand around Giles’ waist 
and began to lift, hating himself when the older 
man cried out in pain. He got Giles standing, 
supporting most of his weight, but pleased that 
Giles was aware enough to assist him at all.  

“Ok, just down the hall and out the door. It’s not 
far,” he said reassuringly. He and Giles began to 
shuffle forward towards the door and Xander 
prayed they wouldn’t run into anyone on their way 
out of the mansion.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“What the hell are you playing at, Slayer?” Spike 
yelled furiously as Buffy interfered again, 
preventing him from getting in a killing blow. 



She didn’t answer, just rolled clear and bounced 
back to her feet, before continuing her heavy on 
dodging, light on serious blows, attack. If Spike 
didn’t know better, he’d swear she was stalling for 
time but it was clear she wasn’t ready to either kill 
Angelus or to let Spike do it. Angelus obviously 
thought so too. 

“Still can’t do it, can you, Buff?” he gloated. “You 
can’t kill me. Because you still love me. You love 
what I did to you, how I made you feel.” He laughed 
with smug arrogance. “That moment of pure 
happiness that made me the man I am today.” 

Well, Spike didn’t have a problem killing the great 
braggart. Taking advantage of their brief distraction 
as they faced each other, the Slayer faltering as 
Angelus’ taunts hit home, Spike swung the axe, 
aiming for Angelus’ back. Angelus caught the 
motion out of the corner of his eye and twisted 
away. Spike had been expecting the move and 
altered the angle of his swing to compensate. The 
axe struck Angelus in the side but not as hard as 
Spike had intended. Instead of a clean blow, it 
landed glancingly, gouging out a chunk of flesh but 



not burying itself in the older vampire’s body as 
Spike had intended. 

Swearing, Spike yanked it out and swung it back for 
another blow. Angelus staggered backwards, 
stumbling against the stone form of Acathla and 
falling, landing with a pained grunt on the floor at 
the base of the statue. Once again, the Slayer was 
suddenly in Spike’s way and he had to abort his 
swing or hit her instead of his Sire.  

“Get out of my way or I’ll kill you instead of him,” 
Spike snarled, cursing as he realized the slight delay 
had been enough for Angelus to begin struggling to 
his feet. His Sire put up one blood-soaked hand and 
grabbed the sword sticking out of Acathla’s chest, 
using it to lever himself up.  

Lightning crackled in the air, dancing along Angelus’ 
hand on the sword hilt and sparking around the 
room, flaring to life along the metal objects nearby. 
Swearing, Spike hastily dropped his axe, as blue 
lightning crawled along the blade. He felt rather 
than saw the Slayer lunge forward and heard her 
cry of pain as Angelus used Acathla to brace 



himself, lifting both feet and smashing them into 
her stomach. The air whooshed out of her lungs 
audibly as she was sent flying backwards, landing 
hard and sliding across the floor and into the wall 
where she lay unmoving. 

Angelus’ triumphant laughter sounded loudly in the 
momentary silence that followed. The sword slid 
out of Acathla, like Excaliber from the stone, and he 
spun the blade in his hands exuberantly. Spike 
hurriedly bent to recover his axe, snatching it up 
from the floor. He was too late. Already swinging 
the axe as he straightened up, Angelus’ sword met 
it squarely, knocking it away from himself. Angelus’ 
heavier weight staggered Spike momentarily and 
Angelus recovered faster. Pain exploded through 
Spike as Angelus buried the sword to the hilt in his 
stomach.  

The axe fell from suddenly nerveless fingers and 
Spike’s eyes met his Sire’s one last time. There was 
a twisted smile on his Sire’s lips and unholy glee in 
his eyes. “You just never learn, Childe,” he said with 
mock sorrow, pulling the sword out in one brutal 
yank and drawing it back for a final blow.  



Spike’s knees collapsed and he crumpled to the 
stone floor. As he fell, he twisted sideways, 
managing to get one hand underneath him and 
catching himself before he sprawled full-length on 
the floor. As Angelus loomed over him, sword 
raised, sneering down at him, relishing the moment, 
Spike ignored the pain and gathered his faltering 
strength. Taking advantage of Angelus’ brief delay, 
he kicked out with one foot, connecting solidly with 
Angel’s knee and dropping his Sire to the floor as 
the knee gave way. Spike rolled away, agony flaring 
with every movement, desperate to get beyond the 
reach of Angelus’ sword. Under better 
circumstances, he would be taunting his Sire for the 
amateur mistake of delaying a blow, even for a 
fraction of a second, and giving an opponent time 
to regroup. Struggling to get out of the older 
vampire’s reach, Spike was just grateful for Angelus’ 
arrogance. 

His Sire’s movements were slowed by the wound in 
his own side. Angelus staggered to his feet, using 
the sword as a crutch and started for Spike again. 
Buffy intercepted him, grabbing his sword arm and 



yanking him around to face her, her foot coming up 
high and hard as he swung towards her. Still holding 
him immobile, the Slayer got in two more kicks 
before Angelus jerked free and brought the sword 
up again. Buffy leapt back quickly as Angelus swung 
the sword and the fight moved further from Spike. 

Spike looked around, searching for something he 
could use as a weapon. His axe was still out of 
reach, too close to the fight now raging between 
the Slayer and Angelus to retrieve for the moment. 
Spike was relieved to see that the Slayer was finally 
battling all out; dancing away from the sword, 
jumping over it and ducking beneath it, landing 
blows whenever an opening presented itself. She 
was on the defensive though, hampered by her lack 
of a weapon. A stake was no match for a sword. 

Remembering the bag of weapons, Spike struggled 
to his feet and made his way to the overturned 
couch. The crossbows were useless, the heavy piece 
of furniture had landed squarely on the two bags 
and the wooden crossbows had not survived. 
Buffy’s was beyond repair, abandoned on the far 
side of the room - crossbows couldn’t take being 



used as a club. One look at the snapped strings and 
cracked wood of the remaining crossbows and Spike 
abandoned any hope of taking Angelus out at a 
distance. An axe would be safer anyway. No chance 
of the metal blade dusting Angelus before they had 
his blood to close the portal.  

Grabbing an axe from the bag, Spike turned to see 
the Slayer had armed herself with a poker from the 
fireplace and was involved in a makeshift sword 
fight. The poker was clumsy but heavier than 
Angelus’ sword and surprisingly, she was actually 
holding her own. Finally. The stupid bint had to wait 
‘til it was a bloody crisis before doing something. 
Spike took one second longer to grab a knife out of 
the bag before moving to help. 

Spike got his first good look at the slowly waking 
Acathla. After the electrical show, nothing had 
happened for long moments. The demon still 
looked like stone but his jaw now hung open and a 
whirlpool was forming inside his mouth. Even as 
Spike watched, the vortex grew, the air in front of 
the demon beginning to swirl like water flowing 
down a drain and the air felt charged with magical 



energy, electricity tingling along Spike’s skin as he 
carefully skirted the area in front of the demon.  

Spike was moving far slower than normal, pain 
dragging at his muscles, and his wary concentration 
on Acathla preventing him from realizing what was 
happening for a critical second. Angel was 
hammering blows down on Buffy, completely 
ignoring the growing whirlpool behind him. She was 
on the floor, desperately using the poker to fend off 
the blows from above. 

“Angelus!” Spike yelled and as he’d hoped, his Sire 
turned his head toward the sound. 

Seeing Spike back on his feet, Angelus laughed 
wildly. He turned back to the Slayer, lifting the 
sword to bring it down on her again and Spike 
threw the knife with every ounce of strength he had 
left. It flashed across the room, slamming into 
Angelus’ shoulder and burying itself to the hilt. 
Angelus staggered at the impact, stumbling forward 
onto his knees and dropping the sword. His Sire 
clutched at the wound, swearing, and pulled the 
knife free.  



Spike lurched forward, hoping to reach his Sire 
before he could defend himself, intending to strike 
Angelus with the axe and then throw it into the 
rapidly growing vortex to close it. The wound in his 
stomach slowed him down and he was still too far 
away when his Sire spun around suddenly. The knife 
Spike had thrown was in his Sire’s left hand and he 
brought it around backhanded, burying it in Spike’s 
gut, twisting savagely to do as much damage as 
possible. Spike’s own blow was already in motion 
and it landed, the axe digging deeply into Angelus’ 
back, even as Spike began to fall, fresh agony 
tearing through him.  

Both vampires dropped to the floor. Spike pulled 
the knife out of his gut, gasping in shock at the 
renewed pain, even as he frantically dragged 
himself away from the spreading vortex. Angelus 
was doing the same on the other side of the swirling 
energy field, crawling along the floor, the blood 
stained axe he’d removed abandoned on the floor 
behind him as he struggled away from Acathla. 

Cursing, Spike clamped a hand over his second 
major wound, trying to stem the blood flow. Even a 



vampire could lose only so much blood before they 
became incapacitated. He managed to stagger to 
his feet, but his legs refused to obey him and 
instead of moving forward towards Angelus and the 
Slayer, he fell backwards against the wall, sliding 
down it to the floor, unable to slow his downward 
momentum.  

Looking across the room with pain-blurred eyes, 
Spike saw the Slayer standing over Angelus, holding 
the sword Angelus had dropped raised up for a 
killing blow but she was wasn’t moving. The two 
were staring at each other, a motionless tableau, 
like they were frozen in time. Damn stupid woman 
still couldn’t kill him, Spike thought wrathfully. 
Rolling to his hands and knees, he began the painful 
task of trying to bring his wounded body back under 
control. Forcing his legs to work, he struggled to his 
feet, using the wall for support and managed to 
stand, unsteady but upright. Right. One bloody axe 
thrown into the vortex, one stake through the heart 
and it was done. No problem. 

Struggling to remain standing, the room wavering 
around him, Spike was sure he was hallucinating. 



The Slayer and Angelus were bloody well snogging 
while the world was ending. It was so bizarre that 
Spike just stared for a moment, wondering wildly if 
they had already been sucked into hell and his 
personal torment was to watch his Sire and the 
Slayer snogging for eternity. 

Reality crashed over him like a bucket of ice water, 
snapping him out of his insane thoughts. The 
fucking re-souling spell. Willow must have gone 
ahead with it. Spike suddenly remembered all those 
looks between the Slayer and her friend and the 
way the redhead had so nervously refused to join 
the fight. Bitch had gone and done the re-souling 
spell. 

Rage sent adrenaline pumping through his system. 
Spike forgot the pain, forgot everything but his goal: 
close the whirlpool and stake Angelus. He moved 
forward, only to see the Slayer take half a step back 
and drive the sword into Angelus, burying it to the 
hilt in Angelus’ chest. “What the fuck?” he said out 
loud.  



The Slayer’s eyes were huge as she stepped back. 
Angelus staggered back from the force of the blow, 
staring in shock at the Slayer. His lips moved, 
forming her name, but then he was caught up in the 
expanding vortex. With a sound reminiscent of the 
roar of a hurricane, the vortex lapped over Angelus. 
The swirling, orange energy patterns broke like a 
wave crashing on the beach, leaving chaotic 
turbulence behind. Angelus’ mouth opened in a 
silent scream as lightning crackled around him, The 
vortex shrank in on itself, collapsing around Angelus 
and dragging the vampire with it as it retreated 
back into the stone figure of Acathla until it 
disappeared entirely, leaving the demon standing 
there, once more inert stone, nothing more than a 
statue. 

Spike stared dumbfounded at the again dormant 
Acathla, before his accusing eyes turned to Buffy. 
The Slayer just stood there, hands pressed to her 
mouth, staring at Acathla. Spike was so shocked and 
appalled by what had just happened that it took a 
long moment before he was able to speak. When he 
did find his voice, it was with a vengeance.  



“You. Stupid. Bitch.” Spike snarled with slow, 
furious emphasis. “Do you have any idea what 
you’ve done?” The surge of adrenaline that had 
powered him was fading rapidly but he had enough 
strength for this. 

Buffy was still staring blindly at Acathla, the sword 
she’d used to stab Angel sticking out of the stone 
demon in the same spot where she’d run Angel 
through. Tears were starting to run down her 
cheeks and she looked exhausted, much older and 
completely devastated. Good, Spike thought 
viciously.  

“I just killed the man I loved,” she said brokenly. A 
single tear escaped, tracing a slow track through the 
dirt on her cheek.  

Her obvious grief found no sympathy in Spike. “No, 
you idiot, you stuck a sword in a vampire’s chest. 
Are you so stupid you don’t know that doesn’t kill a 
vampire?” Spike had to brace himself against the 
wall to remain upright, wishing viciously that he had 
the strength to tear the Slayer’s limbs off and use 
them to beat her to death. “You’ve done far worse 



than kill him. You’ve bloody well re-souled him and 
sent him to a demon dimension. Angelus would 
have been fine there but your precious Angel has a 
human soul. I hope you’re happy now because 
Angel is more human than demon and he will suffer 
the promised eternal torment in that dimension.” 

“I didn’t have a choice. I had to do it. I couldn’t let 
the world be destroyed.” Buffy didn’t sound like she 
was trying to justify her actions, she sounded like 
she was trying to convince herself. 

“For fuck’s sake, weren’t you listening when the 
Watcher explained it?” Spike really was going to kill 
her as soon as he got his strength back. “Angel’s 
blood opened the portal. His blood would close it. 
His blood. Where did you get the daft idea that you 
had to shove his bleeding corpse into the vortex in 
order to close it?” 

Buffy’s face went chalk white and she looked like 
she was going to faint. For the first time, she tore 
her eyes away from Acathla and looked at Spike. 
“But… everyone said the only way to be safe was to 
kill Angel.” 



“Kill ’im before he wakened Acathla, you idiot.” 
Spike glared at her in disgust, only his own wounds 
preventing him from adding a third Slayer to his 
tally. “Don’t worry, I’m sure one of the torments 
being visited on Angel is an endless replay of the 
love of his life betraying him and sending him to hell 
for no reason other than she didn’t pay attention 
when her Watcher explained how to stop the world 
from ending.”  

Buffy crumpled to her knees, sobs shaking her 
slender shoulders as the full impact of what she’d 
done hit her. Bracing himself against the wall, Spike 
left her lying there without a backwards glance. 
Limping heavily and bracing himself against the 
wall, he moved towards the basement. He needed 
to find Xander and make sure he was ok. 
Unfortunately, it was now broad daylight and he 
was trapped in the mansion. Angelus would have a 
secure sun-proof room downstairs and Spike would 
have to hole up in it until dark. He’d deal with the 
Slayer later, unless he decided to leave her alive to 
wallow in human guilt for what she’d done.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Oh, my God.” 

Xander had managed to get Giles to a neighbor’s 
house. The neighbor had called for an ambulance 
and Xander had run back to the mansion as fast as 
he could, hoping to find the fight over and Spike 
and Buffy celebrating their victory. If not, maybe 
there was something he could do to help. Now he 
stared in shock at the blood covering Spike’s entire 
upper body. The vampire was listing heavily to the 
side and looked like he was barely able to stand. He 
turned his head in response to Xander’s 
exclamation and Xander was worried that Spike 
hadn’t known he was there until he spoke. Spike 
had to be really hurting to be that unaware of his 
surroundings. 

He ran forward and stopped next to Spike, afraid to 
touch him. “We have to get you somewhere safe,” 
he said. “The ambulance just left with Giles.” He 
took a quick look around, seeing Buffy crying and no 



sign of Angel or dimensional vortexes. “Is Angel 
dusted?” 

“No.” Spike’s jaw tightened as Xander lifted his arm 
over his shoulders, only partly from the pain as the 
movement stretched his stomach muscles. “Slayer 
sent him to hell.”  

“Oh.” Xander threw a surprised look at Buffy then 
dismissed Angel from his mind. The stone demon 
still stood in the same spot and obviously wasn’t 
doing anything which left him free to concentrate 
on Spike. “Do you have any idea where Angel’s 
room is?” 

“Bound to be downstairs, luv. Safest place for 
vampires.” 

“Then that’s where you’re going.” Taking as much 
of Spike’s weight as he could, Xander helped him 
cross the hall to the stairs. Buffy didn’t seem injured 
and right now Spike was his only concern. She’d 
have to deal on her own for awhile.  
 
 



Part Thirty 

Xander was getting good at this and wasn’t that a 
weird talent. Injured person on his right, their arm 
over his shoulders so his good hand could hold the 
arm in place while his casted right arm wrapped 
around their waist to steady them. Shuffle forward 
with small, slow steps and struggle to take as much 
as their weight as he could.  

The stairs down to the basement were harder but 
Spike was better able to manage than Giles had 
been so it pretty much evened out. Still, Xander 
could feel the tremors of pain shaking Spike’s body 
and he was still bleeding heavily from the gory mess 
that used to be his stomach. The makeshift bandage 
that had been Xander’s shirt that Spike was holding 
pressed tightly against his wounds was already 
soaked through. He knew that moving Spike was 
making the situation worse but he really wanted 
Spike somewhere safely beyond the reach of 
sunlight where the careless twitch of a curtain 
wouldn’t result in incineration. 



Finally down the stairs, Xander was relieved to find 
there was only a single room and he didn’t have to 
search for Angel’s bedroom. Helping Spike inside, 
he eased the vampire down onto the bed, hating 
the way Spike flinched as he was lowered to the 
edge of the mattress. Settling him down flat, Xander 
ran into the adjoining bathroom, snatching up a 
towel and quickly dampening it in the sink, before 
bringing it back to the bed.  

He eased the sodden fabric away from the wound 
and replaced it with the damp towel, fresh blood 
welling from the jagged holes during the quick 
exchange. “Spike, what do you need?” he asked 
urgently. 

“Check if there’s blood,” Spike said through gritted 
teeth. Xander made sure Spike’s hand was firmly 
clamped over the towel and looked around the 
room. Not seeing anything that could be used to 
store blood, he ran quickly back up the stairs to the 
kitchen he’d seen while searching for Giles.  

The kitchen gleamed with stainless steel and every 
modern convenience. The enormous refrigerator 



was nearly empty except for a handful of plastic 
bags of blood. Xander pulled them out and looked 
around. Spotting a microwave, he put the bags 
inside and turned it on. While waiting, he opened 
cupboards until he found one with a few dishes in it 
and snagged a mug off the shelf.  

The microwave dinged and he opened it and tested 
the packets, finding them lukewarm. Afraid to risk 
damaging them by overheating, he scooped them 
out, grabbed the mug and ran back downstairs.  

He dumped the bags on the bed and set about 
opening one with his teeth, wishing he’d thought to 
grab a knife. Hastily pouring it into the mug, he 
started to hand it to Spike. Spike was whiter than 
normal and lines of pain marred his face. Changing 
his mind, Xander slid his casted arm under Spike’s 
shoulders and lifted him up slightly. Holding the 
mug, he brought it to Spike’s lips and was relieved 
when Spike drank easily, raising a shaking hand to 
help steady the mug.  

He fed Spike the contents of all five bags, pouring 
them in turn into the mug as soon as it was empty. 



By the time he’d started on the last bag, Spike was 
already looking better, a slight flush of color in his 
cheeks and able to hold the mug on his own. After 
draining the last mug, Spike settled back down on 
the bed, closing his eyes and sighing in relief. 
Xander was glad to see that Spike’s body was no 
longer being shaken by tremers. “What now, Spike? 
Is there any kind of a doctor I can call?” 

Spike opened his eyes and smiled. “Vampire, luv. I’ll 
heal up fine. The wound is already closing and we 
don’t get normal infections.” He hesitated briefly. 
“I’ll need more blood in a couple of hours. Blood 
speeds the healing.” 

“Take mine,” Xander offered immediately and 
Spike’s smiled widened. 

“Take you up on that, luv, but I’ll need more than 
you can spare.” He automatically reached down 
only belatedly remembering that he’d left his duster 
in the crypt last night. “There’s a bar where you can 
buy human blood.” His vampire instincts told him it 
was daylight outside but they weren’t specific 



enough to let him know how much time had 
passed. “It’s still morning, right?” 

Xander nodded. “Yeah, it hasn’t been that long, 
maybe 8 or 9 o’clock.” 

“Bloody stupid house doesn’t have sewer access but 
that works to our advantage right now.” Thinking of 
his Sire brought a complex well of emotions: anger, 
satisfaction, grief, the need for revenge against the 
Slayer and the redhead, but he wasn’t ready - or 
able for the moment - to cope with, or act on, any 
of his emotions. He firmly set them aside to 
concentrate of the practical.  

“Left my duster in that crypt last night, can you find 
it again?” 

Xander’s eyebrows rose but all he said was, “Yeah, 
you want me to get it for you?” 

“It’s important to me,” Spike couldn’t resist saying 
then added immediately: “Git. I need something in 
one of the pockets.” 

He got a cheeky grin in return. “Hey, far as I can tell 
you’re in love with the thing.” Spike was pleased to 



see the worry fading from Xander’s eyes as the 
lighter tone convinced him that Spike really would 
recover. The blood had helped tremendously, giving 
Spike enough strength to hold a normal 
conversation. 

“In love with you, mate. I’m just cheating on you 
with the coat,” Spike said with mock seriousness. 
That got him a delighted smile and a quick peck. He 
would have tried to prolong the kiss but had to 
admit that he honestly wasn’t up to it right now. 
Angelus had done a good job on him and, even with 
unlimited blood, it would take him several days to 
be back to full strength. “Need you to bring it here, 
luv. The bar’s number is in my coat and it’s not the 
kind of place listed in the directory.”  

Xander nodded in understanding. “I should be back 
within an hour.” He looked doubtfully at the towel 
pressed to Spike’s wounds. “Is that all you need? 
Shouldn’t we bandage it with something?” 

“This’ll be enough for now, the bleeding’s already 
nearly stopped,” Spike said reassuringly and 



truthfully. Bandages might be a bit more 
comfortable but they weren’t necessary. 

“Will you be ok while I’m gone?” 

“Be fine, luv. Like I said, this isn’t a proper lair - no 
tunnel access. Up side is that no one can get in 
during the day. I’ll be safe as houses.” 

Xander rose from his perch on the edge of the 
mattress. “I’ll be back as quick as I can. You just lie 
there and rest, ok?” 

“I’ll be asleep soon as you’re gone.” Sleep and blood 
were what healed vampires, their bodies knitting 
together far more rapidly than living tissue. “Wake 
me soon as you’re back,” he instructed. “I’ll need to 
call the bar and put in an order. Sorry, luv, you’re 
going to need to fetch it for me, don’t want anyone 
knowing where I’m at while I’m laid up.”  

“Not a problem.” 

“Don’t worry if I’m hard to wake up. Healing sleep’s 
a bit different from regular sleep. Just keep shaking 
me ‘til I’m up.” He gave Xander a stern look. “Don’t 
wait to give me more time to rest or anything sappy 



like that. I’ll go back to sleep soon as I’ve made the 
call, none the worse for you waking me.” 

Xander’s sheepish look told Spike he’d been right on 
the money with that order. Xander bent down and 
kissed him gently. “Love you, Spike. I’ll be back as 
soon as I can.” He straightened up, blinking back 
sudden tears and cleared his throat sharply. “And 
I’ll bring your mistress with me. I know you want to 
be alone with her.” 

“Brat.” 

Xander’s genuine, if somewhat shaky laugh echoed 
behind him in the hallway.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander must have run most of the way there and 
back. He returned far sooner than Spike expected, 
holding the duster folded carefully to keep 
everything Spike habitually stuffed into the pockets 
inside, clattering down the stairs and stopping 



abruptly at the door to the bedroom, obviously 
surprised to see Spike awake.  

Spike had been surprised as well that he hadn’t 
been able to settle into the near-coma healing sleep 
that vampires slipped into when they were badly 
injured. He’d tried to put it down to left-over 
adrenaline and the unease that came from sleeping 
in enemy territory but he wasn’t even fooling 
himself. Angelus’ smell permeated the bed, the 
clothes in the old fashioned wardrobe, the entire 
room. The familiar scent had kept Spike’s brain 
churning as he tried to sort through his conflicting 
feelings about what had happened.  

Mostly he was angry. Angry at the Slayer and her 
friend for re-souling Angelus. Angry at the Slayer for 
her delaying tactics that had near as not gotten 
Spike killed and especially for shoving the wounded, 
re-souled Angelus into the vortex when it hadn’t 
been necessary. Furious with his Sire for everything 
he’d done since losing the damn soul in the first 
place and mad at himself for not being able to take 
Angelus out in time to prevent the whole fiasco. 



There was regret and sorrow underlying his anger. 
He’d lost his Sire again, both the souled version he 
had tentatively begun re-connecting with and the 
returned Angelus. Neither had been the Sire he’d in 
turn loved and hated, fought with and submitted to, 
admired and loathed, back in the days when he was 
an immature fledgling desperate to learn and to 
have his family be proud of him. Both Angel and 
Angelus had given Spike glimpses of his Sire again 
and now they were both irretrievably gone.  

The demon was howling for revenge against the 
two humans that had caused this cosmic fuck-up 
and Spike had spent long minutes imagining 
lingering, painful tortures to inflict on both of them. 
As pleasant as the thoughts were, and as much as 
the two interfering bints deserved it, Spike knew he 
couldn’t follow through with his ideas. Xander 
might forgive him an accidental death during the 
course of a fight but he wouldn’t be able to live with 
Spike deliberately murdering either of the girls, 
especially if torture was involved.  

Damn inconvenient, human squeamishness.  



Spike was wondering where that left him and idly 
drawing up “accidental” death scenarios when he 
heard Xander returning.  

“Spike?” 

“’m allright, pet. Just thinking.” He took the coat 
Xander held out and fished around in the pockets 
for a moment until he found the scrap of paper that 
held the number he sought. Xander had already 
brought the phone closer and Spike dialed the 
number as Xander settled on the edge of the 
mattress. 

“Put the boss on,” he snapped into the phone as 
soon as it was picked up. No trace of the weakness 
he felt showed in his voice as he growled in 
response to the query that followed. 

“It’s someone who’ll not only tear your head off, 
he’ll piss down your neck before hunting down your 
whole family if you keep asking stupid questions.” 
There was a short pause and Spike grinned at 
Xander’s expression as he waited for the owner to 
get on the phone.  



“It’s Spike. I’m sending my boy over to pick up some 
blood. How much you got?” 

/…/ 

“I’ll take the 20 freshest bags you got. Try and pawn 
off anything old or non-human and I’ll burn the 
place down and hold a party on the ashes.”  

/…/ 

“Have it ready in two hours. And, Saelire, anyone 
but a Frintreck so much as looks at my boy cross-
eyed, I’m going to get very testy. Clear?”  

Spike hung up and Xander asked curiously: “A 
Frintreck?”  

“They’re naturally cross-eyed, pet.” 

“Oh.” 

“I’ll give you directions to the bar. Just walk in the 
front door and ask for Saelire. Everyone in the place 
will be able to sense my mark, so most won’t hassle 
you to begin with and Saelire will stop anyone who 
tries anything stupid. Don’t worry. Place will 



probably be deserted this time of day and you’ll be 
fine even if it isn’t.” Spike patted Xander’s knee 
reassuringly. “I’ll sleep for a couple of hours until 
you get back. Stop on the way at the hospital so you 
can check on the Watcher - know you want to.” 

Xander’s face was a mix of stubbornness and relief. 
“I…” he started to protest, not wanting to leave 
Spike alone for that long. 

“None of the minions got out, luv, so no-one knows 
what happened and it’ll be a day or two before 
word gets around. At least for now, I’m as safe here 
as anywhere else. I know you want to check on the 
Watcher and I’ll just be sleeping. Go to the hospital 
first and then to the bar. You’ll be safe there 
because I trust Saelire but I want you in and out of 
there fast and while it’s still mid-day. Right?”  

“Ok.” Xander gave in, he really did want to check on 
Willow and Giles. “You’re sure you’ll be all right for 
a little while?” Xander stood but still looked worried 
about leaving Spike alone.  

“I’m already healing, luv.” Hating that there wasn’t 
any other option, Spike pointed at the wardrobe. 



“Grab yourself a shirt out of there, pet. They should 
fit close enough.” His own shirt was beyond repair 
and would have been too small in any case. 

Xander glanced down, obviously having completely 
forgotten he’d used his shirt for a bandage. He 
opened the wardrobe and Spike grinned as Xander 
sorted through the clothes, muttering biting 
comments about Angel’s obvious aversion to 
cotton. Xander finally pulled out a midnight blue silk 
shirt and slid into it. He turned, buttoning it up, and 
Spike had to forcibly choke back a growl at seeing 
his boy wearing Angelus’ clothes. 

He looked away for a moment, reminding himself 
that it wouldn’t do to send Xander half-naked into a 
demon bar. Much as he hated it, it would confuse 
anyone who saw Xander that he smelled of both 
Spike and Angelus. A sudden thought struck him 
and he looked back at Xander. “Is the Slayer gone?” 
She actually could cause him problems if she 
decided to blame him for having told her a few 
home truths. Spike couldn’t sense her presence and 
assumed she was gone but it wouldn’t hurt for 
Xander to check. 



Xander looked towards the door as if he could see 
the living room. “I didn’t notice if she was still here 
when I left before. I’ll check, but I think she’s gone.” 

Spike was more tired than he like to admit and lay 
back down on the bed. He was healing but he had a 
long way to go and really needed to rest.  

“Be back soon.” 

Spike was already drifting to sleep as Xander left.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
At the hospital, Xander discovered that Willow was 
already cleared to be released. The door to her 
hospital room was open and Oz was inside, staring 
out the window. 

“Oz?” 

“Hey.” Oz turned at his call, looking… If it had been 
anyone but Oz, Xander would have said they looked 
completely calm and composed. Xander was getting 
better at reading Oz’s different expressionless 



expressions and Oz looked both worried and 
uneasy. “Willow’s in the bathroom, changing,” was 
all he said. 

“How is she?” 

“I’m fine.” Willow stepped into the room, smiling at 
both of them. The only outward sign of injury was a 
small bandage on her forehead and some bruising 
around her eye and relief filled Xander. Even though 
he’d known she wasn’t badly hurt, he’d needed to 
see it for himself. Without thinking, he hugged her 
gently and she returned the hug and, for a moment, 
it was like things hadn’t changed between them.  

The moment faded and they released each other, 
both fumbling for words. “So, no permanent 
damage?” Xander asked, after a short awkward 
pause. 

“No, they said it was a mild concussion but nothing 
to worry about really. Not much more than a 
headache now. I’m good to go.” She checked the 
room for anything Oz had missed in packing up her 
stuff and gave him a grateful smile. 



“Have you heard anything about Giles?”  

“How’s Buffy?” 

Their questions overlapped each other and Willow’s 
face clouded with worry as she answered first. “We 
were going to try and see him right now. They said 
he was in surgery.”  

“Surgery?” 

“His hands,” Oz said quietly. 

Xander shuddered as he remembered how bad 
Giles’ hands had looked.  

“Buffy?” Willow prompted. 

“And the demon?” Oz put in. “I mean, the world 
didn’t end because,” Oz gestured around them, 
“check it out.” 

“Acathla’s dormant,” Xander told them. “Buffy 
defeated Angel and I guess she went home. She left 
while I was taking care of Spike.” 

“How is Spike?” 



Xander smiled at Oz for asking. “He was hurt pretty 
badly but he’s going to be ok. He’s doing the 
vampire sleep-healing thing for awhile.” 

Willow asked hesitantly. “Buffy defeated Angel? Do 
you mean she had to kill him?” Her voice was faint 
and she looked bewildered and upset. 

Xander shook his head. “I’m not sure. I didn’t see 
what happened and I haven’t gotten the details 
from Spike yet. All he said was that Angel was 
dead.” Xander thought about that for a second, 
then corrected himself. “Actually he said that Buffy 
sent Angel to hell but I assumed he was being 
metaphorical.” 

“We should call Buffy,” Willow began. 

“Giles first,” Xander said. Oz silently picked up 
Willow’s bag and put his arm around her, steering 
her out the door after Xander.  

Giles was out of surgery and in the recovery room 
but they were told they couldn’t see him for awhile 
yet. Xander and Oz settled in the waiting room and 
Willow left to look for a phone so she could call 



Buffy. When they were alone, Xander looked at Oz 
closely, seeing the signs of stress in the tense 
posture and the small lines around his eyes.  

“Are you ok?” he asked quietly. 

Oz didn’t answer for a minute, then said, “It was a 
lot. Willow hurt. An apocalypse. The spell.” He 
glanced at Xander and managed a tiny smile. “Just 
having an adjustment problem.” 

Xander was already nodded sympathetically - he’d 
had a lot of world-view adjustment moments in the 
last year, they took awhile to absorb - when his 
brain caught up with his ears. “Spell?” he echoed 
faintly, a sinking feeling in his stomach. “What 
spell?” 

“You didn’t know?” When Xander shook his head, 
Oz continued, “Willow insisted she had to do this 
big spell in spite of being hurt. She said the fate of 
the world might depend on it and made me bring 
her a bag of stuff from the library.” After a pause 
during which Xander couldn’t breathe, much less 
speak, Oz shook his head, looking almost puzzled 



that he’d done what Willow had wanted. “She can 
be really determined.” 

He went on after a moment. “I helped her do the 
spell and it got really scary. At one point, Willow 
started…” he smiled suddenly. “If she wasn’t Jewish, 
I’d say she started speaking in tongues.” The smile 
died as quickly as it had come. “Towards the end, 
she looked almost… alien. I would have walked right 
past her on the street without recognizing her.” 
Looking grim, he finished, “she collapsed and it was 
almost an hour before she could even sit up.” 

“What was the spell for?” Xander asked, keeping his 
voice calm with an effort. 

“All she would say was that it would help Buffy 
defeat the demon.” His eyes met Xander’s 
searchingly. “You know, don’t you?” 

“I think so.” Xander stood up abruptly, unable to 
remain seated. “Damnit! Why would she do that?” 
He walked across the small room to stare out the 
window while he thought furiously.  



It had to have been the re-souling spell. Nothing 
else made sense and Willow had wanted to do the 
spell. She’d been excited about it and she’d always 
loved a challenge that stretched her intellectually. 
Willow must have figured she had enough time to 
do the spell before they had to fight Angel and if 
she could re-soul him first, there wouldn’t even be 
any fight.  

Xander was torn. He and Willow spent so much 
time fighting, it seemed like they were on the 
opposite side of most issues these days. If he 
confronted Willow about the spell, they’d end up in 
a shouting match and probably be thrown out of 
the hospital and then no-one would be able to see 
Giles. He needed to leave soon in any case to get 
the blood for Spike and it was all probably moot 
anyway - either the spell hadn’t worked or it had 
been too late and Angel was already dead. Yelling at 
a person barely released from the hospital just 
seemed wrong, especially if she hadn’t actually 
succeeded in doing the thing he was mad about. 
When Spike was better, Xander would ask him what 



had happened and then decide if he wanted to 
confront Willow.  

He turned back from his unseeing perusal of the 
parking lot below and found Oz watching him. “Oz, I 
promise, I’ll tell you what’s going on later. I’m really 
mad about what I think Willow did but this isn’t the 
time or the place to get into it with her. I have to 
get blood for Spike,” he added recklessly, relieved 
when Oz’s didn’t even blink at that revelation.  

“Tell Willow I had to go,” he said. “I’ll call you in a 
day or two.” He opened the door and nearly ran 
over Willow who was just reaching for the handle.  

Willow looked worried, her gaze switching back and 
forth between Oz and Xander. “Buffy isn’t at 
home,” she reported. “Her mother hasn’t seen her 
since last night.”  

Xander was practically vibrating with the need to 
get out of there before saying something he’d 
regret. Oz obviously saw it and moved forward, 
slipping between the two and surreptitiously easing 
Willow further into the room while blocking Xander 
from getting closer.  



“If she killed Angel, she’s probably taking some time 
to deal. She’ll come see Giles,” Oz said reassuringly, 
putting his arm around Willow and leading her to 
the couch. 

“Xander?” Willow asked, seeing him still at the 
door. 

“He has to go, Spike needs help.” 

Xander took his cue and shut the door behind him. 
Looking around, he headed for the nurses’ station.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
An hour later, seriously behind schedule but cast 
free, Xander hurried out of the hospital. He’d been 
able to persuade a nurse to let him peek into Giles’ 
room and seen that the librarian was sleeping off 
the anesthesia, his heavily bandaged hands 
propped up in small cradles in front of him. There 
had been a lot more bandages on his chest and face 
but the nurse assured Xander that Giles should 
recover fully. 



His own doctor had spotted him in the hallway as 
he was leaving Giles’ room and told him that since 
he had five minutes free, he might as well take the 
cast off now. Without waiting for a response, he’d 
pulled Xander into an examination room and 
started setting out equipment. Despite being 
worried about the time, Xander had wanted the 
plaster off too much to turn down the offer. It had 
been surprisingly quick and Xander had thanked the 
man profusely for taking the time to remove it. The 
doctor had just waved him off, saying, “Don’t take it 
personally but I don’t want to be seeing you again 
any time soon, young man.” Xander had just 
laughed and waved back.  

Walking quickly towards the industrial part of town, 
Xander felt almost lopsided. He’d gotten so 
accustomed to the slight extra weight that his right 
arm felt funny, like he had to consciously hold it 
down to stop it from floating up. He felt like 
Quasimodo, lurching slightly to the left as his body 
insisted on compensating for the weight that was 
no longer dragging him down on the right side. He 
knew it was mostly his imagination but worried that 



he was going to look like an idiot if he walked in the 
bar like Neanderthal Xander, barely upright human. 
Fortunately, his body had adjusted by the time he 
reached his destination. 

The bar was unmarked, just a plain metal door in an 
unremarkable warehouse. Xander checked the 
address twice to be sure he had the right place and 
then squared his shoulders and tried to look 
confident. Opening the door, he stepped into a 
long, narrow entryway. The only light came from 
the sunlight at his back. He would have preferred to 
leave the door open behind him but was pretty sure 
that would be considered rude, given that some of 
the patrons were bound to be allergic to sunlight.  

Stepping inside the gloomy interior, he looked 
around, relieved to see the place was nearly empty 
and crossed to the bar. “Looking for Saelire, Spike 
sent me,” he announced to the human-looking 
bartender.  

The bartender ignored him for a long minute. He 
was taking glasses out of a small dishwasher, 
polishing them and setting them down on a towel 



on the bar. It took Xander a moment to realize the 
number of glasses on the bar wasn’t increasing 
because the bartender was picking them up and 
stowing them on an upper shelf behind him using 
his tail. Fascinated, Xander forgot his errand for a 
moment, watching the tail set the glasses down 
delicately on the shelf, always in the right spot even 
though the bartender wasn’t looking behind him. 

“He’s in the back.” 

Xander jerked his attention back to the man’s face, 
blushing at the amused look the man was giving 
him. He jumped as the tail flipped forward over the 
bar and poked him on the shoulder. “That way,” the 
man growled and the tail jabbed twice in the 
direction of the far corner.  

“Right, thanks. No problem, I’m just heading for the 
back,” Xander stuttered as he backed up hurriedly 
and moved in the direction indicated. 

Finding the small office in the back, Xander knocked 
on the door frame and stuck his head inside. “Mr. 
Saelire?” 



The green-skinned demon looked up from the 
ledger he was writing in. “Spike’s boy?” he guessed. 

“You have the blood?”  

For answer, the demon heaved its massive torso up 
from behind the desk, displaying an impressive 
array of tattoos running up and down his arms and 
across his chest. At least Xander assumed they were 
tattoos but he wasn’t about to ask. He backed away 
nervously as the demon seemed to expand to fill 
the room but the guy just went to the doorway and 
yelled at the bartender: “Grab the cooler out of the 
frig in the back.” 

He looked down at Xander. “Tell Spike to settle the 
tab next time he’s in.” 

Xander knew that Spike would tell the man just 
where he could put his bloody tab but he didn’t 
have the nerve to do it himself. “Right.” 

He picked up a small cooler with a carrying handle 
and left as quickly as he could. Demon bars were 
much less scary when he was with Spike, he decided 
once he was safely out in the sunlight again.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Returning to the mansion, Xander found Spike 
deeply asleep.  

He froze in the doorway of the bedroom and, for 
one second, stared at the vampire in shock, 
revulsion filling him. For the first time since he’d 
met Spike, Xander was truly conscious of the fact 
that Spike was literally a corpse. He’d known since 
before he met Spike what vampires were but seeing 
Spike lying there motionless, without any of the 
small signs of life that told you a person was 
sleeping and not dead, it was driven home to 
Xander in a way it never had been before that Spike 
was a dead body taken over by a demon.  

Without the personality that animated him, Spike 
actually looked dead and Xander was seriously 
wigged out for a minute. He wondered wildly if that 
was why whoever made the rules had decreed that 
vampires should turn to dust when they died. After 
all, the dust thing didn’t really make any sense 



according to Xander’s dim grasp of the laws of 
physics. But mystically, it did make a creepy 
practical kind of sense - otherwise how would you 
tell a sleeping vampire from a dead one? A macabre 
image popped into his head suddenly of a room full 
of sleeping and dead vampires with time keepers 
who determined that once you were silent and still 
for X amount of time, you were actually dead and 
had to be disposed of. 

Xander shivered. Spike was the most alive person 
he’d ever known and he really didn’t like to think of 
Spike as being a corpse. Shaking his head to dispel 
his bizarre thoughts, he quickly set about waking 
Spike. When Spike was awake, it would once again 
be impossible to think of him as an animated corpse 
and that was an image Xander never wanted to 
have again.  

It took nearly a minute of shaking and yelling to 
wake Spike, during which Xander kept reassuring 
himself that he wasn’t really dead. A tiny flare of 
panic that only staked or beheaded vampires did 
the turn-to-dust thing was just beginning when 
Spike finally stirred, his blue eyes snapping open.  



Xander smiled, relieved. “Hey, I’ve got your blood. 
It’s been about 4 hours, do you need more?” 

“Yeah, warm me up four bags,” Spike answered, 
sounding fully awake, his voice stronger than when 
Xander had left. 

“Be right back.” He returned to the kitchen where 
he’d set the cooler down and warmed four bags in 
the microwave. He snagged a clean mug from the 
cupboard and returned to the bedroom. Spike was 
sitting upright and Xander dropped the bags on the 
bed and handed Spike the already filled mug. 

He waited silently until Spike had drunk all four 
bags, dropping the empties into the waste basket, 
then insisted on taking a look at the wounds despite 
Spike telling him it wasn’t necessary. He got a fresh 
towel from the bathroom and a wet washcloth and 
carefully peeled away the first towel. Spike had 
been right, the wounds were visibly better and the 
bleeding had stopped. Xander began gently cleaning 
the dried blood off Spike’s skin where it had flowed 
down and soaked his pants.  



He was peeling Spike’s pants off with Spike’s 
assistance when Spike suddenly realized he was 
using both hands.  

“Pet?”  

Xander followed his pointed look and grinned, 
holding up his plaster-free arm. “The doctor 
snagged me while I was at the hospital and said it 
was ok to take the cast off. That’s why I’m a little 
late getting back.” 

“That’s great, luv. ‘Bout bloody time, you humans 
take way too long to heal.” 

Xander finished sliding Spike’s jeans off and 
resumed cleaning the blood off the newly 
uncovered areas. “Well, I’m envying you now, that’s 
for sure.” 

Spike smirked. “Got nothing to be ashamed of 
yourself, pet. Built like a bloody Viking you are.” 

Xander rolled his eyes. “No fair, when I can’t smack 
you. You know what I meant.” 



“Not up for those kinds of games yet, luv. Maybe 
tomorrow.” 

“If you’re into bondage, I’m not sure I want to 
know.” Xander snarked back, then blushed as a 
sudden picture of an aroused Spike, naked and tied 
to the bed flashed through his mind. Maybe he was 
being too hasty, he thought as his body reacted 
strongly to the mental image.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike went back to sleep again, telling Xander to 
wake him up around sunset. Guiltily, Xander left the 
bedroom and wandered around the mansion, 
exploring and avoiding the sight of Spike deeply 
asleep. He was sure it was just the healing sleep 
that was freaking him out, he hadn’t ever reacted 
like this to Spike when they had napped together 
before. 

Exploring the mansion, Xander made sure that all 
the doors and windows were either locked or 
barricaded as best he could. Despite the quiet 



neighborhood, he was worried about being in the 
mansion with Spike unable to defend himself. 
Hopefully, any vampires associated with Angelus 
were now dead but Xander worried about the 
coming night and whether anything would try and 
get in. 

He avoided Acathla and the room where Giles had 
been tortured, closing the door on the blood and 
the phantom impression of suffering that still 
seemed to fill the room with an almost palpable 
sense of evil. He knew it was his imagination but 
didn’t want to deal with it anyway. He found a room 
set up as a study with several Giles-type books 
scattered on the desk and settled himself to pass 
the time by reading about Acathla.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike looked much better by sunset, although he 
still didn’t try to leave the bed. He eagerly drank 
down four more bags of blood and afterwards sat 
talking with Xander like nothing was wrong. 



Snuggled beside Spike, holding him gingerly to avoid 
hurting him, Xander hesitantly asked about what 
had happened during the fight.  

Spike sighed. “Angelus woke Acathla,” he began. 

Xander jerked upright. “What!?” 

Spike winced slightly at the sudden movement and 
Xander bit his lip, looking apologetically at the 
vampire. “Sorry.” 

“’s allright.” 

“But he’s dormant now or else that’s one hell of a 
wimpy vortex.” 

“Yeah, Buffy skewered Angelus and shoved ‘im into 
it,” Spike replied brusquely. “That shut it down.” 

Xander digested that. “So, you meant it when you 
said that Buffy sent him to hell.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Are you ok?” Xander looked searchingly at Spike.  



Spike didn’t answer for a long time. Finally, he said, 
“He could be a right pain in the arse, but he was my 
Sire.” 

“Are you sorry he’s dead?” 

Spike’s lips tightened. “He’s not dead, that’s the 
problem.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Spike glanced briefly at him, then resumed staring 
at the far wall. “Vortex led to a demon dimension, 
remember? Eternal suffering and all that rot.” 

Xander got a sinking feeling he knew where this was 
going. “The re-souling spell worked, didn’t it?” he 
asked quietly. Rapidly, he filled Spike in on what 
he’d learned at the hospital. “It was the re-souling 
spell, wasn’t it?” he finished.  

“Yeah. Slayer knew Red was trying it, too. She was 
stalling, kept interfering when I tried to close with 
Angelus. Angelus got the sword out of Acathla and 
stabbed me. Next thing I knew, the Slayer and 
Angelus were snogging in front of Acathla, the 
vortex about to swallow them both. Before I could 



reach them, she stabbed him with the sword and 
the vortex sucked him in and closed up behind 
him.” He looked at Xander, anger and pain filling his 
eyes. “Wouldn’t have minded if she’d killed him. 
That’s what I intended. But she re-souled him and 
then sent him wounded into a hell dimension. Not 
even Angelus deserved that.” He snorted. “Angelus 
would have loved the place and probably ended up 
running things in a few years. Angel would be better 
off dead. Stupid bitch didn’t even know she hadn’t 
killed him. Standing there crying and saying how 
she’d killed her lover. I let her know what she’d 
really done.”  

Xander was speechless. He pulled Spike further into 
his arms, cradling him and trying to will comfort to 
him. Xander didn’t really care if both Angel and 
Angelus were dead and wouldn’t have minded if 
Angelus was being eternally tormented but he could 
understand why Spike was so upset. Imagining his 
own father in a hell dimension, Xander knew he 
wouldn’t have gotten even a momentary 
satisfaction from it. Like he suspected Spike was 
doing now, Xander would have been remembering 



the times when his father wasn’t a jerk, before 
alcohol and blaming others became the mainstay of 
his existence. 

Holding Spike, gradually feeling the tension go out 
of the slim body as Spike slid into sleep again, 
Xander was lost in his own painful thoughts. He 
wished he believed that this particular road to hell 
had been paved entirely with good intentions but 
he was afraid that Willow’s decision to do the spell 
had been based, more than a little, on selfish 
reasons.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Thankful it was the weekend and school wasn’t an 
issue, Xander left Spike the next morning to visit 
Giles at the hospital. Spike had slept through the 
night and Xander had fallen asleep with his arms 
still wrapped around the vampire, Spike’s nose 
buried in Angel’s shirt. Xander hoped the scent had 
brought comfort. Spike had been famished in the 
morning, draining six bags of blood and leaving 



Xander worried about the rapid dwindling of their 
blood supply. Spike had dismissed his concern, 
assuring Xander that he wouldn’t need nearly as 
much blood now that he was mostly healed. Spike 
told him that he would sleep again all day but that 
he would be almost fully healed by night. 

At the hospital, Xander was a little startled by the 
enthusiasm with which the librarian greeted him. 

“Xander! Thank heavens. Can you dial a phone 
number for me? I’m afraid I’m unable to do it for 
myself and the nurses all say they are too busy.”  

“Of course.” Xander couldn’t help looking at Giles’ 
hands, still carefully supported separately from his 
body. Giles saw where he was looking and smiled 
reassuringly. “More inconvenient than anything. It 
will be several days before I can use them at all.” 
Despite his casual tone, his eyes were haunted as 
he looked at his damaged hands.  

Xander didn’t know what to say. Giles had been 
through something Xander couldn’t even begin to 
imagine and he wanted to acknowledge it in some 
way but didn’t know how. Settling for the mundane, 



he picked up the telephone and brought it to the 
bed. 

“What number do you need?” 

“I want to call Buffy’s house.” Giles recited the 
number and Xander dialed for him. He held the 
receiver to Giles’ ear as the call went through and 
listened as he spoke to Buffy’s mother. 

Buffy apparently hadn’t come home yet and Giles 
made reassuring comments into the phone. 

The situation was horribly reminiscent of Xander’s 
own conversations last year with Mrs. McNally and 
Xander looked out the window, trying 
unsuccessfully not to listen as guilt flooded him. He 
hadn’t been to Jesse’s house since last summer. 
Mrs. McNally had been so upset by Xander’s visits 
that he had stopped going entirely. Now he 
wondered if he shouldn’t have tried harder to find a 
way to tell her what had happened, or at least some 
version of the truth that Jesse was dead. Knowing 
had to be better than uncertainty.  



Distantly, he realized that the conversation was 
ending and pulled his attention back to Giles. “I’ll let 
you know immediately if I hear from her. Please do 
the same.” Giles gave Mrs. Summers his number 
and Xander hung up the phone at his nod. 

“She hasn’t heard from her?” Xander asked, not 
knowing what else to say. 

“No,” Giles confirmed tersely. “Willow said that 
Angel is dead?”  

“He’s in the demon dimension, which I guess is 
pretty much the same thing as far as we’re 
concerned.” 

“Please tell me what happened,” Giles instructed 
and Xander filled him in on what Spike had told him. 
From Giles’ expression, he gathered that Willow 
hadn’t told him about the spell. He couldn’t really 
blame her, since he left out the part where Spike 
had ripped Buffy a new one for sending Angel to 
hell. 

Giles looked lost without the use of his hands. His 
shoulders kept moving slightly as if he wished he 



could take his glasses off or leaf through a book that 
would hold the answer to the problems facing him. 
He didn’t actually have his glasses on and probably 
couldn’t read without them but that just made him 
seem more troubled and uncertain. 

“Spike and I are staying at Angel’s mansion until he 
finishes healing,” Xander said into the silence that 
had fallen. “Acathla’s still in the living room. Did you 
guys have a chance to figure out what to do with 
him?” He smiled crookedly, “he actually kind of 
goes with the décor but we can’t leave him there 
forever in case someone else gets the idea to mess 
with him.” 

Worrying about a demonic problem seemed to 
steady Giles. “You’re quite right. If nothing else, we 
may have to try your suggestion of dumping him in 
the middle of the ocean. However, as none of us 
owns a boat, we must see what the books say about 
permanently destroying him.” Once again, his 
shoulders made a small, frustrated movement. 

Xander had until sunset and didn’t want to sit in the 
mansion waiting for Spike to wake up. He really 



didn’t want to risk the return of the creepy feeling 
that had come from watching Spike sleep. “I could 
bring some of your books and we could see if we 
can find some way to destroy him,” he offered. 

Giles seized gratefully on the idea and Xander 
guessed that the librarian was not happy being 
stuck helplessly in the hospital. It probably lead to 
far too many dark thoughts. He left a few minutes 
later with a list of books Giles wanted him to bring 
and the location of a spare pair of glasses he kept in 
the office. Giles had dismissed the book Xander had 
been reading at the mansion, saying only that, 
fortunately for all of them, that particular volume 
was largely useless.  

It didn’t take Xander long to gather the books and 
return to the hospital. They worked out a system 
where Giles read from a book propped up on the 
little folding tray they served meals on and Xander 
turned the page for him whenever he asked. It was 
embarrassing how often he thanked Xander for his 
help and Xander resolved to return every day until 
the librarian was released from the hospital and 
able to do things for himself. It seemed like the 



least he could for someone who had held up under 
torture and not given Angelus the key to destroying 
the world.  

After two hours, Giles was sure he had found the 
answer and Xander was amused to find that he’d 
had the right idea with his joking suggestion. 
Apparently Acathla couldn’t be destroyed. Those 8th 
Century guys who had dumped Acathla in the wilds 
of what was now California had had the right idea 
all along. Acathla could only be buried somewhere 
where no one would find him.  

“I rather like your suggestion of dumping him in 
mid-ocean,” Giles said thoughtfully. 

Xander answered dubiously, “I know Cordelia 
Chase’s parents have a big boat. Do you suppose 
she could get them to loan it to us?” 

Giles brightened. “Excellent suggestion, Xander.” 
Seeing the beginnings of panic in Xander’s eyes, he 
smiled reassuringly. “Perhaps it would be best if I 
spoke to her. Ms. Chase has some knowledge of 
what goes on in Sunnydale and I believe owes Buffy 



a considerable debt for saving her life on more than 
one occasion.” 

His eyes clouded again at the thought of Buffy and 
the peace he had found in reading vanished. Xander 
hesitated, then found himself saying: “Spike said 
Buffy was really upset and crying after…” he 
stopped in mid-sentence as he realized he was 
editing again - he really did owe Giles the truth.  

He started over. “Spike was really upset about his 
Sire being re-souled and then pushed into a hell 
dimension. Angel was badly wounded and Spike 
thinks he will be treated like a human, not a demon 
there. Spike kind of let Buffy have it - verbally,” he 
clarified hastily as he saw Giles frown. “Apparently 
he made it really clear that she hadn’t needed to 
shove Angel into the vortex, that just his blood 
would have done the trick.” He looked anxiously at 
Giles, hoping he wasn’t planning on killing Spike and 
was relieved when Giles just sighed heavily. 

“Buffy does have rather a tendency towards 
overkill. Thank you, Xander. Under the 
circumstances, it was probably rather restrained of 



Spike to only verbally attack her. I suspect that was 
due to your influence more than anything.” Xander 
actually thought it was due to the fact that Spike 
had been barely able to stand but decided not to 
mention that since Giles was taking this so well. 
“She has undoubtedly gone somewhere where she 
can process what happened. Hopefully, she will 
return shortly.”  

Xander wasn’t sure if Giles really believed that or if 
he was just trying to convince himself but he made 
small comforting remarks about being sure that 
Buffy would return soon.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He left the hospital shortly afterwards. Giles was 
obviously tired and Xander promised to return the 
next day. Giles asked him to leave the books and 
Xander had carefully tucked them away out of sight 
in the bottom of the tiny closet in the room before 
leaving.  



Walking across the parking lot, he wished he’d said 
something to Giles to let him know he appreciated 
what Giles had been through but hadn’t had the 
courage to actually bring the subject up. Maybe 
when Giles’ hands were healed and his eyes no 
longer so haunted, Xander would find a way to tell 
him how much he respected Giles. 

Hearing his name called, he looked up and saw 
Willow and Oz walking towards him and lifted a 
hand in greeting. 

“We were just coming to see Giles,” Willow 
explained. “How is he?”  

“He’s sleeping,” Xander said, glancing back towards 
the hospital. “Sorry, bad timing on my part. You’ll 
need to give him a couple of hours before he’s up 
for more company.” 

“No problem.” Oz looked less stressed and Xander 
hated to put him on edge again but he really 
needed to talk to Willow. 

“Oz, would you mind giving me and Willow a few 
minutes alone?” 



Oz looked at Xander’s stern expression and Willow’s 
slightly guilty one. “I’ll be over there,” he said, 
nodding towards a bench on the grounds. He gave 
Willow a quick kiss and walked off. 

“What’s up?” Willow asked. 

Xander came directly to the point. “What were you 
thinking, doing that spell?” He didn’t give Willow 
time to respond as he continued, “First off, you 
were in the hospital with a serious injury. You 
shouldn’t have been messing around with 
dangerous magics when you were hurt. Second, you 
almost got both Spike and Buffy killed by trying the 
spell.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Spike said Buffy was holding back, not using her 
full strength, and she kept interfering with Spike, 
getting in his way when he tried to kill Angel. That’s 
why Angel was able to wake Acathla, because Buffy 
was dinking around waiting for the damn spell to 
kick in.” Xander was freshly angry as he thought 
about how Buffy and Willow between them had 
nearly gotten Spike killed, not to mention almost 



letting Angel destroy the world. “Spike was really 
badly hurt because Buffy was holding back.”  

“Xander…” 

He overrode Willow’s protest. “The spell worked, 
Willow.” He paused deliberately, watching as relief 
spread across her features. 

“That’s great!” she began but he cut her off again. 

“It worked after Acathla was woken,” he said 
brutally. “Buffy had just enough time to know the 
spell had worked before she had to kill Angel and 
shove him into the vortex to save the world.” 

Willow’s face went white with shock and Xander 
was surprised to find he didn’t care how harsh he 
was being. He really wanted her to understand the 
consequences of her actions. He stared at her with 
hard, unforgiving eyes as she floundered for words. 
“Only guess what? Buffy didn’t actually kill him. She 
wounded him badly and then sent him to hell, soul 
and all. You remember, the demon dimension 
where he will suffer eternal torment.” 



Willow said faintly: “It wasn’t supposed to happen 
that way.” 

“I understand that but that’s how it ended up. You 
didn’t tell Spike and me what you were doing 
because you knew we wouldn’t agree. If we’d 
known, this wouldn’t have happened.  

Willow bowed her head for a second, then looked 
directly at Xander, her jaw set stubbornly. “It was 
the right thing to do, even if it ended badly. If it had 
worked in time, the fight would have been over and 
no-one would have been hurt. It’s what Buffy 
wanted.” 

“See, that’s kind of my problem. You and Buffy 
decided and didn’t bother telling the people who 
were going to be fighting and maybe dying beside 
her. Well, congratulations. Spike was badly 
wounded, Angel and his restored soul are trapped 
in a hell dimension, and who knows where Buffy is. 
Worked out well, didn’t it?” 

For a second, Xander thought Willow’s familiar 
green eyes had gone black. He blinked and looked 
again and it was just the same green eyes he’d 



known since childhood glaring at him. “Don’t 
pretend you care what happened to Angel, Xander 
Harris. You’re just mad because Spike got hurt.” 

“You’re right. I am angry that Spike nearly died 
because of what you did. But I wouldn’t wish what’s 
probably happening to Angel right now on anyone.”  

Xander didn’t wait for her response, just turned and 
walked away without looking back. He didn’t know 
if it was himself or Willow who had changed so 
much that they didn’t see eye to eye on anything 
anymore. Probably both of them had changed 
beyond recognition from who they were just last 
year, he thought sadly.  

As he walked away from Willow, Xander once again 
felt like he’d lost her, that they wouldn’t ever be 
able to come back from this. Without conscious 
thought, he changed direction, needing to stop by 
Jesse’s grave before going back to the mansion.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
The short visit to Jesse’s grave comforted Xander 
and he walked back to the mansion feeling less 
churned up than he had been. To his surprise, he 
found Spike in Angel’s study looking completely 
healed. Spike smiled at him. “All better, luv. How’s 
the Watcher?” 

“He’ll be in the hospital another day or two,” 
Xander answered absently, still stunned to find 
Spike up and about. 

“Told you humans take ridiculously long to heal up.” 

“Are you really completely better?” 

“Wouldn’t want to go another round with the Slayer 
just yet, but other than the odd death match, 
nothing to worry about.” 

“Fortunately, that’s not going to happen just now. 
No one’s seen Buffy since the fight.” 

Spike made a disgusted sound. “Typical. Can’t deal 
with the mess she made so she runs off and hides 
until you’re all worried and ready to comfort her.” 



“Well,” Xander said, trying to be fair, “it’s got to 
have been hard, learning that you sent your lover to 
hell when you didn’t have to. I can sort of 
understand why she isn’t ready to face anyone yet.” 

“Serves her right,” Spike muttered. 

Xander changed the subject. “Is there enough 
blood? Do you need me to get more?” 

Spike pulled him into his arms and kissed him hard. 
“Didn’t you offer some of yours?” 

Xander shivered at the sound of Spike’s sexy voice 
and he kissed Spike back enthusiastically. “What’s it 
worth to you?” he asked teasingly. 

Spike’s eyes darkened. “Worth a lot, pet. How ‘bout 
we go downstairs and negotiate.”  

After another long kiss, Xander asked breathlessly, 
“Something wrong with the couch?” 

Spike laughed and started pulling Xander down the 
hall behind him. “Come on, luv. Let’s christen the 
bed.” 



Following Spike downstairs, Xander realized with a 
shock that the threat of Angelus that had been 
looming over them for so long was finally gone. 
He’d known Angelus was banished but there hadn’t 
really been time for the information to sink in and it 
suddenly hit him that they had survived and were 
safe. It felt like an unbearable weight had been 
lifted from his shoulders. He felt light, almost giddy 
with relief and like there was suddenly time enough 
in the world for anything. He knew it wasn’t true, 
Sunnydale was still the Hellmouth and stuff was 
bound to happen but for now there was nothing 
more serious than final exams facing him. Having 
dealt with the possibility of the world ending, exams 
just weren’t looking as threatening as they usually 
did. It was hard to get too worked up about the 
possibility of failing a class when you’d spent 
several days wondering if you were going to live 
through the weekend. 

Well, the weekend was here and they were alive. In 
the face of that, everything to come seemed minor 
and easily dealt with: his promised talk with Oz, 
dealing with Buffy when she returned, his long-



delayed promise to tell to Mr. Olsen about the 
Hellmouth, Mrs. McNally, Giles, Willow. None of it 
was as serious as what they’d already been through 
and Xander let himself forget about all of it for now 
in the rising tide of arousal. 

They stumbled into the bedroom, kissing and 
frantically undoing each other’s clothes. Xander 
tried to be careful at first but Spike didn’t seem to 
be in any pain and he allowed himself to get swept 
up in the torrent of feeling as they tumbled down 
onto the bed. He started laughing helplessly as their 
bodies slid along the over-the-top red satin sheets 
that he’d been trying not to look at since he’d first 
seen Angelus’ bedroom. Spike stopped their 
downward slide before they hit the floor and they 
wiggled their way back onto the mattress, Xander 
still laughing and Spike softly growling as he yanked 
the sheets out of their way.  

His laughter died as Spike ripped his shirt off and 
began to run his tongue over Xander’s chest. His 
fingers clenched in Spike’s short hair and he arched 
his back, gasping at the sensation of Spike’s tongue 
toying with his nipples. Spike moved lower, pulling 



Xander’s pants down as he went, kissing and 
nibbling his way along Xander’s stomach and down 
to his groin. He cried out as Spike swallowed him 
whole, his tongue swirling around Xander’s erection 
and tasting every inch.  

Head thrown back, hands fisted in the sheets, 
Xander closed his eyes and lost himself in the 
sensations. Spike’s hands were holding his hips, 
stopping him from bucking up into Spike’s mouth 
and Xander heard himself making needy little 
sounds as he tried to get more of the amazing 
sensations. Spike chuckled and the slight vibration 
along the length of his penis nearly sent Xander 
over the edge. He was thrashing in Spike’s 
unrelenting grip, trying to get deeper into Spike’s 
mouth, feeling his balls drawing up, then moaned as 
Spike slid his mouth back up to the head and began 
sucking hard. Orgasm crashed over him, his semen 
pulsing into the cool mouth surrounding him and 
Spike continued sucking and swallowing, draining 
every drop, until Xander collapsed back onto the 
mattress, limp and unbelievably sated.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike laved his tongue along the length of Xander’s 
cock, cleaning it as he withdrew, inhaling deeply to 
let the smells enhance the taste. His own erection 
was still hard and dripping and he slid up the length 
of Xander’s body, rubbing himself against the warm 
skin as he went. 

Xander opened his eyes and smiled at him, the 
open, loving smile that Spike cherished. The one 
that told him without question that Xander had 
chosen him, above all others. Spike raised a hand 
and cupped Xander’s cheek, stroking gently with his 
thumb, not caring that his own return smile showed 
how completely besotted he was. 

He was leaning forward to kiss his boy when a warm 
hand closed around his aching erection. His hips 
stuttered forward, so on edge he almost lost it at 
the simple touch and Xander’s smile became 
impish.  



“Didn’t think I was going to just roll over and go to 
sleep again, did you?” 

He began sliding his hand along the length of Spike’s 
penis, pumping gently, moving faster as Spike began 
thrusting into the warm tunnel created by Xander’s 
fingers.  

Spike stared Xander in the eye, intense blue 
meeting warm brown and dropped a hand to stop 
Xander. “Wait, luv. Want all of you.” 

Xander didn’t stop what he was doing. “What, 
vampire stamina not up to twice in one night?” he 
asked provokingly. His eyes were shining with 
mischief and he shifted his grip, swirling his thumb 
over the head of Spike’s erection, rubbing over the 
slit and spreading the dripping pre-cum around the 
head.  

Spike moaned at the increased sensation and forgot 
all about waiting. Xander began pumping him, hard, 
and Spike pushed himself into Xander’s fist and 
came, his own release spurting over Xander’s 
fingers and covering them both.  



Relaxing back down, Spike watched Xander bring his 
hand to his mouth and tentatively lick at Spike’s 
semen, still dripping from his fingers. Spike’s eyes 
dilated at the sight of Xander’s tongue taking little 
cat licks, tasting the fluid, an intent, curious look on 
his face. He found himself hardening again at the 
sight of his boy tasting his cum and longed to feel 
Xander’s mouth on his cock. 

The mere thought of Xander giving him a blow job 
had him fully erect and he reached over to kiss 
Xander, tasting himself in Xander’s mouth. He 
pushed Xander back into the mattress, leaning over 
him and exploring every inch of his mouth, Xander’s 
tongue dueling with his as Spike sought out every 
last trace of his own semen. 

He slid a hand down and met Xander’s own 
renewing interest, trailing his fingers along the 
length of the rapidly hardening penis, teasing and 
tracing erotic patterns along the soft flesh as he 
encouraged it back to fully erect.  

Xander broke their kiss, pulling back to look Spike 
directly in the eye. “I want it too, Spike.” He spread 



his legs in unmistakable invitation and Spike closed 
his eyes, struggling for control, to not just pounce 
and take what he had been wanting for so long. 

He kissed Xander again and reached for the lotion 
he’d left on the bedside table earlier. He’d searched 
the house thoroughly during the afternoon and 
hadn’t found any lube. The bottle of lotion had 
been under the sink in one of the bathrooms, 
obviously left by the human occupants of the 
house, pre-Angelus, and he’d seized it gratefully.  

Coating his fingers thoroughly, he continued kissing 
Xander as he lubed himself, lavishly spreading the 
lotion over his cock, enjoying the slippery friction he 
was creating. Xander’s hands wandered over his 
back and chest, rubbing his thumbs over Spike’s 
nipples and Spike pushed into his hands, beginning 
to kiss his way down Xander’s neck, lingering at his 
claim mark, his tongue darting over the mark again 
and again. 

Xander was eagerly rubbing his erection against 
Spike now and Spike rolled further on top of Xander 
as he reached for the lotion again, getting a fresh 



batch on his hands and making sure his fingers were 
thoroughly coated. He bit gently at Xander’s nipples 
then licked over them with slow, broad strokes of 
his tongue. He slid his lubed fingers between 
Xander’s cheeks and began trailing them along the 
crack, gradually pushing further until his finger was 
circling teasingly around the puckered opening. 

Xander tugged at Spike’s hair and he reluctantly 
lifted his head, pulling his finger away from Xander’s 
opening. Xander was breathing hard and he stared 
at Spike. The trust shining in the depths of his 
brown eyes stunned Spike and for a moment, he 
just stared back, until Xander pulled his head down 
for a kiss. 

Spike returned to teasing at the opening, rubbing 
his finger over and around the entrance before 
dipping inside for the first time. Xander took a deep 
breath but remained relaxed, and Spike watched 
him carefully as he gently rocked one finger further 
inside. Xander gaze was turned inward, his whole 
being concentrated on the feeling of Spike gradually 
stretching his opening. Reassured, Spike slid the 



finger all the way inside, relishing the way Xander 
shivered and drew in a long, shaky breath. 

Spike began circling his finger, working on gently 
stretching the opening. He was so aroused watching 
his finger moving inside his boy that he could barely 
control himself, his cock achingly erect as he rubbed 
it against Xander’s thigh. He laughed quietly at the 
disappointed sound as he withdrew his finger and 
hurriedly dripped more lotion onto his hand before 
returning to his goal with two fingers. 

The opening was tight and Spike had to work it a bit 
to get both fingers fully seated. Swirling them 
around the tight passage Spike sought and found 
the prostate gland. Pressing against it with both 
fingers, he was rewarded as Xander gasped and 
bucked at the sensation, his eyes dark with arousal. 

Spike couldn’t wait any longer. Hurriedly, he pulled 
his fingers out and settled between Xander’s legs. 
Holding Xander’s head in both hands, his fingers 
buried in the dark tumble of Xander’s hair, he 
locked eyes with Xander as he nudged his penis 
against the opening.  



“Yes,” Xander encouraged him in a strangled plea, 
straining his hips up. Almost shaking with the effort 
of holding back when he just wanted to slam inside 
and claim Xander fully, Spike pushed inside with 
agonizing slowness, feeling the tight channel yield 
grudgingly to his girth. Xander clung to Spike’s 
shoulders, fingers digging into the smooth flesh as 
Spike gradually filled him, unlike anything he’d ever 
known before. 

Shifting to vampire face, Spike tore his eyes from 
Xander’s for the first time and, just as he thrust 
home the final inch, he buried his fangs into his 
claim mark, renewing it and claiming Xander in 
every possible way. 

Xander was panting, open-mouthed gasps, his 
breath puffing over Spike’s ear as Spike lost himself 
in the taste, scent and feeling of his boy, blood 
filling his mouth, his erection throbbing inside the 
tight channel that gripped him with silken heat. 
Getting a hold of himself, Spike reluctantly 
withdrew his fangs before he took too much, licking 
at the small wounds and lifted his head, meeting 
Xander’s dazed eyes. 



“Easy, luv,” he crooned and began an almost 
imperceptible thrusting motion, withdrawing only a 
tiny amount before rocking forward again. As 
Xander adjusted to the motion, hips instinctively 
beginning to move with Spike’s, Spike increased the 
depth of his thrusts gradually, finding the prostate 
and adjusting the angle until he was hitting it with 
every stroke. Spike arched his back, trying to go 
deeper and increasing the pressure against Xander’s 
erection as it slid between their bodies. 

His own orgasm was building rapidly and he could 
feel the tension in Xander’s whole body as he 
picked up the pace, pulling nearly all the way out on 
each stroke before pushing back in fully. Xander 
called out his name as he exploded into orgasm, his 
cum spurting between their bodies and Spike 
managed only one more thrust before he too came 
hard as the muscles along the slick channel 
tightened in response to Xander’s orgasm, gripping 
Spike hard and pulling his own orgasm out of him. 

Xander’s breathing slowly evened out, as their 
entwined bodies gradually came down from the 
orgasmic high. Knowing Xander would be sore, 



Spike reluctantly pulled out of him, even though he 
wanted nothing more than to stay buried inside 
Xander all night. He felt Xander’s lips moving gently 
against his neck, small, kisses peppering along the 
major vein and shivered at the erotic sensation, 
wondering how Xander knew that the neck was a 
major hot spot for vampires. He felt Xander’s lips 
turn up against his skin.  

“That was amazing. Why didn’t we start doing this 
weeks ago?” 

Spike laughed, rolling them towards the edge of the 
bed out of the wet spot and settling against the 
pillows with Xander cradled in his arms. Xander 
snuggled into his chest, a warm, sweaty weight and 
Spike simply breathed in the mingled odors of 
sweat and sex that overwhelmed all traces of 
Angelus’ scent. Absently, stroking Xander’s hair, he 
thought briefly of everything that had to be done 
now that he was healed but pushed them aside for 
the time being. For now, it was enough to just hold 
his boy, and savor the fact that he was finally truly 
Spike’s. Dropping a kiss on the top of Xander’s head, 



he murmured quietly to his already drowsing 
partner: 

“What d’you say, pet, want to run the hellmouth 
with me?”  

A/N - snippet of dialogue borrowed from the 
episode ‘Becoming, part 2’  

 

The End 
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Amends (Angel being haunted by the First) didn't 

happen in this universe.  (Obviously the Fluke and 

the events of Lover's Walk and The Wish don't 

happen here)  Amends was all about Buffy and 

Angel and not so much the Spander. 

 

Part One 

With Angelus banished to hell and Acathla 
defeated, Spike and Xander hadn’t left the mansion 
in a week. They’d barely gotten out of bed, only 
occasionally surfacing to eat something and make 
love on the kitchen table. They’d spent hours every 



day exploring each other’s bodies and afterwards, 
breathless and sated, had spent further hours just 
cuddling before falling asleep in each other’s arms, 
only to wake and start the cycle all over again. 
Xander had been a willing and enthusiastic pupil, 
learning the joys of what Spike had once termed 
“friction”.  

Yep, that’s how his life should have gone last week, 
no question. Leaning back against the white 
fiberglass, the wind blowing steadily against his 
closed eyelids as he lifted his face to the sun, 
Xander indulged in a little wishful thinking about 
the sex-capades he should have been indulging in 
over the past week. At least his fantasy life had 
some material to work with now and he let his mind 
drift, as lassitude filled his body as it lapped up the 
brilliant sunshine. The noise of the engines and the 
slap of water against the bow created a weird 
pocket of noisy silence around him as the crew 
opened up the engines and headed back to the 
marina. 

No way had he actually spent the week attending 
classes, taking final exams, visiting the hospital, and 



studying. No way. That was some other crazed 
person imitating the Eveready Bunny. 

It was his own fault. He was the one who had jerked 
awake first thing in the morning after his first, and 
unbelievably, so far only night with Spike and 
scrambled out of Angel’s over-sized bed muttering 
profanities under his breath as he hastily yanked his 
pants on, only to discover they were Spike’s jeans 
that he’d grabbed by mistake and that was why he 
had been hopping around the bedroom, still half 
asleep, trying to pull on a pair of jeans that were 
way too tight. 

Spike had woken immediately in the annoying way 
he had of being alert and ready for trouble an 
instant after being sound asleep. He propped 
himself up on one elbow, eyebrow raised in amused 
question as he watched the Xander floor show. 
“Problem, pet?” 

Xander sat down on the floor and tugged the 
recalcitrant jeans off. Not bothering to stand, he 
rolled over and grabbed his own pants, beginning to 



pull them on as he answered. “I’ve got a math 
final!” 

“It’s Sunday, luv.” 

“I know, I’ve only got today to study and I haven’t 
even looked at the book in a week.”  

Xander got to his feet, still fastening his pants and 
leaned over the bed for a quick, thorough kiss. “I’m 
sorry, Spike.” Although seriously tempted, he 
evaded Spike’s staying hands which were trying to 
wander into interesting areas. “I’ve got to go pick 
up my books. I’ll be back in about an hour.” 
Snagging his shirt off the floor, he ran out the door, 
leaving Spike staring after him in bemusement, 
before he flopped resignedly back down on the bed 
and pulled the covers over his head, hoarding 
Xander’s scent inside the cocooned bedding. 

That was where he’d gone wrong, Xander decided. 
Instead of staying in bed for a long day of practical 
how-to lessons in pleasing your lover, he’d spent 
the morning at Angel’s desk studying. Spike had 
gone back to sleep and Xander’s only break from 



serious math cramming came in the afternoon 
when he’d gone to see Giles at the hospital.  

The week had gone downhill from there.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike woke up in late afternoon, mildly disgruntled 
to find himself still alone. He emerged from his 
cocoon of blankets, the warmth and scent of his boy 
having long ago leached out of the fabrics, and lay 
still, listening hard.  

Xander was upstairs. Spike swung his feet to the 
floor and stretched languorously. Cats had nothing 
on vampires when it came to full-body stretches, 
giving each muscle group its due attention in turn. 
He snagged the pants Xander had unsuccessfully 
tried to put on earlier and made a mental note to 
buy Xander more clothes. His boy had returned to 
wearing his thrift store rejects, saving the clothes 
Spike had bought him for special occasions. Spike 
suspected Xander was uncomfortable wearing the 
new clothes. Their fit and style made the boy stand 



out and Xander had gotten far too comfortable 
lurking in the background. It hadn’t been worth 
bothering with while impending doom was hanging 
over their heads but he had plenty of time now to 
ensure that Xander had clothes worthy of a Claimed 
human. 

Padding upstairs on silent bare feet, Spike found 
Xander in Angelus’ study, reading intently. Papers 
with scrawled equations lay scattered on and 
around the desk and Xander was muttering over a 
problem that was clearly eluding him. Surprisingly, 
there were several demon texts stacked on the desk 
as well. Spike picked one up idly.  

“Encyclopedia Demonicae?” he asked curiously. 

Xander groaned. “Don’t remind me. I’m supposed 
to memorize the entire cryntok group by 
tomorrow.” 

“Crynt’k,” Spike corrected absently, using the glottal 
stop. “High school branching out?” he asked as he 
leafed through the book.  

“Giles,” Xander said gloomily.  



“Tell him to get stuffed,” Spike suggested helpfully. 

“I do want to learn about demons, I just don’t want 
to do it this week.” 

“Still thinking ‘get stuffed’ covers it, pet. Do it in 
your own time.” 

Xander screwed up his face. “I can’t. He’s so bored 
and so depressed, it’s the first time I’ve seen him 
looking forward to anything. They aren’t letting him 
out of the hospital for another couple of days, so 
I’m going to see him every afternoon after school 
and he’s going to quiz me on a new family of 
demons.” 

Spike frowned but Xander shook his head. “It’s ok, 
Spike. It’s just a problem this week. Like I said, I 
want to learn about demons and, even though he 
works there, Giles isn’t really clued in to what’s 
happening at school. He doesn’t teach any classes 
and I don’t think he even realizes it’s finals week.” 

“Don’t want him using you to cure his boredom.” 
Spike considered visiting the Watcher and 
explaining things to him. 



“No. You are not intimidating someone who’s 
already in the hospital because Angelus tortured 
him.” Xander’s gaze was stern but his lips were 
twitching. Spike glared. Annoying git wasn’t 
supposed to be able to read his mind like that. As 
usual, Xander wasn’t impressed with his glare. 

Giving up on intimidating either Xander or the 
Watcher, at least for now, Spike executed a tactical 
retreat to the kitchen for blood. Warming the last 
two packets, he considered his options for the 
evening.  

He needed to begin showing himself around town, 
letting everyone know he was in control again and 
that he’d been the victor in the power struggle with 
Angelus. He wanted to find a new place to live as 
soon as possible - someplace that was a proper 
vampire lair, not his Sire’s pretentious, king-of-the-
dungheap monstrosity, deliberately chosen, despite 
its unsuitableness for vampires, to show Spike up. 
Spike snorted as the microwave dinged. Typical 
Angelus, he’d always been one to overdo things. 
Spiting his own bloody face was all it was, living in a 



place like this. No tunnel access and bloody great 
windows everywhere you turned. No telly, either. 

Firmly squashing his conflicted thoughts about 
Angelus, Spike poured the blood into a mug and 
carried it back to the study, where he perched on 
the edge of the desk. Xander continued studying, 
putting out one hand absently to caress Spike’s 
thigh as he read. 

“How’s it going?” Spike asked. He didn’t really care, 
except it was obviously important to Xander.  

“Sorry, Spike, it’s going to be another couple of 
hours.” Xander looked up apologetically. “Would 
you rather I went back home?” he asked, hesitantly.  

“Don’t talk daft. Want you with me,” Spike 
reassured him immediately, leaning over to kiss 
him. Xander’s lips were warm on his, their tongues 
dueling as they explored each other’s mouths. 
Xander didn’t flinch or draw back even though Spike 
knew his mouth tasted of blood. Xander finally 
withdrew reluctantly. “Math,” he sighed. 



“Thought American teens weren’t supposed to be 
interested in school,” Spike grumbled mildly, 
capturing Xander’s withdrawing hand and twining 
their fingers together. 

“Don’t want to be dating a stereotype do you?” 
Xander lifted their joined hands and kissed Spike’s 
palm before turning resolutely back to his book. 

Sighing, Spike sipped his blood, toying with Xander’s 
fingers with his free hand and let his thoughts drift 
to the problem of where to live. He needed a Court 
that would be suitable for both himself and Xander 
and that was going to be tricky. Humans and 
vampires had very different ideas about what was 
suitable living space. While plumbing and electricity 
were nice - Spike had always appreciated the 
modern convenience of unlimited hot water for 
bathing - they weren’t necessary for vampires. 
Humans, on the other hand, needed lots of 
plumbing and such-like to keep them happy. 

Collecting minions was a problem that would solve 
itself. Fledges were attracted to vampire courts like 
ants to sugar. Companionship, security and the 



nearly universal desire to be near the center of 
power would bring Spike more useless minions than 
he wanted or could possibly use. The problem 
would be attracting potential lieutenants - older 
vampires with enough strength and sense to be 
useful allies. Spike gave a mental shrug. Once he’d 
found a suitable place to set up his Court, the 
Hellmouth had a way of drawing demons towards 
it. Practically a bloody tourist destination for 
demons. As acknowledged Master of the 
Hellmouth, vampires would come to him and he 
could pick and choose. 

“Gonna have to go out tonight, pet.” 

Xander looked up. “Huh?” 

“Gotta spread the word that Angelus is gone and 
I’m back in control.” 

Xander looked suspicious. “Spread the word how?” 

“Stop by the local bars mostly.” 

“Is this going to involve a lot of fighting off 
challengers?”  



Spike shook his head. “Too soon for that. Anyone 
with ideas along those lines is going to wait to see 
who steps up first. A vampire who succeeds in 
killing their Sire is either lucky, good or sneaky. 
Challengers will want someone else to test which 
one I am first.” 

“I take it the fact that you didn’t actually kill Angel 
isn’t going to be mentioned?” Xander asked dryly. 

“Ruins a good story if you put too many details in,” 
Spike answered flippantly. “If the Slayer wanted her 
bragging rights, she should have stayed in town.” 

“Can I help? You know, be your Greek Chorus of 
awed admiration or something?” 

Spike shook his head. “Sorry, luv. Better if I do this 
on my own.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike had kissed him again and wandered off, 
saying he was going back to bed and Xander 
reluctantly turned back to his math text.  



He was incredibly relieved that Spike didn’t want 
him to leave. This was the longest they had ever 
spent together at one time and Xander had been 
worried about overstaying his welcome. Xander 
knew he was too sensitive about things like that. It 
hadn’t helped that when he’d gone home to get 
books and some extra clothes, his parents obviously 
hadn’t even noticed that he hadn’t been home for 
several nights. His father had just told him to be 
quiet and hadn’t even looked up from the television 
when Xander started to explain where he’d been. 
His mother had still been in bed when he’d knocked 
quietly on the bedroom door, pulling the covers 
over her head and saying she was sick when he 
tried to talk to her. Years of experience with his 
mother being “sick” in the morning told Xander it 
would be hours before she was ready to talk to 
anyone.  

Sighing, he’d retreated to his own room and quietly 
packed several days worth of clothes. He carefully 
folded the clothes Spike had bought him and put 
them in as well, in case the vampire decided they 
should go out one night. Leaving a note on the 



kitchen table, saying that he was going to spend a 
couple of nights with a friend, Xander left his 
parents house, as unnoticed in leaving as he had 
been on entering.  

Returning to the mansion, Xander settled himself in 
the study, unloading his school books and dropping 
the bag of clothes on the couch to be put away 
when Spike woke up. He sat down to struggle with 
math, still his worst subject. It was still fairly early, 
he’d go see Giles at the hospital when his brain 
started to fry and he needed a break. With luck, 
Willow would visit Giles in the morning and they 
would miss each other.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike entered the bar as conspicuously as possible, 
striding through the door, his duster flaring 
dramatically behind him, and stalking toward the 
bar. He snarled at a couple of inoffensive Mimtoi 
demons that he chose to take offense at, sending 
them scurrying away from their seats at the bar.  



Perching one hip on the stool, Spike lit a cigarette 
and barked an order for whiskey. The bartender, 
who’d seen enough dominance displays to know 
when to be silent and respectful, quickly poured 
him a double shot and moved away to the far end 
of the bar where he studiously began polishing 
glasses, hoping Spike wasn’t planning on starting a 
fight inside.  

Looking around arrogantly as he drained the glass in 
one swallow, Spike wondered who would be the 
first to approach him. Without looking, he sent the 
now-empty glass hurtling through the air towards 
the bartender, who plucked it out of mid-air with 
inhumanely quick reflexes. “Another.” 

He drank the second glass more leisurely, pausing 
between sips to smoke. He’d stopped smoking 
around Xander, worried about his boy’s lungs, and 
the taste of nicotine and alcohol was a familiar 
pleasure after several days abstinence. Turning, he 
looked enquiringly at the fawning minion who 
approached nervously. Spike looked over the 
woman’s shoulder and saw her companions 
whispering together with the nearly silent whispers 



of preternatural hearing. He didn’t have to be able 
to hear them to know that she had been drafted by 
the others as either the least likely to be killed or 
just the most expendable in their little group.  

“Master Spike,” she began, with a subservient dip of 
her head. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Sir. Would you 
mind if I asked you a question?” 

“Depends on the question, don’t it?” Spike let her 
wonder which questions were acceptable and 
which weren’t as he deliberately looked away from 
her, demonstrating how little worry he had about 
turning his back on an enemy. A fledge this new 
couldn’t take him with a crossbow and surprise on 
her side. His lips tightened as he remembered how 
the Slayer had blown just such an opportunity on 
Angelus, leading to his Sire’s re-souling and exile to 
a hell dimension. 

“There has been talk that you and Master Angelus 
have both been recruiting minions.” It was obvious 
she was trying her best to be diplomatic as she tried 
to figure out the current pecking order in town. 
Spike didn’t react, continuing to stare at the far wall 



and smoke silently, waiting to see what she would 
say next. There were a dozen vampires in the bar 
and a handful of other demons all watching and 
listening avidly, even the ones who were pretending 
they weren’t. 

“It’s been several days since anything has been 
heard from either one of you,” the fledgling went 
on when it became apparent that Spike wasn’t 
going to say anything.  

Spike swung his gaze slowly back to her face. 
“Asking if there was trouble between us?” he asked 
mildly. 

She relaxed at his quiet manner. “Yes, and we were 
wondering…” she nodded towards her companions, 
all of whom became suddenly very interested in 
their drinks. 

Spike was up off the bar stool and had a fistful of 
her blonde hair before she could turn back. Smaller 
than him and too stupid to live, she made the 
beginner’s mistake of reaching up with both hands 
and trying to free herself form his grip. Spike 
yanked her head down, controlling her easily as he 



smashed his foot into her knee, breaking it with an 
audible crack. 

“Wondering? Wondering if I couldn’t take him? 
Wondering perhaps, if I couldn’t snap his legs like 
twigs?”  

She screamed in pain as her leg buckled uselessly 
underneath her and Spike dropped his hair hold, 
letting her fall towards the ground, only to grab her 
forearm with both hands. The snapping sound 
echoed loudly in the now-silent bar. 

“Or maybe you were wondering whether I was still 
Master in this town.” 

Pinning her head to the ground with one foot, Spike 
looked across the smoky room at her companions, 
who had risen to their feet but otherwise remained 
frozen, staring at him in shock. With one swift 
movement, he threw a stake at the closest one, 
dusting him before he could move.  

Looking down at the crippled minion under his foot, 
he bent over to haul her up, ignoring her moans. 
Snapping her neck, he dropped her again and 



nudged her contemptuously with his foot. “Do you 
think she’s still wondering about who’s Master of 
the Hellmouth?” he asked the room at large.  

Silence answered him and Spike grinned to himself.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander spent finals week deliberately avoiding 
Willow. Even though Spike had fully recovered, 
Xander wasn’t ready to forgive her after she had so 
nearly gotten Spike killed. Fortunately, it was fairly 
easy to avoid her during a week that was about 
tests and studying. For their joint classes, he simply 
arrived as early as possible and ensconced himself 
in the back of the room, pretending to be buried in 
last second reading as she entered. Willow was 
always alone - Buffy hadn’t returned and no-one 
had heard from her as far as Xander knew. Xander 
kept his head down and ignored Willow’s pinched, 
tired look and hopeful glances. 

He was guiltily relieved that he didn’t see Oz 
around. They didn’t have any classes together but 



he didn’t see Oz and Willow hanging out between 
classes either. He still needed to have the promised 
talk with Oz about the re-souling spell and he so 
didn’t have the time or energy for that with finals 
happening. He really didn’t want his fresh 
estrangement from Willow to effect his friendship 
with Oz but he was so busy and tired that he was 
worried that he’d accidentally screw things up with 
Oz by saying something stupid. Luckily, either Oz 
was pulling one of his disappearing acts again or… 
Actually, Oz pretty much had to be on one of his 
band-related trips because the idea that Oz was 
holed up somewhere studying was just impossible 
to believe. Not Mister Learn-by-Osmosis.  

Wondering if Oz had figured out a system for 
getting the school to let him take tests on his own 
schedule and wishing he could work out something 
similar, Xander repressed a sigh as he was handed 
yet another test paper. Only two more tests and he 
was done. Thank god, Giles’ quizzes didn’t effect his 
grades.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“Hey, check it out, you’ve got fingers again,” Xander 
exclaimed as he entered the hospital room. 

Giles glanced down at his hands. “Fortunately, I 
have always had fingers, although I must agree, at 
times I wondered whether they were still there 
under the bandages.” His eyes were haunted as he 
stared at his now-visible fingers. The heavy, 
concealing bandages that had shrouded his hands 
since the surgeons had painstakingly re-built the 
shattered bones had been replaced with lighter 
ones. The splints on each individual finger were now 
visible and, in some ways, the damage looked 
worse, now that you could actually see how 
thoroughly Angelus had destroyed Giles’ hands. The 
physical injuries were healing but the exposing of 
the torture inflicted wounds was obviously giving 
Giles too much to think about. 

“So, when are you getting out of this place?” 
Xander asked brightly, hoping to distract Giles from 
his dark thoughts. 



“There is some talk about letting me go to a rehab 
center,” Giles said without a trace of excitement or 
anticipation in his voice.  

“Rehab? Like physical therapy? Are you ready for 
that?” 

“It’s more a question of not being able to do for 
myself at home yet,” Giles answered with obvious 
frustration. Five days in the hospital had done 
nothing for his temper but he seemed surprisingly 
depressed at the prospect of being released. 

“Is something wrong - besides the obvious?” Xander 
had gotten to know the librarian pretty well over 
the last few days. He had continued to visit Giles 
daily, reading to him, talking to him, trying to keep 
Giles’ spirits up as his injuries slowly healed. 

“Joyce Summers stopped by. She received a post 
card from Buffy, saying she was sorry but that she 
needed some time to deal with things.” 

“No mention of when she was coming back?” 
Xander guessed. 



“No. The postmark was from Los Angeles.” Giles 
lifted his hands in frustration. “It will be weeks 
before I can drive. I still can’t even use a telephone 
without assistance. I’m her Watcher, I should be 
doing something to find her and I am stuck here in 
hospital like a useless berk.” 

“You kind of saved the world, Giles. You’re entitled 
to a little healing time.” 

“What?”  

Wondering at Giles’ surprise, Xander’s eyebrows 
went up. “Well, yeah. I mean, if you had told 
Angelus how to wake Acathla, Buffy and Spike 
wouldn’t have gotten there in time to do anything 
except enjoy a one-way ticket to hell.” 

Giles looked at him blankly for a moment, then 
smiled. “Thank you, Xander. That is a very kind view 
of my role.” 

“I’m just saying: give yourself some credit. If I’d 
helped saved the world, I’d still be bragging about it 
months later.” He grinned. “Ok, make that years.”  



He was relieved to see the librarian smile. Giles had 
had a difficult, frustrating week and too often was 
grim and silent, or worse, apathetic. Xander had 
been shaken the day he had arrived at the hospital 
to find Giles watching a soap opera. “Think of it like 
a half-way house for prisoners,” he suggested. 
“You’d be out of this place and getting ready to go 
back home.” 

Giles looked slightly less gloomy and Xander swung 
his backpack onto the bed. “I got the books you 
asked for.” 

He no longer had to read to Giles. The librarian 
could turn the pages for himself now, though 
sometimes he had to ask for help with pages that 
were especially fragile, or tended to stick together. 
Xander brought the books the librarian asked for 
and read with Giles, taking notes for him and 
changing and labeling the tapes in the tape recorder 
Giles was using to make notes on. Giles had a new 
research topic every day and Xander willingly 
searched for whatever Giles asked for. He was 
pretty sure the librarian was just keeping himself 
busy but that was fine.  



Towards the end of the visit, Giles announced he’d 
decided to go to the rehab center. He didn’t have 
enough insurance to cover a live-in nurse at his 
home and he turned down Xander’s tentative offer 
to stay with him and help him, pointing out dryly 
that he wasn’t sure their relationship would survive 
the more intimate assistance needed. 

Xander had digested that and then turned beet red 
as he realized that Giles must still need assistance in 
the bathroom. He so didn’t want to think about the 
librarian that way. He bit back his automatic joking 
response - ok, the first three things he started to 
stay - and ended up just saying with a small grin 
that the school board would probably agree with 
that assessment. Secretly, he was deeply relieved 
that Giles had turned down his offer. It wasn’t that 
he didn’t want to help, but he couldn’t stand the 
thought of losing what little Spike time he had 
currently. 

Still, it was good to see the librarian becoming a bit 
more like his old self. Hopefully a rehab center 
would have more for Giles to do than lie in bed and 
read and watch tv.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike stared thoughtfully at the old building. The 
Depression had hit Sunnydale hard and a number of 
small manufacturing companies had gone bust and 
their factories had remained boarded up ever since. 
This one had clearly been run by a frugal soul - 
there were small, spartan living quarters on the 
third floor for the workers, which would be perfect 
for minions, and a large comfortable suite near the 
back of the second floor which would serve for 
himself and Xander. It had a separate entrance, 
which would allow both himself and Xander to 
come and go without having to walk through the 
rest of the building. The remainder of the second 
floor was set up as offices, large enough to house 
his lieutenants who could be trusted in relatively 
close proximity to Xander. The ground floor was a 
single open room, presently cluttered with 
remnants of the old manufacturing equipment. The 
rusting metal could easily be removed by minions, 



leaving a space for the formal court and the minions 
to hang out. 

He’d been looking for a new lair for several nights 
now and this was the most suitable place that he’d 
found. He’d rejected numerous others because of 
their location: either they were in areas too 
dangerous for a human to walk through even during 
the day or too close to residential housing where 
minions might be tempted to hunt. Hunting too 
close to home inevitably brought attention to the 
lair and, even in Sunnydale, that was a bad idea. 
Other possibilities had had a good location but 
unsuitable facilities - no separate rooms, multiple 
skylights, or no working plumbing. 

Making up his mind, Spike turned and walked away. 
Tomorrow night, he’d begin recruiting a couple of 
minions he’d had an eye on that were a little older 
and one at least had shown glimmers of more 
intelligence than many fledglings showed in their 
first decade. He’d set them to work cleaning the 
building and making it ready for Spike and Xander 
to move in. 



Probably time he talked to Xander about living with 
him permanently.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander hoped their diurnal/nocturnal issues this 
week weren’t a portent of things to come. Spike 
was as busy and pre-occupied as Xander, only Spike 
was busy at different times, leaving every night 
somewhere around the time that Xander collapsed, 
exhausted, into their mutual, but all too rarely 
shared, bed. Xander woke each morning to find 
Spike snuggled against him. The temptation to stay 
wrapped in the strong arms, to wake his sleeping 
lover with kisses that moved down his body to 
interesting places was nearly overwhelming and 
Xander frequently regretted the days when finals 
had meant little to him and he’d been happy to 
coast along in blissful slacker-dom, content with D’s 
for grades.  

Those days were gone. It had become a secret 
source of pride to Xander that he was doing well in 



his classes, one he wasn’t willing to give up. He 
would never admit it to anyone but he got a warm 
glow of accomplishment every time he received an 
A on a test. For much of his life, he’d been the 
stupid one in the group. Willow had always been 
way smarter than him. Jesse had been as 
intellectually lazy as Xander and they had had a lot 
of fun finding ways to get Willow to do their work 
for them. Willow had tried to make them study at 
first but had caved in years ago to their pleading 
eyes and coaxing smiles. In hindsight, Xander knew 
that they’d taken advantage of Willow’s own need 
for approval and acceptance, using it to con her into 
giving them way more help than they should have 
gotten.  

It had been a shock last year to find that he could 
study and learn on his own when he needed to. In 
his entire life, no-one, not even himself, had ever 
accused him of being smart. It had been as much a 
surprise to Xander as it was to all his teachers when 
he started doing well in his classes. He still didn’t 
contribute much to class discussions but he did the 
homework and actually studied, a weird out-growth 



of his vampire research and the desperate 
loneliness of much of the past year. Pre-Spike 
loneliness, he thought with a smile.  

Even with their different hours, he wasn’t lonely 
now. The week had been frustratingly busy for both 
of them but neither could adjust their hours to the 
other’s free time right now. Fortunately, school was 
out at the end of the week and then Xander could 
become more nocturnal. 

They did have the early evenings together, Xander 
had worked out a system of rewarding himself for 
each chapter read, each equation mastered, with a 
little nookie time. He was finding he could even 
concentrate on math, snuggled up against Spike on 
Angel’s leather couch, if he knew that as soon as he 
had the problem figured out, he got tongue action 
as a reward. 

Fortunately, Spike was able to help with his extra-
curricular studies. In addition to his regular finals, 
Giles was quizzing him on the various categories of 
demons he had Xander studying. He’d continued to 
visit the Watcher at the hospital daily and still 



couldn’t bring himself to tell Giles that he had too 
much going on to continue with the course in 
Introduction to Demons 101 that they had planned, 
back when Xander didn’t have final exams and an 
available partner to explore gay sex with.  

Sadly, it was all too obvious that Giles had seized on 
the planned course of study as a distraction from 
the mind-numbing boredom of being stuck in first 
the hospital and then the rehab center while his 
injuries slowly healed. Hating the hospital himself, 
Xander had hidden his reluctance and brought the 
books Giles asked for from the library. He really was 
enjoying learning more about the unbelievable 
variety of demons in the world, he just wished he 
could postpone it a week or two until finals were 
over. But every time he saw Giles staring vacantly 
out the window, his eyes haunted; every time he 
saw the humiliation on Giles’ face when he had to 
ask for help with routine tasks, Xander’s time-
management issues seemed awfully petty.  

He’d found that he could keep Giles focused and 
interested by bouncing some of Spike’s information 
off him. Spike often read over Xander’s shoulder as 



they snuggled together on the couch, frequently 
scoffing at what the authors were saying. He would 
ridicule some of the theories and frequently filled in 
gaps in the books from his own experiences. Giles 
was fascinated with Spike’s contributions, 
regardless of whether he agreed or disagreed with 
them, and frequently sent Xander home with a list 
of questions for the vampire. Xander wasn’t sure 
but he suspected that Spike enjoyed dictating 
answers, despite his grumblings about “helping the 
enemy”. Spike had been the youngest in his 
vampire family. Xander suspected that, like himself, 
Spike was secretly enjoying not being considered 
the stupid one in the group. For all Xander knew, 
Spike was actually considered young and 
inexperienced in the demon world but he had way 
more knowledge than even Giles did about demons 
and Giles was the smartest person Xander had ever 
met.  

Walking home from the hospital Friday afternoon, 
Xander wondered when he’d begun to use the word 
“home” in association with the mansion. He’d been 
staying there since the night Spike was injured, but 



it was Angelus’ house and they were moving out 
shortly anyway. With a start, Xander realized that it 
had become “home” because Spike was there. 

He didn’t think he’d ever forget how happy it made 
him when Spike asked him to move in with him. It 
had been clear from Spike’s descriptions and the 
hint of anxiety in his voice that Spike had spent a 
long time trying to find a place to live that would be 
right for Xander as well. Spike was taking him to see 
it this weekend but Xander didn’t care what it 
looked like. It was a home that Spike had picked out 
for them. That was all Xander needed to know 
about it.  

It was with a huge sense of relief that he handed in 
his last test paper. It was Friday, it was the last day 
of school, and he was seriously ready to party. Ok, 
that was a lie. He wanted to sleep for a week, but 
he’d be ready for the party then.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Lying on the white deck of the boat, Xander briefly 



thought of how great it would be to share this with 
Spike. He could almost feel the lean muscular form 
pressed against his own, feel the soft, cool skin 
wrapped around him as the wind cooled the bright 
sunlight. Could almost feel the arab-style robes 
enveloping the vampire from head to foot. He 
sighed. Sunbathing was not something he would 
ever be able to share with his lover. 

Cordelia had been surprisingly cooperative, she had 
not only volunteered her father’s yacht but also 
provided a couple of the Chase family’s gardeners 
to help them shift the Acathla. Apparently, a 
hospitalized Giles trumped Cordelia’s social 
schedule. Xander hadn’t asked, and wasn’t sure he 
wanted to know, what she had told the three guys 
who sweated to shift the heavy stone figure first 
onto the boat, then over the side into the ocean. 
From the fact that one of them kept making the sign 
of the cross every time he looked at the ugly statue, 
Xander wasn’t sure if Cordelia had made up some 
whopper of a story or actually told them the truth - 
either could have produced that reaction.  



It had been anti-climactic, watching the stone 
demon tumble over the side of the boat and drop 
like, well, a stone out of sight in the dark blue water 
two miles off-shore. Giles had asked him to go with 
them and give him a report, saying that Cordelia felt 
procuring the boat and the helpers was sufficient 
assistance. Which, to be fair, it probably was. 
Xander had never been out on a large boat, or 
anything bigger than a canoe, and had agreed 
eagerly even though it meant missing another day 
with Spike. He’d rationalized the trip by reminding 
himself that it really did need to be done and he 
could stay up late with Spike when he got home, 
since he didn’t have to worry about school 
anymore. 

He’d thoroughly enjoyed the trip, despite the fact 
that the three men Cordelia sent regarded him 
suspiciously the entire time and barely spoke to 
him. Hopefully, Cordelia hadn’t told them it was his 
statue they were disposing of in such a flagrantly 
questionable manner. He’d simply done his best to 
stay out of their way and tried to look like someone 



who would never have a demon statue in his 
livingroom that needed to be disposed of.  

It didn’t matter. Life on the Hellmouth had certainly 
taught him to relish the good times since bad things 
could be lurking around the corner, sometimes all 
too literally. He’d been out to sea on a yacht and 
tomorrow, he and Spike were moving in together, 
officially. Life was good. 

Sitting in the bow of the boat, eyes closed, sun 
beating down, the wind blowing the heat away, 
Xander relaxed into the rhythmic rise and fall and 
let the thoughts be swept away on the breeze, 
simply basking in an experience he might never 
know again.  

 
 

Part Two 

For the first time in a week, Spike wasn’t jolted 
awake at the crack of bloody dawn by Xander trying 
to quietly dress and leave the bedroom - a process 
which inevitably led to a certain amount of noisy 



fumbling around in the dark as Xander refused to 
turn a light on in a misguided effort to not disturb 
Spike. Today, for a change, Xander hadn’t stirred 
until mid-morning and then he had simply shuffled 
sleepily to the bathroom and returned a short time 
later to snuggle back under the covers with a 
contented sigh. Drowsing comfortably against the 
warmth of his boy’s strong back, Spike drifted back 
to sleep with the sound and smell of his Claimed 
surrounding him.  

An hour or two later, the rumbling sounds from 
Xander’s belly roused Spike and told him that he 
would soon be losing his pillow to the kitchen. Sure 
enough, Xander shortly began stirring and trying to 
slide out of Spike’s encircling arms. Spike tightened 
his grip and threw an imprisoning leg over Xander’s 
for good measure, which earned him a chuckle and 
Xander turned his head to look back over his 
shoulder at Spike.  

“Morning.” 

“’S right. Dreadful time o’ day,” Spike muttered 
without releasing his hold. He felt Xander turning in 



his arms to face him but didn’t open his eyes, 
hoping Xander would go back to sleep for awhile 
longer. Instead, he felt a gentle kiss as warm, soft 
lips coaxed his to open. 

“Morning’s not so bad when you can spend it in 
bed.” Xander’s quiet voice was filled with laughter 
and Spike opened his eyes to see amused brown 
eyes watching him from bare inches away. His own 
lips curved and with one swift movement, he rolled 
them both over so that Xander was beneath him.  

Settling himself comfortably on top of the warm 
body, he looked consideringly down at his boy. “You 
offering to make waking up worth my time?” he 
purred. 

Xander opened his mouth to answer and Spike 
pounced, seizing his lips in a long, ardent kiss, his 
tongue darting inside to explore. Xander answered 
enthusiastically and Spike’s hands slid up to close in 
the dark wavy hair. Xander’s hair had grown, 
brushing his shoulders in back and Spike loved 
burying his hands in the crisp waves. Holding 
Xander’s head still, Spike used his dominant 



position to control the kiss, devouring his boy’s 
mouth, his lips sliding over Xander’s for an endless 
moment. 

After a long minute, Spike abandoned the warm lips 
and his head dipped as he trailed kisses down the 
lines of Xander’s throat, relishing the feel and smell 
of the blood throbbing in the veins so tantalizingly 
close to the surface. He shifted further down until 
his tongue was teasing and worrying at his claim 
mark as Xander arched his head back, exposing 
more of his throat to Spike’s ministrations.  

“You taste like the sun,” Spike murmured, his lips 
busy now along the tanned flesh of Xander’s chest. 
The previous day’s boat trip had left Xander with a 
fresh tan and Spike could sense the prickle of 
residual heat along Xander’s shoulders where they 
still glowed faintly red from the sun and wind.  

“Do you miss the sun?” Xander asked, his own 
hands running caressingly along the pale skin of 
Spike’s back.  

Spike glanced up at him, hearing the seriousness 
underlying the curiosity. “Not the way you’re 



thinking, pet. Born in Victoria’s London, remember. 
It was a dark, filthy place back then. Coal dust could 
black out the sun for days at a time. Then too, had 
pretensions of being a gentlemen.” He smirked at 
the scoffing noise Xander made and bent his head 
to nibble at Xander’s nipples. “Be glad it didn’t last, 
luv,” he said, pausing to tease at one nipple with 
little cat licks. “Victorians were bloody boring for 
the most part.” He switched to the other side as the 
first nipple tightened under his attentions and 
Xander began to push up into the sensation. “Back 
then, no gentleman would be so crass as to display 
his flesh where a lady might see it.” Spike snorted in 
disdain at the memory of the prudity of an earlier 
century. “Meant no sunbathing unless you were 
covered from neck to knees. Not a whole lot of 
point under those conditions. But I remember 
strolling in parks on warm spring days and being 
glad winter was over. So, yeah, I do miss it.” He 
shrugged indifferently. “Part of the trade off for 
eternity, luv.” 

Xander reached up and brought Spike’s head up to 
his for another long kiss. Spike didn’t dissuade him, 



even though he sensed the kiss was in sympathy for 
a loss that didn’t really trouble the vampire. Sure, 
it’d be nice to feel the warmth of direct sun again 
without it being a fatal experience, but he did fine 
with the warmth of fire, hot water, and especially 
the heat of willing, human flesh beneath his own 
cooler body.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Late that morning, Xander reluctantly left the 
mansion and Spike. Now that finals were over, his 
days were mostly free and his time his own, but 
there were some obligations still remaining. After 
snogging, as Spike called it, for a long, lazy time, 
Xander’s stomach had insistently demanded 
attention and could no longer be ignored. Spike had 
been up and out all night again and had gone back 
to sleep after Xander had torn himself away to find 
something to eat. Now, walking across town, he 
found his good mood fading as he considered 
whether he should stop at his parents’ house and 
tell them he was moving out.  



Guiltily, he shelved the idea for now, deciding he 
would leave a note when he went back for the last 
of his stuff. He was depressingly sure that his 
parents wouldn’t have even noticed that he hadn’t 
been there in a week. Despite a lifetime of 
experience, it still hurt to have their indifference 
actually confirmed and he decided he didn’t need to 
deal with it today. His errand was going to be hard 
enough without that adding to his nervousness. 

It was only when he was standing outside the small 
white house that Xander realized what a stranger to 
this area he’d become. Not long ago, this street had 
been almost more familiar than his own. He’d 
known everyone on the block, knew which houses 
had the best candy on Halloween, which neighbors 
didn’t mind if you played in their sprinklers and 
which ones would yell at you if your ball strayed 
onto their carefully tended lawn. Now, staring at 
the For Sale sign hanging in front of the empty 
house that had once been a second home, Xander 
couldn’t even remember the last time he’d been on 
this street.  



He hadn’t realized that he had changed all his old 
habits until this moment. The grocery store, school, 
the movie theater; this street was on a direct route 
between his parents’ house and all of those 
destinations. When had he stopped walking down 
this street? When had his feet automatically begun 
avoiding Madison Street and start walking down 
Cyprus instead? 

Turning his back on the empty house, Xander 
crossed the street to another familiar house and 
knocked on the door.  

“Hi, Mrs. Cooper,” he greeted the woman who 
answered the door. Mrs. Cooper had lived there for 
longer than Xander had been alive and knew 
everything about everyone in the neighborhood, 
she was bound to know about Mrs. McNally. 

“Xander? My word, it’s been a long time since 
we’ve seen you around here.” 

“I know. I’m sorry about that.” He shuffled his feet 
awkwardly and then just asked flatly: “When did 
Mrs. McNally move out?” 



Mrs. Cooper was a small, plump woman who almost 
always seemed to be smiling. Her smile died at his 
question, and she glanced automatically across the 
street at the white bungalow. “It’s been almost a 
month now,” she answered gently.  

Words failed him and he just stared miserably at 
her, waiting for her to blame him. He deserved it. 

Instead, she nodded her head towards the chairs on 
the porch. “Sit down, Xander. I’ll get us some 
lemonade and we’ll talk.”  

He did as he was told and Mrs. Cooper came out a 
minute later with two glasses, the screen door 
banging closed behind her. Handing him one, she 
sat down herself, taking a long drink and letting her 
eyes linger on the empty house across the way.  

“She moved out about a month ago,” Mrs. Cooper 
repeated. “She put the house on the market a few 
weeks before that, but you know how long it takes 
to sell houses here.” There was a soft tinkle of ice as 
she set her glass down on the porch. “She gave up 
hope after a year, Xander. She just couldn’t take the 
loneliness anymore. Said she was going to move in 



with her sister.” She looked at Xander 
sympathetically. “She made sure everyone on the 
block had her new address, just in case Jesse ever 
came back.” 

Xander stared across the street at the house that 
had been his second home for most of his life. He’d 
come over to try once again to talk to Mrs. McNally. 
Somehow, he’d hoped to find a way to let her know 
Jesse was dead. It had never occurred to him that 
he would find an empty house. That he’d lost touch 
with her so completely that he didn’t even know 
she had moved away. He started as Mrs. Cooper’s 
plump hand patted his. 

“Not your fault, Xander. I know you tried but it’s 
hard on a parent to lose a child. It’s worse when you 
don’t know what happened or even if they’re dead 
or alive.” 

Her words, intended to be comforting, just twisted 
the knife. He should have found a way to talk to 
Jesse’s mom, should have been able to find a way to 
let her know that Jesse was dead. Shouldn’t have 
chickened out about talking about vampires. Even if 



he couldn’t bring himself to tell her that he had 
killed Jesse, he should have at least found a way to 
tell her Jesse was dead. 

He left shortly after that. Mrs. Cooper extracted a 
promise from Xander to stop by once in awhile, and 
he gave his promise willingly. Talking to her brought 
back a lot of good memories and she’d made him 
laugh with her own memories of he and Jesse as 
grade schoolers playing on the block. He left with 
the scrap of paper with Mrs. McNally’s address 
tucked safely in his pocket, although he wasn’t sure 
he would ever use it. He hadn’t been able to bring 
himself to talk to Mrs. McNally about Jesse, he 
suspected trying to write something would be twice 
as hard.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Hey, Oz, how’s it going?” Xander’s second errand 
was trying to track down Oz. As relieved as he had 
been that Oz hadn’t been at school all week, he’d 
promised to talk to Oz about the spell. He couldn’t 



put it off any longer. Luckily, he found the currently 
black-haired guitarist in the garage behind his 
house. Oz’s father sent him back behind the house, 
telling him Oz was practicing but wouldn’t mind 
being disturbed. The garage had been converted to 
a practice room and Xander winced as he 
approached at the sour notes coming from the 
room. Apparently Oz was trying to learn a new 
chord and it wasn’t going well.  

“Hey.” Oz looked up at Xander’s knock with an easy 
smile. He straightened a little and rested his arms 
on his guitar. “Come on in.” 

Xander opened the door all the way and came in, 
looking around with interest at the full-blown 
amateur studio. “Nice set-up.”  

“Helps keep my parents sane.” 

“I didn’t see you around last week,” Xander began 
hesitantly. 

Oz shrugged slightly. “Had a gig.” 

“So, do you have to make up the tests you missed 
or what?” Xander knew he was stalling, but he was 



also curious, having wished so frequently last week 
that he could re-schedule finals week to a better 
time.  

“Summer school,” Oz answered dryly. “Have to 
make up my incompletes.” 

“That sucks.”  

“My choice.” 

That seemed to cover the Oz academia issue. 
Before Xander could frame the subject he was 
supposed to be talking about, Oz spoke. 

“How’s Spike doing?”  

Feeling a warm rush of gratitude - even Giles rarely 
expressed a friendly interest in the vampire - 
Xander felt his nervous tension evaporate. “He’s 
great. Completely healed and full of scorn for how 
long it takes us mere mortals to heal up.” He lifted 
his formerly casted arm in explanation. 

“Gladness.” And Oz sounded like he meant it. 



Xander hesitated, then just asked. “Can I talk to 
you?” At Oz’s lifted eyebrow, Xander grinned. “I 
know, we’re already talking. Just needed a lead in.”  

“Sounds serious.”  

“Yeah, well, you remember telling me about the 
spell Willow did in the hospital?”  

Oz nodded, his gaze sharpening and Xander found 
himself explaining the situation at length: the re-
souling spell, the kind of magic it was, the risk to 
Spike, that Willow and Buffy had lied about it, and 
the actual outcome with the re-souled Angel 
banished to a hell dimension. Oz listened to the 
entire story without commenting, his hands moving 
absently over the guitar as if drawing comfort from 
it. 

“Willow and I have barely spoken since that day,” 
Xander finished. “She’s your girlfriend, Oz, and I 
don’t want to put you in the middle of this or make 
you choose sides or anything. I don’t want to lose 
you as a friend but Willow doesn’t seem to even 
understand why I’m angry and I don’t know if we’re 
ever going to be able to be friends again.” 



Oz looked troubled beneath his unruffled surface 
and he didn’t say anything for a long time. Xander 
waited, forcing his body to be still and not betray 
his nervous tension at the thought of losing another 
friend. 

When Oz finally spoke, his words seem tangential to 
the issue at first. “The gig we had was for Friday last 
week. I went to L.A. on Tuesday because I wanted 
some time to work through some stuff.” After a 
pause, he continued quietly. “I love Willow, but the 
person in the hospital room doing that spell scared 
me. It didn’t feel like Willow anymore.” Xander 
remembered Oz saying that Willow had been alien, 
that he would have walked past her on the street 
without recognizing her.  

“I bailed,” Oz admitted. “Finding out my girlfriend 
could do magic and not just little stuff but huge 
messing-with-souls magic was seriously freaksome. 
It was hard for me to even be around her without 
being wiggy. So, I left.” 

Xander didn’t know what to say. Oz was so good at 
hiding his emotions he hadn’t even realized that Oz 



could have used someone to talk to himself. “What 
did you decide?” 

“That she dealt with the werewolf so I should be 
able to handle dating a witch.” 

Put that way, it made a lot of sense. Too bad Willow 
couldn’t accept vampires the way she accepted Oz’s 
wolf side. “So, are you two good?” 

“Yeah. Willow’s trying to find a way to locate Buffy 
by magic but she’ll talk to Giles about it before 
doing anything.”  

“Are we ok?” Xander asked hesitantly.  

“We’re good.” Oz cocked his head thoughtfully. 
“Maybe between your disapproval and my support, 
she’ll find a good balance.” 

“Maybe.” As relieved as he was that he and Oz were 
ok, Xander couldn’t find a lot of optimism that 
Willow would be swayed by his opinions any more. 
Those days were past.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike was sitting on the couch, reading, when 
Xander returned to the mansion. 

“Poncey bugger was too righteous to own a telly,” 
he complained in greeting, not for the first time. 

“Just as well,” Xander answered cheerfully, his good 
mood largely restored by his conversation with Oz 
and knowing it was hours before Spike had to go 
out tonight. “Cable porn could have cost him his 
soul years ago.” 

Spike snorted in appreciation. “Too right. If getting 
it on with the Slayer was enough to make him lose 
it, pretty much anything would have done the 
trick.” 

Xander pulled the book out of Spike’s hands and 
tossed it to the other end of the couch before 
straddling Spike and regarding him seriously. 
“Speaking of… it seems to me that someone made 
me their Claimed human a while back.” He scowled 
accusingly. “Got to say, there hasn’t been a whole 
lot of claiming going on around here and I have a 
problem with that.” He poked Spike in the chest 



with an emphatic finger. “Someone better start 
putting out before I start to feel unloved.” 

Spike’s jaw actually dropped at the sheer effrontery 
of that statement. “Oi! Thought you said you did 
well in your history class? With that kind of re-
writing history…” 

Xander kissed him hard and stopped the indignant 
response in its tracks. Lifting his head again, he 
asked with infinite reasonableness: “You’re the one 
who’s supposed to be evil, aren’t you? What 
happened to having your evil way with me?” 

With a growl, Spike surged to his feet, causing 
Xander to yelp and cling to Spike’s shoulders to 
keep from falling. “I’ll show you evil,” Spike growled 
and carried Xander down to the bedroom. It should 
have felt ridiculous, since he was larger than Spike, 
but Spike’s strength made it an effortless trip and 
Xander used the time to pepper kisses along his 
vampire’s face and neck.  

Spike tossed him to the bed and pounced like the 
predator he was, gleefully ripping Xander’s shirt 
open and growling again as he attacked Xander’s 



nipples. They wrestled together, wriggling across 
the bed as they yanked and tore at each other’s 
clothes, seeking the skin that lay below.  

Finally nude, Spike pinned Xander’s arms to the 
bed. “Wanting to be claimed, are you, boy?” he 
growled mockingly. 

Xander’s eyes were black with arousal as he stared 
up into Spike’s yellow ones. “Yes,” he answered 
simply and Spike kissed him passionately.  

As their tongues dueled, Xander clung to Spike, his 
hands sliding south until he was cupping the taut 
buttocks in both hands, spreading his knees and 
pulling Spike closer against him. They were both 
hard already after the week of near-abstinence and 
their hips quickly fell into rhythm, thrusting and 
sliding their erections together, both too close to 
climax for either to last long. 

Tension built rapidly, their thrusts growing urgent 
and more rapid, riding the cusp of orgasm together. 
Spike tore his head free and morphed into game 
face and Xander willingly tilted his head, exposing 
the claim mark. Spike slid his fangs into his mark, 



renewing his Claim. The exquisite sensation of 
Spike’s teeth piercing his skin, the slight pulling as 
Spike drank from him, sent Xander over the edge 
and he erupted into orgasm, his cum spurting out to 
be joined by Spike’s seed as Spike lifted his head 
and cried out his own release. 

After a long moment, while Xander’s breathing 
gradually returned to normal, Spike purred into 
Xander’s ear: “Still feeling unloved, pet?” 

“Getting better.” 

Laughing, Spike rolled Xander into a more 
comfortable position. He had business to take care 
of tonight, but for now, there was time to just revel 
in the warmth of his Claimed lying beside him.  

 
 

Part Three 

Xander had just entered the courtyard outside 
Giles’ apartment for his daily visit with the librarian 
when the apartment door swung open and Willow 
stepped out. Saying something over her shoulder as 



she exited, she didn’t see him at first, but it was 
already far too late for Xander to retreat. Pulling the 
door closed behind her, she turned and saw Xander 
standing there. They both hesitated, startled and 
uncomfortable at the unexpected meeting and 
Willow’s tentative smile died when Xander simply 
looked at her impassively.  

“How’s Giles?” he asked, seizing on a neutral 
subject to break the awkward silence. 

“He’s fine,” Willow looked like she was about to say 
more but Xander just nodded and started to walk 
past her towards the door.  

“How long are you going to keep this up?” 

Xander dropped his hand from the doorknob and 
turned back to face her. Willow was staring at him, 
baffled confusion and anger in her eyes. “Willow, do 
you even get why I’m angry?” 

“Because I did the re-souling spell and you didn’t 
want me to.” 

“No, that’s not it. Well, that’s part of the problem, 
but it’s pretty far down the list. Willow, you almost 



got Spike killed.” Her expression didn’t change in 
the slightest and Xander shook his head, wondering 
if there was any point to this conversation. Looking 
at Willow’s closed expression, he didn’t think so 
but, remembering what Oz had said, he gave it a 
shot anyway. “If I did something that put Oz in the 
hospital and almost killed him, would you be 
angry?” 

“Of course, I’d be upset but that’s different.” 

“Why? Because Oz is human and Spike isn’t? Or 
because you don’t care what happens to Spike?” 
Willow’s eyes fell and a trace of shame crossed her 
face. “Tell you what, I’ll answer for you. I don’t think 
it’s because Spike isn’t human, that’s just your 
excuse. Let’s face it, Oz isn’t completely human 
anymore and you put Spike in danger to try and 
save Angel, who lost his humanity card a long time 
ago. So, that just leaves Door Number Two: you 
don’t like Spike, so you don’t care if he gets killed. 
Hell, it might even be a bonus for you. That’s why 
I’m mad.” He crossed his arms and pinned her with 
a cold stare. “Tell me that you’re not going to hold a 
grudge if I try and kill Oz because I don’t like him.” 



“I didn’t try to kill Spike,” Willow protested. 

“From where I’m standing, not a whole lot of 
difference in where it ended up.”  

Willow looked away again and Xander waited. 
Finally, she sighed and looked back at him with 
tears in her eyes. “It didn’t go the way it was 
supposed to. We just thought that, if we could re-
soul Angel, there wouldn’t have to be a fight at all 
and no-one would get hurt. I didn’t mean for any of 
this to happen.”  

“I know you didn’t. Why didn’t you tell Spike and 
me what you were doing?” That was the crux of the 
problem for Xander.  

“You would have tried to stop us.” It was said in a 
barely audible whisper. 

Xander reached out and pushed a lock of the 
shining red hair back from her downcast features so 
he could see them more clearly. “See, that’s kind of 
the problem, Willow. How can I be friends with 
someone who is always going to place someone 
else’s interests over mine?” he asked gently. 



“I don’t,” she protested, looking up at him sharply, 
“but Buffy loved Angel. The spell was important to 
both of them. I had to try.” 

Xander’s eyes hardened and he pulled the hand 
that had lingered in her hair back sharply. “Then 
you shouldn’t have a problem living with the 
consequences either.” Giving up, he turned away. 

“So you’re just going to stay mad at me? Why? You 
told Oz that Spike is all better, so why can’t you 
forgive me?”  

“Spike almost died. The fact that he didn’t doesn’t 
make it ‘all better’. And you haven’t said anything 
to make me believe you wouldn’t do the same thing 
all over again.” 

“You say I chose Buffy over you? Well, you seem to 
be choosing that vampire over me.” 

“I am.” 

The words dropped like pebbles into still water, 
sending ripples of shocked silence reverberating 
outward. 



“How can you?” Willow had the betrayed look in 
her eyes that had become so familiar in the past 
year. 

“Because I love him.” 

“What? Are you saying you… You can’t be. He’s a 
vampire.” Willow’s stunned protests tumbled over 
each other incoherently. Xander didn’t worry about 
her knee-jerk “you’re not gay” reaction, just 
answering her last statement. He knew that was the 
real problem for Willow, not her surprise at him 
being in love with another guy. 

“You didn’t have a problem with that when it was 
Buffy.” 

“Angel had a soul.” 

“So what? As far as I can tell, he’s a jerk with the 
soul and a monster without it. I’ll take Spike any day 
over that.” Xander effectively ended the argument 
by pushing Giles’ door open and stepping through, 
shutting it firmly behind him.  

Which brought him face to face with Giles. 



“There’s probably no chance you didn’t hear that, is 
there?’ 

“Sorry, I’m afraid not.” Giles’ gaze was sympathetic. 
When Xander seemed at loss for words, Giles 
admitted, almost sheepishly: “I had noticed that the 
two of you were very careful to not be here at the 
same time. There’s only so long that can happen 
before it has to be deliberate. I’m afraid I 
intentionally delayed Willow today, hoping you two 
could work things out. I apologize, it was obviously 
the wrong thing to do.” 

Xander couldn’t help noticing that Giles was not 
mentioning the revelations at the end of the 
argument with Willow. Wondering if he should just 
leave it alone, he still found himself saying: “So… 
are you going to tell me I’m crazy for being with 
Spike?” 

“Would there be any point?” 

When Xander just smiled faintly at him, Giles 
nodded thoughtfully. “If there is one thing I learned 
in my youth, it is that the absolute worst thing to 
tell a teenager is who they can or cannot have for a 



friend. It certainly proved true in my case.” Xander 
opened his mouth and Giles gave him a stern look. 
“And no, I will not discuss the details of my 
hypothetical misspent youth with you.” Xander shut 
his mouth, mildly disappointed as Giles continued 
with a small smile. “After all, as a faculty member, I 
am supposed to be a role model for the students. It 
wouldn’t do to tarnish your undoubtedly shining 
image of me.” 

It took a moment for Xander to realize that Giles 
was joking. His tone was as dry as it usually was and 
only the deepening lines around his eyes betrayed 
the librarian’s inward laughter. Relieved, he gave 
Giles a broad smile. “So, you of the mysterious 
misspent youth, what’s on the table for today?” 

“The Dakram sub-group,” Giles answered readily. 
He gestured with his still-splinted fingers towards 
the books spread out on the table.  

To the Watcher’s vast relief, his hands had healed 
sufficiently for him to be able to live independently 
again, although he was relying on microwave-able 
food and non-buttoning clothing. Somehow, 



spending time with a Giles wearing t-shirts and 
sweat pants had shifted their relationship subtly. In 
putting aside his armor of tweed, Giles had relaxed 
considerably, and allowed Xander to catch glimpses 
of the human behind the mask of librarian and 
Watcher. 

That said, he expected Xander to read the 
assignments he set, no matter what, and tested 
with the zeal of a… a… a really zealous thing. Xander 
couldn’t actually think of an example of a crazed 
tester, but he was sure there was something 
sadistic in Giles’ love of quizzes. Luckily, Xander 
found reading about demons fascinating. There 
were a gazillion different types: from harmless to 
lethal, nearly microscopic to gigantic, and the range 
of powers and weaknesses was dazzling. Spike 
enthusiastically assisted Xander in his studies, 
feeling it would help keep Xander alive on the 
Hellmouth if he knew more about potential 
opponents. He supplemented the book knowledge 
Xander was slowly accumulating with his vast 
personal experience with different demons, 
frequently regaling Xander with stories that were as 



appalling as they were hysterical. He would have 
suspected Spike of pulling his leg, but every time he 
checked, Giles’ dry volumes supported Spike’s 
frequently lurid descriptions. Even if Spike hadn’t 
actually fought/shagged/eaten or whatever all the 
demons he claimed to have, he certainly knew his 
demon trivia. If Jeopardy ever offered a demon 
category, Spike would so rake in the money. 

His straying thoughts were interrupted by the 
phone ringing. He answered as usual, it was still 
difficult for Giles to pick up the phone without 
fumbling the receiver and he had asked Xander to 
answer it whenever he was there.  

“Mr. Giles’ house.” 

“Is Mr. Giles there?” 

“Yes, may I tell him who’s calling?” Despite his 
bland receptionist tone, Xander recognized the 
voice. It was Mrs. Summers, calling as she did every 
day, desperately hoping for news. Giles was 
spending hours every day on the phone, contacting 
police departments, shelters, hot lines, hospitals 



and crisis centers, hoping for leads on Buffy. So far 
he’d drawn a complete blank.  

Xander handed the phone to Giles and tried to 
concentrate on the faded ink of the hand-written 
book he was reading. He heard Giles reporting his 
findings, or lack thereof, to Mrs. Summers and 
clumsily trying to reassure her. It wasn’t the first 
time he’d overheard this conversation and it 
sounded depressingly similar each time. Buffy had 
been missing for almost two weeks now and Mrs. 
Summers was absolutely frantic. 

Although he tactfully kept his mouth shut on the 
subject, Xander personally thought that Buffy was 
fine and would return when she had gotten over 
the shock of needlessly sending her boyfriend to 
hell. He didn’t miss her frequently grating presence 
and near constant disapproval of him at all.  

Mrs. Summers, on the other hand, troubled him a 
lot. The position she was in was so similar to what 
Jesse’s mom must have gone through, that Xander 
sometimes thought the universe was trying to teach 
him some cosmic lesson about how what goes 



‘round comes ’round. He’d never met Buffy’s 
mother but it was impossible not to equate her with 
Mrs. McNally in his head and he was feeling almost 
unbearably guilty for withholding information from 
her.  

Giles was going the secret society route, pretending 
to be only a concerned teacher helping to look for a 
favorite student. Mrs. Summers was obviously 
grateful for the help, but Xander could hear the 
worry and despair growing in her voice as time 
passed without any word.  

When Giles let the phone drop to his lap, Xander 
silently put the receiver back on the cradle and 
waited as Giles put his head down, his forearms 
resting on his thighs, his still mostly useless hands 
dangling limply. After a long silence, Giles raised his 
head, his eyes suspiciously bright, and said with 
determination: “Where were we?” 

With Mrs. McNally’s unused address weighing 
heavily on his conscience, Xander finally broached a 
subject he’d been avoiding. “Giles? Do you think it 



would help if we told Mrs. Summers about, you 
know, the Slayer, and Angelus, and everything?” 

Giles drew himself up until he was sitting stiffly in 
his chair and, for an instant, Xander had the 
confused impression that the Englishman was 
suddenly wearing one of his three-piece suits. The 
Watcher persona was front and center as Giles 
answered stiffly: “I hardly think that trying to 
explain vampires and Slayer lore would do anything 
to relieve the poor woman’s anxiety, Xander. More 
likely, she would think, either that I had gone 
barking mad, or that I was playing some dreadful 
practical joke on her. Neither would provide much 
comfort.” 

Ok, there was that. “But I keep thinking that 
knowing why Buffy ran away would at least help a 
little.”  

Giles shook his head emphatically. “I can’t see how 
knowing the reason that Buffy is missing would 
make anything better. Unfortunately, only her 
return will do that.” 



With that, Giles firmly turned the subject back to 
the demon texts, assigning Xander several chapters 
to read and bringing their day’s session to a close.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
As a vampire in his prime, well over a century and 
with two Slayers under his belt, Spike should have 
been long past these ridiculous feelings. The kind 
that humans called “butterflies in the stomach.” 
Since the splintering of his family, he’d rarely been 
one to care about other’s opinions. For the most 
part, he did what he wanted and the rest of the 
world adapted to him.  

Of course, Drusilla had been the exception. From 
the night he first opened his eyes after mortal 
death, he had gladly danced attendance on her, 
catering to her every mad whim, and following 
where her visions led them. Sire and lover, seer and 
madwoman, Dru had been Spike’s world for over a 
century. 



Humans who said vampires couldn’t love spoke 
from ignorance and arrogance, their denials a flimsy 
justification for extermination. Demons of all sorts 
loved and hated indistinguishably from humans. 
The airs and pretensions ‘Angel’ had laid claim to, 
after he’d stopped bemoaning the soul he’d been 
cursed with and begun to take pride in it, had both 
amused and infuriated Spike. There were vampire 
couples who had stayed together for centuries and 
Masters who cherished human pets for decades. 
Even a pair of brainless gits like Lyle and Tector 
Gorch shared loyalty and brotherly affection that 
many humans could envy. Most human couples 
didn’t last a decade. 

No, Spike reminded himself, he wasn’t unusual 
because he was capable of love, he just had the bad 
luck to fall for partners who needed a bit more 
caretaking than your average vampire. Dru’s 
strength, like forgery-flawed steel, had been shot 
through with weaknesses, and Xander was a 
human. It had taken time and energy to keep up 
with Drusilla’s flighty moods and sometimes 
dangerous whims. Xander was far less likely to 



suddenly go dancing off a precipice but he had 
human needs that had to be considered. Actually, 
Xander’s human moods and sensitivities were 
delightfully easy to fathom. Drusilla’s 
hypersensitivity to slights grew out of her insanity 
and were frustratingly unpredictable.  

Xander was not likely to wander vaguely into the 
middle of a group of minions and ask them to make 
tea for his dolls, so he should be a snap to protect 
from minions. With that comforting thought, Spike 
found some of his nervousness fading as he brought 
the DeSoto to a stop in front of the factory with his 
usual flair for the dramatic. 

“This is it, luv.” 

Xander climbed out of the car in the early twilight. 
The block was an industrial one, the buildings that 
weren’t boarded up were already closed for the 
night. Despite that, it was surprisingly well lit and 
the wide streets had been designed for truck traffic. 
Spike watched with concealed anxiety as Xander 
studied the building and the neighborhood, and 
relaxed as Xander turned and smiled at him.  



“We’ve got a separate entrance in the back,” Spike 
said, and led Xander around the east side of the 
building.  

Three minions were staying in the old building 
already, having been given their choice of third floor 
quarters in exchange for doing the grunt work of 
cleaning the place up. Seeing the puzzlement they 
didn’t dare express, Spike had pointed out that they 
could do anything they liked with the third floor, 
but he wasn’t a minion to live in his own, or anyone 
else’s filth.  

He’d warned them that he was planning on moving 
in today and the place had better live up to his 
explicit instructions if they didn’t want their dust to 
be swept up by a fresh batch of more satisfactory 
minions. Young enough to be easily intimidated and 
eager to be part of a new Court, the three were also 
mature enough to follow instructions. After his 
experience with the Annointed One’s largely useless 
minions, Spike wasn’t about to let any Tom, Dick, or 
Lestat into his Court. After these three, minions 
would have to prove themselves before being 
accepted.  



Leading Xander up the back stairs, Spike pushed the 
door open and let Xander enter first. The door was 
unlocked. No point in locking it: a deadbolt 
wouldn’t keep any demon worth worrying about 
from entering and any human burglar would be a 
snack for the minions. The back door opened into 
the kitchen and Xander glanced around with the 
mild curiosity of a non-cook, walking out through 
the opposite door to the living room. His eyes 
widened appreciatively when he saw the oriental 
rug, the leather couch and loveseat, and the big 
screen tv. “Wow! This is great.” 

“Bedroom and bath are back through there,” Spike 
said casually, as if relief wasn’t pouring over him in 
a wave. It was obvious that Xander liked the place - 
as Spike’s sharp eyes surveyed the dust-free corners 
and the new drapes covering the windows, he 
judged that the minions had earned their keep. 
Relaxed now, he followed Xander into the bedroom 
and found him bouncing experimentally on the 
mattress of the king-sized bed. As ordered, it was 
made up with cotton sheets in bold geometric 
patterns. Spike had heard enough disparaging 



remarks about Angelus’ red satin sheets that he 
wasn’t about to admit that he had slept on similar 
sheets for years.  

“Thought we’d finish the tour first, pet, but if you 
can’t wait to try out the mattress…” he shot Xander 
a salacious look, reaching for his belt buckle. 
Despite his joking, Spike knew this wasn’t the time. 
Until he had spent a night or two under the same 
roof as the vampires of his new Court, he couldn’t 
afford to let his guard down that much around 
them. While he had no concerns about being able 
to take all three of them, even simultaneously and 
weaponless against their armed ambush if 
necessary, it was asking for trouble to give them a 
naked and vulnerable target to get ideas about, the 
kind of ideas that could get Xander hurt. 

“You wish.” Xander jumped to his feet and went to 
check out the bathroom. Given the era of the 
building, the bathroom was nothing spectacular but 
everything worked, Spike had made sure of that. 
Xander just poked his head inside curiously before 
returning to where Spike stood watching him. He 



threw his arms around the vampire in a quick, hard 
hug. “Thanks, Spike. This is great.” 

Spike cupped his face in both hands and looked 
searchingly into the dark eyes. “You alright with 
living here?” 

“Spike, I am way more than alright living anywhere 
with you. It’s just a bonus that you found such a 
nice place. Can I see the rest of it?” 

“Sure, luv. Want to introduce you to the minions.” 
Xander’s recently renewed Claim mark would be 
obvious to the most dull-witted vampire but Spike 
wanted the added assurance of personally 
introducing his Claimed to the fledges. They had 
been told he had a Claimed human who would be 
living at the factory and that letting his boy come to 
harm was a guarantee of a long, painful death but it 
never hurt to reinforce the message personally. 

Opening a door tucked into a niche in the far corner 
of the living room, Spike showed Xander the narrow 
hallway that led to the original manufacturing 
business. The hall ended in a second door that 
opened onto another, shorter hall at right angles to 



the first. That hall intersected a broader one which 
bisected the length of the building, the former 
offices and conference room of the business on 
both sides.  

“Minions will have to earn the right to live in these, 
luv,” Spike explained as he walked swiftly to the 
other end. Once their suite was finished, he’d told 
the minions to concentrate on cleaning out the 
downstairs and the former offices were still 
shrouded with dust and cluttered with the 
remnants of battered office furniture. “Main 
stairway up and down is at the other end of the 
building,” he continued. “Upstairs is small 
bedrooms, downstairs is pretty much one big 
room.” He listened for a moment. “Minions are 
downstairs. Want to meet them or see their 
quarters first?” 

Xander’s eyes were bright with curiosity. “Let’s go 
down and meet them.” 

Xander trailed him eagerly down the stairs to the 
main floor. The minions had made a start at clearing 
it out, pushing the old manufacturing equipment 



against the walls and leaving an empty space in the 
center. Spike was amused to see they had found a 
high-backed wooden chair, the back and arms 
carved heavily, the seat padded with leather, and 
set it up conspicuously towards one end of the 
room. Fledglings were so predictable. There wasn’t 
a vampire turned who didn’t love being near the 
center of power. Some never got over their love of 
bowing and scraping before a superior. Others, like 
Spike, tired of it quickly and either struck out on 
their own, or took over a Court for themselves. 
Spike liked the power and recognition of being the 
acknowledged Master of a territory but he didn’t 
need the pomp and ceremony that some vampires 
couldn’t get enough of. 

“Oi!” he called, his voice ringing sharply in the large 
room. “Winkum, Blinkum and Nod, show 
yourselves.” As far as Spike was concerned, 
knowing a minions name was a mark of respect that 
these hadn’t earned yet. Although they’d done well 
with the upstairs apartment, he couldn’t let them 
feel their place was secure yet.  



There was a gratifying scramble as the three 
dropped - in one case literally from the sound of it, 
what they were doing and ran towards him. They 
came to a halt a respectful distance from himself 
and his Claimed, Spike noted approvingly. These 
three had real promise. Maybe he would learn their 
names. 

He pulled Xander to his side. “This here’s my 
Claimed. Not only is he off limits, he is to be treated 
with the respect you’d treat me. If he comes to 
harm anywhere in town, from any source: demon 
or human, you three will pray for final death. Got 
it?” 

“Yes, Master Spike,” they chorused. 

He saw Xander studying them curiously and added, 
for Xander’s sake: “Go ahead and introduce 
yourselves to him.” He didn’t bother to conceal that 
he didn’t know their names to introduce them 
himself. 

The oldest of the three, a short, stocky vampire with 
a shock of hair almost as white as Spike’s, glanced 
at Spike hesitantly, and seeing that he was sincere, 



bobbed his head slightly, more in Spike’s direction 
than Xander’s. “I’m Michael.” 

“Rafael.” That was the youngest of the three. Spike 
intended to keep a close eye on him. He was the 
most likely of the three to try something foolish. 
Spike would bet a lot of money he’d been named 
Ralph in his human existence. Pretentious git. 

“Jose.” That was the quiet Hispanic one. He’d been 
turned when he was in his 40’s probably and was 
physically older looking than the other two 
vampires. Between the other two in age, he was the 
most promising to one day become a lieutenant. 

“Xander.” That was Xander’s contribution to the 
introductions. Spike was pleased that Xander was 
cautious but not scared. He could smell curiosity 
but not even a hint of fear. Which was good, as the 
minions would be able to smell the same thing. 

“Were your rooms acceptable, Master Spike?” 
Michael’s tone was courteous but not fawning. 
Good.  



“They’ll do. My boy and I will be moving in tonight. 
From now on, no-one enters them without my 
direct permission.” Quick nods all around. “You 
need me for anything, knock on the outer hall door. 
The hall that connects to the apartment is off limits 
as well. Same goes for the outside staircase. Any 
questions?” 

Not surprisingly, there were none. “Good. You can 
go back to whatever you were doing.” 

Spike turned and strode off without another word. 
Xander fell into step beside him as Spike walked 
across the room towards the outside door. He’d 
take Xander up to see the third floor later. For now, 
they’d head back to the factory and pack their stuff. 
It would give the three time to talk about them and 
Xander probably had questions it wouldn’t be wise 
to let the minions overhear. Until he was firmly in 
control, Spike didn’t want them finding out that 
Xander was anything more than a favored pet. 
Thinking they could use Xander as leverage would 
lead to stupidity that Spike would rather not have 
to deal with.  



Part Four 

“Spike? You want to tell me what happened to all 
my clothes?” 

Tapping his foot and glaring at his lover, Xander 
knew perfectly well what the answer to his question 
was. He just wanted to hear what his sneaky little 
vampire had to say about the absence of nearly his 
entire wardrobe. Clothes that had suspiciously been 
replaced with the kind of stuff Spike had bought for 
him once already - silk shirts, jeans and casual pants 
two sizes smaller than Xander usually bought, and 
some really soft sweaters that his fingers had 
lingered over, just a little, before he remembered 
how ticked off he was. Except for what he was 
standing in - an old pair of cargo pants and a brown 
cotton sweater - every other familiar item was gone 
from the closet.  

Not like he could have misplaced his clothes. He’d 
gone back to his parents’ house only the day before 
yesterday to get the rest of his stuff, including his 
clothes. Packing up everything had only taken a few 
minutes and two suitcases. The hardest part had 



been when his father had barely looked up from the 
tv when he’d walked in, just one brief glance and an 
indifferent “thought you were staying with a 
friend”. His father had just grunted an 
acknowledgement when Xander said he was back to 
pick up the last of his things and told him to bring 
the suitcases back when he was done with them.  

He’d waited for a minute, foolishly hoping for… 
something. Anything to show his father cared, even 
a little. But there was nothing, not even a request 
for contact information. So, he retreated slowly up 
the stairs to his former room and silently shoved his 
clothes and a few other things into the suitcases left 
dusty and unused since his parents honeymoon. He 
wrote a short note for his mother and closed the 
door quietly behind him on his way out. 

Carrying the old suitcases by their handles, envying 
people with wheeled suitcases, Xander wondered if 
he looked like someone inefficiently running away 
from home. And, yeah, that’s kind of what he was 
doing. If his parents had been even halfway normal 
parents, they would never have allowed their child 
to virtually disappear without more than a cursory 



note which left no address or phone for them to 
reach him. Xander was honest enough to admit he 
wouldn’t have moved in with Spike if his parents’ 
house hadn’t been such a barren wasteland.  

He would have shrugged if he didn’t have a large 
suitcase in each hand. No point in crying over things 
that should have stopped hurting years ago. He’d 
practically lived at Jesse’s and Willow’s houses for 
long periods in years past. Nothing new here. 

So, it wasn’t like any of his clothes had sentimental 
value, that wasn’t what was pissing him off. It was 
the principal of the thing. Spike shouldn’t have just 
gone behind his back and taken his stuff. He should 
have talked to Xander about it, offered to replace 
his clothes, not just made an executive decision. Ok, 
admittedly, Xander would have refused the offer - 
the clothes Spike had bought for him were too 
dressy, too tight, and he felt ridiculous in them. It 
wasn’t like he’d never wear them again, Xander 
thought, a little guiltily about the clothes Spike had 
previously bought for him, still hanging un-touched 
in his closet. If Spike took him to a nice restaurant 
or something again, of course he would have worn 



the clothes Spike had bought for him. After all, your 
good clothes weren’t supposed to be comfortable.  

His old stuff was comfortably loose and sloppy. Ok, 
yeah, he recognized that his purge of all his bright 
colored clothes last year had been a bizarre form of 
mourning for Jesse, but he’d gotten used to his nice, 
inconspicuous dark wardrobe. Everything went with 
everything else and even Cordelia had stopped 
openly mocking his clothes because they were too 
boring to make good jokes about. Spike’s clothing 
choices would make him stand out again. 

Spike looked annoyingly unfazed by his irritation. 
“Told the minions to burn ‘em,” he answered 
Xander’s accusing question without so much as a 
flicker of remorse. “Even I’m not evil enough to 
inflict those rags on the homeless,” he explained 
virtuously.  

“Those were my clothes!” 

“Replaced ‘em, didn’t I?” 

“That’s not the point!” 



“Should be. Not like I left you walking ‘round naked, 
or anythin’.” A gleam came to his eye. “Though that 
would be fine, if you prefer,” he offered 
magnanimously.  

Seeing Xander’s scowl darken, Spike put down the 
piece of pizza he was picking at and hopped down 
from the kitchen counter. He crossed over to 
Xander and enfolded him in his arms, ignoring the 
way Xander tried to shake him off. “You haven’t 
worn the clothes I got for you even once since then, 
have you?” 

Embarrassment joined his irritation. He’d secretly 
been hoping that Spike hadn’t noticed that his gifts 
hadn’t exactly been out and about since the night 
he’d bought them for Xander. To Xander’s 
annoyance, he couldn’t help feeling a little guilty at 
not liking Spike’s gifts. “It’s not that I don’t 
appreciate them, Spike, but they’re not everyday 
clothes.” 

“They should be, luv.”  

“They aren’t comfortable,” he complained, knowing 
he sounded like a whiny four year old. He felt like 



someone caught with an unwanted Christmas gift 
stuck in the back of the closet - oh, wait, except for 
the Christmas part, that was exactly what he was. 
“Not comfortable, everyday stuff,” he added 
lamely, trying to make up for it. 

“Need to wear them more than once to know that.” 
Spike regarded him seriously and Xander had a 
sinking feeling that this was important to the 
vampire. “Xander, I’m Master of Sunnydale. I’ve got 
a certain image to maintain and you’re part of that. 
I want everyone who sees you to know that I value 
my Claimed. Dressed in your usual kit, people will 
think that I don’t care about you.” 

“But I know you do,” Xander protested weakly.  

“Need everyone to know, luv.” His voice dropped to 
a sexy purr. “’sides, you look good in something that 
shows you off a bit.” 

Xander struggled to hold on to his annoyance with 
Spike but images of the dressing room where Spike 
had conned him into accepting new clothes the first 
time kept intruding and he felt a flush of heat at the 
memory of Spike’s teasing caresses through the 



tight jeans and his husky voice in Xander’s ear 
saying how good he looked. 

“Do this for me, luv?” Spike’s pleading voice 
finished the job and Xander could feel his resolve 
crumbling to dust. “Promise - if you still don’t like 
them, or think they’re uncomfortable after wearing 
‘em for a week, we’ll go to the mall and pick 
something else out.” 

“You’re just saying that because you know I hate 
the mall,” he grumbled. “And I want three pairs of 
sweats for kicking around the house in. That’s non-
negotiable,” he added, trying to sound like 
someone who had a backbone and would never just 
cave in completely to a coaxing smile and a pleading 
voice. 

Spike’s smile went a long way towards making him 
feel better about the whole stupid clothes issue. 
“Already in the dresser, luv. Bottom drawer.” 

Xander’s spinelessness was obviously a matter of 
official record, he couldn’t help smiling back at his 
vampire.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Do you know anything about the Slayers you 
killed?” Xander’s tone was a little too casual. 

They were sprawled comfortably on the couch in 
their new apartment watching tv. An earlier 
wrestling match over the remote had left them 
laughing and hopelessly tangled, the remote 
triumphantly in Spike’s hand and Xander 
proclaiming himself the actual winner due to Spike’s 
resort to unsportsmanlike tactics. Spike had 
scoffingly dismissed the idea that distracting his 
opponent with hands in unusual places was 
anything other than a completely legitimate move. 
A bloke faced with the prospect of a Babylon 5 
marathon had to use any means necessary to win.  

Leaning against the warmth of Xander’s body, 
encircled by his arm, idly watching some movie with 
a lot more gunplay and car chases than plot, Spike 
felt as contented as a sun-warmed cat. They were 
working on adjusting their schedules to each other 



and Xander’s summer vacation helped enormously. 
They slept late in the mornings and Xander would 
putter around doing his human stuff in the 
afternoon - visiting the Watcher and the werewolf 
or just hanging out in the sunshine. Late afternoon 
and early evening was their time to be together, 
whether just watching tv or talking or making out 
on the couch. He was being cautious about being 
seen around town with Xander and had explained 
to Xander that they couldn’t go out together just 
yet. Spike was waiting for what he knew was 
coming - the inevitable challenge for control of the 
Hellmouth. The war with Angelus had left things too 
unsettled in town for there not to be at least one 
assault, especially while it appeared that he might 
be vulnerable given his new lair and lack of minions. 
But this was not the time to take on new minions, 
not until the dust of his challenger had settled 
anyway. Until then, every minion was a potential 
source of trouble that Spike didn’t need. He had 
three who were falling all over themselves to prove 
themselves to him and that was plenty for now.  



Stroking his hand idly over the soft cotton of the 
sweats that Xander insisted on changing back into 
the second he returned to the apartment, Spike 
smiled to himself. It had been so worth that trip to 
the mall. Breaking in at night and rifling through the 
racks in a couple of different men’s department had 
used up a fair bit of time but it was a task he 
couldn’t leave to a minion. Xander was getting more 
comfortable in his new clothes as he got used to 
them. He was honoring their agreement and 
wearing them whenever he left the apartment and, 
despite his elaborate sighs of relief every time he 
slipped the sweats on, he’d admitted grudgingly 
that people seemed to like his new clothes.  

As Xander’s unexpected question broke the long 
silence between them, Spike turned his head to 
look up at him. Xander continued to stare at the 
telly but, from the faraway look in his eyes, his 
thoughts weren’t on the hero currently dodging an 
improbable number of bullets. “Like what, pet?” he 
asked, curious about what his boy was thinking. 

“Did they have families?”  



“Dunno. Could be. Slayers fight alone. Usually their 
Watcher’s the only one knows who and what they 
are. Don’t usually have a little groupie like Red 
backing ‘em up.” He saw Xander’s lips tighten at the 
mention of the little red-head. Spike knew 
something had happened between them but 
Xander had been reticent about the details, 
apparently out of a misplaced concern for Spike’s 
feelings. Spike didn’t give a piss about what the 
amateur witch thought of him. He despised her for 
re-cursing Angelus and hadn’t sought her out to 
wreak vengeance for his Sire only because he knew 
it would hurt Xander. Regardless of how far they’d 
drifted apart, he knew Xander still cared about her. 
Spike could relate - he had similar lingering feelings 
for Angelus. Whether born or chosen family, you 
never could truly shake those ties. 

“Giles’ books say that potential Slayers used to be 
turned over to Watchers when they were really 
young, so they could be trained in case they were 
ever called.” 

“Makes sense. All the strength in the world doesn’t 
do you much good if you don’t know what to do 



with it.” Spike made a mental note to start Xander’s 
self-defense classes again. Between both of them 
being injured and Xander’s finals at school, Spike 
had put it off but there was no longer any reason 
not to continue training his boy how to fight 
properly. 

“So, their families would have to know about 
vampires and stuff, if they know their daughter is a 
Slayer.” 

“’s only in the last century or so people stopped 
believing in demons. Lots of places in the world 
where people still do.” 

Xander looked over at him, his head cocked to one 
side curiously. “Is it easier for vampires to hunt now 
that no-one believes in them?” 

“Not really. Modern world has lots of advantages 
over the last century in calling for help. ‘s not like 
people don’t know they’re being attacked, they just 
put it down to a mugger with a biting fetish or 
whatnot. Police still come.” Like any predator, Spike 
adapted to the behavioral changes in his prey. He 



was just better at it than a tiger was. “What’s this 
about, luv?” 

Xander shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve been thinking 
about trying to talk to Buffy’s mother about what 
happened with Angel.” 

Spike’s eyebrows rose. “You want to tell the Slayer’s 
mum that her daughter was dating a vampire?” He 
began to sit up, a wicked sparkle in his eyes as he 
thought about the Slayer’s reaction when she 
returned to town and learned that her secrets had 
been spilled. “No time like the present.” 

Xander tightened his arm, holding Spike in place, his 
free hand coming up to bop Spike on the head. 
Grinning, Spike blocked the scolding blow before it 
landed. “Not to mess with Buffy, because I’m 
worried about her mother.” He sighed, “You’re right 
though, it’s guaranteed to piss Buffy off if I do it.” 

“Why’re you thinking about it then?” Spike asked, 
more seriously. Xander had obviously been thinking 
about this a lot. 



“Giles won’t do it. He says it will just make things 
worse. So he just keeps stalling her, telling her Buffy 
will be home soon.” His troubled eyes sought 
Spike’s. “If she shows up tomorrow, he’s right - why 
stir up a hornet’s nest. But what if she doesn’t come 
back for weeks, or even months? We can’t just 
leave her hanging.” 

“Thinking about your friend’s mum, aren’t you?” 
Xander had mentioned in passing how his friend’s 
mother had moved away. Despite the off-hand 
manner, Spike had heard the sorrow in his voice. 

“Yeah,” Xander admitted quietly. “Not telling her 
worked out real well, didn’t it?” 

Spike could sense Xander’s guilt and shame and sat 
up straight, pulling Xander into his arms. It was like 
Xander to blame himself for the choices other 
people made. “You do what you think best, luv. Not 
what anyone else tells you. You know better than 
any of them what’s right.” 

Xander clung to him tightly for a moment, his face 
buried in Spike’s chest as he fought with his 
emotions. Pushing back, he turned back to face the 



tv. After a moment, he said resolutely: “If someone 
doesn’t shoot this guy soon, I’m reporting these 
clowns to the NRA as a reason for having 
mandatory target practicing laws.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Oh yeah, setting up a Court and moving Xander into 
the same building, that had been a brilliant plan. 
He’d forgotten how he met Xander in the first place 
- spying on the Anointed One’s Court. They’d barely 
moved in and Xander was already down on the 
main floor, chatting up the help.  

The minions didn’t know what to make of it. Baffled 
and uneasy, they were busy trying to figure out if 
this was some sort of obscure plan Spike had set in 
motion to test their loyalty and self control. To see 
if they could be trusted alone with his pet.  

Not a bad idea, actually. Standing silently in the 
shadows, watching the minions talk to Xander was 
giving him insight into the way they behaved when 
they thought he wasn’t around. As Spike would 



have guessed, Jose was his normal self-contained 
self. Rare for a vampire, he didn’t seem to feel the 
need to impress other demons. He was answering 
when Xander spoke to him directly, but not 
volunteering anything. Of all of them, he was the 
only one who appeared at ease. Even Xander wasn’t 
nearly as relaxed as he was pretending. Spike could 
see the tension in his shoulders even as he leaned 
with fake casualness against one of the support 
pillars.  

The second minion was going on about the 60’s 
again. Spike suspected he spent so much time 
talking about the past to emphasize the fact that he 
was oldest of the three minions. There couldn’t be 
any other reason for bragging about his days as a 
stoner following rock concerts around the country - 
who hadn’t done that? He seemed to feel that 
being oldest automatically made him the leader, 
something Spike was going to disabuse him of soon 
enough. Ralph - Spike enjoyed the way the third 
minion tried with such spectacular lack of success to 
hide his anger at Spike’s name for him - was 
toadying up to Xander, flattering him and laughing 



too readily at Xander’s humorous remarks. Spike 
could tell that Xander wasn’t falling for it. He was 
leaning away from Ralph slightly and focusing most 
of his attention on the other two to Ralph’s obvious 
frustration. Little pissant obviously thought the way 
to power was through Spike’s pet. 

Spike would have found the whole thing funny if it 
hadn’t been so infuriating. The minions were 
clustered in a loose semi-circle around Xander, who 
had no weapons out and lacked the skill to deal 
with three at once, even if he’d been holding a 
stake out and ready. His status as Spike’s claimed 
gave him a strong measure of protection but 
minions were minions and not to be trusted lightly, 
if at all. He needed to have a talk with Xander about 
the difference between a Master vampire and a 
minion. Spike and Angel had obviously given Xander 
the wrong impression about the ability of most 
vampires to control themselves.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike waited until the timing was precisely right, 
then attacked. His target was expecting trouble and 
heard him at the last second, giving him just time to 
turn and meet the attack face to face before going 
down under Spike’s weight.  

He did well, grabbing on to Spike’s shoulders and 
pulling one leg up defensively even as he went 
down, then kicking upwards with all his strength, 
using Spike’s own momentum against him to flip 
him over his head.  

Spike landed on his feet like a gymnast and spun to 
face his victim, who rolled over on the mat to squint 
up at him. “Not bad, huh?” 

Spike smirked. “Not good, either. Got to remember 
to hold on to me or I’m on my feet while you’re still 
on the ground taking a siesta.” More seriously, he 
added: “You’re thinking too big, luv, thinking you 
can send me flying 30 feet into the bushes. That’s 
Hollywood bollocks unless you’ve got vampire 
strength. When you flip me, I’m still going to be 
right there next to you. Need to keep your grip on 



me, which will throw me off balance so I don’t land 
on my feet. Plus, if I jump to my feet before you do, 
I’m gonna pull you up with me.” He smiled at 
Xander’s crestfallen look. “Don’t fret, luv. You’ve 
got a good understanding of leverage and you’re 
getting to be brilliant at using a person’s 
momentum against them.” 

He reached down, extending a hand and hauled 
Xander to his feet. “Let’s try that again.” 

They were working out in a make-shift dojo at 
Angelus’ mansion. Spike had thought long and hard 
about where to train Xander and had reluctantly 
decided to use the mansion. He’d grabbed Jose last 
night and the two of them had burgled several 
athletic supply stores and a martial arts dojo, 
loading up a stolen pick-up with their spoils. Spike 
really was testing the minion this time. If he heard 
one word about tonight’s activities, from anywhere, 
he’d know Jose couldn’t be trusted and that would 
be the end of that potential lieutenant. He’d only 
been willing to trust the minion so far, though, and 
had left him behind after picking up the last of the 
equipment Spike wanted.  



Driving to the mansion, Spike had unloaded 
everything himself, shoving the furniture to one 
side and spreading training mats on the floor of the 
living room. He’d set up an archery target in the 
long hallway and carried in boxes of throwing stars 
and knives. He’d make sure Xander continued to 
practice the crossbow with the Watcher - the 
Englishman’s crossbows were much better than 
anything Spike could find in town. Beautiful 
weapons that man had, he thought with a trace of 
envy. 

After setting everything up, Spike had looked 
around with satisfaction. He’d finally just pushed 
the couches out into the courtyard, clearing the 
main room entirely except for the training mats. He 
hated using the place but it wouldn’t be safe to 
train Xander in the factory with the minions 
watching and there wasn’t room in the apartment. 
Training a human, even a Claimed one, to fight was 
not common and Spike didn’t want to give up the 
advantage being trained gave his boy by letting 
everyone know Xander was being trained to fight by 
a Master vampire. The mansion was deserted, it 



wasn’t the kind of place another vampire would 
covet for a lair, and it was not likely that anyone, 
human or demon, would stumble over them 
accidentally while they were training.  

Or ambush them.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander smiled nervously at the woman who opened 
the door. 

“Mrs. Summers? I’m Xander Harris. I’m… a friend of 
Buffy’s.” Ok, friend was way stretching it but it was 
the simplest way to introduce himself. 

It was two days since he’d talked with Spike and the 
more he thought about Buffy’s mother waiting for 
word from her daughter, not knowing where Buffy 
was or why she had disappeared, the more he 
recognized how much he’d failed Mrs. McNally. He 
hadn’t done anything for Jesse’s mother - he’d let 
his own grief overwhelm him and had shut her out 
along with everyone else. It was too late to make up 



for what he hadn’t done for Mrs. McNally but 
maybe he could do something to help Mrs. 
Summers in her place. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t remember Buffy mentioning your 
name.” Mrs. Summers hesitated, “She’s not here 
right now.” 

“I know. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. 
Do you have a minute?” 

Joyce Summers studied him thoughtfully as he 
stood nervously on the porch, his shoulders 
hunched, his eyes anxious. Making up her mind, she 
stepped outside and gestured towards the porch 
chairs.  

“Did Buffy tell you about Angel?” Xander asked as 
he sat down on the flowery cushions, wondering 
how much Buffy had actually told her mother. 
Willow was probably the only one who knew and so 
not going there. Mrs. Summers didn’t know Buffy 
was the Slayer, that much Xander did know, but it 
was about all he knew about her. 



“The college boy she was dating?” Mrs. Summers’ 
lips tightened. “She mentioned him. She said he 
began stalking her after she broke up with him.” 

“Ummm, it’s a little more complicated than that,” 
he began hesitantly. 

“It usually is,” she responded dryly. 

Xander gave her a fleeting grin. She sounded exactly 
like he did when Spike was trying to explain vampire 
stuff. Warming to her, he continued with a little 
more confidence. “I guess Buffy still liked him a lot. 
She kept saying that it wasn’t his fault, that he was 
off his medication and that it wasn’t really him who 
was doing all the crazy stuff.” 

“Angel had mental problems?” Joyce asked faintly. 

“Big time.” Xander had struggled with what to tell 
her and thought he’d finally come up with 
something that was both plausible and kind of 
covered the situation. “I guess when he’s taking his 
medication, he’s pretty normal but he gets really 
dangerous when he’s not on them.” 



Mrs. Summers was starting to look alarmed and 
Xander hurried on. “A… relative of Angel’s told me 
that Angel convinced Buffy to see him one more 
time. Apparently, he killed himself in front of Buffy.”  

“Oh, my God.” 

“Mr. Giles told me about the letter Buffy sent. I 
think she’s blaming herself for not being able to 
stop him in time.” Xander looked down at his 
tensely clasped hands. “Buffy thought it was her 
fault that Angel went off his meds to begin with.” 
He looked at Mrs. Summers earnestly. “I think she’s 
just holed up somewhere trying to deal with what 
happened.” He shrugged helplessly. “I don’t have 
any idea where she is but I wanted you to know 
what happened.” 

“Thank you... Xander?” she confirmed and he 
nodded. “I really appreciate you telling me this. I’ve 
been going out of my mind these past two weeks.” 
She shook her head. “It’s so typical of Buffy to try 
and handle something like that herself.” She sighed 
and stared across the neglected lawn for a moment 



before saying: “Well, at least I know what made her 
run away. That helps a little.” 

Relief swept over Xander. He hadn’t been sure he 
was doing the right thing but even though he’d lied 
to her, he’d told her something that was at least a 
version of the truth. Me and Obi Won, he thought 
wryly, big with the truth from a certain point of 
view.  

“I should go, I just wanted to let you know what 
happened.” He stood up and Mrs. Summers stood 
with him. She put her hand on his arm, looking up 
at him for a long moment.  

“Thank you, Xander.”  

 
 

Part Five 

“You told Joyce Summers that Angel was a madman 
who committed suicide?” Giles’ pained expression 
as he summarized what Xander had just told him 
seemed to be reflecting actual pain. He pressed the 
heel of one palm tiredly against his forehead, his 



still bandaged fingers not yet up to the task of 
rubbing his headache away.  

He had a bit more use of his hands now and had 
adapted to his limited finger dexterity as injured 
people do but was audibly looking forward to the 
day when the bandages would be gone.  

Xander met his eyes squarely. “Yep.” It hadn’t been 
an impulse that sent him to the Summers’ house 
yesterday, he had thought about it for a long time. 
Regardless of what Giles’ opinion of his actions 
were, Xander knew it had been the right thing to 
do.  

“I see.” Giles sat down with a sigh.  

Silence stretched between them and Xander simply 
waited, giving Giles time to process the information.  

“I suppose it was rather clever of you to find an 
explanation that covered the situation without 
revealing Buffy’s role as the Slayer,” Giles said 
eventually, “but I don’t really understand why you 
felt it was necessary.” 



“Giles, you know what happened and you’re 
freaking out - in a discrete, British way, of course,” 
he added hastily at Giles’ look. “Mrs. Summers has 
been completely in the dark and is probably 
blaming herself for Buffy running away. Having 
some idea of the reason why Buffy left has to help a 
little.”  

If Xander had one main problem with Giles, it was 
that he was so intent on what Buffy needed that he 
was frequently oblivious to everyone else’s needs. 
He didn’t think Giles was intentionally cruel but, 
sometimes, the things he did sure made him seem 
that way. It was like all his empathy was focused on 
Buffy and he didn’t have any to spare for anyone 
else. In Xander’s opinion, it skewed his thinking, like 
when he was willing to go along with the re-souling 
spell, or now, when he’d been willing to leave Mrs. 
Summers hanging with no information. Giles was so 
intent on protecting Buffy’s secret identity that he 
couldn’t see Mrs. Summers’ pain. 

“Well, no harm done. And you may be right, it may 
help Mrs. Summers to have some idea of the 
trauma that Buffy went through that caused her to 



run away. It was certainly not Joyce Summers’ 
fault.” 

Xander’s jaw tightened but he didn’t say anything. 
Giles kept making excuses for Buffy instead of 
holding her accountable for being a selfish bitch. 
After Spike’s wounds had healed and Xander’s own 
anger had abated somewhat, he’d been surprised 
to find he was able to muster a bit of sympathy for 
Buffy - for a couple of days, anyway. After Jesse 
died, Xander had pretty much crawled into a hole to 
grieve, so he got the whole wounded-animal-
suffering-alone thing. Sometimes you really had to 
just go to ground until the first raw pain eased a 
little.  

His sympathy had died rapidly as the days went by 
and Buffy didn’t return. As far as he knew, Buffy 
hadn’t even bothered to find out if Giles was alive 
before she blew town and she sure didn’t seem to 
be thinking about what her mother was going 
through. Buffy was the one who kept going on 
about her great mythic destiny as the Slayer and 
apparently that no longer meant anything to her 
either. Granted, it was possible she was still fighting 



demons wherever she was now, but Xander 
wouldn’t have put any money on it.  

Xander was the first to admit he had Buffy issues. 
So the fact that he thought she was just being a big 
drama queen over Angel’s death probably wasn’t a 
surprise. In his opinion, she was self-indulgently 
wallowing in melodramatic grief over her star-
crossed love. After all, it wasn’t like she didn’t have 
her mother and Giles to help her deal. Plus, she’d 
had months to get used to the idea that she was 
going to have to kill Angel. It couldn’t have been a 
surprise when it finally happened - she’d gone into 
the battle with a lot of weapons for someone who 
didn’t seem to have understood that people die in 
fights to the death. Ok, the fact that Angel had a 
soul again when she killed him had to have hurt but, 
hey, who’s fault was that? The least she could do 
was check up on the wounded her boyfriend had 
left strewn in his wake. 

Giles looked exhausted. He was still spending far 
too much time on the phone, calling the same 
numbers, and new ones he dug up, over and over 
again as he sought out information, tips, rumors, 



anything. Xander had offered to stop their demon 
study sessions until Buffy was found but Giles had 
insisted on continuing them, saying it helped to 
think about something else for awhile. Although 
Giles and he had a mutual agreement not to talk 
about it, Xander knew that Willow was coming over 
every morning to keep him company and to use the 
computer to widen the search. Fingers aside, Giles 
was still nearly computer illiterate but Willow had 
always been good on the internet. From what Oz 
said, Willow and Giles were also studying magic. 
Giles had given in to Willow’s desire to learn more 
magic and was teaching her the theoretical 
underpinnings of magic, insisting that Willow have a 
firm grasp of the fundamentals if she was intending 
to keep studying to be a witch. 

Oz was worried about Willow. He wasn’t trying to 
push Xander, but he’d mentioned how lonely she 
was without Buffy to talk to and how obsessed with 
finding her she was - spending hours on the 
computer at home in addition to her time with 
Giles. Oz and Xander had found it was impossible to 
leave Willow out of their conversations - she was 



too much a part of Oz these days - and they didn’t 
try. Oz respected that Xander was angry with 
Willow and didn’t try to force the issue, and Xander 
simply acted as if she was someone he barely knew 
and had no issues with when her name came up. 
They were guys, it worked.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Leaving Giles’ apartment, Xander found himself 
heading towards Revello Drive. He knew Mrs. 
Summers worked and wasn’t likely to be home. 
Stopping at the house, he surveyed the lawn and 
wondered if it was Buffy’s job to keep it mowed. It 
was way overdue and was going to be a real chore 
to mow if it wasn’t done soon. On impulse, he 
walked around the house looking for a garden shed. 
He wasn’t particularly worried about the neighbors, 
figuring that, if they had never noticed Buffy 
climbing out of her window most nights, they 
weren’t particularly snoopy people. Finding a small 
shed tucked away at the back of the property, he 
checked inside and saw a lawn mower.  



An hour later, he surveyed his work. The lawn was 
tidy again and the house no longer stood out among 
the neatly trimmed yards of its neighbors. Satisfied, 
he put the mower back and headed home.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“You told her my Sire was an escaped lunatic?!” 
Spike was outraged and it showed. 

“Well, he was, kind of.” Xander hadn’t thought that 
Spike would be upset about what he’d told Mrs. 
Summers.  

Which was stupid, now that he thought about it. 
Can you say Sire issues? Not that he blamed Spike, 
he told himself hastily. Anyone with Angel/Angelus 
as a Sire was entitled to all the Sire issues they 
could handle. Jerry Springer would love to get that 
family on his show. Angel would fit right in with 
those people whose husband and father came 
home one day and announced they were getting a 
sex change operation. For Spike, the whole “Hi, 
honey, I’ve got a soul now” had obviously been the 



vampire equivalent of a childhood trauma. Not that 
he was ever sharing that analogy with Spike. He 
wasn’t that dumb. 

“I’m sorry, Spike. I didn’t mean to insult your family 
but you said yourself that Angelus was different this 
time around.” 

Ok, maybe he should’ve just stuck with the apology 
part of that sentence. Spike was still glaring at him 
in yellow-eyed anger and Xander didn’t know what 
to say to get Spike to cool down. 

After a minute, Spike’s glare softened and his eyes 
shifted back to blue. “Yeah, he was different. S’pose 
escaped loony does sort of cover it.” He shrugged, 
putting it behind him in that way he had of living 
entirely in the present. “How’d that work out?” 

Xander perched on the arm of the couch next to 
him. “It went ok. I think maybe it helped a little bit.” 

“Told ya you would know what to do.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Jose approached Spike outside the bar he was just 
about to enter. “Master Spike, may I speak with 
you?” 

“What’s on yer mind?” Spike had a feeling that 
trouble was in the wind, there had been tension 
among the three minions and he had warned 
Xander to stay away from them for the time being. 
He signaled for Jose to walk with him away from the 
bar and possible eavesdroppers. He was pleased 
when the minion fell in step with him and, without 
prompting, didn’t speak until they were well away 
from the bar. 

“Rafael is being courted by an older vampire. He is 
young and foolish and equates a small Court with 
weakness. He does not understand the value of 
patience and building things slowly so they last.” At 
Spike’s raised eyebrow, Jose bowed with a curious, 
antique formality. “Forgive me, Master Spike, if I 
have spoken out of turn. It is apparent to me that 
you have chosen to build your Court slowly after 
your difficulties with the minions you inherited from 
the Anointed One.” For the first time since he’d met 



the vampire, Spike saw a hint of a smile on the 
usually impassive face. “I was not part of that Court 
by choice, having been familiar with a number of 
the vampires who made up the Court.”  

It was the most Spike had heard the minion say 
since he’d joined the Court and it cemented his 
growing approval of Jose. It also fit with what Spike 
had been observing about the youngest member of 
his Court. “Yeah, bunch of useless gits the Annoying 
One had.” Turning to the subject at hand, he asked: 
“So, who’s recruiting Ralph? And what’s Michael’s 
position?” He studied Jose carefully as he answered, 
aware that, if Jose wasn’t playing this straight, he 
would be the one most likely to mount a serious 
challenge. 

“A vampire who calls himself Ares, recently arrived 
in town.” Spike snorted in disgust at the name, 
vampires could be such posers. “He is in the bar 
now, along with an unusually large number of 
vampires. Michael… is on the fence. I apologize but I 
am not sure which way he will go when it comes 
down to it.” 



“Fair enough, doubt he knows himself which way 
he’ll jump until the question is put to him.” Spike 
made up his mind quickly. “You armed?”  

“Two stakes and a knife.” 

Spike nodded, pleased with the swift, accurate 
listing. Opening his duster, he unfastened a small, 
one-handed crossbow that he’d worn hanging from 
a loop inside his duster since the day he’d moved 
into the factory. Handing it and a handful of bolts to 
Jose, he ordered: “Don’t use it on the wanker. I’ll 
take care of him. Use it to take out anyone who 
tries to interfere in the fight.” 

“Yes, Master Spike.” Spike watched as Jose loaded 
the crossbow, his quick economical movements 
satisfying Spike about his competence. 

“No time like the present.”  

They both turned and headed back to the bar, Spike 
slightly in the lead, Jose keeping the crossbow down 
inconspicuously at his side. 

Entering the room, Spike heading for the bar with 
seeming casualness, taking in the players with one 



sweeping glance. Ares had to be the tall black-
haired git leaning back in his chair at the corner 
table. Every other vampire had their attention 
focused on him, a few openly, the rest 
surreptitiously. A handful of barely-turned fledges 
were listening to his booming voice admiringly, but 
most of the crowd looked like they were 
withholding judgment. 

Spike leaned against the bar and ordered whiskey. 
The bartender poured it quickly and moved 
immediately down to the far end of the bar, as far 
from Spike as he could get. Picking up his glass, 
Spike swiveled casually around and sipped while he 
studied the room. Jose had stayed near the door, 
fading back into the shadows, but Spike could see 
he was poised and ready. Ralph was with the 
sycophants clustered around the corner table. 
Michael was standing with a couple of older 
vampires against the wall who’d stopped talking, 
along with almost everyone else, when Spike 
walked in. 

The front legs of Ares’ chair thunked back down 
onto the floor, the sound like a gunshot in the 



rapidly spreading silence. Spike ignored him, 
finishing his drink and setting the glass down on the 
bar. Still leaning casually against the bar, he lit a 
cigarette, puffing idly like a vampire without a care 
in the world. He kept his gaze on the far wall, even 
when he heard Ares’ chair scrape back and his 
booted feet crossing the room.  

With studied contempt, Spike took a last drag and 
flicked the butt in the direction of the approaching 
vampire, turning his head to watch it bounce off the 
polished boot. “Sorry, mate. Didn’t see you there,” 
he said, his indifferent tone clearly conveying his 
opinion that the vampire was too unimportant to 
bother with. Behind Ares, the vampires who had 
been listening to him had moved with him, forming 
a loose semi-circle behind Ares. 

Spike gave them a disbelieving look. “Not much of 
an entourage for the god of war,” he commented 
sarcastically. “Recruiting babies, are you?” 

“You should know, I believe some of them used to 
be yours.” Ares’ voice was smug. 



Spike just shrugged at the implication he couldn’t 
hold the minions he recruited. “Gotta have 
someone to do the scut work. They’re so 
unimportant, it’s hard to keep track of ‘em. Always 
plenty more where they came from.” He looked 
pointedly at the group behind Ares, letting his gaze 
sweep over Ralph without a flicker of recognition. 
“You sure some of these were mine? Don’t 
recognize any of ‘em.” 

Ralph stirred as if he was about to say something 
but a sharp gesture from Ares stilled him again. 

“Well, you’re still young. You’ll find that memory 
improves as a vampire matures and comes in to 
their full power.” 

“Be as old as Methuselah one day and I still won’t 
be wasting my time learning the names of useless 
minions.” Spike wasn’t worried by the other 
vampire’s implication that he was far older than 
Spike. Wasn’t a vampire turned who didn’t claim to 
be older than they actually were. He doubted that 
Ares was much older than Spike, if he was anything 



at all out of the ordinary, Spike would almost 
certainly have heard of him before now.  

During the barbed exchange, many of the other 
vampires in the bar had drifted closer, including 
Michael who was being careful to stay in the area 
between Ares and Spike, clearly reluctant to choose 
either side yet. 

Spike shot the minion a hard look. “Gonna have to 
decide which side you’re on,” he said flatly. 

It was enough to get him off the fence and Michael 
crossed the room to Spike’s side. “With you, Spike,” 
he said. The watching vampires shifted restlessly 
but no one else seemed inclined to take a stand 
either way. 

Once Michael had chosen a side, Spike ignored him, 
focusing on Ares again. “Well, enough of the boring 
small talk. Let me guess, you’ve just strolled into 
town and decided there needs to be a change in 
management.” 



“Something like that. The Hellmouth needs a strong 
Court, not that miserable excuse for one that I hear 
you’ve set up.”  

“And you think you’re the right vampire for the 
job.” 

“I am.” Ares attacked as he answered, aiming a 
vicious blow at Spike’s head.  

Spike was ready for it. He’d seen the tension in 
Ares’ body and was already moving when Ares’ arm 
swung, ducking below the arc of the swing and 
bouncing back up, untouched. Spike had decided to 
let Ares’ attack first for the same reason he hadn’t 
dusted Ralph yet: appearances. Dusting Ralph 
before the fight would have given him an 
importance he didn’t have. Attacking Ares first 
would have made Spike seem insecure. 

This way, Ares looked foolish for missing his first 
blow and Spike followed up his advantage quickly 
with a rapid flurry of blows, ending in a spin-kick 
combination to Ares’ chest that staggered the larger 
vamp knocking him back into his cluster of 
followers. 



He was up again in an instant and roaring in fury, 
charging Spike with murderous intent. Ares was a 
head taller and significantly outweighed Spike but 
he was slower and far too dependent on 
overwhelming his opponents with sheer mass. Spike 
stayed out of his reach, dancing quickly in and out 
of range, landing hard, sharp blows and retreating 
again before Ares could respond.  

Although they were fairly evenly matched, Spike’s 
darting attack made him look like he was 
completely dominating the fight, in fact just playing 
with Ares, the proverbial cat toying with a mouse. 
Which was good because it kept the other vampires 
in check. None of them wanted to back the wrong 
side so, despite the numbers favoring Ares, for now 
they were staying out of it. He was peripherally 
aware of Michael guarding his flank against attack 
armed with what was probably the bartender’s club 
but all his attention was concentrated on Ares. 

Spike needed to not only win the fight, he needed 
to make it look easy. For that reason, he couldn’t 
risk closing with the bigger vampire. He had no 
doubt he would win even a close quarters fight but 



if he got too battered taking the other vamp down, 
then others in the room would get ideas. 
Fortunately, this suited Spike’s fighting style.  

Darting quickly from side to side, dodging Ares’ 
lunges and roundhouse blows with contemptuous 
ease, Spike peppered the air with mocking 
commentary, criticizing Ares’ moves, his fashion 
sense, and anyone lame enough to follow him. 
Bouncing on his toes, circling, almost dancing 
around the larger vamp, Spike was constantly in 
motion, forcing Ares to lumber after him - like a big 
dog being tormented by a cat. 

Ares’ increasing fury did nothing for his fighting 
skills. He continued trying to come to grips with 
Spike, intent on crushing him under his weight and 
seemed to be unable to alter his tactics despite the 
fact that they weren’t working. Ares was bleeding 
from the nose and mouth and a large cut over his 
eye where the skin had split under Spike’s fist was 
dripping blood into his eyes. Shaking his head to 
clear it, he shot blood droplets around the room, 
splattering the ring of watching vampires. It had not 



gone unnoticed in the crowd that Spike was still 
untouched. 

Spike knew he’d been lucky that none of Ares’ 
punches had landed. A nearby table lay in splinters 
from the force of one of Ares’ missed blows and 
Spike was keenly aware of how much strength the 
bigger vamp had. It wouldn’t do for the image he 
was projecting to be sent flying across the room 
from a single punch. On the other hand, 
appearances had been satisfied and it was time to 
end this. 

“Bored now,” he announced. “Really don’t fancy 
wasting more of my time on you.” Snatching the 
club out of Michael’s hands, he swung it like a ball 
player hitting a line drive. It smashed into Ares’ side, 
lifting him off his feet and dropping him onto a 
table which promptly broke under his weight, 
sending Ares to the floor in a shower of splinters. 
Ares had barely staggered upright when Spike 
swung again, this time bringing the club around in a 
low, vicious arc aimed at Ares’ knees.  



Ares screamed, crumpling to the ground as the 
bones in his left knee shattered. Spike hit him twice 
more with the club, hammering him into the floor 
and hearing bones crack as he did. Tossing the bat 
back to the surprised Michael, who still managed to 
snag it in mid-air Spike was pleased to see, he 
yanked a stake out of his pocket and pounced, 
slamming it home with both hands into Ares’ back. 
He snatched it back quickly even as dust exploded 
beneath him and whirled to face Ares’ entourage, 
which was significantly smaller now. A couple of 
times during the fight, he’d heard the twang of a 
crossbow bolt being fired and now he shot a quick 
look at Jose, still in his post by the door.  

“One or two sought to interfere, Master Spike. They 
will not trouble you again.” 

Spike was pleased to see that Ralph was gone - 
whether dusted or fled, he didn’t really care. The 
fledge was too insignificant to worry about either 
way. 

Spike turned to Michael. The minion had acquitted 
himself fairly well, having had the sense to both 



stay out of it and to arm himself as he guarded 
Spike’s flank. In one swift move, Spike grabbed him 
by the throat and slammed him up against the wall, 
the stake pressed to his chest hard enough to draw 
blood. The light-haired vampire opened his mouth 
to say something then snapped it shut again at 
Spike’s snarl.  

“If I ever have to ask you to choose a side again, you 
better pick the other guy and pray they win or I will 
stake you out over a groymin’s nest and leave you 
to be eaten alive.”  

He held Michael’s eyes for a long moment, 
emphasizing his point. The minion dropped his eyes, 
bowing his head in submission and Spike pulled the 
stake back, satisfied that his point had been made. 
He relaxed his grip, letting the younger vampire’s 
feet touch the ground again, then drove the stake 
into Michael’s stomach with one brutally quick 
movement. The minion screamed in pain and Spike 
dropped him. He watched as Michael’s knees 
crumpled until he slid down the wall to the floor, 
cradling his stomach in both arms. Never hurt to 
underline a point with a spot of violence. 



Spike turned and swept the room with a hard stare. 
“Anyone else have questions about who’s in charge 
here?” 

Silence was his only response and Spike smirked as 
he looked around the room at the thoroughly 
cowed vampires. “It’s simple enough, even for you 
lot. This is my town. Anybody wants to do anything 
out of the ordinary, they clear it with me first. I 
don’t give a shite what most of you do most of the 
time. But anything that’s going to cause problems 
for anyone but yourself, you bloody well better 
make sure you bring it to me.  

“This is the Hellmouth, most of the humans who live 
here are too stupid to know we’re around. Some 
demons need that, so let’s try to keep a low profile, 
shall we? If you feel the need to walk starkers down 
Main street, go to L.A. and get it out of your system. 
Anyone has a problem with any of that, you know 
where to find me.” 

He looked over at Jose and nodded, acknowledging 
how well his new lieutenant had done. “Take 
Michael back to the factory and find him something 



to eat on the way home. Pick out one of the rooms 
on the second floor for yourself. You’re promoted. 
If you happen to know anyone worth keeping 
around, bring ‘em over for a look-see.” 

He didn’t bother lowering his voice. Promoting Jose 
publicly was a mark of distinction that the other 
vampire had earned. Making him the gatekeeper 
for anyone who wanted to become part of Spike’s 
Court gave him status of his own. He’d called 
Michael by his name and allowed him to live. That 
was reward enough for him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Working for Mrs. Summers helped alleviate some of 
Xander’s guilt about Jesse’s mother. He still hadn’t 
written to Mrs. McNally and that sat uneasily on his 
conscience but every time he tried, he ended up 
sitting in front of a blank piece of paper, unable to 
write a single coherent sentence. He’d been unable 
to talk to her face-to-face, what could he possibly 



write down that would make sense or help her 
deal? 

Mowing the Summers’ lawn was a self-imposed 
penance for not mowing Jesse’s lawn. Fixing the 
broken shutter, replacing the loose board on the 
porch step, washing the windows, all somehow 
lightened his guilt over not doing the same things 
for Jesse’s mom. It didn’t excuse his failure to sit 
and talk to Mrs. McNally last year, but talking with 
Mrs. Summers maybe balanced the scales a little.  

The second time he’d gone to the house, she’d 
come home and found him weeding the flower bed 
in the back yard. He hadn’t heard her car drive up 
and nearly had a heart attack when she came 
around the corner of the house and spoke to him. 
He’d jumped to his feet and stammered apologies, 
worried that she’d be angry at his presumption. 
Instead she’d simply thanked him and asked him to 
wait there for a minute. He didn’t know what to 
expect but it wasn’t that she would change into 
jeans and a work shirt and join him. Working 
together, side by side, they began talking. At first, 
awkwardly about the garden and the weather, then 



gradually they branched out until they were talking 
easily about nothing in particular.  

She was a really nice lady. Lonely and trying to hide 
her worry, she was genuinely grateful when Xander 
began stopping by a couple times a week, offering 
to do any chores that needed doing. He was a fairly 
good handy-man, having had lots of practice around 
his parents’ house, and he helped her with minor 
repairs and sometimes just kept her company. If she 
was home, she would sit and talk with him while he 
worked and always had a glass of lemonade and a 
plate of cookies for him when he was done. Except 
for the anxiety that never left her eyes, she was like 
a sitcom mom: warm and friendly and with a never-
ending supply of snacks. Xander envied Buffy and 
wondered if she had any idea that she had the kind 
of mother that people wished for. He couldn’t 
believe Buffy would do this to her mother. She’d 
been gone for nearly a month now and there had 
been no word save the postcard she’d mailed the 
first week she was gone.  

Xander knew Mrs. Summers had figured out that he 
hadn’t been very close to Buffy. He didn’t know 



enough about her non-Slayer life to fake it and just 
ended up just telling Mrs. Summers that he was 
friends with Oz and so had only gotten to know 
Buffy recently.  

Then one day, she asked if she could talk to his 
friend, Angel’s relative. Mrs. Summers was hoping 
he could tell her more, since he was the one who 
had supposedly told Xander about what happened 
the night Buffy ran away. Xander almost dropped 
the glass he was holding in his panic as he thought 
about what Spike might say or do in front of the 
Slayer’s mother. Spike didn’t talk about it much 
directly but it was obvious he was still furious with 
Buffy over the fiasco with Acathla and the re-souling 
spell.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander caught Spike not long after he woke up, 
bringing him a cup of coffee and sitting cross-legged 
on the bed next to him as he drank it. “Would you 
mind doing me a favor?” 



“Sure, pet. What’s on your mind?”  

Spike had been relaxed and comfortable ever since 
his fight with Ares, which he had described to 
Xander in loving detail from start to finish. The 
tense wariness that had been present in Spike every 
moment since they’d moved in to the factory had 
vanished with the fight. Spike was firmly in control 
of the Hellmouth now and had a lieutenant he could 
trust to keep the minions in line. Several more 
vampires had moved in to the third floor of the 
building and Xander had talked with Jose a couple 
of times since the fight. He liked the polite, older 
vampire and Jose was beginning to loosen up a bit, 
smiling occasionally at one of Xander’s jokes.  

Xander was beginning to recognize the difference 
between minions and Masters. Mostly it was 
control - minions simply couldn’t be trusted to 
control themselves without someone they feared 
keeping them in line. As vampires matured - over 
decades, not years - they gradually learned to 
control their instinct to hunt and kill and would 
often become interested in other things: sometimes 
hobbies they had pursued in their human years, or 



new technology as the world changed from the one 
they’d been born into, or whatever. A lot of 
vampires never did mature, enjoying slaughter and 
destruction to ever be interested in anything else. 
Jose had been a vampire for about 30 years, and 
Spike told Xander he was unusually mature for that 
age. Michael was roughly 10 years older and had far 
less control.  

“You know how I’ve been talking to Mrs. 
Summers?” Xander knew he was stalling, but he 
had a feeling Spike wasn’t going to like the favor he 
was asking. 

“Yeah,” Spike cocked his head and Xander 
suspected he smelled nervous. 

“Would you mind coming over and meeting her?” 
he asked, the words tumbling out quickly. 

“Don’t usually do the meet ‘n greet thing with 
humans, luv.” 

Relieved that Spike hadn’t gotten angry, Xander 
explained: “She asked if she could meet you, she’s 
hoping you might have more information than I do, 



that Buffy may have said something to you.” Xander 
looked anxiously at him. “She’s really nice, Spike, 
and she’s worried sick about her daughter. She’s 
grasping at straws and she knows it, but she’d really 
like to talk to you.” He frowned at the wicked gleam 
that had appeared in Spike’s eye. “Not if you’re 
going to mess with her, Spike. You can’t get back at 
Buffy through her mom.” 

“Would I do something like that?” Spike asked with 
injured innocence. 

“Only every day of the week. But not tonight, ok?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Mrs. Summers welcomed Spike with a warm smile, 
inviting him inside without batting an eye despite 
the fact that he was dressed for evil - black tee-shirt 
and jeans, red silk over-shirt, duster, Doc Martens. 
The two of them were chatting away in no time. It 
turned out that Mrs. Summers’ had spent some 
time in London during a Junior year abroad thing in 
college. Xander was the odd man out, not knowing 



any of the places they were talking about and 
nervous about the reason for their visit despite the 
fact that it was obvious that Spike was effortlessly 
charming Mrs. Summers, or Joyce as she insisted 
Spike call her.  

When the London talk died down, the anxiety 
returned to her eyes and she thanked Spike for 
coming. “I really appreciate you being willing to talk 
to me. I know this must be hard for you and I’m so 
sorry for your loss. You were related to Angel?” 

Xander jumped in before Spike could respond. 
“They were cousins, I think. Right, Spike?” he 
prompted nervously. 

“Bugger this. Joyce, your daughter’s the Vampire 
Slayer. Angelus was a vampire. They were the 
Hellmouth’s version of soddin’ Romeo and Juliet. 
She stuck him with a sword and sent him to hell. 
Then she did a bunk and ran off.” 

Joyce gasped like a fish out of water and Xander 
groaned, burying his face in his hands. “Great, 
Spike. Why don’t you give it to her straight while 
you’re at it?” 



“What? You’ve all been lying through your teeth 
about what happened. Lady deserves the truth.”  

“What are you talking about?” Joyce looked liked 
she was torn between anger and laughter. “Buffy 
wouldn’t kill anyone…” she stopped abruptly, 
looking even paler and finished quietly, “not on 
purpose. And… vampires? That’s crazy.” Anger was 
obviously rapidly winning the battle. 

Trapped, Xander briefly considered just grabbing 
Spike and dragging him out of there but he couldn’t 
just leave after she’d had that dumped that on her. 
Hoping she wouldn’t hate him, he finally said, “It’s 
true. Angel was a vampire. Spike is one, too.”  

“I think you two should leave now. This isn’t very 
funny.” Mrs. Summers was suddenly on her feet, 
her voice cold as she pointed to the door. 

Standing there, Mrs. Summers radiated offended 
dignity. Or she did until Spike shook his head and 
morphed into his true face. Mrs. Summers gasped 
in shock, one hand going to her throat as she 
stepped back instinctively. 



“It’s ok, Mrs. Summers,” Xander hurried to reassure 
her. “Spike is a…” he winced even as he said it, “a 
good vampire. Not evil,” he clarified, thinking that 
sounded a little less dumb and wishing Spike had 
stuck with the “relative of Angel, the off-his-meds-
mental-patient” story.  

Outraged, Spike opened his mouth to protest and 
Xander smacked him, hard. Shooting Spike a 
warning glare, he waited until Spike subsided, 
grumbling under his breath about being evil. Served 
him right to be insulted, springing the vampire thing 
on Mrs. Summers that way. 

“Can we, maybe explain a little?” he asked. 

Mrs. Summers sat down like her legs weren’t able 
to hold her anymore and nodded mutely, her eyes 
frozen on Spike’s gold eyes and demonic features.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It had gone surprisingly well. Spike remained in 
vampire-face for most of the rest of their stay and 



Mrs. Summers had actually learned to deal with it 
pretty quickly. Xander and Spike between them 
filled her in on Hellmouth reality and Spike had 
been amazingly non-confrontational about it, 
especially given how he felt about Buffy. He didn’t 
call her a bint or anything worse even once, nor 
express his dubious opinion of her intelligence. As 
Mrs. Summers’ shock faded, she began asking 
questions curiously: about vampires and demons, 
about the Slayer, about magic. Spike had seemed to 
enjoy answering her questions and even editing his 
answers. There were none of the truly awful blood 
and guts stories he loved to share with Xander and 
Xander couldn’t help wondering at how easily Mrs. 
Summers was accepting Spike. Xander himself had 
taken a lot longer before he could talk to Spike 
without a cross clutched in his hand and his heart 
hammering. She had welcomed Xander readily, of 
course, but then he hadn’t introduced himself by 
brutally shaking her world view. Was it just that 
Mrs. Summers was lonely or had she been like this 
before Buffy ran away?  



The end results were mixed. Mrs. Summers was 
reassured about Buffy’s ability to take care of 
herself physically but had a whole new set of 
worries about Buffy fighting demons. To Xander’s 
relief, she wasn’t angry that he’d lied to her, just 
saying that she understood why he had not wanted 
to tell her the truth. She invited Spike and Xander to 
come over any time they wanted and Xander could 
tell that Spike was secretly pleased. There weren’t 
too many humans who would give a vampire an 
open invitation into their homes. 

With a mother like that, how could Buffy have left? 
This was someone she could have gone to and cried 
and been comforted. Xander used to dream he had 
a parent who listened and cared like this and Buffy 
had just thrown it away.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Leaving the house and walking out into the quiet 
residential night, Xander suddenly found himself 
yanked off the front path and pressed up against 



the rough bark of the palm tree at the edge of the 
Summers’ front yard with a yellow-eyed demon 
seriously in his personal space. 

“Think I’m good, d’you, luv?” Spike growled 
menacingly. 

Xander kept his expression serious with an effort. 
“You are the sweetest person I know, Spike,” he 
said, with the earnest sincerity of a used car 
salesman assuring a customer that the car they 
were interested in had only been driven by a little 
old lady once a week to church.  

Spike’s glare intensified, his eyes narrowing in 
outrage. His hands closed tightly in Xander’s hair, 
holding him still as his mouth claimed Xander’s 
hard, leaning his body against Xander’s and sliding 
one leg between Xander’s as his lips devoured 
Xander’s, his tongue darting in to taste and tease. 
His leg began rubbing between Xander’s and he 
kept it there against Xander’s burgeoning erection 
as he lifted his head. 

“Sweet?” he asked, threateningly. 



Xander nodded as well as he could, pinned as he 
still was. “Decent, fair-minded…” Spike’s lips cut 
him off again before he could utter more insults. 
Xander was trying to laugh and kiss at the same 
time and not doing well with either as he fought 
free of Spike’s mouth. 

“Kind to kids and…ahhh…puppies!” he managed to 
say, his breath hitching as Spike’s thigh pressed 
hard against him. 

“Right, that does it.” Spike let him go so abruptly 
that Xander staggered. He was both amused and 
horrified to see Spike was theatrically unfastening 
his belt. “Gonna show you who’s evil,” he was 
muttering as he began to unbutton his fly. 

“Spike!” Xander yelped, his hands flying up to block 
Spike’s. “Stop! We’re in the middle of her yard.” 

Spike leered at him. “Gotta prove I’m evil, don’t I?” 

As tempted as he was to call Spike’s bluff, Xander 
didn’t dare, he knew his vampire too well. Spike 
would just go right ahead and that was so not 



happening. “You win,” he said hastily. “You’re evil. 
There’s not a trace of good in your entire body.” 

Spike grinned triumphantly. “Let’s go home and 
shag, pet.” 

“Oh, yeah.” That was a plan Xander could get 
behind.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Running up the stairs to their apartment, Xander 
was laughing at the yellow-eyed demon chasing 
him. Giddy with relief that things had gone so well 
with Mrs. Summers, Xander have given in 
completely to the rising tide of lust.  

Spike had been evil personified on the way home, 
stopping multiple times to kiss and fondle Xander as 
they walked through the quiet streets. He seemed 
to particularly delight in rubbing teasingly against 
Xander in the floodlit areas under street lights 
where anyone could see them.  



Xander had countered the sneak attacks by making 
up outrageous, over-the-top sappy nick-names. 
“Pookie” had been especially effective, Spike’s 
answer to that one had left Xander panting and 
barely able to walk. Thank god the Sunnydale cops 
were more well-known for their absence than their 
presence or the two of them would have been 
arrested for public indecency a dozen times over. 

They barely made it inside the door before they 
were tearing at each other’s clothes as they 
headed, somewhat erratically, for the bedroom, 
leaving pieces of clothing strewn in their wake. By 
the time they landed on the mattress, they were 
both naked and fully erect.  

Xander began frantically rubbing himself against 
Spike, desperate for release after being teased for 
so long. Spike stopped him and he groaned in 
frustration. “Please!”  

“Not yet, luv.” 

Xander swore. “You really are evil,” he groaned. 



Spike laughed, pinning Xander down and hovering 
over him so their bodies didn’t touch above the 
knees. “Someone needs to learn to wait.” 

Still holding Xander’s arms down, Spike began 
kissing across his chest, his tongue swirling around 
the already peaked nipples and teasing them into 
hard, aching nubs. Xander moaned, arcing his chest 
into the touch and losing himself in the pleasure 
Spike was giving him. Even when Spike released his 
arms to move further down his body, he stayed put 
and let Spike do what he wanted. The journey had 
become as pleasureful as the destination. 

Spike lifted Xander’s legs up, pushing his knees 
forward towards his chest and concentrated on the 
tight pucker exposed by the movement. Other than 
one long sweep of his tongue, he bypassed Xander’s 
weeping erection, letting his tongue swirl around 
and over, tasting Xander’s balls and sac, hearing his 
lover gasp and moan as his hips pressed up into the 
touch. 

Another day, Spike would concentrate on Xander’s 
balls, bringing his boy to orgasm from his tongue 



and fingers teasing and playing with them, showing 
him how unbearably sensitive they could become. 
But for now… 

Spike’s tongue darted out, teasing at Xander’s hole, 
his fingers spreading Xander’s cheeks as he inhaled 
deeply, gathering the smells into his lungs even as 
his tongue swept over the entrance, causing it to 
twitch in excitement. Xander was mewling now, 
incoherent pleas falling from his lips as his legs 
jerked in Spike’s grip. Chuckling, Spike thrust his 
tongue inside, swirling it around the passage and 
feeling the muscles clench and spasm as he thrust in 
and out.  

Fumbling blindly for the lube in the drawer beside 
the bed, Spike kept tongue-fucking Xander as he 
spread lavish amounts of the slick over his own 
aching hard-on. Letting Xander’s legs go, Spike 
spread Xander’s knees and positioned himself 
between them. Leaning forward, he drank in the 
sight of Xander - flushed and eager, his eyes black 
with desire. Spike’s erection nudged at the opening 
and Xander tilted his hips wantonly. Spike forced 
himself to go slowly, not slamming in like he 



wanted. He hadn’t stretched Xander enough for 
that. He pushed himself inside his lover with rigid 
control, feeling Xander’s passage stretch grudgingly, 
the tight heat almost robbing Spike of that control 
as he thrust in with agonizing slowness until he was 
fully seated. 

Reveling in the feeling of Xander’s passage gripping 
him, Spike kissed Xander long and hard. It was only 
when Xander’s hips began twitching upwards, 
seeking more, that Spike allowed himself to move. 
Slowly at first, then faster, his hips began the age-
old rhythm of thrust and retreat, moving smoothly 
in and out of the tight channel, Xander’s hips 
moving in counterpoint to his own.  

As his climax rapidly neared, Spike sank his teeth 
into his mark. Xander cried out and came 
immediately, orgasm pulled from him at the ecstasy 
of the double penetration. As his body bucked 
underneath Spike’s, Spike poured his own offering 
deep into his boy, until Xander’s body had milked 
the last drops from him and he let himself collapse 
on top of his boy. 



Temporarily sated, Spike pulled out and let Xander 
drowsily tug him into his arms. Snuggling into the 
warmth of his boy, Spike had the last word. 

“That’ll show you who’s evil,” he said 
smugly, feeling Xander’s lips curve against his cheek 
as he spoke.  

 
 

Part Six 

Stirring drowsily, Xander tightened his arms around 
Spike and pressed a gentle kiss against his lover’s 
back before disengaging himself and rolling out of 
bed. He’d gotten used to the lack of a heartbeat and 
breathing in the body in bed with him but it still 
occasionally gave him a wiggins and, except when 
he was really tired, he didn’t generally linger in bed 
with the sleeping Spike. 

Awake-Spike was another story altogether. Awake, 
it was impossible to think of Spike as a corpse. He 
was too alive: talking, fidgeting, pacing, Spike was 
almost constantly in motion. Even their quieter 



times, snuggling on the couch or falling asleep 
together, Spike would be stroking his hair, a quiet 
rumbling sounding deep in his chest that Xander 
was sure, despite Spike’s vehement denials, was the 
vampire equivalent of a cat purring. He’d stopped 
teasing Spike about it though, because mentioning 
it invariably led to it stopping and Xander loved to 
hear the soft contented noise that said all was well 
in Spike’s world.  

Padding quietly into the bathroom, Xander smiled 
as he remembered the previous night. Too bad he 
and Spike couldn’t spend the next month or so in 
the apartment having sex like they’d had last night 
without the rest of the world intruding. As he 
relieved himself, he thought resignedly that that 
would never happen unless they moved off the 
Hellmouth and that wasn’t likely to happen in the 
near future, even if he wanted to. As he’d once told 
Spike, it might suck sometimes, but Sunnydale was 
his home. 

Washing his hands, he shook off his pessimistic 
thoughts and beamed proudly into the mirror at the 
sight of Spike’s renewed claim mark at the juncture 



of his neck and shoulder. He traced the mark with 
one finger, something that Spike did a lot and 
Xander often found himself doing in quiet moments 
when he was thinking about Spike. When Angelus 
had first bitten him there, Xander had gone out of 
his way to hide the mark, even from himself. Now 
that Spike had obliterated Angelus’ teeth marks, 
overlying them with his own, Xander wanted to 
flaunt the mark. He sometimes wished he had 
someone he could show it off to but there really 
wasn’t anyone. He was too worried about Giles’ 
reaction to let him see it. Although he suspected 
Giles knew that he and Spike were more than 
friends, he wasn’t sure. Giles probably guessed but 
the older man seemed content not to discuss the 
situation, whether from innate British reserve or 
from not wanting to have his suspicions confirmed. 
He could show it to Oz, but that would involve a lot 
of explanations because Oz would just think it was 
Angel’s bite mark since Oz knew he’d been bitten by 
Angel there. Oz knew about his relationship with 
Spike but actually talking about it in detail seemed 
too girly, plus Oz’s own reserve could make even 
Giles seem chatty. Mrs. Summers and Mr. Olsen 



were out. Mrs. Summers was too recently in the 
know and he still hadn’t fulfilled his promise to talk 
to Mr. Olsen about the Hellmouth. Starting off with 
“I’m dating a vampire and look he bit me” was 
probably not the way to go. Squelching the wistful 
thought that he’d once had two friends he could 
share anything with, including this, Xander 
reminded himself that he was dating his best friend, 
and that was the only reason he didn’t have 
someone to share this with - because Spike already 
knew about it. 

He had an odd assortment of friends these days, 
true, but they meant a lot to him. Which reminded 
him again that it was way past time he followed 
through on his promise to talk to Mr. Olsen. He’d go 
see Mr. Olsen before his regular visit with Giles. He 
hadn’t seen the old man since shortly before 
Acathla and he missed talking to him.  

That decided, he stepped into the shower. As he 
washed the remnants of last night’s fun and games 
off, Xander sighed over the practical difficulties of 
life at the factory. There was no phone, for one. No 
one but Oz actually knew where he was living now 



and even Oz didn’t know the exact address. Given 
that sharing the address of Spike’s last home had 
gotten it burned to the ground, he wasn’t sure he 
wanted people to know the address. He certainly 
couldn’t have people dropping by, in any case. All of 
which meant that there was no way for anyone to 
contact him. It wasn’t a problem right now but, 
sooner or later, someone was going to need to get 
ahold of him. 

And then there was the fact that Spike was 
supporting him. He was fine with not paying rent, 
because Spike would have found a new place to 
live, whether or not Xander was living with him. 
Spike had chosen this place in part because the 
apartment was human-friendly, which gave Xander 
a warm glow whenever he thought about it, but the 
factory was Spike’s home. Besides, it wasn’t like 
Spike was paying rent either. Not paying rent to a 
squatter didn’t set off Xander’s guilt-o-meter. What 
did set it off was that he wasn’t contributing 
anything towards the food, which was pretty much 
entirely for Xander. Sure, Spike shared food with 
him because he liked the taste but it didn’t nourish 



the vampire. Free-loading on your parents was one 
thing - they were supposed to take care of you. But 
not contributing anything to the household 
expenses in his lover’s house bothered Xander. 
Which meant he needed to find a way to earn 
money. Maybe Mr. Olsen would have an idea. 

Shutting off the water with a sigh, Xander wished all 
the little stuff wasn’t such a constant worry. When 
he and Spike were awake and together, everything 
was great but doubts and problems crept in 
whenever they were apart, which was way too 
much of the time. As he toweled himself off, he 
wondered why happily ever after was so 
complicated in real life. If his life was a movie, right 
after Acathla was defeated there would have been 
a flourish of romantic music and a lingering kiss 
silhouetted against a brilliant sunrise before the 
closing credits rolled and every member of the 
audience would have gone home knowing Spike 
and Xander would live happily ever after. If they 
ever started making sequels where the happy 
couple had money troubles and their friends didn’t 
accept them, no one would go see it.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
As he knocked on the Olsens’ door, Xander felt only 
a trace of the nervousness he’d felt when he’d gone 
to talk to Mrs. Summers that first time, armed with 
his carefully polished story about Buffy and Angel. 
Maybe he was just getting used to having serious 
talks with people about awkward things or maybe it 
was just that he had a sneaking suspicion that what 
he’d come to say wasn’t going to be a complete 
surprise to Mr. Olsen. 

It had been over a month since he’d seen Mr. Olsen 
but things had been kind of busy, what with moving 
in with Spike and saving the world and all. Now that 
everything had settled down, he was glad he’d 
thought of coming here today. He wanted to see 
how Mr. Olsen was doing and wasn’t leaving until 
he’d talked to him about Sunnydale, he wasn’t 
going to chicken out about it this time. Besides, it 
had gone so well with Mrs. Summers, he figured he 
was ready to tackle Mr. Olsen. 



As the door swung open, he grinned. “Hey, Mr. 
Olsen. Long time.” 

Twenty minutes later, they’d covered that Mrs. 
Olsen was out of town visiting her sister for two 
weeks and that Xander had moved out of his 
parents’ house and was now living with the friend 
he’d told Mr. Olsen about earlier that year. He 
didn’t say anything else, hoping that Mr. Olsen 
would just assume they were roommates. Xander 
figured that someone of Mr. Olsen’s generation 
wouldn’t like the idea of Spike and him being a 
couple and he was planning on covering enough 
wacky subjects for one conversation already, no 
need to get into “oh, by the way, I’m gay” as well. 
After they’d caught up with what each other had 
been doing - highly edited on Xander’s part, he said 
that he wanted to talk to Mr. Olsen about 
something. 

“This is going to sound completely crazy, so I’m just 
going to blurt it out, ok?” On the way over, Xander 
had finally decided to go with the Spike information 
method, rather than beating around the bush. It 
had seemed like a good idea at the time but now, 



faced with the lined face of the elderly man in front 
of him, he was having panicked thoughts about 
heart attacks, strokes, and aneurisms. Mrs. 
Summers had looked like she was going to faint for 
a moment when Spike had just laid it out for her 
without warning and Mr. Olsen had to be a good 20 
years older than her. Having serious second 
thoughts, Xander found he was dithering, not sure 
how to proceed. Maybe something more indirect 
would be better than springing it on him.  

Mr. Olsen looked at him curiously and waited 
patiently as Xander found his promised blurting 
drying up. 

“Umm…have you ever noticed…” his question died 
unfinished. Vampires? Demons? Spells affecting the 
entire population? Ok, maybe not that blunt. 
“Does… does it ever seem to you like Sunnydale is 
kind of a weird town?” Xander finally managed to 
ask. Yep, blurting was not happening here. 

Mr. Olsen smiled. “Well, it’s to be expected. It is a 
Hellmouth,” he answered genially, like a jaded New 
Yorker talking about muggings - “it’s the Big Apple, 



comes with the territory.” Xander’s gaped at him, 
his Plan B gentle approach completely derailed. 

“You know?” Ok, that sort of came out in a bleat, 
but at least his voice was working again. 

“Third generation Sunnydaler, Xander.” He 
shrugged, “even humans can only keep their eyes 
closed for so long.” 

Xander closed his jaw with a snap and then found 
himself grinning with relief. “Well, at least I don’t 
have to worry about you thinking I’m crazy.” His 
smile faded as it occurred to him that there was 
something odd about what Mr. Olsen had said. 
“Umm… ‘even humans’? You…you are human, 
aren’t you?” 

Mr. Olsen twinkled at him. Literally. The whites of 
his eyes suddenly glowed green, the irises sparkling 
with gold. “Mostly. One of my grandfathers was a 
Lobarrrhyn demon,” he said, rolling the r.  

Xander leapt to his feet, heart pounding and, for 
one second, fear froze him in his tracks. Then he 
remembered Mr. Olsen opening his door for the 



terrified kids on Halloween last year and when he’d 
come to this house freaking out over Spike being a 
vampire, how Mr. Olsen had listened to him with 
such grave attention. He remembered gardening 
with Mr. Olsen and his wife and the peace he’d 
found in their company when it had seemed like his 
life was falling apart and his fear vanished. Demon 
or human, he would never believe Mr. Olsen was a 
threat to him. 

Seeing the anxiety in Mr. Olsen’s tense posture, he 
said the first thing that came to mind. “Cool.” He 
stared openly at Mr. Olsen’s changed eyes, 
entranced by the swirling gold flecks and hoped he 
wasn’t being really rude. Fortunately, Mr. Olsen 
didn’t seem to mind, just smiling as Xander sat back 
down slowly. 

“Sunnydale has a fair number of demon-human 
hybrids, Xander. Don’t get me wrong, it also has a 
lot of blind, ignorant folks who don’t want to 
believe what they see with their own eyes.” Mr. 
Olsen’s eyes shifted back to their normal faded blue 
as he continued. “It’s a good town for peaceful 
demons to settle in. No-one notices if their 



neighbor has an odd purple flush to their skin, or if 
they always seem to wear hats.” He laughed as he 
caught Xander surreptitiously examining his skin. 
“Just an example, son. Most of my differences don’t 
show.” 

“Most of them?” Xander wondered when exactly 
he’d become someone who was more intrigued 
than freaked when someone he knew told him - and 
showed him - that they were part demon. 
Sometime after Spike and Oz, he figured. 

They talked for a long time: about Lobarrrhyn 
demons and other demons and part-demons living 
on the Hellmouth. Mr. Olsen didn’t mention names 
but he talked about people he knew who lived 
quietly in Sunnydale and elsewhere, some passing 
as fully human, some just keeping a low profile. 
Xander was fascinated to learn that there were 
demon-friendly businesses in town, either run by 
demons or by non-prejudiced humans in the know. 
He told Mr. Olsen about his demon study course 
and Mr. Olsen offered to lend him some of his own 
books which dealt with the peaceful, inconspicuous 



demons who were often not mentioned in the more 
common demon texts. 

“After all,” he said with his slow smile, “it’s much 
more interesting to write about a 9-foot tall, horned 
shinzik demon who kills everything in its path than 
about small, timid creatures like the k’thyssn who 
live in caves and are deathly afraid of humans.” 

Mr. Olsen had not been surprised to learn that 
Spike was a vampire. When Xander had hesitantly 
broken the news, the old man had just laughed. 
“You must admit, Xander,” he said with an impish 
smile, “your story last year about your friend the 
bank robber was rather thin.” Xander looked 
sheepish, then laughed himself as Mr. Olsen went 
on. “How did you put it? That he robbed banks 
‘because that’s just who he is?’” He shook his head 
disbelievingly. 

“Hey, I worked hard on that story,” Xander 
protested, still laughing. 

“And that’s the most frightening thing you’ve ever 
said to me.” A mock sigh and another disappointed 



shake of his head. “Storytelling is a lost art in this 
country.” 

Xander asked Mr. Olsen’s opinion about finding a 
summer job and Mr. Olsen offered to give him a list 
of people who could use a little help around the 
house: gardening, minor repairs, furniture moving 
and so on. Some were getting too old to keep up 
their houses, some, he warned, were demons who 
couldn’t do their own yard work and outside repairs 
because their differences showed. He promised to 
have the list ready in a day or two and Xander 
promised to find some way to get a phone by then 
and that he would give Mr. Olsen the number as 
soon as he had one. 

Xander left the Olsens’ house excited by the 
prospect of unskilled but not boring work and by his 
new understanding of Sunnydale’s hidden side. 
Learning that there was a large demon population 
in town more concerned with living quietly and 
raising their families than with murdering and 
pillaging was amazing. In Mr. Olsen’s world, demons 
were no more likely to be vicious killers bent on 



world domination than humans were. You took 
sensible precautions and got on with your life.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Come in, Xander.”  

Giles’ voice was without its usual welcome and 
Xander hesitated in the doorway. It was his regular 
time to visit and, as always, he’d knocked to signal 
his arrival then immediately stuck his head inside 
before Giles had to fumble with the knob. 
Wondering if it was a bad time for some reason, he 
stepped the rest of the way in and saw that the 
dining room table that he and Giles studied at was 
empty of the usual pile of books for the day’s 
lesson. “What’s up?” 

“I understand that you took it upon yourself to 
inform Joyce Summers that Buffy was the Slayer.” It 
was a flat accusation and Xander phrased his 
answer carefully. He didn’t want to admit that Spike 
was the one who’d spilled the beans. Giles was still 



being remarkably accepting of Spike and he didn’t 
want to risk messing that up.  

“I didn’t plan on telling her, but I’m not sorry it 
happened.” Xander felt like an idiot for not 
foreseeing that Mrs. Summers would have already 
told Giles about their talk but he’d gotten a bit 
distracted after leaving her house. And he was so 
not thinking about last night here at Giles’ house.  

“You had no right to share that information without 
Buffy’s knowledge or consent. It was her decision 
whether or not to tell her mother, not yours.” 
Despite the mildness of the actual words, the 
reprimand was blistering and his anger was obvious. 

“Giles, ordinarily, I’d agree with you but Buffy 
created this situation, not me.” Xander crossed his 
arms stubbornly, not willing to back down even in 
the face of Giles’ anger. He’d been biting his tongue 
on this subject for a long time but, now that it was 
on the table, he was going to say what he thought. 
“Buffy’s the one who ran off and left us to clean up 
the mess and the biggest part of that mess is her 
mother.” Frankly, Xander thought that Buffy should 



show have some concern for Giles as well - it wasn’t 
like she didn’t know he’d been tortured by Angel, 
but Giles had never shown the slightest resentment 
over her running away, so he let that part lie, 
knowing the librarian wouldn’t appreciate an attack 
on Buffy on his behalf. 

“Buffy is a 17-year old girl who had just killed the 
man she loved to save the world. However unwise 
that love may have been, you must acknowledge 
that it was genuine. I think she is entitled to a little 
difficulty in coping with that.” Giles wasn’t backing 
down either. 

“Buffy’s a 17-year old who has been making life and 
death decisions for a long time,” Xander shot back. 
“And she didn’t kill a man, she killed a vampire, 
something she’s been doing for years. Leaving her 
mother hanging for a month with no word is way 
more slack than she deserves.” 

“You have scarcely taken that kind of position about 
vampires in the past.” 

“I didn’t say it was my position but it’s sure as hell 
has been hers.” Xander stopped himself before he 



went any further into why he thought Buffy’s “all 
vampires but Angel” viewpoint was so hypocritical. 
That really wasn’t the issue and it wasn’t like Giles 
didn’t know his opinion on that subject.  

Holding both hands up in a surrender gesture, he 
continued less heatedly. “All I meant was that she’s 
had a lot more experience with death than your 
average teenager and frankly, a month is a bit long 
of a vanishing act to pull, especially when she’d 
been planning to kill Angel for a long time. It wasn’t 
exactly a surprise when it happened.” 

“She was prepared to kill Angelus, not Angel. If 
Angelus had been the one to die, I have no doubt 
that Buffy would have been able to accept it and 
wouldn’t have left.” 

“Well, whose fault is that? If she and Willow hadn’t 
done the spell behind our backs, that wouldn’t have 
happened.” Not to mention that he didn’t think 
Buffy would have handled Angelus’ death any 
better than Angel’s, not after the way she’d delayed 
confronting him for so long. 



“That is hardly justification for you going behind her 
back to reveal Buffy’s secrets to her mother.” 

“That’s not why it happened.” Xander knew that 
Spike hadn’t told Mrs. Summers the truth to get 
back at Buffy. Not that Spike wouldn’t have loved 
messing with Buffy that way, but that hadn’t been 
why he’d done it. “Giles, I’m sorry, but I think 
reassuring Mrs. Summers is a little more important 
right now than protecting Buffy’s secret identity.” 

“Do you honestly think that revealing Buffy’s role as 
the Slayer will reassure Joyce?” 

Xander’s answer came from bitter experience. “I 
think that leaving her in complete ignorance of 
what happened to… to her daughter is the worst 
thing we could do to her.” 

Giles sighed and sat down heavily in one of the 
chairs at the table, looking immeasurably weary. 
After the heated exchange, the silence was 
deafening. He stirred after a long moment and said 
quietly: “Given that the cat is well and truly out of 
the bag, I suppose we will just have to live with the 
situation as best we can.”  



Xander sat down too. “She actually seemed to 
handle it pretty well,” he offered. 

Giles shot him a dubious look. “We can only hope 
that Buffy copes with the news favorably upon her 
return.” 

“Yeah, there is that.” Personally, Xander thought 
the chances were slim to none that Buffy would 
graciously accept his interference in her personal 
life. It would be fun to be a fly on the wall for that 
conversation between Buffy and her mother. There 
was a core of steel in Joyce Summers that he’d 
never seen in Buffy. In a confrontation between the 
two, he’d back Mrs. Summers over Buffy any day. In 
fact, there was no comparison. Even frantic and 
nearly out of her mind with worry, Mrs. Summers 
had a warmth and friendliness that Buffy was sadly 
lacking.  

“Ummm, so, are we ok?” Xander asked eventually, 
hoping that Giles wasn’t going to throw him out. He 
wanted to adopt Mrs. Summers as his mother and 
he’d come to feel something similar for Giles. 
Somewhere between father and mentor, Giles had 



become very important to him in the last month as 
he’d gotten to know the man inside the Watcher. 

“Of course, Xander.” Giles looked almost surprised. 
“Being angry with someone over something they’ve 
done doesn’t mean it has to be the end of the 
relationship.” 

Xander eyed him suspiciously. That had sounded 
very much like commentary about himself and 
Willow, but Giles was gazing innocently at him as if 
double meanings were the province of another 
person entirely. “Shall we continue with your 
studies?” Giles asked and Xander gratefully agreed.  

Giles asked him to retrieve several books from the 
shelves in the living room. As he returned with his 
arms full and began setting the books down on the 
table, Giles spoke, a little too casually. “Xander, one 
more question about your talk with Mrs. Summers.” 

Already flipping through the pages to the section 
they were working on, Xander answered absently, 
“What’s that?” 

“Why exactly was Spike there?” 



Oh, boy.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike woke as usual as his internal clock told him 
the afternoon was waning. The windows in the 
bedroom were covered with both blinds and heavy 
blackout curtains. The one drawback to the factory 
was that there wasn’t a suitable below-ground or 
windowless room for his apartments. Except for 
Xander, Spike would have boarded up the windows, 
eliminating the danger of sunlight entirely. But 
humans suffered from the heat of summer more 
than vampires did and he wanted the windows to 
be able to be opened for ventilation for Xander’s 
sake.  

As always, Xander was not there when he awoke, a 
fact that Spike disliked intensely. He thoroughly 
enjoyed waking with his boy still in the bed, sleep 
mussed and adorable as he gradually woke up, 
brown eyes slowly clearing until they were smiling 
warmly at him, love in their depths. It was hard to 



let Xander wander around unsupervised during the 
day and Spike struggled against his need to forbid it, 
to require that Xander stay with him always, like a 
proper Claimed human. Most Claimed humans were 
Pets, kept as favored toys for their Master’s 
entertainment and discarded when they no longer 
amused. Few lasted as long as a decade before 
being turned or killed. 

Xander was among those rare Claimed humans who 
had the potential to become a Consort and Spike 
wanted that. The physiological changes that came 
with elevation to Consort status would ensure that 
Xander stayed by his side for far longer than an 
ordinary human lifespan. After losing Dru, Spike 
didn’t think he could bear losing Xander - not to 
human death or for any other reason. But Xander 
wasn’t ready for that step and Spike knew it. 

Xander had come a long way in the time Spike had 
known him but he was still young, even by human 
standards, and still developing both physically and 
mentally. Emotionally, he wasn’t ready to be asked 
to commit to Spike for a lifetime and Spike knew 
he’d lose Xander if he asked too soon. Xander 



would let his life-long insecurities overwhelm him 
and refuse, thinking he wasn’t worthy of the honor. 
But Xander’s self-confidence was growing and Spike 
could wait. He could be patient when the goal was 
worth it, and there was no question in his mind that 
Xander was worth it. 

In the meantime, Spike simply had to grit his teeth 
and give his boy his freedom, despite the cost to 
himself. Xander stayed with Spike willingly but try 
and control him and that willingness would vanish 
like smoke and so would Xander.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Having thought he’d gotten safely through the 
conversation without that particular factoid coming 
to light, Xander was caught completely off guard. 

“Uh…Mrs. Summers asked if she could talk to him. 
Well, not him, really, but ‘Angel’s relative’. I mean, 
when I told her the Angel committed suicide story, I 
told her I’d heard it from a relative of Angel’s, and 
she asked to talk to that person, which was Spike.” 



Xander winced at his own nervously convoluted 
explanation but Giles had stopped looking so grim 
and now looked almost amused, so maybe his 
incoherence had been a good thing. 

“Spike agreed to act the part of ‘Angel’s relative’ for 
Mrs. Summers?” 

“Well, he kind of is a relative of Angel’s, in a demon-
y way.” 

“Xander, why is it that when I telephoned your 
parents’ house, your mother informed me that you 
no longer lived there?” 

“Because I don’t?” He smiled nervously, knowing it 
hadn’t been as much of a non-sequitur as it 
sounded. He wasn’t ashamed of living with Spike, 
just worried about Giles going ballistic over it, so he 
hadn’t gotten around to mentioning it yet. Which 
wasn’t the same as lying, he reassured himself. He 
just hadn’t volunteered the information and hadn’t 
thought it would come up. Since he was seeing Giles 
everyday, it hadn’t occurred to him that Giles would 
call his parents’ house looking for him. Apparently, 
he’d been upset enough after talking to Mrs. 



Summers that he’d wanted to talk to Xander 
immediately. 

“Are you living with Spike?” 

“Are you going to go nuts if I say yes?” 

Giles shook his head. “No, but I am worried about 
you. That is a large step, especially for someone 
your age, even if Spike were human - which he most 
decidedly is not. Are you sure you know what 
you’re doing?” 

“Well, know what I’m doing is probably a bit 
strong…” Xander admitted. “But I’m happier than I 
ever was living at my parents’ house.” 

Giles looked unhappy at the reminder that all was 
not copasetic in the Harris household but didn’t say 
anything about it. “Spike is a vampire, Xander. 
While they are certainly capable of emotions, they 
are not human emotions.” 

“I know. But there’s a lot of similarities. Spike won’t 
hurt me.” Although he suspected that Giles had 
guessed that he and Spike were lovers, Xander 
didn’t want to come right out and say it, because if 



he was wrong, he so didn’t need to add his sexuality 
into the exciting mix of emotional bombshells this 
conversation was already covering. 

“You may be right about that in the short term, 
Xander, but vampires don’t think of relationships as 
something short term - something that lasts a few 
months or even a few years. They think in terms of 
decades and centuries, nor do they see the need to 
accept the normal human aging. To keep you with 
him, Spike will want to turn you, make you into a 
vampire so that he can keep you by his side. Are 
you prepared for that?” 

Giles’ voice was concerned and Xander hadn’t been 
so shaken since Angelus’ had tried to play his mind 
games with Xander about Spike’s intentions. This 
was worse, because it was obvious that Giles was 
genuinely worried, not being spiteful or 
melodramatic. 

“No,” he said frankly, “I’m not. But it’s not 
something that’s an issue right now, Giles, and I 
don’t think it will be for a long time. And, hey - 
Sunnydale, my chances of making it to graduation 



alive aren’t real great according to the statistics. 
The memorial pages in the yearbook always 
outnumber the activity pages.” 

Giles still looked troubled. “Xander, I don’t want to 
pry but if you have moved in with Spike because of 
your family situation, there are other options.” 

Surprised that Giles had jumped to that conclusion, 
Xander’s brows shot up. “What? No. Honestly, 
that’s not the reason I moved in with Spike. My dad 
can be a real jerk but I’m not living with Spike to get 
away from him. That’s just a perk.” He tried a 
lopsided smile on the librarian but Giles didn’t 
respond in kind. 

“I just wanted you to be aware that there are other 
options, if you need them,” Giles said seriously. “If 
you ever wish to stop living with Spike, you are 
welcome to stay here if you are uncomfortable 
staying with your parents.” 

Xander was touched. “Thanks, Giles. I don’t think I’ll 
ever need to take you up on that, but it’s really nice 
of you to offer.” 



Unbelievably, Giles let the subject drop and Xander 
settled down, a little shakily, to the familiar demon 
texts. Next time he decided to have a serious 
conversation with both his surrogate father and his 
adopted grandfather, he was scheduling them on 
different days.  

 

Part Seven 

There was a sharp crack overhead as wood met 
wood in a neat parry and Spike immediately 
reversed his motion, spinning as he swung his 
quarterstaff around and down, only to be blocked 
again as Xander shifted his grip on his own 
quarterstaff and managed to get his pole between 
his body and Spike’s blow. Xander was panting, his 
sweat-soaked shirt clinging distractingly to his 
chest, his face intent as he worked grimly to 
prevent Spike’s weapon from landing. 

Usually his boy was laughing and playful during 
their training sessions. Although Xander took the 
lessons seriously and was progressing well, he 
generally filled their sessions with joking comments 



on his own errors, mock taunts whenever he 
managed to knock Spike off balance and triumphant 
cheers when he had mastered a new move. Today, 
he was unusually silent and had picked up the 
quarterstaff at the start of their session without a 
single joke about Robin Hood and Friar Tuck, humor 
that had peppered their last two training sessions 
after Spike’s introduction of the weapon. 

His boy smelled nervous and Spike decided to call a 
halt to the session. After a hot shower, maybe 
Xander would relax enough to let him know what 
was on his mind.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Spike, would you mind loaning me the money to 
buy a cell phone?” 

Totting up his assets had brought home to Xander 
the depressing reality that he had none. He had a 
total of $8.37 in cash, one small box of personal 
stuff - comics and photos and other odds and ends - 
and that was it. Nothing he owned was worth 



selling, except maybe the clothes Spike had bought 
for him and that would be just… wrong. After a long 
internal struggle, he’d decided he would have to ask 
Spike for a loan.  

He had to have a phone for potential customers to 
be able to contact him. He couldn’t even post an ad 
at the supermarket without a phone number for 
people to respond to and he would much rather use 
Mr. Olsen’s referrals than solicit work from random 
strangers. A referral was far less likely to stiff him 
for the money after the job was done and way less 
likely to eat him. Despite his new knowledge of the 
lighter side of demons on the Hellmouth, Xander 
wasn’t about to stop being cautious.  

No, a cell phone was the only answer. He couldn’t 
exactly call the phone company and have a regular 
phone installed. Even if the phone company person 
survived the installation, which he doubted, Xander 
had noticed that vampires were really touchy about 
not living like humans. Even Spike, with his love of 
comfortable furniture and weird television shows, 
was snobby about it. Xander couldn’t count the 
number of times Spike had made sneering remarks 



about Angel’s mansion and about vampires so 
young they still acted like they were humans. It 
amused Xander that Spike blithely ignored the fact 
of their own, very human apartment. Talk about pot 
and kettle, he thought, with an inward grin. Of 
course, to be fair, Xander was sure that they were 
only living where they were because Spike had 
wanted a place that was Xander-friendly. Which 
was so incredible that little inconveniences like no 
phone were pretty darn minor. 

There were other things he’d noticed, too, like that 
Spike never seemed to smoke around him anymore. 
It wasn’t that the vampire had quit - Xander tasted 
smoke in his mouth every time they kissed after 
having been apart for awhile. He'd gotten used to 
the taste - it was so essentially a part of Spike, like 
the whiskey and leather that also made up his 
unique scent - but it gave him a thrill when he 
realized that Spike must have quit for him. After all, 
as the vampire had once pointed out, it wasn’t like 
smoking was going to kill Spike. 

None of which thoughts were solving his customer 
contact problems. Not that he had any customers 



yet but this wasn’t a chicken-or-egg kind of 
problem. The phone really did have to come first. 
Which brought him back to the fact that he needed 
one now in order to get the customers who would, 
hopefully, give him the money to pay for a phone. 
Ok, maybe there was a chicken or egg issue there. 
Which he could solve easily, if not without 
embarrassment, by borrowing the money. He’d 
considered asking Giles to loan him money but he 
knew that Spike would feel betrayed if he learned 
Xander had asked Giles and Giles might react 
weirdly - thinking that Xander was afraid to ask 
Spike, or that Spike was controlling him or 
something. He couldn’t ask Mr. Olsen, he was doing 
enough for Xander already. No, Spike was his only 
option. It wasn’t that he thought that Spike 
wouldn’t give him the money, but it was 
embarrassing to have to start your life as a grownup 
by asking your boyfriend for money.  

He’d met Spike at Angel’s mansion as he did at least 
four days a week for training. Sometimes, he’d 
return to the factory in the late afternoon and he 
and Spike would walk to the mansion together as 



soon as the sun set. Other days, like today when he 
was running late, he’d meet Spike at the mansion 
shortly after dusk. They were working on the 
quarterstaff this week. Spike seemed determined to 
familiarize Xander with a wide variety of weapons 
as part of his self-defense training - which generally 
he had no problem with but he wasn’t sure about 
the quarterstaff’s usefulness in real life. Sure, they 
looked cool in Robin Hood movies but he was 
dubious about their usefulness in an actual fight. 
They weren’t exactly inconspicuous or something 
you could hide under a coat as you walked home at 
night, so Xander didn’t think he’d be using one all 
that often. Spike insisted that you could use 
quarterstaff moves with almost anything long and 
slender you found lying around and had ignored 
Xander’s grumbling that there were hardly ever any 
five foot sticks lying around handy when you were 
in a life and death struggle.  

Privately, Xander suspected that Spike was 
emphasizing weapons training so much because he 
didn’t want Xander to have to rely on hand-to-hand 
in a real fight. Too many of the demons he might 



find himself in a fight with had superhuman 
strength and Spike thought it only made sense to be 
armed with something more than “a pointy bit of 
wood against something that can rip your head off 
while you’re still finding out that the middle of its 
chest isn’t a vulnerable spot.” 

Spike had a point. The rules of sportsmanship didn’t 
really seem to apply when the other guy entered 
the ring with all sorts of enhanced strength, speed 
and reflexes. Using weapons against unarmed 
humans would be wrong on so many levels, but 
demons didn’t really come unarmed for the most 
part. If it wasn’t six inch, razor sharp claws, it was 
blinding speed or paralyzing mucus or something 
equally fun and exciting. Humans who weren’t 
gifted with Slayer strength had to depend on 
weapons to close the armament gap.  

Plus, Spike was spending a lot of time teaching 
Xander how to avoid weapons, which was very 
much of the good in Xander’s book. He had far too 
much experience already in being shoved up against 
walls and trees and whatnot. Surprisingly, learning 
to anticipate an opponent’s moves and avoid them 



was as hard as learning how to wield weapons 
properly but Spike was a good teacher and 
remarkably patient. He seemed to accept that 
Xander had to practice a move for awhile before he 
would be able to execute it flawlessly. And, since a 
lot of their lessons ended up with them rolling 
around on the mats in a different kind of heated 
exchange - well, bonus.  

Even without the sexy perks, Xander enjoyed the 
training sessions. It wasn’t just that he was pretty 
sure he would live longer with the skills Spike was 
teaching him. He felt different - more confident and 
like he wasn’t just a clumsy dork anymore. For the 
first time in his life, he felt like his body would do 
what he asked it to and he liked that feeling. It was 
like the clothes Spike had bought for him. At first, 
he’d been uncomfortable wearing them: they were 
too tight and too flashy and he’d felt stupid wearing 
them. But, as he got used to them, they stopped 
feeling like they were someone else’s clothes and 
began to feel almost as comfortable as his old stuff. 
For most of his life, he’d been uneasy when people 
focused on him - too often that had meant bad 



things: teachers ticked off because he hadn’t read 
the homework or, more frequently, his parents 
blaming him for something. So, it was a surprise 
when he realized that it no longer bothered him 
when people looked at him with more than a 
passing glance; he was beginning to think it was 
because he looked good.  

And again, his thoughts were wandering 
everywhere but the issue at hand. His brain was 
obviously doing a darn fine job of trying to distract 
him from his nervousness over how to broach the 
subject of a loan with Spike. Money talks never 
went well, in his experience. His allowance had 
come to an abrupt end when he was ten after a 
blistering lecture from his father about what a 
useless drain on the family he was. He’d been too 
young then to realize that fifty cents a week 
wouldn’t actually have made a difference in the 
family finances and even though, now, he knew that 
his father was just being his usual jerky self when 
he’d pulled that stunt, it had been years before 
Xander had been able to think back on that incident 
with anger instead of humiliation and guilt. Yeah, he 



knew Spike wasn’t going to be that way about a 
loan but that didn’t make him feel any less weird 
about asking for money. On top of that, he knew 
Spike wasn’t going to like his plans for the rest of 
the summer. Spike had never said anything but 
Xander knew that Spike didn’t like it when he went 
out and about in the daytime where Spike couldn’t 
keep an eye on him, and a job would add to the 
hours that Xander was gone, exacerbating their 
nocturnal/diurnal issues. 

It was a good thing Xander found that attitude of 
Spike’s kind of sweet - not that he’d ever tell Spike 
that - because Spike wasn’t nearly as good at hiding 
his possessiveness as he thought he was. Knowing 
that Spike worried about him and wanted to protect 
him was so different from Xander’s usual 
experience - his parents in particular rarely seemed 
to notice when he was gone and had sure seemed 
to write him off easily now with no more 
explanation than that he was moving in with a 
friend. Jesse and Willow had often gone off for a 
month at a time during the summers on vacations 
with their parents and, while they had missed him, 



they hadn’t ever really worried about him while 
they were gone. Of course, back then they hadn’t 
known they were living on a Hellmouth. Still, it was 
kind of nice to have someone in his life who worried 
about him and took things almost too seriously. 
Spike seemed to know when to back off and not 
push too hard, which was great because it left his 
possessiveness in the cute category, not the 
obsessive/stalking category. 

To Xander’s relief, Spike had cut the lesson a bit 
short today, sending him off to the shower to get 
cleaned up. He needed it, with his stomach 
churning nervously and his mind racing, practice 
had seemed much harder than usual. Toweling 
himself off after a decadently long shower, Xander 
decided to just come right out and ask Spike. 
Beating around the bush would just make things 
worse.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander’s quickly stammered question surprised 
Spike. 

“Why d’you want one of them for? Annoying things. 
Just lead to people being able to reach you when 
you don’t want ‘em to.” Spike was sprawled 
comfortably on the couch he’d shoved out in to the 
courtyard when he’d first set up the mansion as a 
training site. The courtyard was a quiet oasis in the 
warm evenings and he and Xander often spent an 
hour or so after training talking and snogging on the 
couch before Spike walked Xander home and went 
off on vampire business. One of the more recent 
minions to join the Court knew about electrical 
systems and had arranged for the power to stay on 
in the mansion - which meant cold beer for Xander, 
a place to keep an emergency blood supply for 
Spike, and hot showers for both of them after a 
hard work out session.  

Jose had proved his worth ten times over, taking 
over many of the boring administrative details of 
the Court. He screened the vampires who wanted 
to join the Court, weeding out the useless ones, and 



kept track of which minions had useful skills. When 
Spike had asked him to find someone disposable 
who could get the power running in a building so 
the authorities didn’t know, Jose had produced a 
large, recently turned, minion who had done a lot of 
construction work as a human. Spike had brought 
him to the mansion and he’d had the power up and 
running in a few hours. Spike had complimented 
him on his work before staking him. Not even Jose 
knew about the mansion and Spike intended to 
keep it that way. It was too convenient to give up 
and too potentially valuable as a bolt hole for 
Xander if one was ever needed.  

“I’m working on a way to earn some money this 
summer, but I need a phone so customers can get a 
hold of me.” 

“You don’t need to work, pet. How much money do 
you need?” Spike was mildly offended that Xander 
hadn’t come to him immediately if he felt he 
needed money but it was so apparent that Xander 
was embarrassed that Spike could only blame 
himself - he obviously should have explained to 



Xander before now that he just needed to ask and 
Spike would get him anything he wanted.  

“Spike, I can’t let you keep supporting me without 
contributing anything.” 

“Why not?” Spike was baffled. Why would Xander 
think Spike wouldn’t take care of him? 

“Because I’m not a complete mooch.” Xander 
paused for a second. “Ok, right now I am but I don’t 
want to be.” 

“You’re mine, pet, I take care of my own.”  

“I know you do, Spike.” Xander gave him a quick, 
grateful smile. “But taking care of me doesn’t mean 
being financially responsible for my every need. Or 
at least it shouldn’t, not when I’m perfectly capable 
of earning money.” 

Spike cocked his head to one side. “’course it does. 
You’re my Claimed. That means it’s my 
responsibility to pay for your kit and anythin’ else 
you need.” That should settle it, he thought 
comfortably, glad they had solved the problem so 
easily.  



“Spike…” Xander seemed at a loss for words at 
Spike’s generosity and he smiled at his boy. He had 
to remember that Xander didn’t always understand 
things that went without saying in the demon 
world. “Spike, that’s… It’s incredibly nice of you to 
offer, but I can’t accept that.” 

“Nothin’ to accept or reject, luv. ‘S just the way it 
is.” Spike frowned, not sure why Xander was having 
a problem with the idea of Spike taking care of him. 
“Xander,” he said seriously, “I’ve Claimed you and 
you accepted my Claim. By Claiming you, I took you 
under my protection. You accepted my mark, which 
lets other demons know that you belong to me.” He 
fought back the growl that threatened to sound at 
the idea that Xander didn’t want his Claim any 
more. A Claim was permanent!  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Ok, how about we back up and try this again, 
because somewhere this conversation took a left 
turn off reality street.” Xander scrubbed his hands 



through the still-damp waves of his hair in 
frustration, not really sure how they had gotten to 
yellow-eyes and growling on the part of his lover. “I 
am totally down with being Claimed, so you can 
stop with the growling.” Trying to think how he 
could explain it to his touchy partner, he said 
hesitantly: “Spike, you’re teaching me self-defense. 
Why?” 

Spike looked puzzled at the switch in topic. “Don’t 
want you to get hurt, luv. Thought we were agreed 
on that.” 

“Hey, I’m big with the Xander-not-hurting, but why 
doesn’t your mark automatically protect me from 
getting hurt?” 

“Some demons are too stupid, or too arrogant, to 
honor a Claim mark,” Spike began stiffly and Xander 
sighed. He hadn’t meant to insult Spike but 
apparently he had. “Don’t want a repeat of what 
happened with Angelus,” Spike finished, looking 
angry at his Sire all over again. 

“So, self defense is good because things can happen 
even with the mark,” Xander summed up. “You’re 



training me to protect myself even though it’s 
something most vampires don’t do for their 
Claimed humans, right?” At Spike’s puzzled nod, 
Xander finished triumphantly, “Well, me earning 
spending money is good too.” 

Spike shook his head. “That doesn’t follow, pet. A 
Claimed human working to earn money is saying 
you think I won’t, or can’t, provide for you.” 

“No,” Xander said emphatically. “It says that your 
Claimed wants to be a full partner and contribute to 
the relationship. I want to take care of you, Spike, 
the way you take care of me.” He looked earnestly 
at Spike, willing him to understand.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
With the brown eyes of his Claimed holding his 
own, Spike couldn’t immediately reject the 
outrageous concept. The notion that his boy 
wanted to take care of him was unheard of, 
ridiculous… and bizarrely touching. It wasn’t a 
matter of trust. He could, and had, trusted Xander 



with his unlife. Still, the idea that Xander would feel 
the need to be an independent being outside the 
Claim was so unusual that Spike couldn’t think of a 
single example of a Claimed human with a life 
separate from their vampire.  

He smiled, noticing that Xander visibly relaxed as he 
did. This was clearly important to his boy and Spike 
had never been one to follow anyone’s rules but his 
own. No harm in letting the boy stretch his wings a 
bit and it would be good for Xander’s still tentative 
self-confidence to think he was making his own way 
in the world, even if it was just a summer job. No 
harm in giving it a try.  

“So, pet,” he said teasingly. “Where are you taking 
me after you get your first paycheck?” 

Xander’s brilliant smile was reward enough for his 
flexibility.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Typically, Spike had simply gone out that night and 



gotten a top-end phone which he tossed casually to 
Xander. “Right, pet. First thing, learn to set it so it 
won’t always be blasting our ears when it goes off.” 

“Thanks, Spike,.” Xander stared at the phone 
dubiously. He’d wanted the telephone equivalent of 
a point-and-shoot camera, this one looked 
complicated. “Do you know how to work it?” he 
asked hopefully. 

Spike gave him a look. “When I want to call 
someone, I steal a phone from some idiot who’s 
already talking on one. Makes working it pretty 
simple. Don’t keep ‘em afterwards.” Xander smiled 
to himself and waited for it. “Not like my bleedin’ 
sire, am I? Angelus is the only vampire I’ve ever 
known who had a phone installed in his lair. Bloody 
embarrassing it was.” Spike made a disgusted noise. 
“Any self respecting demon just steals one when 
they need to make a call - dinner and a phone call in 
one.” 

“Thanks for sharing that lovely image,” Xander said 
wryly. “I’ll be careful where I use it. Just another of 
the Hellmouth’s little perks, I guess.” 



“Just don’t use the bloody thing outside at night.” 
Spike gestured towards the table, “There’s some 
kinda instruction book, you’ll figure it out.” 

“Thanks, Spike.” Xander didn’t ask how much it had 
cost, he knew Spike would just say it was a gift. 
Since it was a moot point right now anyway, given 
his lack of actual money, he had plenty of time to 
figure out both how to work the thing and how 
much it cost. Setting it down, he crossed to the 
couch where Spike was sitting, watching one of his 
weird tv shows and straddled Spike’s lap, reaching 
for the remote as he did and shutting off the tv. 
“Have I told you lately that I love you?” 

“Not recently, now that you mention it,” Spike 
answered, his arms sliding around Xander’s waist. 
“Might be time to refresh my memory on the 
subject.”  

Xander opened his mouth but Spike beat him to it. 
Growling slightly, he said dangerously: “If you say 
one word about detailing my soddin’ car, pet, you’ll 
regret it.” 



“Spike,” Xander tried to look hurt, like the very idea 
had never even crossed his mind. “Would I do 
something like that?”  

He ignored the “too bloody right”, letting his arms 
drift from Spike’s shoulders to his back and leaned 
away from Spike, letting his head fall back slowly, 
his shaggy hair brushing his shoulder blades as he 
deliberately exposed the long length of his neck to 
his vampire. He could almost feel Spike’s stare 
fastening hungrily on the exposed veins in his throat 
and his Claim mark. He grinned to himself before 
sitting back upright and looking innocently into the 
now golden eyes.  

“I can’t offer to have sex with you,” he said with 
mock regret, “because that would be wrong. I 
don’t….” he broke off, laughing, as Spike snarled 
and, in one agile twist, flipped them both so that 
Xander was on his back on the couch with Spike 
lying on top of him, his hands buried in Xander’s 
hair, reminding him again of why he kept putting off 
cutting it.  



Settling himself comfortably, Spike leered down at 
him. “Getting bloody evil yourself, luv, offering me 
your neck then saying I can’t touch you.” He shifted 
his grip until he had both of Xander’s wrists in his 
hands. “How about you lie there and I’ll just take 
my thanks.” He swooped down and kissed Xander 
hard, pulling Xander’s wrists over his head and 
pinning them firmly as his lips ravaged Xander’s. 

“Sounds like a plan,” Xander agreed breathlessly, 
when Spike finally lifted his head. “It’s not…” Spike’s 
lips cut him off again, kissing him until he was dazed 
and panting.  

“A little less talk from my helpless victim,” Spike 
growled.  

“Helpless?” Xander bucked up hard, trying to throw 
Spike off, but between the depth of the cushions 
and Spike’s grip on his wrist, he didn’t stand a 
chance. The vampire rode his struggles out easily, 
grinding down onto his groin until Xander forgot 
about trying to escape and just pushed his hips up 
to meet Spike.  



“Like you helpless, luv,” Spike purred. “Helpless, 
spread out for my pleasure, all flushed and 
panting…” He broke off, disconcerted, as Xander 
sputtered, his shoulders shaking with silent 
laughter.  

“Oh, please, you sound like a villain in a Harlequin 
romance.” His laughter escaped, and the sound 
filled the courtyard. Spike glared at him indignantly, 
which just set Xander off again.  

“Oi! You talk pretty big for someone who knows 
what a Harlequin is.” Spike realized, too late, that 
he’d just admitted knowing what they were too. 
Wasn’t his fault that Drusilla used to read them to 
her dolls in some of her more insane, little girl, 
moments, he thought grumpily, his grip on Xander’s 
wrists loosening as the thought of the sappy 
romance novels took the edge off his lust.  

“Before you get any ideas, Willow used to torture 
Jesse and me by reading them to us. I think it’s why 
I hated reading for a long time.” Xander hadn’t 
stopped grinning at him and, as Spike released his 
wrists and began to sit up, his grin suddenly turned 



wicked and his legs lifted, wrapping around Spike’s 
lean hips. His hands moved quickly, seizing Spike’s 
upper arms and rolling them both to the floor 
where he perched, triumphantly on top of the 
surprised vampire. 

Spike’s frown faded into a delighted smile. “Not 
bad, pet.”  

“A little less talk from my helpless victim,” Xander 
echoed mockingly, leaning down to kiss Spike, his 
hands busy unfastening Spike’s pants. Warm, strong 
hands, calloused from weapons, freed Spike’s penis 
and Spike groaned into Xander’s mouth as his boy 
began to touch him with light, teasing touches, 
tracing along the length of his shaft. He was already 
hard and aching, Xander’s arousal and his own 
perfuming the night air as Xander began moving 
down his body, mouthing at his nipples through the 
fabric of his shirt, before sliding further down. 

The warm fingers released him, only to be replaced 
by an even warmer tongue mouthing along his shaft 
before closing around the head, the agile tongue 
swirling around the end and toying with the slit. 



Spike fought to keep his hips from slamming up, 
Xander was still learning to deep throat and had the 
annoying human need to breath. He inhaled 
himself, a long ragged breath as Xander took more 
of his length inside himself and deliberately opened 
his mouth, sending hot breath along the length of 
his penis. God, the heat of his boy was incredible. 
“Yes!” Spike hissed, his hips bucking up 
involuntarily, grateful for Xander’s strong hands 
holding him back.  

Xander chuckled, the vibrations teasing Spike, and 
slid his mouth a little further down, beginning to 
suck hard. On edge already, Spike exploded into 
orgasm, his seed pulsing out, filling that warm cavity 
that continued to pull his release from him. 

Spent, his hips collapsed back onto the floor, feeling 
Xander moving to lie beside him, wrapping one arm 
over his chest, his leg pressed between Spike’s. The 
scent of Xander’s own release was in the air and 
Spike turned to face Xander’s smug eyes.  



Smirking back at his lover, Spike wrapped an arm 
around Xander’s shoulders and pulled him closer. 
“You're welcome, pet.” 

He loved the sound of Xander’s laugh.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike glared at the assembled Court, pacing back 
and forth in front of them. “Thought we were 
clear,” he snarled. “Thought the rules were simple 
enough that even the stupidest among you could 
understand them.” His tone was scathing and the 
minions shifted uneasily, clearly unsure of what he 
was angry about.  

“Let’s review, for those so thick they didn’t get it 
the first time. One, you bring anything big enough 
to effect anyone besides yourself to me. Two, you 
keep a low profile in town. And three, you don’t do 
anything that would even MAYBE break the first 
two rules without my express permission.”  



Stalking back and forth in the open area in front of 
the group, his duster flaring out with every turn, 
Spike paused for a second to light a cigarette before 
resuming his pacing. He let the tension build, 
smoking and pretending to ignore the minions, even 
while studying them out of the corners of his eyes. 

There were nearly 30 minions attached to his Court 
now and two Lieutenants. He’d promoted a second 
minion two weeks ago, and now Anthony had 
joined Jose on the second floor. Michael had been 
given an unofficial recognition as chief minion - one 
of the few that Spike admitted to knowing his 
name. The minion seemed to have learned from his 
mistake during Ares’ challenge to Spike’s rule, he 
was keeping his head down and seemed intent on 
proving himself. He would undoubtedly be Spike’s 
third Lieutenant, but Spike was waiting before he 
promoted him.  

Most of the rest of the minions were just that - 
extras in a de Mille epic, canon fodder, there to do 
Spike’s bidding. They were happy enough to shelter 
under the protection and companionship of a Court 
and most of them were too young to have a lot of 



ambition. Vampires on the Hellmouth tended to be 
either very young or fairly mature ones who had 
made a conscious decision to come to the 
Hellmouth to see what they could do with the 
ambient power that permeated the town. Most of 
the older vampires in town hadn’t joined Spike’s 
Court, which was fine, it wasn’t a requirement and 
Spike kept an eye on them, either personally or 
through his Lieutenants and, occasionally, Michael.  

Spike ran an informal Court. No more ritual than 
absolutely couldn’t be avoided, formal Court held 
only once a week and problems bloody well better 
wait until the next Court. Very few of the minions 
actually brought problems to Spike before the full 
formal Court - they were too scared of him, which 
was how he wanted it. He hadn’t actually dusted 
any of the minions at random, but his disapproval 
tended to be fatal for the minion, Michael was one 
of the few who had survived disappointing Spike 
and he was amused when he realized that Mark 
now seemed to consider the stomach wound Spike 
had given him to be a badge of honor.  



Flicking his cigarette away, he wheeled once more 
and faced the crowd. “You. The git in the striped 
shirt. Get up here.” 

The minion he’d pointed at actually looked down to 
check his shirt before hesitantly making his way 
forward. The other minions stepped away from him 
immediately, distancing themselves from him and 
rapidly clearing a path to the front. Where he stood 
before Spike like an errant schoolboy. Spike mostly 
ignored the “throne” the minions had set up for 
him, he was far more impressive in motion than 
sitting still, and thrones were for pretentious twits 
who needed them. Angelus had been big on having 
a throne. 

“So, which rule did you break?” he asked the minion 
with deadly calm. 

The minion made what was obviously a Herculean 
effort at thought, his brow furrowing anxiously, 
knowing he needed to get the answer right. Idiot. 
Didn’t even recognize that any answer he gave 
would be wrong. 



“I’m sorry, Master Spike. I’m not sure what I’ve 
done wrong,” he finally said.  

Spike scowled. “So you’re sayin’ you’re too stupid to 
even know when you’ve broken the rules, is that 
it?” He signaled and Jose and Anthony, who’d 
quietly slipped to the back of the room, stepped 
forward and with near perfect simultaneous moves, 
both pulled stakes out and dusted two vampires in 
the crowd. 

The minion growled and Spike reached out and 
snapped his neck before the minion could even 
begin to fight back. Dropping him contemptuously 
to the floor, he stood over him. “This gifted idjit 
managed to break all three rules at once. He turned 
those two piles of dust without my express 
permission. Feeding’s one thing, vampires been 
munching on the population of this town for 
centuries and no one sees a thing. But turning your 
dinner leads to problems that effect us all. Just 
turned fledges tend to be noticed, tend to go home 
to visit the family, none of which is exactly low 
profile. If you lot feel you need to create minions, 
you get my permission first. Most of you got no 



business creating fledges for another few decades. 
You got a reason you think you’re an exception, you 
bring it to me.”  

His speech had been punctuated by moans from the 
crippled minion at his feet and now he pulled out a 
knife and slit the minion’s throat. Blood spurted and 
Spike stepped back swiftly, avoiding the spray of 
blood. He wiped the knife clean on the minion’s 
clothing and re-sheathed it at his belt. 
Dispassionately, he watched as the minion bled out, 
until he faded into ash as the last of his blood left 
his veins. It was the slowest way to kill a vampire 
and, looking around the Court, Spike saw that the 
lesson had not been lost on the minions. “I trust we 
won’t be needing to have this little refresher course 
on the rules again,” he said and hid his smirk at the 
eager agreement that filled the room as the minions 
hastened to assure him that they understood.  

“Good. Class dismissed,” Spike said sarcastically and 
was pleased at the rapid scattering of the Court. 
Jose and Anthony stayed long enough to check if he 
needed anything and he signaled that they were 
free to leave as well. Bowing, they left slowly in 



deliberate contrast to the minions. Anthony had 
picked up Jose’s formality and Spike kind of liked it 
in his Lieutenants. Minions were just annoying 
when they bowed and scraped but Jose in particular 
invested the gesture with an antique courtesy that 
seemed natural to him and Anthony was following 
suit.  

When he was alone in the large room, Spike 
considered the meeting with satisfaction. The 
number of vampires on the Hellmouth was down 
and the quality was up. Fewer mindless fledges 
wandering around, snacking on the population and 
drawing official notice. The harmless demons were 
grateful to him and occasionally sent a delegation to 
his Court to talk about potential issues, which kept 
him in the know about things vampires usually 
didn’t have a line of information in to. Some of the 
minions were even beginning to appreciate the 
subtleties of the hunt, seducing rather than 
overpowering their prey and the pleasure to be had 
in hunting without killing. All of which meant that, 
for the first time in a century, Sunnydale was 
starting to be known as a well-run territory. 



Before he became Master of a territory, Spike 
himself had acted more like a fledge than a Master 
at times. Mindless violence had its moments and he 
and Dru had enjoyed more than their share of 
them. Now, that he was settled in one area and 
responsible for it, he appreciated for the first time 
that leaving bodies where the local police would 
trip over them was just plain stupid. He could have 
all the violence his unbeating heart desired without 
attacking humans. Slayers aside, most humans 
weren’t any kind of a match for a vampire. Fighting 
the larger, aggressive demons was a hobby he’d 
come to appreciate. They caused problems in his 
town, and killing them was fun. He still hunted - he 
wasn’t bagging it like his poof of a Sire, but he was 
keeping his promise to Xander and limiting himself 
to feeding without killing.  

Some of the change in his outlook was Xander’s 
influence, Spike knew. Xander enjoyed hearing his 
stories of fights against demons and made a 
practice of “checking” Spike for injuries that was a 
reward in itself. His boy wouldn’t react that way to 
tales of slaughter of human sheep.  



He was still the Big Bad, just in a slightly different 
way.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Leaving Giles’ apartment, Xander was still grinning. 
Giles’ last physical therapy appointment had been 
late this morning and he was done with doctors and 
hospitals and “bloody, know-it-all nurses”, as Giles 
had put it. Giles’ hands would never be quite the 
same, the fingers were scarred from the surgeries 
and a couple weren’t quite straight, but he had the 
full use of his hands now and had cheerfully told 
Xander that he expected the scars would fade with 
time. He’d been celebrating with a glass of whiskey 
when Xander arrived and had surprised Xander by 
bringing out a soft drink and a plate of cookies from 
a bakery.  

Giles had been at his most human, his Librarian side 
firmly in hiding as he joked about how he had been 
worried about never being able to play the guitar 
again. Xander laughed at the idea of the staid Brit 



playing a guitar and told Giles he was sure the 
Dingos would be glad to add him to their act. Giles 
just laughed and said he’d think about it. Xander 
was amazed at the transformation. Usually Giles’ 
humor was quiet and dry, very proper and British 
for the most part. For once, he seemed to be letting 
go of the worry and responsibility that was so much 
a part of him. He’d been cleared to drive a couple 
weeks ago but now, chewing thoughtfully on a 
cookie, Giles admitted he’d felt tied down and 
resentful of the physical therapy he’d had to attend 
four times a week.  

Giles had gradually been seeming more like his old 
self as the physical restrictions the doctors had 
placed on him had been lifted, one by one. Without 
the daily, physical reminders of what Angelus had 
done to him, it seemed like he’d been able to put it 
behind him but this was the first time Xander had 
seen him truly lighthearted. Granted, Giles had 
never been a real party animal even before Angelus 
but it was good, if a little disconcerting, to see. 

They hadn’t even opened the books and Giles had 
proclaimed a holiday from studying. He announced 



that he was going to leave town for a week and 
Xander had the week off with no homework. At 
which point, Xander told Giles he wanted to check 
his bedroom for pods. Despite the fact that it was 
clear the Englishman didn’t get the reference, he’d 
still laughed, shooing Xander out the door and 
telling him to go have fun and forget about stuffy 
librarians and their demonology texts.  

Shaking his head, still bemused from his encounter 
with the lighter side of Giles, Xander headed for 
home. Spike would be waking up about now and 
maybe they could plan something for Xander’s free 
afternoons. Running up the stairs out of Giles’ 
apartment building, Xander almost smacked head 
on into a person just starting down the steps. He 
put out an automatic hand to steady them and 
stopped, surprised.  

It was Willow. 

Xander knew that Willow was still visiting Giles in 
the mornings. He always went to the apartment 
after noon. Giles hadn’t tried to get them back 
together again, but he talked about Willow 



periodically - talking about how her training was 
going or mentioning her assistance in searching for 
Buffy through on-line resources that Giles didn’t 
know how to access. Xander assumed Giles was 
keeping Willow posted about him in the same way 
but he hadn’t asked. When the subject came up, he 
followed the same pattern he did with Oz and 
responded to the comments as if Willow was 
someone he barely knew.  

From both Oz and Giles, he knew that Willow was 
spending a lot of time researching, and even 
practicing, witchcraft. Oz had talked to Xander 
about it several times. In his quiet way, Oz was 
worried about what he saw as Willow’s growing 
obsession with magic. Apparently, she spent hours 
reading books on witchcraft and was tinkering with 
actual spells. She told Oz that she just wanted to 
master the new subject, but he worried that it was 
more than that. She’d admitted to Oz that she was 
trying to find a way to re-open the portal and bring 
Angel back but swore she would clear any spell she 
found with Giles before attempting it. Apparently, 
she was also trying to find a spell that would locate 



Buffy. Oz reported that Giles was dubious about the 
possibility of locating Buffy by magic. Apparently, 
Slayers were somewhat immune to a number of 
types of magic, that being one of them. Xander 
supposed it made sense - it wouldn’t do for any 
demon that wanted to hunt a Slayer to be able to 
track them by magic.  

He hadn’t talked to Giles about Oz’s concerns, 
although he had seriously considered it, because Oz 
had talked to him in confidence but he was worried. 
He hadn’t forgotten what Oz had said about the re-
souling spell’s effect on Willow and he still vividly 
remembered that flash of… darkness he’d seen in 
Willow’s eyes.  

He hadn’t seen to Willow in over a month. He’d 
known that, when school started, they were going 
to see each other on a daily basis and they were 
going to have to work something out. It wasn’t like 
he wanted Willow to apologize and invite Spike and 
him over for dinner, he wasn’t that much of a 
dreamer. What he wanted was some sense that she 
wouldn’t put Spike in danger again, that she 
accepted him as a person it was wrong to kill. Until 



she could see Spike as something other than “just” 
a vampire, a thing, not a person, Xander wasn’t 
going to forgive her.  

Seeing her without any warning was a shock and it 
was obvious she was waiting for him. Unable to 
think of anything to say, he simply waited for her to 
speak. 

“Just what did you think you were doing, telling 
Mrs. Summers about Buffy?” she said, her eyes 
narrowed in anger. 

He really should have expected this.  

“It’s not fair to take out your anger on her behind 
her back like that.” 

“Is that what you think?” Did Willow really think he 
was that spiteful? 

“Why else would you have done it?” 

“Because Mrs. Summers deserved to know the 
truth. And, hey, Buffy should have told her a long 
time ago. Mrs. Summers didn’t even know not to 
invite vampires into the house. Buffy’s lucky she still 



has a mother, Angel isn’t the only vampire that 
might like a shot at the Slayer’s mother.” It made 
Xander furious every time he thought about the fact 
that Buffy hadn’t told her mother anything about 
how dangerous Angel really was, just told her that 
her ex- was stalking her. Knowing Mrs. Summers, it 
was surprising she hadn’t invited Angel in to have a 
heart to heart chat about getting over it and finding 
a new girlfriend.  

Willow didn’t look any less angry. “That’s just an 
excuse, Angel isn’t a danger any more and you 
know it. You’re just trying to make things harder for 
Buffy when she comes back.” 

“Please, I’ve got better things to do than dream up 
ways to mess up Buffy’s life, if and when she ever 
decides to come home.” Xander left out the fact 
that Spike would like nothing better than to mess 
up Buffy’s life, even though that wasn’t really the 
reason he’d spilled the beans to Mrs. Summers. 

“Like what? Hanging out with Buffy’s Watcher and 
my boyfriend?” Willow’s voice was scornful but her 
eyes were filled with resentment and… jealousy? 



“Is that what you think?” Xander asked again, 
incredulously. “You think I’m hanging out with Giles 
and Oz because of you and Buffy?” 

“Aren’t you?”  

Xander laughed. It was so ridiculous, he couldn’t 
help himself. “Willow, I like Oz, he’s my friend. It’s 
got nothing to do with you.” 

“Why Oz and not me?” she burst out. 

“Oz never tried to kill my boyfriend,” he answered 
pointedly and Willow’s jaw tightened. 

“You know that wasn’t on purpose,” she said 
angrily, “I never knew you were someone who 
would hold grudges like this.” 

“I guess we’ve both found out things we don’t like 
about each other. I resent it when people think of 
my boyfriend as expendable and you think I should 
be able to get over things and move on. Tell me, 
why doesn’t that apply to Buffy?” 



“What?” Xander was bitterly amused to realize he’d 
thrown Willow completely. She really didn’t get 
what he was talking about. 

“You’re big with people dealing with things and 
moving on. Why don’t you expect Buffy to do that?” 
he repeated. 

Willow’s jaw set stubbornly but Xander saw the 
flicker of embarrassment in her eyes. Oh, yeah. She 
had her own issues with Buffy running away, she 
just wasn’t going to admit it to him.  

“Buffy just needs a little time to deal with losing 
Angel. Sure, running away wasn’t the best way to 
handle it, but it’s understandable under the 
circumstances. Giving her a little space isn’t too 
much to ask,” she said finally, but she sounded tired 
and a little defensive now, not angry.  

Willow’s attitude about Buffy running away fueled 
Xander’s resentment and he couldn’t help thinking 
that he’d been expected to just get over his grief 
after Jesse’s death and move on. Why she didn’t 
hold Buffy to the same standard was a mystery to 
Xander. Did Willow really believe that the loss of a 



boyfriend Buffy had dated for a few months was so 
much worse than the loss of a life-long friend that 
Buffy was entitled to wallow in her grief and Xander 
hadn’t been?  

Admittedly, he wasn’t being fair because he didn’t 
really believe Buffy and Angel’s love had been the 
stuff of star-crossed legend like Buffy and Willow 
seemed to, but he knew there wasn’t any point in 
re-opening those wounds by trying to talk about it 
with Willow.  

“Just like I thought, Buffy’s always the exception. 
Are we through?” 

He hadn’t really expected anything different, it was 
just the same argument they’d been having since 
Buffy first came to town. Buffy could date a 
vampire, Buffy got time to grieve, Buffy got to keep 
her boyfriend even though he was evil. It was 
always “different” when it came to Buffy. 

“I don’t understand you at all anymore, Xander. You 
hurt people deliberately, you don’t care about 
anyone’s feelings but your own. You’re not the boy I 



grew up with.” Willow had tears in her eyes, 
whether from anger or hurt, Xander couldn’t tell. 

Xander was surprised to find that Willow’s 
judgment of him hurt. He shook his head, after 
everything that had happened, you’d think he 
wouldn’t care what Willow thought any more.  

“Just because I refuse to put Buffy on a pedestal 
doesn’t mean I don’t care about people,” he said 
finally, without heat. “But you’re right, I’m not the 
same boy you grew up with. Newsflash, Willow: 
you’re not the same either.” 

There didn’t seem to be much else to say. The two 
of them stared at each other for a long moment and 
Xander thought there was regret on both sides. 
Willow stepped back and Xander walked away. 
Regret for what had once been, yes, but he liked 
who he was now. Even if he could, he wouldn’t go 
back, not even to recapture the friendship they had 
once had.  

 
 



Part Eight 

Xander sat back on his heels and looked at his work 
with satisfaction. The rotten porch boards had all 
been replaced with new ones and the rest had been 
securely nailed down. All he had left to do was paint 
and the job was done. Mrs. Hall had been using her 
side door all year because she was afraid of the 
front porch giving way beneath her.  

Most of his jobs had been things like this, involving 
nothing more than basic carpentry skills and easy 
finishing work. He’d found that he really enjoyed 
the work. It was gratifying to be able to make 
something as good as new with just a few hours of 
work, especially since most of his jobs were simple 
repair work but stuff that really needed to be done. 
Like Mrs. Hall’s porch. She’d talked to him while he 
worked and told him how worried she’d been that 
someone would ignore the sign and the tape across 
the porch and hurt themselves. Plus, it was obvious 
that she was embarrassed by the state of the porch. 
Apparently, she’d gotten estimates from some 
regular contractors who had quoted her figures too 



high for her to afford. She’d been delighted when 
Mr. Olsen had mentioned Xander.  

He had a regularly hourly fee now and the customer 
paid for the materials. He only charged for the time 
he actually worked, because he was learning, and 
sometimes he had to spend a fair bit of time at a job 
site figuring out how to do the work. He’d found 
that if he just studied a problem for awhile, he 
could usually figure out how to fix things. He wasn’t 
tackling plumbing or wiring problems and Mr. Olsen 
had obviously passed that on to the referrals he was 
still sending Xander’s way so he hadn’t had to turn 
down any work at all because it involved things he 
couldn’t do.  

When Xander had tried to express his gratitude, Mr. 
Olsen had just laughed and said that he was 
considered a public benefactor among his circle of 
friends for finding such a reliable handyman. Xander 
even had two regular customers now, both demons, 
who had asked if he could come over once a week, 
whenever it fit into his schedule and help them 
maintain their yards and the outside of their 
houses. Both families had visible differences and 



yard work was both difficult and conspicuous when 
done at night. Both families had also admitted that 
an unkempt yard was something that called 
attention to them, which they couldn’t afford, so 
finding a way to get it done was an annual struggle. 

About half of Mr. Olsen’s referrals were demons, 
the rest were elderly humans who couldn’t 
physically do the work that needed to be done to 
keep their houses in good shape. Xander had 
particularly enjoyed meeting the demon families. 
They were often very shy when they first met him 
and it was obvious they would never have 
contacted a human if it weren’t for Mr. Olsen’s 
recommendation. When they found Xander to be 
curious but not judgmental, they had warmed to 
him and he had gotten to know them a little.  

He’d taken to asking Mr. Olsen what species the 
demons were and then eagerly looking them up in 
the books Mr. Olsen had leant him. Giles’ books 
were overwhelmingly about the dangerous demons, 
the kind that Slayers fought. Which made sense, 
after all, that was what the Watchers Council had 
focused on for like a thousand years. Only Giles’ 



most basic, introductory texts covered the harmless 
types of demons and even those gave them pretty 
cursory treatment. The entire Skree’tnkk’hr tribe 
(and that had taken him a week just to learn how to 
spell it) had been covered in a single paragraph in 
one of Giles’ books, despite there being 372 sub-
tribes, of which Sunnydale had eight families from 
seven different sub-tribes. The Dosh’tua’bii family 
had an entire 3-volume set on the languages and 
customs of the different sub-tribes. Xander had 
turned down their offer to loan the books to him - 
he was curious, not insane. 

As the August days and weeks slipped past, Xander 
thought he might have found what he wanted to do 
for a living. He sometimes thought back in disgust 
to the Career Day the school had put on. The 
questionnaire had asked all sorts of questions about 
computers and math and even shrubs, for whatever 
bizarre reason, but not one single question about 
whether you liked working with your hands, or 
whether you found satisfaction in shaping wood to 
fit together so neatly the joint barely showed. He’d 
even tried his hand at simple carving and wood 



turning while fixing a broken banister, and was 
already planning on taking wood shop next year. 
He’d never realized how much he liked construction 
work and carpentry, but he’d learned that this 
summer. 

Of course, Spike gave him shit about it, telling him it 
wasn’t proper for a Master vampire to have a 
Claimed Human who wanted to learn to carve 
stakes better. He knew Spike was mostly joking but 
he also could tell there was a hint of genuine 
uneasiness in the vampire about Xander’s 
enthusiasm for his job. Like he was afraid Xander 
wanted to leave him or something. Xander had 
hoped he’d settled that question for Spike 
permanently when he’d taken Spike out to thank 
him for getting him the phone. 

Despite Spike’s protests, Xander had insisted on 
repaying Spike for the phone. He’d simply checked 
how much the phone cost and handed the money 
to Spike when he had it saved up. Ok, he’d tucked it 
into Spike’s pocket while distracting him by kissing 
him and rubbing his thigh between Spike’s legs, but 
it got the job done. By the time Spike figured out 



what he’d done, he was too sated and happy to put 
up much of a protest over the money. Xander 
grinned at the memory, as he gathered up his tools. 
He was not only getting to be a responsible adult, 
he was getting pretty good at being sneaky. 

He’d thought long and hard over what to do for 
Spike as a special treat. He’d considered taking him 
to the same restaurant that Spike had taken him to 
once - he’d really enjoyed that night - but had 
decided against it. Although he’d love to go back 
there some day, he wanted to do something 
different as a surprise for Spike. Plus, although 
Spike enjoyed eating, he didn’t need to and mostly 
ate with Xander, so restaurants were mostly about 
Xander and he wanted to do something for Spike. 

He’d consulted with Mr. Olsen, asking him for 
recommendations on where to take Spike but he 
hadn’t had any good suggestions. One thing Xander 
had learned after finding out about the peaceful 
demons living in Sunnydale was that most of them 
were wary about vampires and other violent 
demons and tended to avoid them when they 
could.  



He’d finally settled for a weekend away from 
Sunnydale. He’d found a nice, but not extravagant 
hotel he could afford and treated Spike to a 
weekend in Los Angeles. Just the two of them and 
an entirely nocturnal weekend. Unlike Sunnydale, 
Los Angeles didn’t shut down at night, there were 
clubs and bars that stayed open till dawn. Spike 
knew Los Angeles better than he did and took 
Xander to some of his favorite clubs and for 48 
hours, they spent every minute together; sleeping 
during the day and club hopping all night.  

It had been an eye opening experience for Xander. 
Spike had taken him to punk clubs and demon clubs 
and gay clubs. The vampire was equally at home in 
all of them, not really blending in with the different 
crowds - Spike pretty much defined conspicuous, no 
matter where he was - more like letting different 
parts of his personality out, depending on the 
venue. Xander had had a great time, dancing to ear-
splitting music, drinking and eating things he 
couldn’t even pronounce, walking hand-in-hand 
with his vampire late at night through parts of the 
city he would have been afraid to set foot in at 



noon without Spike, and sleeping through the days, 
curled up in the enormous bed with Spike’s strong 
arms around him and the vampire’s contented 
purring sounding as he fell into exhausted sleep.  

It had been a break from reality, a glimpse into 
Spike’s world before Sunnydale, exhilarating and 
terrifying and fun. Xander couldn’t imagine living 
that way for weeks and months at a time, he didn’t 
have the stamina, but it was fun for a weekend. 
Most importantly, Spike enjoyed it and they were 
together.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander made an exasperated noise and set the 
guitar down. “It’s hopeless, I’ll never get it right.”  

Oz looked at him in amusement. “It does seem like 
music isn’t your strong suit.”  

“That’s putting it mildly.” Oz had been trying to 
teach him to play some easy chords, but Xander’s 



fingers didn’t seem to want to get with the 
program. “Maybe I should just stick to listening.” 

“Probably a good plan.” 

They were in Oz’s practice room, as usual. Willow 
did the groupie thing at the Dingo’s gigs but didn’t 
spend a lot of time listening to Oz practice. Oz slept 
late most days and, when the band wasn’t playing 
anywhere, spent an hour or so every afternoon 
practicing in his studio. Sometimes Devon joined 
him but mostly it was just Oz and his guitar. Oz 
wrote a lot of the music the Dingoes played but it 
was a slow process and he never seemed to mind 
Xander dropping by to talk.  

“Oz, does Willow know you’re not going to summer 
school?” Xander asked hesitantly, not wanting to 
overstep his boundaries but plunging in anyway. 
He’d figured out awhile ago that Oz wasn’t going to 
the classes he needed to make up his incompletes 
and get his degree. 

Oz just shrugged, his sideways look confirming 
Xander’s fears.  



“Ummm, you might want to tell her about your 
plans before just showing up for the first day of 
school.” He spread his hands helplessly. “Not my 
business, I know, but Willow doesn’t handle change 
real well, not unless she’s planned for it. Good 
surprises, yes. But she’s going to need to some time 
to adjust to her boyfriend the not-graduated. Once 
she’s adjusted, she’ll find some weird way to be 
proud of it, and you, but until then, she’s not going 
to like you springing it on her.” 

Oz listened in silence until Xander’s words ran out. 
“You think I should tell her,” he summarized. 

“In Oz-speak - yes.” 

Oz looked thoughtful, which he often did, but on 
the other hand, he usually was thinking when he 
looked that way, so it was fair. “I didn’t want to tell 
her why I want to stay at Sunnydale High another 
year,” he said finally. He shot Xander a quick glance, 
a small worry line etched between his brows. “If 
Buffy doesn’t come back, she’ll need me there at 
school.” There was no blame in his eyes as they 
held Xander’s, just an acceptance of the situation - 



that Willow would be lost if Buffy didn’t return and 
she had to face senior year alone, that Xander 
wouldn’t be there for her. 

“I’m worried about her,” Oz continued, looking 
down at his guitar and fingering the strings with 
seeming idleness. “Since Giles told her she won’t be 
able to find Buffy magically, she’s been trying to 
find a way to re-open the portal and rescue Angel 
so he’ll be here when she gets back. Instead of 
dealing, she’s obsessed with finding a way to fix 
things.”  

Xander’s jaw tightened. Same old Willow, she’d 
always done guilt really well but he didn’t like the 
idea of her thinking magic was the cure-all for 
things that had gone wrong. “There’s this Voyager 
episode where this crazy alien has spent like 200 
years trying to fix something that went wrong by 
changing history,” he commented indirectly. Oz 
actually knew what he was talking about most of 
the time when Xander mentioned Star Trek. Which 
Xander figured meant that, at heart, Oz was a sci-fi 
geek too, he was just too cool to ever talk about it. 
“He never gets it right, just keeps screwing up the 



present in a different way each time. Fixing things 
by magic seems like it would be the same problem - 
I doubt it ever works the way you want it to.” 

“Hmm.” Oz appeared to be thinking that one over. 
Eventually, he said: “You may be right. If it was easy 
to fix things with magic, I suspect there would be a 
lot more people trying it. Bringing back dead 
people, fixing the lottery, that kind of thing.” 

“Maybe there are. Maybe we just don’t know about 
it because we’re changed magically too.” 

Oz shook his head. “You’re thinking time-loops. 
Spells wouldn’t necessarily effect everything around 
them that way.” 

“A good spell would,” Xander countered. “I mean, if 
you brought someone back from the dead by magic, 
it would be a lot more efficient to erase everyone’s 
memories that they’d ever been dead, or else 
they’d spend their first few resurrected months 
getting a new driver’s license and explaining to 
distant relatives that it was all a misunderstanding 
and that they didn’t really die.” 



They continued debating the relative merits of time 
travel versus magic until the sun set and Xander left 
to meet Spike.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He was still studying with Giles but they had cut 
back to three hours a week since Giles was traveling 
to LA most weeks, looking for Buffy. He’d return 
from the trips tired and depressed as whatever will-
o-the-wisp rumor he’d followed this time had again 
proved to be nothing. The end of the summer was 
rapidly approaching, Labor Day and school were 
only a little over a week away, and there had been 
no word from Buffy. Xander knew that Giles was 
pinning his hopes on Buffy returning before school 
started.  

Xander wasn’t sure how he felt about Buffy coming 
back. His resentment of her leaving had only grown 
as time passed and there was no word from her. 
Mrs. Summers and Giles didn’t deserve what she 
was putting them through and Xander’s opinion of 



Buffy as selfish and self-absorbed had been 
thoroughly confirmed. On the other hand, Giles and 
Mrs. Summers really needed her to come back so 
they could go back to their normal lives. 

Xander wasn’t looking forward to school starting. 
He’d miss his customers, although he was planning 
on trying to fit some work in on the weekends, and 
he wasn’t looking forward to having to deal with 
classes and all the petty garbage that came with 
school. Oh, yeah, and seeing Willow every day was 
going to be fun. It would be awkward with Oz, too. 
He didn’t know what was going to happen with his 
friendship with Oz once Willow was unavoidably in 
the picture. Would Oz be willing to talk to him at 
school or would he feel like he had to stay away 
from Xander for Willow’s sake? Willow knew that 
they were friends and had hung out together over 
the summer, but that was different than seeing it 
for herself.  

He sighed. Just have to cross that bridge when he 
came to it, he figured.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had continued to stop by the Summers’ 
house to help out a couple times a week even after 
he’d become a professional handyman. He’d 
hesitated at first to tell Joyce Summers about the 
work he was doing, afraid she would think he 
wanted her to pay him for helping her out. She’d 
seemed to understand though that the work he did 
at her house was different.  

Maybe because she was the first person in a long 
time that he’d talked to about Jesse. 

After Spike had spilled the beans that first time, 
she’d talked to Xander and Spike about vampires on 
several occasions, asking questions about their 
strengths and weaknesses and the role of Slayers 
and vampires. It wasn’t like it was the only topic of 
conversation, she was an easy person to talk to and 
she was lonely. She’d laughingly told Xander that he 
had saved her sanity this summer: confessing that 
she’d been so lonely that she’d been on the verge 



of accepting an invitation to join a book club, just 
for the sake of having someone to talk to, even 
knowing that the members read depressing novels 
and then spent hours dissecting them. Xander was 
secretly amused that she and Spike had become 
friends, since on the surface they had nothing in 
common. Spike had taken to dropping by the house 
at least once a week, sometimes on his own and 
sometimes with Xander. He and Mrs. Summers 
would argue amicably about everything under the 
sun, they seemed to hold different opinions about 
everything: music, art, movies, you name it. Xander 
couldn’t join in the conversations about art and 
theater, but he put in his two cents about music, 
enjoying the way the other two would immediately 
join forces to belittle his country music favorites. 
Not even the great Patsy Cline was safe from their 
mockery.  

When the talk turned to vampires and demons, 
Xander could see that Mrs. Summers was re-
evaluating everything she thought she knew about 
her daughter and Sunnydale, holding it up to the 
litmus test of this new knowledge of what had really 



been going on, placing some of Buffy’s “troubled 
child” history in context with her duty as a Slayer.  

He hadn’t planned it, but one day, Xander found 
himself telling her about Jesse, about their 
friendship and about his death. Mrs. Summers had 
listened quietly as the words spilled out of him, her 
eyes clouded with sympathy. As he finished telling 
her about Mrs. McNally, they fell silent, Xander 
feeling like the flood of words had been a catharsis, 
Mrs. Summers obviously not sure what to say. 

Xander looked at her searchingly. “Would you be 
happier if we hadn’t told you about Buffy being the 
Slayer?” 

Mrs. Summers didn’t answer immediately. “Yes,” 
she said finally, looking off into the distance. “I 
wouldn’t be worried about Buffy fighting for her life 
every night like I am now.” Xander’s heart sank, he 
shouldn’t have told her, he’d been wrong. 

She looked back at him then and continued: “But 
I’m glad you told me.” She smiled at his confused 
expression. “Xander, the best way I can explain it 
is…” her brow furrowed for a moment before 



clearing. “It’s like a doctor telling me that Buffy has 
a terminal disease. I would be happier not knowing 
that my daughter might die soon, but because I 
know what we are facing, I know to cherish every 
day we have, because there’s a very real possibility 
it may be the last time I see Buffy.”  

She put her arm around him as they sat together on 
the porch steps and hugged him. “Thank you for 
telling me.” 

They sat for a long time, each lost in their own 
thoughts, until Mrs. Summers stirred and looked at 
him. “You’re wondering if you should tell Jesse’s 
mother the truth,” she said. It wasn’t a question. 

Xander nodded. “I told her that I was afraid he 
might be dead because he would never run away 
like that.” He grimaced apologetically after the 
words were out, he hadn’t meant to comment on 
Buffy, even indirectly. “She’s obviously still thinking 
he might be alive, or at least hasn’t accepted that 
he must be dead. What do you tell someone when 
you can’t produce a body or any official 



explanation? I can’t exactly drag Spike to Ohio for 
vampire show and tell.”  

“Sometimes there isn’t an answer, Xander. You did 
the best you could to tell her that Jesse was gone. 
By now, she knows its unlikely he’s ever going to 
come back. It’s not fair, but life isn’t always fair. 
Good people get hurt and you can’t always fix 
things.” 

“So I should just leave things be?”  

She patted him on the knee. “Why don’t you send 
her a letter telling her that you miss her and that 
you will never forget Jesse. The kind of note you 
would send after hearing that someone you loved 
died. That will let her know that you’ve accepted 
that Jesse is dead.” 

That made sense. “Mrs. Summers, can I buy you an 
ice cream cone?” 

She smiled. “That sounds good.” 

They hadn’t talked about it again, and Xander had 
written the letter. He used Giles’ address, with his 
permission, for a return address, since the post 



office didn’t deliver to the factory. Mrs. McNally 
hadn’t responded, but Xander felt better after 
writing the letter. 

Mrs. Summers had long since given him a key and 
told him to simply come in whenever he stopped 
by, whether or not she was home. In the last week 
of August, Xander began working on painting the 
trim on her house. The old paint was beginning to 
peel and Mrs. Summers had bought the supplies he 
needed for the job when he offered to paint it for 
her. Seeing her car in the driveway, Xander tapped 
on the door and called out a greeting as he entered. 
He could hear voices coming from the kitchen and 
headed towards the rear of the house.  

“Hey, Mrs. Summers, sorry to interrupt,“ he began 
as he walked into the kitchen. Mrs. Summers’ broke 
off what she was saying and looked at him over the 
top of her guest’s head. “I’m just going to grab the 
ladder and start working on the back,” he began, 
when the visitor swung around to face him.  

It was Buffy.  
 



Part Nine 

“Hello, Xander.” There was a slight tremble in Mrs. 
Summers’ voice and her eyes were bright with tears 
but it was obvious they were tears of joy. 

“What are you doing here?”  

Buffy sounded more surprised than anything and, 
for Mrs. Summers’ sake, Xander just said quietly: 
“Welcome back, Buffy.” His gaze swept over the 
two women then back towards the front door 
where a small duffle bag was sitting. It was obvious 
Buffy had only arrived a short time ago. “Look, this 
is a bad time. I’ll just go.” 

He stepped back as he spoke, intent on getting out 
of there as quickly as possible. He and Buffy were 
always a volatile mix and he didn’t want to ruin the 
homecoming for her mother. 

“Why are you here?” 

“Xander’s been helping me out around the house 
while you were gone, Buffy. He and Spike have been 
a godsend.” 



Xander winced, wondering if there was any way he 
could get out of there before the explosion. 

“Spike?” Yep, there was the furious glare that had 
punctuated so many of his exchanges with the 
Slayer. “You introduced Spike to my mother.” 

He opened his mouth to say…something but Mrs. 
Summers beat him to it. “I asked to meet him, 
Buffy.” 

Buffy stared at her mother in disbelief. “Are you 
telling me that you invited him into the house?” 

“Of course…” 

Buffy’s hand shot out, grabbing Xander’s arm in an 
iron grip, stopping him in his retreat towards the 
front door. “You brought Spike into my home? Who 
the hell do you think you are?” 

“Buffy, that’s enough. Spike is welcome here. He 
and Xander have been a real help this summer.” 

“Mom, you don’t understand. Spike isn’t someone 
you want to invite into your home. He’s dangerous 



and Xander should never have introduced you to 
him.” 

“Because he’s a vampire?” Mrs. Summers’ gaze was 
level and Buffy gasped in shock before turning an 
accusing glare on Xander.  

“You told her? How dare you…” she began 
heatedly, shaking him by the arm she still held in an 
implacable grip, when her mother interrupted her 
again. 

“Buffy, let him go. Now,” she ordered, when Buffy 
didn’t immediately release him. 

Xander couldn’t help a sigh of relief when she finally 
let go. He was going to have some serious bruises 
from her grip, he thought ruefully, rubbing his arm.  

“Xander, I apologize. You were right, maybe it 
would be best if you were to leave.” She smiled 
thinly. “Buffy and I need to talk. Why don’t you and 
Spike come over for dinner on Saturday, if you don’t 
have any other plans.” 



Xander shot a glance at Buffy, who looked too 
shocked to protest the invitation. “Ummm, I’m not 
sure…” 

“I’m sure. I’ll expect you two at 8:30, all right?”  

Xander knew an irresistible force when it was 
inviting him to dinner. “We’ll be here.” He lifted a 
hand in a half-hearted wave and retreated rapidly, 
closing the door behind him and jumping down the 
stairs.  

He wasn’t quite fast enough. Behind him, he heard 
faintly an outraged “Mom!” as he sprinted through 
the yard and out of earshot. 

Dinner on Saturday. Maybe he could schedule an 
emergency root canal to get him out of it.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike’s eyes snapped open immediately as Xander 
entered their apartment. He was always aware of 
Xander’s movements around the apartment, 
especially when he came and went, but it was 



generally a peripheral thing, not something that 
jerked him out of a sound sleep.  

Even sleeping, Spike was aware of his surroundings. 
It was an ability vampires developed as they gained 
experience or they didn’t survive long enough to 
become a Master. Spike had learned decades ago 
how to monitor his surroundings, maintaining a 
light thread of awareness no matter how deeply he 
slept. His senses extended throughout the 
apartment, and to a lesser extent to the entire 
building, like a shallow pool, alert to the slightest 
ripple troubling the surface. Xander was a familiar 
disturbance in the dormant net of his senses and 
Spike had long since ceased to react to Xander’s 
normal movements, tracking them easily in his 
sleep, without alarm or waking.  

Today, though, he shot awake at Xander’s entrance, 
rolling to his feet and heading immediately for the 
kitchen where Xander was. Although not 
frightened, Xander was strongly agitated, tension 
rolling off him in a nearly visible cloud even as he 
stood, outwardly calm, staring out the kitchen 
window.  



“What’s wrong?” 

“Spike!” Xander yelped, startled, his head whipping 
around to stare at Spike as he stood in the doorway 
to the room, well back from the broad expanse of 
sunlight flooding in through the window. With a 
quiet oath, he immediately turned back towards the 
window and hastily pulled the heavy blind down 
and closed the curtain, darkening the kitchen and 
allowing Spike entry. 

“Sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t think you’d be up 
yet.” 

“No worries, pet. What’s wrong?” 

Xander’s troubled eyes met his. “Buffy’s back.” 

Spike’s eyes narrowed. “Graced us with her 
presence again, has she?”  

His thoughts raced as he considered the 
implications for his Territory and he repressed the 
automatic growl as he remembered the last time he 
had seen the Slayer - weeping great crocodile tears 
beside the closed vortex. Mourning the loss of her 
lover, Spike’s Sire, whom she had exiled, wounded, 



to a hell dimension with the bloody soul reinstated 
by her actions. Too stupid to even realize that she 
hadn’t killed him. Killing Angelus would have been 
far kinder than what she had done. 

“Yeah, I know.” Spike looked at Xander in surprise 
and realized that the growl had escaped. Xander 
smiled wryly. “We managed to go almost 10 
seconds before I pissed her off,” he said with a little 
huff of laughter, his right hand going up 
unconsciously to rub at his left bicep. 

Spike glared at the arm suspiciously, his hand 
reaching out to gently push Xander’s aside, running 
sensitive fingers lightly over the area. He could feel 
a slight swelling and the added heat of extra blood 
in the area, signaling developing bruises. “She hurt 
you!” he hissed furiously. 

“It’s no big deal, Spike,” Xander told him hastily. 
“She grabbed my arm to stop me. Hey, no need for 
that,” he exclaimed, looking askance at Spike’s 
demon features. “She was upset. She’d just found 
out that we told her mother about vampires and 



Slayers and she freaked. I left and we’re invited for 
dinner on Saturday,” he finished in a rush. 

“The Slayer invited us to dinner?” Spike wondered if 
it was himself or the Slayer who’d lost their mind. 

“No, doofus, her mother invited us to dinner.” 
Xander looked exasperated and Spike felt foolish. 
He’d obviously missed one of the turns in Xander’s 
rapid description of what happened. The Slayer 
wouldn’t invite them to dinner, not unless she 
found a way to slip poison into the food.  

“She felt bad because, well, she wasn’t asking me to 
leave but she was agreeing that I needed to. And I 
think she wanted to make clear to both me and 
Buffy that she wasn’t going to stop seeing us, just 
because Buffy doesn’t like it,” Xander explained.  

That pleased Spike. Joyce was a classy lady. Five 
minutes after getting their runaway kid back, most 
humans would be too scared to cross the kid in any 
way, in case they left again. Joyce had let them 
know they were still welcome, not quietly or behind 
her daughter’s back, but in-your-face-Buffy with an 
invitation to dinner. He could see Xander relax 



slightly as he slid back into human guise and he 
smiled at his boy. 

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world, luv.” And he 
wouldn’t. Although he doubted that Buffy would be 
there, it would drive her crazy knowing that Spike 
had an open invitation to her home and was 
welcome to break bread with her mum. This could 
be fun. 

Making a mental note to bring Joyce a bouquet of 
flowers, Spike’s eyes gleamed as he anticipated the 
evening, loftily ignoring Xander’s aggrieved sigh, 
until he realized that Xander was still tense and 
unhappy. Dropping his teasing façade, Spike looked 
searchingly at his boy. 

“Something else wrong?” 

Xander shook his head uncertainly. “Not really. It’s 
just…” He paused and Spike waited patiently for 
him to find the words to express what was worrying 
him. “I feel like a complete jerk, because I’m not 
happy she’s back.” Spike repressed a smile and his 
automatic reaction to compliment Xander for taking 



the evil point of view. Xander wouldn’t appreciate 
it, not right now. 

Troubled brown eyes lifted from their study of the 
linoleum. “I should be happy for Mrs. Summers and 
Giles, even if I don’t care myself. And jeez - teenage 
runaway - that’s not exactly a safe job description. 
You’d think I’d be happy for her sake that she’s back 
home regardless of how I feel about her, but all I 
can do is worry about is whether her being back is 
going to screw up our lives.” 

“Only natural, luv. Slayer’s hardly been a friend to 
you. No reason you should be throwing a party for 
her, now she’s back.” He cocked his head, still 
studying Xander. “There’s something else, isn’t 
there?” 

Xander was staring at the linoleum again, avoiding 
Spike’s gaze, his hands stuffed into his pockets, 
shoulders hunched, and Spike’s lips tightened. 
Pretty much only one person still had this effect on 
Xander.  

His boy had really come into his own over the 
summer and Spike often congratulated himself on 



letting Xander stretch his wings. Between the work 
his boy was doing on his own, demon study with the 
Watcher, and the training sessions with Spike, 
Xander had learned he was good at a number of 
things and his growing self-confidence was reflected 
in his posture. No longer did Xander hunch down, 
trying to make himself inconspicuous, hoping no-
one would notice him and criticize him. His boy met 
the world with his head up and his eyes steady, 
having learned this summer that a lot of people 
valued him and accepted him for who he was. More 
importantly, Xander was comfortable with who he 
was now and no longer sought for approval outside 
himself. Not that Spike didn’t give it to him. His boy 
had had far too few people in his life that cared 
about him, much less told him they were proud of 
him. 

“What’s she done now?” he growled. 

“Buffy?” Xander asked, surprised. 

“The witch.” 

Xander shook his head. “It’s not anything she’s done 
- recently,” he amended. “It’s more that seeing 



Buffy again made me realize something: that I’m 
more angry with Willow than I am with Buffy.” He 
gestured vaguely. “At first, I was really mad at both 
of them for almost getting you killed. And it’s not 
like I’ve forgiven Buffy or anything but when I saw 
her it was just ‘oh, no, she’s back, is she going to 
screw up our lives?’ It was only when I left that I 
realized I wasn’t angry, I was worried. I don’t know 
if it’s because Willow and I have talked about it and 
I know she’d do it again or what. I’m angry at what 
Buffy did to Giles and her mother by leaving town, 
but that’s it.” He looked at Spike and Spike could 
see the confusion and guilt in his eyes. “I don’t 
understand why I’m blaming Willow and not Buffy 
for what happened. I didn’t even realize I was 
mostly blaming her until now.”  

“It’s because she betrayed you and because you 
used to be friends. Always hurts more when it’s a 
friend that screws you. With the Slayer, you’ve been 
seein’ the effect of her actions on people you care 
about, so that’s fresher in your mind. But every 
time you see the witch, you remember the spell and 
how she betrayed you.”  



“That makes sense,” Xander said slowly. 

“’course it does. Haven’t lived over a century for 
nothing, pet.” 

That got him a fleeting grin. “When it comes down 
to it, I don’t really care if Buffy puts her own 
interests ahead of mine. I kind of expect her to. 
We’re not friends and we never were, so why 
should she care about the things that are important 
to me. I was pissed at the time because you don’t 
hide things from your allies that way and it led to 
you getting hurt, but I’m not sure I ever really 
expected anything else from Buffy. Willow….” 

“You expected more from her,” Spike prompted 
when Xander’s voice trailed off. 

“Yeah. Even after everything that’s happened 
between us, we’ve known each other since 
kindergarten and she was one of my two best 
friends for all those years. I never thought she 
would care so little about my feelings and people 
who are important to me. The last time we talked, it 
was obvious she’d do it again. She’ll always choose 
Buffy over me and she’d be happy if you were dead. 



It’s like she thinks that, if you’re gone, I’ll go back to 
being what she wants me to be.” 

“Not going to happen, luv.” 

“Of course it’s not going to happen.” Xander’s head 
jerked up and he glared at Spike. 

“Not what I meant. I meant that, even if I was gone, 
you’re not going back to who you were. You’ve 
changed too much and learned too much about 
who you really are.” 

“You’d think that someone who claims she loves me 
could accept that, wouldn’t you?” Xander asked 
bitterly. 

“No-one better at disappointing and hurting us than 
the ones who love us, pet.” He was certainly an 
expert on that. Angelus and Drusilla had both kicked 
the crap out of him emotionally on more than one 
occasion. Angelus had done it physically too. 

“I should hate her for your sake, Spike. This 
shouldn’t all be about me. You could have died 
because she was holding back in that fight.” 



“Didn’t die, though,” Spike said comfortably, with a 
shrug. “Slayer doesn’t matter enough to be worth 
holding a grudge against. ‘Sides, Slayers ’ve got a 
short shelf life. They don’t usually last long enough 
to get a good vendetta going.” 

As he hoped, Xander laughed and smacked him. 
“That’s a terrible way to look at it, Spike.” It was 
Xander’s turn to look at Spike searchingly. “Does it 
bother you that I kind of want to not make an issue 
about it with Buffy for her mom’s sake?” 

“No. I like Joyce. So long as the Slayer doesn’t come 
after me, I can put up with her for her mum’s sake.” 

“Umm, so, do you think maybe you guys can agree 
to continue the truce between you?” The worry 
hadn’t faded from Xander’s eyes. “I know it was 
supposed to only be temporary but maybe you can 
agree to make it permanent.” 

Not a surprise, that. Spike had always assumed that 
Xander would want the truce to continue if the 
Slayer came back. He’d thought about it several 
times before now, considering the effect of a truce 
with the Slayer on both the Court and demons who 



weren’t members of the Court. It would cause some 
trouble, no question, but nothing he couldn’t 
handle. Challengers would use it as an excuse for 
saying Spike wasn’t in control, wasn’t tough 
enough, but they’d find another excuse if that one 
didn’t exist.  

What tipped the scales for him was Joyce. Just 
didn’t seem right to kill her daughter when she’d 
been so kind to him.  

Spike put his arms around Xander, pleased when 
Xander slipped his own arms around Spike’s waist, 
resting his forehead on Spike’s shoulder. “If the 
Slayer’s willing, I can live with a truce,” he said, 
deliberately echoing the words he’d spoken last 
year on the same subject. Xander tightened his 
arms around Spike and relaxed for the first time 
since he’d gotten home.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander knocked hesitantly on Giles’ door, hating the 
fact that he was already changing his behavior 



because of Buffy. Instead of walking in like always, 
he waited for the Watcher to open the door, just in 
case Buffy was inside. He’d listened at the door for 
nearly a minute and only knocked when he hadn’t 
heard voices inside. He figured Buffy would have 
gone to see Giles yesterday, on her first day home, 
but he couldn’t be sure. She could have called and 
promised to stop by today. Or be planning on 
seeing him daily. Or… 

He was making himself crazy with the second 
guessing. He’d decided that he wasn’t going to stop 
visiting Giles and studying with him and he was 
sticking to that decision until Giles told him 
otherwise. Nothing had changed.  

Like he believed that for a second. 

The door swung open and Giles stood there, looking 
mildly surprised to see him. “Hello, Xander. Come 
in.”  

“Hey, Giles.”  

He didn’t need to ask if Giles knew. The aura of 
worry and stress that had clung to the librarian all 



summer had dropped away like it had never been. 
Giles looked lighter, no longer weighted down by an 
intolerable burden. There was an irrepressible hint 
of a smile in his eyes and Xander was genuinely 
happy for him. “So, the prodigal has returned, I 
hear.” 

Giles’ smiled broadly. “Yes. Yes, she has. It’s 
wonderful news.” He moved back from the 
doorway and Xander followed him inside. 

The table they studied at was clear of books and 
Xander’s heart sank. “Would you rather….” he 
began, thinking that Giles might not have time for 
him anymore, now that his Slayer had returned. 

“Hmmm?” Giles’ gaze followed his to the empty 
table and he looked back at Xander. “Certainly not. 
You had an assignment, as I recall.” He moved 
briskly to the bookcase and pulled out the book 
they were currently working with, bringing it back 
to the table and smiling at Xander, who just stood 
there, grinning like an idiot.  

Sitting down, Giles opened the book. “What are the 
four primary traits by which Klantosh demons can 



be recognized?” he asked, as if it were an ordinary 
day, tactfully ignoring the relief that still colored 
Xander’s expression. 

Pulling out a chair and settling down himself, 
Xander wondered what Giles would do if Xander 
suddenly hugged him. Probably sputter and get all 
British, he thought with a fond smile. “Horns at the 
back of their skull that curve down, a strip of fur, 
usually black or dark brown, running along their 
shoulders and down their arms…” he began. 

British reserve had its place. Sometimes, you really 
didn’t need to say the words out loud.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“This is so going to be a disaster,” Xander said 
gloomily. 

From the depths of the closet, Spike called back to 
him, “Oi, not going to disappoint a lady, are you? 
Thought you were supposed to be one of the good 
guys.”  



“I’d rather disappoint her than have to apologize for 
killing her daughter.” 

“‘m not going to be killing her daughter over dinner. 
Already told you, I can live with a truce if she can.” 
Spike emerged from the closet triumphantly. “Wear 
this one.” He tossed a dark blue silk shirt to Xander 
who snagged it in mid-air and slid into it with 
automatic motions, his mind clearly still on the 
potential for disaster inherent in a suburban dinner 
party featuring a Slayer and a Master Vampire. 

Spike shook his head, moving to help straighten the 
collar. “It’ll be fine, pet. We’ll all be civilized for 
Joyce’s sake. ‘Sides, Slayer probably won’t even be 
there. Not like she was pining for our company 
while she was off contemplatin’ her navel.” 

“Right,” Xander’s tone was beyond skeptical. “Buffy 
is going to let her mother eat dinner with William 
the Bloody while she skips off to the Bronze for the 
night. Please, we’ll be lucky if she isn’t trying to 
stake you before the hors d’oeuvres are served.” 

Spike just smiled. Xander had been fussing about 
the dinner since Joyce invited them. Spike was 



looking forward to the evening - a spot of Slayer 
baiting and an evening with Joyce. Should be fun.  

“Ready, pet? Don’t want to be late.” Spike went to 
the kitchen to grab the bouquet of flowers he’d 
nicked from a florist’s last night, ignoring Xander’s 
muttering that there was something wrong with evil 
vampires being worried about punctuality. Xander 
trailed him into the kitchen, tucking his shirt in, and 
looking worried. 

“This is so going to be a disaster.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“They’re beautiful, Spike. Thank you.” Mrs. 
Summers admired the enormous bouquet, turning 
it in her hands to see it from all sides before giving 
in to temptation and burying her nose in the middle 
of it to inhale the fragrance of the mixed flowers.  

“Not half as lovely as you, Joyce,” Spike said 
gallantly. Xander shot him a disbelieving look but 



kept his mouth shut. Buffy rolled her eyes in disgust 
and Spike smirked at her. 

“I’ll just put these in water,” Joyce said, heading 
towards the kitchen. “Have a seat in the living 
room, dinner will be a little while yet.”  

Spike and Buffy eyed each other like duelists sizing 
up their opponent, which was pretty much what 
they were, Xander thought resignedly. He tugged on 
Spike’s arm, pulling him into the living room, trying 
to stay between Spike and Buffy. He wasn’t really 
worried that Buffy would stake Spike the second his 
back was turned but it never hurt to be cautious. 

Spike sprawled with careless grace on the couch, 
making it clear by his actions that he was at home 
there and familiar with the room. Buffy gritted her 
teeth, much like she had when Spike had entered 
the house without an invitation. Spike was having 
far too much fun rubbing it in that he was a 
welcome guest in her home. 

Joyce returned with the flowers in a vase which she 
placed on the table, giving them another admiring 
look. “Would you boys like something to drink?” 



“The usual, Joyce, if it’s not too much trouble,” 
Spike answered.  

“Of course. Xander?” 

“Nothing, thanks.” Xander wondered if he should 
ask for a bucket of ice water for when Buffy’s head 
exploded. He began to relax slightly. Spike had 
given him his word that he wasn’t going to attack 
Buffy except in self defense and it was beginning to 
look like Buffy wasn’t planning on staking Spike 
during dinner either. So long as Spike’s heckling 
didn’t trigger homicidal impulses, it might even be 
fun to watch the two of them spar verbally. 

“So, all settled back in?” he asked Buffy. He could 
do civilized. 

Not surprisingly, Joyce answered. “School was the 
biggest problem and we’ve got that all settled, 
thank heaven.” 

Spike turned a look of mock concern on Buffy. 
“Going to be tough, having to repeat a grade. Or 
will you be changing schools?” Xander wasn’t sure 
how the vampire did it but somehow Spike 



managed to convey the implication that Buffy 
would be going to a “special” school - something for 
delinquents or retarded kids, maybe both. 

“I’ll be graduating on schedule at Sunnydale.” Buffy 
wasn’t nearly as good with innuendo, her tone just 
conveyed a prosaic ‘drop dead’.  

“That horrible little rodent of a man was actually 
going to try and make her repeat a grade.” Mrs. 
Summers shook her head. “I had to threaten him 
with the school board and the Mayor to get him to 
see reason.” 

“You threatened Principal Snyder?” Xander asked in 
disbelief. “That’s great!” 

“Good on you, Joyce.” 

“That man is unbelievable. All Buffy needs is a 
couple of make-up tests and he wasn’t going to let 
her take them. So, I just pointed out that if they 
didn’t allow her to take make-up tests, they would 
be stuck with her for two more years, instead of 
one. Principal Snyder seemed to feel that was a 
selling point.” 



“Gee, thanks, mom.” 

Xander almost choked, trying not to laugh. He 
would have killed to have seen Mrs. Summers in 
action as she confronted Snyder. He could just see 
the expression on Snyder’s face as Mrs. Summers 
sweetly pointed out that one of the worst 
troublemakers in the school could be there for one 
year, or two, take your pick. 

“Well, Buffy, he made it so obvious he thought you 
were a problem that he left himself wide open.” 

“That’s right, Slayer. You should always go for the 
vulnerable bits when you’re trying to stab someone 
in the heart.” 

Spike’s smile held pure malice and Buffy gasped, 
white faced at the low blow. Xander froze, thinking 
Spike had gone too far and Buffy was going to 
erupt. 

“Spike, that’s enough.” Joyce didn’t raise her voice 
but her stare pinned Spike and, astoundingly, Spike 
looked abashed.  

“Sorry, Joyce.” 



“I don’t expect you and Buffy to be friends but 
there’s no need to be deliberately cruel.” 

“He’s a vampire, it’s what he does,” Buffy said 
acidly. 

“Nonsense. Spike is no more ‘just’ a vampire than 
you are ‘just’ a Slayer. The two of you worked 
together last year, I don’t see why that can’t 
continue.” She stood, as if that settled everything. 
“Let’s eat.” 

Xander wanted to give her a round of applause. Not 
only had she beaten Snyder on his own turf, she 
had both Buffy and Spike cowed. Xander was so 
going to take lessons from her.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The dinner never got exactly comfortable, there 
were too many prickly topics and sly digs, but it 
wasn‘t anywhere near the violence-laced fiasco that 
Xander had been afraid it would be. Joyce talked 
about the new exhibit she was working on at the 



gallery and Xander and she discussed the painting 
he still needed to finish at the house. Buffy mostly 
just toyed with her food and didn’t say much, still 
clearly resenting them being there at all. Xander 
thought regretfully of the many visits to the house 
over the summer where conversation had flowed 
easily and the laughter wasn’t edged with malice. 
Although Spike and Buffy were behaving, they 
weren’t bothering to hide their dislike for each 
other. 

Buffy followed them out onto the porch as they left. 
“We are going to talk,” she said with quiet intensity. 

Spike and Xander exchanged glances. “Meet us 
tomorrow after sunset.” Spike thought quickly. “Out 
in front of the school.” 

It was the closest thing he could think of to neutral 
territory. It was almost deserted at night, even with 
school starting in a few days, and the Hellmouth 
was quiet.  

“I’ll be there.” Buffy headed back inside, the door 
carefully not slamming behind her. 



“See? Told you it would be all right.” 

Xander looked at him in disbelief. “Your definition 
of all right needs serious work, Spike.”  

 

                                     Part Ten 

Buffy was sitting on the steps in front of the school 
when they arrived. She was playing with a stake, 
flipping it up so it spun around then catching it, and 
Spike snorted at the posturing. Hearing them 
coming, Buffy jumped to her feet and stood ready, 
the stake now clenched in one hand, down at her 
side but ready. 

“Thought we were here to talk, Slayer,” Spike 
drawled. “Since when do you come to a sit-down 
with weapons drawn?” 

“I told you last year I didn’t trust you, Spike. 
Nothing’s changed.” 

“Spike isn’t the one who went into that last fight 
withholding information. I’d say he’s proved more 
trustworthy than you have.” 



“Of course you’d say that. Willow tells me you two 
are dating now?” There was both scorn and 
disbelief in her voice which, considering her dating 
history, was a bit much.  

“Anyone here who’s not had sex with a vampire, 
raise your hand.” Xander looked around facetiously. 
“Oh, look. No one’s hand is up. Guess we’re all 
equals here.”  

“If you think for one minute that Spike and Angel 
are in any way the same…” she had just begun 
when Xander interrupted. 

“They’re not the same. Spike isn’t the one who 
went on a killing spree,” he said heatedly, then 
forced himself to stop. “Sorry.” He held up both 
hands. “Just…sorry. Let’s not go there.” He shot 
Spike a look. “And you can stop grinning.” 

“Havin’ fun, luv.” Spike said, unrepentantly. “Don’t 
stop on my account.” 

“Yeah, well, let’s move on to the useful part of the 
evening. Assuming there’s going to be one.” 

“You asked for the meeting, Slayer.” 



“I just thought we should get a few things straight 
while you aren’t hiding behind my mother.” 

“What?!”  

“Oi!” 

Their exclamations sounded in tandem.  

“What else would you call it? Ingratiating yourself 
with my mother the second my back is turned.” 

“Your back was a little more than turned. Your back 
was in Splitsville, USA. Did you even think about 
what your mother was going through while you 
were gone?” Xander abandoned diplomacy at the 
unfair accusation. 

“That’s none of your business.” 

“The hell it isn’t our business. Unlike you, your 
mum’s a classy lady. Xander here kept her from 
going crazy worryin’ over you.” 

“And your idea of the best way to reassure her was 
to tell her that every nightmare she’s ever had is 



true? That her daughter’s destiny is to fight for her 
life every night?” 

“Your idea of the best way to keep her alive on a 
Hellmouth is to leave her in complete ignorance of 
even the most basic precautions?” Xander shot 
back. 

“Not much of a Slayer if every fledge causes you to 
fight for your life,” Spike added with a smirk. 

Buffy glared, her fist tightening on the stake which 
she half raised. “All I’m saying is stay the hell away 
from my mother. Both of you.” 

“An’ I’m saying: piss off, Slayer. Visit your mum any 
time I like.” 

“Not if you’re dust you won’t.” 

Xander stepped between them before Spike could 
stop him and Buffy checked her movement as her 
target was suddenly shielded. “Both of you knock it 
off.” He waited until the tense readiness in both 
vampire and Slayer had eased off a fraction, 
grateful that neither wanted to kill him so he could 
stop them both from going too far. Directing his 



glare at Buffy, he said, with forced calm: “Buffy, you 
don’t have the right to decide for your mother. If 
she doesn’t want us around, she’s perfectly capable 
of telling us so.” 

Buffy’s jaw set stubbornly but she looked away, 
tacitly ceding the point. Xander suspected that she 
had already had this argument with her mother and 
lost. He felt a pang of guilt that they were the cause 
of so much friction in Buffy’s homecoming. Of 
course, that pang was more than matched by the 
smug feeling that Mrs. Summers liked them enough 
to face down her daughter over the issue. “Is that 
the only thing you wanted to talk about?” 

“No.” Buffy didn’t say anything for a long moment 
and Spike got impatient. 

“Time’s wastin’, Slayer. I got things to do, even if 
you don’t.” 

Her eyes snapped back to the vampire. “Things like 
killing people?” 



Spike opened his mouth but stopped when Xander 
clamped a hand on his arm. “Spike hasn’t killed a 
human in nearly a year.” 

Spike shot him a disgruntled look, not happy that 
his promise had just become public knowledge. 
“Always willin’ to make an exception for a Slayer,” 
he snarked. 

“We’d be sweeping up your dust right now if I 
hadn’t promised my mother I wouldn’t stake you,” 
Buffy snapped back. 

“Big talk from someone who couldn’t even kill her 
boyfriend.” 

“Stop! Both of you. Jeez, you’re like a couple of five 
year olds.” 

“That’s rich, coming from someone who’s trying to 
get back at me by sucking up to my mother and 
Giles.”  

“Oh, for God’s sake, not that again. I’m friends with 
Giles and your mother because I like them. It has 
nothing to do with you. I like them in spite of you. 



Get over yourself already, you’re not that important 
to me.” 

He sighed, struggling to get his anger under control. 
Why had he ever had the crazy notion that they 
could have a civilized conversation, hopefully with 
the end result being a mutual agreement to 
continue the truce? He should have brought Mrs. 
Summers and Giles to mediate at this meeting.  

“Look, you guys had a truce last year. It wasn’t 
perfect, but you’re both still here and alive. Can we 
just agree that the truce should continue and then 
go home? ‘Cause I gotta say, this is not my 
definition of a good time.” 

Spike and Buffy eyed each other mistrustfully.  

“Fine.” Buffy was the first to agree. “You stay out of 
my way and I’ll let you live.” 

“You don’t attack me and I won’t pull your arms off 
and beat you to death with them.” 

“Great,” Xander said hastily. “We’re all agreed. 
Nobody attacks the other and we all live happily 
ever after. We’re done now. Bye.” 



He tugged Spike away before either he or Buffy 
could say anything else. Separately, the two were 
both prickly by nature. Together, they were like a 
pair of wild dogs, snarling and snapping at each 
other with the ever present danger of a real fight 
developing.  

“Not sure this truce is worth giving up my third 
Slayer,” Spike grumbled as they walked away. 

“Hey, you said yourself that she wasn’t worth 
fighting. Maybe the next one will be more worthy of 
you,” Xander said reassuringly.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Maybe Senior year wouldn’t be so bad, Xander 
thought, as he checked the slip of paper with the 
locker combination for his newly assigned locker. 
Shifting the books he was carrying to one arm, he 
spun the lock to clear it and began dialing the 
combination. Seniors had a lot more freedom to 
choose which courses they took and since he wasn’t 
on a college-prep track, he didn’t have to take any 



more math classes. Plus, Seniors were allowed to 
have a study period with any faculty member willing 
to work with them and he’d set it up with Giles for 
an official study period they would use to continue 
his demon studies. It made Xander laugh when he 
thought about the rigidly proper Librarian he’d first 
met, who’d thought that the solution to Xander’s 
curiosity was to tell him to mind his own business. 
Was it Giles who’d changed or himself? Probably 
both, he thought, smiling again as his locker opened 
on the second try. 

He’d signed up for wood shop as he’d planned, even 
though the class was generally considered to be a 
joke; a haven for jocks too dumb to pass regular 
courses. The shop had decent sets of both hand and 
power tools, so even if the rest of the class coasted 
along satisfied with creating one simple picture 
frame over the course of a semester in order to get 
their passing grades, Xander figured he could 
actually work there, practicing using the tools and 
seeing what he could do with them. He had a 
hodge-podge of other classes to fill out his 



schedule: English and Social Studies and the 
required California History class.  

He’d just finished stowing his new books, including 
the demonology text he and Giles were working 
with this week, when a slender hand ran teasingly 
down his arm and a familiar voice said: “A man who 
can wear silk well in this haven of badly dressed 
fashion-victims. You must be new here. Well, it’s 
your lucky day. I have a free period and I can show 
you around.”  

Actually, it was amazing he recognized the voice. 
The bright charm had never been aimed in his 
direction before. Xander bit back the laugh that was 
threatening to erupt and deepened his voice, trying 
to disguise it. He kept his face averted, pretending 
to be searching for something inside the locker as 
he answered. 

“I don’t really need a guide. The layout seems pretty 
straightforward.” 

“But you’ll miss some of the more interesting places 
without a knowledgeable guide. And that’s me.” 



Xander couldn’t hold back his laugh any longer, not 
to mention that his attempt at portraying a sexy 
mystery man would be blown if he didn’t get his 
face out of the locker soon. Turning, he grinned at 
Cordelia. “Honestly, Cordy. It’s nice of you to offer 
but I’ve been getting around just fine for two years 
without your help. 

“Xander?” He honestly didn’t think he rated that 
level of shock in her voice.  

Cordelia stepped back but, to his surprise, didn’t 
immediately leave. She stood there, hands on her 
hips, deliberately checking him out. Wait - Cordelia 
Chase was checking him out? Damn, he must have 
missed the jump to the alternate dimension. “Well, 
I must say. For a hopeless loser, you’ve suddenly got 
potential.” 

“Potential?” he echoed. She had to be messing with 
him but it sure wasn’t her usual way of messing 
with him. 

Crossing her arms under her breasts, Cordy gave 
him a front seat view of why so many of the boys at 
school were willing to put up with her. She smiled 



triumphantly as she saw him scoping out two of her 
best assets. “Play your cards right and maybe I’ll let 
you buy me coffee,” she said, tossing her hair back 
and smiling the smile he’d thought she reserved 
exclusively for jocks. 

“That’s really nice of you to offer - again - but I’m 
taken.” 

“All this and dating too. Who’d have thought it?”  

She sauntered away and Xander shook his head. 
Cordelia Chase had just flirted with him. Damn, 
Spike was right. He must look good in these clothes. 
Either that or Cordelia had been possessed over the 
summer. Naw, not possible. Anyone trying to 
possess Cordelia would have been sliced to pieces 
verbally and would have long since abandoned her 
body for easier prey. He was sticking with his 
alternate dimension theory. Could there possibly be 
an alternate dimension where Cordelia was tolerant 
of the poor and unattractive? He shook his head, 
hastily abandoning that thought before his brain 
seized up trying to fathom the incomprehensible 
idea.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Giles! What is that?” Xander was barely inside the 
library and he was already practically gagging on the 
smell. It was Friday and he was so skipping their 
study session and leaving early unless there was a 
really good explanation for the smell. And a face 
mask. 

“That is what I am trying to ascertain, Xander.” Giles 
looked like distaste had long since won out over 
interest. It had to suck being a Watcher at times. 

“Can’t you ascertain without exhibit A? It smells like 
it died a week ago.” 

“It probably did.” 

“Huh?” 

Giles gestured towards a small cage set up on the 
central table. From what Xander could see, there 
was a really grubby cat inside but he sure wasn’t 
going closer to check it out. 



“It appears to be a dead cat that has been 
reanimated.” 

“Yeuch.” 

“That does seem to be the general consensus,” 
Giles sighed. Xander got the distinct impression he 
was not the first to comment negatively on the 
disgusting thing. “I assure you that as soon as I 
know what caused this phenomenon, I will dispose 
of the creature.” 

“Need help?” 

“I would be grateful. Neither Buffy, Willow, or Oz 
were available, due to the dinner at Buffy’s house 
to celebrate her return.” 

“If you promise to get rid of that thing first, I’m 
willing.” They both turned to regard the cat which 
glared balefully back at them, beginning to make a 
moaning kind of a growl that was half pathetic, half 
scary.  

“Maybe we can put it in the basement,” Xander 
suggested.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
After stashing the cat in the basement, Giles and 
Xander returned to the library. Giles turned down 
Xander’s offer to research alone so that Giles could 
go to Buffy’s welcome home dinner, saying that he 
expected it wouldn’t take long. He’d seen 
something at Buffy’s house when he’d gone there 
to pick up the cat that had looked vaguely familiar. 
Some kind of mask Mrs. Summers brought home 
from the gallery and he thought it might hold the 
key to whatever had caused the cat to be 
resurrected. 

Xander made a quick call to Spike, smiling as he 
always did that Spike was willing to carry a cell 
phone so that he and Xander could get a hold of 
each other. Xander had broached the idea 
hesitantly the weekend before school, knowing how 
Spike felt about telephones. He’d been touched 
that Spike had actually been enthusiastic about the 
idea, although he’d tried to hide it behind false 
reluctance. It would help them keep in touch when 



they were apart. Given how fast problems could 
arise on the Hellmouth, it had seemed like a good 
idea.  

He quickly briefed Spike on the situation and let him 
know he’d be at the library for awhile. Spike said he 
would meet Xander there shortly after dark. 
Disconnecting, Xander smiled again. Spike liked to 
walk him home after dark, especially when anything 
at all unusual was going on in town. 

It only took a little over an hour for Giles to find 
what they were looking for. His low exclamation of 
triumph caused Xander to look up from the book he 
was reading, trying to find anything useful about 
how to destroy an already dead thing that wasn’t a 
vampire.  

“What’cha got?” 

Giles looked worried. “It would appear that the 
mask in Joyce’s room holds the power of a zombie 
demon, called Ovu Mobani-- the Evil Eye.” 

“That doesn’t sound good.” 



“No, it’s not. As we have seen, the mask has the 
power to raise the dead.” 

“And since dead cats are in such demand, I take it 
that it’s power isn’t limited to animals?” 

“No. I suspect the proximity of the dead cat, which 
Buffy said they found in their basement, awakened 
the mask.” 

That made sense, otherwise they would have been 
knee deep in resurrected dead things already, given 
the number of cemeteries in town. “What is Mrs. 
Summers doing with something like that?” 

“She thought it was interesting.” Giles’ sounded 
exasperated and Xander looked at him in surprise. 
“Apparently, she brought it home from the gallery 
to decorate the house. So unbelievably careless.” 

“Well, it’s not like she knew what it was,” Xander 
said reasonably.  

“Art dealers should know enough to research the 
provenance of the artifacts they import. Joyce 
seems to know nothing about it beyond the fact 
that it’s from Nigeria. But that is beside the point. 



We need to destroy the mask immediately. Now 
that it is active, it will be calling zombies to it. If one 
of the zombies puts the mask on, they become the 
demon incarnate.” 

“Perfect.” Spike’s voice at the top of the stairs made 
them turn. “Zombies, eh? Disgusting things and 
bloody hard to kill.” 

“And I’m afraid we may be facing rather a large 
number of them in fairly short order. According to 
the book, the mask has a formidable range.” 

“Wonderful. So, anythin’ that’s freshly dead enough 
to still be in one piece is going to be converging on 
Joyce’s house?” It was obvious Spike had been 
listening for long enough to grasp the gist of the 
problem. 

“That about sums it up, I’m afraid.” 

“Never have liked zombies. Nasty, putrid things. 
They aren’t natural.” 

Giles stared. “And vampires are?” 



“’Course we are,” Spike answered, sounded 
affronted. “Don’t see vampires wandering around 
dropping rotting bits of themselves off where 
people can trip over them, do you? Vampires are 
stronger, faster and better healers than humans. 
Zombies are only stronger. They don’t heal when 
you injure them and they can’t think their way out 
of…well, out of the grave, now can they? Without 
the zombie demon controlling them, they’d just lay 
there in their coffins ‘til they rotted. Not like 
vampires. We get up and out on our own.” 

“Thrilling as this little compare and contrast session 
is, maybe we should call the house and warn them.” 

“Quite right.” Giles looked mildly embarrassed at 
having gotten caught up in Spike’s opinion of 
zombies versus vampires. He hurriedly crossed the 
room to his office and picked up the phone. Xander 
slid the book Giles had shown him over to Spike, 
who quickly scanned the short entry. 

Dammit!” They both looked up as Giles slammed 
the phone down. “There’s no answer.” 



Xander rose to his feet in alarm. “They should be 
there.” 

“I quite agree.” 

Giles strode to the book cage and opened it quickly. 
Stepping inside, he continued. “The zombies will be 
irresistibly drawn to the mask which, unfortunately, 
is hanging on the wall in Joyce’s bedroom.” He 
emerged from the cage, holding several axes. “Are 
you two willing to help? If one of the zombies gets 
their hands on the mask, all hell will break loose.” 

“Yeah, mate. Toss me an axe.” Giles did and Spike 
effortlessly fielded it, giving it a quick spin to test 
the balance. Giles handed a second axe to Xander 
who took it hesitantly, not liking the idea of using 
an axe on people, even already dead ones. Spike 
saw his queasiness. 

“Xander, you can’t be delicate with zombies. Only 
way to stop them is to chop them to pieces so they 
can’t come after you. Can’t kill them because 
they’re already dead. Chopping their heads off just 
means you have a headless body stumbling around 



getting in your way. So aim for the legs and the 
arms.”  

Xander felt sick but nodded his understanding. Mrs. 
Summers, Willow and Oz were all at the house. If 
zombies arrived en mass, they would overwhelm 
Buffy. The other three would try to help but Willow 
and Oz were only skilled with crossbows and those 
wouldn’t do them any good against zombies, from 
what Spike had just said.  

“Right. Let’s go.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They burst through the door - or they would have if 
someone hadn’t beaten them to it. Instead they 
burst through the splintered pieces of the jamb 
where the door should have been, throwing 
themselves into the melee. Xander set grimly to 
work with the ax, concentrating on trying to 
immobilize the zombies nearest to him. Giles had 
explained on the drive over as he weaved his small 
car through an obstacle course of staggering dead 



things all heading in the same direction that, once 
the mask was destroyed, the zombies would return 
to being nothing more than corpses.  

It was ugly, disgusting work, almost like chopping 
moving, struggling logs. These things weren’t 
vampires or humans, they were grotesque parodies 
of both: rotting flesh summoned unwillingly from 
the grave. Xander had no further qualms about 
stopping them, there was no way anyone would 
ever want to be one of these things. If they had any 
awareness of themselves at all, he couldn’t imagine 
they wouldn’t be grateful for being sent back to the 
peace of the grave. They were clearly almost 
mindless; just dead flesh controlled by the zombie 
demon. Which meant they weren’t exactly skilled 
fighters, relying on numbers and sheer mass to pull 
people down.  

Swinging his ax, Xander gritted his teeth and forced 
himself to ignore the smells and the gore and the 
revulsion he felt as the blade cleaved through flesh 
and severed limbs. Spike and Giles were right there, 
their own blades leaving body parts strewn in their 
wake as they pushed through the mass of zombies 



trying to reach the stairs. Giles had said the mask 
was upstairs and the zombies appeared to be 
headed in that direction, possessing barely enough 
sense of self-preservation to turn to face the people 
attacking them from behind with sharp objects. 

Spike wasn’t showing any of his usual glee for 
battle. His face was…businesslike, as his blade rose 
again and again with the nearly tireless strength of 
a vampire. Giles was transformed, his ruthless 
streak apparent as he fought his way savagely 
through the massed bodies, determined to reach 
his Slayer.  

They made it to the staircase and Spike fell back a 
step to guard their rear from the zombies trying to 
climb up behind them. Xander and Giles took point, 
clearing the stairs ahead of them through the 
simple expedient of pushing the things over the 
railing. Hands clawed at their legs through the 
railings as they struggled their way upwards and 
Xander was terrified of losing his balance and falling 
in the midst of the dead flesh all around them.  



Finally, reaching the top of the staircase, they could 
see that the bedroom door had been broken open 
and hear the sound of fighting from inside the 
room. The few zombies in the hall ignored them, 
intent on pushing their way into the bedroom. Giles 
threw himself recklessly after them, yelling for 
Buffy. “Buffy, destroy the mask! It controls them. 
You must destroy the mask!” 

Somehow, he forced his way through the packed 
bodies, disappearing through the bedroom door, a 
half stride ahead of Xander, who grimly followed 
him through the small gap that Giles had wedged 
his way through. Using his axe to clear the way, 
Xander followed him inside and found himself in 
bedlam. The room was a seething mass of bodies, 
struggling and fighting with each other 
indiscriminately. Xander tried to use his axe, but 
there were too many bodies, the quarters too tight 
to use it effectively. Shifting his grip, he used it as a 
battering ram, trying to shove the bodies away from 
himself. Hands clawed at him and the smell of 
rotting flesh almost overwhelmed him. He found he 
was yelling wordlessly, a defiant scream in the face 



of horror as he struggled to remain upright and to 
continue fighting.  

Above the yammering of the dead people 
surrounding him, Xander heard Giles’ voice, 
shouting triumphantly even as he heard the crash of 
an axe burying itself in wood and plaster. There was 
a blinding flash of light and the zombies he’d been 
pushing against stopped grabbing and clawing at 
him and Xander stumbled forward to his knees at 
the unexpected lack of resistance.  

Ears ringing in the sudden, deafening silence, 
Xander blinked rapidly until his vision cleared, 
hearing only a harsh panting that he gradually 
became aware was his own ragged breath. The 
room was empty except for Giles leaning tiredly 
against the wall and Buffy in the corner with a 
baseball bat, her back against another door.  

Numb, Xander looked around, seeing Willow and Oz 
beginning to crawl out from under the bed, and 
Spike appearing in the doorway.  

“What the bloody hell?” Spike didn’t sound like 
himself, his voice filled with bewildered shock. 



“Apparently, the zombies fought with each other 
for the privilege of putting on the mask, so none of 
them had been able to put it on yet.” Giles gestured 
towards his axe, buried deeply in the wall, 
fragments of a dark, polished wood on the floor 
beneath it. “I was able to destroy the mask, which 
ended the demon’s hold over the zombies.” 

Looking around in dazed surprise, Xander couldn’t 
help but be relieved that the bodies had 
inexplicably disappeared with the destruction of the 
mask. Even his axe blade was clean, showing no 
trace of the gore that had coated it a moment ago. 
He had not been looking forward to trying to figure 
out where the bodies belonged and getting them 
back there. Even Sunnydale’s cops would have to 
have noticed a pile of corpses thirty deep on the 
front lawn. 

The house was trashed. Windows broken, furniture 
smashed, gashes gouged in the wall from misplaced 
blows - it was going to take a while to get things 
back in order. Tiredly, he wondered if Mrs. 
Summers’ insurance covered zombie attacks. 



There was a sudden pounding, which broke Buffy 
out of her frozen immobility. “Mom!” Stepping 
away from the door she’d been leaning against, she 
yanked it open, revealing a closet with Mrs. 
Summers inside.  

Stepping shakily into the room, Mrs. Summers 
stared at them, her eyes wide with terror. Buffy 
flung her arms around her and the two of them 
clung together for a long moment.  

“Is everyone all right?” 

Thank god, Giles was taking things in hand. Xander 
didn’t think he could speak to save his life. 

“There were so many of them.” Willow sounded 
dazed. “They just kept coming and we couldn’t stop 
them.” 

Oz pulled her down to sit on the bed when it looked 
like her legs might collapse under her.  

Xander heard a quiet voice in his ear. “You all right, 
luv?” 



He nodded speechlessly, and submitted as Spike 
pulled him to his feet and checked him out. “Looks 
like just a few scratches, luv. We’ll get them cleaned 
up when we get home.” 

Somehow, that snapped Xander out of his daze and 
he quickly began to check Spike for injuries. “’m 
fine, luv. Buggers can’t fight worth spit.”  

Xander leaned gratefully into Spike’s strength, 
vaguely aware of Giles explaining the situation to 
the others. 

“My mask caused this?” Mrs. Summers’ voice was 
shaky but at least she was talking. Which was more 
than Xander had managed yet. 

“I’m afraid so.” Giles’ voice seemed very far away as 
he explained again about the zombie demon. 

“See, mom. I told you the mask was angry.” 
Typically, Buffy was recovering first. “Thanks for the 
assist guys, things were getting a little tight there.” 

Buffy didn’t look at them when she said it, but her 
words included them all. Frankly, it was more than 



he’d expected and he was too tired to care one way 
or the other. 

“Let’s go home, Spike,” he murmured quietly, for 
Spike’s ears only. 

He felt Spike take the axe he was still mindlessly 
clinging to from his hands then lead him out of the 
room. Tomorrow would be soon enough to return 
and help clean up. Right now, it was too much to 
ask. 

He was sickened to the bottom of his soul at the 
violence that had rampaged all around them, that 
he had participated in. It didn’t matter that it had 
been the right thing to do, he hadn’t seen violence 
on that scale before, much less been part of it. He 
stumbled after Spike, clinging desperately to his 
hand, fighting the nausea that threatened, afraid 
that if he started puking, he wouldn’t stop until his 
insides were as shredded as his emotions. He was 
shaking with reaction and so tired he could barely 
stand. And unbelievably grateful to Spike for his 
silent support as they walked slowly back to the 
factory. 



“Love you, Spike.” 

“I know, Xan. Love you, too.” Cool, firm lips on his 
forehead seemed to chase away the nightmares 
that threatened and strong arms held him as he 
slept. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
Dead Man’s Party.  
 

Part Eleven 

Spike lay awake through the night as Xander slept 
restlessly, holding his boy and soothing away the 
nightmares each time they began. Eyes watchful in 
the darkness of their bedroom, Spike worried about 
whether he’d done the right thing, letting Xander go 
into battle like that.  

His boy had acquitted himself well in the battle, as 
Spike had known he would. What he hadn’t 
anticipated was Xander’s reaction in the aftermath. 
Humans took things so seriously, fretting over 
decisions made and actions taken in a way that 
vampires simply… didn’t. For Spike, the battle was 



over and done - they’d survived, they’d suffered 
only minor injuries and what was on for tonight. 
You wouldn’t ever find a vampire worrying today 
over last night’s victim. 

He grimaced. Except Angel, of course. But he wasn’t 
even an exception to the rule, he had been an 
aberration and couldn’t really be counted as a 
vampire, not since he got the bloody soul.  

Humans, though. Spike sighed silently. Humans 
worried themselves sick second guessing their own 
actions. Rehashing their justification over and over 
again, debating whether they were right to have 
killed the thing that had been doing its level best to 
kill them at the time. He didn’t know how to 
comfort Xander, how to reassure him that kill or be 
killed really was as simple as it sounded. 

Spike dimly remembered his human existence, 
remembered being so overwhelmed by ordinary 
things that he could barely function; worrying if 
people liked him, if he was going to be thought 
foolish, what to wear, what to say, how to act. Even 



for a human, he recognized, he’d been a fairly 
extreme example of a life wasted on petty worries.  

Maybe that’s all he was doing now. After all, Xander 
hadn’t actually said anything and his boy had been 
extremely tired. He would see how Xander was 
when he woke up before borrowing trouble.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander put down his tools and went to sit on the 
porch steps, too tired even to finish the job properly 
by reattaching the baseboard. Two days hard work 
had gotten all of the major damage to the 
Summers’ house fixed. There was still finishing work 
left: plaster and painting, but nothing that couldn’t 
wait. The broken door and shattered windows had 
all been replaced, the banister repaired, and the 
holes in the walls patched. It was enough for now. 

He'd woken up Saturday morning, so stiff and sore 
he thought he’d never be able to crawl out of bed. 
Spike had gotten him up and into the bathroom, 
running a nearly scalding hot tub for him then 



sitting beside the tub as he soaked, gently 
massaging the muscles strained from the all-out 
effort of the fight. Xander had been in heaven by 
the time the water cooled, his soreness eased into 
nothingness by the strong fingers and hot water.  

He wished he could have stayed there all morning, 
topping off the water to keep it hot and pulling 
Spike into the tub with him. They’d had sex in the 
bathtub before, and it had been slippery and sexy 
and fun: water splashing, Xander laughing and Spike 
cursing, his usual graceful balance deserting him 
under the fatal combination of slick porcelain, 
slippery skin and a deliberately wriggling partner. 
But guilt for just leaving the others like that last 
night, abandoning ship and leaving everyone else to 
clean up, got Xander reluctantly to his feet. He’d 
kissed Spike, trying to show just how grateful he 
was for the way Spike had taken care of him, then 
had made himself leave for the Summers’ house to 
see what he could do. 

Arriving at the house, he’d found Buffy and her 
mother sweeping up broken glass. From the lack of 
progress made, apparently everyone else had just 



gone to bed too, leaving the clean up for this 
morning. Finding another broom and pitching in, 
Xander found himself wondering if the lack of 
bodies really was a good thing.  

There should be bodies to clean up after a major 
battle, should be visible, tangible reminders of the 
violence and death. It was too clean and easy 
otherwise, too easy to forget that the creature you 
had just killed had once been a human being. 
Maybe that’s why Buffy was able to kill vampires so 
easily because they vanished into dust and left no 
trace, nothing to feel guilty over. Nothing to remind 
you that you’d killed a sentient being.  

Xander forced himself to stop thinking about it, the 
zombies had not been sentient, that much had been 
all too painfully obvious. Dealing with dozens of 
grotesque, rotting, no longer animated corpses 
would have been a burden he wouldn’t wish on 
anyone. Just this once, he was simply going to be 
grateful that the evidence of what had happened 
had all vanished with the destruction of the mask. 



Ok, not all of the evidence, he thought ruefully as 
he dumped yet another dustpan full of glass shards 
into the garbage can they’d brought into the living 
room for that purpose. 

He wasn’t alone in working to clean up the house. 
The entire group who’d survived the zombies had 
spent much of the weekend at the house helping 
clean up the mess and put the house to order. Even 
Spike had come over last night and helped, shifting 
some of the heavier things back into place and 
helping Xander replace the windows. Buffy had 
been surprisingly quiet the entire weekend, rarely 
speaking to Xander and when she did, her voice had 
been carefully neutral. She’d deliberately avoided 
whatever room Spike was in at the moment, going 
out of her way not to be anywhere near him. As far 
as Xander knew, she hadn’t said a single hostile 
word to, or about, Spike all weekend. Which was a 
small miracle in itself.  

When Spike wasn’t there, she’d helped Xander with 
the heavier jobs wordlessly, holding boards in place 
as he nailed them and lifting the new door for him 
as he slid it onto its hinges. In turn, he had limited 



his conversation to necessary talk about the repair 
they were currently working on. Amazingly, they 
had gone two whole days without exchanging one 
unpleasant sentence. 

In similar fashion, he and Willow got through the 
weekend. He could see the hurt and jealousy in 
Willow’s eyes whenever she walked into a room 
and found him talking easily with Oz or Giles or Mrs. 
Summers but that was nothing new. Willow’s eyes 
had followed him silently all week at school, seeing 
how Xander was no longer a moody loner, how 
others were approaching him and how Xander had 
been willing to talk to anyone. Anyone but her. 

He’d thought Willow was going to lose it when 
she’d seen him talking to Cordelia and her minions, 
as he’d taken to calling them, even to their faces - 
they reminded him of the minions at Spike’s Court 
in the way they fawned on Cordelia and did 
everything she said, the comparison was irresistible. 
It wasn’t like he wanted to be friends with Cordy, 
much less any of her hangers-on, but he was 
apparently a novelty to Sunnydale’s unofficial 
queen - someone who snarked right back at her and 



didn’t give a damn what she thought of him. 
Apparently, no one else challenged her the way he 
did, and they had had several highly entertaining 
sessions, walking through the halls exchanging 
barbed remarks about each other’s taste in dates, 
clothes, and friends. It was driving Cordelia crazy 
that she couldn’t figure out who he was dating. 
Xander was still trying to decide if he should 
introduce her to Spike. He hadn’t been able to make 
up his mind about whether Spike would be 
entertained or homicidal at meeting the 
cheerleader, so he was holding off for now. 

He didn’t care what Willow thought about him 
talking with Cordelia, or Michael from his English 
class, or even - bizarrely - Larry, who had apparently 
seriously mellowed over the summer and decided 
he liked Xander, for reasons that totally escaped 
Xander. Larry was one of the jocks taking wood 
shop but he not only hadn’t given Xander a hard 
time, he’d been asking Xander to show him how to 
work some of the power tools, saying he wanted to 
do more than just the minimum required to pass.  



Xander had had enough of being a friendless loner 
to last him a lifetime. He would rather walk through 
the school halls with people, talking and joking 
about meaningless things, than walk alone with his 
head down avoiding everyone like he had last year. 
He’d learned who he was and what was important 
to him and, thanks to Spike, he was now dressing in 
ways that apparently said “confident and sexy” not 
“loser” and, once he got over his surprise, it amused 
him no end that people who had thought he was 
beneath them all their lives suddenly found him 
worth talking to. He wasn’t taking the new 
attention he was receiving seriously, but that didn’t 
mean he wasn’t enjoying being somewhat popular 
for the first time in his life.  

What Willow couldn’t seem to grasp was that she 
was responsible for Xander’s unwillingness to 
forgive and forget. If he was ever convinced that 
she wouldn’t put Spike in harm’s way without a 
second thought, that she wouldn’t be happier if 
Spike was dead, he would be willing to see if they 
could salvage something of their one-time 
friendship. It would never be the same again, but he 



had long since mourned that fact and accepted it. 
The Willow he’d been friends with throughout his 
childhood was tucked safely away into a corner of 
his heart alongside Jesse; always cherished and 
remembered, but gone irretrievably. The person 
who wore Willow’s face was someone he would be 
willing to get to know, if she in turn was willing to 
accept Spike. Until he was convinced that she was 
doing more than mouthing the words she knew he 
wanted to hear, he wasn’t going to bend. It 
annoyed him that she still seemed to think he was 
friends with Oz and Giles and Mrs. Summers to get 
back at her and Buffy somehow but he wasn’t going 
to not be friends with them just because she was 
paranoid. 

Mrs. Summers had been embarrassingly grateful to 
all of them, insisting on cooking dinner for everyone 
on Saturday night, to both thank them and to 
celebrate their survival. Amazingly, no-one had 
been seriously hurt in the battle although everyone 
had bruises and scratches from the zombies. Mrs. 
Summers herself hadn’t been injured at all. 
Apparently Buffy had shoved her into the closet as 



soon as everyone had made it upstairs. Buffy had 
taken up position in front of the door, even as Oz 
had pulled Willow under the bed, defending it with 
the baseball bat her mother kept by the bed for 
burglars. Knowing that Mrs. Summers was the kind 
to have waded into the battle unarmed, trying to 
protect her daughter, Xander was deeply grateful 
that Buffy had kept her mother safe.  

They were all tired from working to clean and repair 
the damage and the dinner was a subdued 
gathering. Thankfully, everyone had behaved 
themselves and their deliberate politeness seemed 
to have bled some of the simmering animosity out 
of the group. Even Spike had not been deliberately 
provoking towards anyone despite how he felt 
about Buffy and Willow. If seeing Spike sitting with 
his arm around Xander on the couch caused 
Willow’s lips to tighten, no one else reacted at all. It 
was only later that Xander realized they had just 
quietly come out to Mrs. Summers without any 
fuss. He’d suspected she’d already guessed but now 
he didn’t have to worry about telling her officially.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander, can I talk to you?” 

Xander looked up at the sound of Buffy’s unusually 
tentative voice. He shrugged. “Sure.” 

She led him to an empty classroom and leaned 
against the teacher’s desk, facing him. “I wanted to 
apologize.” 

“Huh?” Whatever he’d been expecting, that hadn’t 
been it. 

Buffy looked at him and repeated: “I’m sorry.” 

“Ok, why?” He wasn’t being sarcastic, there was 
such a long history of issues between them, it could 
be for almost anything. And he probably owed her 
some apologies as well. Make that definitely. 

“When I first got back into town, I really resented 
what you’d been doing over the summer.” She held 
up a hand to stop him and he obediently closed his 
mouth, letting her finish. “Pretty much everything 



you’d been doing. That you’d told my mother about 
me being the Slayer, that’d you’d introduced her to 
Spike, even that you were working at the house all 
summer.” She stopped, her eyes ashamed. “It felt 
like everything you’d done was criticizing me: I 
hadn’t told my mother about being the Slayer, I 
wasn’t there to help her do the yard work, I’d run 
away and left her all alone. Every time I turned 
around, my mother was telling me how great you 
and Spike were and it really pissed me off.” 

She looked away and Xander waited, since it was 
obvious she wasn’t finished. Her voice was quiet 
and desolate sounding when she spoke again. “I 
thought when I came back, everything would 
be…simple again.” She glanced at him briefly, her 
eyes baffled and hurt, before she looked away 
again. “But nothing went like I thought it would. It’s 
all… wrong, somehow.” She sighed and seemed to 
almost be talking to herself. “Willow wouldn’t admit 
that she was mad at me, she just kept saying we 
were fine, and we weren’t. Giles was happy I was 
back but so disappointed in me he couldn’t help 
showing it even though he tried not to. And Mom 



wasn’t sure how to behave around me, so she was 
either trying too hard to be normal or freaking out 
every time I was out of her sight. I didn’t know how 
to convince her that I wasn’t going to leave again.” 

She sighed again and Xander couldn’t help feeling 
sorry for her. She’d run away from facing her 
problems and found they were all still here, plus 
twice as many new ones when she returned.  

“And everywhere I turned, you were being shoved 
into my face as a shining example of just how badly 
I screwed up.” Her eyes met Xander’s steadily. “I 
know I screwed up. I shouldn’t have run away. But it 
was easier to blame you than accept that. I’m 
sorry,” she said again. “As much as I’d like to, it’s 
not right to blame you for problems I created. I 
wanted you to know that I appreciate what you did 
to help her out.” 

It was the most honest Buffy had ever been with 
him and Xander tried to reciprocate. “It wasn’t a 
criticism of you, Buffy. I mean, yeah, I didn’t 
understand how you could run away like that, but I 
wasn’t helping your mom out to show you up.” He 



really didn’t want to explain the guilt that had 
originally sent him to the Summers’ house. He 
barely understood it himself.  

“I know. It just took me awhile to see that.” For the 
first time, a hint of a smile crossed Buffy’s face. 
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m still pissed off that you 
told her about me being the Slayer but I can deal. 
And honestly, it’s kind of made things easier not 
having to sneak out all the time. Plus, mom washes 
the bloodstains out now, and that’s really of the 
good.” 

Xander was shocked for a moment until he realized 
that she was joking. “I did wonder about that. Not 
the bloodstains but why you wouldn’t tell her just 
so you didn’t have to climb out the window every 
night.” He grinned to let her know he was joking 
too. 

“I’ve gotten so used to it, it seems normal. Once, I 
even climbed in the window when she was out of 
town. I forgot I could just walk through the door.” A 
shadow crossed her face and her smile died. 



Xander thought about telling her that he still 
resented her endangering Spike but decided to let it 
go. With Angel out of the picture permanently, it 
wasn’t like the situation would come up again with 
her. With every other demon, Buffy had always 
been more than ready to fight her hardest.  

Buffy pulled herself out of her solitary thoughts 
first. Shaking her head, dispelling whatever memory 
had caused the momentary sadness, she said: “I’m 
still not sure about the thing you’ve got going with 
Spike but I guess it’s not really my business. So long 
as he honors the truce, we’re good.” 

“He’ll honor it.” Xander had no doubts about that. 

“I can’t honestly say that I like you, Xander, but you 
really helped out with the Invasion of the Dead 
People and over the summer. I know I can get kind 
of cranky with people I don’t like and I’ll try not to 
with you. But just so you know - that doesn’t go for 
Spike. I’m sorry, but he really gets on my nerves.” 

“Spike can take care of himself. Hit back at him 
verbally all you want; he enjoys it. As long as you 
don’t try to hurt him, we’re good.”  



“You guys come in handy, sometimes. Any time you 
want to join in research or whatever…” 

Xander recognized a olive branch when he saw one. 
“Thanks. I don’t know about the daily stuff, but if 
you need us for anything major, just ask.” 

Buffy nodded and hesitated. Finally, she just said, 
“see you,” and walked about of the classroom. 
Xander was glad he wasn’t the only one who didn’t 
know how to gracefully leave an awkward 
conversation.  

He had to give Buffy points, though. Once she’d 
finally gotten her head out of her ass, she was as 
straightforward with an apology as she was about 
her antagonism.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The weekly Court was winding down when Anthony 
indicated that there was a vampire who wished to 
present himself to the Master of the Territory. Both 
Jose and Anthony had become adept at sorting out 



which vampires wanting to present themselves to 
the Court were worth bringing to Spike’s attention 
and which ones they should deal with themselves. 
Not surprising, really, Spike’s criteria were pretty 
simple: if the vampire was less than a century old, 
they almost certainly weren’t worth wasting his 
time on.  

The slender, black vampire who entered the Court 
was a surprise. Wearing a silk suit and sporting a 
thin mustache and earrings in both ears, the 
vampire was not so much elegant as slick. More to 
the point, he was familiar. 

“Trick. Long time.” 

“Spike.” Trick inclined his head with something less 
than genuine respect. “I hadn’t heard you’d set 
yourself up here in suburbia.” 

“Thought you were still Kakistos’ lackey.” If Kakistos 
was in town, that would mean trouble.  

“Past tense, my friend. Kakistos is old school. Which 
means boring to you and me. I decided it was time 
to leave him and move on. The modern vampire can 



live globally now, we don’t need to be tied down to 
a territory, to the old ways, any longer.” 

“So you just happened to choose my town in your 
global unlife?” Spike didn’t believe that for a 
second.  

Trick was an odd vampire in many way. Turned 
shortly after the American Civil War, he was about 
the same age as Spike. Trick had been ruled for his 
first decades by human racial concerns that should 
have stopped being an issue for him the moment he 
stopped being of the human race. If legend held 
true, Trick had systematically hunted down and 
killed every member of the family that had held his 
own family in slavery for three generations. Spike 
shook his head at the idea. Most vampires fed off 
their own families and friends in the first weeks and 
months after being turned - sometimes to kill off 
the reminders of their life as a human, sometimes 
getting revenge for real or imagined slights against 
themselves, sometimes just because they were the 
easiest prey available. Fledges didn’t generally go 
around avenging social injustices committed against 
their families. It was too abstract a concept for 



creatures still adjusting to a world where the taste 
of blood and the scent of fear were a drug to their 
newly hypersensitive senses. Spike had never been 
able to decide if that made Trick more or less 
dangerous than the average vampire, although he 
did know that Trick generally avoided violence 
these days, relying on his intellect rather than his 
muscles to solve problems. Part of his “modern 
vampire” shtick, no doubt. 

“When I decided to head out on my own, I ran a 
nationwide statistical analysis and hello darkness. 
Your little town makes DC look like… Mayberry. And 
ain’t nobody saying boo about it.” Trick was 
studying the Court as he spoke, eyes darting around 
the room and cataloguing the vampires inside. 
“Thought I might fit in here, have some fun. I mean, 
admittedly, your quaint little burg is not a haven for 
the brothers, strictly the Caucasian persuasion 
you’ve got here in the Dale but you’ve just got to 
stand up and salute that body count.” 

Spike had forgotten how Trick loved to hear himself 
talk and he hadn’t missed the little digs hidden in 
Trick’s seemingly aimless ramblings: referring to 



Spike’s territory as small and quaint and that he 
hadn’t heard that Spike was Master here. Not to 
mention the remark about modern vampires no 
longer holding territory. There spoke a vampire who 
had no hope of ever fighting for, and winning, a 
territory of their own. 

“You askin’ to join the Court?”  

Trick shook his head. “No, just introducing myself to 
the local Master, like a proper vampire. If I’d 
wanted to be a part of a Court, I’d have stayed with 
Kakistos.” 

“Fair enough. Got plenty of minions as it is.” Spike 
smirked at the look on Trick’s face as Spike blithely 
lumped him with all the other useless minions 
falling all over themselves to join his Court. Ignoring 
Trick’s glare, he got to his feet. “The rules are 
simple in my territory. Don’t get involved in 
anything that will call attention to yourself or cause 
trouble for anyone but yourself. If you intend to 
tackle the Slayer, do it one-on-one, and don’t start a 
war. Clear.” 



Trick nodded and Spike studied him narrowly. He’d 
have to keep an eye on Trick, make sure he didn’t 
bring trouble down on Spike. Maybe he’d put 
Michael on it. If the minion did well, it would show 
he was ready to become a Lieutenant. The Court 
had grown enough for a third Lieutenant. If he 
failed again, like he had with Ares, there wouldn’t 
be another second chance for him. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
Faith, Hope & Trick  

 

Part Twelve 

Considering the town was situated smack on top of 
a Hellmouth, you’d think that Sunnydale would be 
featured a bit more prominently in California 
history, Xander thought grumpily as he flipped 
through the textbook, looking for any mention of 
Sunnydale. California history was proving to be by 
far his dullest class, primarily because Mr. Newman 
had clearly been drafted into teaching the class and 
had no interest whatsoever in the subject material. 
Which pretty much made him the dullest teacher on 



the planet, at least in that particular class; for all 
Xander knew, he might be a whiz in his regular 
botany classes. Not being interested in botany, 
Xander had never had Mr. Newman as a teacher 
before so he couldn’t say.  

He closed the book and pushed it away from him, 
glancing hopefully across the table. “Are you sure 
we can’t fool around, just a little?” 

Spike shot him an amused look. “Not unless you 
want wolf-boy over there to go absolutely nuts 
tryin’ to join in,” he said patiently. “Now, 
personally, I’m always up for a three-way, but I’m 
not sure you’re ready for that, luv.” 

Xander looked over at wolf-Oz, who was prowling 
restlessly and occasionally throwing himself at the 
bars of the cage in what had to be frustration. “I 
know, I just didn’t think this would be so boring 
with you here.” For something to do, he strolled 
over to look into the book cage, then jumped as Oz 
threw himself at the bars again. He hastily stepped 
back from the cage, then returned to the table with 
a sigh and peered over Spike’s shoulder at the book 



he was reading, frowning at the oddly shaped 
letters. Whatever language it was, it sure wasn’t 
English so he couldn’t even annoy Spike by reading 
over his shoulder.  

“I feel bad for him,” he commented idly. “I wish 
there was some way we could release him into the 
wild every month so he could chase rabbits and 
stuff.” 

Spike didn’t look up from his book, not even when 
Xander put his arms around him and nuzzled into 
his neck teasingly. “Don’t fancy getting a call from 
Canada to come pick up your stray mutt.”  

“No way. Utah, maybe, but there’s no way he’d 
make it to Canada.”  

“There’s a thought. Point him in the direction of Las 
Vegas. Lots of useless humans to munch on there.” 

“Please tell me you’re not speaking from personal 
experience.” 

Spike gave him a wicked look and Xander put his 
hands over his ears. “Never mind, just pretend I 
didn’t ask,” he said hastily. 



Everything had been going remarkably smoothly 
lately. There had been very little happening on the 
demonic side of things, other than a new vampire in 
town that Spike was a bit worried about, but he 
hadn’t actually done anything yet. Spike was having 
the vampire watched but so far it looked like he was 
just setting up a place to live in a house in the nicer 
part of town. When he heard that, Spike had made 
some disgusted remarks about Trick going soft, 
living like a human. Given that, at the time, Spike 
had been ensconced on the couch with Xander 
watching tv, Xander still thought he was completely 
justified in finding the comments entertaining.  

He smiled, remembering Spike’s reaction to Xander 
laughing at him and telling him that the vampire 
formerly known as William the Bloody was just a big 
old house-vamp now himself. The words were 
barely out of his mouth before Spike had him 
pinned to the floor and was demonstrating just how 
evil he still was. When Xander could breathe again, 
he’d suggested they continue the discussion in the 
bed and Spike had refused, saying William the 



Bloody didn’t stop ravishing mouthy captives so 
they could be more comfortable.  

The rug burn he’d gotten that night had been totally 
worth it. 

School was settling into normal class routines and 
Xander had people to talk to in every one of his 
classes. Buffy and he weren’t exactly hanging out 
buddies, but she was making an effort to be 
friendly, even asking him about where he’d learned 
to fight. Apparently she’d seen him do something 
while fighting the zombies that had impressed her, 
although Xander wasn’t sure exactly what it was. He 
really wasn’t interested in analyzing fighting styles, 
or the name and origin of any particular move, he 
just wanted to know enough to stay alive. He told 
her that Spike was training him and Buffy actually 
asked questions and seemed interested. It was the 
longest pleasant conversation they’d had since… 
well, pretty much ever. Figures, she would be 
interested in fighting. Occupational hazard, he 
supposed. 



Willow and he… they were still tiptoeing through 
the minefield of their former friendship. Things had 
improved a little between them but it was more like 
a cease-fire than any kind of reconciliation. Willow 
no longer stared at him resentfully when he was 
talking to other people and in general, they both 
pretty much tried to act like they were just casual 
acquaintances who had no history whenever they 
were thrown together by class or research at the 
library or whatever. They both still avoided each 
other when they could but Xander was genuinely 
pleased to see her walking through the halls and 
talking to people other than Oz and Buffy. For a 
long time, they had seemed to be her only friends. 
And ok, that was really a pot criticizing the kettle, 
and all that, considering his own loner status last 
year, but he’d been worried about the way she’d 
been clinging to Buffy as her only friend. She was 
spending a lot of time with Amy Madison this year.  

Seeing Willow and Amy walking through the halls, 
heads together, whispering and giggling, Xander 
had even wondered fleetingly if they were flirting 
with each other. He’d abandoned the ridiculous 



idea almost immediately - just because he was in a 
gay relationship didn’t mean everyone he knew was 
suddenly gay. Next thing, he’d been assuming that 
Larry was flirting with him, or that Giles and Snyder 
were doing it. The thought of Snyder with an eager 
Giles responding to a come-hither look was so off-
putting - ok, let’s face it, so downright stomach 
turning - that Xander had vowed he was never going 
to speculate on anyone’s love life ever again. 
Snyder, yeesh! If his brain kept throwing images like 
that at him, he’d never have sex again.  

He had been volunteered for Oz-watch tonight 
when Willow and Buffy had both told Giles they 
were busy and couldn’t do it. When he’d asked Oz 
about it, Oz told him that he preferred to have 
someone on watch on wolf nights to make sure 
nothing went wrong. Oz said that he didn’t ever 
want to wake up in the woods again, wondering 
what he’d done as the wolf, and Xander could 
understand and sympathize. Oz had adjusted really 
well to his wolf side, but he still worried about 
things going wrong. Spending a night sitting up in 



the library keeping watch seemed a small thing to 
do to reassure Oz. 

Spike, on the other hand, had strongly disapproved, 
not liking the idea of Xander sitting alone in the 
school library with only a flimsy cage door between 
himself and a werewolf that Spike knew Xander 
wouldn’t want to kill. He grumbled about the 
Watcher being responsible for keeping an eye on 
wolf-boy, not a bunch of teenagers. Xander had just 
pointed out that Giles always took one of the three 
nights, but wasn’t up to staying up three nights in a 
row, especially when the full moon came during the 
middle of the week, like this one. 

Spike had insisted on sitting Oz watch with Xander, 
which had sounded like a lot more fun when the 
vampire had proposed the idea than it had turned 
out to be. Not that Spike had given Xander a choice 
about it; he’d just announced that, if Xander was 
going to be sitting with the wolf, he was staying 
with Xander, end of debate. Unfortunately, Spike 
had inspected the cage suspiciously and 
immediately afterwards had told Xander firmly, and 
in so many words, that rutting around on the tables 



in front of the werewolf was a very bad idea. 
Apparently, Spike thought the cage wasn’t strong 
enough to hold Oz if he ever got really angry or 
excited. Xander had tried to convince Spike that 
they could make out safely in front of Oz, but Spike 
had pointed out that werewolves were easily 
capable of smelling pheromones and very drawn to 
sexual energy and he knew that Xander would claim 
it had killed the mood if Spike had to stop fooling 
around in order to kill Oz. That had pretty much 
ended the discussion. 

So here he was, reduced to reading boring history 
homework, stuck sitting with a vampire who 
refused to even play footsie with him in front of the 
werewolf. Spike’s reputation for being evil was 
hitting a serious low, in Xander’s opinion.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Hey, luv. Wake up.” 



Xander stirred drowsily then settled down again as 
he felt Spike running his hand through Xander’s 
hair. “Mmmm, don’t stop,” he mumbled. 

“Gotta wake up, pet.”  

Lifting his head blearily from Spike’s thigh, Xander 
blinked as he looked around the dark room. “What 
time is it?” 

“Almost 6.” 

Xander groaned and dropped his head down again. 
Spike chuckled. “Need you to wake up, luv. Time for 
me to head out of here before the sun’s up.” 

“Right, I’m up.”  
 
“Looks a lot like you’re still asleep. Can stay, if you 
want me to.” 

“No, I’m good. You should get home so you can 
sleep.” Xander reluctantly pushed himself upright, 
groaning as stiff muscles protested a night spent on 
the library table. “Next time, we bring an air 
mattress. Give me two minutes in the bathroom 



and I’ll be awake.” Peering through the darkness at 
the cage, he asked: “Is Oz ok?” 

“Mutt fell asleep ‘bout an hour ago. Not too 
impressive as weres go.” 

Xander yawned, beginning to shuffle sleepily out of 
the library towards the bathroom. “He’s young, I’m 
sure he’ll be up to your standards when he’s older.” 

Splashing cold water on his face helped a little, but 
Xander wished he could take a shower. Heading 
back to the library, he considered skipping school 
that day, but he wanted to finish the project he was 
working on in shop. He was making a picture frame 
for Buffy as a peace offering. He’d thought about 
carving a batch of stakes for her but his imagination 
had immediately pictured her staking Spike with a 
stake he’d carved and he’d abandoned that idea 
with a shudder. He had enough nightmares without 
adding that one to the mix. Since half the jocks in 
wood shop were working on picture frames, it had 
amused him to start one of his own. If the inlaying 
he was trying to do came out well, he was going to 



make several of them and give them out as gifts at 
Christmas. 

“I’m awake now, Spike.” 

“Want me to stay with you until the Watcher gets 
his arse here?” 

“No, it’s ok. Thanks for doing this with me.”  

Spike slid into his duster. “Tell the Watcher you’re 
not doin’ this again unless he reinforces the door on 
the bloody cage.” 

“I will.” Spike was over-protective, not paranoid. If 
he thought the cage wasn’t strong enough to hold, 
it probably wasn’t. Giving Spike a quick kiss, he 
asked: “See you after school?” 

“Turnin’ into bloody Ozzie & Harriet.” 

“Who?” 

Spike groaned. “Ignorant wanker.” 

Xander grinned at him. “Wouldn’t need to be a 
wanker if you weren’t scared of a little bitty 
werewolf.”  



“Oi!” 

“You’re the one who ruined all my plans for last 
night,” Xander reminded him. “Gonna have to make 
it up to me tonight.” 

“Make it up to you right now,” Spike threatened 
and Xander retreated around the table, laughing. 
“Git.” 

“Love you, too, Spike.” 

Spike left, still muttering threats about what he 
planned to do to Xander that evening and Xander 
hoped that the vampire intended to follow through 
on his threats. He peeked in on Oz, but the wolf was 
still curled up asleep. Oz generally slept through the 
morning transition back to human. Was the wolf 
aware of the pending change the way Oz was? 
Wondering if it would be rude to ask, Xander moved 
away from the cage, walking restlessly around the 
library looking for something to do as he resisted 
the temptation to settle back down and fall asleep 
again.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Good morning, Xander. How did everything go last 
night?” 

“All quiet on the wolf front,” Xander reported, 
looking up from the demonology text he was leafing 
through for no better reason than it had cool 
pictures. Giles was entering the library, newspaper 
tucked under one arm and a cup of tea in his hand. 
Willow followed him in carrying a pink box.  

“I brought donuts,” Willow said brightly, showing 
off the box. “Is Oz awake yet?” 

“Present and awake,” Oz answered for himself from 
behind Xander. He was just finishing buttoning up 
his shirt as he walked over to stand beside Willow. 

“Hey, Oz! I brought donuts to make up for leaving 
you alone last night.” 

“Not a problem.” Oz kissed her lightly. “But donuts 
are good.” 



Xander wondered if Willow had been drinking 
coffee that morning. She was almost bouncing with 
excitement, her eyes sparkling and she couldn’t 
seem to stop smiling. Oz noticed it to. “Good night, I 
take it?” 

“Great night. I got all of my errands done and it’s 
like this big load off my mind. Not that I didn’t miss 
you…” her fingers twined with Oz’s and he smiled at 
her indulgently, reaching a black-nailed hand up to 
tuck a lock of hair behind her ear.  

Feeling like an intruder, Xander cleared his throat. 
“Can anyone have a donut or are they all for Oz?” 

“Oh,” Willow jumped. “Of course, donuts for all.” 
She set the box down and they all reached for a 
donut. “Where did Giles go? I got a jelly-filled one 
for him.” Willow looked around and saw that Giles 
had already retreated to his office. “I guess we were 
a little too couple-y for him.”  

“Not at all,” Giles said. “Certainly not enough to 
make me forgo a jelly donut. Have you seen Buffy 
this morning?”  



“Nope, but I’m sure she’s fine, just running a little 
bit late. I’ll take notes for her if she’s late for first 
period.” 

“Willow, is everything all right?” 

Xander was beginning to wonder that himself. This 
was more than just over-caffeinated Willow, if he 
didn’t know better, he’d almost swear she was high 
on something. Which was impossible. Willow was 
totally anti-drug, she rarely even took aspirin. 

“Everything’s fine. Peachy, in fact. A fruit-filled 
morning.” 

Giles shook his head. “I think I would suggest a bit 
less caffeine when you’ve been up late.” 

“I like you giddy,” Oz contributed. 

“You all should probably head for your classes,” 
Giles nodded at the clock. “Willow, if you could ask 
Buffy to stop by during a free period to discuss 
tonight’s patrol.” 

“Will do.” 



They left Giles to go to class, Xander snagging 
another donut on the way out. “See you guys later,” 
he said, “thanks for the donuts, Willow.” 

They parted, heading for different classes and 
Xander yawned, thinking that if he was going to do 
Oz watch again, he would need to take up coffee 
drinking himself.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
As the day wore on, Xander was sure something 
was going on. Buffy and Willow were in full-on girl 
mode, heads together, whispering as they walked 
between classes. Willow still had that glow of 
happiness about her and it was beginning to 
seriously freak Xander out. She looked like the 
stereotype of someone who’d had sex last night. He 
really hated the idea that she might be cheating on 
Oz but he knew for a fact that she and Oz hadn’t 
done anything last night. Not together anyway. Oz 
didn’t seem worried and Xander wasn’t about to say 
anything, not when he didn’t have anything more 



than suspicion to go on. Who knows, maybe Buffy 
had gotten lucky with her new guy last night and 
Willow was just in match-maker heaven. She hadn’t 
exactly been subtle about pushing Buffy at that 
Scott guy. 

Deciding once again that other people’s love lives 
were something he didn’t want to know about, 
Xander gathered his books for his study period with 
Giles.  

“Xander, are you absolutely sure Oz was secure all 
last night?” Giles looked worried when Xander 
arrived at the library and his voice was anxious as 
he greeted Xander.  

“Absolutely. Spike kept watch when I was sleeping.” 

“Is there any possibility that Spike fell asleep on 
watch?” 

Xander looked at him in disbelief. “Spike? No. He 
woke me up before he left, so Oz was guarded the 
entire time. Why?” 

“A student was killed last night. The newspaper 
reports that he was horribly mauled.” 



 
“It wasn’t Oz.” Xander was positive. Spike would 
never have fallen asleep because he had been there 
last night to protect Xander, not Oz. “Who died?” 

“Oh, a..a student named Jeff Walken. Oz apparently 
knew him.” 

The name didn’t ring a bell with Xander and he 
focused on Oz. “Did you tell Oz it couldn’t have 
been him?”  

“I suggest you tell him yourself, if you don’t mind 
missing our study session today. Despite my 
reassurances, he was worried, which is 
understandable.” 

“I’m on it. See you, Giles.” Xander gathered up his 
book and went in search of Oz.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It took him awhile to track Oz down but Xander 
finally found him in one of the small music rooms 
behind the auditorium. Oz was holding his guitar 



but his hands were still on the strings. He was 
staring blindly at the blank walls, lost in thought and 
Xander hesitated for a long minute before tapping 
on the door. He didn’t wait for Oz to respond, just 
stepped inside and closed the door behind him.  

“Hey, Oz. Are you ok?” 

Oz shrugged. “Not really.” 

Xander came right to the point. “You didn’t get out 
last night.” 

“Pretty much knew that, but thanks.” Oz glanced at 
him briefly. “I knew Jeff. We were in jazz band 
together last year.” 

“Oh.” Sitting down beside Oz on the table, Xander 
didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry.” After a pause, 
he asked: “Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Not much to say. I really hate this town 
sometimes.” 

“Right there with you, man.” 



They sat together in silence for a long time, 
remembering lost friends.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It was full dark and they had almost reached the 
mansion when Spike stopped abruptly, one arm 
thrown out to bar Xander’s passage.  

Xander had been filling Spike in on their efforts to 
figure out what had killed two people connected 
with the school. First Jeff, then the school 
counselor, Mr. Platt, had been found mauled to 
death in his office towards the end of the day. Spike 
had been very unhappy at the idea of a killer 
stalking the school during daylight hours when he 
couldn’t protect Xander. Whatever it was that was 
killing people, it obviously could move around 
during the day as well as the night, and was 
inconspicuous enough to kill someone in their office 
at the school without being seen. 

At Spike’s sudden stop and warning gesture, Xander 
froze obediently, the words dying in his throat, 



knowing Spike had sensed something. Xander 
couldn’t hear anything but the normal quiet 
suburban sounds during the long tense silence that 
followed, as Spike stood a half a step in front of 
him, scanning the area around them with all of his 
senses. 

“Somethin’s been here,” he said finally, his voice 
quiet. “Think they’re gone now, but best be 
careful.”  

Suiting action to words, he pulled a knife out of his 
boot and handed it to Xander. With Spike in the 
lead, they slipped into the mansion, entering 
silently through the already open door. 

Some kind of struggle had taken place inside the 
mansion. The training mats that covered the floor 
were knocked out of place and the rack of axes and 
crossbows had been smashed, although none of the 
weapons seemed to be missing. Spike grabbed two 
axes from the mess and handed one to Xander, 
automatically sliding the knife Xander returned to 
him back into his boot.  



A quick search of the mansion turned up nothing. 
The struggle had apparently been confined to the 
main room and the rest of the mansion was 
deserted. As they made their way back to the living 
room, Xander asked: “What do you think 
happened?” 

“Dunno, luv.” Spike was still tensely alert, not 
relaxing his guard at all, despite the seeming quiet. 

“Do you suppose it could just be ordinary burglars? 
The house does kind of look empty from the street. 
Maybe they got ticked off that there was nothing to 
steal.” Xander didn’t want to even suggest it could 
be whatever had killed Jeff Walken and Mr. Platt. 
They had so little information to go on, just that 
whatever it was, it was stronger than human, 
probably had claws, and had killed both during the 
day and the night. Willow had hacked into the 
morgue computer and confirmed that both bodies 
had been similarly mauled and there were no 
obvious signs of bite marks. They simply didn’t have 
enough information to narrow it down to anything 
in particular.  



Spike shook his head, his eyes sweeping the room 
restlessly. “If this was just vandalism, they would 
have used the weapons to destroy the walls and 
furniture. Probably pissed on the floor as well. 
Nothing’s missing and nothing’s really damaged, 
this was something else.” 

Spike crouched down by the weapons rack, his 
slender fingers sifting through the debris. Xander 
watched, puzzled, as Spike occasionally picked up a 
piece of broken wood and sniffed it, his expression 
turning first shocked, then grim. 

He stood abruptly, dropping the last piece he’d 
smelled. “Need to get you back home, luv.” 

“Spike?” 

Spike hustled him out the door and pulled him 
along the street until Xander was practically running 
to keep up. “Spike?” he asked again. 

“Promise I’ll explain later, Xander. Right now, 
there’s something I have to take care of. Won’t lie 
to you, luv, it could get dangerous. Need you to stay 
inside the factory tonight.” Spike stopped for a 



moment and turned to face him. “Xander, promise 
me you won’t leave the factory until morning.” His 
eyes were frighteningly intense. “I’ll be back before 
dawn, if possible and I’ll explain then.” 

“Can’t I help?” Xander wasn’t sure he wanted to get 
involved in whatever had Spike so on edge, but he 
had to offer. 

Spike’s quick head shake put an end to that idea. 
“Need you to be safe, luv. And you wouldn’t be able 
to keep up with me. I’ve got to find the thing that 
was at the mansion tonight.” 

“Is it the thing we’ve been hunting? What aren’t 
you telling me?” 

“Later. Do you promise?” 

“All right,” Xander agreed reluctantly.  

Spike began walking quickly again, still obviously 
watching for danger. Spike was always alert to his 
surroundings but this was different. This was red-
alert-this-is-no-drill combat readiness and Xander’s 
own unease grew to near panic levels. 



Arriving back at the apartment, Spike left Xander in 
the kitchen and told him to wait. Taking the seldom 
used back entrance into the factory, he returned 
almost immediately with Jose following hesitantly 
behind him. Xander was astonished at the sight of 
the other vampire. None of the vampires of Spike’s 
Court had ever been allowed in the apartment 
before. 

“Jose’s going to sit with you ‘til I come back. If I’m 
not back before dawn…” he held up a hand to 
forestall Xander’s automatic protest. “I’ll try to be 
back, but if I’m not, Jose is going to stay here in the 
apartment until I do get back.” 

The fear that had been growing steadily in Xander 
was now almost choking him. “What’s going on 
Spike?” he asked sharply. “Tell me, or I’m going with 
you.” 

Spike was across the room in one stride, his arms 
going around Xander tightly. “It’ll be all right, luv.” 

“I’m serious, Spike. Talk to me or I’ll just imagine 
worse things than could possibly be really 
happening.” 



Spike sighed, holding him and Xander knew that 
Spike could feel his heart pounding and feel the 
slight tremors that shook his body, as he clung to 
Spike. 

Pushing back slightly, Spike looked steadily at him. 
“Two people were at the mansion recently, Buffy 
and Angelus.” 

Xander stared at him, shaking his head dazedly. 
“That’s not possible. Is it?” 

“Dunno how, but they were there.” 

“But…” Xander shot a quick look at Jose, not sure 
how much the other vampire should be hearing. 
“Willow did the spell, it shouldn’t be that big a deal, 
right?” 

“Hell dimensions are tricky, Xander. Time moves 
differently. He could have been there for years, 
even centuries. All we know is that him and the 
Slayer appear to have gotten into a fight. That 
doesn’t say good things about the state he’s in. No 
dust, so she didn’t win.” 



“She was at school today.” Xander said, thinking 
quickly. “The school has basement access, could 
Angel be what’s been killing people? I’m pretty sure 
Buffy knew both of them. Jeff was a friend of that 
Scott guy she’s been dating and I think she’s been 
seeing the school counselor.” 

Spike nodded. “Anythin’s possible. Dunno what any 
of this means. But if it’s Angelus, I’m not risking him 
getting his hands on you again.” 

Xander agreed with that. Oh boy, did he agree with 
that. For one moment, all he could feel was 
Angelus’ weight pinning him down, cruel hands 
twisted painfully in his hair, the sadistic voice 
purring threats in his ear. 

“Xander! Not going to happen, luv. Give you my 
word.” Spike’s gentle shake brought him back to the 
present and Xander nodded. Spike’s voice in his ear 
erased the last hint of Angelus’ as he whispered, 
“Love you, Xander.” 

“Love you, Spike. Be careful.” 



Spike nodded, kissing him hard, then turned to face 
Jose, who was discretely staring at the far wall. 
Pinning him with a cold glare, Spike growled: “Don’t 
leave him alone for a second and nothing comes in 
here until I’m back. If he has so much as a scratch 
when I return, you will beg me to stake you before 
I’m done.” 

“If he has a scratch, it will be because I am already 
dust, Master Spike.” Jose’s voice was calm and 
Spike nodded, accepting the pledge. He looked at 
Xander for a long moment, then was gone out the 
door in a swirl of black leather.  

Xander and Jose looked at each other. “So, tv or 
poker?” Xander offered, knowing he wasn’t going to 
be able to sleep until Spike got back.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike went back to the mansion, for lack of a better 
place to start. It wasn’t like he was a bloodhound 
who could follow a cold trail by smell alone. 
Standing in the main room, he stretched out his 



senses to their limits, inhaling deeply, mouth open, 
tasting the scents that came to him. Disregarding 
the familiar smells of himself and Xander, he 
concentrated of the faint traces of the Slayer and 
his Sire. 

There was a hint of the coppery tang of blood still 
present, Slayer blood. A couple of the splinters of 
wood from the broken rack had traces of blood, 
which meant that the Slayer was most likely the 
body that had smashed into the weapons rack, 
propelled by demonic strength. Some of the 
scattered training mats bore marks resembling 
charcoal dust, which carried a faint reek of 
brimstone. 

Angelus’ trunk, still tucked away in the back of the 
bedroom closet, had been hurriedly rifled through. 
The souvenirs his Sire had somehow managed to 
keep over the centuries were tossed everywhere: 
some of Darla’s silk underwear; an old doll Drusilla 
once cherished, its lace-edged dress faded with age; 
a pair of reading glasses Spike had thought he’d lost 
before he left England for the first time, plus dozens 
of things Spike didn’t recognize. He sorted through 



the mess, straightening things and tucking them 
back inside the trunk with nostalgic fingers. He 
hadn’t gone through Angelus’ things after his Sire 
vanished into the portal, his own feelings about his 
Sire had still been too convoluted to process and 
Spike had opted for not dealing, as Xander would 
say. Now, he was astonished to learn that Angelus 
had kept mementos of his family. Through all the 
years he’d abandoned them, Angelus had still clung 
to these reminders of the past he denied. He 
couldn’t tell whether anything was missing but it 
was the Slayer’s scent overlaying the items, not 
Angelus’, meaning the Slayer had been the one 
tearing through the trunk searching for something. 

Closing the lid firmly on the bittersweet knowledge 
that his Sire had still cared about them, Spike rose 
to his feet and considered what he knew. Angelus 
had returned from the hell dimension, how and why 
wasn’t important right now. The Slayer either knew 
he had returned or had stumbled over him and the 
two had fought. There was no trace of ash, so it was 
unlikely the Slayer had dusted Angelus. Nor was 
there enough blood to assume Angelus had killed 



the Slayer, especially since she’d been seen out and 
about today.  

If Angelus had won the fight, it would be likely he 
would still be here. Angelus was territorial, like all 
vampires, and this had been his home. He would 
have been determined to re-claim it from the 
interlopers using his property. That meant the 
Slayer most likely came out on top. 

Since Angelus’ dust wasn’t littering the mansion, 
the Slayer had once more not been able to bring 
herself to kill him. It was obvious someone was 
using the mansion, so she wouldn’t have dared 
leave Angelus here. The scent left by the two was 
older than a few hours, they must have fought 
sometime during the previous night. Slayer hadn’t 
told anyone of his return at school - probably 
because no one else was going to be dancing at the 
return of the vampire that caused them all so much 
pain and misery. That meant she’d stashed Angelus 
somewhere to hide him from her friends. 

Where would a Slayer hide her vampire lover?  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Turned out, it hadn’t been that difficult to find him. 
Ruling out the Slayer’s home, that pretty much left 
Sunnydale’s cemeteries: filled to the brim with 
convenient crypts for hiding vampires in. A 
determined vampire hunting with his sense of smell 
wide open could cover a lot of ground in a hurry. 

In the end, it was sound rather than scent that gave 
Angelus’ hiding spot away. 

Spike studied the thing secured to the wall of the 
crypt by a set of manacles and a heavy length of 
chain. Angelus was growling and snarling and 
struggling futilely against the manacles that 
restrained him. The sounds were those of a wild 
dog, not a vampire and there was no glimmer of 
intelligence in the dark eyes. What puzzled Spike 
was that Angelus was in human face. For a vampire 
this out of control, he should have lost the ability to 
control his demonic features as well. 



Given that Angelus was restrained for the moment, 
Spike had time to think about what he was going to 
do. He perched on the crypt’s sarcophagus and lit a 
cigarette, inhaling deeply and letting the familiar 
warmth of the nicotine relax him after the tense 
hours of hunting.  

“Question is,” he said finally, more to himself than 
to the creature in front of him. “What exactly are 
you? My Sire; the off-his-trolley version of Angelus 
you were last spring; or the souled poof who 
abandoned his family, breaking Dru’s heart? Or are 
you somethin’ else entirely?” He took another long 
drag, hoping to settle his churning thoughts. “More 
to the point, what am I going to do with you?”  

 

Part Thirteen 

“Bugger this.” Making up his mind at long last, Spike 
flicked his cigarette away and stood, pulling a stake 
out of his duster as he did. He crossed to the 
exhausted vampire, who was hanging limply in the 
chains, head down, and grabbed a fistful of the 



unkempt hair, yanking Angelus’ head up so the dark 
eyes were facing him. 

“You’re not my Sire,” he snarled, not for the first 
time. “You’re nothing. Just a mad dog that needs to 
be put down.” The vampire made a weak attempt 
at a growl and Spike shook his head like a terrier 
with a rat. “None of that, you pathetic half-wit. That 
little trip to hell did you in, didn’t it? Don’t got the 
brains of a soddin’ village idiot anymore. Nothin’ 
but a wild animal and I’m putting you out of 
everyone’s misery.” 

Spike had been watching Angelus for well over an 
hour, talking to him, insulting him, and just sitting 
and studying him in silence. Perched on the 
sarcophagus, chain smoking, Spike had watched as 
Angelus struggled against the chains until he’d 
dropped, exhausted. In that entire time, Angelus 
had not spoken one coherent word. He’d growled 
and snarled and bared his human teeth at Spike, 
but mostly he’d been eerily silent.  

Physically, he appeared unharmed. The toned 
muscular body was just as Spike remembered it - 



Angelus was wearing only a pair of pants and Spike 
wondered idly if the Slayer had put them on him; 
they were clearly not something that had been 
worn for long and Angelus wasn’t exactly up to his 
usual fussy dress sense. Wherever he’d been, 
Angelus had been feeding regularly, that was 
obvious, although it didn’t make much sense to 
Spike, unless Angelus had been feeding on other 
inhabitants. It all depended on what kind of a place 
he’d been and how long he’d been there. Maybe 
somebody running the place kept the inhabitants 
well fed so they would live for a long time while 
being tortured. 

Mentally, Angelus was another story. The feral 
creature in chains had shown not the slightest 
indication he understood Spike, or anything else, for 
that matter. Flinching away from touch, finally 
simply hanging exhausted in the chains, the 
creature had ceased to give even token 
acknowledgement that Spike was in the room with 
him, and ignoring a potential threat was something 
Angelus would never do, except as a ploy. 



Spike had given up expecting a response from the 
thing by the time he’d used his first cigarette to 
light his second. Staring at the creature wearing his 
Sire’s face and body, he’d let himself think about 
everything Angelus had meant to him: safety and 
terror, love and hate, rage and bitter jealousy, 
Angelus had meant all of those things to him and 
more. He’d been lover, companion and mentor, his 
Sire with all that relationship’s complicated layers 
of meaning. He’d loved and hated Angelus, mocked 
him, been bitterly jealous of him, had tried to kill 
him more than once. Angelus had once been nearly 
his entire world. Here in Sunndale, Spike had begun 
to form a tentative connection with Angel, almost 
coming to respect the difficult road his Sire had 
chosen, even as he ridiculed him for walking it. Then 
Angelus had returned, nearly as insane as this 
creature, and tried to use Xander against Spike. 
Spike had formed an alliance with a Slayer to take 
him down.  

Almost made him wonder which of the two of them 
was the more insane. 



He had more reasons to kill Angelus than he could 
count and he’d thought of them all as he sat there, 
reliving the bitter fury that had flavored so many of 
his encounters with his Sire. But he couldn’t help 
remembering the good times as well: traveling 
through Europe as a family, Angelus teaching him 
how to be a vampire when he was so overwhelmed 
by the change he was a danger to himself and 
everyone around him, even the more recent days, 
drinking peacefully with his Sire and struggling to 
find common ground with him. 

What finally decided him was the thought that 
Angelus wouldn’t want to be like this. Angel would 
like it even less. 

A tiny part of him wanted to be sure his Sire 
understood why he was doing this. Tightening his 
grip in the dark hair, he made sure the creature was 
looking directly at him as he spoke, not caring that 
it wouldn’t understand his words. “Not doin’ this 
because I hate you. ‘m doin’ it because it’s what you 
would want if you still had two brain cells to rattle 
around together in that huge head of yours. Right?”  



He stared down into the dark eyes, giving Angelus 
the chance to look death in the eye, even if it didn’t 
mean anything to this pathetic thing. He raised the 
stake and started to bring it down, when the 
creature began working its mouth strangely. 
Curious, he stopped his motion in mid-air, head 
cocked to one side as he listened to the thing 
struggle to make a sound. 

“S…sp…Spike?” 

It was the hoarse whisper of a voice that hadn’t 
been used in a long time, barely audible even to 
vampiric hearing, but it hadn’t been his imagination. 
It was clearly his name and there was a glimmer 
of... something in the confused dark eyes locked on 
his. “Angelus?”  

Swearing, Spike flung Angelus away from him, not 
caring that the motion caused the other vampire to 
smack hard into the wall. He spun away, beginning 
to pace in sheer frustration. He hated being 
indecisive, it reminded him too much of that 
pathetic fop William who couldn’t make his mind up 
about what cravat to wear, much less about 



anything significant. Spike preferred to make a 
decision and act on it. If his decision was wrong, so 
be it, at least he’d made one. 

Clearly, something of Angel was still in there. He 
didn’t have time to re-think what to do, the Slayer 
could return at any moment. She wouldn’t leave her 
precious Angel alone long, not helpless like this. 
Probably planning to hand feed him blood and 
sooth his fevered brow until he recovered, he 
thought viciously. 

“Right then.” Having made up his mind, Spike 
moved swiftly. Picking up the ax he’d brought with 
him while he hunted Angelus, he swung it against 
the metal bracket the chain had been threaded 
through. After several blows, it broke and the chain 
dropped.  

Angelus watched him warily but made no move to 
attack or flee. “Come on,” Spike said impatiently. He 
tugged Angelus to his feet and pulled him outside 
the crypt, stopping in the doorway to check the 
surrounding area. Sensing nothing dangerous, he 
got Angelus moving again by the simple expedient 



of pulling him along by the chain still attached to 
the manacles on his wrists. “Let’s get you 
somewhere the Slayer won’t find you.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It was getting dangerously close to dawn by the 
time Spike returned to the factory. He’d gotten 
Angelus settled in a crypt in a different cemetery; 
an old cemetery on the edge of town. It wasn’t used 
anymore, all the plots had long since been filled up. 
As a result, the Slayer didn’t patrol there often. It 
would do as a temporary place to stash Angelus 
until Spike decided what to do with him.  

Angelus had been remarkably passive. He hadn’t 
spoken again, letting Spike lead him without protest 
as they had trotted through the deserted streets. 
Spike wasn’t sure if Angelus understood that he was 
expected to stay put, but he had taken the 
precaution of choosing a crypt with no tunnel 
access and wedging the door shut when he left. It 
would take a fair bit of effort to force it open and 



Angelus didn’t seem to be at full strength, despite 
the fact that he looked healthy. He’d been 
exhausted by the pace Spike set as they moved and 
had collapsed into the new crypt, panting like an 
unfit human after a morning jog. Spike had 
hesitated briefly, wondering again if he shouldn’t 
just stake Angelus and be done with it, but 
something inside wouldn’t let him do it.  

Shaking his head in disgust at himself, Spike set to 
work on the manacles, finally prying them open 
with a combination of lock picking and brute force. 
Taking the chain with him as he left, he headed back 
to the original crypt, detouring to pick up a minion 
at one of the bars. He brought the minion back to 
the crypt with him - one of the advantages of being 
Master was not having to explain his actions. He’d 
simply pointed at a fledge and said: “You. Follow 
me,” and the minion had obediently dropped 
whatever it had been doing and followed without 
asking any questions. Idiot. 

Stepping into the crypt, Spike had told the curious 
minion to stand against the wall. “Need to set up a 
scenario,” he’d explained truthfully. Being as dumb 



as he looked, the minion had obediently stood 
against the wall to be staked. Spike hung the chains 
back onto the broken metal bracket, propping it 
back up so it looked normal to the casual glance.  

Finished, he’d headed back to the factory through 
the rapidly lightening dawn, still wondering why he 
hadn’t just staked Angelus.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It had been a long, anxious night. Xander usually 
enjoyed talking with Jose, but not when he was 
listening for Spike’s return, jumping at every sound 
and trying to ignore the fact that the vampire who 
still haunted his nightmares was back in town. 

Shuffling the cards for about the millionth time that 
night, Xander began dealing a hand of Texas hold 
‘em. He’d asked Jose to teach him some new 
variations since he really only knew how to play 
stud poker, hoping that concentrating on the rules 
would keep him from worrying. It had helped a 
little, as they’d worked their way through five- and 



seven- card stud, Manila and five-card draw. He was 
working on his bluffing skills because vampires had 
such unfair advantages with their ability to smell 
emotions and hear heartbeats, but it wasn’t really a 
good night for that. The variations in his heart rate 
and emotions all came from factors outside the 
game. Which actually meant he’d be cleaning up if 
they were playing for money but wasn’t of any use 
in the long term.  

Still, the night had dragged on. At midnight, Xander 
had turned on the television for background noise, 
trying to forget that Spike had been gone for hours. 
By 5 a.m., Xander thought that Jose probably 
deserved to be nominated for sainthood for not 
killing him. Which led to weird speculation on 
whether the Catholic church could nominate a 
demon for sainthood or whether that would make 
the Vatican implode and the realization that he was 
really, really tired. This was the second night in a 
row he’d been up half the night and he was 
seriously short of sleep.  

When he heard footsteps on the stairs at 5:30, 
Xander was up and running for the door. Jose 



stopped him before he got two steps. “Xander, 
please allow me to see who it is first.” 

That made sense. Given that the apartment was 
actually Spike’s, vampires could enter it without an 
invitation. Apparently when a vampire and a human 
lived together, the invitation rule was waived. 
Xander frequently wondered just who made up 
these rules anyway. 

Vibrating with nervous tension, Xander waited 
behind Jose as the door opened. It was Spike, 
looking tired but unhurt. Xander threw himself 
forward and flung his arms around Spike, clinging to 
him and relishing the feeling of Spike’s strong arms 
enfolding him in turn. 

Spike pushed him back after a moment and smiled. 
Looking past Xander at Jose, he said: “Thanks for 
watching him. Owe you one.” 

“It was my pleasure, Master Spike. Unless you need 
anything further, I will leave you two alone.” 

“Nothing for now, Jose. Everything’s under control.” 



Xander added, “Thanks, Jose. Sorry I was such lousy 
company.” 

“Perfectly understandable, Xander.” Jose nodded to 
Spike and left by the back entrance to the factory. 

“Did a good job when I picked that one,” Spike said 
as the door closed behind the other vampire, 
deliberately pitching his voice so that Jose could 
hear him. 

“What happened, Spike? Are you all right?” 

“’m fine, luv.” Spike tightened his hold, nuzzling into 
Xander’s neck, his tongue tasting the claim mark. 

Ignoring the arousal that always accompanied 
Spike’s tongue on his mark, Xander asked: “You said 
things are under control, that means it was Angel, 
right?” 

Spike stopped teasing at the claim mark and just 
rested his forehead in the juncture of Xander’s neck 
and shoulder. After a moment, he lifted his head 
again and stepped back half a step, his arms still 
loosely encircling Xander. “Not really either one of 
them, luv.” 



Whatever Xander had been expecting, that wasn’t 
it. “Huh?” 

“It’s not really Angel or Angelus,” Spike repeated 
somewhat unhelpfully. “More like a wild animal 
than a vampire right now.” 

“Ok, that doesn’t sound good. Did…did you kill 
him?” 

Spike looked away. “No.” 

“I don’t want to sound bloodthirsty or anything, but 
why not? He doesn’t sound like something you 
want running around loose.” Xander kept his voice 
even with an effort but he knew his heartbeat was 
giving him away. He couldn’t help it. Angelus scared 
him spitless, the thought of the vampire so out of 
control Spike would describe him as a wild animal 
was terrifying.  

Spike tightened his arm reassuringly. “Meant to. 
Was going to but I just couldn’t. Don’t know what’s 
wrong with me,” Spike scowled.  

Xander clung to him for a long minute. Underneath 
the bluster, Spike sounded so lost. “He’s contained, 



right?” Spike nodded, burying his face in the crook 
of Xander’s neck again. “Then let’s go to bed. We’ve 
both been up all night.” 

Pulling Spike with him, Xander headed into the 
bedroom. He undressed and climbed into the bed, 
glad that Spike was quietly following suit. Xander 
piled up the pillows on his side of the bed and 
pulled Spike down so his head was on Xander’s 
chest, knowing that Spike liked to listen to his 
heartbeat while they slept.  

When Spike had settled, his arms holding Xander 
fiercely, Xander freed one hand and began to rub 
soothing circles on Spike’s back. After a long time, 
Spike said quietly: “Was going to stake him but then 
he said my name. He’s changed, maybe truly insane 
this time, but he’s still my Sire. Should’ve killed him 
for you, luv, but I couldn’t do it.” 

Surprised he wasn’t more upset, Xander just held 
Spike for a long time before answering. He could 
feel the tension in Spike’s body, knew the vampire 
was worried about his reaction but he needed to 
think about this new development. He’d spent the 



night thinking about Spike’s options, but it hadn’t 
crossed his mind that reality would be door number 
3, instead of the more simple stake Angelus, let 
Angel live that he thought he’d be dealing with 
when Spike returned. 

He’d hated Angelus and had wanted him dead. 
Angelus had made it personal, had hurt Spike, 
tortured Giles, kidnapped Xander and tried to use 
him against Spike. Xander had willingly abandoned 
his place on the fence and hopped on the kill 
Angelus bandwagon. Angel he was more ambiguous 
about. He didn’t like him, but there were a lot of 
people he didn’t like, and he didn’t want to kill any 
of them. 

Angelus was Spike’s Sire. It had been easy for Spike 
that Angelus had been sucked into hell because 
Spike hadn’t had to deal with his issues about his 
Sire. Angelus was gone forever and Spike had pretty 
much opted out of dealing with the fall-out from 
the whole Angel/Angelus drama. Demons didn’t 
angst about things the way humans did but they 
weren’t immune to the kind of emotional upheavals 
and conflicted feelings that humans were prey to. 



When he finally spoke, Xander was calm, his own 
roiling emotions settling down to one thing: he 
trusted Spike to protect him. 

“You know how I feel about my Dad, Spike. It’s been 
a long time since he’s treated me with anything 
other than indifference. But I still remember what 
he was like when I was little. It’s not like he was 
ever a great parent, but there are some good 
memories. I guess what I’m saying is, no matter 
how much he’s disappointed me, he’s still my dad 
and I don’t want to see him hurt. Killing Angel when 
he was trying to kill you, trying to hurt you, is one 
thing. You were fighting to protect me and for your 
own life.” 

Spike had lifted his head and was staring at Xander, 
the blue eyes wide as Xander continued. “Angelus 
has been punished for what he did, punished big 
time it sounds like. That leaves you remembering 
the better times and able to see him as your Sire 
again. You make the decision, Spike. Don’t leave it 
to Buffy or me or anyone else. You’ll make the right 
decision because he’s your family.” He smiled 



crookedly. “None of us get to choose our families 
but we know them better than anyone else.” 

Spike surged up, kissing Xander hard. When he 
stopped, he lifted his head and stared at Xander. 
“Love you, Xander.” 

“I love you, Spike. Don’t leave him where Buffy gets 
to make the decision about his fate.” 

Spike looked shamefaced. “Already moved him to a 
crypt in a different cemetery.” He looked worriedly 
at Xander. “There’s no tunnel access and he can’t 
get out during the day. I promise, if I think for one 
second he’s going to be a danger to you, I’ll stake 
him.” 

“I know, Spike” 

Spike settled back down against his chest with an 
almost inaudible sigh. Xander slid a little lower in 
the bed, holding his vampire as they both fell 
asleep. He’d tell Giles what was going on this 
afternoon, but there was no way he was going to 
school today, not after being up for most of two 
nights in a row.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Of course, Giles wasn’t in the library when Xander 
arrived. A quick sweep through the school didn’t 
turn him up, but did allow Xander to grab a tray 
from the cafeteria as he realized belatedly how long 
it had been since he last ate. Against all the rules, 
he carried the tray to the library and settled down 
to eat and wait for Giles.  

He had finished eating and was drinking the cup of 
soda when he heard footsteps approaching in the 
hall. He hopped off the table, hoping it was Giles 
returning. 

Buffy blew through the library doors like a 
hurricane. Xander had barely even registered that it 
was Buffy and not Giles when he was slammed 
backwards into the table, the cup of soda he’d been 
holding flipping into the air, spraying its remaining 
contents over both himself and Buffy. His body 
reacted instinctively, kicking out hard at his attacker 



while his fingers clawed at the hand gripping his 
throat and cutting off his oxygen.  

His kick landed and the grip on his throat slackened 
enough for him to breathe. He kicked again and 
rolled clear, managing to get to his feet, still gasping 
with shock, unable to believe it was Buffy who’d 
attacked him. “What the hell are you doing?” he 
asked hoarsely, cautiously moving further away 
from her. Willow was standing at the door, having 
followed Buffy inside but her presence didn’t make 
Xander feel any safer. He really wanted it to be 
Giles standing there because Giles would do 
something if Buffy attacked him again. 

“Where is he?” 

“Where’s who?” Xander wondered wildly if he’d 
missed something. 

“Spike.” He’d never seen Buffy so angry and that 
was saying something.  

“What’s going on?”  

“Like you don’t know. He killed Angel.” 



“What?” 

“Don’t lie to me. There were cigarettes everywhere 
in the crypt where Angel was hidden. It had to have 
been Spike.” 

Xander shook his head. Even if he knew where 
Angel was, he wouldn’t tell her. Spike was probably 
with Angel right now and, while it might calm Buffy 
down to know Angel wasn’t dead, learning that 
Spike was still trying to decide whether or not to 
stake Angel would be badness on a whole new 
level. This was not a good time for Spike and Buffy 
to cross paths.  

“Where. Is. He?” 

Xander shook his head again stubbornly and 
opened his mouth to tell her what she could do 
with herself when he found himself saying: “He’s 
probably at the factory, he was still asleep when I 
left.” 

What the hell? He hadn’t meant to tell her that, 
even if it was obvious that Spike was unlikely to be 
brisking around in the sunshine. He shook his head 



to clear it, wondering if the buzzing in his head that 
was making his thoughts jumble was because he 
was still tired, he missed most of what Buffy said 
next, just hearing one word. 

“…Angel?” 

“Spike didn’t kill him. He moved Angel to a different 
cemetery.”  

He slapped a hand over his mouth, but it was too 
late, the words had already escaped. He couldn’t 
believe he’d just said that. He stared at Buffy, 
appalled at the words that had somehow come out 
of his mouth and found her staring back at him with 
shock and the beginning of joy. 

“Angel’s still alive?” 

“Yes,” he said unwillingly. This time, he was aware 
of the external pressure to speak, to tell the truth. 
He could feel something prickling inside his mind, 
tiny sparks of something alien, something not him, 
forcing him to answer. He tried. Oh god, he tried to 
stop the words from coming, keep them locked 
inside.  



Behind Buffy, he could see Willow, her eyes fixed on 
him, huge and unnaturally dark in her pale face as 
she chanted something quietly, almost under her 
breath. “Spike hasn’t decided what to do yet.” The 
words were dragged out of him unwillingly, slurred 
and distorted as he struggled unsuccessfully to keep 
his jaw clenched and his mouth shut. 

“WILLOW!” Giles’ outraged roar had all of them 
jerking around to face him and Xander felt the 
prickling die away as Willow spun to face Giles. 
“What are you doing?!” Giles’ voice was horrified, 
as if he’d found Willow in the midst of an obscene 
act. Relief swamped Xander that Giles was here and 
handling the situation and he sagged back against 
the table, his whole body shaking with reaction.  

“Just a truth spell,” Willow said meekly, dropping 
her hands and looking down. She was facing Giles 
and her performance was for an audience of one. 
From his viewpoint in the wings, Xander could see 
the unrepentant look on her face that she was 
hiding from Giles behind the swing of her hair. 



“Just a truth spell,” Giles repeated with deceptive 
mildness. Xander suspected he wasn’t fooled at all 
by Willow’s contrite act and the arctic cold in Giles’ 
voice when he continued confirmed that. “Miss 
Rosenburg, truth spells are black magic, coercive by 
their very nature. Their sole purpose is to compel 
obedience to the spell-caster’s will. What have you 
been doing?” 

Even Buffy was silenced by the fury in his voice. 
Xander couldn’t have spoken if his life depended on 
it. Willow had done a spell on him without his 
knowledge or consent? A spell that had forced him 
to betray Spike? How could she do that to anyone, 
let alone him?  

“I was just helping Buffy,” Willow began defensively 
and Giles cut her off in scathing tones: 

“Miss Rosenburg, I would think that after our 
review this summer of the ethical boundaries of 
witchcraft that you would never consider raising a 
defense of the ends justifying the means. You used 
a magical compulsion against a human. Unless you 
can honestly tell me that you felt the fate of the 



world hung on the information you sought to obtain 
through that spell, you had no right to use it.” 

The silence following his reprimand was deafening. 
Willow looked away, her cheeks burning, her eyes 
filled with tears. Xander just wished he could tell if 
it was shame or anger causing the reaction. 

“Where did you learn that spell?” 

Willow answered reluctantly, unable to resist Giles’ 
thundering tones. “When you wouldn’t teach me, I 
found someone who would.” 

“Who?” 

“I won’t get someone else in trouble.” Squirming 
under Giles’ glare, she finally said: “I found the truth 
spell in one of your books.”  

“And just how did you obtain that book?” 

“I… borrowed it from your apartment this summer.” 

“You stole it.” 

Willow tried for a casual shrug. She didn’t carry it 
off well. “It’s not like I did anything Xander didn’t 



do.” She shot Xander a look he couldn’t read as she 
said it. 

“While I do not condone Xander’s actions in 
pilfering my books last year, I must point out that 
he reached that point only after I had refused to 
answer his questions about vampires. You, on the 
other hand, were freely offered my knowledge and 
decided to steal books you had specifically been 
told you were not yet ready to use.” 

“It’s the same thing,” Willow said stubbornly. “We 
were both just trying to get information that you 
refused to give us.” 

“It is not the same. Your intentions were quite 
different. Xander sought information only, you were 
looking for power you are not yet ready to handle, 
as you have clearly demonstrated today.” 

“Giles…” 

“No, Buffy. I will not have you defending her. You 
have no idea of the risks inherent in what Willow 
has done. Willow, however, does understand the 
ramifications. She has deliberately chosen to ignore 



my warnings about playing with magical forces she 
is not prepared to handle or even comprehend.” 

“I understand more than you think, Giles.” 

“That statement, Willow, tells me more clearly than 
you can imagine how little you have heeded 
anything I have said to you on the subject.” Turning 
to Buffy, he asked: “What, exactly, did Willow feel 
she was ‘helping’ you with?” 

Buffy didn’t answer for a long moment. Her lips 
parted several times as if searching for words, 
before finally she said simply: “Angel’s back. Spike’s 
hiding him from me.” 

Shocked, Giles rocked backwards, almost as if he’d 
received a physical blow. “What?!” 

“It’s true,” Xander confirmed quietly, worried about 
how still and pale Giles had gotten at the mention 
of Angel’s name. “Spike found signs that Angel was 
back and tracked down where Buffy had hidden 
him.” His eyes accused Buffy and she met his look 
stubbornly. “Spike couldn’t decide whether or not 
to kill him, so he moved him where Buffy couldn’t 



find him. Willow,” he faltered as he said her name, 
then cleared his throat and continued, “used her 
little spell to try and force me to tell where Spike 
hid Angel. Fortunately, Spike didn’t tell me.” 

“Spike doesn’t have the right to kill Angel,” Buffy 
said furiously. 

“Then who does? If Angel is dangerous, we all know 
you’re not going to do a damn thing about it. Spike 
is the only family Angel has, he’ll decide whether 
Angel is safe to be at large or if he should be killed.” 

“Buffy, how did you know Angel was back?” Giles’ 
question was deceptively mild and Buffy looked 
away. 

“I found him at the mansion, I just wanted to see if 
he was better before telling anyone.” 

Xander suddenly found himself adding up several 
seemingly unrelated facts and he swore loudly, 
furious at himself for not having figured it out 
sooner. As everyone looked at him in surprise, he 
forced himself to look straight at Willow, despite 
the sickness that roiled in his gut at the sight of her. 



“You did it, didn’t you? That’s why you were so…” 
he couldn’t find an adequate description but it was 
just an extreme version the high Willow had always 
gotten when she had solved a difficult problem, 
especially something she’d worked on for a long 
time. “You’ve been trying to find a way to bring 
Angel back for a long time now and you found one, 
didn’t you?”  

The glow that had lit Willow yesterday returned. 
Her smile would have been beautiful if it hadn’t 
been just a little smug. “You said it couldn’t be 
done, Giles, but I did it. I found a way to fix things 
and bring Angel back.” She smiled triumphantly at 
Buffy, who couldn’t help smiling back, even though 
Buffy at least looked troubled by second thoughts. 

“You arrogant child. You could have damaged the 
boundaries between dimensions and destroyed this 
world.” If Giles had been pale before, it was nothing 
compared to the whiteness of his face now. He 
stared at Willow like he’d never seen her before. 

“I knew what I was doing. I worked on that spell for 
weeks.” 



“Then you will have the privilege of sharing your 
work with me so that I can ensure that you have not 
permanently damaged the walls between 
dimensions and that nothing will follow Angel 
through the hole you so foolishly created.” Giles 
looked pointedly at his watch. “I will expect you 
back here in one hour with every scrap of material 
you used in fashioning the spell, as well as any 
books of mine you still have.” His voice softened a 
little. “By the time you return, Willow, I hope you 
will have taken the opportunity to think seriously 
about what it is you have chosen to do with the 
magic you have learned. You have tampered with a 
human’s soul, recklessly opened a portal to a hell 
dimension, and turned your power against a 
friend.” 

Willow stared back at Giles, wide-eyed, the glow 
and the smugness dying at Giles’ words. After a long 
moment, she nodded and ducked her head, 
hurrying quickly out the door of the library.  

Her silent acquiescence didn’t surprise Xander. 
Giles’ anger was terrifying. He wouldn’t cross Giles 
in this mood, he’d just nod and agree to whatever 



he said. He’d never known the librarian was capable 
of this kind of rage and Giles’ disappointment would 
have burned Xander like acid if it had been aimed in 
his direction. 

Buffy obviously had similar thoughts as she said 
quietly, “I’ll go, too.” 

She edged towards the door and flinched as Giles 
turned his arctic glare in her direction. “After I am 
sure that Willow has not released unimaginable 
catastrophe on us, you and I will be having a talk 
about the responsibilities of a Slayer. Bringing Angel 
back was a foolish risk, especially considering that 
you agreed to let a witch with less than three 
months experience tamper with the very fabric of 
our reality. A reality, I remind you, that you are 
sworn to protect.” 

Buffy bit her lip and nodded contritely. She had just 
reached the door of the library when Giles’ voice 
stopped her in her tracks. “Buffy, you will stay here 
at school until your last class and then you will go 
directly home and stay there until I arrive.” 

“But…” 



“You will not spend the evening attempting to find 
Angel. There are far more serious issues in front of 
us. It is quite possible that we may all spend the 
next days fighting for our lives because of what 
Willow has done. You will go home and wait for 
me.” 

Buffy’s shoulders slumped and Xander could tell she 
would obey. He let out his breath in a long, silent 
breath of relief that Buffy would not be hunting 
Spike, at least for tonight. In the silence that 
followed, the only sound was the banging of the 
swinging door behind Buffy. 

“Is it really that bad?” 

Giles had his glasses off and he looked tired and 
beat down out by the scene that had just taken 
place. “I hope not. Willow is very intelligent but she 
is reckless. She seems to have no grasp of the 
dangers inherent in magic. I had hoped that she had 
lost interest when she stopped studying with me. 
Obviously, that was foolish of me.” 

Xander didn’t know how to respond and silence fell 
again before Giles shook his head as if banishing 



disturbing thoughts. Slipping his glasses back on and 
gathering himself up, Giles looked at him carefully. 
“Xander, are you all right? Truth spells can have 
some rather disturbing side effects.” 

“Side effects?” Xander echoed faintly. He had been 
trying not to think about what had happened. The 
idea that Willow had used a spell against him made 
him almost physically ill and he couldn’t think about 
it without wanting to scream and throw things. 

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I’m almost 
certain both of us would already know if there were 
any lingering effects.” He sighed. “I wasn’t 
exaggerating when I said that such spells should be 
used on humans only under the direst of 
circumstances.” He looked lost in thought again and 
Xander started mentally check himself, trying to see 
if anything felt differently, prodding at the corners 
of his mind like someone stretching their limbs 
carefully to check for broken bones. The truly 
frightening part was not knowing if he would even 
be able to tell if something was different. 



“Your hair’s blue,” he said firmly, trying the obvious 
first.  

Giles looked at him in surprise, then smiled. “The 
side effects tend to be a bit more subtle than that, 
Xander.” His smile turned into a chuckle and, 
despite his disgruntlement at being laughed at, 
Xander was relieved to see the tension disappear 
from Giles’ face. Giles’ laughter died but the smile 
lingered in his eyes, banishing the fatigue. “I 
apologize, Xander. I know it’s not funny. The effects 
are more a… shift internally, a slight loss of 
autonomy to the spell-caster, rather than an 
inability to lie at all.” The smile faded and his voice 
turned serious again. “If you find you are more 
inclined to do what Willow says, even in small ways, 
let me know immediately. However, given your 
anger and lack of defending her just now, I am 
confident you have suffered no ill effects.” 

That was a creepy thought, that Willow could bend 
him to her will, even as a side effect, through magic. 
A shiver ran through him as he considered the 
possibilities of that when he realized Giles was 
speaking again. 



“I owe you an apology, Xander. I have tended to 
think you were being too hard on Willow, that you 
should forgive her for her part in what happened 
with Acathla and move on. Now, I’m afraid that 
perhaps you have been right all along and the rest 
of us have been blind.” There was bitter self-
recrimination in his voice. “Certainly I should have 
known better. I warned Willow before the re-
souling spell that those kinds of magics can unlock 
doors inside you that you cannot close again. Magic 
that powerful is almost a living thing and it can 
change the person who wields it. That is particularly 
true on the Hellmouth, which tends to influence the 
environment around it, and not in a good way.” 

Xander thought about that for a long moment. “Oz 
saw her doing the re-souling spell, he said she was 
almost alien looking. It freaked him out, big time. I 
think I got a glimpse of what he was talking about 
back then, but today…” He looked unhappily at 
Giles. “When she was using the spell on me, her 
eyes were black. It was terrifying. Willow and I have 
been drifting apart for a long time, but she’s always 
still been Willow.” He shivered again, convulsively. 



Giles looked shocked speechless, like his worst 
nightmare had just come true.  

“I’ve been thinking that if Willow could just accept 
Spike and not want to kill him, we could find our 
way back to being friends,” Xander said slowly when 
Giles didn’t say anything. “But after today…” he 
shook his head. “I don’t think I want to be friends 
with someone who could do that to me.” He got to 
his feet. “And it doesn’t help that I don’t think she 
thinks she did anything wrong.” 

“That is the question,” Giles murmured, almost to 
himself. “Rest assured, I shall be monitoring Willow 
closely from now on.” 

“How are you doing?” Xander wanted to leave 
before Willow came back but he needed to ask. 
Giles had looked so shaken by the news of Angel’s 
return and he hadn’t had even a second to deal 
with the idea. “Angel’s return has to be hardest for 
you.” 

Giles kept his eyes on the bookshelves. “It was a 
decided shock,” he said dryly.  



Xander persisted. “I know I said that Spike was the 
one who had the right to decide what happened to 
Angel, but you have to be number two in line right 
behind him after what Angel did to you.” 

Giles glanced at him. “What about yourself? Angel 
put you in hospital as well.” 

Xander shrugged. “I was wigged when Spike told me 
Angel was back, but I trust Spike. If Angel is a 
danger to me, Spike will kill him.” 

Giles smiled at the certainty in his voice. “That’s 
very reassuring as I suspect that Angel is either a 
danger to both of us - to all of us - or else he isn’t a 
threat to any of us. I’m willing to let Spike judge, 
since he will err on the side of caution where you 
are concerned.” 

“Thanks for not letting Buffy go hunting tonight. I’m 
not looking forward to her next meeting with Spike, 
especially if Spike decides Angel needs to be killed.” 

“I am going to have a serious talk tonight with Buffy 
about letting her feelings for Angel overrule her 
common sense. I will make sure she does not seek 



revenge against Spike regardless of what happens 
with Angel.” 

“Thanks, Giles.” Xander glanced anxiously at the 
clock. “I’m just going home, I don’t want to risk 
running into either Buffy or Willow.” Hesitating 
again, he asked: “Ummm, are you ok if I take off?”  

“Probably a wise choice,” Giles said with a faint 
smile. “Run along, I’ll be fine.” 

Halfway to the door, Xander stopped and looked 
back. “Giles? I just… thank you,” he said 
inadequately. “For everything.”  

Giles smiled. “Be careful on the way home,” was all 
he said.  

 
 

Part Fourteen 

Dusk was approaching and Spike was just beginning 
to stir when Xander got home. Pleased with his 
timing, Xander pulled a bag of blood out of the 
refrigerator and warmed it in the microwave before 



carrying it in to Spike. He knew that breakfast in bed 
for his vampire was a guilt issue with him but Spike 
either didn’t care or was indulging him. Spike didn’t 
seem to mind drinking bagged human blood and, 
although Xander knew it didn’t fill all of Spike’s 
feeding needs, he cherished the illusion that Spike 
wouldn’t be biting people on the days when Xander 
was there when he woke with a cup of blood and 
hopefully some nookie. If he was a better or 
stronger person, he probably shouldn’t be able to 
live so easily with the knowledge that Spike injured 
people frequently, but he’d settled with his 
conscience a long time ago that he was not going to 
ask Spike to change more than he already had for 
Xander. 

Not to mention that living completely human blood 
free didn’t seem to have done much for Angel’s 
personality.  

Speaking of which… 

“Mornin’, luv.” 

“Hey.” Xander handed him the mug and slid onto 
the bed, curling up next to Spike without saying 



anything else as he drank it. He hadn’t come home 
straight from school after the scene in the library. 
He’d been too angry and unsettled by what had 
happened, despite his talk with Giles, and he knew 
that Spike would sense it and ask questions. He’d 
spent the rest of the afternoon checking up on his 
regular customers, doing quick jobs or scheduling 
ones that needed materials or more time than an 
hour to fix. Talking with his customers had helped 
and so had a quick fence repair, just involving 
nailing up some boards that had come loose. 
Pounding nails had helped release some of his pent-
up anger and if anyone had noticed how hard he 
was hitting them, they’d been polite enough not to 
comment. 

The mug was emptied rapidly - Spike hated how fast 
bagged blood cooled and always gulped it down 
quickly so it didn’t have a chance to drop below 
internal body temperature - and Xander set it down 
on the bedside table before asking, with deliberate 
casualness: “What are your plans today?” 

“Gotta go see Angelus. I’ll take him some bagged 
blood and see if it helps him heal.” Spike looked at 



him intently. “I’ll go straight there as soon as the 
sun’s down, Xander. Crypt door’s wedged shut and 
he won’t have been able to open it today without 
frying himself. I won’t let him hurt you.” 

“I know.” Xander made a face as he began his 
carefully edited version of what had happened at 
the school. He’d decided while viciously hammering 
in the nails that he wasn’t going to tell Spike about 
the truth spell. There was no way he’d be able to 
talk about it like it hadn’t really shaken him, like he 
wasn’t still a little freaked that Willow could have 
permanently changed him in ways he couldn’t even 
tell because he’d been changed, like he wasn’t still 
feeling betrayed and hurt and furious about what 
Willow had done. Spike was sure to overreact. 
While Xander didn’t think he ever wanted to see 
Willow again, he didn’t really want her torn limb 
from limb. 

“Buffy knows he’s still alive and that you moved 
him. Sorry, I didn’t mean to tell her, it just kind of 
slipped out.” He gave Spike an apologetic look. “She 
thought you’d killed him because of the cigarette 
butts all over the crypt. I got really mad and told her 



that you were the only one who had a right to 
decide his fate and she figured it out.” He 
brightened. “Good news is, Giles read her the riot 
act about how she let Angel distract her from her 
responsibility as the Slayer and ordered her to not 
look for him.” 

“Hmph. Wonder how long that will last.”  

“Tonight at least, Giles was pretty impressively 
angry.” 

“Must have loved it that she didn’t tell him that the 
vampire who tortured him was back in town.” 

Xander sat up straighter, eyes sparkling as he 
recalled Giles’ words, practically bouncing on the 
mattress. “That was part of it, but Spike, the best 
part is that Giles trusts you to make the decision 
about what to do with Angel.” He knew that Spike 
didn’t care what Giles thought like Xander did, but 
to him it was huge that Giles was trusting Spike for 
something like that. There were so few people who 
knew about, much less trusted, Spike, Giles being 
one of them was… was huge, he thought again. 



“Watcher trusts me?” Spike sounded doubtful and 
Xander nodded vigorously. 

“Said you would err on the side of caution when it 
came to me and if you thought Angel wasn’t 
dangerous to me, he shouldn’t be dangerous to 
anyone.” 

“Good for Rupes,” Spike said casually, but Xander 
could tell he was pleased. His eyes narrowed as he 
looked closely at Xander. “Something you’re not 
telling me, luv?”  

Xander worked to keep from reacting. “Nothing 
important. It’s just… Angel still makes me a little 
jumpy. I’ll feel better when you’ve diagnosed him.” 

“Not a bloody doctor, just still considering my 
options,” Spike said grumpily, apparently buying 
Xander’s explanation for whatever he was sensing. 
It was both flattering and annoying to have a lover 
who could read him so well, Xander thought, 
tucking away his guilt at, not lying, but not telling 
Spike everything about what had happened at the 
school. What Spike didn’t know wouldn’t lead to 
bloody retribution, he reminded himself. 



“What is a ‘riot act’ anyway?” he asked idly. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

It had been barely dark enough to avoid singeing 
around the edges when Spike left the apartment. 
Gathering up all the blood in the refrigerator, Spike 
made his way quickly to the crypt where he’d 
stashed Angelus the previous night, not running, 
but close. He still wasn’t sure what he was going to 
do in the long run with his returned Sire, but he was 
going to pour human blood down him and see if it 
could heal him mentally as it would if Angelus’ 
wounds were physical. 

Pondering his Sire’s condition before going to sleep 
this morning, the mental breakdown, the physically 
undamaged but not up to strength body, Spike had 
reached the conclusion that his Sire had been 
feeding fairly regularly, but not on human blood. 
Decades of improper feeding had left Angelus 
weaker than he should be before his little sojourn 
to hell. It seemed unlikely there were many humans 
to feed off in a hell dimension, even if his restored 
soul had let him. Stretch that starvation diet to 



centuries, along with whatever other little delights 
had greeted him on the other side of the portal, and 
it might just be that Angelus was simply loony for 
lack of a vampire’s proper food.  

Worth a shot anyway. 

Arriving at the crypt, he was relieved to see the 
door was still jammed shut from the outside. No 
sound emerged, so Spike set down the bag of blood 
and worked the rocks wedging the door shut out. 
He picked up the bag of blood and opened the door, 
carefully scanning for movement inside. “Angelus?” 

A low growling came from a corner, and Spike 
entered, pulling the door shut behind him. Angelus 
was crouched defensively in a far corner, eyeing 
him mistrustfully. The crypt was a shambles: the 
sarcophagus lid shattered into pieces, the dried 
remains of death offerings scattered and crumbled 
to powder.  

“Had fun last night?” His Sire had obviously had 
enough awareness of his surroundings to know he 
was trapped and to be frustrated by that. “Brought 
you some blood.” 



He tossed a bag of blood to Angelus, who flinched 
away and let it fall to the floor without trying to 
catch it. After a long, suspicious pause, during which 
Spike didn’t move, Angelus stretched out a hand 
and picked it up. Still keeping a wary eye on Spike, 
he investigated the bag then, with surprising 
suddenness, shifted to his true face and tore into it 
with his fangs. 

“Haven’t completely forgotten you’re a vampire, I 
see,” Spike commented. He tossed Angelus another 
bag as soon as the first was drained. This time, 
Angelus caught it and tore into it immediately. 

Five more bags disappeared as quickly. Vampires 
were capable of drinking astonishing quantities of 
blood but they didn’t need volume so much as they 
craved the living warmth flowing into their undead 
bodies. He couldn’t give that living warmth to his 
Sire, the bags, hastily warmed at the apartment, 
had cooled to the temperature of the mild night by 
the time he’d reached the crypt. But whatever it 
was in human blood that vampires needed, it was 
present whether the blood was fresh from living 
prey or cold bags. 



“Spike?” The voice was still rusty from disuse, but 
the identification was a bit stronger. 

“Yeah. You feeling any better?”  

“C..cold. Hurts.”  

“Gonna have to convince me you’re not still off your 
trolley before I do anything about that.” Spike 
crouched down and studied Angelus. His Sire was 
huddled in on himself, as if trying to preserve a 
body warmth he no longer owned, but he looked as 
if he was aware of his surroundings in a way he 
hadn’t been yesterday.  

Making up his mind, Spike stood. “Let’s get you 
something warm to eat.” 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

It was a good thing Spike had years of practice in 
coaxing a finicky eater or he would have staked 
Angelus out of sheer aggravation long before he 
was able to convince his Sire to drink the warm 
blood of a living human. Not that Drusilla had ever 
shied away from the hunt for the reasons Angelus 
was; Drusilla had just been distractible, so caught 



up in her own mind she often didn’t realize she was 
hungry. It had taken a combination of persuasion, 
force and an unconscious, bleeding human shoved 
into his unwilling arms to get Angelus to feed. Spike 
had been counting on Angelus’ confusion and his 
instincts overriding his pangs of conscience but it 
had been a near thing. In the end, the smell of fresh 
blood and the feel of a living body in his arms had 
done the trick and Angelus had dropped his head 
and drank. 

Spike even stopped him from draining the victim, 
knowing both Xander and his Sire - obviously still 
connected to the bloody soul - would be upset if he 
killed the man. Not that he expected to be getting a 
lot of thanks for it from anyone. 

The second and third humans were easier. Angelus 
stopped fighting him and drank, stopping when 
Spike tugged the meal away, lifting his bloody lips 
from the third unconscious body and there was 
more comprehension in the dark eyes as he looked 
around. Spike let the third body drop to the ground 
and pulled Angelus away, deeper into the alley.  



Once well away from the victims, Spike let Angelus 
stop and lit a cigarette, leaning against the wall to 
study his Sire. Angelus no longer seemed as nervous 
and confused, and certainly less feral and more 
manageable, as he stood obediently, his eyes 
fastened on Spike as if trying to remember who he 
was. The amount of blood Angelus had drunk was 
more than enough to speed physical healing, and 
Spike was curious whether it would fix whatever 
was wrong with him.  

“Always been a pig headed moron, trying to live 
without feeding properly,” he commented, not for 
the first time. “How are you going to fight evil if you 
aren’t at full strength?” he continued acidly. “Like a 
boxer going into the ring with one hand amputated. 
Don’t need to kill, don’t even need to bite innocent 
victims. If you can’t bring yourself to feed off 
murderers and other low lifes, drink bottled. Don’t 
have to starve yourself drinking animal blood.” 

Angelus seemed to follow that. “It’s wrong.” 

“Not for us, you great poof.” Spike cocked his head. 
“Two words now, eh? Guess you are feeling better.” 



“Buffy?” 

A surge of fury tore through Spike and before he 
realized it, he had slammed Angelus against the wall 
and was shaking him viciously as he snarled: 
“bleedin’ Slayer’s how you got into this condition, 
you moron. You lost it over a bit of skirt. She’s the 
one who exiled you to that place.” 

Angelus struggled briefly, but didn’t stand a chance 
against Spike in the condition he was in. “Where is 
she?” 

“She’s alive and still killing our kind. You plannin’ on 
lookin’ her up? And what exactly are you goin’ to 
say? Sorry for torturing your Watcher? Sorry for 
killin’ your friends?” 

Angelus wilted, his eyes dropping, the hands that 
had been ineffectually pushing at Spike going still. 
Sure that his point had been made, Spike released 
him. 

“Even if she’s blind stupid enough to forgive you, 
what makes you think things would go better this 
time around? Ready to lose your precious soul over 



her again? ’Cause that worked out so well for 
everyone last time.” Spike glared at him, furious 
that Angelus would even be thinking about the 
Slayer after everything that had happened. 

“You put my boy in danger,” he hissed. “’m not 
risking that happening again. You may be my Sire, 
but you’re dust if you so much as look at him cross-
eyed again. Go near the Slayer without your head 
on straight, same thing happens. Clear?” 

After a long moment, Angelus nodded.  

“Right. ‘m taking you back to the crypt and you’re 
going to stay there, agreed? We’ll pick up some 
stuff for you on the way so it’s a bit more comfy. I’ll 
be back tomorrow with more blood for you.” At 
Angelus’ small gesture of protest, Spike rolled his 
eyes. “I’ll make it bagged but you’ll just have to deal 
with it not being warm.” 

He took the precaution of wedging the crypt door 
shut again, locking Angelus inside with some warm 
clothes and a blanket, unwilling to completely trust 
Angelus’ word that he would stay put. He was fairly 
sure that Angelus would stay put in any case, but it 



was reassuring to know that it was unlikely his Sire 
had the strength right now to force the door. He 
suspected another couple of good feedings would 
see Angelus mostly back to normal - if a souled 
vampire could ever be considered normal. 

And he couldn’t deny that he got a perverse 
satisfaction from ordering Angelus around like a 
fledge. It wouldn’t last once his Sire got back to full 
strength, but he was going to enjoy it while it did 
last. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

By the time he reached the school grounds, Xander 
was about ready to turn around and head home 
again. The thought of bumping into Willow in the 
hallways was making his stomach churn and at one 
point, about a block from the school, he’d simply 
clung to a tree, his fingers digging painfully into the 
bark, willing the incipient nausea to settle. He 
counted it a small victory that he didn’t actually lose 
his breakfast, but he had to stuff his hands into his 
pockets to hide their shaking and his heart was 
pounding in his chest as he got closer to the school. 



Only the thought that if he didn’t face her now, he 
might never be able to, kept him stubbornly moving 
forward. It was humiliating to be so torn up about 
seeing someone he’d known almost his entire life, 
but Willow had become a stranger in the moment 
when he’d looked up and seen the black eyes 
boring into him and felt her spell crawling inside his 
mind and he finally admitted he was more than a 
little frightened of that stranger. 

Trudging up the walk, head down, avoiding looking 
at anyone, he nearly jumped out of his skin when a 
hand touched his arm. “Buffy!” 

She was blocking his path, her whole body radiating 
tension. “What happened with Angel?” 

How stupid was he that he hadn’t anticipated this? 
Of course, Buffy would be after him first thing about 
Angel. He sighed, knowing only Giles’ laying down 
the law had kept her and Spike from meeting and 
undoubtedly coming to blows. “He’s still alive, dead, 
whatever. Spike says he’s still a little out of it but 
he’s getting better,” he reported dutifully, feeling 
like the middleman in one of those ridiculous 



conversations where two people were 
ostentatiously not speaking to each other. 

“Where is he?” 

He really didn’t need this right now. “I thought Giles 
told you that you had more important things to do.”  

Buffy didn’t back down… much. “Willow did the 
spell right. The dimensional walls, or portals, or 
whatever they are, are safe.” Her jaw tightened and 
she looked away. “I’m not asking to see him, I just 
want to know if he’s alright.” 

Not asking to see him. Giles must really have ripped 
her a new one when they had their ‘discussion’ 
about her responsibilities. “He is.” After a brief 
hesitation, he continued: “Spike brought him some 
bagged blood and he’s locked away somewhere 
safe from the sun,” he added grudgingly, knowing 
that he’d want more information if it was Spike they 
were talking about. 

Buffy looked slightly relieved and stepped out of his 
way, walking beside him into the building. Xander 
deliberately broke away, heading for the men’s 



room. It was just about the one place he knew she 
couldn’t follow him.  

And if he happened to stay there until he had to 
sprint through the halls to make his next class, well, 
that was his business. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

“Xander.” 

“Hey, Oz.” Seeing Oz was alone, Xander relaxed. He 
was kind of at Oz’s picnic table after all. The one on 
the farthest edge of the grounds that Oz retreated 
to sometimes when he needed to be alone. 

“You ok?” 

“I was going to ask you the same thing.” Giles had 
told him what happened.  

Oz shrugged. “It probably shouldn’t, but knowing 
that Pete killed Debbie and Jeff makes it easier.” 

“Not to mention Mr. Platt.” 

Oz sat down beside him and stared off into the 
distance. “Giles said that the Hellmouth twists 



things, influences them,” he said, after a long 
pause. “He thinks that its influence made it so Pete 
didn’t even have to drink the stuff he’d invented 
any more.”  

Xander had heard the story from Giles: that Pete 
Mansfield had been turned into some kind of Jekyll 
and Hyde monster by some weird science 
experiment he’d cooked up. That he had been the 
thing they were hunting, killing anyone who 
threatened his relationship with his girlfriend 
Debbie. Oz had been left alone to lock himself in the 
cage with no one on watch, for once. Willow had 
been sent home after her session with Giles with 
specific reading materials and orders to write an 
essay on ethics and the misuse of power and Giles 
himself had gone to Buffy’s house to ‘discuss’ her 
actions during the whole Angel fiasco.  

Xander had been horrified when he’d learned that 
Pete had attacked Oz, tearing the door off the book 
cage last night just before sunset, berating himself 
for not remembering to tell Giles that Spike thought 
the cage door was too weak to hold Oz. As a result, 
Pete had nearly killed Oz. From what Giles said, Oz 



had barely been able to fight him off long enough 
for the wolf change to happen. The wolf had killed 
Pete. Fortunately, the wolf had received enough 
injuries in the fight that he’d retired to the cage to 
literally lick his wounds. Werewolf healing being on 
a par with a vampire’s, Oz had suffered no serious 
physical effects, the wolf’s wounds had healed to 
scars by dawn, leaving Oz stiff and sore but basically 
unharmed. 

But Oz wasn’t talking about that and Xander didn’t 
think he wanted to hear what he was sure would 
sound to Oz like empty platitudes about acting in 
self defense. He had a sinking feeling he knew 
where Oz was going with this. 

Oz’s eyes were steady on his. “I think the Hellmouth 
is influencing Willow. I’m not making excuses for 
her but the person I know wouldn’t do that to 
anyone, much less a friend.” 

“Maybe but, if so, it’s influence, not control. She 
made the decision.” 

“Agreed.” 



They lapsed into silence but it wasn’t their usual 
comfortable silence. Xander tried to think of 
something, anything, that would express what he 
was feeling, but came up empty. Surprisingly, Oz got 
there first. 

“I love her.” He slid a sideways glance at Xander. 
“But I’ve told her if she does something like that 
again, I’m gone.” He smiled crookedly. “Giles is 
giving her more stuff to read and has her doing 
book reports on witches who lost themselves in 
dark magic.” The smile faded and his own eyes 
seemed unnaturally dark as he continued. “For 
what it’s worth, I think she understands what she 
did was wrong.” 

“Maybe.” Xander didn’t try very hard to conceal his 
skepticism. “I hope you and Giles can get through to 
her but I’m done. I’m not interested in her 
apologies or her excuses,” he said bleakly, feeling 
again the prickle of magic inside him, being used 
against him.  

Oz shook his head. “I’m not asking you to forgive 
her, I just wanted you to know.” 



Giles had said pretty much the same thing: that he 
didn’t expect Xander to just forgive and forget. Even 
Willow seemed to get that much. She hadn’t come 
anywhere near him all day, for which Xander was 
profoundly relieved. It was a small school and they 
were going to have to talk to each other eventually, 
but hopefully not for awhile. Not until his heart 
didn’t pound and his hands shake at the sight of her 
anyway.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Spike didn’t bother knocking, slamming his boot 
into the elaborate wood door and watching with 
satisfaction as the latch gave and the door flew 
open, smashing into the wall amid a shower of 
splinters and plaster chips. 

Despite the violence of his entry, he stepped over 
the threshold calmly, listening intently for any 
reaction to his presence. “Trick! Show yourself,” he 
called loudly. 

“What‘s that about?” Trick complained, gesturing at 
the door as he walked into the foyer. “I’m expecting 
guests.” 



“Wasn’t in the mood to wait for you to open up,” 
Spike explained shortly. “Want to tell me what they 
hell you think you’re doing?” 

“Just running a small side business.” Trick gave him 
a disarming smile. 

“Your side business is attracting a lot of unwelcome 
attention, Trick.” Spike tossed the small duffle bag 
he was holding to Trick, who fielded it neatly, even 
though his distaste at touching the grubby, stained 
material was obvious.  

“What’s this?” 

“Two of your potential customers.” Spike looked at 
the other vampire witheringly. “Humans, Trick? 
You’re recruiting armed humans to take out a 
Slayer? That’s not how the game is played.” 

“Invitation was open to all,” Trick answered 
smoothly, still holding the bag at arm’s length. “Not 
my problem if some of the acceptances were from 
humans.”  

“It’s just become your problem. Game’s off. Tell 
your customers to pack it up and go home. Slayer 



Fest is cancelled. If you really feel the need to hire 
people to kill a Slayer, wait for the next one. Or until 
this one’s not in my territory.” 

“I’ve already accepted down payments,” Trick 
objected. 

“Like I said, that’s your problem. Don’t care how 
you do it, but shut it down and send your customers 
home.” Spike fixed him with a hard look. “If I have 
to do it for you, you and me are going to have a bit 
more than words.” 

“I can cut you in on the profits,” Trick offered. 

“Don’t need money from a bunch of wankers stupid 
enough to pay to kill a Slayer,” Spike snorted. “’s 
like paying a human to let you feed. Slayers are 
there for the taking. Don’t need anyone’s 
permission to fight one.”  

Trick shrugged. “People are always willing to buy 
things they don’t need, I’m just trying to make a 
semi-honest living.” 

“We’re vampires, we don’t make a living, honest, 
semi-, or otherwise. You going to shut it down or 



am I going to take out the rest of your customers 
after your dust settles into the rug here?”  

“No need for violent demonstrations, I’ll take care 
of it.” Trick smiled again. “As I said, it was just a 
small side business.” 

“Whether you’re a member of my Court or not, 
Trick, don’t pull this kind of shite without clearin’ it 
with me first.” 

Spike left. He knew Trick well enough to know the 
other vampire would shut down his ludicrous ‘Let’s 
Kill the Slayer’ party. When Michael, still faithfully 
keeping an eye on Trick, had brought him word of 
Trick’s Slayerfest, Spike had had a hard time 
believing it wasn’t some kind of joke. Who would 
pay money for what was essentially a hunting 
permit for the Slayer? Not like Slayers had game 
wardens enforcing hunting regulations for them. It 
was hard for Spike to imagine a demon dumb 
enough to fall for that. 

That humans had fallen for the scheme was more 
understandable. Humans could be incredibly stupid: 
Spike had lived through fads for the Charleston, 



beehive hairdo’s, and pet rocks. In his opinion, 
humans were capable of any kind of idiocy. 

If it had just been demons responding to Trick’s 
little scheme, Spike probably wouldn’t have stepped 
in. Slayers were there to be hunted. He wasn’t 
hunting this one himself, but he’d never agreed to 
protect her. But the two German assassins had 
attracted considerable attention within hours of 
their arrival in town. Even the lackadaisical 
Sunnydale police had been forced notice their 
presence. Interpol had that effect on the local 
constables everywhere in the world. Spike didn’t 
need official attention on Sunnydale, a couple of 
articles in outside papers about the small town with 
the extraordinary death rate could cause 
considerable problems for the demon population. 

He’d taken out the Germans. Known murderers and 
terrorists, responsible for hundreds of deaths, he 
didn’t think Xander would mind, although he had no 
intention of mentioning the incident to his Claimed. 
He’d scrupulously not fed from them, honoring his 
word to Xander that he wasn’t killing when he fed, 
but it hadn’t really been a temptation. Their blood 



had reeked of chemicals, steroids most 
prominently, as he’d severed their heads to give to 
Trick to demonstration just how seriously he was 
taking the situation.  

For hired assassins, they had been surprisingly easy 
to kill. He’d simply yanked open the door of the van 
they were using to survey the town and had one out 
of the van with a broken neck before the second 
had time to do more than drop his night vision 
goggles. He’d taken a bullet in the side from the 
second one before disarming him and twisting his 
neck viciously till it cracked. That one had managed 
to get a second gun out before dying but hadn’t 
gotten another shot off, to Spike’s relief. Bullets 
hurt and were a decided annoyance. 

The bullet had gone cleanly through and Spike had 
fed deeply from three humans to speed the healing. 
It should be healed sufficiently by morning so that 
Xander wouldn’t notice it, not on a school morning 
when his boy left early with no time for amorous 
dalliance. 



He’d promote Michael to Lieutenant status, since 
his information had been valid and he’d proved he 
could follow orders. Glancing up at the night sky, 
Spike swore. The whole idiotic business had taken 
far too much time. He’d already visited Angelus and 
brought him more blood but had had little time to 
talk with his Sire before leaving to deal with Trick. 

Michael had been waiting at the foot of the 
apartment stairs when Spike had been leaving at 
the beginning of the night to visit Angelus. He had a 
packet of information he’d gathered about Trick’s 
SlayerFest and, although he’d been incredulous, 
Spike had known he couldn’t take the risk that the 
whole thing was just a joke. He needed to check it 
out immediately, which meant his stop at Angelus’ 
crypt was by necessity extremely brief.  

His Sire was significantly improved and had taken 
the fresh packets of human blood Spike had lifted 
from the hospital eagerly and, for a change, without 
asking how Spike had come by them. Angelus 
seemed to recognize he was still as weak as a 
human and had agreed to stay in the crypt one 
more night. Spike had even brought him a couple of 



books from the mansion to help him pass the time. 
He’d debated with himself, but ended up wedging 
the crypt shut again. He thought it was unlikely that 
Angelus wouldn’t keep his word, but if Angelus did 
leave the crypt, he wanted to know it. 

It hadn’t taken long to verify Michael’s information 
that the first of Trick’s customers had already 
arrived in town, with more expected shortly. 
Finding the Germans the Sunnydale police station 
was buzzing about had taken several hours, then 
feeding and dealing with Trick had used up the rest 
of the night. It was too close to dawn to return to 
check on Angelus. 

If his Sire continued to improve, maybe tomorrow 
he’d let him move back to the mansion where he 
could lay in his own supplies and start taking care of 
himself. Spike hadn’t been aware of consciously 
making up his mind but he’d obviously decided at 
some point that his Sire was back to being Angel, 
the Vampire with a Soul, and wasn’t a danger to 
Xander or any other human.  



At least as long as Spike kept him away from Buffy, 
he thought grimly.  

 
 

Part Fifteen 

Xander’s whole body tensed at the sound of the 
quiet voice. He closed his eyes and braced himself, 
struggling to compose his features into a blank 
mask before he shut his locker with elaborate care 
and turned to face Willow.  

She looked the same. He almost wished she looked 
different somehow. As she stood facing him with 
her arms wrapped around an armload of books, 
every detail and feature was so achingly familiar: 
the way her hair glowed in the afternoon sunlight, 
the curve of her cheek, and the little wrinkle 
between her mobile eyebrows when, like now, she 
was worried. How could a stranger be hiding behind 
the familiar face? 

He’d foolishly hoped they wouldn’t have to do this. 
That, for once in her life, Willow would leave it 



alone. That she wouldn’t try and fix things shattered 
beyond repair. He knew it stemmed from the fact 
that Willow hated change. She liked her world 
settled around her and when it inevitably did 
change, she either tried to put it back the way it had 
been, or became angry and upset at the fate that 
wouldn’t bend to her will. For the first time, Xander 
wondered if that had been part of the reason that 
Willow never willingly talked about Jesse. Having 
irretrievably lost a key part of her childhood, had 
she chosen to deny it had ever existed as her way of 
coping? 

It didn’t matter any more. Xander had Mrs. Cooper. 
He’d talked to her several times over the summer, 
sitting on her porch across from Jesse’s old house 
and exchanging stories about the laughing, dark-
haired boy they both missed. He had Spike and Mrs. 
Summers and Mr. Olsen and other friends, who 
hadn’t known Jesse but were willing to listen when 
he needed to talk about the friend whose loss still 
left an aching hole in his heart. 

He knew Willow wanted him to forgive her for what 
she had done. Even though she had scrupulously 



avoided him - which he’d suspected was more Oz’s 
doing than her own inclination - on some level, he’d 
known this was going to happen sooner or later.  

Willow looked dismayed when Xander didn’t say 
anything, just leaning back against his locker and 
waiting for her to say whatever it was she had come 
to say. He didn’t want to do this but, planted 
directly in front of him, she wasn’t giving him a 
choice and he saw no reason to make this easy for 
her. 

“Xander, what I did… I want to make it up to you 
somehow.” 

He just continued to stare at her with the flat, 
unemotional gaze that was clearly wigging her out 
slightly. She obviously had no idea how tight a grip 
he was keeping on himself to prevent his hands 
from shaking. Knowing that Willow had the power 
to force him to do things he didn’t want to do, and 
the willingness to use that power against him, 
scared him almost beyond his ability to hide it. 
“How exactly do you think you can do that?” 

“I don’t know but, if you let me, I want to try.” 



Xander stared over her shoulder for a long moment, 
wondering if there was even any point in trying to 
make her understand. “If someone mugged you in 
an alley, would you be interested in letting that 
person ‘make it up to you’?” he asked finally. 

“I… I don’t know,” Willow admitted. “Maybe, if I 
thought they were really sincere…” her eyes were 
begging him to believe in her sincerity.  

“You’re telling me you’d agree to walk down a dark 
alley with the person who mugged you just because 
they said they were sorry?” He shook his head. “I 
don’t buy it. You violated my mind, Willow. You 
used magic to force me to do things I didn’t want to 
do. It’s not like you can bake me cookies and make 
it all go away. Why would I ever trust you again? 
Why would I want to?” 
 
“I didn’t think about it that way. I just thought that 
it would help Buffy. I never thought about it as dark 
magic, or as any big deal really. I didn’t mean to 
hurt you.” 



“Doesn’t change the fact that you did.” Xander 
turned to walk away.  

“Xander!”  

“No, Willow. I’m not interested in having you make 
it up to me. Prove to me you’ve changed first, then 
maybe we’ll talk.”  

Ok, he didn’t really mean that last part, but for Oz 
and Giles’ sake, he threw her a crumb, even though 
he disagreed with them. If Willow was only 
reconsidering her actions because she was worried 
she was going to lose all her friends if she didn’t, 
then she wasn’t doing for the right reasons. 
Xander’s father had tried to quit drinking alcohol for 
years because his dad’s many bosses had told him 
to quit or be fired. It never lasted because his dad 
didn’t really believe he had a drinking problem. And 
maybe he was being petty, but he couldn’t help 
noticing that Willow hadn’t actually said she was 
sorry. It wouldn’t have made a difference, but he’d 
couldn’t help wondering why she hadn’t said it.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“Right, on your feet.” 

Angelus growled threateningly. “Don’t take that 
tone with me, Childe.” 

“Someone’s feelin’ better,” Spike commented.  

The regular supply of large amounts of human 
blood had done the trick: Angelus was nearly back 
to full strength. He might not be in full fighting trim 
yet but that would come soon, as long as Angelus 
didn’t stop feeding on human blood. For now, Spike 
still held a slight advantage, in addition to which, 
Angelus owed him for getting him back on his feet 
and for sheltering him while he was out of his head. 
But souled or not, Angelus had always been about 
control when it came to his family, especially his 
Childer. Spike had known that the passively 
obedient Angelus of the past nights hadn’t been 
going to last. He hadn’t pushed his control - much - 
knowing that it wouldn’t last. Angelus was 150 
years older than Spike, or at least he had been. That 
had given him an advantage over and beyond his 
status as Spike’s Sire. But Angelus had aged 



substantially during the few months he’d been 
gone. He felt centuries older, even in this weakened 
state, Spike could feel the increased power that 
only comes with age. 

“I appreciate what you’ve done, Spike, but I’m not 
staying here any longer.” 

Spike studied him. “What do you have in mind?” 

“I’ll move back into the mansion.” 

Spike refrained from rolling his eyes with an effort. 
Angelus clearly hadn’t lost his taste for conspicuous 
living. Ridiculous, unsuitable house for a vampire. 
Not to mention, Spike would have to find a new 
place to train with Xander. “Bloody stupid living 
space for a vampire,” was all he said. 

“It’s mine.”  

Despite the lack of heat in his Sire’s tone, that 
pretty much summed it up. If Angelus remembered 
anything about how and where he’d returned, he 
would have known instantly that Spike had been 
using the mansion. Spike couldn’t help smirking as 
he thought about how much that fact must grate on 



his Sire. Regardless of how and why Angelus had 
first laid claim to the mansion, it was his, and he 
was too much a vampire to give up ground to 
another vampire, even family. 

Especially family. 

Better than him moving into the factory, in any 
case. Angelus wouldn’t be part of his Court, wasn’t 
pleased that Spike was keeping a Court, and it 
would be awkward, to say the least, to have him 
there. Just asking for trouble to have an older, 
stronger vampire, who was also his Sire, not to 
mention being the notorious Vampire with a Soul, 
around mucking up the hierarchy. Angelus had lived 
on the Hellmouth for more than a year without 
causing much of a ripple in demonic circles. Angelus 
killed demons, he didn’t associate with them. Let 
him live at the mansion and help the Slayer. So long 
as he didn’t lose the bloody soul again, it wouldn’t 
be a problem. 

“Stayin’ in town, then?” he asked casually. 

“I was brought back for a reason. I’m supposed to 
help Buffy.” 



This time Spike did roll his eyes. “Oh, please. You 
were brought back because a teenager with more 
magical talent than common sense wanted to give a 
friend a present. Nothin’ pre-ordained about it. 
You’ve no more got a mystical destiny than a lump 
of coal does. Just got lucky.” 

Angelus looked grumpy at the idea that his return 
wasn’t due to some great, higher purpose. “Buffy 
got me out of there?” 

“Don’t be an idiot, the little red-head brought you 
back.” 

“Willow brought me back?” 

“Don’t go rushin’ to thank her. She’s also the one 
who slapped the soul back in you just before the 
Slayer shoved you into the vortex.” Spike shrugged, 
as if flickers of anger didn’t still rise every time he 
thought about the whole Acathla mess. “Like I said, 
more power than good sense. And while we’re on 
the subject, I wouldn’t be fallin’ all over myself to 
get back with the Slayer, either. She’s the one who 
couldn’t be bothered to listen to her Watcher long 
enough to know she didn’t have to shove you bodily 



into a hell portal to seal it. You owe your little 
vacation spa century to her.” 

Angelus looked away but not before Spike saw the 
confusion and hurt in his eyes. Oh yeah, Angelus 
remembered the sword tearing into his chest. Said 
something about a person that they would kiss you, 
then stick a sword in you. 

“Long as you’re not shagging her, do whatever you 
like.” 

Angelus’ eyes flared with anger. “I don’t need your 
permission for anything, Childe. Now that I know 
my soul isn’t permanent, I won’t risk losing it. Other 
than that, you have no say in anything I chose to 
do.” 

“It’s my territory. I have a say in everything that 
goes on here.” 

They stared each other down for a long moment. 
Spike wasn’t expecting a response so wasn’t 
surprised when Angelus deliberately broke eye 
contact and stepped towards the door. “If you want 
anything out of the mansion, you should pick it up 



tonight. I’ll be cleaning out anything that’s left come 
the dawn.” 

Oh, yeah. It was great to have his Sire back.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The main room was still a mess and Angelus 
surveyed it with displeasure. “What have you been 
up to here, Spike?” 

“Teachin’ my boy to defend himself against 
vampires with delusions of grandeur,” he answered 
sharply. He and Angelus were going to talk about 
Xander before he left. 

Angelus closed his eyes, looking pained. “Sorry,” he 
muttered. It wasn’t gracious but it was more than 
Spike had been expecting.  

Bending down, Spike picked up one of the broken 
pieces of wood from the smashed weapons rack. As 
his fingers closed around it, he snapped back 
upright and, in the same swift movement, slammed 



Angelus back against the wall, bringing the stake up 
to rest over his heart.  

“While we’re on the subject: Xander is mine. Touch 
him again, for any reason, and you won’t live 
through the night.” 

Angelus stirred, anger showing in the tense lines of 
his body, and Spike leaned on the make-shift stake 
a little harder, until it penetrated the skin. Eyes 
burning into his Sire’s, “are we clear?” 

He saw Angelus fight down his anger. The dark eyes 
locked onto his as Angelus said: “I don’t approve 
but I acknowledge your claim.” 

“Don’t care whether you approve or not, just so 
long as you stay away from him.” Spike let the wood 
clatter to the stone floor and stepped back. 

Angelus moved like lightning, both hands grabbing a 
fistful of Spike’s duster as he whirled them around, 
reversing their positions and slamming Spike against 
the wall. “Just once, Childe, because I sorely 
provoked you with your boy. Don’t threaten me 
again, or you’ll regret it.” 



Spike made a scoffing noise at the threat and 
Angelus shook him once, hard, until his head 
cracked back against the wall. His point made, he 
released his grip and took several steps back. Spike 
grinned crookedly, knowing his Sire was 
deliberately disengaging so that they didn’t get 
caught up in a perpetual cycle of who-threatened-
who-last. Tempting as it was, he didn’t respond to 
Angelus’ threats.  

“Got some weapons here, other than that there’s 
nothing I want here.” 

From the look Angelus shot him, he hadn’t missed 
the dig but he just nodded and waved for Spike to 
go ahead. 

Collecting the best of the weapons he’d stored at 
the mansion, Spike hesitated for one second, then 
just shrugged. “Ta, mate,” he said flippantly and 
strode off without another word.  

 

Part Sixteen 



“It’s not enough that I already have one job. No, not 
for old Snide-man. I have to do a second job - the 
band’s job. They’re too good to raise their own 
money.” 

Spike had woken to the sound of Xander’s voice, 
muttering complaints quietly to himself in the living 
room. Listening for a moment, Spike grinned as 
Xander expressed his remarkably colorful opinion of 
the school principal. Stretching, Spike rolled to his 
feet and padded barefoot across to the couch 
where Xander was sitting, moodily eating candy 
bars. Judging by the wrappers scattered around 
him, a lot of candy bars. Dropping a kiss on Xander’s 
forehead, Spike swung himself over the back of the 
couch and sat down beside him. “Didn’t really 
follow that, luv.” 

“Principal Snyder is making everyone sell band 
candy. Personally, I think the band should have to 
sell their own candy but Snyder just gives you that ‘I 
can wipe out your GPA with one computer 
keystroke’ look and somehow resistance seems very 
futile.” Xander took another bite. “Fortunately, it’s 
really good chocolate. Much better than the stuff 



Cordy passed out when she was bribing people to 
vote for her for prom queen.” 

Spike cocked his head curiously. “Thought you said 
you were selling it?” 

“Hey, working guy here. I can buy a few bars from 
myself if I want to. Like I said, it’s really good.” 

Spike reached for a piece and was astonished when 
Xander slapped his hand away. 

“Bad vampire. My chocolate.” 

“Not a dog,” he snapped, annoyed.  

Xander laughed. “Of course not. You’re a vampire. 
My vampire.” He put the chocolate down on the 
table beside the couch, out of Spike’s reach, and 
turned to Spike. “My vampire,” he repeated, a 
hungry look in his eye. 

Spike’s irritation faded. “Got somethin’ in mind, 
luv?” 

“Yep. Sex, lots and lots of sex.” 



Spike’s eyebrows rose in amusement. “Interesting 
plan, that,” he purred. “Anythin’ I can do to help?” 

“Now that you mention it…” Xander launched 
himself at Spike, pushing him back down into the 
cushions and kissing him hungrily. Spike returned 
the kiss with enthusiasm, opening his mouth under 
Xander’s, as Xander’s tongue darted in aggressively, 
tasting, exploring, plundering. Xander moved on 
quickly, nibbling his way down Spike’s neck and 
Spike threw his head back, shivers going through 
him at the erotic feeling of Xander’s teeth at his 
throat. He sometimes wished that Xander had 
proper fangs, so that Spike could experience again 
the ecstatic pain/pleasure of needle sharp fangs 
sinking into his flesh. After sex with Drusilla, Spike 
had often been covered with bite marks and it was 
a purely demonic pleasure he sometimes missed.  

He actually jumped when Xander bit him, hard, on 
the shoulder, hard enough to draw blood, he 
realized in astonishment as Xander’s tongue darted 
out to lap at the droplets with little cat licks. “Pay 
attention,” Xander scolded. 



“I’m payin’ attention, luv,” Spike assured him, 
thrusting his hips up against Xander’s weight in case 
his boy had any doubts. 

“Good.” Xander sat up slightly and yanked at Spike’s 
shirt, trying to tear it off and failing. He growled. 
“Off, get this off.” 

“Right, luv. Off it is.” Spike obligingly reached up 
with both hands and tore his black t-shirt off in one 
quick jerk, baring his chest to Xander’s avid gaze.  

Xander ran his hands over the smooth, pale flesh. 
“Mine,” he crooned, “all mine.” Bending down, he 
slid his hands under Spike’s back and began licking 
and nipping at his nipples, quickly bringing them to 
hard peaks, as his nails scratched down Spike’s 
back.  

Arching his back to give Xander more room to work, 
Spike lost himself in Xander’s unusually aggressive 
love-making. Xander was moving against him, 
rubbing his erection against Spike’s thigh and Spike 
could feel how close he was to orgasm already. 
Spike wasn’t far behind his eager partner, the biting 
and scraping nails having brought him to a quick, 



hard arousal. Neither even had their jeans off yet, 
he realized and was reaching down to remedy the 
situation when Xander gave a sharp cry and 
stiffened, jerking a last few times against Spike’s 
thigh as he came hard.  

Chuckling, Spike rolled them over so he was on top. 
“In a bit of a hurry tonight, luv. See if I can catch 
up.” Straddling Xander’s leg, Spike humped himself 
against Xander’s thigh, nuzzling into the crook of 
Xnader’s neck and inhaling deeply, loving the 
mingled odors of sweat, semen and Xander. Feeling 
his own orgasm approaching rapidly, he shifted to 
game face and yanked Xander’s collar down, 
exposing his mark. He slid his fangs in, renewing the 
mark and tasting Xander’s pheromone-spiked blood 
even as he exploded into orgasm, his hips jerking 
along Xander’s thigh as he came. 

Relaxing back onto Xander’s body, Spike licked the 
last few drops of blood off the fresh bite mark. He’d 
been renewing his mark more frequently since 
Angelus’ return. Despite all indications that Angel 
was in the driver’s seat and had no interest in 
Xander, Spike couldn’t help himself. He needed to 



know that Xander was clearly marked as off limits to 
anyone else. Fortunately, Xander didn’t mind, loving 
the eroticism of Spike drinking from him. Spike 
smirked down at his boy, still panting and dazed 
from the short, frantic bout of sex. Laying his head 
down on Xander’s chest, arms wrapped tightly 
around the loving heat, Spike listened contentedly 
as Xander’s heartbeat gradually slowed to a normal 
rhythm. Nothing was pressing and he could enjoy 
the interlude with his Claimed. 

Something was slightly off, though, and Spike’s 
brow furrowed as he tried to pin it down. Running 
his tongue over his lips, he lifted his head and 
looked thoughtfully at Xander. His boy was 
sprawled beneath him, looking thoroughly shagged 
and incapable of moving and Spike smiled in 
satisfaction at the sight, but his smiled faded rapidly 
as that sense of something not quite right lingered.  

Bending over, he ran his tongue over his mark, 
probing, tasting the blood. Xander’s blood tasted 
subtly wrong. He probed again, rasping his tongue 
over the still open marks, ignoring Xander’s mutter 
of protest. Closing his eyes, Spike concentrated hard 



on the taste, extending his senses to their fullest. 
Rich and hot, flavored with Xander’s unique scent, 
spiked with pheromones from sex, there was a 
slightly bitter after-taste, like wine turning to 
vinegar, a minute prickle of sickly orange beneath 
the warm greens and browns that were Xander’s 
natural flavors. 

Magic. 

Spike swore and sat up, pulling Xander up to a 
sitting position, despite Xander’s drowsy: “le’me 
go.” 

“Xander!” Spike said sharply. “Need you to talk to 
me.” 

“Wanna sleep.” 

Ordinarily, Spike found it endearing that Xander was 
usually so sated after sex that he just wanted to fall 
asleep immediately afterwards, cradled in Spike’s 
arms. Right now, it was just an obstacle. 

“Sorry, luv. Need you to stay awake.” He shook 
Xander gently until Xander opened his eyes and 
fixed him with a bleary, annoyed look. 



“This is so not the way to get more sex,” he 
muttered. “What?” 

“Xander, someone’s done a spell on you. What’s 
going on?” 

“No one’s done any magic,” Xander protested, but 
his bleary look sharpened and he began to look 
worried. 

“Can taste it in your blood, luv,” Spike told him. 
“Might not be a spell directly on you, but you’ve 
been exposed to magic, enough that it’s lingering in 
your blood.” 

The last of the sleepiness vanished from Xander’s 
eyes. “No one’s done any magic around me, except 
that spell Willow did.” Xander looked completely 
panicked now. “You mean, what she did was 
permanent? Giles was sure they’re weren’t going to 
be any side effects. I’m not cut out to be a mindless 
robot. Oh, god, what if I become just like the 
Cordettes? They don’t have a single original thought 
between them, they just do whatever Cordelia says. 
I don’t want to be like that. I don’t want to have to 
do everything Willow says.” 



“What the bloody hell are you talking about?” 

“Willow, she did that spell, and Giles said there 
could be permanent damage but then he said that I 
was so pissed off about it that there probably 
wasn’t. And I was sure there wasn’t, because man 
did I let Willow have it, well, actually Giles did, I was 
too freaked out to say much of anything, but I felt 
like telling her off and I didn’t forgive her when she 
asked me to, so we were sure there weren’t any 
permanent effects, like being a mindless robot or 
never being able to lie to anyone again, and 
sometimes you just gotta lie because otherwise 
people might get torn to pieces and I don’t want 
that even if I’m still mad at her, but now you say 
you can taste magic in me and…  

“Xander, stop!” Really worried now, Spike put his 
hand over Xander’s mouth, cutting him off in mid-
stream. He could feel Xander squirming, trying to 
say something but he needed to think. “One 
minute, luv. Can’t think when you’re babbling like 
that.” 



He pushed back the rising fury and forced himself to 
think. He’d bitten Xander last four days ago and his 
blood had not tasted of magic then. “When did 
Willow do a spell on you?” he asked, lifting his hand 
off Xander’s mouth.  

“Um, about a week ago…” Xander’s voice trailed off 
and he looked wide-eyed at Spike. “Oops, I didn’t 
mean to tell you about that. Pretend I didn’t say 
anything.” Xander looked sly, like he was pulling 
something over on Spike and he opened his mouth 
to continue but Spike held one hand up sharply for 
him to be quiet. Xander looked mutinous at being 
cut off again but closed his mouth obediently. 

Spike looked at him sternly. “You’re going to tell me 
exactly what you’re talking about, but not right 
now. Whatever is going on is more recent than last 
week. Has anything different happened in the last 
day or so?” 

Xander shook his head emphatically. “Nope. 
Nothing new. Just the same old boring class stuff. 
Nothing Hellmouthy going on at all: no spells, no 
demons, no research, no…” 



Spike’s hand cut him off again. “Got it, pet,” he said 
dryly. “You’re not aware of anything unusual.” 

Coming to a decision, he stood, pulling Xander up 
behind him. “Let’s go see the Watcher, luv. See if he 
knows what’s happened to you. Get changed.”  

“Who died and made you god?” Xander complained 
even as Spike hustled him into the bathroom for a 
quick shower. He couldn’t drag Xander through 
town smelling of sex, boy was enough of a target 
already without adding that temptation. Xander 
seemed to find his own remark very funny and 
started giggling. “Oh, that’s right, you’re a vampire. 
You died.” 

Spike rolled his eyes as he quickly stripped first 
Xander’s, then his own clothes off, and started the 
shower, wondering what kind of magic would cause 
someone to act like an drunk 15-year old. What 
would be the point of something like that?  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
By the time they arrived at the Watcher’s, Spike was 
ready to gag Xander. The boy hadn’t stopped talking 
once as they went first to the school, then to the 
Watcher’s apartment: streams of inane blather and 
lame jokes just poured out of him and Spike had 
found himself thinking that, if Xander was normally 
like this, he’d never have been interested in the 
boy, much less fallen in love with him. As it was, he 
just kept reminding himself that it wasn’t Xander’s 
fault and promising himself he would make 
whoever did this pay. 

Even if it wasn’t dangerous, it was incredibly 
annoying. 

As they approached the Watcher’s apartment, a 
black SUV screeched noisily around the corner, 
swinging wide and nearly clipping a parked car.  

“Hey, isn’t that Buffy?” Xander twisted around to 
watch the car careen down the street, his pace 
slackening as he did. “How come her mom lets her 
drive? Spike, would you loan me the money to buy 
me a car? If Buffy can drive, I should be able to, 



too.” He giggled. “To, too. That came out weird. 
Seriously, you know I’m a better driver than you, so 
what d’ya say?” 

“Not right now,” Spike clung to the remnants of his 
never-abundant patience, reminding himself that 
he’d really regret it if he killed the boy. On the other 
hand, gagging was looking better all the time. 

“But Buffy’s driving.” 

“If that’s an example of her driving, Slayer shouldn’t 
be allowed behind the wheel. Probably stole the car 
from her mum.” Spike tugged Xander after him 
down the steps to the Watcher’s apartment, The 
Watcher better have an answer, and fast. “You’ll 
have to fetch him outside, luv,” he reminded 
Xander. “I’ve never been invited in.” 

“Really? That’s rude of Giles,” Xander looked upset.  

“Not really, never been here before.” 

“Oh, that’s right. Well, that’s ok then, he can invite 
you in and we can all sit around and talk. You and 
Giles still don’t really know each other.” 



“Right.” Spike had taken to mechanically agreeing 
to most of Xander’s suggestions. He was fairly sure 
that at one point he’d even agreed to take Xander 
to Disneyland. If Xander remembered any of this, 
Spike was going to deny that one ‘til he was dust. 

“Hey, G-Man!” Xander rat-a-tatted on the door, 
then quickly pushed it open. “We need to… Oh, my 
God!” 

Looking over his shoulder, Spike was astonished to 
see the Watcher in mid-snog with Joyce Summers. 
The two jumped apart and the Watcher looked 
furious. 

“What the bloody hell are you two doing? Shift’s 
over and I’m off the clock. Sod off, the both of you.” 

“Giles?” Xander looked pole-axed, whether from 
the sharp reprimand or, more likely, from the 
unbelievable sight of the Watcher snogging with his 
Slayer’s mum. 

“Yeah, well you’re back on the clock now, mate. 
Something’s going on.” Deciding there was nothing 
he could say to Joyce that she wouldn’t take the 



wrong way, Spike settled for nodding at her to 
acknowledge her presence. Any other time and he 
would have given her a thumbs up. Joyce could 
undoubtedly do better but the lady deserved to cut 
loose. The fact that the Slayer was not going to like 
this little development was just a bonus. Spike 
couldn’t wait to describe it to her in excruciating 
detail as soon as whatever was going on was over.  

“Take care of it yourself,” Giles snapped and Spike 
glared at him, his eyes narrowing in yellow-eyed 
anger. 

“Someone’s done a spell on Xander. Bit more 
important than you gettin’ some. Sorry, Joyce,” he 
added.  

“Someone’s done a spell on Xander? Ripper, we 
have to help. I’m sure it won’t take long. You’re so 
smart, you’ll figure it out immediately.” 

Giles just looked sulky. “Oh, very well.” He reached 
for a pack of cigarettes off the mantle and lit up, 
eyes sparkling with malicious enjoyment. “Can’t 
invite you in, of course,” he said provokingly. “Just 
because Xander and Buffy are bloody stupid enough 



to get involved with vampires, doesn’t mean I trust 
you.” 

“Giles! What’s wrong with you?” Xander looked 
bewildered and hurt and like he was sobering up a 
bit. 

Spike tightened his grip on Xander’s wrist slightly, 
preventing Xander from entering the apartment. He 
wasn’t going to let Xander go somewhere he 
couldn’t follow, not when whatever was going on 
seemed to be affecting the Watcher as well. Joyce 
too, probably, given the way she was talking to the 
Watcher like a teenager with a crush rather than 
the smart, feisty woman that Spike knew. He took a 
deep breath, scenting the air, but couldn’t smell 
anything other than cigarette smoke, alcohol, 
chocolate and pheromones. Two had been getting 
ready to make a right bloody orgy of it from the 
smell of the apartment.  

“Gettin’ bloody tired of you children expecting me 
to fix things for you,” he heard Giles say spitefully to 
Xander. 



“Watcher!” Spike roared as Xander took a step 
backwards, looking devastated. “Shut your gob!” 
Spell or not, he was furious that the Watcher would 
lose control enough to hurt Xander. His boy thought 
of the twit as a surrogate father. After his own 
father’s neglect and indifference, hearing similar 
sentiments from his chosen father figure would 
crush Xander. Watcher better hope Xander didn’t 
remember what he’d just said when this was all 
over, Spike thought wrathfully. 

Probably due to the fact that Joyce gasped and 
stepped closer to him, clinging to his arm as Spike 
shifted to game face to emphasize his fury, the 
Watcher did shut up. “Stop acting like a prat and 
focus,” Spike told him angrily. “Xander’s under a 
spell and, from the looks of things, so are you and 
Joyce.” 

“Oh, I don’t think we’re under any kind of spell, 
Spike,” Joyce said. “We’ve just been talking about 
Buffy and, well, one thing led to another. Ripper’s 
quite exciting when you get to know him.” 



Xander looked appalled and Spike couldn’t help 
agreeing with him. He was worriedly aware that the 
Watcher was almost no use to him under these 
circumstances.  

“Anythin’ unusual happen today?” 

“Just me realizing what a waste my life’s been 
recently.” 

Spike held back a snarl with an effort. “I meant 
magical or havin’ to do with the Hellmouth, not you 
realizing what a pathetic git you are,” he snapped. 

Giles glared at him. “Don’t have to take that from 
you.” 

“You’ll take anything I tell you to.” Spike shook his 
head, this was a waste of time. “Come on, Xander. 
We need to find someone useful.” He stalked off, 
tugging Xander after him. No way would he trust 
the Watcher in this state to look after his boy. 
Xander was better off staying with him. 

At the top of the stairs, Spike paused, having no real 
idea of what to do. Magic was not something he 
generally involved himself with. Killing the witch 



who cast the spell sometimes broke the 
enchantment, but not always. His eyes narrowed 
thoughtfully on Xander. He’d said something about 
Willow doing a spell on him. If the witch was 
working mojo again, maybe she was responsible for 
what was happening.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike cursed. The redhead wasn’t home. They’d 
already been to the school and the Watcher’s and 
she wasn’t at either place, they’d seen the Slayer 
driving in her mum’s car, so it wasn’t likely she 
would be at home. Fortunately, Sunnydale didn’t 
offer many options for teenagers on a school night. 
“Let’s check out the Bronze, luv.” 

“No.”  

“Xander?” Spike was surprised by Xander’s sudden 
intransigence. His boy had trotted along after him 
docilely, complaining about Giles’ attitude and 
vocalizing every other thought that went through 
his mind, no matter how ridiculous. Now, suddenly, 



he was digging in his heels and struggling against 
Spike’s hold. 

“I don’t go to the Bronze.” 

“Looking for the Slayer and Red, luv. Not many 
other places they’re likely to be. Not plannin’ on 
spendin’ any more time there than necessary.” 

“No.” 

“Xander, we need to find out what’s wrong.” 

“You go without me.” 

“Not leavin’ you alone, luv. Not ‘til I know what’s 
happened to you.” 

“Don’t want to.” Xander looked away and Spike 
smelled the salt of tears.  

“Xander?” When he didn’t respond, Spike put a 
gentle hand to his cheek, turning Xander’s face back 
towards himself. “What’s wrong, luv?” 

“Jesse died there.” The whisper was so quiet that 
Spike could barely hear it.  



“Oh, luv.” He folded Xander into his arms and held 
him as Xander clung to him, shaking.  

“I’ve only been inside once since the night he died,” 
Xander admitted. “It used to make me sick to even 
think about going inside.” He sniffed loudly and 
pushed back. “Dumb, I know,” he said, shamefaced, 
wiping the tears away angrily. 

“Not wrong to mourn for your friend.” Spike gave 
him a crooked smile. “Drank myself into a stupor 
every night for a month after Drusilla died. We all 
grieve in our own ways.”  

He gave Xander a moment to pull himself together. 
“We need to do this, luv. Are you up for it?” 
 
“Yeah.” Spike thought Xander was going to say 
more, but apparently the mood swing had dried up 
his streams of prattle for the moment. He gave 
Xander a quick hug. 

“Let’s see what we can find out.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“Ok, I’m officially sorry we came.” 

Spike agreed. He didn’t have much use for the 
Bronze even under normal circumstances, but 
tonight’s crowd was exceptionally useless. The 
dance floor was filled with a crowd of people much 
older than the teens who usually frequented the 
place and all of them were behaving like public 
school kids on holiday - drinking, screaming, 
snogging and whatnot. A group of middle-aged men 
were on stage, tunelessly belting out ‘Louie, Louie’. 
Spike was fairly sure even Xander would agree that 
was grounds for torturing and killing them.  

There were a couple of vampires in the crowd, but 
neither was a member of his Court, Spike was 
pleased to see. He’d expressed his contempt for 
vampires who went after easy prey often enough, 
and the people inside the club wouldn’t pose a 
challenge to a day-old fledge. It was good to know 
the members of the Court were following his lead in 
choosing their prey. 



Xander was looking around, appalled. “A lot of 
these people are my teachers. Oh my God, Mrs. 
Whitcomb… Gross, that’s Mr. Talbert she’s making 
out with. I’m never going to be able to concentrate 
in math class again.” 

Spike was glad to see Xander’s fascinated horror 
had overcome his reluctance to enter the club. He’d 
felt Xander’s tension and seen the way his eyes 
avoided one particular spot, until the middle-aged 
orgy had caught his attention and made him forget 
the past. It was worryingly obvious that the spell 
had affected half the town. He caught a glimpse of a 
familiar blond. “There’s the Slayer,” he pointed out 
to Xander. 

Forcing their way through the crowd, Spike was 
seriously tempted to start feeding. A nice stampede 
would be useful to clear these ridiculous prats out 
of the club. 

“Buffy, what’s going on?” 

“Xander?” Buffy turned to face them, and Spike was 
amused to see the same look of horrified disgust on 
her face that was still on Xander’s. “I don’t know 



what’s happening. Oz and Willow just left. They’re 
going to contact Giles and start researching, try to 
figure out what’s causing everyone to behave like 
this.” She looked around again, like someone who 
couldn’t tear their eyes away from a traffic 
accident. “This is just not normal,” she complained, 
watching a short, balding guy with big ears chasing 
a 40-ish brunette who looked like she was wearing 
her daughter’s clothes. 

“’course it’s not normal, it’s a spell.” 

Buffy’s eyes swung towards him. “How do you know 
that?” she asked suspiciously.  

“What else would cause something this 
widespread?” Spike asked, exasperated. “Xander’s 
infected as well, can feel the magic in him.” 

“Why would anyone want to do this? This is just… 
gross.” Xander was still staring at the people in the 
club, wincing at some of the overt sexual activity. 
“Grown-ups aren’t supposed to behave this way.” 

“Don’t generally mind orgies myself, but I tend to 
agree with you about this one, pet.” 



Spike looked around dismissively, his eyes falling on 
two grey-haired men pushing each other in what 
looked like the start of a uniquely pathetic fight. 
Something was odd about the way they were 
pushing each other and Spike realized they were 
each clutching a candy bar in one hand, and only 
using their free hands to push at each other.  

Candy. 

Spike scanned the club again, and opened up his 
sense of smell at the same time. He was 
immediately assaulted by the odors of sweaty 
bodies, too much perfume, alcohol, pheromones… 
and chocolate. Half the people in the club seemed 
to be holding candy bars even as they drank, 
danced, played pool, and groped each other. 

“The candy bars.” 

“What?” Buffy looked at him like he was losing it. 

“Where did the candy come from?” 

“The school,” Xander said helpfully. “I told you, 
Snyder is making everyone sell Band Candy this 
year.” 



“You ate a bunch of it, luv. Watcher’s apartment 
smelled of chocolate and this place reeks of it.” 

“You think something’s wrong with the candy?” 

“Xander’s been acting off since he ate half a box of 
it.” 

“I have not! And it wasn’t half a box…” 

“Hush, luv. Not your fault.” Xander subsided 
unwillingly and Spike hid a grin. Seeing the evidence 
of the spell’s effects all around him had done 
wonders for snapping Xander out of it. He seemed 
to be trying to behave normally as if to prove he 
wasn’t as bad as the adults who were currently 
displaying whole new levels of meaning for the 
word immature. “Makes sense, don’t it? Look 
around - half the wankers in here have a candy bar 
in their hand.” 

“Oh, no. I sold half of mine to my mother and half 
to Giles,” Buffy groaned.  

“Yeah, we saw how that turned out.” 



“What do you mean?” The Slayer asked sharply and 
Spike didn’t even try not to say it. 

“Nothing to worry about, just caught the two of 
them snogging.” Despite the circumstances, Spike 
couldn’t help smirking at the look of absolute horror 
on Buffy’s face. 

“You mean…? My mother and Giles were kissing? 
Oh, god, I’m so going to need years of therapy. 
Where are they?” 

“Safe enough. They’re at the Watcher’s.” He 
couldn’t resist. “Don’t fret. Chances of them 
producing a kid from tonight’s little love-in are low, 
they’re still physically the same age.” 

“What? And you left them there? I’ve got to stop 
them.” Buffy turned to leave and Spike shot out a 
hand to stop her. 

“Got more important things to take care of, Slayer. 
We need to find out who’s doin’ the mojo and stop 
them.” 

To his surprise, the Slayer actually listened. She 
gave herself a quick shake, like she was clearing her 



head, and settled down to business. She glanced at 
Xander, who was still having difficulty focusing and 
was looking around the club again, and seemed to 
accept he wasn’t going to be of much use tonight. “I 
didn’t eat any of the candy and neither did Willow. 
Oz, I’m not sure about but he seemed normal. We 
could…” 

“Not having the witch anywhere near my boy.” 
Spike interrupted with a growl. Until he knew what 
Xander had been talking about, he wasn’t taking 
any chances. 

Buffy shot Xander a quick, somewhat guilty look. 
“She didn’t mean any harm, Spike. She was just 
trying to help.” 

It infuriated Spike to have the Slayer confirm that 
she knew about whatever had happened between 
Willow and Xander. He couldn’t even call her on it 
without revealing his own lack of knowledge. “Don’t 
need her kind of help,” he snarled. He hadn’t 
missed the fact that the Watcher knew about it as 
well, and he was both furious and hurt that Xander 
hadn’t told him about something like that. As soon 



as Xander was back to normal, they were going to 
have a talk, but it had to wait, for now.  

Buffy buried her face in her hands for a second, 
before looking up again, her eyes sharp with clear 
purpose and Spike found himself adjusting his 
opinion of her intelligence. Slightly.  

“Where is the candy coming from?” she asked. “We 
need to find the source. That will probably give us 
the person doing the spell and why. 

“Don’t really care why,” Spike said, all he cared 
about was getting his hands on the person 
responsible. 

“There has to be some reason, this is too much for 
someone’s idea of a joke,” she responded, gesturing 
around at the crowded club. “And I doubt that the 
reason is something good.” She looked hard at 
Spike: “This is about stopping them, not killing 
them.” 

Spike responded with a feral grin. “Depends on who 
they are, don’t it?” 



Slayer didn’t argue the point., her eyes fastening on 
someone in the crowd. She exclaimed suddenly in 
satisfaction and pounced on the balding man Spike 
had noticed earlier, yanking him free of the melee 
around the shoving match and dragging him back 
towards Spike and Xander. 

“We need to talk, Snyder.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It had only taken one flash of Spike’s demonic 
features to get the principal to tell them everything 
he knew. Spike actually shifted back to human 
almost immediately when it looked like the man 
was going to piss himself in fear, he didn’t need that 
smell adding to the odors already filling the club. 
Everything wasn’t much in this case, just that the 
school board had provided the chocolate and 
Snyder knew which warehouse it was stored in. 

The Slayer had wanted him to leave Xander behind 
as they went to the warehouse but Spike adamantly 
refused. Xander would be safe with Spike and he 



wasn’t leaving him at the mercy of a bunch of 
bespelled morons, not when Xander was in the 
same condition. 

They’d run into the Watcher and Joyce near the 
warehouse and the Slayer had gotten distracted, 
arguing and attempting to reason with two people 
under a spell. Xander had watched wide-eyed as 
Joyce and Giles played the part of teenage rebels 
but Spike rapidly lost patience with the show. 

“ENOUGH! All of you!” he roared. Three heads 
snapped around to face him. “Watcher, either sober 
up or clear off. Slayer, we don’t have time for this. 
Joyce, well actually, you keep doin’ what you’re 
doin’, like you like this,” he finished with a grin. 
Hearing Joyce say ‘screw you’ to her daughter and 
seeing the look on Buffy’s face had been priceless. 

“Now, if we’re all back on track, let’s do something 
about the candy give-away program going on, shall 
we?” 

Buffy seemed to give up on persuading Giles to take 
her mother home. “Fine, you guys can come. Mom, 
stay close to me.” Still flushed with anger from 



arguing with teen-rebel Giles, she stomped towards 
the warehouse, towing her mother behind her in a 
flurry of long skirts and ridiculous feathered coat.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Getting inside had proved easy. The crowd jostling 
for candy outside weren’t interested in anything 
beside getting more chocolate. Spike and Buffy had 
taken out the two men distributing the chocolate 
with a pair of well-placed punches, then simply 
kicked in the door and hauled their protesting 
charges into the relative calm of the interior.  

“You guys stay here and try to stay out of trouble.” 

Hearing a voice near the back, Spike told Xander, 
“wait here, pet. Stay out of trouble.” 

“Of course, I will. Not a five-year old.” 

“I know, luv. Just a little off your game today.” 



The Slayer clearly recognized the slender man 
talking on the phone in the back of the warehouse. 
“Ethan Rayne.” 

The man spun around to face them, then broke and 
ran. Spike was on him before he’d gotten five feet, 
grabbing him and slamming him down against the 
table, pinning him easily. The man reeked of chaos 
magic, overpowering even the smell of the 
thousands of chocolate bars in the warehouse. 

“Ethan.” 

Great. The Watcher had followed them into the 
back. 

“Hello, Ripper.” 

The two might as well be carrying signs saying they 
used to be lovers; the emotional history between 
them so obvious it was practically visible. Spike 
tightened his grip, bringing the man’s attention 
back towards him. 

“So, Ethan, what are we playing here? We're pretty 
much in a talk-or-bleed situation. Your call.”  



As an intimidation attempt, it wasn’t too bad but 
the Slayer really needed to work on her technique, 
she sounded more perky than menacing. The 
Watcher wasn’t helping, hopping around in the 
background encouraging his Slayer to just hit the 
man. Spike shifted to his true face and glared down 
at the slender man, who was clearly not a fighter. 
He grinned as the fear scent sharply increased. 

“Not a patient man,” he said. “Not a man at all. 
Your spell affected my Claimed.” He wrapped a 
hand around the man’s upper arm. “Answer the 
question or this is the first body part to go. What 
did you do to the candy?” 

Satisfyingly, his captive went white with fear, his 
heartbeat speeding up to panic levels and he said 
quickly: “Just a spell, it won’t have any permanent 
effects. It’s a combination that lowers inhibitions 
and decreases the subject’s sense of responsibility. 
It’ll wear off in a few hours with no permanent 
effects. Your Claimed will be fine.” 

Spike appreciated the fact that the man obviously 
recognized how serious a mistake it was to harm a 



Master Vampire’s Claimed human. He was clearly 
telling the truth. Seeing Spike relax slightly, Rayne 
continued, still nervously: “I-I'd just like to point out 
that this wasn't my idea. I'm subcontracting. It's 
Trick you want. I'm just helping him collect a 
tribute.”  

“Trick?” Rage flooded him. This was Trick’s idea of 
low profile? He’d warned Trick not to pull stunts 
that got the attention of the authorities. SlayerFest 
had been bad enough but this stunt had effected 
half the town. Trick was dust. What on earth had 
made him think Spike would permit this kind of 
thing? Or that he wouldn’t find out who was 
responsible? 

Spike focused on his surroundings again. The Slayer 
was asking questions and the chaos mage was doing 
his best to answer around Spike’s constricting hold 
on his throat. He hadn’t even realized he’d nearly 
shut off the man’s air. He eased up slightly and 
listened as the man described the reason behind 
tonight’s fun and games: a demon that needed 
tribute. 



Spike snorted in disgust. You didn’t pay demons 
tribute, you killed them. Much easier. The mage 
didn’t know anything more and Spike shook him. 
“You endangered my Claimed,” he said, his voice 
low and deadly. “That’s not something you walk 
away from.” 

“Spike! Let him go!” The Slayer was pushing 
between them, trying to get between him and his 
lawful prey. Spike snarled. 

“Stay out of this, Slayer. I protect what’s mine.” 

“Stop, right now, or I’m getting Xander. You going 
to kill him in front of Xander?” 

Spike glared at her. Killing a chaos mage who’d put 
a spell on his Claimed was clearly within his rights, 
but Xander probably wouldn’t see it that way. 
Reluctantly, he gave in to her tugging.  

“You get to live, because that’s what my boy would 
want,” he told the white-faced man. Still gripping 
the man’s jaw, he squeezed hard, relishing the 
feeling of the man’s struggles to breathe. “This is a 



one-time deal. If you’re still in town tomorrow, I’ll 
eviscerate you and my boy will never know.” 

He released his hold and let the man slip to the 
floor as his knees buckled. He stayed there, gasping 
for breath, thoroughly cowed, looking up at Spike 
with frightened eyes. Still unable to speak, he just 
nodded. 

Yanking him up by his shirt front, Spike threw one 
punch that sent the mage crumpling unconscious to 
the floor. “Right. That takes care of that.” 

“Not exactly. There’s still the demon to be taken 
care of.” 

Spike looked at her in exasperation. “That’s your 
territory, not mine. Demon that wants tribute 
probably isn’t worth fighting.” He strode back 
towards the front of the warehouse where he’d left 
Xander without waiting for a response. 

Xander and Joyce were talking and staying out of 
trouble, as promised. Xander’s eyes lit up at the 
sight of him. “Everything ok?” 

“Yeah, all taken care of, luv. Let’s head home.” 



“Not so fast. We still have to take care of Lurconis.” 

“Lurconis?” Xander’s brow furrowed. “Why does 
that sound so familiar?” 

“You’ve heard of it?” Buffy asked sharply.  

“Not sure, but it sounds familiar.” 

“It’s a demon, it needs a big tribute, that’s all I 
know.” 

“Lurconis…” Everyone waited while Xander 
searched his memory. “Lurconis!” he said again, 
triumphantly this time. “It’s a ssrushnar demon.” He 
beamed, proud of himself. 

“Good work, luv. Ssrushnar, huh. That means big 
snake to you,” Spike told the Slayer. “Tribute will be 
humans of some kind, probably kiddies.”  

“Xander, do you know where it can be found?” 
Buffy pressed urgently. 

“‘Lurconis dwells beneath the city,’” Giles muttered. 

“What?” 



“I know this one. ‘Lurconis dwells beneath the city, 
filth to filth,’” he repeated, obviously quoting 
something. “Lurconis means ‘glutton’ and we’ll find 
him…” 

“…in the sewers!” Xander finished excitedly. Then 
he made a face. “Great, more disgusting stuff in a 
night that’s already had more than its share.” He 
shot a meaningful look at Giles, who didn’t notice. 

“Well, good luck with that, all of you. C’mon, 
Xander, let’s get you home until the spell wears 
off.” 

Xander just gave him that look. The one that said 
without a word that he understood Spike’s position 
but that this was non-negotiable. Spike sighed. The 
candy was obviously wearing off if Xander was back 
to getting Spike to behave completely against his 
grain with barely more than a token protest. “Right, 
the sewers it is.”  

Xander’s brilliant, loving smile was back as well.  
 

Part Seventeen 



They made a motley crew, traipsing through the 
sewers towards the area that the Watcher thought 
was the most likely spot to find Lurconis: Joyce in 
her feathered coat and long skirts, determined to 
help the intended sacrifices; the Watcher doing his 
young Marlon Brando impression, still inclined to 
grope Joyce occasionally, despite the Slayer’s 
attempts to separate them; the Slayer, dressed as 
always fashionably, not practically, picking her way 
through the muck and complaining about demons 
living in non-shoe friendly places when she wasn’t 
trying to get her mum and her Watcher to behave; 
Xander, twining his fingers with Spike’s and rattling 
on about everything he’d read about ssrushnar 
demons; and Spike, bringing up the rear with 
Xander and thinking it would be easier to herd cats 
than control this lot, was wishing Xander was back 
to normal and hoping that somehow this night 
would end in a good, rousing fight that would allow 
him to work off some of his pent-up aggression. He 
couldn’t believe he’d let the chaos mage live after 
pulling this stunt. 



Maybe the mage would ignore his warning and stay 
in town so Spike could kill him. The thought cheered 
him up considerably.  

As they neared the juncture the Watcher had been 
leading them to, Spike could hear voices chanting. 
Great. Not only were these wankers paying tribute 
to a snake demon, they were doing it ritually. Oh, 
well, he’d always enjoyed mucking up rituals - made 
the participants cranky. 

Spike stopped his group well back from the area 
and signaled for everyone to be quiet. Listening 
intently, he struggled to sort out what was 
happening. “Right, then,” he told them quietly. 
“They’re a level below us and in what sounds like a 
large space. They have at least two babies - can 
hear them crying - and there are four or five people 
involved in the ritual.” 

“Spike and I will go in first,” Buffy decided. “Giles, 
wait for a minute, then follow us and get the babies 
out of there.” 

“What about us?” Xander asked, indicating himself 
and Joyce. 



“Yes, honey, we want to help too.” 

“Mom, I need you to stay out of this. I can’t fight if 
I’m worrying about you.” 

“Get over yourself, Slayer.” Did she really think that 
was the way to handle things? “Xander, follow the 
Watcher down. Watch Joyce’s back and keep an eye 
out for Lurconis.” Spike fished a stake out of his 
duster and handed it to Xander. “Joyce, we’re going 
to need you to look after the babies. You’re the only 
one whose got any experience with kids. Stay close 
to Giles and the two of you get the babies out as 
fast as possible. Don’t wait for us.” 

Buffy’s lips tightened at Spike’s orders but she 
didn’t counter them. Probably actually knew that 
her mother wasn’t the kind to hang back and stay 
out of danger, had just been hoping to guilt trip her 
into it. “Ready?” he asked. 

Everyone nodded. Spike and Buffy took the lead, 
closing the remaining distance to the entrance to 
the room where the ritual was nearing the finish. 
Looking down through the circular opening, Spike 
disdained the ladder, jumping the one-story drop 



and landing lightly, moving aside quickly as the 
Slayer followed suit. He took in the set-up with one 
sweeping glance as he heard the Watcher jump 
down behind his Slayer, landing clumsily and much 
harder than either Spike or the Slayer.  

Four babies were in some sort of wheeled 
contraption with a robed vampire chanting over 
them and drizzling blood around. Three others 
stood nearby also dressed like rejects from a 
monastery. Trick was there as well, and Spike let his 
gaze rest on him for a moment, making a silent 
promise of painful final death. A human was already 
half way out the ground floor entrance, having 
turned to slip out the moment Spike appeared. 

The vampires were barely worth the trouble 
staking, the ashes of the first pair clouding the air 
before Xander finished helping Joyce down the 
ladder. Trick ducked back against the wall, sidling 
around the fight and sprinting for the same 
entrance the human had left by in the few moments 
that the Slayer and he were occupied. Typical. 



Mopping up the remaining vampires went quickly 
and was over before Lurconis showed his ugly head. 
Spike was reluctantly impressed by the Slayer’s use 
of the exposed pipes to create a makeshift 
flamethrower. Not a fan of open flame weapons, it 
wasn’t something Spike would have thought of 
himself, but it made quick work of Lurconis. 

“Right, then,” he announced over the fading roar of 
the flames consuming the snake, tucking his stake 
away and settling his duster properly over his 
shoulders. “All taken care of and we’re off.” He 
snagged Xander, who was watching Lurconis burn 
with a half-fascinated, half-nauseated expression, 
and tugged him towards the exit and away from the 
smell of roasting snake. Xander was not talking him 
into helping return the babies to wherever they 
belonged. Between the squalling and the stink of 
messy diapers, he simply wasn’t prepared to 
guarantee their safe arrival if he was involved. 

Xander gave him a sloppy, affectionate kiss, 
oblivious to the reaction of the others, and followed 
him without protest, apparently as willing as Spike 
to let the others deal with the babies.  



“Let’s get you home, luv.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Trick had repaired the door that Spike had kicked in 
on his last visit and Spike felt a flicker of amusement 
through his anger as he splintered the jamb for a 
second time. Trick should really consider investing 
in a metal door that might actually keep unwanted 
guests out. 

He’d left Xander at the apartment, after extracting a 
promise that Xander would stay put and go to bed. 
Hopefully, Xander would be back to normal in the 
morning, as the chaos mage had promised. It 
seemed likely, given the relative silence as they 
walked through the quieting town back to the 
factory. Xander seemed far more normal as the 
never-ending stream of verbiage seemed finally to 
have dried up at the source as his boy walked 
beside him, leaning wearily into Spike, blessedly 
quiet at last. He’d simply told Xander he had some 
business to take care of, cleaning up the last of the 



mess from the spell. Xander had been too sleepy to 
ask many questions and Spike was confident the 
boy would stay put, leaving Spike free to deal with 
Trick. 

Stepping over the splintered wood and into the 
foyer, Spike saw Trick leaning with studied 
casualness against the wall in the arched opening 
that led to the interior of the house. “You haven’t 
really adapted to the invention of the doorbell, 
have you?” 

Spike smirked unrepentantly at the damage he’d 
caused. “They never put them in the same place. 
Got better things to do than search around for a 
little button.” 

“Is this the part where you tell me I’ve been a bad 
boy and I’m no longer welcome in your little town?” 

“Not exactly.” Spike strode forward into the main 
room, letting Trick retreat before him. He glanced 
around at the overdone interior, noting that Trick 
looked like he’d been gathering stuff up preparing 
to bolt. “Mind telling me what tonight’s little party 



was all about?” he asked mildly, still idly studying 
the room. 

“Just a harmless diversion while a tribute was 
collected,” Trick replied airily. “Nothing to worry 
about. Whole town was affected so no one is going 
to be saying boo about what happened by 
tomorrow. Everyone is going to be so embarrassed 
about their own actions they aren’t going to be 
talking about anything except the weather.” 

Spike regarded him steadily. “Interestin’ theory,” he 
commented, although privately he conceded that 
Trick’s assessment was probably right. 
Unfortunately for Trick, that was beside the point. 
“This just another little side job?” 

“Just livening things up a bit. These hick towns can 
be so dull.” Trick’s smile was bright with feigned 
innocence. 

“Know you weren’t the one payin’ tribute to the 
snake. Who you workin’ for?” 

“I like to think of him as an associate, rather than as 
my employer. Bosses get tedious, don’t you think? 



All that nose to the grindstone thinking is just so 
sweat-shop. Not my thing really.”  

“Fine. Who’s your associate?” 

“Sorry,” the mock regret in his tone wouldn’t have 
fooled a five year old. “One of the conditions of our 
agreement is strict anonymity.”  

Trick had obviously been lulled into complacency by 
Spike’s seemingly mild curiosity and Spike moved 
like lightning, taking the other vampire completely 
by surprise. His hands shot out, fisting in the 
maroon fabric of Trick’s suit and propelling him 
backwards until he slammed into the wall with a 
satisfying crack of the polished wood paneling. 

“Apparently, I didn’t make myself clear during our 
last little discussion about protocol in this town.” 
Yellow eyes glared balefully into Trick’s own 
demonic ones. “You don’t pull this shite in my town 
without clearing it with me first.” 

“Bureaucracy is so tedious. Where’s the harm? The 
humans won’t be fussing come morning and we all 
had a bit of harmless fun.” 



Spike slammed him against the wall a second time. 
“The harm was your little diversion affected my 
town.” Still gripping Trick’s coat with both fists, 
Spike spun them both around and threw Trick away 
from himself, sending him flying backwards to 
impact against the opposite wall, crashing into the 
paneling and crumpling into the floor in a shower of 
splinters. 

He was on the other vampire before Trick could 
regain his feet, crossing the room swiftly as Trick 
began to struggle upright and sending him 
sprawling again with a vicious kick to Trick’s side. He 
dodged Trick’s return kick with contemptuous ease 
and yanked a stake out of his duster pocket.  

Trick froze at the sight of the polished wood, staying 
down, holding both hands up in surrender. “Now, 
let’s not overreact.” 

“I believe I asked you a question,” Spike reminded 
him. When Trick didn’t immediately respond, Spike 
kicked him in the side again, even harder this time. 
Trick choked back a scream as the booted foot 
broke ribs, slumping down against the floor and 



looking up at Spike, his flickering eyes revealing his 
racing thoughts as he calculated the odds. 

One hand pressed to his injured side, he pushed 
himself slowly upright and this time Spike let him 
get up. Leaning against the wall for support, his 
eyes met Spike’s. “The Mayor.” He winced as an 
unwise attempt at a shrug tugged at his broken ribs. 
“The Mayor hired me.” He dredged up a smirk at 
the memory. “He thought my SlayerFest idea was 
creative.” At Spike’s glare, he lifted a pacifying 
hand. “I’ve recently begun to feel that small town 
life has palled for me. Why don’t I just pack my 
things and leave you to your small town politics?” 
he offered. “I believe out of town by sunset is the 
traditional grace period?” 

“Well, that’s the problem, Trick,” Spike replied with 
sarcastic relish. “I’m just not a traditional guy.” He 
enjoyed the flicker of fear that Trick couldn’t quite 
manage to hide as he continued, the light mockery 
replaced by menace: “And I may have neglected to 
mention that your little diversion affected my 
Claimed.”  



He took satisfaction in the desperation that 
blossomed in Trick’s face as he finally realized the 
extent of his miscalculation. Trick exploded into 
motion, shoving Spike and trying to slip past him 
and out into the safety of the night. Spike spun to 
avoid Trick’s hands and brought the stake up and 
around in the same movement, driving it deep into 
Trick’s heart. They both froze for a split second, 
Spike’s fist holding the stake buried in the center of 
Trick’s chest and Trick staring at him in disbelief. 
Spike watched impassively as Trick’s astonished 
features disappeared into the cloud of dust. 

Alone in the wood paneled room, Spike looked 
around thoughtfully. “The Mayor?” he remarked to 
himself.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike ran back to the factory, acutely aware of the 
lightening sky. He’d lingered at Trick’s house long 
enough for a rapid, thorough search, looking for any 
information about the Mayor. While hardly a shock 



that the Mayor of Sunnyhell was apparently not on 
the side of the angels, he was curious about what 
the Mayor’s agenda might be. Hiring vampires was 
not typical for humans. Of course, not all that many 
humans paid tribute to demons, either. The ones 
who did usually fell into two categories: ignorant 
amateurs who usually ended up dead relatively 
quickly and frequently in spectacularly messy ways 
and people who actually had some idea of what 
they were doing and could be extremely dangerous. 
Question was, which type was the Mayor? 

He’d found nothing of use, other than a large stash 
of money which he’d automatically appropriated - 
big surprise, Trick was apparently an off-the-books 
employee paid in cash. Whatever Trick had been 
hired for, they’d been careful not to leave a paper 
trail. 

To his surprise, Xander was up and sitting at the 
kitchen table with a pile of books. “Xander?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“Hey, Spike, everything go ok?” Xander scanned him 
anxiously as he always did when Spike returned 
from “business”, relief showing when he saw no 
signs of injury. 

“Why’re you up, luv? Thought you’d still be 
sleeping.” He looking searchingly at Xander in turn, 
relieved to see that Xander seemed fully back to 
normal. 

“I did. Just got up a little bit ago. The SAT’s are 
today and I kinda blew off studying yesterday.” 
Xander blushed and looked down at the page in 
front of him, unable to meet Spike’s eyes. 
Unfortunately, he remembered way too clearly 
pretty much everything from last night. It would 
have been nice if he’d woken up and his memory of 
his magical chocolate adventures was a merciful 
blur. Better yet, if the spell had worn off and 
somehow wiped everyone’s memories of the 
events. No chance of that, he thought with 
depressing certainty. Everyone was going to 
remember him behaving like a bibbling idiot.  



“Compared to everyone else, ‘bout a 4, I’d say,” he 
could hear Spike’s amusement. At least he hadn’t 
driven Spike insane with his impression of a 7-year 
old on speed. “Not like you were singing in public or 
snogging with inappropriate partners.” 

“So, you’re still willing to be seen in public with 
me?” 

“Anytime, pet.” 

Xander lifted his head and met Spike’s amused 
smile. “Sorry.” 

“Not your fault, luv.” Spike looked closely at him 
again. “Feeling back to normal?” 

“Yeah.” He looked down at the books again, wishing 
he could just crawl back into bed and forget the 
SAT’s. Wasn’t like he was going to use them to get 
into college or anything, but he wanted to prove 
something. To himself. To his parents, even though 
they would never know. To everyone who thought 
he was nothing but a hopeless loser. He wanted to 
do well on the test just to prove he could.  



Which probably meant he was a loser anyway. He 
shouldn’t need numerical validation but he wanted 
it. Even if he wasn’t going to admit it to anyone. 

Shaking his head and deciding he wasn’t going to 
think about why he wanted a standardized number 
that meant nothing outside the narrow world of 
college admissions so badly, he looked up at Spike, 
remembering what he’d been thinking about when 
he first woke up.  

“We have to make sure all of that chocolate is 
destroyed. I don’t think the town could handle a 
repeat performance.” He thought about that for a 
moment and smiled crookedly. “At least I’ve got a 
lot of company in the humiliation department. 
There’s probably a lot of embarrassed people this 
morning.”  

“Too right. Looking forward to mentioning this 
frequently to the Watcher.” Spike had a wicked 
gleam in his eye at the prospect. Xander just wished 
he was in a position where he could tease anyone 
else about their behavior last night, but given his 
own performance, he really wasn’t going there. 



Fortunately, only Spike and Buffy were in a position 
to mock him and Buffy had been focused on her 
mother and Giles. Maybe he would live through the 
humiliation after all. 

“Why don’t you get some sleep. I’m going to study 
for a couple hours.” Xander snagged one of Spike’s 
hands and tugged him close for a quick kiss before 
turning back to his books. “I’ll be back early, as soon 
as the test is over. I’ll talk to Giles about the leftover 
candy and see if he’ll take care of it.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike looked at Xander in frustration as his boy 
clearly dismissed him from his thoughts, once more 
burying himself in his books. He wanted to shove 
the books to the floor and confront Xander about 
what he’d let slip during his magic-fueled ramblings. 
Xander had been put in danger and hadn’t 
mentioned it to Spike. The bloody Slayer knew 
about what had happened and Spike didn’t. Even 
the Watcher knew.  



Xander had lied to him. His Claimed had trusted 
everyone else over Spike and the hurt and anger of 
that fact boiled inside Spike. 

Now Xander expected Spike to just let him go to 
school and act as if the red-head had never done a 
spell on him that apparently could have caused 
permanent damage. Spike had meant it when he’d 
said that he wasn’t going to let Xander be around 
the witch until he knew if she was a danger to 
Xander. Apparently, the witch had been scolded for 
whatever she’d done, but that didn’t mean Xander 
was safe around her. He couldn’t even follow 
Xander to school effectively, the tunnels only 
surfaced in a couple areas in the school and half the 
bloody building was flooded with sunlight during 
the day. 

The lack of information was infuriating. The red-
head had done some kind of spell that carried at 
least the risk of permanent damage. She’d done it 
to help the Slayer and everyone but Spike knew 
about it. Spike tended to agree that there hadn’t 
been any change, because he would have noticed it, 
but obviously the risk had been there. And Xander 



hadn’t said a word even though it had happened 
about a week ago. 

Glaring down at the back of Xander’s oblivious 
head, Spike was torn. He knew today’s test was 
ridiculously important to Xander. His boy had been 
studying whenever he could find the time for nearly 
two weeks, shamefacedly admitting that he wanted 
to do well. Spike knew it was because Xander 
wanted to prove to everyone, even himself, that he 
was smart. His boy was embarrassed about needing 
the validation so badly, Spike had been able to smell 
it on him, seen it in the way Xander couldn’t meet 
his eyes when he mentioned the test, but Xander 
was unable to shrug it off or do more than pretend 
it really wasn’t a big deal.  

Reluctantly, Spike realized he was going to have to 
let Xander go to school unprotected, even though it 
meant letting him be around Willow unsupervised. 
Oh, obviously, the Watcher had made some 
attempt to step up to the plate but it had been too 
little, too late from what Spike could tell. 
Fortunately, the witch was unlikely to be doing 



anything involving witchcraft while the test was 
happening. 

He faded back out of the kitchen and into the 
bedroom. He would wait until Xander came home 
tonight, the test safely behind him. The 
confrontation would go better if Spike wasn’t tired 
and cranky when they discussed the situation. He’d 
go to sleep and he and Xander would have a calm 
discussion about Xander’s status as Claimed when 
his boy got home from school.  

 

Part Eighteen 

“Hey, Spike. You’re up early.” Xander swung his 
backpack onto the kitchen table and opened the 
refrigerator. He emerged a moment later with a 
frozen snack pizza and carried it to the microwave, 
wrestling with the plastic wrap they insisted on 
smothering the boxes with.  

“Giles is taking care of the leftover magic 
chocolate.” He grinned at Spike over his shoulder. 
“He got Snyder to convince the Mayor to issue a 



recall, claiming the chocolate was tainted at the 
factory and was making people sick. The Mayor 
made a speech on the news about it and promised 
to seeks damages against the factory. They’ve been 
broadcasting it on the news all day.” The cellophane 
ripped suddenly and he had to make a quick grab to 
keep from dropping the pizza. Popping it into the 
microwave, he turned to face Spike, shaking his 
head in bemusement.  

“Personally, I think Giles blackmailed Snyder. I’m 
thinking photos of Snyder hitting on Mrs. 
Williamson at the Bronze last night. Her husband is 
this huge truck driver and gets really jealous. I can’t 
think of any other reason that Snyder would listen 
to him. He and Giles don’t exactly see eye to eye on 
anything.” 

The microwave dinged and Xander tweaked the 
pizza out and onto a plate. Turning back towards 
Spike as he took his first bite, he saw Spike watching 
him steadily. “I’m sorry, Spike. Did you want one?” 

He set his dish down, intending to put a second 
pizza into the microwave. Spike liked pizza and 



always shared them with Xander. He was crossing 
to the refrigerator when Spike spoke for the first 
time.  

“When exactly were you planning on telling me that 
Willow did a spell on you?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike watched as Xander froze for a bare second 
before turning with guilty eyes to look at him. 

He’d spent the day stewing over what he’d learned 
last night. He’d even rousted his lieutenants for a 
sparring session on the main floor to help burn off 
the anger that kept returning whenever he thought 
about Xander lying to him; Xander trusting the 
Slayer and the Watcher over him; Xander taking 
everything that Spike did for him for granted then 
throwing it back in his face.  

After an hour’s session, three on one, he’d emerged 
panting and bruised but calmer. His three 
lieutenants had limped back to their rooms, much 



the worse for wear and the watching minions had 
been greatly impressed. It was the first time most of 
them had seen Spike fighting all out and it had been 
gratifying to see that even the stupidest of them 
hadn’t missed the fact that the lieutenants were still 
alive only because Spike hadn’t wanted to kill them. 

Dismissing his lieutenants, he’d spent the rest of the 
afternoon watching tv and occasionally pacing the 
apartment, thinking about how he was going to 
calmly discuss the situation with Xander. He would 
lead into it gradually, he wouldn’t be aggressive or 
confrontational. He would just explain firmly, but 
kindly, that Xander was completely in the wrong. 
Xander would see that Spike was right and 
everything would be fixed between them.  

Apparently, he hadn’t quite burned off all his 
frustration in the impromptu sparring session. Now, 
fisted hands buried in his pockets, Spike cocked his 
head to one side and waited for Xander’s response.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander turned carefully, trying not to look like 
someone who was in the wrong. That hadn’t been a 
shot in the dark. Someone had told Spike about 
Willow’s little foray into the dark arts. From Spike’s 
expression, it was obvious the cat was well and truly 
out of the bag. In fact, the cat was obviously out of 
the bag and dancing on the tabletop. There was no 
way he could claim ignorance or that Spike was 
mistaken.  

“Kind of… never,” he admitted. At Spike’s darkening 
look, he added hastily: “Maybe not never-never, 
more like eventually-when-it-will-be-so-long-ago-
you-won’t-get-mad-never.” He winced at his own 
nervous idiocy. “And that didn’t really help, did it?” 

“Xander, you lied to me.” 

“No, I didn’t. I just didn’t tell you what happened. I 
didn’t actually lie about it.” Xander thought back to 
that day. He was pretty sure he just hadn’t 
mentioned what Willow had done. How had Spike 
found out about it anyway? Oh. Wait. His magic 



induced talking jag last night. Great, he couldn’t 
even blame someone else for this. 

Spike’s blue eyes were showing a hint of yellow and 
his whole body was stiff. “So tell me now,” he 
ordered and Xander sighed.  

“Willow did a truth spell on me. It was right after 
Angel came back and you’d hidden him from Buffy. 
Buffy thought you’d killed him and kept asking me 
where you were. Willow did a truth spell to help 
Buffy get her answers.” Although he tried, Xander 
couldn’t help the shiver that ran through him as he 
remembered Willow’s black eyes boring into him 
and felt again the magic prickling inside his mind. 
Spike was not looking even slightly appeased and he 
hurried on. “Giles came in and stopped her. He 
ripped her a new one. I’ve never seen him so angry. 
He’s been monitoring Willow ever since and giving 
her all sorts of punishments: reading about people 
who’ve misused their magic and stuff like that.” 

It was almost a relief when Spike broke off his 
unrelenting glare and turned away, beginning to 
pace back and forth across the kitchen, obviously 



struggling to control his anger. His silence was 
unnerving. Usually, Spike’s anger was accompanied 
by noise: taunts, threats, and running sarcastic 
commentary. Spike was making way too much of 
this, just like Xander had feared. “It wasn’t that big 
a deal, Spike. Really. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you but I 
was afraid you’d over-react.” 

“You’re tellin’ me Red did a bit of black magic on 
you, something that could have permanently 
harmed you, but it wasn’t a big deal?” Ok, maybe 
the silence had been better. 

“Pretty much.” Xander tried a smile but it died 
rapidly under Spike’s withering glare. “Look, Spike, 
you’ve got to admit, you tend to over-react to this 
kind of thing. Giles handled it and it’s over. I didn’t 
see any point in getting you all upset when 
everything was over and there wasn’t anything you 
could do about it anyway.” Xander could hear the 
exasperation in his own voice even as he struggled 
to keep his tone reasonable. He’d made the 
decision not to tell Spike for a reason and, now, 
hearing Spike’s rising growl, he knew he’d been 
right.  



“See! This is exactly what I wanted to avoid - the 
growling and the game face and the ripping off of 
important body parts. You’re over-reacting.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike was moving before he even realized it. 
Grabbing Xander, Spike shoved him up against the 
wall and pinned him there. Glaring at his Claimed, 
he growled: “You lied to me. You trusted the 
Watcher to protect you. You’re my Claimed not 
his.” 

“Spike!” Xander put his arms up and tried to push 
Spike back. Spike didn’t budge, leaning forward 
even further into Xander’s face as he snapped: 
“Back off. I said I was sorry.” 

Spike was barely keeping his temper in check. Now 
that he knew exactly what had happened, he 
wanted to tear the witch apart with his bare hands, 
to thrash them all within an inch of their lives until 
they understood the hazards of interfering between 
a Master Vampire and his Claimed. 



He had to make Xander understand or he would 
give in to the almost overwhelming need to lock his 
boy in the apartment and never let him out again. 
Xander took for granted the freedom Spike gave 
him and didn’t seem to realize how hard it was for 
Spike or how unusual it was for a Claimed human to 
be allowed to roam freely during the daylight hours, 
alone and unsupervised. Spike had allowed it 
because it made Xander happy and because it was 
good for his boy and Xander was throwing it back in 
his face.  

Almost shaking with the effort it took to control his 
anger, Spike forced himself to relax his grip and step 
back just a little. He was rewarded for his 
forbearance by Xander folding his arms stubbornly 
and glaring at him without the slightest showing of 
repentance.  

Seeing Xander staring at him like that, apparently 
baffled by Spike’s anger, Spike felt like shaking him 
till his teeth rattled. How could Xander not see that 
Spike lost face when he didn’t know what was going 
on with his Claimed? How could Xander not know 
that Spike needed to protect him? His demon was 



screaming with the need to keep Xander chained by 
his side, and Spike was sorely tempted to give in to 
that need, to make Xander a typical Claimed 
human: obedient and submissive, paraded before 
his Court, by his side day and night. No more waking 
up in an empty bed and having to learn after the 
fact and secondhand what had happened during the 
hours they were apart. 

Spike closed his eyes, breaking their glaring match, 
and let himself picture it. Xander, naked in his bed 
throughout the long days, ready and available for 
every erotic impulse, his own cool body wrapped 
around the delicious human warmth as they slept 
through the deadly sunlit hours. Xander, by his side 
during the long, boring Court sessions, sitting 
obediently at Spike’s feet, leaning into Spike’s leg as 
Spike toyed with the dark waves of his hair, his 
brown eyes filled with bitter resentment and hurt. 
Spike swore to himself. 

It always came back to that: Xander wouldn’t be 
happy if Spike kept him as a traditional Claimed 
human. The love that shone so clearly in his dark 
eyes would vanish, to be replaced by confusion and 



even hatred and Spike couldn’t bear for that to 
happen. He let Xander run free because it made 
Xander happy and that happiness was reflected 
back at Spike. They didn’t have a lot of hours 
together but the hours they had were filled with 
more love and quiet happiness than Spike had ever 
known. He’d known for a long time now that he was 
going to have to be patient with Xander, give him 
time and the freedom to develop and mature. He 
just hadn’t realized how hard it was going to be. 

Opening his eyes, he studied Xander. His boy had 
lost his defiant glare and was now vibrating like a 
tuning fork with anxious distress, waiting for Spike 
to talk to him. He allowed himself to soften a bit at 
the reminder of how important he was to Xander. 
Xander loved him. He didn’t always understand how 
his actions affected Spike but he loved Spike and 
that was worth a lot. 

It was worth everything. 

“Xander,” Spike began, more quietly than he’d 
thought would be possible a minute ago.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander puffed out a quiet sigh of relief as Spike 
broke the long silence that had stretched between 
them. His own rising anger had been checked as he 
realized how agitated Spike was. He’d never seen 
Spike shifting in and out of game face like that, fists 
clenched, obviously struggling to control himself. 
Eyes closed, his brow ridges thrown into prominent 
relief, Spike had been as distant and 
unapproachable as the most terrifying demon 
Xander had ever studied. As the silence stretched 
out and Spike still didn’t speak, Xander felt his 
stomach tightening into knots at the thought that 
somehow he’d done something unforgivable and 
Spike was going to tell him to leave. He hadn’t 
thought he’d done anything that wrong, not 
relationship-ending wrong anyway. 

“Xander, you’re my Claimed. Means you belong to 
me. We’ve worked out our own ways of doing 
things but that part doesn’t change. I’m responsible 



for you. It’s my job to protect you and I can’t do 
that if you lie to me.” 

“But…” 

“Hush, luv, let me finish.” Xander was so relieved 
that Spike had called him ‘luv’ again that he closed 
his mouth without protest and let Spike finish what 
he was saying. Besides, he didn’t understand what 
Spike was going on about, this seemed way off the 
topic. 

“You don’t trust me, Xander…” 

“That’s not true,” Xander interrupted, unable to let 
that pass without correcting it. 

Spike’s voice overrode his. 

“Trust me with yourself, Xander. You don’t trust me 
with other people.”  

Xander shifted uncomfortably, looking away as 
Spike’s gaze bored into him. He couldn’t deny there 
was some truth to that, he did tend to not tell Spike 
about things he was afraid Spike would overreact 
to. 



“I lose face if my Claimed doesn’t respect me and 
that’s dangerous for both of us,” Spike continued 
remorselessly. “Can take care of myself, Xander, but 
I won’t have you putting yourself in danger 
needlessly.” 

“Spike…” Xander didn’t know what he was going to 
say but Spike didn’t let him get any further. 

“No. This isn’t up for debate. You’re mine. I’m 
judged by your behavior: if I can’t keep my Claimed 
in line, I’m not respected as Master of the 
Hellmouth. I’ve kept you separate from that as 
much as I can, but demons are aware of your 
existence. Don’t give a piss what most of them 
think, and I can handle any challenger that wants to 
take me on, but you make me vulnerable, Xander. If 
they think they can get to me through you, then 
someone’s going to try it. And that makes you 
vulnerable.” 

“That’s not fair. I’m not part of your Court, only a 
few of the vampires even know my name, and I 
don’t exactly hang out with any of them.” 



“Xander,” Spike said sharply, “you’re not stupid, 
don’t act like you are. Every vampire in the Court 
knows who you are, what you look like, your name, 
your scent, everything. You’re the source of 
constant gossip, because you aren’t a typical 
Claimed human. I don’t treat you like a pet and you 
aren’t seen at Court. That makes you very unusual. 
Hardly a member of the Court doesn’t speculate on 
our relationship and whether they can use it against 
me in some way: either by currying favor with you 
or by using you against me.” 

Xander stared, aware that his mouth had dropped 
open and he was probably looking like the village 
idiot. He’d talked to Spike’s three lieutenants a 
number of times, Jose the most frequently, but he 
probably wouldn’t even recognize most of the other 
vampires who made up Spike’s Court. How could 
they all know him, much less spend their time 
talking about him?  

Spike made an exasperated sound. “They all know 
it’s death to lay a finger on you Xander, but I can’t 
stop them from watching you when you leave this 
apartment. I can’t stop them from thinking - not 



that most of them spend a lot of time doin’ that - 
and I can’t stop them from puttin’ two and two 
together.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike glared at his clueless lover, who still looked 
astonished at what Spike had just told him. “I trust 
you, Xander. I trust you to tell me what’s happening 
during the hours I’m not with you. I trust you to not 
put yourself unnecessarily in danger and I trust you 
to tell me when people have put you in danger. 
What am I supposed to think when even the bloody 
Slayer knows more about your life than I do?” 
Despite his best efforts, the hurt he felt at being left 
out threaded through his angry tone. 

“When someone hurts you, I’m seen as weak if I 
don’t do something about it. A weak Master can’t 
hold his territory or his possessions.” When Xander 
still looked more disbelieving than convinced, Spike 
continued remorselessly. “We talked about this last 
year when Angelus went off his rocker. Almost the 



first thing he did was attack you because he knew 
he could get to me through you.” 

“Ok, point taken,” Xander acknowledged. “But 
Spike, the members of your Court don’t know what 
goes on at the school during the day, so they 
wouldn’t know about the spell. What would you 
have done if had I come home and told you: ‘guess 
what? Willow used a spell on me and I’m scared it 
might have caused permanent damage’? You would 
have gone all over-protective and tried to kill her.” 

“Xander, protecting you from people who are 
hurting you is not being overprotective. It’s just 
keeping you safe.” Spike was about to point out 
blisteringly that Xander shouldn’t assume that 
vampires couldn’t know what went on at the 
school. Not like his boy didn’t know about the 
tunnel and basement access to the school. But 
Xander’s quick response cut him off. 

“It is being overprotective when I have to worry 
about you hurting them physically after it’s all 
over,” Xander answered hotly. “See, that’s the 
point, Spike. It was over already and it wouldn’t 



have done any good to say anything. I didn’t want 
you to get all angry when it was over and taken care 
of already.” 

“Taken care of how? Watcher givin’ her a lecture? 
The wolf poutin’ at her and tellin’ her he was 
disappointed in her? Slayer probably applauded 
her.” Spike was getting angry all over again as he 
thought about it. Humans had such bizarre ideas 
about what kind of things deterred people. “You 
think any of that is actually going to change her?” 

Xander looked away, his own doubt showing clearly 
in every line of his body. “I don’t know,” he 
answered, barely audibly. “I hope so.” He turned 
back and said earnestly: “I know it probably doesn’t 
make sense to you but, even after what she did, I 
don’t want you to kill her.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander could see the baffled frustration in Spike’s 
eyes. To Spike, it was simple: you killed whatever it 
was that was causing problems - problem solved. 



He tried to think of a way to put it that Spike would 
understand. “It’s kind of like you and Angel: even 
when you were pissed off at him and he deserved it, 
you didn’t really want to kill him.” He could see that 
that had sunk in as Spike’s mouth twisted in a 
frustrated grimace. After a pause, he asked quietly. 
“Was I wrong? What would you have done if I’d told 
you?”  

Spike met the searching eyes and answered with 
flat honesty. “Don’t know for sure, luv. But I haven’t 
killed any of them yet because I know you don’t 
want me to.” 

“How about we agree that I’ll tell you if something 
like that happens again and you promise you won’t 
kill any of them unless you have to, to save my 
life?” he offered. He knew Spike would never accept 
not placing Xander’s life above another’s and, if it 
came down to Willow or Buffy getting him killed, he 
wouldn’t have a problem with Spike stopping them. 
Ok, he’d have a problem with it, but it was one he 
could live with. 



“You promising to tell me immediately whenever 
one of your little friends does somethin’ stupid, 
whether you think it’s a big deal or not?” Spike 
clarified. 

Xander winced at hearing his own words thrown 
back at him. “Yes. Honestly, Spike, this is the first 
time since we’ve been together that I’ve kept 
something like this back.” 

Spike looked skeptical but somewhat mollified and 
Xander wound an arm around Spike’s waist, 
relieved when the vampire didn’t shrug him off. “I 
love you, Spike. I’m sorry if I hurt you.” 

Spike let himself be held, feeling the tension 
gradually leaving him. He could tell Xander was 
sincere and that helped. The compromise didn’t sit 
well, although he was depressingly certain that his 
Sire would approve - if he ever found out about it. 
Spike had no intention of letting Angelus know that 
Spike was so whipped he’d agreed to forgo a 
demon’s right to avenge their Claimed except under 
the most extreme circumstances.  



He couldn’t help growling a little at the thought of 
having to hold back and conform to human 
standards but then he’d always been love’s bitch. At 
least it wasn’t tea parties with bloody dolls this time 
around, he thought resignedly, winding his own 
arms around Xander and holding his boy tight.  

 

Part Nineteen 

“Must have been mistaken thinkin’ we had a clear 
agreement that this sort of thing wasn’t goin’ to 
happen again.” 

Spike had been standing in the doorway observing 
the two occupants of the room for far longer than it 
should have taken them to become aware of his 
presence. Going at it hot and heavy, they hadn’t 
noticed him even when he’d leaned against the 
door frame and pulled out his lighter and smokes. A 
wave of fury at their heedlessness swept over him 
when even the sound and smell of him lighting up 
hadn’t penetrated their lustful absorption in each 
other. 



The Slayer and Angelus jumped apart as his 
sarcastic comment finally pulled them out of their 
obliviousness and they realized they were no longer 
alone in the mansion. The Slayer put a trembling 
hand to her lips, looking stricken and guilty. Angelus 
hid his feelings better but Spike could read the 
embarrassment and guilt behind the seemingly 
blank mask he faced Spike with. 

“Love a good apocalypse much as the next demon,” 
he continued with brittle sarcasm, taking a deep, 
steadying drag on his cigarette. “But I was under the 
impression that you two weren’t plannin’ on playin’ 
that game again.” 

“We’re not together like that. This was… this was a 
mistake.”  

Spike snorted, lifting a scarred eyebrow inquiringly 
at the Slayer. “Snogging with the wrong vampire? 
Or you both develop sudden amnesia about what 
happens when Angelus gets a little too happy?” 

“You’ve made your point, Spike,” Angelus growled. 



“Doubt that, seein’ as how I made the same point 
when I let you live and you gave me your word you 
weren’t goin’ to be sniffin’ ’round the Slayer’s skirts 
anymore.” Spike took another deep drag then 
flicked his cigarette directly at his Sire. “’pears your 
word isn’t worth much these days.” 

The Slayer stepped between them, as Angelus’ 
growl rose dramatically at Spike’s accusation. “Stop. 
This was a mistake. I know that. We didn’t mean for 
it to happen and it won’t happen again.” 

“Too right, it won’t. ‘m not cleaning up the mess 
again. Last time you two did the mattress dance, 
Angelus here decided to celebrate by destroying the 
world. And you did piss-all to stop him, Slayer, 
despite the fact that most of the bodies in his wake 
were people you claim to care about. Thought we 
were all agreed we weren’t up for a repeat of that 
little fiasco.” 

“We’re not together, Spike.” For a wonder, his Sire 
sounded almost conciliatory. “As Buffy said, it was a 
mistake. We were training and it just… happened.” 



“Just how stupid are the pair of you? Training’s 
about sweat, and heat, and body contact. Might as 
well have gotten starkers and climbed into bed 
together. What the hell are you two doin’ here 
together anyway?” 

Angelus and the Slayer exchanged a quick glance 
that had more than a little guilt in it. “I was just 
checking on Angel, making sure he was ok. That he 
was getting his strength back.” 

“Great plan. Are you two even fooling yourselves? 
You’re not friends. Saying that you are, telling 
yourself you’re just playing Florence bleeding 
Nightingale doesn’t make it true. You want each 
other until the lust stinks up the room. If it was just 
you two torturing each other with what you can’t 
have, that’s one thing.” He glared directly at Buffy. 
“Your idiotic doomed romance endangers your 
mother, your Watcher, and all your friends. More 
importantly,” his yellow-eyed glare swung back to 
Angelus. “You are endangering my town and my 
Claimed. If I ever catch the two of you alone again, 
one of you is going to die. ‘m not letting you risk the 
world because you two can’t keep your hands off 



and you’re too stupid to stay away from each 
other.” 

Both of them were silenced by the fury and 
withering scorn in his voice. He was right and they 
knew it. Pair of bleeding idiots, wallowing in their 
star-crossed love. Slayer was a teenaged girl, on 
some level she probably got off on the idea of a 
forbidden, dangerous lover, but Angelus should 
bloody well know better. Spent enough time 
whining about how his soul made him different, 
you’d think he’d act like someone who wasn’t trying 
to end the world.  

Part of Spike wanted to just let loose and attack 
them. Even though they’d settled things between 
them, enough turmoil and resentment and hurt 
lingered from what had happened with Xander that 
an all-out fight would feel good. Clear the air and 
purge the last of his unsettled emotions. Nothing 
like dragging yourself home, battered and bloody 
and triumphant to let a vampire get a good night’s 
sleep. 



Shaking off the pleasant thought of Angelus’ bones 
splintering beneath his fists, Spike fished in his 
duster for his smokes and lit up again, letting the 
smoke warm and calm him as it filled his lungs.  

“Let’s go, Sire. Slayer can find her own way home.” 

“No, stay here Angel. I want to talk to Spike.” 

Both Spike and Angelus were surprised by that 
decision. Angelus especially looked dubious, 
shooting wary glances between the two of them. 
Spike grinned, Angelus’ concern for the Slayer’s 
safety cheering him considerably. 

“Don’t worry, Angelus. Won’t kill the bint on the 
way home.” It was ridiculous how much it meant to 
him that his Sire knew he could take the Slayer.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They walked side-by-side in silence through the 
fancy neighborhood the mansion was in, angling 
across town towards the Slayer’s house. Spike 
waited for the Slayer to speak but she seemed lost 



in her own thoughts, head down, eyebrows drawn 
together as she wrestled with some problem or 
other. Finally, she seemed to come to some sort of 
decision and asked:  

“You keep calling Xander your Claimed. What does 
that mean?”  

Spike shook his head in disbelief. This Slayer clearly 
never studied her main opponents. Claimed 
humans weren’t exactly obscure vampire trivia - a 
large percentage of Master Vampires took one or 
more. “Means exactly what it sounds like: Xander’s 
mine. He’s under my protection and anyone who 
hurts him has to deal with me.” Seizing the 
opportunity she’d given him, he added, sharply: 
“That means the witch as well. Red ever hurts 
Xander again, ever does another spell on him, ever 
puts him in danger, she won’t survive the 
experience. You care anything about her, you keep 
her in line, Slayer.” 

“Thought you supposedly weren’t killing humans 
anymore.” It was said with less heat than he 
expected. Apparently Xander was right and the 



Watcher had actually gotten through to Red’s 
friends about how serious her actions had been. 

“Willing to make an exception to protect Xander,” 
was all he said.  

The Slayer put a hand on his arm and stopped him, 
turning him so he was facing her and she could see 
his face in the glow from the streetlights. “Claiming 
is more than just dating him, right? Did he agree to 
this?” 

“Doesn’t look unhappy, does he?” Spike was torn 
between amusement and irritation at her belated 
concern for Xander’s well-being. 

Buffy’s eyes studied him intently. “And the ‘my 
town’ thing?” 

“Been Master of the Hellmouth since I arrived, 
Slayer. You just figuring that out?” 

“How can you control the town if you aren’t 
killing?” she asked suspiciously.  

Her jaw tightened under Spike’s scornful look. 
“Being Master of a territory doesn’t have piss-all to 



do with humans for the most part. Not like I’m 
doling out victims to the members of my Court. I’m 
in charge of demon business in the territory. 
Humans aren’t really on the radar as far as that 
goes.” 

“Even Xander?” 

“Xander’s not part of my Court,” Spike snapped. 
“And since when do you care about what he does?” 

“I don’t. I just don’t want him showing up one night 
as a vampire and killing my mother or Giles.” 

Spike punched her almost before the words had left 
her lips. She stumbled back, but regained her 
balance almost immediately, yanking out a stake 
and dropping to a fighting crouch. 

“I’m not turning Xander. Even if I did, I wouldn’t let 
him hurt your mum,” he snarled, outraged by the 
accusation. 

“Buffy.” Angelus materialized out of the shadows 
and stepped between them. From her start, she 
hadn’t known he’d been lurking behind them, 
listening to their conversation. Spike had known, 



but considering that he wouldn’t have let Xander go 
for a walk with Angelus without following and 
listening, he hadn’t been bothered by it. “Spike 
doesn’t plan on turning Xander. Not now, maybe 
not ever. He won’t do it without Xander’s consent 
and Xander’s not ready for that step.” 

“I don’t understand what you two see in each 
other,” she complained, but apparently accepted 
Angelus’ assessment of the situation, tucking the 
stake back into her pocket and standing more at 
ease. 

“None of your business anyway,” Spike replied. He 
saw no point in defending his relationship with 
Xander with someone who didn’t like or respect his 
Claimed. The Slayer was still talking. 

“Angel, are you ok with Spike being Master of the 
Hellmouth?” 

Spike smirked, cocking his head to one side and 
waiting gleefully for Angelus’ answer. No way the 
Slayer could know how much it irked his Sire to 
admit that Spike controlled the territory that some 
part of Angelus still viewed as rightfully his. Angelus 



shot him an irritated look, knowing exactly what 
Spike was thinking. “I’m not interested in holding 
the territory, Buffy, so Spike is probably the next 
best choice,” he answered grudgingly. 

“Well, now that that’s all settled,” Spike was about 
to make one of his trademark dramatic exits when it 
occurred to him that that would leave the two 
lovebirds alone again. Scowling, he lit a cigarette 
and blew a long drag of smoke at them. He wasn’t a 
damn babysitter. “Which one of you am I escorting 
home?” he asked flippantly. 

“Let’s talk, Spike.” Angelus nodded at Buffy and she 
turned and walked off. Spike’s lips tightened as his 
Sire gazed after her departing figure until she had 
moved beyond even demon sight. 

“Meant it, Angelus. If I catch you two alone again, 
I’ll kill you. Not having you put my boy through 
anything like that again because you can’t keep 
your codpiece fastened.” 

“I don’t want anyone having to deal with Angelus 
again,” he answered soberly, meeting Spike’s eyes 
with straightforward remorse. “Buffy and I are the 



past. Tonight was an aberration.” After a short 
pause, he added: “You’re right. We shouldn’t be 
around each other while our feelings are still so 
strong.” 

Studying his Sire, Spike nodded, accepting his 
sincerity. “Fancy a drink?” he asked casually and 
Angelus nodded. 

“Yeah, I could really use one.” 

Maybe there was hope for Angelus yet.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Arriving at the library for his regular study session 
with Giles, Xander was surprised to hear a crisp 
English voice addressing the librarian. 

“Mr. Giles, your methods are unfathomable to me. I 
find you entirely confounding. The fact is, there is 
talk in the Council that you have become a bit too... 
American. I’m afraid I agree.” 



Xander stopped just outside the door, pushing it 
open a crack and listening unabashedly. Despite the 
precise accent and over-perfect diction, there was 
something cutting and abrasive about the speaker’s 
tone. Whoever it was seemed determined to 
verbally flay Giles, albeit in a polite, British way. He 
resented the speaker immediately, not just for the 
way she was talking to Giles but also for the scorn 
with which she said ‘American’. 

“Mrs. Post…” Giles began and Xander could hear 
the defensiveness. 

And why do you let your Slayer socialize so much? It 
hardly seems…” She stopped, not so much trailing 
off as cutting her sentence off as abruptly as she 
had cut off Giles. “Well, no matter. The Council is 
better suited to address those issues.”  

There was a sharp click of heels on the linoleum 
floor and she spoke again. “Anything in your books 
that might pinpoint the exact location of the tomb 
would be useful, but then, we cannot ask for 
miracles.” 



Giles made the kind of stammering response he did 
when he was completely thrown off balance, and 
Xander abruptly decided he didn’t want to hear any 
more. Pushing the door open, he walked in, calling 
out as he entered: “Hey, Giles. What’ve you got for 
me today?” 

Giles turned a somewhat hunted look in his 
direction as Xander looked curiously at the woman 
standing next to him, reading over his shoulder. A 
slender, brown-haired woman, impeccably, if 
boringly, dressed in a brown shirt and - Xander did a 
double take - a long, tweed skirt, hair twisted up in 
a knot, everything about her suggested the same 
kind of prim and proper tight-ass Giles had been 
when Xander first met him. 

“And who is this?”  

Ok, Giles had never sounded that rude, even when 
Xander had just been the goofy kid who’d 
accidentally learned more than he should have 
about the existence of a Vampire Slayer. “Xander 
Harris. Who the hell are you?” Two could play the 
rude game. 



“Xander, this is Gwendolyn Post, she’s here to check 
on the special collection. Mrs. Post, Xander is a 
student I have an assigned study period with at this 
time. If you will excuse us, perhaps I can meet back 
with you in an hour.” 

And wow, Xander didn’t want her to turn that 
blistering look on him. “Mr. Giles, while I appreciate 
that you have responsibilities here to the students, 
the matter I am here on is of considerable 
importance. I’m sure Mr. Harris won’t mind skipping 
his session with you for today. He is after all an 
American public school student. I believe skipping 
classes is a tradition with them.” She gave Xander a 
tight little smile that came nowhere near reaching 
her eyes. 

Xander’s jaw dropped. That was way beyond rude. 
She’d just insulted like 90 percent of the student-
age population of America. Giles looked flummoxed 
by her rudeness and was making a distressed 
tutting sound. Xander didn’t wait for him to pull it 
together and respond; it looked like it might take 
awhile.  



“No sweat, Giles. We can re-schedule. I’ll just take 
my American public school ass out of here and 
leave you and Mrs. Priss, sorry Mrs. Post, to 
whatever you’re doing that’s so important. 

Giving Giles a smile and ignoring Mrs. Post, Xander 
left. He stopped almost immediately outside the 
doors and began listening again, pleased to hear 
Giles’ angry voice saying: “That was uncalled for, 
Mrs. Post. Xander is quite intelligent and has been 
an exemplary student.” Xander smiled, warmed by 
the compliment. 

“Yes, I’m sure.” She sounded anything but. 
“However, finding Lagos is of far more importance 
than any of your students.” 

Giles sighed. “Yes, of course. The Council had no 
further information?” 

“If it had, I would have already conveyed it to you, 
Mr. Giles.”  

Xander whistled softly to himself. He’d never heard 
verbal abuse done in a cultured English accent 
before, but he was way too familiar with it not to 



recognize it when he heard it and Mrs. Post was 
good at it. Everything she said was laced with 
innuendo of incompetence and low expectations.  

Wondering about what was going on, he left his 
listening post, heading for an empty classroom. He 
had a free period now and he might as well still us it 
for studying. He didn’t want to live down to Mrs. 
Post’s expectations.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Buffy, what’s with Gwendolyn Post?” He said the 
name in his best snooty English accent and Buffy 
shot him a sympathetic smile. 

“Yeah, pretty much a charm-free zone, isn’t she?” 
Buffy banged her locker closed and turned to face 
him. “She showed up during patrol last night and 
criticized me, my clothes, and my Slaying skills. I 
really didn’t like her.” 



“I can see why that might not make her Miss 
Popularity 1998. What’s she doing here? She’s got 
Giles completely rattled.” 

“Big time.” Buffy agreed, falling into step with him, 
glancing around automatically to make sure no one 
was close enough to overhear. “The Watcher’s 
Council sent her to evaluate Giles and to warn us 
about some demon looking for some all-powerful 
thingamabob, and I gotta stop him before he 
unleashes unholy havoc, and it's another Tuesday 
night in Sunnydale.” 

Xander shook his head at Buffy’s summary. Buffy 
was not one for the details, that’s for sure. Still, he 
was surprised at her willingness to tell him even 
that much. He’d been dubious when Spike told him 
that Buffy had learned about Spike’s status as 
Master of the Hellmouth, but maybe that was the 
reason for Buffy’s new willingness to share. Either 
that or Mrs. Post had really ticked her off to the 
point of indiscretion. 

“Lagos.” 

“Sounds about right. How do you know?” 



“Overheard them talking in the library,” Xander 
admitted frankly. “Look, Buffy, umm… demons are 
supposed to check in with the Master of the 
Territory when they hit town. They don’t always, 
but a lot of them actually do. Do you want me to 
ask Spike about Lagos?” 

Buffy gave him a long, searching look then, 
unexpectedly, smiled. “Yeah. That might be helpful. 
Thanks.” 

“No problem.”  

As they continued walking down the hall, she asked 
curiously: “Demons have protocol?” 
 
“Go figure. It’s more making nice so the stronger 
demon doesn’t kill you than actual manners, but it 
kind of works out the same in the end.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Giles, can I talk to you?” 



Xander had made sure Mrs. Post wasn’t around 
before entering the library. One encounter with her 
per day seemed more than enough. Giles was in his 
office, books scattered around him and the 
Englishwoman-from-hell was nowhere in sight. 

Giles looked up as Xander stuck his head in the 
door. “Hello, Xander. I apologize for earlier. Mrs. 
Post is a bit…” 

“Annoying and stuck up?” Xander offered helpfully 
and saw the harried look on Giles’ face ease slightly. 

“Perhaps ‘bracing’ would be a better description.” 
He sighed, rubbing his eyes tiredly. “If this is about 
making up our study period, I’m afraid…”  

Xander shook his head quickly, dispelling that 
notion. “No, this is about something else.” He 
settled one hip on the edge of the desk and 
wondered how to begin. “Buffy told me that Mrs. 
Post is here checking up on you for the Watcher’s 
Council?” He asked hesitantly, watching as Giles 
looked down at his books to avoid his gaze, hands 
automatically straightening the untidy piles for 
something to do. 



“Yes. Just a basic review of my training and 
methodology,” he said with obviously false 
casualness. “I’m sorry for lying to you earlier about 
her reason for being here but I thought it best to 
avoid mentioning that a number of people are 
aware of Buffy’s identity as the Slayer. It could 
bring… unwelcome attention from the Council.” 

Xander looked at Giles curiously, wondering why 
that sounded vaguely ominous. He’d always 
thought of the Watcher’s Council as being a bunch 
of Giles-es. Maybe a little stuffy and boring, but 
basically the good guys. Now he wondered if that 
had been naïve on his part. Filing it away for now, 
he returned to the subject at hand. “Giles, freshman 
year, we had this French teacher who was like the 
toughest grader in the school.” Xander made a face 
at the memory. Giles frowned impatiently and, for a 
moment, looked like he was about to interrupt, 
then settled again and waited for Xander to finish.  

“He’s the reason I’m not taking French anymore. 
Anyway, he used to give these killer tests which 
pretty much everyone but Willow would fail. And, 
right before the tests, he would just rag on us about 



how stupid we were and how French was this 
beautiful language, much better than English, and 
how he expected us all to fail.” Taking a deep 
breath, he came to the point. “I heard Mrs. Post 
talking to you earlier and she kind of reminds me of 
our old French teacher.”  

He took a deep breath. “Giles, you’re the smartest 
person I’ve ever met, but you’re not always good 
with people.” He grinned at Giles’ mildly affronted 
look and continued. 

“I think Mrs. Post is trying to rattle you. I don’t 
know, maybe she wants your job or maybe she’s 
just one of those people who likes to see other 
people fail. I don’t know about you, but I don’t do 
well on tests when I’m off my game and even I can 
see that she’s messing with your head.” 

He slid to his feet. “I know this probably isn’t any of 
my business, but you’re a good Watcher and Buffy’s 
lucky to have you. Don’t let some stuck up harpy 
make you forget that.” 

Giles just gaped at him speechlessly and Xander 
grinned at him. “Besides, you have a lot better 



resources than she does. I’ll see if Spike knows 
anything about Lagos or the glove of whoever 
thing.”  

“The Glove of Myhnegon,” Giles filled in 
automatically. 

“Myhnegon. Got it.” Xander slipped out without 
giving Giles a chance to recover his wits and headed 
for home to talk to Spike. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Revelations’  

 

Part Twenty 

“Spike, have you heard anything about a demon 
called Lagos? New in town, looking for something in 
the cemeteries?”  Xander was really hoping Spike 
knew something.  He really wanted to give Giles a 
chance to show up Mrs. Post by being able to come 
up with the information they were looking for 
before she did. 
 
“Big fella? A medieval armor and tusks look going 



for him?” 
 
“Could be. Giles hadn’t found a description yet.” 
 
“Some of the boys reported a demon tearing apart 
the cemeteries the last couple of nights. Was 
carrying a sweet double-bladed battleaxe.” Spike 
smirked in satisfaction. The blade was even better 
than the Watcher’s favorite battleaxe. “It’s mine 
now.” 
 
“You killed him?” 
 
Spike shrugged. “Wanted that weapon,” he said off-
handedly, “Plus, bloke had no manners. His idea of 
a search was scattering crypt contents over half an 
acre. Made a hell of a mess in three cemeteries.” He 
cocked his head and looked at Xander curiously. 
“What was he looking for?” At the time, he hadn’t 
really cared, the mess the demon was creating had 
been enough of an excuse to justify killing him. He’d 
really wanted that weapon from the second he saw 
it strapped to the larger demon’s back. 
 



“Something called the Glove of Myhnegon. Ever 
heard of it?” 
 
“Doesn’t sound familiar. Take it it’s not an opera 
glove?” 
 
“Supposed to be some kind of really powerful 
weapon, but again, Giles didn’t have any details.” 
 
“Watcher’s a bit off his game, eh?” 
 
“The Watcher’s Council sent someone to check up 
on him. She kind of rattled him.” He sent a dubious 
look in Spike’s direction, adding dryly: “You might 
like her, she’s a real charmer.” 
 
“Don’t generally do tea and biscuits with Watchers, 
pet. Dead boring, that lot, and very intolerant of 
vampires for the most part.” 
 
Xander gave him a crooked smile. “This one’s more 
towards the mean and rude end of the spectrum.” 
 
“Maybe you’re right, might like her at that.” 



 
“Probably not, she wears tweed, Spike,” Xander’s 
voice was appropriately horrified although his eyes 
gave the game away. 
 
“Hmph. No taste. Unlike some people who have 
learned how to wear proper clothes.” Spike’s hand 
slid teasingly up Xander’s back, caressing him 
through the silk shirt, tracing the firm lines of 
muscles across his shoulders.  
 
Xander kissed him, shivering as Spike’s fingers 
began deftly unfastening the buttons on his shirt. 
“How would you know?” he mumbled into Spike’s 
neck, “you spend a lot more time removing my 
clothes than admiring me in them.” 
 
Spike silenced him with a kiss. “Like you naked, 
pet.” 
 
Xander could deal with that.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike was still asleep when Xander left for school 
early the next morning. The vampire had left the 
previous night shortly after sunset, having to take 
care of Court business and hadn’t returned until 
long after Xander had fallen asleep. Nights like this 
happened a couple of times a week, when their 
schedules didn’t coordinate at all, but they were 
both used to it by now. Xander knew that, when 
Spike slept through Xander getting up and leaving, 
the vampire hadn’t returned to their apartment 
until shortly before dawn. Some mornings, Spike 
came drowsily awake and they could spend an hour 
or so together before Xander had to leave for 
school and Xander loved the mornings. Sleep 
mussed and groggy, Spike was adorably cranky first 
thing in the morning: complaining about the 
cheerfulness of the early morning birds and 
muttering death threats to the perky hosts of 
morning talk shows. Today, however, Xander 
wanted to let Giles know as soon as possible that 
Lagos was dead and half their problems had already 
been taken care of. 
 



“Hey, Giles. Sp…,” Xander’s stopped in mid-syllable 
as he saw Mrs. Post standing off to one side of the 
library. After a bare hesitation, he recovered and 
finished circumspectly: “William took care of….” 
 
“Mr. Harris,” Giles’ voice over-rode his urgently. “I 
believe I was clear that we would not be able to re-
schedule your study session until next week. I’m 
quite busy right now.” 
 
Xander snapped his jaw shut. Giles’ eyes were 
boring into him intently, carrying a clear warning, 
and Mrs. Post was listening avidly, her eyes flicking 
between the two of them. 
 
“Nonsense, Mr. Giles, it sounds like this young man 
has some urgent information for you.” 
 
“Yeah, I thought you really wanted that book,” 
Xander ad-libbed desperately, not sure what the 
problem was. Giles clearly didn’t want him to say 
anything in front of Mrs. Post and Xander was left 
floundering. 
 



“Book?” 
 
Xander shrugged and tried to look like he wasn’t 
making this up as he went. “My friend William runs 
a used book shop. He’s got a lead on a book Mr. 
Giles has been looking for for awhile now.” Deciding 
retreat was in order, he said, “Sorry to have barged 
in, Giles, William doesn’t have the book yet, so this 
can wait.” 
 
Giles shoed unmistakable signs that leaving would 
be a good thing. “Thank you, Xander. Tell William I 
am grateful if he has finally located a copy.” He 
looked at Mrs. Post and added some clarifying 
details to Xander’s story: “William has been 
extremely helpful in finding some rare volumes to 
round out the library’s collection.” 
 
“And what book is it that you are hoping will do so 
much to ‘round out’ your rather limited collection, 
Mr. Giles?” Mrs. Post’s voice was full of bright 
malice: a playful shark circling for the kill. Despite 
her words, she looked inquiringly at Xander as if 
expecting him to answer the question. 



 
“Basingstoke’s Daemon Compendium,” Giles filled 
in smoothly, to Xander’s relief since he was coming 
up blank. He really needed a bit more time to polish 
his ad-libs. Except he was pretty sure they weren’t 
ad-lib anymore if you had the time to polish them.  
 
Mrs. Post’s eyebrows rose. “The Council believes 
the last copy of that book was burned during the 
Inquisition. How fortunate that you have found a 
book dealer in this town able to supply you with 
such rare volumes. Good show, Mr. Giles. Good 
show indeed.” 
 
Oh, boy. The Xander and Giles show would not be 
taking their act on the road. The audience clearly 
wasn’t buying it. 
 
“I realize there is very little chance the book is 
genuine,” Giles responded stiffly, rising to the 
occasion, which was good because Xander was busy 
with his fish out of water impression. “However, 
stranger things have happened and, you must 
admit, even the remote possibility of finding a copy 



is tremendously exciting.” 
 
“Why don’t I leave you two to your really dull book 
talk and just head over to class. I can be this bored 
in California history and get credit for it.” Xander 
decided it was way past time he exercised a tactical 
retreat. Giles would find a way to tell him why 
information from Spike was suddenly off-limits to 
the Council lady.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Giles didn’t come looking for him until after lunch, 
when he pulled Xander out of class to meet with 
him in an empty classroom.  
 
“Sorry about this morning, Xander. I’ve learned 
some very disturbing news about Mrs. Post and I 
didn’t want her to hear what you were about to 
say.” 
 
“Figured something was up.” Xander cocked his 
head inquiringly as Giles looked grim. 



 
“I contacted the Council and learned that, while 
Gwendolyn Post was once a member of the Council, 
she was kicked out a couple of years ago for 
misuses of dark power.” Giles took his glasses off 
and pinched the bridge of his nose. “They swear 
there was a memo.” 
 
“Wow. I just thought she was a bitch. I didn’t think 
she was evil.” 
 
“The Council believes that she is most likely seeking 
the Glove of Myhnegon for personal reasons. It 
goes without saying that we must not allow the 
Glove to fall into her hands.” Giles put his glasses 
back on and straightened up. “Thank you, Xander.” 
 
“For what?” 
 
“For pointing out that Mrs. Post was rattling me so 
badly that I had failed to take even the most 
elementary steps to confirm her identity and 
purpose for being here.” His lips tightened. “I’m 
afraid she reminds me quite strongly of a rather 



horrific nanny I had when I was seven.” 
 
Xander found himself grinning at the thought of 
Mrs. Post railing at a seven-year old Giles and Giles 
smiled back. “I believe you had something to tell 
me?” 
 
“Right. Lagos is probably dead.” 
 
“Probably?”  
 
“Yeah. Spike killed a demon last night who was 
tearing apart cemeteries looking for something. Big. 
Tusks. Wearing medieval armor. Ring any bells?” 
 
“Hmmm. I agree, that was most likely Lagos. I was 
able to find a reference to him in Friedman’s 
encyclopedia and that description matches what 
little information there was.” 
 
“So, with the demon competition out of the race, 
that just leaves us with finding the Glove before 
Mrs. Post.” 
 



“Quite. Fortunately, I have found a probable 
location for the Glove: the Von Hauptman family 
crypt in Restfield Cemetery. I would prefer to try 
and retrieve it during the day but I’m afraid that 
Mrs. Post is making that difficult.” He looked 
beyond irritated and Xander repressed a grin at his 
harried expression. There was something funny 
about Giles being harassed by a prim and proper 
English lady in tweed. 
 
“Since Mrs. Post is here under the pretext of 
evaluating Buffy and myself, I have made 
arrangements for her to patrol with Buffy tonight, 
ostensibly watching her as she seeks Lagos. Buffy 
will take her on a swing through the town 
cemeteries while I pick up the Glove. I’m still 
attempting to find a means of destroying it, but the 
most important thing is to remove it to a safe 
location until it can be destroyed. Are you willing to 
help?” 
 
“Count me in. You ok if Spike comes along?” 
 
Giles hesitated. “The Glove is a source of enormous 



power, Xander. Are you sure?” 
 
“Yes. Spike’s not interested in that kind of power, 
Giles. He likes fighting people one-on-one and 
proving he’s the stronger person, not nuking half 
the town just because he can.” 
 
“I highly doubt the Glove can ‘nuke half the town’ 
but I understand what you’re saying. By all means, if 
he’s willing, please bring him along. He could be 
quite useful in keeping the Glove safe.” 
 
It was Xander’s turn to hesitate. “Would you… Why 
don’t you come to our apartment with me after 
school and we can head out from there?” It was the 
first time he’d invited anyone to the apartment but 
he trusted Giles.  
 
Giles looked surprised but answered matter-of-
factedly. “That will be fine. Why don’t you stop by 
the library after your last class. I’ll make sure that 
Mrs. Post is occupied elsewhere.” 
 
Xander thought about making a joke about Giles not 



burning down Spike’s home this time but caught 
himself as he remembered that the factory burning 
had been a direct result of Miss Calendar’s death. 
Giles wouldn’t appreciate a joke about that. 
Instead, he just said: “You know Buffy’s going to 
make you pay for this, right?” 
 
“So she has already assured me.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Walking through the slanting rays of the late 
afternoon sunlight, long shadows stretching out 
ahead of them, Xander hoped he wasn’t making a 
mistake. Although he suspected Giles knew where 
the factory was, the librarian had never actually said 
and Xander hadn’t ever specifically told him. He 
wasn’t ashamed of their home - it was the nicest 
place he’d ever lived - but it wasn’t exactly guest 
friendly, being located directly above vampire-
central like it was. Still, they were arriving while it 
was still daylight and the vampire immunity he had 
via Spike should extend to cover someone he was 



with. 
 
No, he was more worried that humans visiting 
would cause Spike problems. He didn’t think Giles 
was generally known around town as the current 
Slayer’s Watcher and, in any case, couldn’t decide if 
that fact made the situation better or worse. He 
had a sinking feeling, now that they were 
approaching the factory, that hosting humans other 
than his Claimed would reflect badly on Spike in his 
Court. 
 
He really should have called Spike first before 
impulsively inviting Giles over but it was too late 
now. They were less than two blocks from the 
factory and calling now would be just stupid.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike was waiting in the kitchen when they arrived, 
having heard their footsteps as they climbed the 
stairs to the third floor apartment. To Xander’s 
relief, he didn’t look upset when Giles followed him 



in to the apartment. 
 
“Hi, Spike. You up for a treasure hunt?” 
 
“Depends on the treasure, pet.” He nodded at Giles. 
“Watcher.” 
 
“Hello, Spike.” Giles looked around at the 
apartment approvingly but didn’t comment. “I was 
hoping you’d be willing to help us locate 
something.”  
 
“If you mean the Glove thing that Xander told me 
about yesterday, already done.” Spike smirked at 
their surprise. “Angelus knew about it and we 
picked it up last night. He took it to the mansion for 
safekeeping.” He looked at Xander. “Left before I 
could tell you this morning, luv.” 
 
Giles’ shock was rapidly turning to anger. “You left 
the Glove with Angel? How could you take that kind 
of risk.” 
 
“No risk at all, Watcher,” he said calmly. “Angelus 



knew about it last year when his soul went 
walkabout. If he could use it, he would have used it 
then.” Spike shrugged, “Glove can’t be used by a 
vampire.” 
 
“Are you sure?” 
 
“Why not?” Xander asked curiously. 
 
Spike perched on the kitchen table, thoroughly at 
ease. “The Glove lets the wearer channel lightning 
through their bodies, which gives them the ability to 
use lightning as a weapon. Vampires and lightning 
don’t mix. Our bodies are about as conductive as 
lead so the Glove won’t work for us and lightning 
tends to turn us into charcoal briquettes, so he’s 
not interested in anyone else using it either, in case 
they turn it on him. Angelus isn’t going to mess with 
the thing, with or without a soul.” 
 
“Of course,” Giles exclaimed. “There is a reference 
to the Glove in Father Theodore of Wolsham’s text. 
Although his sources are suspect, he refers to the 
Glove as ‘calling the fires of hell’, which would be a 



medieval view of something that controlled 
lightning. If that part of the text is accurate…” his 
voice trailed off and Spike and Xander exchanged 
amused looks. 
 
I’ll need to do some further checking, but if Father 
Theordore’s sources are not as unreliable as has 
been believed, they could tell us a means of 
destroying the Glove.” 
 
He fell silent again, still thinking, and then looked at 
Xander. “Willow is researching at the library. Would 
you be willing to return with me and help? We need 
to act as quickly as possible. The Glove is simply too 
powerful to allow it to be allowed to exist.” 
 
“Sure. Spike, do you mind?” Xander was already 
pulling his coat back on as he asked.  
 
“Not at all, pet. I’ll come with.” 
 
Xander looked up sharply but Spike simply lifted on 
eyebrow inquiringly. Sighing, Xander knew he had 
to trust Spike not to hurt Willow. Physically at least. 



He had a feeling Spike was going to take the 
opportunity to mention to Willow how much he 
disliked people messing with Xander.  
 
He just couldn’t decide if that was a good idea or 
not.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Buffy, Mrs. Post. You’ve returned from patrol 
already?” Giles asked, not quite able to conceal his 
surprise and dismay as they arrived in the library to 
find those two, plus Willow and Oz, all gathered at 
the library table. 
 
“It would appear that your Slayer is not used to 
being accompanied in the field. After touring 
through three of the more modern cemeteries, I 
elected to return here, as it became clear that I was 
hindering the search.” She shot an ironic look at 
Buffy. “Your Slayer insisted on escorting me back 
here.” 
 



Mrs. Post wasn’t really bothering to conceal that 
she was on to them, at least as far as their stalling 
tactics were concerned. With luck, she just thought 
Giles was trying to pull a fast one on her to get 
credit for finding the Glove without her. She should 
be able to relate to that, it was clearly something 
she would do herself. 
 
There was an awkward silence as the Sunnydalers 
exchanged helpless glances, not sure how to get rid 
of the interloper and Mrs. Post watched them with 
shrewd eyes. Xander especially didn’t like the way 
she was looking at Spike, like someone mentally 
snapping their fingers trying to recall a half-
remembered face.  
 
Xander was sinkingly aware that his presence here 
was an aberration. Students didn’t usually hang out 
with school librarians hours after school had ended. 
It was obvious that Willow had been in full research 
mode when Buffy and Mrs. Post returned: books 
were piled on the table and her laptop was 
powered up. There was no way Mrs. Post had 
missed that they were doing things behind her back 



and Xander thought they needed a diversion. Badly. 
 
“Why don’t we all just put our cards on the table?” 
he said impulsively, and hurried on before Giles’ 
and Buffy’s twin glares could incinerate him. “I 
know you wanted to keep it a secret, Giles, but it’s a 
bit late for that.” He looked at Mrs. Post defiantly. 
“All of us,” he made a gesture encompassing 
everyone in the room, “know about Buffy being the 
Slayer. We all found out about it accidentally a long 
time ago and we’ve been helping research demons 
and stuff ever since. We work pretty well together, 
so if the Council doesn’t like it - tough.” He was 
peripherally aware of Buffy and Giles exchanging 
puzzled glances as he finished: “So, we’re all here to 
research Lagos and how to destroy the Glove. If 
you’ve got a problem with that, the door’s that 
way.” 
 
Xander figured that, as long as they kept up the 
pretense of not knowing the location of Lagos or 
the Glove, researching how to destroy the Glove in 
front of Mrs. Post wouldn’t do any harm. It was 
both the logical next move and information they 



would be expected to be seeking. Mrs. Post couldn’t 
exactly protest without giving her own plans away. 
 
“Xander,” Giles began reprovingly, but Mrs. Post 
was nodding. 
 
“I appreciate your candor. It has been painfully 
obvious that Mr. Giles has failed to keep his Slayer’s 
identity a secret, but that is a matter for the 
Council. As you have said, our time would be better 
spent in research than in these childish games. Shall 
we begin?” 
 
“Works for me.” Surprisingly, it was Spike who was 
the first to back him up. Xander gave him a grateful 
smile for going along with the research party idea, 
and sat down at the table, reaching for a book.  
 
Everyone followed suit and silence fell over the 
group, broken only by the quiet tapping of Willow’s 
fingers on the keyboard of her computer.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
It took less time than any of them expected. Giles 
suddenly gave a small, pleased exclamation that 
had everyone looking up at him.  
 
“There is a way to destroy the Glove. It involves 
transforming fire into living flame and immolating 
the Glove. It’s complex, but I believe I have all the 
necessary ingredients.” He looked up from the 
fragile, handwritten book he’d been puzzling over, 
and added belatedly, “when we find the Glove, of 
course.”  
 
“Go, Giles.” Buffy said. “Anyone having any luck on 
the Lagos front?”  
 
“I believe I have something that will help.” 
 
Mrs. Post stood up and handed her book to Buffy, 
who glanced down at the opened page as they all 
automatically looked over to see what she had. 
With a movement almost too swift to follow, Mrs. 
Post turned and grabbed a fistful of Willow’s hair, 
yanked her head back and jerked her half out of her 



chair. A knife appeared in her other hand and she 
pressed the tip against Willow’s throat hard enough 
to break the skin. Willow made a frightened sound 
that was swallowed up by the clatter of wood 
against the floor as Buffy’s chair overturned as she 
leapt to her feet. Everyone else was on their feet an 
instant behind her, their shocked protests tangling 
over each other.  
 
“Willow!” 
 
“Stop!” 
 
Xander stared, hypnotized by the dark trickle of 
blood, looking almost black against the pale skin of 
Willow’s throat. Spike’s hand clamped firmly on his 
arm, holding him back as he jerked forward 
instinctively. 
 
“All of you have been so helpful, there’s no need to 
stop now. Tell me where the Glove is or I will slit her 
throat.” 
 
“What makes you think we know where the Glove 



is?” Giles asked tightly, keeping a wary eye on the 
knife. 
 
The knife pressed deeper and Willow let out a 
frightened cry. Oz yelled, “No!” and tensed to 
spring.  
 
“Stay where you are. All of you.” The threat of the 
knife was enough to make them obey. Willow was 
chalk-white, except for the dark trickle of blood 
running down her throat, her terrified eyes begging 
them to do something. 
 
“I’m not a fool. You are all a bit too eager to find a 
way to destroy the Glove and not very interested in 
locating it. It’s obvious you have already found it. 
Unless you want her to die, you will tell me where it 
is.”  
 
“Kill her and you lose your advantage. Five against 
one aren’t good odds when all you’ve got to bargain 
with is a dead body at your feet.” Spike might have 
been discussing the weather for all the emotion in 
his voice but Xander could feel him coiled to spring 



at the first opening.  
 
“Spike!” Buffy hissed angrily as Mrs. Post’s arm 
jerked slightly and Willow moaned in pain. “Shut 
up.” 
 
Mrs. Post pulled Willow out of the chair completely, 
using the knife as a goad, edging backwards with 
her, away from them and towards the doors. “Don’t 
move.” 
 
“Let her go. I give you my word that you will be 
allowed to walk out of here unharmed.” Giles took a 
step after them, but stopped as the knife jerked 
again and Willow gasped. 
 
“I’m not very inclined to do that, Mr. Giles. I’ll give 
you two hours. Meet me in the parking lot out front 
in two hours with the Glove. Try anything cute in 
the meantime and she dies. If you have the Glove, 
we’ll trade. Miss Rosenburg for the Glove.” 
 
“Willow!” Oz’s despairing voice whispered as 



Willow’s white face and red hair were lost to sight 
beyond the closed doors. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Revelations’  

 
 

Part Twenty-One 

There was an awful silence as Oz’s desperate cry 
died into silence, then suddenly, the library filled 
with a cacophony of overlapping voices until Giles’ 
voice rose sharply over them all. 

“Enough! Be quiet, all of you.” The harsh command 
brought them to their senses and they fell silent as 
Giles began issuing orders. “Spike, please go to the 
mansion and bring the Glove back here as quickly as 
you can.” 

Spike just nodded, squeezing Xander’s hand 
reassuringly before disappearing through the library 
doors. 



“As for the rest of us, I know this is difficult but we 
must stay calm and think. We have only two hours 
to come up with a viable plan.” 

Xander crossed to where Oz stood. “Oz, we’ll get 
her back. I promise.” He desperately hoped he’d be 
able to keep that promise.  

“We’ll get her back, Oz.” Buffy joined him at Oz’s 
side, looking worried but trying to keep a brave, 
reassuring face. 

Oz just nodded. In the moment’s since Willow had 
been taken, Oz had drawn in on himself, his body 
language screaming ‘don’t touch’. Xander was 
afraid to try and breach the wall that Oz had 
wrapped around himself, afraid of shattering Oz’s 
composure when Oz clearly needed to be calm and 
functioning for Willow’s sake.  

“We will get her back, Oz, but we cannot give Mrs. 
Post the Glove. If nothing else, for purely practical 
reasons: once she has the Glove, she could 
incinerate us all before we could get out of range 
and there simply isn’t anything to hide behind in a 
parking lot.” 



“Needing back-story here, Giles.” Buffy held up a 
hand like a student asking a question. “You’ve 
obviously learned stuff you haven’t shared yet.” 

“Of course. The Glove is at the mansion. Angel 
apparently knew the Glove’s location and he and 
Spike retrieved it last night.” Giles removed his 
glasses and rubbed his eyes. “The Glove gives the 
user the ability to use lightning as a weapon.” 

“Ok, that doesn’t sound fun.” 

“No, it doesn’t. Anyone wearing the Glove must be 
nearly invincible.” 

“So how do we get Willow back and not give up the 
Glove?” Oz’s quiet question drew everyone’s 
attention.  

“That is what we have two hours to figure out.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Twenty minutes later, they were still hashing it out, 
throwing out desperate suggestions for the others 



to critique and ridicule and no closer to a viable 
plan than when they’d started.  

“We’re running out of time,” Buffy flared angrily. 
“We have to think of something.” 

“Don’t wait the two hours,” a quiet voice suggested. 
“Take her by surprise now.” 

Xander nearly jumped out of his skin at the 
unexpected voice and spun around to face the 
library doors, heart hammering wildly. Spike and 
Angel were standing in the doorway and Xander 
couldn’t stop the rush of fear at the sight of Angel. 
Knowing the vampire was around was one thing. 
Seeing him, being in the same room with him, was a 
whole different story and, for a moment, Xander 
was lost in the memory of being chained to a bed, 
with Angelus’ weight pressing down on him, the 
silken voice purring threats into his ear.  

Spike was at his side in an instant, arm around him, 
steadying him, his familiar voice murmuring in 
Xander’s ear and erasing the phantom sound of 
Angelus’ threats. “It’s all right, luv. He’s here to 
help. I’ll never let him hurt you again.” 



Xander buried his head in the crook of Spike’s neck 
for one moment, and took a deep, steadying 
breath, inhaling Spike’s familiar scent. The 
nightmare memory tucked firmly back into the back 
of his mind, he lifted his head and forced himself to 
look directly at Angelus, at Angel he reminded 
himself sternly, who simply nodded at him. 

And really, what could Angel say? ‘Sorry my other 
personality put you in the hospital while my soul 
was on vacation?’ His jaw tightened, angry at his 
own self-absorption, and he looked quickly towards 
Giles to see how he was reacting. Angelus had put 
Giles through a lot more than Xander had suffered. 
Giles was white-faced but in control and, if he 
looked as if he wanted a crossbow in his hands, who 
could blame him. 

“What do you mean?” Buffy asked, either missing 
their reaction to Angel’s presence or, more likely, 
ignoring it in favor of pressing business. 

Willow.  



Giving Spike a grateful squeeze and a tiny smile to 
let him know he was all right, Xander made himself 
listen as Angel explained. 

“We can’t let her have the Glove,” Angel set the 
bulky item he was carrying down on the counter 
where they all stared at it. It was wrapped in what 
looked like filthy white rags and Angel stepped 
away from it, like a man who knew that half the 
people in the room didn’t trust him with it. “And we 
can’t not give it to her because she’ll kill Willow. At 
the exchange, she’ll kill Willow and everyone else 
the minute she has the Glove, there won’t be time 
to get far enough away for safety.” 

And that pretty much summed up their own 
reasoning so far. 

“The meet is a death trap for everyone. The only 
way is to take her out before the meet, preferably 
as soon as possible, when she won’t be expecting 
an attack yet.” Angel shrugged. “It’s unlikely she’s 
going to spend the next two hours with her knife to 
Willow’s throat. Our best chance, our only chance, 
of catching her off guard is to attack as soon as 



possible when she is most likely to be far enough 
away from Willow to not be able to kill her 
instantly.” 

And Xander would have felt a lot better if that had 
sounded like Angel was used to doing this from the 
rescuer’s side of things, not the hostage taker’s.  

“The problem is that we don’t know where she is,” 
Giles reminded him, more sharply than necessary 
but then, Giles had personal experience with Angel 
as hostage taker and who could blame him for 
being testy to the man who had kidnapped and 
tortured him. 

“She won’t have gone far. Most likely, she’s still 
here on the school grounds somewhere,” Spike 
said. “It’s a mite conspicuous to drag a protesting 
hostage through the streets, even in Sunnydale, and 
she wouldn’t want to do it twice - away and back.” 

That made sense and they fell silent as they 
digested that idea, but Xander could feel hope 
replacing despair in the room at the prospect of 
doing something. 



“Angel, check out the school, see if you can locate 
them,” Spike ordered quietly. 

“Why him?” Giles asked with tightly controlled 
calm. 

“Because he’s a vampire, he’ll be able to hear them 
long before they hear him,” Spike pointed out and 
Giles was silenced by the irrefutable logic. 

“What if they aren’t making any noise?” Oz asked. 
Xander could see that, despite his outward control, 
he was nearly shaking with the effort of holding his 
emotions in check. 

“Oz, you’ve been a werewolf for about a year now, 
right?” Angel asked unexpectedly. 

Oz nodded. “Just over.” 

“You should be able to tap into some of your wolf 
abilities even while in human form now. Like smell.” 
Angel looked at the group. “I’ll take Oz with me. 
Between hearing and scent, we’ll know if they’re 
here.” Typically, he left without waiting for them to 
agree or disagree, somehow having the ability to 
fade into shadows even under fluorescent lighting. 



Oz followed him silently and Xander wondered at 
his ability to accept the idea of possessing a super-
power, even just smell, without one question or 
protest. He smiled to himself. Better Oz than him, a 
string of irrelevant questions and observations 
wouldn’t really be helpful right now.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The rest of them were still hashing out the details of 
a tentative plan when Oz and Angel returned.  

“They’re in the principal’s office,” Oz reported.  

“Makes sense,” Buffy commented. “His office 
overlooks the parking lot so she can keep an eye on 
anything we try to set up in advance. Did you hear 
anything useful?” 

Oz shook his head. “They weren’t talking. I could 
smell Willow.” 

“Ok, that’s disturbing.” 

“I tend to agree.” 



Xander could tell that Oz was shelving a minor 
freak-out over this new development in his wolf 
side until a better time. He was having similar 
thoughts, wondering what this meant for Oz and 
whether it meant that he was becoming more wolf 
than human the longer he was a werewolf.  

“The principal’s office has two doors,” was all he 
said, filling in the information for Spike and Angel’s 
benefit. “One to the hall and one to his secretary’s 
office.” 

“If we enter through both doors at once, we have a 
good chance of containing Mrs. Post, before she can 
hurt Willow,” Giles said, thinking out loud. 

“It’s risky. What if she kills Willow before we can 
reach her? Are we sure this is the way to go?” Buffy 
asked, worried. Her eyes turned speculatively 
towards the wrapped bundle still sitting on the 
counter. “Can we use the Glove?” 

“No!” Both Giles and Angel answered 
simultaneously, Giles starting forward and Angel’s 
hand coming up to physically bar Buffy from the 
Glove. 



More calmly, Angel explained: “Legend has it that, 
once you put it on, the Glove can never be 
removed.” 

Buffy’s brows shot up. “So…, no touching.” She 
exchanged a long look with Angel, then deliberately 
looked away and shrugged casually. “No problem. 
Gloves don’t work with most of my outfits anyway.”  

“As for your earlier question - I don’t think we have 
any choice,” Giles said. “If we give Mrs. Post the 
Glove, there is very little chance that any of us, 
including Willow, will leave the parking lot alive.” 

Buffy nodded grimly. “I don’t like it, but it’s our best 
shot.” 

“Oz, are you on board with this?” Xander asked 
quietly. 

“Like Buffy said, this looks like our best chance.” 

“No time like the present. There’s still an hour to 
the meet, with luck she’ll have tied Red up and be 
pacing up and down waiting for the time to move. 
Slayer, you and Angelus go in the front door. Don’t 
muck about, kick it in and get in there fast. 



Secretary’s office’s got a hall door?” he asked 
Xander. 

“Yeah, right next to the principal’s.”  

Spike nodded and looked at Buffy and Angel. “I’ll go 
in that one as soon as you make your move. It’ll 
mean that you two are in the room two seconds 
before me, make ‘em count.” 

“Why not go in the side door at the same time as 
we go in the front?” 

Spike shot her an ‘are you stupid’ look. “Too much 
chance she’ll hear the hall door opening if we try 
that. Then the game’s over before it’s begun and 
we’re back to the knife-to-throat stand off.” 

“What about the rest of us?” Oz asked quietly. 

“Split up and wait at both ends of the hall until the 
three of us make our move,” Angel answered, 
knowing the layout from his reconnaissance with 
Oz. “Stay far enough back that she won’t be able to 
hear you. When you hear the door being kicked in, 
converge on the room from both directions. If she 
gets out of the room, you’ll have to corner her.” 



Everyone looked around at each other and saw they 
were all in agreement.  

“Right. Why don’t we lock away the mitten before 
some janitor stumbles over it, grab some weapons 
and get this over with?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
If someone had told Spike this morning that he’d be 
leading a rescue operation for the little witch who 
put the truth spell on Xander - who’d done so much 
to hurt Xander in the time Spike had known him - 
he would have pointed out, somewhat violently, the 
flaws in their logic. 

He’d seen the fear in Xander’s eyes when the 
Watcher bint had dragged the witch out by her hair. 
Deservedly or not, his boy would be devastated if 
the redhead were killed so, instead of telling the 
Watcher to piss off and going out to celebrate, he’d 
toddled off to the mansion as requested, wondering 
the whole time just when his unlife had come to 
this: taking orders from a human to save an enemy.  



There were times when Dru’s bloody tea parties 
seemed like the normal part of his unlife. 

Angelus had stirred himself at the news that the 
Slayer needed him - stirred himself a bit too bloody 
quickly for Spike’s peace of mind about the pair of 
them, but there wasn’t time just then to worry 
about that. He’d briefed Angelus on the situation on 
the way back to the library and they were in 
agreement that a preemptive strike was the only 
way to handle the situation. Neither was keen on 
the idea of a rogue Watcher having the power of 
the Glove of Myhnegon at her command - the 
thought did not bode well for the vampires on the 
team. 

Not that he was on a team. 

Glancing across at his Sire, Spike checked that 
everyone was in position: Xander and Oz down the 
hall in one direction, the Watcher in the other, the 
Slayer and Angelus poised outside the main door. 
Getting a nod from Angelus, Spike and his Sire 
kicked in their doors with perfect simultaneity. 
Spike was through his and across the room in three 



strides, smashing through the connecting door even 
as he heard Angelus’ warning yell: “Buffy!” 

Entering the office, Spike took in the situation in 
one sweeping glance. Angelus was down against the 
far wall with a knife protruding from his back, the 
Slayer just scrambling to her feet after having 
obviously been pushed out of the way by Angelus. 
The witch was tied to a chair, struggling against the 
strips of cloth that bound her, muffled yells 
emerging around the cloth in her mouth.  

The rogue Watcher was advancing on the Slayer, a 
heavy bronze paperweight already in mid-swing 
aimed at the back of the Slayer’s head. There was 
no time for subtleties and no clear shot for 
throwing a weapon. Snarling, Spike dropped his ax 
and launched himself at the bitch, blindsiding her 
and knocking her away from the Slayer. The two of 
them slammed into the windows together, glass 
exploding beneath their combined weights and 
Spike found himself falling. Pushing the woman 
away from him as hard as he could, he tried to stop 
his forward momentum using the shove as leverage 
to change direction.  



It was too late. He was already through the window, 
twisting like a cat in mid-air, trying to get his feet 
underneath him before he landed, but the ground 
was rushing at him too fast. He hit the pavement 
hard, his side taking the brunt of the impact, and 
staggered to his feet immediately, looking around 
for the rogue Watcher. Pain pulled at his side and 
he could tell he’d cracked ribs on the hard surface. 
He cursed but otherwise ignored the pain, moving 
rapidly to check if the woman was out or not.  

The rogue Watcher was lying crumpled on the 
ground in an awkward sprawl that spoke of a bad 
landing and serious damage. Spike turned her over 
with one foot, and she moved limply, truly 
unconscious and not faking it. Kicking her hard in 
the head to be sure, Spike straightened up, his ribs 
sending a stab of pain through him. Glass cuts on 
his hands and face stung but would be healed by 
morning. All in all, not a bad minute’s work. 

“Spike!” 

Spike looked up at the window to see Xander 
staring anxiously down. He managed to wave a 



reassuring hand, wincing slightly as muscles pulled 
across his ribs at the movement. Xander’s head 
disappeared, leaving him slightly disgruntled, until 
he heard footsteps pounding through the hall and 
down the stairs. His boy was coming to check 
personally. He smiled reassuringly as Xander was 
suddenly there, hovering, hands stretched out but 
stopping short of actually touching. 

“Spike? My god, are you alright? Are you hurt?” 

“Fine, luv.” Spike said airily. “Nothing that won’t 
heal by morning.” 

“Maybe you should sit down.” Xander was clearly 
afraid of hurting him, his hands reaching for Spike 
time and again, only to be snatched back instantly 
before they actually touched.  

“I’m fine, luv. Don’t worry. Looks like the bitch is 
out for the count.” 

Xander spared a quick glance behind him. “Yeah.” 
He was watching Spike closely and relaxed as he 
saw the vampire moving with almost his usual fluid 
grace. “Should we go back inside?” 



“Too much trouble.” Spike raised his voice. “Oi! 
Peaches! Bring ‘em down here. I’ve done my bit and 
I’m not dragging this bitch inside.” 

It didn’t take long for the group to arrive, gathering 
around Mrs. Post’s limp body and staring down at 
her uncertainly. Angelus had a makeshift bandage 
wrapped around his chest and the Slayer hovering 
close. The witch was clinging to wolf-boy, her eyes 
still huge and frightened in her pale face, streaks of 
dried blood obvious on her throat. 

“Is she dead?” she asked shakily, carefully keeping 
Angelus and the Slayer between herself and the 
rogue Watcher. 

“No, just knocked out by the fall.” 
 
“We can’t just leave her here,” the Slayer protested 
faintly. “We should call an ambulance.” 

Spike snorted. Typical human thinking. Take your 
enemy out then waste your time tending their 
wounds.  



“What do we do with her?” Xander looked around 
at the group. “We can’t exactly call the police 
because what are we going to say? She took a 
hostage because we wouldn’t give her a magical 
glove? We’re more likely to be arrested for assault 
than she is.” 

“Call the Council, tell ‘em to come clean up their 
own mess,” Spike said disdainfully. 

“The Council?” Buffy sounded surprised. Her eyes 
shifted to the Watcher. “What can they do?” 

The Watcher hesitated, then nodded slowly. “I 
suppose there is a certain amount of justice to 
that.” He looked tired suddenly and it was obvious 
he didn’t want to make the call. “I’ll call 911 and 
report an accident. The Council can be here by 
morning to pick her up from the hospital. You all 
make yourselves scarce while the authorities are 
here. The less you are involved in this the better.” 

“Giles?” Xander left the unspoken question hanging, 
his eyes studying the Watcher intently. 

“Not now, Xander. All of you, head home.”  



Xander looked at Spike who shook his head. 
“C’mon, luv. Let’s go home,” he urged.  

Xander nodded and Spike waited as he approached 
the redhead. “Are you ok, Willow?” 

She mustered a small smile. “Yeah. Just major 
freakage.” She took a half step away from Oz, 
looking hopeful. 

Xander hesitated, then gave her a quick hug which 
she returned with fervor. “See you tomorrow? Take 
care of her, Oz.” 

“Always.” 

Xander returned to Spike who maneuvered casually 
so Xander ended up on his good side, slinging an 
arm around his boy as they started for home. “You 
ok, luv?” 

“I’m not the one who went out a second story 
window, Spike.”  

“True.”  



“So, what is it about Angel that makes perfectly 
normal people jump out of windows to get away 
from him?” Xander asked, startling Spike into 
laughter. If his boy could joke about it, Xander must 
have gotten over the shock of seeing Angelus again. 

“Captain Forehead just has one of those 
personalities,” he answered, tightening his arm and 
feeling Xander lean into him carefully. He hadn’t 
fooled his boy as much as he’d hoped.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Walking home with Spike through the quiet night, 
Xander was surprised that he could joke about 
Angel and what had happened last year. Actually 
seeing Angel again had been a shock, but he was 
proud that he’d gotten over it so quickly. It really 
wasn’t fair to blame Angel for what Angelus had 
done, despite his gut reaction at seeing the vampire 
again. Angel had pitched right in to help save 
Willow and they might not have pulled it off 
without his help.  



Angel was important to Spike, even if Spike didn’t 
like to admit it. Having Xander freaking out about 
his Sire wouldn’t help, it was time he got over what 
had happened and just dealt with Angel as he was 
now. Overbearing and full of himself, but not evil. 
He didn’t have to like Angel to work with him. 

Angel and Willow. A lot had happened tonight. It 
wasn’t like he’d just instantly forgiven Willow 
because she’d been in danger, but it had forcibly 
reminded him that some part of him still cared for 
her despite his anger and the distance between 
them. Oz and Giles thought she was doing better, 
that she understood how badly she’d screwed up. It 
had felt surprisingly good to hug her after all this 
time. 

Once, Willow-hugs had been a weekly, if not a daily, 
occurrence. Now, he couldn’t remember the last 
time they’d hugged. They’d barely said a word to 
each other since the truth spell. He sighed. Maybe 
he should give her another chance, or at least talk 
to her and see if she’d really changed. 



He sighed, grateful for Spike’s understanding silence 
as he wrestled with his thoughts. “People should 
stay in the pigeon holes we put them in,” he 
grumbled out loud. 

Spike just chuckled. “Messy when they insist on 
being complicated, innit it?” 

A/N - Snippets of dialogue borrowed from the 
episodes ‘Revelations’ and ‘Lover’s Walk’  
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They were barely inside the door when Xander 
veered off towards the refrigerator, opening it and 
pulling three packets of blood out. One side of 
Spike’s mouth quirked up as Xander quickly tore 
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open one of the bags, reaching for a mug with the 
same motion. He obviously hadn’t done as good a 
job as he’d thought of hiding that his ribs were 
hurting. 

Xander was already filling a second mug with blood 
when the microwave dinged on the first one.  

“Not that badly hurt, luv,” Spike said mildly, even as 
he accepted the warmed blood.  

Xander just gave him a look. “You took the stairs 
awfully slowly for someone who’s feeling fine.” 

“Thought you were tired, is all,” Spike informed him 
loftily, even as he obediently downed the second 
mug. He could feel the slow flush of warmth as the 
blood spread through his system. The blood was 
already healing his injuries: his ribs were less sore 
and Spike could feel the slight internal shift that 
meant the bones were knitting, the faint itching 
sensation that signaled the cuts on his face closing 
over.  

Xander watched him intently and seemed satisfied 
as he handed Spike a third mug. Cracked ribs and 



minor cuts were childs play for vampire healing but 
Xander’s concern was as warming as the human 
blood spreading restoratively through his body. 

“Thanks, luv.”  

“Spike, what was that about the Council cleaning up 
its own messes?” Xander was frowning slightly as he 
looked inquiringly at Spike.  

“Think about it, Xander. Every few years you’ve got 
a teenager waking up one morning and finding out 
she’s the strongest person in the world. Some of 
them are going to think it’s more fun robbin’ banks 
than saving the world. Some of their Watchers are 
going to wonder if having a Slayer under their 
thumb might be useful for more interestin’ things 
than just toeing the party line. Council would be 
idiots not to be prepared to handle problems like 
that. ’s not a question of if that kind of thing is going 
to happen, just a question of when.” 

“So, Giles is turning Mrs. Post over to the Watcher 
police?” 



Spike shrugged. “Police implies laws and trials and 
whatnot, luv. Rogue Watchers don’t exactly see the 
inside of any courtroom you’d recognize.” 

Seeing the distaste on Xander’s face, Spike pulled 
him closer, wrapping his arms around his boy, 
pleased that his almost-healed ribs didn’t give him 
so much as a twinge. “Don’t waste your time feeling 
sorry for her, pet. She would have killed us all 
without a second thought. She was trying to get 
hold of a weapon that would make her nearly 
invincible and it wasn’t so she could play patty-cake 
with us.” 

Xander leaned into his embrace, tightening his own 
arms around Spike carefully, still needlessly mindful 
of Spike’s injuries. “I know. I just thought the 
Watchers were good guys, is all. Turns out they 
aren’t all like Giles, and now you tell me they have 
their own private enforcement guys to do their dirty 
work. Just kind of makes you wonder about them.” 

Spike made a scoffing noise. “Speak for yourself. 
I’ve never seen anything trustworthy about a covert 
organization that keeps tabs on demons.” 



“Well, yeah, but you’re a demon, so you’re 
prejudiced.” Xander seemed to shrug off his 
concern and his eyes sparkled with mischief as he 
leaned back slightly to grin at his demon. Spike 
tugged him back for a kiss that Xander 
enthusiastically returned.  

He knew that Xander would file the information 
away to think about it later. His boy was one for 
stewing over things, that was for sure. A little 
healthy distrust of Watchers was something Spike 
wanted to encourage. Rupert was a good one, but 
even he would sacrifice most of the little band of 
do-gooders to keep his Slayer alive. It was what 
Watchers did and Spike accepted that. It meant he 
would never truly trust the Watcher with his boy’s 
safety, but Rupert would always leave that as a last 
resort, unlike other Watchers Spike had heard of. 

Xander had abandoned his lips to nuzzle at his neck 
and Spike shrugged off his thoughts to concentrate 
on the feeling of Xander’s teeth scraping lightly 
along his jugular, tilting his head to the side to give 
his Claimed more access. Xander’s hands were 
busily unfastening the buttons on his shirt, even as 



he nipped and licked along Spike’s neck and Spike 
let out a small sigh of pleasure at the sensation, 
running his hands over the strong planes of 
Xander’s back and down to his waist, holding his 
boy close.  

The last button popped open and Xander pushed 
the fabric back impatiently, his warm hands running 
over Spike’s chest and sliding around to the back, 
before sliding up under the loose silk fabric to trace 
the sharp angles of his shoulder blades.  

Enjoying the warm lips moving along the juncture of 
his neck and shoulder, pressing a line of tiny kisses 
against his own, cooler skin, Spike felt Xander’s 
blunt, human teeth bite down suddenly on the 
exact spot where Xander’s own Claim mark rested. 
His teeth didn’t break the skin but Xander’s tongue 
soothing and laving the spot was unbearably erotic 
and Spike groaned in pleasure.  

Xander lifted his head to look at Spike, arms 
tightening around the smaller frame of the vampire. 
“Mine,” he said fiercely. His hands untangled 
themselves from Spike’s shirt and came up to hold 



Spike’s face in a firm, gentle grip. “When I got inside 
the room and saw the smashed window and you 
not there…”  

He didn’t finish, but Spike could imagine his 
thoughts. He’d had similar nightmares of Xander’s 
own dive through a second story window to escape 
Angelus. “Shh, luv. I’m fine,” he murmured 
reassuringly and Xander kissed him, hard, 
plundering his mouth as if he could never get 
enough.  

Their tongues dueled fiercely, exploring, tasting, 
teasing until Xander pulled away and began kissing 
his way along Spike’s jaw and down his neck. His 
hands were exploring Spike’s chest, and Spike 
reveled in the warmth of the big hands sliding along 
his cool skin. His head arched back as Xander’s 
thumbs began circling his nipples teasingly, refusing 
to actually touch them, and Spike pushed forward 
into the touch, shifting slightly, trying to get 
Xander’s hands where he wanted them.  

Xander laughed and moved his thumbs away, still 
not quite touching Spike’s nipples which had 



already hardened in anticipation. “Bad vampire,” he 
chided, the words muffled against the center of 
Spike’s chest as Xander seemed determined to kiss 
every inch of skin between Spike’s neck and his 
belly. Spike growled and Xander laughed again. 
Relenting, he finally touched Spike’s nipples, 
stroking over them again and again as Spike sighed 
in pleasure and arched into the sensation, his 
nipples tightening as arousal shot through his body. 
Xander’s warmth and eagerness was the purest 
aphrodisiac Spike had even known and his cock was 
proof: hardening rapidly as Xander teased him.  

Xander’s lips detoured from their path down Spike’s 
body, targeting one hardened nipple, his tongue 
dancing over the small nub, swirling over and 
around it before his teeth closed over the erect 
peak, sending a stab of erotic pain that went 
straight to Spike’s groin. The action was repeated 
on the other side, until Spike’s hips were jerking 
forward, his erection straining against the sturdy 
denim of his jeans.  

A strong hand cupped him through his jeans, 
stroking and rubbing his erection and Spike gasped, 



pushing into the massaging hand, the fabric just 
rough enough against his cock to send shudders of 
almost unbearable pleasure through him as it 
scraped along his engorged penis. His hands gripped 
tightly in the thick waves of Xander’s shoulder-
length hair, encouraging him in his efforts to drive 
Spike out of his mind with pleasure. 

Spike groaned as Xander’s fingers began fumbling at 
the button at his waist, and dropped one hand to 
speed the process. Xander smacked the helping 
hand out of the way. “Uh-uh. You want this done 
faster, stop squirming.” He lifted his head from 
where he’d been kissing Spike’s ribs to grin up at his 
lover. 

“Who’s fault is it that I’m squirming?” Spike 
muttered, but let his fingers move back up to card 
through Xander’s hair, leaving Xander to his work. 

“Certainly not mine,” Xander lied shamelessly, with 
a mock innocent look that Spike removed by the 
simple expedient of dragging him back up for 
another hard kiss. 



Xander had finally succeeded in opening the button 
he’d been wrestling with and Spike’s intended 
snarky comeback was forgotten as Xander unzipped 
Spike in one swift move and his strong, calloused 
fingers closed around Spike’s erection.  

Xander began pumping Spike with an agonizing 
slowness and Spike let his head fall back, leaving 
Xander’s lips free to start a second journey 
downward along Spike’s torso. His fingers continued 
to glide teasingly along the length of Spike’s 
erection, enough to drive him crazy but not enough 
to bring him off. Spike’s hips snapped forward, 
striving for more contact, and there was a warm 
puff of air and a chuckle somewhere in the vicinity 
of his navel. “Someone’s eager.” 

Spike was too busy thrusting into the warm tunnel 
formed by Xander’s fist stroking him with an 
excruciatingly slow rhythm to answer with the 
sarcasm necessary. Xander compounded the 
problem by dropping to his knees and swiping his 
tongue along the length of Spike’s penis, shifting his 
grip to Spike’s hips to hold him steady as he began 
teasingly flicking his tongue over the head of Spike’s 



engorged cock, lapping at the pre-cum already 
dripping from the slit and driving him mad with the 
barely-there licks swirling around and over the 
shaft.  

Spike tightened his grip in Xander’s hair, urging him 
closer, and Xander obliged, shifting to face Spike as 
he closed his mouth over the end of Spike’s penis. 
For a long moment, he did nothing but exhale, hot 
breath threading along the length of Spike’s 
erection like liquid fire. Spike fought to keep his hips 
still, to keep from slamming home into Xander’s 
mouth and inadvertently hurting his boy. The hot, 
wet warmth surrounding his cock was almost 
indescribably erotic to the vampire and Xander 
knew it.  

Just when he thought he was going to lose control, 
Xander sealed his lips around the end of Spike’s 
cock and sucked hard, his fingers gripping Spike’s 
hips. Spike’s orgasm hit with stunning force, sending 
cum pulsing into Xander’s mouth as his hips bucked 
wildly, only Xander’s strong grip holding him back 
and Xander sucked and swallowed until Spike was 



drained dry, folding over until his forehead rested 
against the top of Xander’s head. 

They stayed that way for a long moment, Spike’s 
fingers carding lovingly through Xander’s hair as he 
recovered, until he felt his penis begin to twitch 
slightly and slowly harden as Xander’s tongue 
darted over and around it, cleaning him and sending 
jolts of arousal through him. 

Spike raised his head and smirked down at Xander, 
who pulled back, letting Spike’s cock slip free and 
slanting a smug smile of his own up at his lover as 
Spike’s erection showed definite signs of returning.  

“Luv, if that’s my reward, I’m jumping through a 
window once a week.” 

“Jumping out a window once can be explained, 
Spike,” Xander replied, looking up at him sternly, 
although the smile still lingered at the corners of his 
mouth. “More than once…” he shook his head 
sadly. “More than once is just an attention-getter 
and I never reward drama queens with blow jobs.” 



Spike laughed and held out a hand to help Xander 
to his feet. “Noted, pet.” 

“Let’s go to bed.” 

“Lamb to the slaughter, pet.” Spike followed eagerly 
as Xander tugged him into the bedroom. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander!”  

Xander turned to see Willow hurrying down the hall 
to catch up with him. Sighing, he stopped and 
waited for her to reach his side. She smiled up at 
him and he was glad to see that, other than a Band-
Aid on her neck, she looked unmarked by her 
hostage experience last night. 

“Are you ok?”  

“Yep. Giles said that the Council came and picked 
up Mrs. Post at the hospital before dawn, and that 
just makes it so much easier - not having to worry 
about her. Giles burned the Glove after you left last 



night. He did a spell to change fire into something 
else - it was really cool.” She fell into step beside 
him as they walked down the hall together. 

Xander’s gut clenched and he faltered, staring at 
her.  

“Don’t look at me like that, I just watched. He’s not 
letting me do any magic yet.” 

“Yet.” His voice sounded faint, even to himself. 

“Xander,” Willow stopped, putting her hand on his 
arm and tugging him until he stopped as well. “I’m 
studying magic with him,” she said quietly, lowering 
her voice as students brushed past them in the 
crowded hall. “I know I screwed up, but it won’t 
happen again. I thought…” she faltered, looking at 
him with hurt eyes. “I thought, after last night, that 
you were ready to forgive me.” 

“Willow, you could have been killed last night. I was 
glad you were alive and unhurt. I never wanted you 
dead but that doesn’t mean things are right 
between us.” 

“But…” 



“Willow, I’ve loved you for most of my life. That 
doesn’t just stop. When I look at you, I see someone 
who was one of my two best friends since 
kindergarten. The problem is, I also see someone 
who put a gun to my head and ordered me to do 
things I didn’t want to.” 

Willow looked stricken, taking a half step back as if 
she could distance herself physically from his words. 
Clearly, she’d never thought about what she’d done 
in those terms before.  

“The fact that we were friends makes it worse for 
me, Willow. I could deal with it better if you were a 
stranger who did that to me. But you were my 
friend and you still did the spell. It’s one thing to say 
you didn’t think it would do any harm if you take my 
wallet without permission. It’s another thing 
completely when you take my thoughts, my will, my 
control away.” 

He stared at her, willing her to understand, and he 
could see the dawning knowledge in her devastated 
eyes. He’d thought about this all night, lying 
wakeful in bed, Spike a comforting weight in his 



arms as he thought about how he could be so angry 
with Willow and yet so horrified at the idea of her 
being in danger. It had almost been a surprise to 
discover that he obviously still cared for her. He 
must or he wouldn’t have reacted the way he had 
to seeing her in danger. As his thoughts had chased 
themselves into exhaustion, he’d recognized that 
the bottom line was that he didn’t trust her 
anymore. Maybe he never would. 

“I still care about you,” he said gently, meaning it. 
“Seeing you in danger was awful. But there can’t be 
friendship without trust and I’m not there yet. I 
don’t know if I ever will be. I’m sorry.” 

Willow stared at him with enormous eyes brimming 
with tears and Xander sighed, shifting his backpack 
to a more comfortable position. “Some things can’t 
be fixed with an apology, Willow. Oz and Giles both 
say that you’re doing good, and I hope it’s true, but 
it doesn’t change what you did and it doesn’t make 
me forget how it felt to have you use magic against 
me.” 



Part of him wanted to tell her to prove herself to 
him, to give her a time limit - be good for two 
months and all will be forgiven. But bitter 
experience stopped him. His father had collected 
30- and 60-day sobriety coins from AA on several 
occasions and shown them off to people just as if he 
hadn’t continued to drink from his stash in the 
basement during those 30 and 60 day periods.  

“I’ll always be there for you when it counts, Willow. 
I just can’t be there day-to-day right now.” 

There wasn’t anything else to say. He wasn’t willing 
to give her a false reassurance that everything 
would be ok between them soon. Until his first 
reaction upon seeing her wasn’t the memory of her 
black eyes boring into him as her magic forced him 
to betray his lover, he wasn’t comfortable around 
her. 

Knowing he was hurting her, but unable to do 
anything else, Xander left her standing in the 
hallway, head bowed over her books, the pain he’d 
inflicted obvious in every line of her body as she 



stood there, a small defeated island of immobility in 
the otherwise busy hallway of oblivious students.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The sound was so unexpected that it took Spike a 
long, annoyed moment to figure out what it was 
that was disturbing him as he watched the telly. 
Someone was knocking on the apartment’s door. 
His and Xander’s private door. Occasionally, one of 
his Lieutenants would knock on the connecting door 
to the factory, but they tapped respectfully, just 
loud enough for vampire hearing. This was a steady 
pounding that was gradually increasing in volume.  

Their private entrance was on the rear of the 
building. Even if some over-zealous door-to-door 
solicitor was working the half-empty manufacturing 
district, it was unlikely they would have found the 
second floor entrance behind the seemingly 
abandoned, boarded-up factory. Whoever it was, 
they were not discouraged by the delay in 



answering the door, the knocking continued 
without pause. 

Before Xander, Spike would have considered this 
kind of intrusion a home-delivered meal. The 
sudden realization that something might have 
happened to Xander had Spike crossing the room in 
long strides and yanking the door open with more 
worry than irritation. At least until he saw who was 
on the other side. 

Two uniformed police officers were just about the 
last thing he’d expected. The sun was down but 
twilight lingered and true dark hadn’t yet arrived. 
The officers looked nervous and the one who’d 
been pounding on the door dropped his hand 
quickly with an apologetic half-smile. 

“Master Spike?” 

Surprised at the greeting, Spike hesitated for a bare 
second, double-checking. The officers were 
humans; hearts beating faster than normal, the 
stench of nervous sweat tainting the air. He leaned 
with deliberate casualness against the half-open 



door and cocked his head curiously. “Who’s 
asking?” 

“The Mayor’s office sent us. He would like you to 
meet with him in his office.” 

“Don’t generally mess with politics. He lookin’ for 
some kind of campaign contribution?” he asked 
facetiously, even while his mind was racing, 
wondering what on earth was going on. Trick had 
said he’d been working for the Mayor. Any human 
crazy enough to hire Trick seemed an unlikely 
candidate for payback, but loyalty came in 
surprising packages sometimes. More likely, the 
Mayor was looking for better help than Trick. 

“No, sir,” the second officer answered seriously 
despite the sweat beading on his forehead. “He 
simply wishes to talk to you about something that 
may be mutually beneficial.” 

Spike gave the Mayor credit for sending minions 
who showed proper respect - and a healthy dose of 
fear - for a Master Vampire. A lot of humans didn’t 
have the required subtlety to approach a demon as 
anything other than a monster. Yet, he hadn’t gone 



through the Court, which meant the Mayor wanted 
whatever it was handled privately, not a request 
made formally before the entire Court. 

“When? Not really one for keeping business hours.” 

“The Mayor is available tonight, at your 
convenience. He’s waiting in his office, if you’re 
willing to accompany us.” 

Xander wasn’t home yet. Ordinarily, Spike would 
have sent them packing with a message that the 
Mayor could see Spike when Spike bloody well got 
around to it, but it would be best to take care of this 
immediately, find out what it was about and 
whether it posed a threat to either Xander or his 
position.  

“Tell the Mayor I’ll be at his office in 30 minutes,” 
he agreed. He was curious but he wasn’t fool 
enough to ride in the backseat of a police cruiser 
with two cops who knew he was a vampire. 
Although he had no concerns at all about his ability 
to break out of restraints intended for human 
criminals, the few seconds delay in escaping the 
reinforced cage in a patrol car would be enough 



time for a prepared human to cause serious damage 
with fire or holy water. He’d walk. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Mayor’s was on the top floor of the mission-
style City Hall. Of a decent but not spectacular size, 
green walls with framed certificates and standard 
office furniture except for an enormous wooden 
cabinet along one wall. The Mayor himself was… 
off. Sickeningly cheerful, with a cloyingly sunny 
nature that instantly put Spike’s hackles up.  

“Hello! Nice to meet you.” The Mayor advanced 
with hand outstretched and seemed completely 
unfazed when Spike just looked at it, pointedly 
keeping both hands in the pockets of his duster. 

“I'm Richard Wilkins, the Mayor of Sunnydale. And 
you're... Mr. Spike. Please, sit down.” 

Spike didn’t give the indicated chair even a flicker of 
a glance, studying the Mayor with his head cocked 
to one side. “Prefer standing.” 



“That’s fine, however you’re most comfortable, Mr. 
Spike.” 

Spike didn’t bother correcting the “Mr.”, he didn’t 
care what the Mayor called him.  

“I suppose you’re curious about why I asked to 
meet with you,” the Mayor continued after a 
moment, when it was clear that Spike was not going 
to say anything. He seemed completely at ease, 
perching on the edge of his desk, legs stretched out 
in front of him as he waited for an answer.  

“Bit. Don’t suppose you’re just a fan.” 

“I am a fan, Mr. Spike. You’ve done a tremendous 
job since you’ve taken over.” Spike was sure that 
the Mayor’s smile displayed more teeth than a 
human smile usually did. “You see, I've been the 
Mayor of Sunnydale for quite some time now and I 
like things to run smoothly. This is a very important 
year for me.”  
 
“Election year,” Spike guessed.  
 
“Something like that.” Spike narrowed his eyes 



slightly at the evasiveness in the human’s voice. 
What could have a politician reaching out to 
demons, even on the Hellmouth, except an election 
year? 

“Granted, you did kill Mr. Trick and ordinarily I don’t 
appreciate people who kill my employees. It really 
isn’t good manners to express your dissatisfaction 
that way, Mr. Spike. Fortunately for you, you killed 
him on a day when I was a bit upset with him 
myself, so I didn’t hold it against you.” 

Spike was seriously tempted to simply break the 
Mayor’s neck and leave. The perky good humor and 
relentless cheer was getting on his nerves. His 
innate wariness stopped him from doing something 
so rash. There was no way the Mayor could possibly 
be as harmless as he seemed, not with the 
knowledge he obviously had about demons and the 
Hellmouth. Feeling off balance in a way he rarely 
did, Spike fished in his duster and pulled out his 
cigarettes and lighter. 

“Mr. Spike, I like my guests to make themselves at 
home but I’m going to have to ask you not to smoke 



in my office.” The smile faded for the first time and 
a look of mild revulsion replaced it.  

Without the perpetual smile, the Mayor looked like 
someone to be taken more seriously. A shrewd 
businessman at least, perhaps something more. 
Studying him over the flame of his lighter, Spike 
took his time lighting the cigarette. “Got something 
against tobacco companies in particular or just 
don’t like the smell?” he asked finally. Taking a deep 
drag, he blew the smoke out just to one side of the 
Mayor, resisting the urge to provoke him by 
blowing smoke directly in his face. 

The Mayor retreated behind his desk. “I believe we 
have an obligation to set an example for the young 
people in our town. Smoking does not set a good 
example, Mr. Spike.”  

“Don’t exactly see myself as a role model.” 

The Mayor obviously decided to let the smoking 
issue go. “I know you’re a busy man, Mr. Spike, so 
I’ll come straight to the point. As we both know, 
Sunnydale is not like other towns. As Mayor, I need 
to be a bit more flexible than most politicians. Mr. 



Trick helped me out with some of the more esoteric 
of my responsibilities. Unfortunately, he is no 
longer with us to assist me with those matters. I 
would like very much for you to join my team.” 

Spike lifted an eyebrow in mock astonishment. 
“You’re offerin’ me a job?” 

“Not a 9 to 5 job, of course. More of a freelance 
position.” 

“For those esoteric responsibilities.” 

“Exactly! See, I knew we’d work well together.” 

Spike shook his head. “Haven’t said what’s in it for 
me.” He had no intention of accepting any kind of 
offer, employment was for humans and minions, 
not Master Vampires. But he was curious and 
hoping the Mayor would give him some idea of 
what he was up to. 

“I’m a little disappointed, Mr. Spike. You should 
know that a good politician never reveals his hand 
before it’s time.” 

“Well, I make it a policy not to go into things blind.” 



“Fair enough. I can respect caution in a business 
associate.” The smile slipped again and Spike caught 
a glimpse of the shrewd intelligence in the eyes that 
the Mayor hid so well behind his mask of home-
spun joviality. “How about I contact you the next 
time I’m in need of specialized services and we 
conduct business on a case by case basis?” 

Spike gave him a tight smile. “Long as you don’t 
expect me to drop everything and be at your beck 
and call, you can always ask.” 

“I think you’ll see the benefits of working with me, 
Mr. Spike.” The Mayor walked around his desk, 
gesturing towards the door. “Thank you for coming. 
I’ll have my assistant show you out.” 

“You want my help, send your minions to the 
Court,” Spike warned flatly. “Don’t appreciate being 
disturbed in my home.”  

“I apologize, Mr. Spike. I’ll make sure that my 
assistants go through the Court in the future.” He 
paused and added significantly. “I wouldn’t want to 
cause your Claimed any distress. Xander, isn’t it? He 
seems like a nice boy.” 



Only long years of experience in bluffing opponents 
kept Spike’s face bland, showing no reaction to the 
Mayor’s words. The Mayor’s tone had been sincere, 
nothing that could be pinned down, but the 
implication that he knew where Spike was 
vulnerable had been clear. “He’s a human,” Spike 
responded idly, as if the subject had little meaning 
to him, then gave the Mayor a hard stare as he 
finished. “They mostly don’t live long enough to get 
that attached to.” His own veiled probe at the 
Mayor’s human weakness didn’t get the reaction he 
expected as the Mayor looked regretful for a 
moment. 

“Attachments can happen whether planned or not, 
Mr. Spike. Ten years or fifty, it’s never long enough 
with our loved ones.” 

Spike narrowed his eyes, studying the person across 
from him. Dropping the hand holding his cigarette 
to his side where it was hidden from the Mayor, he 
pinched the glowing end out, extinguishing it and 
inhaled deeply, concentrating hard. The Mayor 
smelled human. Heartbeat, breathing, cologne, 



mouthwash - all human normal. The faintest hint of 
incense and herbs in the room, and…  

There was something else in the air. A slight 
bitterness at the back of his throat, an aftertaste to 
the normal human smells the Mayor was giving off 
that shouldn’t be there. Spike couldn’t identify what 
it was he was smelling, but he did know that it 
wasn’t human normal. The Mayor wasn’t as human 
as he appeared. Half-breed maybe.  

The Mayor of Sunnydale wasn’t quite human. Now 
there was a shocker. 

Lifting his scarred eyebrow, he just said: “Take your 
word for it, mate.” The assistant had appeared at 
the connecting door in the way of all good 
assistants had of knowing when they were needed. 
Spike strode off without waiting to be escorted, not 
looking back. He needed to find out what exactly 
the Mayor was before dealing with him. Negotiating 
from ignorance led to surprises and miscalculations. 
He wondered if either Angelus or the Watcher had 
any idea of what exactly the Mayor was. 



A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Homecoming’  

 
 

Part Twenty-Three 

“Xander, these scores are impressive. You should be 
proud of yourself.” Joyce Summers looked at 
Xander seriously. “What are you planning on doing 
with these results?”  

Despite the seriousness in her eyes, Mrs. Summers’ 
smile was warm and Xander felt the grin that had 
curved his lips every time he thought about his SAT 
scores starting to form again. He hadn’t been able 
to stop smiling since the test results had been 
handed out this morning. He’d taken the test for a 
validation he knew he shouldn’t need but it still felt 
good to have done so well. It was a matter of 
official, numeric record now, that Xander Harris 
wasn’t stupid. 

Fighting back the grin, he just shrugged, pretending 
a diffidence he didn’t actually feel, looking down at 



the plate on the table between them, considering 
his choices. “Not much, I just took the test for the 
hell of it.” Choosing a cookie with a chocolate kiss in 
the center, he bit into the still-warm, just-from-the-
oven goodness, mmm-ing in pleasure at the taste. 
Mrs. Summers had the best cookie recipes. 

Mrs. Summers raised an eyebrow at him in a way 
that said she wasn’t buying it but didn’t verbally 
challenge his claim of indifference, just tapping one 
nail against the test results sheet that Xander had 
produced from his backpack for her at her 
insistence. “Even so, with results like this, you 
should be thinking about colleges.” 

“Don’t have the money,” he mumbled around the 
last of the cookie. 

“Have you thought about a scholarship? There are a 
lot around and they’re meant for people with good 
test scores and few resources.”  

“Well, it’s not just the money. I’ve never really 
planned on going to college, and recently I’ve been 
thinking about a career in construction or carpentry 
and you don’t really need college for those.” 



“I don’t want to push you, but you could try it for a 
year and see if you like it.” Mrs. Summers said 
slowly. “There’s nothing wrong with working 
construction - you’ve certainly been a godsend 
around this house with your skills - but I don’t like 
the idea of you settling for something because you 
don’t think you have options.” 

“I like working with my hands. I like fixing things and 
building stuff. I wouldn’t be settling.” It was true. He 
had more than enough work from his regular 
customers to keep him busy in his spare time and it 
was flattering that most of them were willing to 
wait for him to have the time to do their job, rather 
than having the work done by someone else. 
Realistically, he knew that it was because he 
charged less than an established professional and 
didn’t mind working with demons, but still, it made 
him feel good that his customers appreciated him 
and many of them had become friends. 

“All right, Xander, I’ll let it go. It sounds like you’ve 
already thought it through. I just wanted you to 
know that there were options open to you.” 



Xander smiled at her, once again wishing his own 
parents had ever shown even a fraction of the 
interest in his life that Mrs. Summers did. She 
treated him like a member of the family, like her 
own kid: praising him, scolding him, and, above all, 
accepting him. She always brushed off his thanks as 
unnecessary and it made him wonder if she would 
ever really understand how much she meant to 
him. “Check. Options noted.” He snagged one more 
cookie from the plate and stood up. “How about I 
get started fixing that shutter.” 

Mrs. Summers accepted that as a tacit signal that 
the conversation was over. “I’ll put the rest of the 
cookies in a bag for you to take home with you 
when you’re done, Xander. Does Spike like 
cookies?” 

“If not, I’ll eat them,” he admitted with a grin. “But I 
promise to let him know I have them.” 

She gave him a mock stern look. “I’ll be checking 
with him when I see him next to make sure you 
did.”  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Hellmouth was quiet enough that Xander found 
himself joking with Spike about demons taking the 
holiday season off. He and Spike had a mutual, 
satisfactory agreement that Christmas had been 
commercialized to the extent it no longer meant 
anything and they had agreed to ignore it.  

Xander had shared with Spike his holiday “tradition” 
of camping outside to avoid his family’s drunken 
Christmas fights. Spike offered to start a new 
holiday tradition for him in which Spike would 
present him with a gift of the eviscerated body of 
his least favorite relative every year. Even though 
he had declined the offer, it probably said bad 
things about himself that he thought it was sweet of 
Spike to offer. 

In turn, Spike had told him about some of Drusilla’s 
madder ideas about the holidays: when Clement 
Moore’s 'Visit from St. Nicholas' became so popular 
that the familiar phrases of the poem filtered down 



to the demonic world and Angelus and Darla had 
woken one Christmas morning to find the lair 
strewn with dead mice - Drusilla had taken the “not 
a creature was stirring, not even a mouse” as a 
guideline and set herself to hunt down every mouse 
for a block around. Spike had laughed himself sick 
because Drusilla had taken the trouble to arrange 
the tiny corpses into evocative poses. Darla had not 
been amused. With a reminiscent grin, he told 
Xander: “Took two days to get the last of them out 
of the lair. ‘Course, didn’t help that I kept sneakin’ 
‘em back in after Angelus had thrown them out into 
the alley. He’d clean them out of one area and I’d 
be fetching them back inside again and hiding them 
under his pillow.”  

Xander had laughed his head off at the image of 
Spike as a mischievous kid and Spike added 
sheepishly, “’course, I was just a fledge then.” 

Spike had vetoed Xander’s offer to re-enact the 
Great Mice Caper on Angelus for Christmas this year 
and they settled on spending the holidays in Los 
Angeles, doing a repeat of the club-hopping, 
nocturnal weekend they’d spent the last time 



they’d gone to Los Angeles. For the four day holiday 
weekend, Xander and Spike gotten a luxurious room 
in an expensive hotel and spent the days sleeping 
and the nights partying until dawn in both demon 
and human clubs.  

It was great to leave Sunnydale and all its problems 
and issues behind them and Xander felt like a 
weight he hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying 
had slid off his shoulders. Drinking beer, dancing 
and making out in dim corners of the clubs, before 
going back to the hotel for hot sweaty sex was just 
what he’d needed and it was the best Christmas 
holiday he could ever remember. The night before 
they returned to Sunnydale, Spike rented them a 
hot tub suite, and thoroughly debauched him in the 
tub with his willing cooperation, leaving him 
boneless and sated and sure he was going to drown. 
As he’d told Spike the next day, when his brain was 
working again: “Just so you know - that’s what I 
want on my tombstone: ‘Drowned while having 
incredible sex in a hot tub’.”  

Returning to Sunnydale should have been a let-
down, but somehow wasn’t. One of his clients 



invited Spike and Xander to a traditional Z’bat’rryth 
birthday party, which fell on the first new moon of 
January. Z’bat’rryth didn’t celebrate birthdays 
individually, or with presents, they simply held a 
blow-out party once a year to rejoice in all of the 
births in the community for the previous year.  

Xander was excited because it was the first time 
that Spike had been invited to a gathering of his 
non-human friends. They had long since accepted 
that Spike was his lover and had been dealing with 
Spike as Master of the Hellmouth, but they’d 
remained wary of associating with him because he 
was a vampire. The invitation was the first sign that 
the peaceful demons saw Spike as something more 
than just a vampire and Master of the Hellmouth.  

The party was a blast. Xander knew a number of the 
people there, not just B’rryn, known locally as Brian 
Smith, who’d invited them. There was a band, a 
pot-luck, and an open bar and, best of all, no-one 
had looked twice at Spike or been upset at his 
presence. Spike had enjoyed himself as much as 
Xander, even approving of the music - the band 
played instruments Xander had never seen before, 



loudly - and spending the evening dancing and 
drinking. 

As the evening wound down, Xander and Spike 
ended up sitting snuggled together on one of the 
couches scattered around the periphery of the 
room, talking and joking with a small group of die-
hard party-goers who seemed to appreciate Spike’s 
wicked sense of humor. Xander was so proud to 
finally be able to show off his vampire and ecstatic 
that some of the disparate parts of his life were 
finally meshing. There were times when it felt like 
everything in his life was compartmentalized and 
needed to be kept rigidly separate, it was a relief to 
be able to talk to his friends with his boyfriend’s 
arms wrapped around him and all of them involved 
in easy conversation. 

Cuddled sleepily against Spike in the car on the 
drive back to the factory that night, Xander found 
himself wishing drowsily that all the parts of his life 
could find a way to fit together like they had 
tonight. It was tiring and nerve-wracking at time 
trying to keep track of what he could say to one 
person and how he had to behave around another. 



Not that he really thought that Buffy would ever be 
invited to a demon party, but maybe Giles…  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The first day back at school should have been a bit 
of a let-down after the two week holiday break, but 
his good mood and the sense of a crushing weight 
gone from his shoulders stayed with him. Rather 
than being exhausted from all the holiday partying, 
Xander found he was energized and even his dullest 
classes seemed not as bad as they had been in 
December. Maybe everyone had been able to avoid 
the post-holiday blues, it certainly seemed like it 
when he and Larry had managed to disrupt the 
entire shop class with their laughing over their 
respective holiday stories and Mr. Harding didn’t 
even reprimand them. Instead, he’d declared a ‘no 
work’ day and they’d all spent the hour telling jokes 
and goofing off. They’d been told that it was a one-
shot and they would be expected to work twice as 
hard the next day, but it had been fun while it 
lasted. 



Back at his locker after woodshop, Xander heard 
footsteps coming to a stop behind him and a 
familiar voice said: “Oz and I are going bowling 
tonight. Would you like to join us?” 

Xander smiled involuntarily. If she wanted to tempt 
him, Willow couldn’t have picked a better way of 
doing it. Jesse and Willow and he had gone bowling 
once a week all through Junior High. Willow had 
been better than both of them, kicking their butts 
regularly and gloating good-naturedly about her 
superiority. Their bowling nights had petered out 
during their freshman year from a combination of 
things: the complete un-coolness of bowling had 
been a big part of it, especially when Jesse’s 
hopeless crush on Cordelia had him pushing them 
to change bowling night into movie night; Xander 
suspected it had been Jesse’s hope of seeing 
Cordelia at the movies despite her stud-of-the-
week. Cordelia Chase wouldn’t enter a bowling alley 
if it was the only refuge from a tornado.  

The smile was still on his face as he turned around 
to see Willow and Oz, fingers entwined as usual, 
facing him. Willow looked painfully hopeful and Oz 



was his usual impassive self. His rift with Willow 
really did mean he saw far too little of Oz, Xander 
thought, not for the first time.  

“Sounds like fun,” he answered impulsively, 
surprising himself with his agreement.  

Willow’s glowing happiness at his acceptance of the 
invitation made him feel churlish for not having 
been willing to extend an olive branch before now. 
Oz looked surprised but pleased and Xander gave 
him a crooked smile. “I haven’t dusted off my 
bowling shoes in awhile, so no guarantees on my 
skills, but I’m in.” 

“That’s great!” Willow enthused. “We can meet up 
right after our last classes, if that’s ok, or we can go 
later if that’s better for you.” 

For a fleeting moment, Xander thought about 
asking whether they would mind if Spike joined 
them. It wasn’t so much the thought of Willow’s 
reaction as Spike’s that squelched the idea almost 
as soon as he’d thought of it. He couldn’t even wrap 
his own mind around the image of Spike in bowling 



shoes, although he did grin at the thought of Spike’s 
horrified reaction to the idea of a bowling date. 

Maybe he’d invite Spike later just for the 
amusement of seeing Spike’s reaction to being 
invited to go bowling.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Surrounded by the familiar sounds and smells of the 
bowling alley, Xander couldn’t help thinking that 
the evening was an object lesson in not being able 
to recapture your past. Jesse had always had a 
penchant for extreme bowling. If he wasn’t bowling 
left-handed, despite being right-handed, he was 
trying to bowl facing backwards, or with the wrong 
fingers in the holes, just to see if he could.  

Tonight, instead of Jesse’s clowning and frequent 
gutter balls - he’d never accepted that bowling 
backwards wasn’t his forte - there was Oz, who 
bowled seriously and with skill. It wasn’t that Oz 
wasn’t fun, it was just that he was quieter than 
Jesse had ever been and Xander’s memory of 



Jesse’s laughing commentary on every aspect of the 
game and the people around them was so different 
from Oz’s quiet presence. 

Nor was it the same easy friendship with Willow. 
Willow was anxious and trying too hard. She 
seemed to be having a hard time remembering that 
he and Oz were friends, monitoring and directing 
the conversation like a nervous host trying to get 
strangers to get along. Xander wanted to tell her to 
just relax, but didn’t want to actually talk about why 
this was so difficult for both of them, so let it go. He 
and Oz communicated silently when it was Willow’s 
turn to bowl, exchanging understanding glances and 
both working hard to keep the conversation on 
neutral subjects. 

All in all, it wasn’t a wildly successful evening, but it 
was a try at a fresh start and one more piece of the 
separate parts of his life that might eventually fit 
together. Even if Willow and Spike never got to the 
point where they liked each other, it would be a 
relief if he and Oz weren’t forced to be friends 
without including Willow. She and Oz were pretty 
inseparable and finding Oz-time not already 



committed to either Willow or the Dingos was 
nearly impossible.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Helping Giles unpack a new box of books two days 
later, Xander was surprised when Giles mentioned 
his bowling date with Willow and Oz. Giles had co-
opted their study period, asking Xander if he would 
mind helping him shelve the new books. Xander had 
eagerly accepted, always interested in Giles’ new 
acquisitions, using his pocket knife to slice open the 
boxes and pull the books out. Seeing the titles, his 
face fell and Giles laughed. 

“Sorry, I neglected to mention that these are for the 
regular collection,” Giles said in amusement.  

“Sneaky, Giles. You are so owing me for this.”  

The books ranged from poetry to biography and 
they’d worked in comfortable silence, Giles 
cataloguing the new books and Xander shelving 
them in the proper sections. He was actually glad 



for the chance to mull over whether or not he 
should talk to Giles about his demon friends and the 
numbers of peaceful demons on the Hellmouth. 
He’d always sort of assumed that Giles knew about 
them, even if not in a lot of detail. But he was 
hesitant. The demon community in town had 
accepted him and given him their trust, he didn’t 
want to do anything to violate that or risk bringing 
any harm to them. While it would be nice to not 
have to sensor his conversation when mentioning 
his demon friends, it wasn’t worth the risk to them. 
While he was sure Giles wouldn’t do anything 
harmful to his friends deliberately, Giles did tend to 
see all things as a resource to help him be a better 
Watcher for his Slayer. He couldn’t take the risk that 
Giles might use the knowledge in some way 
detrimental to his friends in order to help Buffy. 
That part of his life would just have to stay 
separate. 

“Xander,” Giles’ voice broke the long silence 
bringing Xander’s straying thoughts back to the 
library. “I understand that you went bowling with 
Willow and Oz the other night.” 



“Yeah.” Xander glanced over at him and saw Giles 
smiling at him. “I’m pleased that you and Willow 
have been able to get past your differences. I assure 
you that I’m continuing to work with her so that she 
has the proper training.” 

“Umm, ok,” Xander wasn’t quite sure what Willow’s 
magic lessons had to do with a bowling date but the 
first part of Giles’ comment was what really caught 
his attention. 

“It was… awkward,” he admitted, sitting down 
heavily in the chair next to Giles. “We’re such 
different people now that maybe it would have 
been better if we’d done something we’ve never 
done before, because bowling just showed how 
much things had changed.” He made a vague 
gesture, not sure how to express how it had felt. “I 
can’t really say we’re past our differences, but it 
may have been a start.” 

“I wouldn’t expect that everything would be 
perfectly fine as if nothing had happened,” Giles 
responded. “But I know how much Willow has 
wanted to reconcile with you even when she 



thought it might never be possible. She’s missed 
you very much.” 

“I’ve missed Willow too. Almost losing her kind of 
cleared that up for me.” He sighed. “I don’t know if 
we will ever be as close as we once were, but 
maybe we’re both ready to give it a try.” 

The lines at the corners of Giles’ eyes deepened in 
that way he had of smiling without moving his lips. 
“I hope things go well for the two of you.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Joyce did what?!” 

Spike was outraged and it showed. When he’d 
arrived home after school, Xander had immediately 
informed him about Mrs. Summers’ impromptu 
field trip to watch Buffy at work last night.  

“Slayer LET her? I’ll kill her. How dare she risk Joyce 
like that?” 



“Calm down. It’s not like that. Buffy was as upset 
about it as you are. Mrs. Summers didn’t tell her 
what she was planning. Apparently, she just showed 
up unannounced and said she wanted to watch 
Buffy patrol.” 

“Not buyin’ it, luv. How would she have known 
where to find her daughter?” Spike was pacing 
agitatedly. 

“Buffy said she asked where Buffy was going to be 
patrolling that night, passed it off as idle curiosity.” 
Xander sighed. “Worst part about the whole thing is 
that Mrs. Summers found the bodies of two kids 
who’d been murdered. She was devastated.”  

Spike looked at him sharply. “Vampire victims?” 

Xander shook his head. “No. Probably not even 
demon related. There was some kind of symbol on 
the bodies that Giles says suggests some kind of 
satanic cult or something like that. As if we don’t 
have enough problems in this town. What kind of 
moron would try to raise Satan on the Hellmouth?” 



Spike snorted. “Someone too bloody stupid to even 
know it’s a Hellmouth, that’s who. Satanic rituals 
tend to go wonky on the Hellmouth. Start pouring 
goat’s blood around and you’re likely to accidentally 
summon a demon and get eaten for your pains. 
Pro’ly explains why there’s so few black magic 
practitioners in town - they’ve all been eaten.” He 
looked like the thought of demons munching on 
witches was cheering him up.  

“As charming as that thought is, this one’s not really 
on either your’s or Buffy’s turf. Not if people did it.” 

“Not worried about that, luv. I’m going to have a 
talk with Joyce. If she wants information about 
slaying vampires, she could have come to me if the 
Slayer won’t help her out.” 

“Umm…speaking as someone who’s been there and 
done the stupid thing, be gentle, Spike. Having your 
world view shaken up can lead you to do incredibly 
stupid stuff that seemed like a good idea when you 
thought of it.” 

“Rememberin’ spying on vampires in their lair, are 
we?” Spike asked, eyebrow raised mockingly. 



“Yeah. Like I said, it seemed like a good idea at the 
time I thought of it. It was only when I was actually 
there that I realized what an idiotic idea it was.” 

“Led to you meetin’ a certain handsome vampire, so 
it wasn’t a total loss.” Spike leered at him. 

“Hmmm, maybe I should do it more often.” 

“Not if you want to leave the lair anytime in the 
near future,” Spike growled. He kissed Xander and 
headed for the closet. I’m going over to Joyce’s. 
Risky enough bein’ the Slayer’s mother without 
wandering around the Hellmouth at night followin’ 
her daughter. Can’t believe the stupid bitch didn’t 
know her mother was following her,” he grumbled, 
sliding into his duster. “Wanna come, luv?” 

“Yeah, but Mrs. Summers isn’t going to be at home 
for awhile. She’s set up this rally-slash-vigil at City 
Hall for tonight. Should be starting in half an hour or 
so. Should we meet her there?” 

“City Hall?” Spike looked thoughtful. “Why don’t we 
wait and meet her after it’s over, pet. We can walk 



her home and talk to her. She won’t want to talk 
during her gathering.” 

“Good idea. I’m really worried about her, Spike. I’ve 
never seen her so freaked out, even when you 
outed yourself and the entire demonic community 
to her without any warning.” 

“Hey!” Spike protested automatically, “that turned 
out fine.” 

“Only because she didn’t actually drop dead of a 
heart attack at the time,” Xander said gloomily.  
 
 

Part Twenty-Four 

Xander was worried about Joyce and Spike agreed. 
Joyce didn’t seem like the kind of person to waste 
her time on meaningless rallies or vigils or whatever 
it was she’d set up at City Hall. Xander hadn’t 
sounded exactly sure what it was supposed to be, 
which probably wasn’t his fault. Personally, Spike 
thought that candle-lit vigils had evolved from good 
old-fashioned, torch-wielding mobs which, 



whatever else you had to say about them, were 
usually a good sign that the peasants were well and 
truly pissed off about something. Nowadays, 
everyone was too civilized to burn the local manor 
house down in protest, so they just gathered with 
their candles and held hands and complained about 
how the world was going to pot. Bloody pointless, 
as far as Spike was concerned. At least the peasants 
had had the fleeting satisfaction of seeing their 
tormentor’s house in flames and the possibility of 
making off with the lord’s silver in the ruckus.  

Spike drove them to within a few blocks of City Hall, 
parking his car far more discretely than was his 
normal practice. It wasn’t that he was really worried 
about trouble, but he wanted to keep a bit lower 
profile than usual when bringing Xander onto the 
Mayor’s turf. At least until he knew what was going 
on with The Somewhat-Less-Than-Honorable Mr. 
Wilkins.  

The drive over gave Spike a few minutes to think, 
which he needed. The last couple of weeks, he’d let 
everything slide, delegating all his responsibilities to 
his Lieutenants. Having Xander all to himself for the 



school break had been a taste of what their life 
should be like. For two entire weeks, Xander had 
been at his side almost constantly and Spike had 
loved every minute. It was how they were meant to 
be, not putting up with daily separations, and it was 
only with great reluctance that he’d let Xander 
return to school when it started up again. 

Joyce’s little party at City Hall had reminded Spike 
of his unfinished business with the Mayor. Angelus 
hadn’t known anything about the Mayor, but that 
was all the additional information he’d learned 
since his summons to the Mayor’s office. Now, he 
cursed himself for relaxing his guard and not 
following up like he should have. He, and more 
importantly Xander, were walking onto the Mayor’s 
turf without sufficient knowledge of even what he 
was, much less what his agenda was. 

Well, there was one thing he could remedy. 

“Xander, there’s something I’ve been meaning to 
talk to you about.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Looking around at the milling crowd of humans, 
Spike kept Xander close by his side, his strong 
fingers wrapped around Xander’s wrist in an 
unmistakable signal to anyone with eyes that 
Xander was his. Xander had been startled but un-
protesting when Spike’s fingers had closed around 
his wrist firmly just outside City Hall before Spike 
led him inside, keeping half a step in front, his eyes 
sweeping the unexpectedly large gathering for signs 
of danger. Despite Xander’s desire to join his friends 
near the podium, Spike had kept them firmly on the 
edges and near the door.  

It wasn’t that the crowd of bankers, school teachers 
and lawyers worried him, but he didn’t want Xander 
caught in the middle if things turned ugly. And in 
Spike’s experience, crowds with fire could turn ugly 
quickly. Even though this lot seemed harmless, 
crowds could turn into mobs far too easily.  

Typically, Xander had been more intrigued than 
worried to learn that Sunnydale’s Mayor was not 
quite human. He seemed to think it was kind of 
appropriate, in a Hellmouthy way, to have a demon 



officially in charge of the town. Spike had not been 
happy that Xander’s main interest after Spike told 
him about his meeting with the Mayor had been 
what kind of demon Spike thought the Mayor was 
and not Spike’s concern about keeping Xander off 
the Mayor’s radar. Still, he accepted Spike’s warning 
to be cautious, given the Mayor’s history of hiring 
vampires. Knowing that most peaceful demons 
didn’t associate with vampires, Xander had taken 
that for the warning sign it was. He’d promised to 
follow Spike’s lead at City Hall, and told Spike he’d 
ask Giles to look into the Mayor the next day. 

Of course, all that reasonableness had come after 
Spike had had to dissuade Xander of the ridiculous 
notion that Xander should go inside to the rally 
alone while Spike kicked his heels outside out of 
harm’s way and out of the Mayor’s sight.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Mayor had spoken briefly, then turned the 
gathering over to Joyce. Spike would almost have 



thought that he and Xander had remained 
unnoticed except for the brief flash of the Mayor’s 
eyes in their direction at the end of his speech. 
Spike didn’t like the way the Mayor had deliberately 
met spike’s eyes across the room as he ended his 
brief speech by holding up one of the posters of the 
murdered kids that they were handing out by the 
dozens at the rally while cheesily intoning his new 
motto: “Never again.” Xander was watching his 
school friends and missed the brief exchange which 
was just as well. Spike knew he might be over-
reacting, but he took it as a veiled threat. 

Before he could decide what, if anything, to do 
about it - it really wasn’t the time or the place to kill 
the Mayor - Spike had been diverted by Joyce 
stepping to the podium. Even as she thanked the 
Mayor and prepared to speak, Spike couldn’t help 
but wonder why no one had gotten worked up like 
this about deaths in Sunnydale before now. Joyce 
especially seemed an unlikely person to go into a 
tailspin over a couple of deaths. I mean, the woman 
had handled dozens of zombies in her bedroom 
without batting an eye, so why did two bodies in a 



park bother her enough to lead to this? Spike 
shrugged, setting it aside. Undoubtedly it was 
nothing more complicated than the fact that the 
bodies were two little kids. Joyce was nothing if not 
a good mother. 

Spike eyed the Slayer, who was standing near the 
front of the crowd listening to her mother. He was 
wondering whether he should actually speak to the 
Slayer first about letting her mother go wandering 
around at night following her on patrol, when 
Joyce’s words caught his attention.  

He listened in amused disbelief as Joyce outed her 
daughter, saying the town belonged to the 
monsters and the Slayers, even as he tugged Xander 
closer to him as Xander tensed and made a half step 
forward at Joyce’s words. The Slayer looked like a 
deer in headlights as her mum dissed her in public 
and Spike couldn’t stop a malicious grin from 
spreading at her discomfort.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Sitting in the student lounge, talking with Buffy, 
Willow and Oz about the vigil last night, Xander 
found himself almost grateful for uninvolved 
parents. Mrs. Summers was completely freaked out 
and had said some really hurtful things to Buffy 
about how she didn’t do any good and Mrs. 
Rosenberg was viewing the whole thing as a creepy 
research topic, questioning Willow relentlessly 
about her knowledge of students who were into the 
occult, seeking first hand anecdotes to flesh out her 
statistical data. 

Spike and he had ended up simply going home after 
the rally because Mrs. Summers had been 
distracted, and had actually told them, gently but 
firmly, that she was too busy and too tired to talk to 
them tonight. For a wonder, Spike had accepted 
that, although Xander had a sneaking suspicion it 
was because Spike had so thoroughly enjoyed 
hearing Mrs. Summers dump on Buffy in public the 
way she had, even if most of the crowd didn’t 
realize she was talking about her own daughter and 
lumping her with the “monsters”. 



Willow’s voice, still complaining about her mother, 
brought his wandering thoughts back to the student 
lounge. 

“I mean, what am I supposed to do? Tell her about 
Amy and her mother, or Michael and his dabblings? 
They have enough problems fitting in already. They 
don’t need to be featured in a Sheila Rosenberg 
psychology paper on the alienation coping strategy 
of dabbling in the occult.” 

“Amy’s messing with magic?” Buffy asked, 
surprised. “After what her mother did to her 
sophomore year? I would have thought she’d stay 
as far away from magic as possible.” 

Willow looked uncomfortable, her eyes flickering 
nervously to Xander for a brief instant before 
looking back at Buffy. “She and Michael have been 
dabbling in stuff, but it’s all harmless. Worst thing 
she’s done is get out of the occasional homework 
assignment.” She bit her lip anxiously. “Don’t tell 
Giles, ok? I don’t want Amy to get in trouble.” 

Xander watched the growing tension between the 
other three in puzzlement. Oz had gone stiff, 



shifting away from Willow slightly, his hand 
dropping from around her shoulders and Buffy 
looked like she was on the verge of an angry 
outburst. “Guys, come on. You can’t possibly think 
that Amy was involved in killing those kids, and now 
is really not a good time to be mentioning anyone 
who’s dabbling in magic, given the way people were 
talking last night.” 

Oz looked at him in surprise. Well, with both 
eyebrows raised, which was almost the Oz-
equivalent of shocked astonishment. “You’re… ok 
with this?” he asked, studying Xander intently. 

“Well, dabbling in magic on the Hellmouth is 
probably never a good idea, but I’ll take Willow’s 
word for it that what Amy’s doing in harmless.” 
Xander didn’t understand what he was missing - 
why Oz was now looking absolutely dumbfounded 
and Buffy was on the verge of boiling over.  

“What I want to know is how you know about Amy 
and Michael?” Buffy had stood up and crossed her 
arms, staring down at Willow with her most 
intimidating Slayer-glare.  



“Amy and I are friends, you know that,” Willow said 
defensively. “She and Michael do stuff together…” 
she blushed and clarified hastily: “magical stuff. She 
told me about it.” Willow ducked her head, avoiding 
Buffy’s eyes, letting her hair swing forward over her 
face. 

“Look at me, Willow,” Buffy demanded. 

“Buffy, back off a little. What’s your problem?” 
Xander interjected, incredulous at the way Buffy 
was confronting Willow. 

Buffy turned to stare at him in surprise, her mouth 
opening to say something when they were 
interrupted by a sudden loud ruckus in the hallway 
behind them. A voice called out sternly: “Police 
business, stay back,” and Buffy’s intended words 
died unsaid. 

They all turned as one to see what was going on, 
getting to their feet as a growing noise assaulted 
them - the sound of raised voices and an angry 
crowd. Worried and curious, the four of them 
walked quickly towards the sound. 



The main hallway was filled way beyond normal. 
Upset students were muttering protests and insults 
at a line of police officers preventing them from 
reaching their lockers. Principal Snyder was 
standing in the middle of the cleared area around 
the lockers, smirking openly and thoroughly 
enjoying the students’ ineffectual anger.  

“What’s going on?” Buffy asked. The four of them 
threaded their way towards the front of the crowd, 
curious about the cause of the uproar. Police 
officers were going through the lockers, rifling 
through the contents and occasionally pulling items 
out. 

“This is a glorious day for principals everywhere. No 
pathetic whining about students' rights. Just a long 
row of lockers and a man with a key.” Snyder clearly 
meant that literally, a member of the custodial staff 
was moving down the line of lockers, methodically 
opening each of them in turn with a master key. 
Behind him, came police officers, rifling through the 
lockers and placing anything unusual onto a 
wheeled cart: books, someone’s marijuana stash, a 



voodoo doll that looked suspiciously like Snyder, 
and other stuff he couldn’t make out. 

Amy Madison was near the line of police, incipient 
panic on her face. “They’re searching the lockers for 
‘witch stuff’” she informed them quietly as they 
arrived beside her, the sarcastic quotes obvious 
even through her tense nervousness. “My locker’s 
just about next up. They’ve already taken two kids 
away for suspicious stuff. They’re going to love 
what I have in my locker.” She was trying to make 
light of it, but failing miserably.  

“But… it’s not illegal to have books on witchcraft in 
your locker. They can’t even suspend you - it’s a 
recognized religion. You can claim religious 
freedom, right?” Willow suggested nervously. 

Xander watched as the officers started on the next 
open locker and began rummaging through the 
contents quickly. Watching them pull out two 
books, holding them as if they were poison, he 
shook his head. “I don’t think Snyder is interested in 
constitutional rights just now. This is looking an 
awful lot like how Nazi Germany got started.” 



“Miss Madison, come with me.” The Vice Principal 
had approached them unnoticed, and Amy bit her 
lip, throwing them a scared glance as she was 
escorted away. 

“What am I going to do?” Willow whispered 
nervously. “There’s stuff in my locker.” 

“What kind of stuff?” Xander asked, keeping his 
voice low and a wary eye on the search party. 

“A spell book and some herbs.”  

“Willow, why do you have stuff like that in your 
locker?” Buffy asked sharply, then shook her head 
impatiently as the guy with the key opened the lock 
on Willow’s locker. “Never mind, it’s too late to 
worry about that. Your locker’s next.” 

Willow looked terrified as the janitor opened her 
locker. The police were already moving in behind 
him to check the contents. Her hands tightened 
convulsively around the straps of her backpack and 
she looked in panic at Oz. “Oh, god, I have stuff in 
my bag, too. What am I going to do?”  



Xander acted instinctively. Reaching casually up to 
slide the straps of her backpack off her shoulders, 
just as Snyder pointed to Willow in the crowd. For 
one moment, Willow resisted, clinging to the straps, 
before her hands relaxed and her arms fell to her 
sides, allowing him to pull the backpack off. She 
threw him a desperate look over her shoulder and 
Xander just shook his head at her, melting back into 
the crowd, taking the backpack with him as a stern 
looking policewoman planted herself in front of 
Willow. 

Slipping through the crowd, Xander wondered how 
things had gotten this out of hand so quickly. 
Sunnydale had the highest death rate in the entire 
country for a town its size. Multiple murders 
weren’t even uncommon. Why was one more 
double murder, no matter how awful, causing this 
kind of reaction? Students and teachers, hell, the 
last principal had all been murdered on campus in 
the last two years and it had never led to locker 
searches. Something weird was going on.  

He headed directly for the library. It was the safest 
place he could think of to stash Willow’s backpack 



and he wanted to alert Giles to what was 
happening.  

“Giles?” Xander pushed open the library doors, 
looking around for the librarian as he entered. 

Giles came out of his office, absently holding a 
book, as always. “What is it, Xander?”  

“Giles, the school’s gone crazy. Snyder’s searching 
lockers and anyone who’s got anything suspicious is 
being taken away.” 

“Suspicious? You mean, like drugs?” 

“No, I mean like witch stuff. I’m not sure if they 
even know what they’re looking for, but Willow and 
Amy Madison both had spell books in their lockers 
and they both got hauled into the principal’s office, 
along with some other kids. Of course, the police 
apparently threatened Cordelia’s hairspray, so they 
may not know what they’re looking for.” He held up 
Willow’s backpack. “I need to stash this in your 
office, Willow said she has some stuff in it that it’s 
not a good idea for her to be caught with right 
now.” 



Giles set the book he was carrying down on the 
counter, looking at Xander sharply. “Willow had a 
spell book in her locker?” 

Xander shrugged. “I guess. But, come on, this is 
Willow. There’s no way she was involved in killing a 
couple of kids.” 

“That wasn’t my concern.” Giles took the backpack 
from Xander and opened it. 

“Giles! Geez, does the word ‘privacy’ mean anything 
to you? Maybe you should join Synder.” 

Giles had pulled out a spell book and a ziplock bag 
with a small dried plant in it and his lips tightened 
as he studied the plant. “Under the circumstances, 
privacy means a great deal less to me than safety, 
Xander.” 

“Safety? It’s not like you didn’t know she was 
studying witchcraft. You’ve been working with her. 
What’s the big?” 

If anything, Giles’ stare increased in intensity, 
boring into Xander as if he was trying to read his 
mind. “Xander…,” he hesitated and seemed to 



change what he’d started to say. “Xander, doesn’t it 
concern you at all that Willow has spell books that I 
did not lend her?”  

Xander just shook his head, puzzled and a little 
uneasy under Giles’ scrutiny. “You’re teaching her 
magic, right? Are you sure they aren’t books you 
loaned her?”  

Anger flared in Giles’ eyes and he swore sharply, 
shocking Xander who didn’t think he’d ever heard 
Giles use profanity before. Before Giles could say 
anything further, the library door was pushed open 
and Giles turned impatiently towards the entrance. 
“The library is closed. Please come back in an hour,” 
he snapped, before realizing it wasn’t a student at 
the door. 

Four uniformed police officers entered, the last two 
carrying stacks of empty cartons. The sight of them 
broke Xander out of his shocked paralysis at Giles’ 
behavior and he moved quickly to block their view 
as Giles instantly swept the two books and the 
ziplock bag out of sight under the counter. 

“Can I help you?” 



Under other circumstances, Xander would have 
smiled at the way Giles drew his mild-mannered, 
British librarian persona around him like a cloak of 
invisibility. Unfortunately, today it wasn’t going to 
work. The invading bodies just pushed past Giles, 
ignoring his protests, and began yanking books off 
shelves without regard for their age or fragility, 
throwing them into the boxes they’d carried in with 
them.  

Giles tried to block them physically. “Stop! Some of 
those books are extremely rare. Irreplaceable. You 
cannot do this.” 

“They not only can, they have the legal authority to 
do so.”  

Snyder’s unwelcome voice brought a halt to Giles’ 
attempts to physically stop the seizure of his library. 
The principal sauntered into the room, radiating 
pleasure at Giles’ consternation, his eyes sweeping 
over the activity in the room with obvious pleasure. 
“I love the smell of desperate librarian in the 
morning.”  
 



“Get out! And take your marauders with you,” Giles 
spat, long past any pretense of civility. 

Snyder just smirked at him, reaching into one of the 
boxes and plucking a book out. He studied the title 
for a moment before looking back at Giles with his 
eyebrows raised mockingly. “Mr. Giles, just how is… 
‘Blood Rites and Sacrifices’ appropriate material for 
a public school library? Chess club branching out?” 

Giles’ expression hardened and, for a moment, 
Xander was afraid he was going to physically attack 
Snyder. The moment passed and Giles closed his 
eyes, breathing deeply as he sought to calm himself. 
Xander watched helplessly, not knowing what to do 
and afraid that doing anything at all might makes 
things worse. The door slammed open again and he 
turned and saw Buffy enter, stopping abruptly just 
inside the door as she saw the police officers. 

Snyder was clearly enjoying the moment, his gaze 
swinging back and forth between Buffy and Giles. 
“This is just the beginning. You’ll find a number of 
things changing around here. Fight it, if you want, 
but just remember, lift a finger against me and 



you'll have to answer to MOO.”  
 
Buffy repeated incredulously: “‘Answer to MOO’? 
Did that sentence just make some sense that I'm 
not in on?”  
 
“‘Mothers Opposed to the Occult,’ Snyder 
translated. “A powerful new group.” 

“And who came up with that lame name?” Xander 
had to agree with Buffy on that one, even though it 
really wasn’t the issue. 
 
“That would be the founder. I believe you call her 
‘Mom’.” 

He smirked at them one last time, then swept out of 
the library, leaving the officers to finish packing up 
any even remotely questionable books. Giles 
watched them seizing his books helplessly, still 
distraught over the way the books were being 
handled. Xander suspected that that was actually 
the thing that was freaking him out the most, not 
the confiscation. Confiscated books could be 



returned. Damaged ones were another matter 
entirely. 

“Come on,” he said roughly. “There’s nothing we 
can do here. Let’s go somewhere we can talk.” 

“I agree.” Buffy tugged gently on Giles’ arm, 
physically turning him away from the sight of his 
books being manhandled. She shot Xander a look he 
couldn’t read. “On top of everything else, we’ve got 
a Willow problem.” 

“It’s just a summons to the principal’s office, right? 
They can’t expel her or anything, can they? It’s not 
like she had anything illegal in her locker,” Xander 
asked worriedly. 

Giles tore his attention away from the plundering of 
his library but, if anything, his anger seemed to 
grow until his whole body was tense with barely-
checked rage. The minute they were outside he 
library, he pinned Buffy with a hard stare. “Buffy, 
did you know what Willow was doing?” he asked, 
his voice deadly quiet, bitter knowledge in his eyes. 



“No! I swear, Giles. I had no idea.” Buffy looked 
across Giles at Xander. “Xander, I’m sorry, I didn’t 
know she was using magic again. I would have told 
you.” 

“What are you guys talking about? Giles has been 
teaching Willow magic since last summer. Why are 
you freaking out about it now?” Xander was utterly 
baffled by Giles’ anger, by Buffy’s apology, by the 
entire situation.  

Giles steered them into an empty classroom and 
closed the door. He looked at Xander with sincere 
regret. “Xander, I apologize. I promised you that I 
was monitoring Willow closely and I’ve obviously 
failed you.” He held up a hand to stop Xander from 
answering and continued, his gaze turning to Buffy. 
“Willow had Lethe’s Bramble in her backpack. It’s 
an herb used for spells of memory and mind 
control.” 

Buffy’s eyes went wide and she looked at Xander in 
horror. He was beginning to get a creepy feeling 
about the situation himself as Giles asked him: 



“Xander, what do you remember about Willow 
using a truth spell on you?” 

Xander stared at him, unable to utter a sound. His 
gaze swung to Buffy and he saw she was looking at 
him with the same look Giles had, one of mingled 
horror and pity. “Willow did a spell on me? When?” 
he finally managed to ask faintly. 

“You don’t remember it at all?” 

He shook his head numbly and opened his mouth to 
say something, anything, but no sound came out. 
He just kept shaking his head slowly, in utter denial 
of what he was hearing. It felt like the air was being 
squeezed from his lungs and his breath started 
coming in short, hard pants. Willow would not do 
that to him. She wouldn’t. It wasn’t possible. 

There was a roaring in his ears and suddenly he was 
being pushed into a chair, his head shoved down 
between his knees.  

“Xander, breathe!” 

Giles’ sharp order broke through the roaring noise 
and he began gulping in great lungfuls of air, 



fighting for control. After a long moment, he raised 
his head. Buffy and Giles were watching him 
anxiously but anger was beginning to replace his 
shock. 

“Are you telling me that Willow has done some kind 
of spell to make me forget things?” He kept his 
voice steady with an effort. 

Giles nodded. “That appears to be what she has 
done,” he said quietly, though it was obvious he 
was still furious. Xander felt something inside of 
himself turn to ice. 

“I want to know exactly what Willow’s done to me 
and how I get my memories back.” 

“Of course. I can fill you in on the basic information, 
and fortunately, memory spells are usually fairly 
easy to break.” Giles hesitated, laying a sympathetic 
hand on Xander’s shoulder. “It’s not something that 
I can take care of at this moment, Xander.” He 
made sure Xander was looking at him as he 
continued. “I’m going to have to find out exactly 
what Willow has done in order to be sure I use the 
correct method of reversing the spell. I promise you 



that this will be my top priority, but…” his voice 
died and he looked infinitely regretful. “Xander, I’m 
going to need my books to do this properly, and I 
will not endanger you by going about it 
haphazardly. I’m sorry, but that means it may take a 
day or so before we can undo what Willow has 
done.” 

Xander nodded grimly. He was surprised when Buffy 
crouched down next to his chair. “Xander, we’ll fix 
this, I promise. But Giles is right, we’re going to 
have to do something about what’s going on here at 
school first. We’ll get the books back if we have to 
break into the police station and steal them. Ok?” 

“Ok,” he agreed, pleased that his voice came out 
sounding normal. Sort of. “I guess I don’t really 
want anyone messing with my mind unless we have 
all the information. Just answer this: as far as you 
can tell, how much of my memory did Willow 
tamper with?” 

“Xander, we don’t have any way of really knowing 
that. However, I haven’t noticed anything different 
about you recently, except…” Giles took his glasses 



off and rubbed his eyes tiredly, looking almost as 
devastated as Xander felt. 

“Except your renewed friendship with Willow,” 
Buffy finished for him. “You and she were pretty 
much not speaking after she did the truth spell on 
you and then, all of a sudden, it seemed like you 
were ok with her again.” She looked stricken. “I’m 
really sorry,” she said again. “I just thought you 
weren’t mad at her any more. It never occurred to 
me that she’d done another spell on you.” 

“I’m afraid I came to the same conclusion, Xander. If 
it helps, the night that you went bowling with her 
and Oz was the first time I was aware that you and 
Willow seemed to be friends again. I don’t believe 
that Willow could have done the spell much before 
that or we would have seen signs of changed 
behavior before then. I think we can assume, for 
now, that Willow’s spell was probably limited to 
removing your memory of the truth spell she did on 
you. I apologize, Xander. I thought I was monitoring 
her too carefully for something like this to happen.” 



“So start by telling me about the truth spell,” 
Xander said harshly. He wanted to know what was 
missing, what Willow had taken from him, no 
matter how bad it was. It was his life, his memories, 
and she had no right to tamper with them. 

Buffy sighed. “Do you remember when Angel first 
came back?” 

Xander was relieved that he knew exactly what she 
was talking about. “Yeah.” 

“I thought Spike had killed Angel, and I was trying to 
get you to tell me what Spike had done with him. 
Willow used a truth spell, something that forces 
people to tell the truth whether they want to or 
not, to get the information out of you.” 

“You were understandably furious with her, 
Xander,” Giles continued when Buffy fell silent. 
“You barely spoke to her after that until… earlier 
this week. I’m so sorry. I’ve been monitoring her but 
obviously not closely enough. I wasn’t aware that 
she was doing any magic at all.” He looked guilt 
stricken. 



Xander was trying to fit what they were telling him 
into what he remembered. No matter how hard he 
searched his brain, he couldn’t find anything wrong. 
He remembered Angel coming back, remembered 
Willow had done a spell to bring him back, 
remembered her and Giles studying magic together 
and how proud Giles had been of her 
accomplishment in doing such a tricky spell. 
Remembered the long breach in their friendship 
and the slow, gradual healing, culminating in their 
bowling night, when it had seemed like they had 
finally gotten back on track, or at least were 
beginning to. He remembered returning to 
Sunnydale after he and Spike’s long weekend in Los 
Angeles and feeling like a huge weight had been 
lifted from him. Had that been when she’d done the 
spell? 

“Let’s keep things straight, Giles,” he said finally. 
“Willow’s the one to blame, not you. From what 
you tell me, first she did a spell to force me to tell 
her something I apparently didn’t want her to 
know, then she used a second spell to erase my 
memory of what she’d done.” His voice was tired 



and bleak, the ashes of a nearly life-long friendship 
a bitter taste in his mouth. “I will never forgive her 
for doing this to me.”  

“I don’t know if any of us can, or indeed should, 
forgive her,” Giles agreed quietly. “Once, we could 
perhaps excuse her because of youth and 
inexperience. Twice…” he shook his head, words 
failing him. 

“Twice is too much to forgive,” Buffy finished for 
him, her own voice hard. 

Xander stood up abruptly, feeling the need to do 
something. Anything. He needed to find an outlet 
for the anger churning inside him before he 
exploded. Attacking people physically actually 
sounded like a good plan, but he forced himself to 
push his anger down, reining it in tightly for now. 
He couldn’t afford to lose it until they had reversed 
what Willow had done. “So, how do we get your 
books back?” he asked, focusing on the next step. 

Get the books back, break the spell, confront 
Willow. It was a good enough plan to start with. 



“Much as I hate to say it, the indirect approach may 
be best. If Snyder is answering to ‘MOO’,” Buffy’s 
distaste in saying the acronym was palpable, “we 
should probably go talk to my mom.” 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Gingerbread’  

 

Part Twenty-Five 

“I agree, the books need to be our first priority,” 
Giles said, obviously putting a tight rein on his own 
anger. “Principal Snyder is taking advantage of this 
tragedy and the town’s mood to extend his 
authority, but we can do nothing about that until 
the situation calms down and people become more 
reasonable. Finding the person or persons 
responsible for these murders may help 
considerably with that, but we cannot wait for that 
to happen. Those books are irreplaceable and, 
without them, we can’t immediately undo the spell 
on Xander, nor can we continue our research into 
the symbol on the children’s bodies.”  



Xander could see Giles visibly steadying as he 
stopped reacting and began thinking again, settling 
back into his familiar Watcher/teacher/mentor role. 
It helped Xander get a grip on his own emotions as 
well. Giles’ teacher-voice had become a familiar 
presence in his life over the past year; a calm, adult 
figure who usually knew what he was talking about 
had been almost completely absent from Xander’s 
life before he met Giles. Joyce Summers was a 
similar presence and Xander hadn’t realized until 
now how much her emotional upset had rattled 
him. Mrs. Summers usually handled things without 
losing her cool and seeing her so devastated and 
bewildered by the murders had been hard. 

“So, let’s get to my house already,” Buffy repeated 
impatiently. 

“Buffy, I would suggest that you talk to your mother 
by yourself. A delegation - especially one that 
includes me - may not be the right approach.” Giles 
cleared his throat, a faint tinge of red coloring his 
cheeks. “It was apparent last night that your mother 
was uncomfortable around me. Which is 
understandable, after Ethan’s spell. However, I may 



not be the best person to persuade her that she is 
over-reacting.”  

Buffy eyed him suspiciously but clearly didn’t really 
want answers about what had gone on between 
Giles and her mother on Band Candy night, as 
Xander privately thought of it. Xander himself 
preferred to avoid all mention of embarrassing 
behavior on that night and now put in hastily: 
“What are you suggesting, Giles?” 

“You and I should return to the library, Xander and 
see if there’s anything we can do to stop these 
marauders, or at least find out what they intend to 
do with the books. If they follow normal police 
procedure, I believe the books will be taken to the 
police station, but we don’t know that for sure since 
nothing is normal about this situation.” 

“Ok,” Xander agreed. He didn’t really care what 
they did as long as they did something. He was 
calmer now, his anger under control for the 
moment but he needed to do something that would 
at least be a start to fixing what Willow had done to 
him or he was going to lose it. 



He wanted to see Spike so badly it was almost a 
physical ache. He was tempted to just head home 
to the factory, abandoning Giles and Buffy to deal 
with the books and Snyder and MOO. But he 
couldn’t. It had nothing to do with wanting to help 
Giles and Buffy, it was fear, plain and simple. He 
was so angry at Willow that he didn’t trust himself. 
He needed to be the calm voice of reason when he 
talked to Spike about what had happened and he 
wouldn’t be either calm or reasonable right now.  

The worst part of what he was feeling was that he 
found himself thinking viciously that Spike would kill 
Willow for doing this and that she deserved it. It 
had shocked him to learn he was capable of that 
kind of anger and he hated that he was seriously 
wondering if he would care if Spike killed Willow. It 
was only the thought of tarnishing the perfect 
memory that Spike had given up killing for him and 
the knowledge that it wouldn’t be right to use Spike 
as his personal attack dog - turning him loose on 
people who had angered Xander - had brought him 
to his senses before he jumped into that particular 
abyss. No matter how temporarily satisfying it 



might feel while his current anger lasted, deep 
down, Xander knew he wouldn’t be able to live with 
himself later if he did that.  

How could Willow have done this to him? 

They left the empty classroom, Buffy heading for 
the nearest exit and Xander and Giles turning 
towards the library. The hall was empty and a quick 
glance at a clock told Xander that it was final period 
and everyone was probably in classes. The library 
was quiet as they entered, the police gone. Xander 
wondered how long they’d been talking in the 
empty classroom. Obviously for longer than he’d 
thought, if the police had done their work and were 
gone already. 

Giles looked shell-shocked, staring at the stripped 
shelves like someone had stolen his children. He 
moved slowly towards his office and stood frozen in 
the doorway, shoulders slumped and looking 
suddenly old. Peering around him, Xander saw that 
the office shelves had been stripped as well, 
including Giles’ collection of weird statues and art 



objects which usually perched on every free 
surface. 

“We’ll get them back, Giles,” he offered, putting a 
comforting hand on Giles’ shoulder. Giles stirred 
after a long moment and turned to face him.  

“It has been rather a tough day, all around,” he said, 
forcing a smile. “Hopefully, we’ve seen the worst of 
it.” 

“What do we do now?” Xander asked.  

“How are you at computer research?” Giles asked 
hopefully, glancing at the machine he usually liked 
to pretend didn’t exist. “We appear to be reduced 
to what we can find on the internet.” He said it with 
a faint distaste, like surfing the net was beneath 
him. 

“I’ll give it a shot,” Xander said dubiously. He wasn’t 
very good at internet research but he knew he was 
better than Giles who tended to yell at computers 
in the manner of ugly Americans in foreign 
countries, as if by raising his voice he could make 
the machine understand him and do what he 



wanted. He shied away from the thought that 
Willow was the computer wiz and they really 
needed her for this. He couldn’t bear to think about 
Willow right now.  

The two of them shifted the computer from the 
least accessible corner of Giles’ office to the main 
table in the center of the libray. Giles busied himself 
on the telephone while Xander set up the 
computer, calling the police station and demanding 
to know where his books were. 

The computer was up and running and Xander was 
connected to the internet and trying to think of 
what search terms to plug in when he heard the 
phone slam down. 

“What did you find out?” he asked. 

“The search at the school was specially authorized 
by the Mayor’s office. None of the ‘contraband’ 
seized has been brought to the police station. They 
suggest we try the Mayor’s office,” Giles said 
bitterly, obviously outraged that his books had been 
labeled contraband.  



Xander had a sinking feeling that wasn’t good news. 
“Giles, Spike told me something yesterday that I’ve 
been meaning to tell you. He says the Mayor isn’t 
completely human.” 

“What do you mean?” Giles looked interested and 
Xander was glad he’d been able to provide a 
distraction for the harassed Watcher. 

“He sent a summons for Spike to meet with him, 
said he wanted Spike to work with him but he 
wouldn’t say why or what he’d be doing. Spike said 
the Mayor smelled off, like he wasn’t fully human. 
He couldn’t pin it down and Angel says he doesn’t 
know anything about the Mayor. We were 
wondering if you’d heard anything.” 

Giles looked thoughtful. “Not very much. I do know 
that he’s been the Mayor for quite awhile, several 
years before my arrival at least. If he had only 
recently become Mayor, I would be worried that 
this search was somehow related, but that seems 
unlikely. I’ve been in town for nearly three years 
and if the Mayor was trying to seize my library, I 
assume he would have acted before now. We’ll 



need to do some research on him,” Giles looked 
instinctively towards the shelves and his harried 
expression returned, “at least when the books have 
been returned, but it probably isn’t important. 
There are actually many harmless species of 
demons, as you know. Still, a demonic Mayor on a 
Hellmouth should be looked into.” 

Xander froze for one second, then realized that 
Giles was just referring to their demon research. 
They had studied harmless demons, Giles just didn’t 
emphasize them. He still needed to talk to Mr. 
Olsen and some others before he decided whether 
to tell Giles about his connection to the peaceful 
demons in town. Turning back to the computer, he 
said hopefully: “maybe a search for ‘magical 
symbols’.” 

He typed the phrase into the search engine and 
came up with 26,000 hits. “Great.” 

Trying various combinations of searches for 
symbols, sacrifices, and ritual killings didn’t help 
much. There remained depressingly large numbers 



of hits. Sighing, he started checking the most 
promising looking ones.  

Over an hour later, Xander was convinced the 
computer was in league with Snyder. Or maybe the 
devil. He’d found dozens of articles about murders 
all over the country, glanced at far too many 
pictures of animal mutilations, and skimmed 
countless sites about paganism, Satanism and black 
magic, all without finding anything useful. He 
pushed back his chair and rubbed at tired eyes. 
“And I thought research in books was hard,” he 
complained.  

Giles had been hovering over his shoulder, 
suggesting different searches and telling him 
particular sites were useless at regular intervals. 
Xander knew he was trying to be helpful but Giles 
was even worse at internet research than Xander, 
so he wasn’t exactly making it easier. 

“They really cleaned this place out, didn’t they,” a 
quiet voice spoke from the door. 



“Hey, Oz.” Xander twisted away from the machine, 
grateful for the interruption. “Where have you 
been?” 

“I waited outside Snyder’s office for Willow.” Oz 
hesitated at Xander’s slight flinch, but continued 
when Xander didn’t say anything. “She and the 
others were suspended indefinitely and sent home. 
I walked her home but her mother made it clear I 
wasn’t welcome.” Oz’s eyes were flickering 
nervously between Giles and Xander in a way they 
just didn’t, unless Oz was nervous or upset. 
Something was bothering Oz, something well 
beyond being thrown out of the house by Sheila 
Rosenberg. 

“Did you know?” Xander fought to keep his voice 
steady. He couldn’t stand the thought that Oz had 
known what Willow had been doing and hadn’t told 
him. 

“Know what?”  

Giles put a steadying hand on Xander’s shoulder 
and answered for him. “Willow appears to have 



done a memory spell on Xander to remove his 
memory of the truth spell.” 

Xander felt his stomach unclench slightly at the 
naked shock on Oz’s face. It was obvious Oz hadn’t 
known. After a long pause, Oz said hesitantly, “Is 
that why…?” his voice trailed off but Xander was 
already nodding. 

“Yeah.” He didn’t want to say the words. That 
Willow had done this so they could be friends again. 
And it had worked, apparently. It freaked him out 
that he couldn’t trust his own memories, that what 
he remembered wasn’t accurate, that the night the 
three of them went bowling wasn’t the culmination 
of a long struggle back towards friendship but a lie. 
Affection and friendship taken from him when he 
hadn’t been willing to give them freely. It was like 
taking advantage of someone brain-damaged or an 
amnesia sufferer - only Willow had caused the 
damage, then taken advantage of it. How could she 
have done this to him? he thought again, closing his 
eyes and struggling to breathe evenly.  



During their fruitless internet research, he’d asked 
Giles to tell him everything he knew about the 
memory spell and about Willow’s magic. Some of 
what Giles had been telling him was familiar, but 
Giles told Xander that he’d stopped teaching Willow 
magic last summer because of her unwillingness to 
abide by the limits he set her and they had never 
resumed their studies, unlike Xander’s memories of 
on-going study sessions. Giles had told Xander 
about walking in on Willow doing the truth spell and 
how devastated Xander had been by Willow’s 
actions. He’d repeated Xander’s own description of 
Willow’s black eyes and how Oz had been so 
troubled after seeing Willow perform the re-souling 
spell.  

Discussing the differences in Giles’ and his own 
memories had helped Xander try and view the 
situation in a clinical fashion, like a surgeon 
examining x-rays of shattered bones just before 
operating. He needed to know the extent of the 
damage before they could fix it. As far as Giles could 
tell, Willow had only removed one memory but she 
had changed other memories, altering them slightly 



while leaving their essence intact. Giles had been 
deeply disturbed by their conversation and the 
growing evidence that Willow had done something 
far more extensive than just removing one memory. 
Apparently, altering memories meant both 
removing the old one and replacing it with a 
different one. Giles had grown quieter as they 
turned up more examples, his eyes worried and 
angry, even as he kept up a brave face, reassuring 
Xander that it would be relatively easily to reverse 
what she had done, as soon as he knew exactly how 
she had done it. “Which, unfortunately, means we 
are going to have to know exactly what Willow has 
done in order to reverse the effects,” he’d told 
Xander and Xander hadn’t been able to repress his 
fear that Willow might not tell them what she’d 
done, leaving them trying to reverse the spell 
blindly. He couldn’t put it past the Willow he was 
just learning about, the one ruthless enough to 
tamper with someone’s mind for her own purposes. 

Xander had had to fight for control as Giles talked, 
focusing desperately on the useless web sites he 
kept mechanically opening and skimming, forcing 



himself to concentrate on the computer and not on 
the sickness building inside him as Giles came up 
with more examples of things that he remembered 
differently than Xander did.  

Willow had apparently sought out and removed all 
the recent memories of Xander’s anger and distrust 
over her use of magic. He remembered the re-
souling and portal-opening spells Willow had done, 
but he remembered them without the negative 
associations Giles told him he’d had at the time. 
Instead of proud, apparently Giles had been furious 
with Willow because the portal spell could have 
destroyed the universe, which was a shock to hear 
about for what was essentially the first time. Willow 
had kept her interference to a narrow focus, she 
hadn’t attempted to mess with his memories of 
their long estrangement because of Jesse’s death, 
but he had no memory of his own anger and disgust 
at her using a memory spell on him. It wasn’t 
difficult to reconstruct how he must have felt 
because it was what he was feeling now.  

“Is there anything I can do?” Oz was looking at him 
with worried eyes, and Xander realized that he’d 



zoned out for a minute. He shook his head and 
managed a tight smile. 

“How are you on the internet? I apparently suck,” 
he said, as lightly as he could manage, given the 
turmoil in his head. He couldn’t deal with sympathy 
now, he needed to concentrate or he would fall 
apart, which wouldn’t be of any use to anyone.  

“I’m ok but Wil…” Oz bit off what he had started to 
say. “Sorry.” 

“It’s ok.” Xander got up and let Oz take his seat in 
front of the computer.  

Oz looked at him and seemed to recognize that 
Xander couldn’t deal right now. In his accepting 
way, he just asked: “What are you looking for?” 

“We are trying to find any reference to the symbol 
Buffy saw on the children’s bodies. With luck, that 
might lead us to the people responsible,” Giles filled 
him in, giving Oz a grateful look as Xander stepped 
back, leaning against the bookshelf and wrapping 
his arms around himself, feeling like he was going to 
fly apart without that support.  



“I’ll see what I can do.” Oz began checking Xander’s 
search history to see what they’d already tried 
while Xander stared into space and tried not to 
think about a shy, red-haired girl he’d met in 
kindergarten and loved like she was his sister.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Evenin’, Joyce.” 

Joyce looked startled to see him at the door and, for 
a moment, Spike thought she wasn’t going to let 
him in. After a long hesitation, she opened the door 
further and stepped back to let him inside. “Spike, 
I’m pretty busy right now,” she began, a little stiffly. 

“Just want to talk to you for a bit,” Spike answered 
easily, stepping inside. “Worried about you, Joyce.” 

She relaxed a little and gave him a half-smile, much 
smaller than her usual smile, but didn’t lead him 
into the living room or kitchen like she usually did. 
She stayed firmly in the foyer, not even closing the 
door behind him. “I’m fine, Spike. Just very busy.” 



Looking over her shoulder into the dining room, 
Spike frowned. The usually neat room was filled 
with posters of the dead kids, the table cluttered 
with open phone books and pads of paper. “Can see 
that, just wonderin’ if you know what you’re 
doing?” 

“I’m getting the town stirred up to fight back, Spike. 
You of all people should know that this town needs 
to defend itself against, well, against things like 
you.” 

Spike was rocked, although he kept his face 
impassive and didn’t let the flash of hurt show. 
Joyce had never called him a thing before. He was 
sure she’d never thought about him that way, 
either. He cocked his head, studying her, trying to 
read what she was thinking. “Didn’t use to lump me 
with other demons, Joyce. What’s changed?” 

“I’ve had my eyes opened, Spike,” Joyce told him 
levelly, meeting his gaze squarely but without her 
usual warmth. “I can’t believe I’ve let myself be one 
of the silent majority in this town for so long. No 



more. I’m sorry, Spike, but you’re no longer 
welcome in this house. I think you should leave.” 

“Bit racist, innit? Saying all demons are the same?” 
His voice was light and indifferent, hiding the fact 
that her words had struck home. After Xander, 
Joyce was the person he was closest to in town and 
she was throwing him out for no good reason. Joyce 
knew he didn’t kill people and she knew why. There 
weren’t many people he’d trusted with that 
knowledge but he’d given it to her freely, as a gift. 
And he’d never been one for the kiddies for the 
most part, that had been Angelus’ and Dru’s thing. 
He’d always preferred a victim who could fight 
back. 

“It’s been brought to my attention that it really is us 
against them in this town,” she replied without a 
flicker of regret that she was so clearly classifying 
him as a ‘them’. 

Spike almost said something spiteful about her 
daughter. Slayers were barely human, more than a 
bit of demon taint to them. But it wouldn’t do any 
good. Although part of him wanted to verbally flay 



Joyce for what she’d said to him, to make her hurt 
as much as she’d just hurt him, he couldn’t do it. He 
was sure that she would come to her senses soon 
and be truly sorry for what she’d said. No sense in 
burning bridges he might want to let her rebuild 
someday. 

But he wasn’t going to grovel for her friendship 
either.  

He turned without another word and walked out of 
the one house in town that had truly welcomed him 
inside, hearing the door close firmly behind him. 
Not a slam, but with a strong note of finality.  

“Spike? Don’t take it personally, she’s just upset.” It 
said something for his agitated state that he hadn’t 
seen or heard the Slayer, who emerged from the 
shadows near the door where she had clearly heard 
at least part of what her mother had said. 

Spike was astonished that the Slayer wasn’t crowing 
that Joyce had just practically thrown Spike out of 
the house. “What’s it to you? You’ve never liked me 
having an invite anyway,” he snapped, hating the 
fact that the Slayer was looking at him with 



sympathy. He made a move to stalk past her but 
she stepped into his path, crossing her arms and 
doing her immovable object impression. 

“You’re right. I hate it that you have an open 
invitation to my house. I don’t like you and I don’t 
trust you. If my mother was in her right mind, I’d be 
throwing a party right now. But I heard what she 
said and that’s not my mom. Crazy as I think it is, 
she likes you and when she’s herself again, she’s 
going to regret talking to you like that.” She smiled, 
almost self-mockingly. “Don’t get me wrong, I hope 
she does come to her senses about you and we can 
un-invite you, and then I will throw that party. But I 
want her to make that decision when she’s not so 
upset she’s not thinking clearly. And I don’t want 
you to make things worse for her because you’re 
hurt.” 

“’m not hurt,” Spike denied instantly, glaring at her. 
“What do I care what a middle-aged housewife 
thinks of me?” 

Buffy rolled her eyes. “Fine, deny it all you want. 
Just… give her a couple of days, ok? I know she 



wouldn’t want you and Xander to disappear from 
her life. She’s just… not herself right now.”  

She sighed and looked worriedly back at the house. 
Spike was still astounded that the Slayer had taken 
the time to reassure him and it eased some of the 
hurt of Joyce’s rejection to know that even her 
daughter thought it was out of character and 
something she’d regret. He lit a cigarette and took a 
deep drag, wondering why the Slayer was still 
shifting from foot to foot like she had something to 
say that she couldn’t quite bring herself to talk 
about.  

“Somethin’ on your mind?” 

“A lot’s been going on recently,” she hedged. “The 
whole town seems to be going crazy over those 
kids. I mean, it’s tragic but why it’s got everyone so 
worked up…” 

Spike shrugged. “Seems to me their parents are to 
blame, when all’s said and done. Almost more than 
the murderers. Someone should talk to them.” 
Maybe he should volunteer. He could really use a 
good spot of violence about now. 



Buffy glanced at him sharply. “What do you mean?” 

“What kind of parents let kids that age wander 
around the Hellmouth late at night unsupervised?” 
he asked and suddenly remembered his original 
grievance that had led him to seek out Joyce 
tonight. “Speaking of which…” 

She cut him off sharply with an upraised hand, her 
brows coming together sharply in thought. “Their 
parents…” she said slowly and looked at him with a 
spark of excitement and comprehension in her 
eyes. “Come on, we have to talk to Giles.” 

“We?” The Slayer was inviting him to go see her 
Watcher with her? 

“You should come, Spike. Xander…” She seemed 
about to say more, then shook her head. “Xander’s 
there with Giles.” 

That was enough, he didn’t care about what the 
Slayer was hiding from him. He wanted to see 
Xander and that was reason enough to go. “Time’s 
wasting, Slayer.” Without waiting for her, he set off 



towards the school with rapid strides, hearing her 
lighter steps behind him hurrying to catch up.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander looked up when the library doors burst open 
and was overwhelmingly glad to see Spike entering. 
He crossed the room in a rush, far too quickly for 
subtlety, and flung his arms around Spike, clinging 
hard to the familiar strong body and sighing in relief 
as Spike’s arms closed around him. Everything felt 
better with Spike there, even though nothing had 
actually changed, and some of his tight-wound 
nerves relaxed slightly. 

“Bad day, luv?” Spike asked quietly. 

“The worst.” He could feel the tension practically 
thrumming through Spike’s own body and looked at 
him worriedly. “Are you ok?” Usually, Spike didn’t 
hold things in, he got his anger and frustration out 
and then it was done, put behind him in that 
demonic way of his. The only time he bottled things 
up usually had to do with Xander and he realized 



that Buffy must have told Spike what Willow had 
done.  

It wasn’t that he was going to lie to Spike and not 
tell him, he’d promised… Xander gasped as he 
realized he’d found a memory that didn’t make 
sense. Spike had been angry with him about 
something. Angry because Xander hadn’t told him 
something and Xander had promised not to hide 
things from Spike any longer. Try as hard as he 
could, Xander couldn’t remember what Spike had 
been mad about or what Xander hadn’t told him. 

It was his first tangible proof that his memories 
really had been altered, that Willow really had done 
this to him. He hadn’t really doubted it, but a small 
part of him had hoped it was all a big 
misunderstanding, some unforeseen side effect 
from Ethan’s spell, or something unknown that had 
made everyone else think his memories had been 
altered. Somehow, finding a gap in his memories 
himself made it all too real. He was vaguely aware 
of Buffy questioning Giles and Oz about the 
murdered kids, but he could only cling to Spike, a 
rock in a world gone insane as he fought the 



knowledge that Willow had really done this to him, 
played with his mind in a way no one had a right to. 
Taking his memories like a thief in the night and 
replacing them with cheap substitutes. 

The voices behind him quieted down and he could 
hear Spike murmuring comfortingly to him, his arms 
enfolding Xander in a safe haven, his lips pressing 
gentle kisses against Xander’s cheek and neck.  

“Sorry,” he said, lifting his head and making himself 
loosen his too tight grip on Spike. “I’m ok now.” 

Spike studied him intently. “Want to talk about it, 
luv?” 

Xander shook his head quickly. “Later, Spike. I 
promise. I just can’t right now.” He was still way too 
close to losing it entirely and Spike seemed to 
recognize that, settling for a kiss and pulling Xander 
firmly into his side, one arm around him 
possessively as they faced the room together. 

“Slayer filled you in?” Spike asked them. 

“Yes, we’re running a search for the children’s 
identities now.” 



Xander looked at Spike, who shrugged and told him: 
“Slayer realized that no one knows who the kids 
are, or who their parents are.”  

Xander’s brow furrowed. “That can’t be right. I’m 
sure…” but he was coming up blank and for a 
moment he panicked, thinking Willow was 
responsible for that too, then he realized that 
everyone else was shaking their heads. 

“It never came up. Ever.” Oz said flatly, looking up 
from the monitor with a reassuring smile, like he 
knew what Xander had been thinking. 

“Ah, we’re getting something now,” Giles exclaimed 
in satisfaction, peering at the monitor over Oz’s 
shoulder.  

Curious, Xander moved closer, as Giles began to 
read the text.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Ten minutes later, they had found five separate 
accounts of the same two dead kids, the oldest 



dating back to Germany in the 1600’s, the copy of 
the wood engraving blurry but recognizable as their 
two victims. About halfway through, Xander noticed 
that the suddenly cooperative internet was being 
fed to the computer from a remote source. His jaw 
tightened as he realized that Buffy, Giles and Oz 
must have quietly decided to bring Willow in on this 
from home while he’d been talking to Spike and not 
paying attention.  

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have the right to 
tell them they couldn’t associate with Willow and 
there was no arguing that it was at least a minor 
crisis and she was better than all of them put 
together at internet research. Witness how fast 
she’d come up with the right answers when he and 
Oz hadn’t found the information in nearly two 
hours of looking. Still, he couldn’t help feeling hurt 
that they were going to continue working with 
Willow even after this latest stunt she’d pulled. 
Business as usual for the Slayerettes, he thought, 
more than a little bitterly, leaning into Spike’s 
embrace and drawing comfort from his solid 
presence. He watched silently, not contributing 



anything, as Giles expounded on his theory that a 
demon was responsible for everything that was 
happening, something about demons stirring up 
darker emotions and causing humans to destroy 
each other.  

As much as he’d like to grab at the proffered straw, 
he didn’t think the demon explained Willow’s 
actions. And he probably couldn’t blame it for his 
own urge to have Spike kill Willow. Some of the 
darker emotions and actions they chose couldn’t be 
blamed on others, people had to accept 
responsibility for the darkness within themselves 
and what they did with it. 

Suddenly exhausted and wanting nothing more 
than to go home, Xander forced himself to listen to 
Giles, who was wrapping up his explanation about 
needing to make the demon show itself in its true 
form to negate its effect on the town. 

“There’s a book that has the spell I need. It has to 
do with lifting a veil and letting people see reality. 
Revealing the demon’s true nature negates its 
effect on people.” Giles looked around in frustration 



at the empty shelves. “I’ll just have to see if I can 
remember the spell.” 

Xander hesitated for a long moment, then 
volunteered reluctantly: “I may be able to find you a 
copy of the book, Giles. Which one do you need?” 

Giles looked at him in surprise. “Freidhan’s 
Compendium. You know someone who has a 
copy?” 

“Maybe, let me make a call.” He retreated into 
Giles’ office, closing the door firmly behind him. 
He’d undoubtedly have to deal with Giles’ questions 
later but he wasn’t going to out his demon friends 
more than he had to, especially to people he wasn’t 
sure were going to remain his friends after tonight.  

Five minutes later, he stepped out of the office 
tucking his cell phone away. “I found a copy of the 
book, Giles. It’ll take me maybe half an hour to get 
there and back.” Several of his demon friends had 
private libraries of books similar to Giles’. His third 
call had hit pay dirt and Henry Jamison, a half-Lrtokk 
demon he’d done some work for, had agreed to 
lend him the book.  



Giles looked at him sharply, obviously curious, but 
let it go for now when he saw Xander’s carefully 
blank expression. “Excellent. I should have the 
supplies needed for the spell at my house. I suggest 
we meet back here with the book and the spell 
ingredients as soon as possible.” 

“I’ll go with you, pet,” Spike began just as the library 
doors burst open and Michael staggered through 
them, clutching one arm like it was broken, tears 
and make-up and blood running down his battered 
face. Spike stepped in front of Xander protectively 
as Michael gasped out: “Please, help me. I was 
attacked!”  

Everyone shot to their feet, chairs scraping loudly 
across the floor. “Who attacked you?” Buffy 
demanded. Xander had an awful feeling that the 
minor crisis had just become a serious one.  

“My dad and his friends,” Michael answered, 
bewildered shock in his voice. “They’re taking 
people out of their homes. They're talking about a 
trial down at City Hall.” He looked stricken as he 
added: “They’ve got Amy.” 



“Right, that tears it,” Spike said. “We’ve got a mob 
now.” His eyes narrowed as he thought rapidly and 
he began snapping out orders. “Slayer, call Angelus 
and tell him to get his enormous arse down to City 
Hall. He’s always been good with mobs. You meet 
him there and keep an eye on things until the rest 
of us get there. Watcher, you and Wolf-boy get the 
stuff you need for your spell, then bring it to City 
Hall. The demon will be right in the middle of things, 
egging it on. Xander and I will meet you there with 
the book.” He glanced briefly, indifferently, at 
Michael. “You do whatever you want.” 

“Michael, stay in my office and hide until we get 
back,” Giles told him hastily. 

Michael nodded jerkily and started for the office. He 
stopped after two steps and looked back at them. 
“Tell Willow to get out of her house!” he said 
desperately. 

“Oz…” 

“I’ll get Willow,” Oz said flatly. Giles nodded. 



“Quite right. Get her out of her house and 
somewhere safe until this is over. Things have 
obviously gotten completely out of hand.” 

Xander couldn’t argue with that but, no matter how 
logical their actions were, it still hurt that Giles and 
Oz were so concerned with Willow’s safety. He 
signaled Spike and left without another word. Anger 
and hurt fought inside him and he wondered if he’d 
ever be able to go back to the library again.  

Which was being melodramatic, he acknowledged 
bitterly. Giles would help him undo the spell 
regardless and he wasn’t too proud to take that 
help, even if Giles continued to support Willow. 
Sure, they’d said that she’d gone too far, but it 
hadn’t taken long for them to contact her and ask 
for her help. Ok, he could see enemies teaming up 
to stop a catastrophe, but this seemed more like a 
convenience - just getting information a little faster. 
Although, Michael would undoubtedly say it hadn’t 
been fast enough, he thought with a sigh.  

He told himself firmly to get over it already. This 
was a crisis. Of course, Oz didn’t want his girlfriend 



beaten up like Michael had been, no one deserved 
that.  

Belatedly realizing that he and Spike were outside 
the school and Spike was looking to him for 
directions, Xander set his emotional turmoil aside 
for now. “This way,” he told Spike, turning left 
towards Mr. Jamison’s small suburban house. 

Spike tightened strong fingers around his forearm, 
holding him in place for a moment. “Xander, what’s 
wrong?” 

Sudden tears sprung to his eyes at the worry and 
sympathy in Spike’s voice and Xander looked away, 
struggling for control. After a long moment, he 
looked back and met Spike’s concerned blue eyes. 
“Tomorrow, Spike, ok? I just can’t…” against his will, 
his voice broke and he cleared his throat. “I can’t 
talk about it yet. I’m fine.” 

“You’re not fine,” Spike corrected gently. “Let me 
take you home, pet. The Slayer and the Watcher 
can handle this.” 



“Giles needs the book, Spike. Sunnydale’s got 
enough problems, we can’t let a demon make 
things worse like this.” When Spike opened his 
mouth to argue, Xander just looked at him. “Mrs. 
Summers is in the middle of this. She’ll hate herself 
if she gets involved with a vigilante mob that’s 
hurting people.” 

There was a flicker of something Xander couldn’t 
read in Spike’s eyes, before the vampire nodded 
reluctantly. “Don’t know when it became my 
business to clean up after humans,” he grumbled, 
but Xander knew it was for show. 

“Come on, let’s get the book and get this over with. 
Who knows, maybe you can beat the demon up or 
something,” he suggested.  

There was going to have to be a lot of talking 
tomorrow, he thought. Something was bothering 
Spike and it was obvious his vampire wasn’t ready 
to talk either.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander was beginning to think he’d stumbled into 
the wrong movie. Half familiar faces of parents and 
teachers were twisted with anger and unfocused 
hatred, holding signs and yelling outside City Hall. 
Adding a grotesque note that might have been 
humorous under other circumstances, they were all 
adorned with large red buttons reading “MOO”. For 
one half-hysterical second, Xander almost burst out 
in completely inappropriate laughter at the sight.  

There had been a surreal quality to the night, ever 
since Giles told them they needed to go into battle 
against Hansel and Gretel. Ok, he hadn’t put it like 
that, but Xander had found himself at one point 
wondering rather wildly if they were going to find 
themselves chopping down a beanstalk before the 
night was through. Seeing Michael’s battered face 
had ended any idea that this whole thing was 
someone’s twisted idea of a joke, but hadn’t done 
anything to make the day seem less bizarre. 

Michael’s dad was an ordinary guy, he worked as 
the manager of a grocery store and told lame jokes 
when they were short-staffed and he came out of 



his office to help bag groceries and re-stock shelves. 
He wasn’t someone who beat people up, much less 
his own son. Michael’s makeup and goth style 
embarrassed his dad and his father’s loud criticisms 
about how real men should behave were a source 
of frustration and humiliation for Michael, but that 
was it. How could a demon make normal people 
behave like this? 

And why wasn’t he affected? As far as Xander could 
tell, neither he, Buffy, nor Giles was acting any 
differently than normal. Granted, he couldn’t really 
trust his own assessment of what was normal for 
him right now - Xander felt a fresh wave of anger at 
Willow battering at his control at the thought - but 
none of them felt like joining the crowd of people 
and waving torches around.  

Maybe it had something to do with the fact that 
they were familiar with demons, or maybe it was 
just that the demon was concentrating its efforts on 
the adult population and not the students. Aside 
from a few jerks who had taken advantage of the 
situation and the temporary adult blindness, the 
students at school hadn’t seemed to be affected 



beyond showing slightly stepped up versions of the 
typical harassment of anyone seen as different and 
vulnerable. 

Clutching the book he’d fetched for Giles tightly, 
Xander stayed close by Spike’s side as they looked 
for the others. Stupid not to have set up a specific 
meeting spot, but then who could have anticipated 
this kind of crowd here. He and Spike were circling 
the building and doing their best to stay 
inconspicuous. Xander had never seen Spike so 
cautious. 

“Do you think the Mayor has something to do with 
this?” he asked quietly. The Mayor wasn’t anywhere 
in sight, but then neither was anything else that was 
obviously a demon. 

Spike shook his head, his eyes never leaving the 
crowd. He been scanning them warily since he and 
Xander had arrived, keeping both of them to the 
shadows and hadn’t once let go of Xander’s wrist, 
strong fingers holding almost tightly enough to hurt, 
keeping Xander at his side. “Mayor’s been around a 
while. This is somethin’ new. Happened too fast, 



blowing up out of nowhere, for it to be the Mayor’s 
doing.”  

His head jerked around as he caught a glimpse of 
something in the crowd and he pulled Xander over 
towards the shadows surrounding a small island of 
bushes. Xander jumped when Angel stepped out of 
the pool of darkness outside the reach of the 
streetlights and only stubborn pride kept him from 
retreating behind Spike. He knew that Angel was 
back to his annoying, but mostly helpful, self but it 
would be a long time, if ever, before he fully trusted 
the older vampire.  

“Spike.” 

“Angelus.” 

Like Spike, Angel’s eyes were constantly moving, 
scanning the crowd with the nervous intentness of a 
gazelle watching a hungry pride of lions. “Buffy’s 
checking the building, trying to see what’s 
happening inside. She’ll be back in a minute.” 

“She’s back,” Buffy’s voice announced quietly. 
“There’s people inside, in addition to the ones out 



here but I can’t see what they’re doing. Everyone’s 
talking about some kind of a trial and I don’t like the 
sound of what they’re saying.” Spike and Xander 
nodded, they’d heard the talk. Her eyes were 
worried. “I haven’t seen Amy, so I’m guessing she’s 
inside, if Michael was right. Giles better get here 
fast or we’ll have to start without him.” 

“Why don’t we just pretend to be one of them and 
walk straight in? We can pick up a couple of buttons 
and blend in,” Xander suggested. 

Spike tightened his grip on Xander’s wrist, keeping 
him firmly at his side. “No, luv. It’s not safe.” 

“They may not like you and Angel because you’re 
strangers, but I can go in alone. I know a lot of these 
people.” 

“No!” The fiercely whispered order came from both 
Spike and Angel. 

“Spike, I know these people,” Xander repeated. 
“They’re upset and acting kind of crazy but they 
wouldn’t hurt me.” Even as he said it, he 
remembered Michael’s battered face uneasily. But 



they thought Michael was a witch, he reminded 
himself. He was just plain, ordinary Xander, who did 
handyman jobs on the weekend. They had no 
reason to attack him. 

“They’re not your friends and neighbors, Xander. 
They’re a mob. They aren’t thinking for themselves 
anymore. Rules don’t apply right now.” Spike’s 
voice held a century’s experience with darker 
human emotions. 

“He’s right,” Angel said quietly. “Mobs aren’t 
predictable, Xander. No one is safe from them - not 
friends, spouses, not even children.” 

Xander looked around again and reluctantly 
conceded the point. He might recognize most of the 
people in the crowd, but that didn’t mean any of 
them would be safe from the crowd. The mood was 
growing uglier by the minute. 

“We can’t wait for Giles much longer,” Buffy said 
impatiently. “I don’t like the sound of this trial 
they’re talking about. We need to get Amy out of 
there before someone gets hurt.” 



“Spike and I could draw them off,” Angel suggested. 
“Show ourselves in game face and run. Chances are, 
everyone out here will chase us. That’ll leave you 
two and Giles to do the spell.” 

“Or we could take the half-wits on, ya great poof,” 
Spike snapped. “Not playin’ hide ’n seek with a 
mob. Not more than thirty of them, we can handle 
them.”  

“No!” Buffy interjected. “They’re just normal 
people. What’s going on isn’t their fault.” She glared 
at Spike, emphasizing her point. 

“They’ve got Willow.” Oz’s voice was grim as he and 
Giles appeared from around the edge of the clump 
of bushes together. “Her room was trashed and 
she’s missing.” 

Giles was holding a large carryall. “Were you able to 
get the book? I believe I remember the incantation 
but…” 

Xander held it up and Giles snatched it from him, 
trading the book for the bag which Xander took 
quietly.  



“There’s a delivery entrance around the back,” 
Buffy told them. “Let’s get inside and find out 
what’s going on.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They’d spent a few frantic moments in an empty 
office, mixing the ingredients Giles had brought 
while Giles reviewed the spell he would have to 
incant. The whole time, they had been uneasily 
aware of the rising volume of sound coming from 
down the hall, muffled sounds of protest and rage 
spurring them on. Giles had just closed the book 
and Oz was rapidly shaking the flask to mix the 
ingredients when a scream split the air. 

“Willow!”  

Oz was out the door before the rest could move, 
the rest of them following closely behind. It had 
taken only seconds to disable the four guards at the 
door, Buffy, Angel and Spike dropping them to the 
floor, either unconscious or moaning in pain before 
Buffy kicked the door in. 



Bursting into the room behind Buffy, Spike and 
Angel, Xander couldn’t believe his eyes. It was a 
scene out of nightmares: torch-lit faces twisted with 
fear and hatred, enjoying the suffering they were 
inflicting. Seeing Willow and Amy tied to stakes with 
huge ropes wrapped around them might have been 
almost comical except it was so horribly real.  

Books were piled around the wooden stakes and 
the books were already catching fire, flames licking 
greedily towards the two girls who were screaming 
in terror. Willow was pleading with her mother and 
Mrs. Summers, begging them to come to their 
senses. The two women simply watched with hard, 
uncaring faces as the flames moved closer and 
Willow’s voice broke off in a fit of hard, dry coughs 
as the smoke rose around her. 

Amy’s face was as hard and remote as those of the 
watching crowds, yelling something about showing 
them a witch. She threw her head back and began 
chanting something about the goddess Hecate and 
Xander was horrified to see her eyes glowing red 
before she was engulfed in a storm of power, 
energy crackling around her in a visible display. It 



was only seconds, in which everyone in the room - 
mob and rescuers alike - stood frozen, before the 
ropes went slack around the empty stake and 
dropped straight down to the pile of books. 
Disbelieving, Xander saw a rat crawl out of the coils 
of rope and begin scuttling away from the flames.  

There was the sound of smashing glass, snapping 
Xander out of his paralysis. Buffy had had the 
presence of mind to go for the fire hose and was 
playing it over the crowd and the fire, soaking 
Willow and dousing the flames closest to her and 
using it to keep the crowd away from all of them. 
Xander moved on instinct, shoving through the 
crowd, hearing Giles begin the German chant he’d 
been practicing as Spike and Angel took up position 
in front of Giles, defending him from the crowd. 

“Xander!”  

Ignoring Spike’s furious yell, Xander had made it 
through the crowd and was scrambling up the still 
smoldering pile of books. Ignoring the heat and the 
clouds of smoke, he threw himself across the pile, 
aiming for the scrap of fur and tail running across 



the floor towards the far wall. It was with a feeling 
of astonishment that he felt his hand close around 
the rat, and he rolled, struggling to get clear of the 
books, feeling embers burning holes in his shirt as 
he tumbled down the pile, his entire concentration 
on the squirming rat in his hands, desperate not to 
squash it by accident. 

He clambered to his feet at the far side of the pile 
and turned quickly to face the rest of the room. 
Spike was glaring at him, even as he decked a large 
man who was trying to bash Spike’s head in with a 
torch. Spike easily avoided the wild swings of the 
torch, the flames coming heart-stoppingly close to 
him as he ducked away from the lethal flames. 
Xander slapped at the few embers burning through 
his shirt and watched the crowd warily, wondering 
what the hell he was going to do with the rat if he 
had to fight the mob who were still milling 
restlessly, looking furious that their plans had been 
interrupted. Buffy put the last of the bonfire out 
and turned the hose off, letting it drop and moving 
up to stand with Spike and Angel, ready for trouble. 
He could hear Willow sobbing in relief but Xander 



couldn’t bring himself even to look at her, much less 
make a move to help her. 

Xander jumped and almost squeezed the life out of 
the rat formerly known as Amy as two children 
stepped out of the scattering crowd. Two familiar 
children, their faces echoed in the posters scattered 
liberally around the room. Two supposed to be 
dead kids, whose deaths had started all this horror. 

The room went quiet and the girl said plaintively to 
Mrs. Summers: “You have to protect us.” 

Giles began his chant again and threw the bottle of 
ingredients down at their feet, the bottle shattering 
and releasing a cloud of acrid smoke into the 
already smoky air. The two children turned and 
hugged each other and suddenly their bodies 
seemed to blur, melding together and moving, 
growing. Xander watched, stunned, as the form 
morphed, growing taller and stretching towards the 
ceiling, until it solidified into a 9-foot tall demon 
with enormous tusks. Staring like an idiot, frozen in 
place, he was vaguely aware of the crowd beginning 
to scream and run for the doors, Giles having to 



jump out of the way before he was trampled in the 
rush. 

“Now that’s more like it!” 

Spike’s voice was gleeful and he launched himself at 
the demon, crossing the space in a heartbeat, Buffy 
and Angel a bare step behind. 

It was only later, thinking back on it, that Xander 
realized he’d stood there against the far wall, 
watching the fight without moving, clinging to the 
rat, completely useless.  

He was peripherally aware of Oz and Giles untying 
Willow, of Joyce Summers and Sheila Rosenberg 
apologizing to her over and over again, dazed and 
bewildered by their own actions. He watched Spike, 
Angel, and Buffy pulverize the demon, not even 
flinching when Spike decapitated it. 

Seeing everyone not actively engaged in the fight 
surrounding and comforting Willow confirmed his 
fears that Willow was going to get away with it 
again. They were going to forgive her. Swept up by 
the horror of seeing her nearly burned alive, they 



were going to forget what she’d done. They were 
choosing Willow over him and the pain clawed at 
him, tearing into his heart. He dropped his eyes and 
looked down at the rat clutched in both hands, 
letting himself see nothing but grey fur and a 
twitching nose. The cold black eyes looking up at 
him were too much like other black eyes and 
Xander closed his own eyes, shutting off his 
emotions, feeling the tiny claws scrabbling at his 
palms and ignoring everything else.  

Gentle hands closed around his own, and Spike’s 
voice said quietly: “I’ve got it, Xander.” 

He looked up numbly after a long moment, seeing 
the worry in Spike’s blue eyes but couldn’t make 
himself move. Everything seemed distant, like it 
wasn’t connected to him at all. “Xander, let me 
have it. Promise, I’ll keep it safe.” 

The rat, he realized dully. Spike was trying to get 
him to release his grip on the Amy-rat. Hoarsely, 
surprised his voice worked at all, he said: “We need 
something to put it in.”  



“Got the Watcher’s bag, luv. I’ll be careful.” Spike’s 
voice was gentle, soothing, and Xander opened his 
hands and let Spike take the rat from him. Behind 
Spike, he could see Buffy with her arms around 
Willow and Giles beginning to salvage books from 
the pile of the floor. He closed his eyes against the 
room, leaning into Spike’s chest, feeling tired and 
empty. 

“Let’s get you home, luv.” 

He nodded and Spike steered him towards the door, 
one arm wrapped tightly around Xander as Xander 
let himself be led out of the room that stank of 
smoke and betrayal. He didn’t lift his head or look at 
any of them as they left. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Gingerbread’  

 
 

Part Twenty-Six 

Xander slept restlessly, waking time and again from 
bad dreams. Nightmares of losing his identity 



entirely, of Willow doing spell after spell on him, of 
magic crawling over his skin and inside his head, 
stripping him of everything that made him Xander, 
had him jerking awake, breath coming in harsh 
gasps in the quiet dark of their apartment, feeling 
Spike’s arms tightening around him and his voice 
murmuring sleepy reassurances.  

Finally giving up on sleep entirely, he eased his way 
out from Spike’s entangling arms and slipped out of 
the bed, trying not to wake Spike. Spike slept lightly, 
but he was used to Xander’s movements and 
usually didn’t wake completely if Xander left the 
bed to go to the bathroom, or whatever. Sliding into 
his robe and padding barefoot into the kitchen, 
Xander closed the door softly behind him and 
crossed the dark kitchen to the cupboard. He 
turned on the stove light, using the dim glow to see 
as he made himself a cup of cocoa.  

Sitting at the counter, sipping the rich warmth of 
the hot chocolate, he tried to let the comforting 
taste and the peaceful silence settle his nerves but 
his thoughts wouldn’t cooperate. The worst part of 
what Willow had done to him was that he hadn’t 



even known she’d done something. He didn’t trust 
himself anymore, didn’t trust his memories, didn’t 
even know who he was: Xander, or some Willow-
ized version of Xander. 

Coming to a decision, Xander got a pad of paper and 
a pen from the alcove where he kept his homework 
supplies. Settling down at the kitchen table, he 
began writing.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike woke abruptly, some internal alarm telling 
him that Xander had been gone far longer than an 
ordinary nighttime errand. He’d long since learned 
to sleep through Xander’s movements around the 
apartment, but now something felt off. The sheets 
where Xander had lain had cooled, no longer 
holding the warmth of Xander’s body, and that told 
him Xander had been gone for a good long time, far 
longer than it took to use the toilet or get a 
midnight snack. 



Light shone dimly through the crack under the 
kitchen door and Spike threw back the covers and 
crossed the room to see what was happening. 
Xander had obviously been deeply troubled last 
night, but he’d been exhausted and Spike had put 
him straight to bed. At the time, he’d thought that 
talking about whatever was bothering his boy could 
wait ‘til morning but now he wondered if that 
hadn’t been a mistake.  

Pushing the kitchen door open silently, Spike saw 
Xander hunched over a pad of paper at the kitchen 
table, writing furiously in the dim light from the 
stove lamp. He’d written a dozen or more pages 
already and Spike’s brow furrowed in puzzlement. 
There was no way Xander had gotten up to do a bit 
of homework in the middle of the bloody night, not 
given how exhausted he’d been.  

Studying his boy in the dim light, Spike saw the 
tension in the way he held himself, the white-
knuckled grip on the pen he was using. He was 
concentrating so hard on his writing that he didn’t 
notice Spike standing there, which was unusual for 



Xander. Whatever his boy was doing, he had an air 
of it being of life-or-death importance. 

“Xander.” He said it quietly, but Xander still jumped, 
gasping in shock. Seeing Xander’s face as it turned 
up to look at him, Spike’s worry increased. Xander’s 
eyes were shadowed, dark circles of exhaustion 
under them, the laughter completely gone from the 
troubled dark eyes. 

“Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you.” 

“Nighttime, pet. Usually up and about now,” Spike 
reminded him and was rewarded by the faintest 
hint of a grin, but it didn’t reach Xander’s eyes.  

“What’s wrong, luv?”  

Xander’s gaze dropped to the pages in front of him, 
his hands nervously smoothing them, straightening 
the edges and folding them in half with a 
mathematical precision. “Spike, I need you to 
promise me something.” 

“Anything, luv. You know that.” 



“I’m going to put these in the desk. I need you to 
ask me every night if I’ve read them.” Haunted eyes 
looked up at him, like he was a lifeline for a 
drowning man. “Will you do that until I tell you to 
stop? Every night?”  

“What’s this about, Xander?” Spike studied him. 
The promise was nothing, easily done, but he 
wasn’t going to give it without having more 
information. He stepped forward, holding out one 
hand for the papers. “What’s in them?” 

Xander didn’t answer. He buried his face in his 
hands but didn’t move to prevent Spike from 
quietly sliding the papers off the table and 
beginning to quickly read through them.  

If anything, the papers increased Spike’s 
puzzlement. Xander had hastily summarized a 
number of events from his life: his friend’s death, 
his estrangement from the redhead, that he loved 
Spike - Spike smiled involuntarily, despite his 
uneasiness, when he read that section. Although he 
knew Xander loved him, it was nice to see in black 
and white: “I love Spike and trust him completely. 



He’s the most important person in my life. I live 
with him and we’re lovers.”  

There was more of the same: mentions of his 
demon friends and the truth spell the witch had 
done on him. 

“Xander,” Spike crouched down beside his boy, 
“what’s going on, luv? Talk to me.” 

Xander lifted his head and looked at Spike for a long 
moment. Spike was struck by the bewildered hurt in 
his eyes; like a wounded animal who couldn’t 
comprehend why someone was hurting it. “Willow 
did another spell on me,” he said at last. “A memory 
spell, so I wouldn’t remember the truth spell she 
had done. I found out about it yesterday, by 
accident.” 

Rage tore through Spike as he grasped what Xander 
was saying.  

That anyone would dare do that to Xander, much 
less his so-called friend. She would learn what it 
meant to touch a Master Vampire’s Claimed. She 
would pay for every moment’s pain she had caused 



his boy. Spike shook with the force of his anger. It 
was all he could do not to howl his fury into the 
night sky, not to leave his Claimed’s side to exact 
revenge this very moment.  

Spike came back to himself after a moment, little 
surprised to find he was still crouched, unmoving, 
beside Xander. He forced himself not to show any 
reaction. Xander was shivering slightly as he sat on 
the kitchen chair huddled in his bathrobe, although 
the apartment was kept fairly warm at night, and he 
didn’t need Spike’s anger and vengeance threats 
now.  

Standing, he tugged Xander gently up from his 
chair, pulling him against Spike’s own cool body, 
holding him tightly as Xander clung desperately to 
him, crooning softly in Xander’s ear, not moving 
until the tremors shaking Xander’s whole body 
gradually faded into stillness.  

“Let’s get you back to bed, luv,” he said quietly and 
Xander nodded. 

Grimacing, Spike noticed the pages in his hand, now 
crumpled into a tight ball inside his fist. Unnoticed, 



he set them back down on the table. Xander 
wouldn’t need to check his memories if the witch 
was dead, he thought grimly.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike held Xander through the remainder of the 
night, sitting watchful in their bed his strong arms 
enfolding Xander in a secure haven as his Claimed 
at long last fell into troubled sleep. Through the 
early morning hours, he soothed his boy when he 
moved restlessly, as dreams continued to plague his 
sleep, and thought hard about what Xander had 
said and what he was going to do about it.  

When Xander had promised to tell him about things 
like this, he’d promised Xander he wouldn’t kill any 
of his friends unless it was a matter of saving 
Xander’s life and he struggled with that as the hours 
ticked away towards dawn. Weighing his promise 
against the need to avenge his Claimed.  

It didn’t help that he knew that, even now, Xander 
wouldn’t want Spike to kill the witch. Much less 



have her death take the days it deserved to. Xander 
also wouldn’t be happy if Spike kept him out of 
school, but the thought of his Claimed being 
anywhere near the witch when Spike wasn’t there 
to protect him, made Spike’s skin crawl and his 
demon rage. 

He was no closer to a solution when he felt the 
dawn approaching and heard the distant sounds of 
the vampires of the Court returning from their 
nightly outings. Their bottom lines were 
irreconcilable and mutually exclusive: the witch 
needed to be killed and Xander wouldn’t let Spike 
kill her.  

Spike sighed. He and Xander were going to have to 
talk about it, which went against his instincts which 
were screaming for punitive action. Fortunately, 
Xander wasn’t going anywhere near the school until 
the witch was taken care of, so they would find 
some way around the impasse.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“What do we do now?” 

Xander’s voice was unlike his usually groggy state 
first thing in the morning. He’d been awake for 
some time and Spike had continued to hold him 
without letting on he knew Xander was awake, not 
pressing him to talk until he was ready.  

“We start by you telling me exactly what 
happened.” 

Spike listened carefully as Xander explained how 
the Watcher had figured out that his memories had 
been altered. The extent of what the witch had 
done, based on Xander and Giles comparing 
memories. The initial reaction of the Slayer and the 
wolf - which pleased Spike - and finally, Xander’s 
bitter conclusion that the others were going to 
forgive Willow. 

Spike made a mental note to add them all to the 
kill-on-sight list if that were true. 

For now, he concentrated on not reacting, on 
keeping his anger so firmly controlled that his body 



remained relaxed and his arms only tightened 
comfortingly around his Claimed. Xander needed 
Spike calm, not raging out of control over the 
wrongs Xander already knew had been done to him. 
As soon as Xander didn’t need him anymore, he was 
finding the largest, toughest demon around and he 
was tearing it to pieces with his bare hands.  

When Xander finally ran out of words, Spike 
considered his reply carefully. “What do you want 
to happen, luv?” It was obvious that Xander felt 
completely out of control right now, he needed to 
get that feeling back. 

“I want this to have never happened,” Xander 
answered after a long silence. “I want Willow 
punished. I want Giles and Oz not to forgive her. 
And I want my memories back, no matter what they 
are.” 

“Watcher’s got that last one under control, from 
what you tell me,” Spike answered reassuringly. The 
Watcher had better. He’d helped create this mess in 
the first place. Supposed to be supervising the 
witch, wasn’t he? 



And that was a truly annoying thought. Spike knew 
enough about magic and about the Watcher to 
know that Giles would need to consult with the 
witch about what she’d done. He couldn’t kill her 
for practical reasons, not until the spell reversal was 
finished.  

He wondered if Xander would buy that she’d been 
accidentally torn to pieces by wild dogs immediately 
after the spell was reversed. Probably not, more’s 
the pity. 

“He says that memory spells are pretty easy to 
reverse.” Xander sounded like he was trying to 
convince himself. “He couldn’t do it yesterday 
because all his books were taken in the raid on the 
school.” 

“He was right. Don’t like someone mucking about 
using magic on you, and I’m not letting them do it 
half-cocked.” 

“Yeah, I didn’t like that idea either.” Xander sighed 
and sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the 
bed. He kissed Spike and stood up. “Thanks, Spike. 
I’d better get ready.” 



Spike was so caught off guard for one moment, that 
Xander had gotten several steps towards the 
bathroom before Spike shot to his feet. 

“You’re not goin’ to school today, luv,” Spike said 
flatly. 

“Why not?” Unbelievably, Xander looked surprised. 
A little relieved, but mostly surprised. 

“Xander, you don’t know if your friends are going to 
stand by you and you’re making reminder lists so 
you can check if the witch tampers with you again. 
You are not going to school.” 

Xander wrapped his arms around himself. “I don’t 
want them to think I’m scared,” he muttered, like 
he was trying to convince himself. 

Spike crossed the floor in one quick stride and put 
his arms around his boy. “Not about being scared, 
luv. It’s about not being able to trust the people 
around you.” 

There was a long silence. “I have to know, Spike,” 
he said finally, leaning against Spike as if he could 
gather strength from him. “I have to know what 



they are going to do about this or if they are just 
going to sweep it under the rug. And I need to know 
how soon Giles can break the spell.” 

Spike growled. He couldn’t stop himself. The 
thought of anyone doing more magic on Xander 
infuriated him and filled him with dread. It hadn’t 
escaped his notice, once he’d realized why Xander 
had written those reminders last night, that Xander 
was afraid someone would tamper with the 
memory of his relationship with Spike. Given how 
they all felt, in varying degrees, about their 
relationship, that was a reasonable fear. Witch 
probably had it in mind and just hadn’t figured out 
how to cover her tracks yet. 

“No one’s doing magic on you without me there.” 
He thought for a moment. “We’ll go together, luv. 
Call the Watcher and tell him we’re meeting him 
after school. He can explain himself to us both. 
Xander, if they don’t back you, you aren’t ever 
going back to that school. It won’t be safe.” 

He could see from Xander’s sorrowful nod that 
Xander was less worried about his safety and more 



thinking that school would be unbearable if his 
friends turned against him. He hugged Xander hard. 
“Get you a tutor, luv. Home schoolin’ they call it 
now. You’ll graduate just fine. Probably with more 
education than if you stayed at that school.” His 
contempt for the American education system 
hadn’t abated in the slightest. 

He hadn’t thought of it before, but now that he had, 
he liked the idea. A lot. Xander at home all day, a 
tutor who would discretely leave whenever Spike 
told him to. Spike found himself smiling as he 
pictured the arrangement. Of course, it meant 
finding someone he could trust to spend hours 
every day with his Claimed, but Spike would be right 
there, so it shouldn’t be that difficult. He should 
have thought of this last summer, it was a bloody 
brilliant idea. 

“Spike?”  

“Yeah, luv?” He answered absently, still working out 
the details of the tutoring arrangement. 



“I don’t want them to choose me because they’re 
scared of you.” Xander’s voice was very quiet but 
determined. 

“What do you mean?”  

“I need to know what they say without you looming 
over my shoulder threatening them.” Xander smiled 
at him. “You intimidate without saying a word, 
Spike. You know you do.” 

Spike couldn’t deny it. Didn’t want to. He’d worked 
hard to make his mere presence threatening. Very 
useful for a Master Vampire. 

“If they choose me, I don’t want to worry about 
whether it was only because they were afraid of 
you.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
In the end, they compromised on Xander going to 
school after lunch. Spike would meet him at the 
library, using the tunnels, immediately after 



Xander’s last class, waiting until Xander had had a 
chance to confront his friends alone first.  

It was obvious that Spike approved of the ambush 
tactics and that was the only reason he’d agreed to 
the plan. It wasn’t mentioned that Xander knew 
that Spike would be lurking in the tunnel entrance 
for a long time before the appointed meeting time. 
While it was clear that Spike understood Xander’s 
need to confront them on his own, it was equally 
clear that Spike hated the idea. 

It had been weirdly comforting knowing that Spike 
would kill anyone Xander asked him to, without 
hesitation or remorse. Comforting and nerve-
racking, because Xander wasn’t entirely sure he 
could be trusted not to ask it of Spike.  

Several hours later, having showered and walked to 
school, Xander acknowledged to himself that it had 
probably been a mistake not to follow Spike’s 
original plan. He’d been thinking vaguely that he 
could talk to Giles, Buffy and Oz separately, but he 
hadn’t seen any of them. He didn’t have Buffy or Oz 
in either of his last two classes, and any idea of 



actually learning something was a joke, he couldn’t 
concentrate at all, his thoughts unable to stop 
worrying about the coming meeting with Giles and 
worried about the spell.  

When he was summonsed out of his last class at the 
start of the period, Xander almost panicked. He 
seriously considered just leaving the school grounds 
instead and waiting for Spike just off campus. He 
didn’t want to hear Giles explain how Willow was 
sorry, how she wouldn’t do it again, how he would 
keep a close eye on her in the future. He knew 
Willow was really good at research, especially in 
Giles’ weakest area - computers - and that it had 
been very helpful to Buffy and Giles to have her 
working with them. It didn’t help that Xander had 
spent over an hour yesterday demonstrating to 
Giles that he was pretty near useless on a computer 
and no replacement for Willow. He knew that 
Willow was Buffy’s best friend and Oz’s girlfriend. It 
was just that he’d thought they were his friends 
too. Not so much Buffy, although he’d thought they 
had at least arrived at mutual respect, but Oz and 
Giles were his closest friends at school and he really 



didn’t want to hear that they were going to choose 
Willow over him. He’d seen enough last night to 
know which way that particular wind was blowing. 

It was only the thought that Giles might be ready to 
break Willow’s spell that got his feet moving toward 
the library at all. 

Pushing the door open with reluctant slowness, 
Xander froze on the threshold and almost retreated 
as he realized the entire group was there: Giles, Oz, 
Buffy, and Willow. His eyes skittered away from the 
sight of Willow sitting at the table, dropping to the 
floor at his feet as his emotions threatened to get 
completely out of control. 

Giles had obviously been watching the door and, 
before Xander could slip away, he called out: “There 
you are, Xander. Good, we can get started.” 

“Started on what?” Willow asked. “You never said 
what the emergency was. Is it Amy?” Xander could 
hear the slight nervousness underlying her tone, the 
anxious edge to her question and he made himself 
stop studying the linoleum. Now that he was in for 
it, he wasn’t going to play the nervous supplicant. 



He was the wronged person here. If they were 
going to let Willow get away with this, they were 
going to do it to his face.  

He stopped hesitating by the door and walked 
forward, his steps as firm as he could manage. Chin 
up, he looked at them all, concealing his hurt and 
anger behind a hard mask. “I assume he meant 
getting started on fixing the memory spell that you 
did on me,” he said coldly, going directly into attack 
mode. He wasn’t going to play nice about this and 
pretend nothing major had happened. 

If he wasn’t quite able to look directly into her face 
yet, well, that was his problem and nobody else’s 
business. 

“Memory spell?” Willow repeated faintly. 

“We know, Willow,” Giles said. “You have 
apparently learned nothing from our sessions since 
the last time you abused your abilities.” 

At Giles’ scathing tone, Xander’s eyes shot to his 
face. Giles was angry. Actually, he was livid, not 
even attempting to hide his anger. Confused, 



Xander looked at Buffy and Oz, who were both 
staring in Willow’s direction like they didn’t 
recognize her. 

For the first time, he took in the positions around 
the table. Oz wasn’t sitting next to Willow, which 
was almost unheard of. He was at the end of the 
table, well separated from Willow who was sitting 
alone on one of the long sides of the table. Giles 
and Buffy were also seated across from her. 

They weren’t supporting her. They were 
confronting her.  

Xander felt the hand that had been constricting his 
breathing and his heart since yesterday loosen and 
he took a deep, steadying breath. Maybe… maybe 
he had been wrong yesterday. Maybe they were 
just focused on the moment. Giles, especially, had 
never believed in kicking someone when they were 
down, all that British public school upbringing a part 
of his nature. Xander had to admit, it was hard to 
think of how someone could be more down than a 
person who had just had a near miss with burning 



to death. Maybe they had just been reacting to 
their relief at saving her from that. 

“Sessions?” he asked, clearing his throat before he 
could get the words out. 

“Didn’t I tell you about that yesterday?” Giles 
furrowed his brow for a moment, then shook his 
head. “Sorry. After the truth spell, I spent 
considerable time” - that was definitely a shot at 
Willow from the look Giles gave her as he said it - 
“attempting to teach Willow the ethics required of 
magic users and the peril of ignoring those ethics. 
Sadly, it appears my efforts were completely in vain. 
Once again, Willow, you have willfully misused your 
power for your own ends. Quite apart from the 
moral repugnance of your actions, you have again 
risked inflicting permanent harm on someone you 
claim to care about.” 

“Willow, how could you do this?” Buffy’s anger and 
disgust showed clearly in her question, though her 
voice stayed flat and even. 



“I didn’t mean any harm,” Willow insisted. “I didn’t. 
I just wanted Xander and me to be friends again. 
I’ve missed him.” 

“So you invaded his mind.” Oz’s quiet 
condemnation wasn’t a question and Willow’s tear-
filled eyes went from him to Xander. 

“Xander, you said that you couldn’t forget what it 
felt like to have me do the truth spell on you. All I 
wanted was to help you forget that so we could be 
friends again. It wasn’t to hurt you. You were 
hurting because of what I’d done and I just wanted 
to help. I wanted us to be friends again.” 

“And your idea of helping me is to do the same 
thing again? Only this time, you made sure I didn’t 
know about it. Who the hell do you think you are? 
You have no right to do that to someone. You don’t 
get to decide what’s ok for me to remember or 
whether or not we’re friends. You haven’t learned 
anything, except to hide your tracks better.” He 
stared at her bitterly. “I don’t buy it, Willow. You 
knew I wouldn’t let you do that to me, or you would 
have asked me for permission. You did it for 



yourself, not for me. You’re no better than a 
murderer who burns the house down on top of 
their victims. You were just trying to erase the 
memory of your crime, not make my life better. 
Don’t you ever claim this was for me.” 

Willow was silenced by the raw fury in his voice, the 
anger in his eyes. She dropped her gaze to her 
hands, fiddling with them nervously in her lap. Once 
or twice, she opened her mouth as if she was about 
to say something, but each time she closed it again 
without saying anything. 

Giles finally broke the silence. 

“I assume that the person assisting you in learning 
black magics was Amy?” Giles lifted his gaze to the 
rat sitting in a cage on the bookshelf behind them.  

Xander had had a panicked moment this morning 
before Spike told him he’d dropped the bag holding 
the rat next to Giles on the way out of the room at 
City Hall with a terse instruction to deal with the rat 
himself. “Not takin’ care of a bloody rat, luv,” he’d 
told Xander, which was fair, Xander hadn’t known 
what to do with it either.  



“The one you refused to identify so she wouldn’t 
get in trouble?” Giles continued. For such a mild-
sounding reproof, Giles managed to convey the 
clear message that he blamed Amy’s current 
predicament squarely on Willow’s silence. 

Giles stood and crossed the room to stand looking 
down into the small cage he’d dug up somewhere, 
Xander thought it was probably the same cage he’d 
put the zombie cat in a few months ago. Amy-rat 
looked unhappy, crouched in a corner and eyeing 
them warily. “Amy will be turned over to a 
Devonshire coven that I am familiar with. A member 
is flying here as we speak and they will take charge 
of returning her to human form.” 

“Really?” Willow breathed, curiosity and 
speculation in her eyes. “They can fly?” 

Giles sent a withering look in her direction. “British 
Airways is rather good at that sort of thing,” he said 
caustically. 

Xander’s jaw tightened at Willow’s reaction. She 
wasn’t going to give up magic. Not for him. Not for 
anyone. Two seconds after learning they knew what 



she’d done, she couldn’t hide her first reaction of 
eager interest. Seeing Buffy and Oz watching her 
reaction with grim faces, he was grateful that they 
weren’t making excuses for her any more. 

Willow flushed with anger and embarrassment at 
Giles’ biting words. “Giles, I can de-rat her. Amy and 
I have been working together and I’m familiar with 
the kinds of spells she does. I think I can figure out 
how to reverse the spell.” 

“Yes, I gather that you and Amy have been 
experimenting. I understand that she’s been 
dabbling in mind-control spells for some time now.” 
Giles folded his arms and glared pointedly at Willow 
from his position by Amy’s cage. 

“What? No!” Willow looked shocked. “She hasn’t 
been doing anything like that.” 

“Hasn’t she? Buffy gave me to understand that you 
told her that Amy has been avoiding homework 
assignments through the use of magic.” Willow 
faltered under Giles’ accusing glare. “How would 
you describe making a teacher believe a student has 



turned in non-existent homework? Or did I 
misunderstand the situation?” he finished coldly. 

“But…” Willow couldn’t finish. “I... I never thought 
about it as mind-control, it was just…” 

“Just tampering with another person’s mind so that 
they believed reality to be different than it was?” 
Giles finished for her. 

Willow bowed her head, color burning in her cheeks 
and didn’t say anything else to defend Amy’s 
actions. 

Giles waited a long moment for his point to sink in 
before returning to the subject of Amy. “As for Amy, 
was it your intent to leave the idiotic child in a cage 
until you stumble across the right solution?” he 
asked sarcastically, waiting, brows raised inquiringly 
but Willow had no answer. “Just how long do you 
think it would take you? Days? Weeks, perhaps? 
Would you honestly leave a person you consider a 
friend in this situation for that length of time, just to 
satisfy you own ego that you can reverse the spell 
of someone who has been practicing magic for 



years longer than yourself?” Again, he waited for an 
answer that wasn’t forthcoming.  

“She’s a human being,” he finished, his voice ice-
cold. “She’s not a magic experiment for you to play 
with. Amy will be turned over to the coven. They 
have been practicing magic for decades longer than 
you have been alive, Willow, and have a far greater 
chance of succeeding in reversing the spell. You will 
tell them everything you know about what she has 
been dabbling in to assist them.” 

Willow nodded and Giles continued: “We can only 
hope that they will be able to teach Amy something 
about the unbelievable stupidity of turning oneself 
into an animal. She seems to have had no plan for 
turning herself back into a human.” 

“She didn’t want to be burned to death.” 

“I understand that. But it is hardly the kind of spell 
that even a seasoned magic user will come up with 
out of thin air. Amy has obviously practiced that 
spell for some time. Which means she either 
intended to use it on herself or, more likely given 
the difficulty in reversing that spell once performed 



on oneself, on someone else.” Giles pinned Willow 
with a hard stare. “Were you aware that she was 
practicing animal transformation spells?” 

“No,” Willow said quickly. “We did other things, 
smaller things, stuff that wouldn’t hurt anybody.” 

“Like memory and mind-control spells,” Giles 
finished sarcastically and Willow flushed, looking 
away from him nervously. 

“Willow,” Buffy said, having sat silently throughout 
Giles’ angry lecture. “I don’t understand how you 
could have lied about all of this. Lied to me. You 
said you weren’t doing any magic.” 

“I know and I’m really sorry. I didn’t think you’d 
understand.” 

Buffy’s lips tightened. “Good call. I don’t. So explain 
it to me.” 

Willow looked helplessly around the circle of hostile 
eyes. “I’m good at magic. It’s like it comes naturally 
to me. It feels right to work spells, like it’s what I 
was meant to do. But everyone kept telling me I 
was wrong and I had to stop.” She looked at Xander, 



her eyes pleading. “I know I was wrong. I shouldn’t 
have done the truth spell on you. But that didn’t 
mean I should stop doing any magic at all. And Amy 
knew all these spells and I was learning so much 
from her…” her voice trailed off.  

“It won’t happen again,” she finished, looking at 
them all earnestly. “But I can help Buffy with the 
spells I’ve learned. I’m good. Giles, you can test me 
and I can show you what I can do.” 

“Willow, how can I trust someone who would do a 
spell like that on a friend?” Buffy asked, crossing her 
arms and leaning slightly away from Willow, her 
whole body signaling rejection of the offer Willow 
had just made. “I can’t do my job properly if I can’t 
trust the person who’s backing me up.” 

“I would never do anything to hurt you!” Willow 
exclaimed. 

“But you did hurt Xander,” Oz said quietly, his face 
unreadable. 

Willow’s head jerked around to face him. “Oz…” 



Oz shook his head. “Willow, Xander is my friend. I 
told you the last time that if you ever did something 
like that again, we were through. I love you, but I 
can’t be with someone who treats people like you 
do.” He pushed his chair back and stood, sorrow 
visible in every line of his tightly controlled body. He 
stopped for one moment near where Xander still 
leaned against the bookcase and looked up at him. 
Xander nodded, hoping his gratitude showed in his 
eyes.  

There was a flicker of something on Oz’s face that 
Xander couldn’t quite read and he nodded to 
Xander, before walking out of the library without 
looking back, Willow’s sobbing cry following him out 
the door. 

“Oz!” 

“And then there were two,” Giles murmured, so 
quietly Xander barely heard him. He seemed to be 
speaking almost to himself. “You see, Willow, there 
are consequences.” Taking his glasses off, he 
polished them for a long moment. “Xander may 
never forgive you and, offhand, I can’t think of a 



reason he should. You and Oz may never be 
together again, Buffy…” 

“Buffy may never trust you again.” The Slayer spoke 
for herself, her harsh words overriding Giles’. 

“Buffy!”  

“Willow, if you can do something like that to 
Xander, how can I trust you not to do it to me? I’m 
sorry, but right now it creeps me out to even be 
around you.” She jumped to her feet, beginning to 
pace restlessly around the room. “You’ve been my 
best friend since I moved here but right now I feel 
like I don’t even know who you are anymore.” 

“Was it worth it, Willow?” Giles asked harshly. “Was 
it worth using magic for your own gains when you 
lose all your friends as a result?” 

Willow bowed her head, tears falling unchecked 
into her lap but any sympathy Xander might have 
felt for her was long dead.  

“Like to hear the answer to that,” Spike’s voice cut 
in from the top of the stairs, startling them all as 
they jerked around to face him. “The only reason 



you’re still alive is because of Xander. Even after 
everything you’ve done to him, he’s not willing to 
let me kill you. After sitting up with him all night, 
holding him through his nightmares about what you 
did, I don’t need much of an excuse to kill you. Love 
for you to give me one.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Glaring at the witch, Spike couldn’t decide if he 
wished she had burned last night. It would have 
been extremely satisfying. Unlike vampires, humans 
burned slowly, leaving them in excruciating agony 
for a long time. But it would have lacked the hands-
on vengeance he wanted so badly.  

Listening to the conversation from the upper levels, 
standing quietly in the stacks, Spike had heard every 
one of the witch’s excuses and justifications. She 
didn’t understand and she never would. The only 
thing that balanced his fury at her arrogance and 
self-centered view was that the others were not 
letting her get away with it.  



The witch was a lost cause, too deeply caught up in 
the intoxication of power, reveling in what she 
could do with the power magic gave her, to come 
back from the dark place she was in. She didn’t 
even know it herself. She sold herself on her 
excuses, long before she’d tried to sell them to 
anyone else. Stupid bint couldn’t even see what she 
was doing to herself, much less how her actions 
affected anyone else. 

“Xander loves me,” she answered him defiantly, 
latching on to the one part of what he’d said that 
justified her actions. “He hates not being friends 
with me, I know it. Why else would he have rescued 
me?” she asked triumphantly. 

“He didn’t do it for you, you half-wit.” Spike’s glare 
intensified. How dare she use Xander’s compassion 
to justify her actions? “He did it for Joyce. And 
because that’s who he is. Xander wouldn’t leave 
anyone, even someone he hates, to burn to death. 
He’s not like you and me,” he added pointedly 
pleased when color burned in her face and she 
momentarily was lost for words. 



“Loved.”  

Xander’s voice dropped into the room like a rock 
into a pond, stopping Willow before she could 
gather her wits for a heated response to Spike, and 
the echo of the single word seemed to fill the 
sudden silence as they all turned to face him. 

“I loved you, Willow. Past tense. I wouldn’t be 
friends with you now if you were the last person left 
on earth.” Xander’s voice rose as his stare bored 
into Willow. “Friends trust each other. They don’t 
invade each other’s minds and plant ideas and 
memories that they want there. They don’t coerce 
people into being friends by lies, by misusing power 
they happen to have.”  

Spike watched Willow’s face crumple, fresh tears 
falling from her eyes, and was surprised to feel a 
momentary flash of sympathy. He could only 
imagine the pain of losing Xander, she was 
experiencing it first hand. She knew what she had 
done and there was no trace of forgiveness or of his 
ever relenting in Xander’s eyes.  



Good. She deserved every bit of pain that her own 
actions had brought down on her head. 

“I will never forgive you for this, Willow.” 

Xander stepped past her, ignoring her as if she had 
ceased to exist, crossing the room to stand by Spike, 
putting his arms around Spike and leaning into him.  

“Love you, Xander,” Spike whispered into his ear, 
for Xander’s ears only. “Proud of you.” 

Lifting his head to face the room, Spike felt Xander 
moving, turning in the circle of his arms so that he 
was facing the others as well. Spike’s eyes met the 
Watcher’s and he was surprised and pleased by the 
approval he saw there. Approval for his boy. His 
eyes held the Watcher’s in a long, measuring stare. 

“What’s being done about reversing the spell?” His 
gaze dropped briefly to the witch and his voice slid 
silkily into naked menace. “Need any help 
persuading someone to tell us exactly what she 
did?”  
 

Part Twenty-Seven 



Willow had been quiet and cooperative as Giles 
questioned her, explaining the spells she had used. 
Buffy had walked out before the questioning had 
even started, saying she needed to patrol, although 
it had sounded more like an excuse to leave than a 
real concern. She’d left abruptly without a word or 
a glance at Willow and Willow’s tearful eyes had 
watched her go, before she’d bowed her head over 
her clasped hands. Giles had given her a moment to 
collect herself, then begun interrogating her 
relentlessly about every spell she and Amy had 
done, especially the memory spell and what Willow 
knew about Amy changing herself into a rat. 

Xander and Spike remained through it all, listening 
silently to the questions and answers. Neither of 
them knew much about magic, so most of the 
details were meaningless to them, but Xander 
needed to hear it and Spike wasn’t about to leave 
him alone to face something like this. At one point, 
Xander had thought Giles was going to blow a 
gasket when he realized exactly what Willow had 
been doing. She’d taken the basic memory spells 
that Amy had taught her and tinkered with them, 



changing them until they were almost something 
else entirely. 

Amy had used the spells for short term, straight-
forward gain: having teachers remember receiving 
A-quality homework assignments from her when 
she hadn’t turned anything in at all. She didn’t need 
the spells to last longer than it took to register the 
grade and hand the assignments back to the class. It 
was a rare teacher who would worry about an 
assignment already read, graded, and given back to 
the student, so Amy had worked with temporary 
spells, lasting about a week before wearing off on 
their own. 

Willow had wanted something permanent and a 
spell that would cover multiple memories. For that, 
she had boosted the power of Amy’s basic spells 
and given them a broader reach. Apparently, 
memory spells operated largely based on the will of 
the person wielding the spell. The witch 
concentrated on what they wanted the subject to 
know or believe as they worked the spell. Amy had 
done her spells with a simple incantation and her 
will alone. Willow had added herbs, such as the 



Lethe’s Bramble Giles had found in her backpack, to 
augment the original spells. 

From Giles’ reaction, this was not a good thing. 
Xander had listened silently up until then while 
Giles questioned Willow, not able to bring himself 
to look directly at Willow, concentrating instead on 
the sound of her voice, grateful for Spike’s silent 
support as they stood side-by-side, shoulders 
brushing, listening to Willow’s explanations. 

Willow’s voice was so familiar, even now, Xander 
thought numbly. So much hadn’t changed at all: her 
excitement in learning, her pride in mastering a new 
subject, the intellectual confidence she had always 
had that came from being the smartest person in 
the room most of the time, the slight hint of 
condescension she’d never been able to completely 
hide for anyone who couldn’t make the logic leaps 
that she could.  

Willow’s intellectual arrogance had always been 
balanced and checked by her shyness. The 
stereotypical science nerd, ostracized socially but 
the one everyone in their class had always turned to 



for the answers, even while they made fun of her 
behind her back. He and Jesse had always been her 
shelter against the world, just like she had been 
theirs.  

Willow and he hadn’t been close like that in a long 
time, but Xander could still only barely comprehend 
the idea that she would not only betray him like this 
but that she’d spent weeks planning it in advance. 
Listening to Willow getting caught up in explaining 
the spells she’d worked, Xander felt sick, wondering 
if it had really all been just an intellectual exercise 
to Willow. Had intellectual curiosity over whether 
to add one piece or two of Lethe’s Bramble to the 
mix blinded her to the emotional consequences, the 
immorality, of what she was doing? Had she 
forgotten it wasn’t simply a math problem - 
negative thoughts removed + permanence = 
friendship restored - but Xander’s life she was 
messing with? 

Giles’ growing agitation was alarming and Xander 
broke his long silence, asking Giles what it meant 
that Willow had changed the spells. He didn’t really 
care why it mattered from a magic point of view but 



he was worried that it could mean that reversing 
the spell would be more difficult.  

Giles kept his eyes on Willow as he answered 
bluntly: “It’s the magical equivalent of mixing two 
unknown chemicals together and hoping they don’t 
explode. It’s an incredibly rash thing to have 
attempted.” 

Willow bristled. “I was careful, Giles. I know what 
I’m doing. There wasn’t any risk.” Seeming to 
remember she was talking about spells that she’d 
used to control Xander, she stopped abruptly 
without finishing what she’d started to say. At least 
she hadn’t actually been tactless enough to say that 
her spell had worked exactly as she had intended as 
proof of how careful she’d been, Xander thought 
bitterly. Spike growled dangerously and Willow 
hastily changed the subject, asking Giles if he had 
any more questions. 

Xander’s resentment burned as Giles continued to 
ask probing questions and he listened to Willow talk 
about tampering with his memory like it was 
nothing more than a lab experiment. She sounded 



like she’d completely forgotten that she was talking 
about manipulating someone against their will. He 
was more convinced than ever that Willow didn’t 
really understand - or worse, didn’t care - that what 
she’d done was wrong.  

He was relieved when Giles finally said he thought 
he had all the information he needed. Xander 
wanted nothing more than to go home, to not have 
to listen to Willow any more. Maybe Spike had been 
right about not coming back to school for awhile. 

“Willow, I suggest you go home and think long and 
hard about what you have done.” Giles closed the 
notebook he’d been taking notes in with 
unnecessary force. “You will report here to the 
library at noon tomorrow in case the coven has any 
questions before they start work on Amy.” 

Willow nodded, and Xander’s lips tightened at the 
longing sideways glance she sent in the direction of 
the cage. Nothing Giles had said was sinking in at 
all.  

Willow pushed her chair back and snuck a look at 
Xander from behind the sweep of her hair. She 



sighed when he refused to look in her direction, 
staring stonily at the wall on the opposite side of 
the room. Her shoulders slumping slightly, she 
turned to leave. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike’s long immobility had been a predator’s 
deception; disarming his prey until she’d forgotten 
his existence. Without the slightest warning, he was 
suddenly in motion, slamming Willow up against the 
bookshelf and pinning her there effortlessly. She 
made a terrified sound, struggling instinctively to 
free herself for one panicked second before she 
went motionless in the face of the yellow-eyed 
demon glaring at her.  

“Hurt my Claimed again and you won’t live long 
enough to regret it,” he snarled. Willow stared at 
him mutely, wide-eyed and terrified. Spike 
tightened his grip until she was gasping for air. 
“Xander’s the reason you’re still alive, so you better 
start praying he lives a long and happy life. Anything 



happens to him and I’m coming for you. And if you 
ever do another spell on him, I’ll kill you regardless 
of what Xander wants. You don’t get another 
chance.” He shook her until she was gasping for air, 
her hands coming up to claw futilely at his iron grip. 
“Are we clear?”  

Spike waited until Willow nodded, holding her for a 
long moment as if contemplating whether or not to 
actually tighten his grip and end her life, then 
opened his hand contemptuously and let her fall. 
She slid down the bookshelf to the floor, her 
trembling legs unable to hold her up and Spike 
stood over her, glaring down at her as she huddled 
on the floor, gasping for breath.  

Willow looked wildly at Xander and Giles, neither of 
whom had moved as Spike menaced her. Xander 
looked at her directly for a moment, meeting her 
stunned eyes with a blank stare before looking 
away again, refusing to acknowledge her fright in 
any way.  

Giles cleared his throat, pulling his glasses off slowly 
and beginning to polish them with the handkerchief 



he took from his pocket. “I rather hope you take 
that threat seriously, Willow. Master Vampires are 
not known for their tolerance of people who harm 
their Claimed humans. To be quite honest, you’re 
lucky to still be alive.” 

Willow pushed herself up, using the bookshelf to 
brace herself as she climbed slowly to her feet, her 
breath still coming in ragged gasps. Her face white, 
eyes resentful, she left the library without a word, 
casting one wary glance back at Spike as she 
reached the doors. 

Xander released a long relieved breath and letting 
himself slump down, the tension that had helped 
keep him upright throughout the long, emotional 
confrontation deserting him suddenly. He stepped 
up behind Spike who was still glaring after Willow 
and slid his arms around Spike’s waist. “Thank you,” 
he said quietly. 

Spike turned within his arms, his own arms moving 
around Xander. Their lips met for a long moment, 
both ignoring Giles’ sudden fit of coughing. 



Unhurriedly, Spike finally lifted his head. “So, 
Watcher, are you ready to reverse the spell?” 

“If it is alright with you, Xander, I would rather wait 
until tomorrow. We’re all tired and the 
representative from the coven will be here by then. 
Although I can perform magic, I am well aware of 
the fact that I am an amateur.” His brows drew 
together thoughtfully. “Willow has tampered with 
the original spell, altering it considerably. I need to 
be sure I have taken all of her changes into account 
in attempting to reverse what she has done.” 

“You can still do it, right?” Xander asked anxiously. 

Giles smiled reassuringly. “I believe so. However, I 
would prefer to have a second opinion before going 
ahead. Is that alright?” 

“Yeah. Makes sense.” He’d rather have it over with 
but double-checking seemed like a good idea when 
it was his brain they were going to be messing with. 

Giles looked thoughtfully towards the door that had 
closed behind Willow. “There is something else you 
should know.” His expression was stern, almost 



harsh as he looked back at them. “It’s true that I 
summoned the coven for Amy but that is only part 
of the reason. The coven was also informed that 
two amateurs were abusing their powers. The 
representative will be assessing the situation and 
determining what action needs to be taken.” 

When Xander was left speechless, Spike asked: 
“What can they do?” 

“They are a very old and powerful coven. This will 
not be the first time they have had to step in to 
prevent someone from misusing power.” 

“Didn’t answer my question, Watcher.” 

Giles inclined his head, accepting the rebuke. “They 
can bind a witch’s powers and, if necessary, hold 
them to account.” 

“What do you mean: ‘hold them to account’?” 
Xander asked slowly. 

“If they decide it is necessary, they will take Willow 
and Amy back to England with them, willingly or 
not.” Giles smiled slightly at Xander’s uncertain look 
and said: “They abhor violence, Xander, and avoid it 



as best they can, but they feel a strong 
responsibility towards the world and do not stand 
idly by when another practitioner is abusing their 
powers.” 

Xander couldn’t help feeling relieved that Willow 
might be gone, at least for awhile. It would be hard 
to see her around school and he wasn’t sure he 
could hide the fear and revulsion he felt when he 
thought about her. Plus, he really didn’t want to 
have to worry about what Willow was doing behind 
his back. On the other hand, from what Giles had 
just said, he wasn’t sure the coven sounded a whole 
lot better than Willow. Was Giles fighting fire with 
fire? Did that analogy even work for this situation - 
he was having trouble remembering if fighting fire 
with fire was a good or bad thing. 

“Come on, luv. Let’s get you home,” Spike said. 
“We’ll call in the morning, Watcher.” 

Not waiting for a response, Spike urged Xander out 
of the library, his arm around Xander’s waist, 
holding him close. Xander didn’t protest. The 
confrontation with Willow had been exhausting, 



especially coming on top of his roiling emotions. 
The spell could wait until tomorrow. In fact, thinking 
could pretty much take a hike for the time being. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The woman from the coven was old and frail 
looking, the wrinkled skin on her throat like 
crumpled tissue paper. White hair was braided and 
wrapped neatly around her head in a coronet. The 
hand gripping the cane had the prominent knuckles 
of arthritis. Her eyes were the only part of her that 
didn’t look ancient, Xander thought, as he gingerly 
took her hand, worried that his own, much larger 
hand would accidentally crush the small fingers. Her 
eyes were the eyes of a much younger person, 
sparkling with mischief and bright with curiosity as 
she studied him in turn.  

When he’d called the school that morning, Giles had 
suggested Xander skip school today, saying the spell 
wouldn’t be ready until late that afternoon in any 
case. Giles told him and Spike to come to the library 



immediately after school to meet the woman from 
the coven, telling him that they would most likely 
be ready to break Willow’s memory spell by then. 

Xander had gratefully accepted the suggestion, 
knowing he really wasn’t ready to face Willow again 
and pleased at Giles’ automatic inclusion of Spike in 
the invitation. Now, facing the woman the coven 
had sent to deal with their problems, he was 
curious in turn, wondering how her meeting with 
Willow had gone. He’d already seen that Amy-rat 
was still in her cage. 

“So you are the young man Mr. Giles has been 
telling me about.” Her voice quavered a little, but 
was surprisingly strong for someone who looked as 
old as she did.  

“I guess. Xander Harris,” he introduced himself.  

“I’m sorry,” Giles interjected, sticking his head out 
from his office. “Xander, this is Margaret Apsford-
Burns. Maggie, allow me to introduce Xander and 
Spike.” 



Xander looked at Giles, puzzled by the hint of 
mischief in his voice as he introduced Spike. The 
elderly woman looked with interest at Spike, who 
stared back at her challengingly without offering his 
hand. “You the one who’s going to be messing with 
my boy?” 

“I thought you might prefer it if I did the spell, 
William, given that I have been practicing magic 
since Mr. Giles here was in nappies.”  

Xander looked at her with fresh interest. She 
obviously knew who Spike was and wasn’t even 
slightly intimidated. Not to mention the slight 
emphasis with which she used Spike’s human name 
somehow made her sound like a school teacher 
instructing a particularly backwards student, not a 
tone most people dared take with Spike. He could 
see Spike reassessing her as well, head cocked to 
one side as he studied her thoughtfully. 

“Know who I am, do you? Good. Saves me from 
going through the whole boring litany of just how 
many members of your family I will hunt down, and 



how slowly I will kill them, if you bollocks up the 
spell, Maggie.” 

“Spike!” Xander hissed, digging a warning elbow 
into the vampire’s side. That was just rude and 
being rude to the person who was going to be 
mucking around with Xander’s brain seemed like a 
bad idea in general. 

“What?” Spike’s eyes were entirely too innocent. 
“Just making sure we’re all clear on where we 
stand.” 

Mrs. Whosis-whatsis - oh hell, Xander was thinking 
of her as Maggie, too - just grinned in a way that 
made her look startlingly youthful for one second. 
“Don’t worry, William. Your boy won’t be harmed. I 
met with Miss Rosenberg this afternoon. She has a 
great deal of potential but is hardly capable at this 
stage of casting a spell that I cannot undo.” 

“You met with Willow?” Xander asked, wondering 
how that had gone. 



“Yes. She has decided to return to England with 
me,” she announced calmly, as if it wasn’t anything 
out of the ordinary. 

“Bloody good thing,” Spike exclaimed, obviously 
torn between relief that the threat to Xander would 
be gone and disappointment that he wouldn’t have 
an excuse to kill her. Xander couldn’t blame him 
since he was similarly torn about how he felt about 
Willow.  

“How did you convince her?” Xander was curious 
and a little apprehensive. Willow hadn’t seemed 
very receptive yesterday to the idea that she had 
done anything seriously wrong and for her to just 
decide to go to England with someone who wanted 
to show her the error of her ways seemed very out 
of character. 

Maggie smiled complacently. “It wasn’t difficult,” 
she said demurely, although the gleam in her eyes 
as she slid a sideways glance at Giles was full of 
wicked amusement. “Just a tried and true means of 
persuasion.” 



Giles looked suddenly flustered and more than a 
little embarrassed and Xander looked between the 
two of them, puzzled. “Care to let me in on how you 
convinced her?” he asked. 

“Nothing to worry about,” Giles answered quickly. 
Seeming to realize that Xander wasn’t going to let it 
drop and Maggie wasn’t going to help him, he 
stalled, taking his glasses off and fishing his 
handkerchief out of his pocket. Concentrating 
intently on the complex task of polishing the lenses, 
he continued with careful casualness: “Maggie did a 
spell to convince her.” 

Xander frowned, not liking the sound of that. “You 
mean you used magic to make her think she wanted 
to go?” he asked. That didn’t sound any better than 
what Willow had done. 

“No.” Maggie answered, with a firm directness that 
Xander really wanted to believe. “You 
misunderstand.” She sat down, hooking her cane 
over the edge of the table and looked up at him, all 
amusement gone from her face. “Xander, I won’t 
try to tell you that we never use magic that affects a 



person’s mind. A great deal of magic does exactly 
that, to a greater or lesser degree. When, for 
example, we ‘lean’ against a bureaucrat to produce 
a special visa for a student with no passport, or 
arrange for a parent to believe that she has known 
for weeks, instead of hours, that her daughter has 
been given a special opportunity to study abroad, 
we are indeed interfering with people’s mental 
autonomy.” She met Xander’s eyes steadily, her 
own eyes wide and fathomless, the eyes of a being 
with depths of power that were awesome and 
terrifying. “We do our very best to keep our 
interference to a minimum and only tamper when 
necessary. In my judgment, this situation was grave 
enough to warrant the tampering.” 

“What did you do?” Xander asked slowly, somewhat 
shaken by his sudden realization that this little old 
lady might just be the most powerful person he 
would ever meet. 

“Very little, as a matter of fact. I assure you that 
Willow is choosing to accompany me of her own 
free will.” With a slight smile for Xander’s 
skepticism, she explained: “It is almost universal, 



Xander, for new practitioners of magic to be 
enamored with their own power. Working magic 
can be a heady experience. Many, like Willow, are 
unable to resist the lure of learning a new spell, 
regardless of whether they trust the source of that 
spell or not.” She looked at Xander, her eyes serene 
and unreadable.  

“Willow did the spell on herself. I taught her a 
mirror spell and she tried it without taking the time 
to gain a proper understanding of what the spell 
would actually do.” She inclined her head, her gaze 
sliding briefly towards Giles again. “A common, and 
very useful failing among young magic users, who 
are often too impatient and arrogant to be careful. 
The spell I taught her causes a person to look deeply 
into their own…” she hesitated fractionally, 
spreading her hands in an all-encompassing gesture, 
“soul, for lack of a more precise word. To look 
inside one’s self without self-deception and without 
our own preconceived notions of who we are. It can 
be very illuminating, and very humbling, to see 
ourselves without the careful delusions most of us 
maintain about who we really are.”  



She regarded Xander calmly. “Willow didn’t like 
what she saw.” She paused as if to let that sink in. 
“She’s not a bad child, despite her recent actions, 
but she has taken the first steps down a path that 
could lead her to a very dark place and the mirror 
spell has forced her to see that without the 
comforting justifications she has been using to 
rationalize her actions to herself. It will be a difficult 
struggle for her to reverse what she has done to 
herself, to cleanse her soul of the taint from her 
actions. We will work with her to try and show her, 
and her friend, the dangers inherent in what they 
have been doing.” 

Xander studied her, thinking about what she had 
said. Giles obviously trusted her and Spike had been 
unusually silent, standing watchful and wary by 
Xander’s side, which meant that Spike thought she 
was powerful and a potential threat. Maggie talked 
calmly, but not casually, of using magic to get what 
she wanted, but Xander thought he understood the 
distinction she was making between her use of 
magic and Willow’s. Getting permission to take a rat 
out of the country probably took weeks. Nudging a 



customs official with magic to make it happen didn’t 
seem so bad, not when it was an emergency 
situation.  

Maybe that was the difference between Maggie 
and Willow: the difference between using magic 
when necessary for a greater good as opposed to 
using it selfishly, to make your own life easier.  

“Ok,” he said slowly, knowing he probably didn’t 
have a say in this anyway. “Do you keep her until 
she’s better? How do you know that she’s really 
getting it and not just pretending to?” 

“Willow has already taken the first and hardest step 
- admitting she has a problem. I’m sorry I can’t be 
more reassuring, but only time will tell if the 
remorse she is feeling right now is enough to 
overcome the temptations inherent in magic. 
Unfortunately, Willow is more than an idle dabbler. 
She has the potential to become a very powerful 
witch some day. As such, simply telling her to stop 
using magic is not the solution and binding her 
powers will only work in the short term. She must 
learn to understand and, more importantly, to 



respect her powers. I can assure you that we will 
work with her for as long as necessary.”  

She picked up her cane, and pushed herself to her 
feet in a clear signal that the conversation was over. 
“Now,” she said briskly. “I understand there is a 
memory spell you wish me to remove.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike hesitated for a bare second in the doorway, 
then collected himself and continued on into the 
small diner, his walk becoming a cocky saunter. He 
arrived at the table and looked down at the 
occupant, who was sitting with her hands clasped 
nervously, looking up at him. 

“Joyce,” he said, with a hint of mockery in his tone. 
“Thought I was meetin’ Xander.”  

Breaking the memory spell had been anti-climactic. 
The old lady had burned a small pot of herbs, 
recited something briefly in a language Spike hadn’t 
recognized and suddenly Xander had gasped and 



staggered on his feet for a second. Spike, who’d 
been banished to watch the spell from outside the 
office, has nearly torn the door off its hinges getting 
to his boy’s side. He held Xander as his boy clung to 
him, face buried in Spike’s neck, absorbing the 
impact of the rush of returned and changed 
memories.  

When Xander had finally lifted his head, he had 
been dry-eyed and grim. Spike and the Watcher had 
both done their best to ensure that Xander already 
knew most of what Willow had altered and 
removed, but it was obviously a shock to actually 
regain the true memories. Xander had shaken it off 
quickly, though, thanking the old lady and asking 
her about the rat. Apparently, she’d decided to take 
the rat back to England in animal form, shielded by 
a glamour rather than using magic to cover taking 
two minors out of the country.  

Good riddance to both of them, to Spike’s way of 
thinking. Having the witch out of the country meant 
she wouldn’t be a danger to Xander any more and 
Spike wouldn’t have to have it constantly rubbed in 



his face that he had let her go without taking his 
rightful vengeance on her.  

Xander had asked Spike if he could have a little time 
alone, suggesting they meet in an hour to celebrate. 
Should have known his boy was up to something, 
Spike thought belatedly, staring at Joyce sitting 
there nervously. Xander never sent him away like 
that. 

“Don’t blame Xander, I put him up to this.” Joyce 
met his brittle gaze unflinchingly, her own eyes 
apologetic. “I was afraid you wouldn’t agree to see 
me if you knew it was me.” Before Spike could 
respond, Joyce took a deep breath and plunged on. 
“I can’t tell you how sorry I am, Spike. What I said to 
you was uncalled for and unforgivable, but I’m 
selfishly hoping that you will be able to forgive me.” 

Something inside Spike, a tight, frozen knot that he 
had steadfastly refused to acknowledge, 
unclenched at her words. He shrugged his shoulders 
carelessly. “Not to worry, Joyce, no harm done.” 

Joyce’s eyes were warm and kind as they held his. 
“Spike, I know better than that. I hurt you. I hope 



you know that you are welcome in our home at any 
time.” 

“It was the demon,” he said dismissively. “You 
weren’t yourself.” 

“I wish it were that simple,” Joyce said thoughtfully, 
her brows drawing together. “But none of you were 
affected, so I’m afraid I can’t just let the demon 
take all the blame, much as I’d like to.” She smiled 
ruefully. “Honestly, Spike. I don’t think of you as 
‘just’ a demon, or ‘just’ a vampire. I honestly don’t 
know why I acted that way. I’ve been thinking about 
it since then, and I don’t think of you as anything 
but a friend. Whatever the demon did to the town, 
to me, that caused us all to behave like bigoted 
morons, what I said is not what I really feel inside. I 
hope you can believe that.” 

The frozen knot was barely a memory, banished by 
the sincerity of Joyce’s words. She’d clearly thought 
about it, examining her motives and not finding a 
nugget of truth behind her actions as Spike had 
secretly feared she would. She hadn’t come to her 
senses and remembered that Spike wasn’t human 



and therefore wasn’t someone she could be friends 
with. 

He slid into the booth across from her and looked 
around the diner idly. “Second time I ever talked to 
Xander was in here, at this very table.” He took a 
moment to admire Xander’s strategy in getting him 
and Joyce to meet at this diner. Undoubtedly, he 
had told Joyce which booth to sit at too. His boy 
could be downright sneaky when he put his mind to 
it. “He was scared but curious. First time I ever 
talked to a human without thinking of them as 
prey.” Joyce just watched him, listening intently and 
waiting patiently for him to get to the point. “Ended 
up giving him recommendations for books to read 
about vampires.” He shook his head at the memory 
of that odd little encounter. “Not many humans can 
accept vampires for what we are. Most see only the 
obvious. Your daughter is the Slayer and that means 
you have to worry most nights about whether she’s 
going to come home again.” He smiled slightly. 
“Don’t beat yourself up, Joyce. Demon had a lot to 
work with.”  



He was pleased when most of the worry faded from 
Joyce’s face. By the time their coffee and hot wings 
arrived, they were talking easily again and Joyce 
had invited him over to celebrate Buffy’s birthday 
the following week.  

Spike wondered if he should accept just to see the 
look on the Slayer’s face. It felt good to talk with 
Joyce again, the breach healed and already being 
forgotten. He’d have to thank his boy properly for 
setting this up.  

 

Part Twenty-Eight 

Xander looked up from the telly as Spike came in. 
“How did it go?” he asked, reaching for the remote 
and twisting around to face Spike. 

“Went all right.” Spike shrugged, going for casual. 
He hadn’t told Xander what Joyce had said to him 
when she had all but thrown him out of her house, 
much less how much her rejection had hurt. Xander 
had obviously figured out there was a problem, or 
else Joyce had told him, but there was no need to 



rehash the specifics. The problem was fixed now, 
time to move on. “We’re invited to Buffy’s birthday 
party,” he added with a grin, still not sure if it had 
been a bizarre joke on Joyce’s part or meant as a 
genuine peace offering.  

Xander groaned theatrically. “I thought you said it 
went all right? That sounds like she wants to torture 
you.” 

“Depends on your point of view, luv.” Spike swung 
himself over the back of the couch to settle next to 
Xander. “Way I see it, she’s begging for forgiveness 
by letting me torture her daughter.”  

“Ok, that has possibilities.” Xander turned sideways 
to face him, still studying his expression. “You ok?” 

“Yeah.”  

More than ok, he was great. Everything had settled 
back into place and some things were much better 
than they had been before all the recent turmoil. 
The witch was gone, halfway to London by now, and 
Xander’s nervous tension had left with her. The rest 
of the little group had backed Xander up, which had 



surprised and pleased Spike and done wonders for 
Xander’s battered emotions. His friends had come 
through for him, not letting the witch get away with 
hurting him a second time. It made Spike feel a 
great deal safer about letting Xander continue to 
attend school. And Joyce and he were friends again 
and she had confirmed how much their friendship 
meant to her. Unlife was looking pretty good right 
now.  

The only downside was that, with the witch gone, 
Spike would never be able to convince Xander that 
tutoring at home was in his best interests. Sighing 
to himself, Spike tucked that idea away for now. 
Persuading Xander to give up school entirely so he 
could be home during the long days just wasn’t in 
the cards right now.  

Xander was smiling at him, still turned sideways on 
the couch to face him, and Spike had a feeling his 
expression was as sappy as he was actually feeling. 
He needed to do something about that. 

Leaning forward, he closed the gap between them, 
kissing Xander gently; a kiss which deepened rapidly 



as Spike slid both hands into Xander’s hair, pulling 
him closer as Xander’s mouth opened blindly under 
his.  

For a long moment, Spike was content to just kiss 
his Claimed, mouths sliding against each other, 
tongues dueling, teeth nibbling, letting the tastes 
and sensations fill him, arousal building slowly as 
their mouths devoured each other until kissing 
wasn’t enough. Wasn’t nearly enough. 

Spike moved forward, unfolding as he did until he 
was kneeling on the couch, his lips never losing 
contact with Xander’s. Gently, he pushed Xander 
backwards onto the couch until Xander was 
stretched flat underneath him, Spike settling on top 
of him. Xander’s arms closed around him, hands 
beginning to move frantically, yanking at Spike’s 
shirt until it pulled free from his pants and Xander’s 
warm hands swept underneath the fabric, caressing 
along Spike’s back. 

Resting between Xander’s legs, cradled in the 
human warmth wrapped around him, Spike felt 
loved like he never had with any other lover. This 



was far more than just sex, Xander’s touch was 
loving and curiously tender, as if Spike was 
something fragile and to be cherished. It made 
Spike feel almost humble sometimes knowing he 
had the love and loyalty of this amazing human. 
Without a word being said, Xander knew. He knew 
how much the rift with Joyce had hurt Spike and he 
was silently rejoicing with Spike that it had been 
healed, all without saying a word, letting his hands 
and kisses speak for him. 

Which was quite possibly the most arousing thing 
Spike had ever known. 

Tender lovemaking completely out the window, 
Spike found he was rocking hard into Xander, their 
erections pressed together, the heat scalding 
despite two layers of denim separating them. 
Xander gasped and bucked up into him, meeting 
him thrust for thrust as their cocks rubbed together. 
Xander’s hands slid down his back and cupped 
Spike’s ass, trying to pull Spike even closer and 
Spike knew just how he felt. He wanted more: more 
friction, more heat, more pressure. 



His hips drove down into Xander’s over and over, 
pushing Xander deeply into the cushions, his cock 
jerking wildly in its fabric prison, throbbing, on the 
edge of release. God, no one but Xander had ever 
been able to make him cum in his pants like a randy 
teenager but Spike was already so close to the edge 
he couldn’t bring himself to stop. 

Tearing himself free of Xander’s mouth, Spike heard 
himself moaning, his hips jerking roughly against 
Xander’s, Xander’s harsh panting in his ear sending 
him over the edge in a roar of pleasure, his cock 
pulsing in his jeans as orgasm tore through him. 
Xander let out a wailing cry, his own hips bucking up 
into Spike as he came hard, flooding the room with 
the smells of semen and sweat and arousal.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Hours later, still joined together, his spent cock 
resting deep inside Xander’s heated channel, Spike 
forced himself to pull free before vampire stamina 
insisted on another round. Xander was exhausted, 



cum-stained and beyond sated and not up for 
anything more. Smugly pleased, his ears still ringing 
from Xander’s scream as Spike brought him to the 
peak for the third time that night, Spike slid gently 
out of his lover.  

He yanked the damp, stained sheets out from 
underneath them and snagged the comforter off 
the floor from where it had been kicked to the 
ground some time back. Pulling it up over them, he 
cradled Xander in his arms as his boy slid deeper 
into unconsciousness. 

“Thank you, luv,” Spike whispered into the dark 
curls.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Leaning with deliberate casualness against the 
doorjamb, Spike watched his Sire fuss around the 
mansion’s living room. Angelus had been reading by 
the light of the fire when Spike arrived and now he 
moved around the room, switching on a lamp and 
setting the book he’d been reading down on the 



table, like a host with an unexpected guest, rather 
than a Sire greeting his Childe. The room was more 
Spartan than when Angelus had been setting up his 
Court here: it was furnished like a monk’s cell now, 
everything plain and severe, with no concession to 
even ordinary comfort. The stark lines were 
probably something designers would drool over, 
but Spike had never cared for the stripped down, 
minimalist look. He shook his head in disapproval. 
The state of Angelus’ lair was just one more 
indication that all was not well with his Sire. 

It was one thing to live however and wherever 
when you had to, but a lair was supposed to be a 
haven. The lairs of Master Vampires were usually 
adorned with plush rugs, overstuffed cushions and 
an overall luxury that would put sultans to shame. 
Angelus had been no different, once upon a time, 
taking the finest materials humans could produce as 
nothing more than his due. Really no point in having 
immortality at all if it wasn’t comfortable. When it 
had been the four of them, those early years after 
Spike was turned, their lairs had held the luxurious 
loot of a continent: silks and satins, jewels and furs, 



nothing that wasn’t the finest quality to be had. All 
stolen, of course, and nothing they hadn’t 
abandoned time and again as they moved on, 
knowing they would pick up more at their next 
stopping place. Angelus had loved luxury like a cat 
back then and, like a cat, had viewed it as his 
birthright.  

Other, more pressing matters, had distracted Spike 
from noticing what was happening with his Sire 
recently - the slow retreat from everything until 
Angelus spent days at a time brooding all alone in 
his empty lair. Vampires weren’t meant to be 
solitary hermits, it wasn’t in their nature. Days after 
the fight with the demon at City Hall, Spike 
suddenly found himself thinking about the way 
Angelus had thrown himself into the fight with a 
joyful savagery, a passion, that Spike hadn’t seen 
since his Sire returned from Acathla’s hell 
dimension.  

You could say a lot about Angelus, and Spike had 
said most of it at one time or another, but his Sire 
had reveled in being a demon. Whether draining 
terrified victims, causing mayhem for the sheer joy 



of it, rutting like an animal with Darla, or seducing 
his victims with a combination of fear and desire, 
Angelus had been a Master Vampire at his 
manipulative, treacherous best a century ago. The 
soul had changed most of that for Angelus, causing 
him to view once cherished memories as 
nightmares of recrimination and guilt, but Spike had 
seen a glimpse of that passion for eternal life in his 
Sire as the three of them had fought against the 
larger, stronger demon. 

Thinking back on it, it made him realize how 
diminished his Sire had seemed lately. Like 
someone who’d lost all sense of who they were and 
what their purpose in life, or in this case unlife, was. 
Spike knew something of how Angelus had spent 
the better part of the past century: a hairsbreadth 
from madness, feeding off vermin and living like a 
transient human, lost in guilt after being cursed 
with the return of his soul. Neither human nor truly 
vampire, unable to live as either. Angelus had told 
Spike, one long, boring evening last year, how one 
glimpse of the “shining, golden perfection” of the 
Slayer had snapped him out of the long nightmare 



and convinced him that his purpose in living as a 
souled vampire was to help the Slayer. 

It had made Spike want to heave, hearing his Sire 
rave about how the Powers had returned his soul so 
that he could help the Slayer fight evil. He hadn’t 
called Angelus on it at the time since they were 
trying to reconnect with each other but, in Spike’s 
opinion, it had been nothing more than a prime 
example of Angelus thinking with his dick and not 
his brain. The Powers had arranged the massacre of 
a gypsy tribe, who in turn cursed a vampire with a 
soul in revenge, all so that the vampire could help 
one particular Slayer 100 years later? Bollocks.  

Angelus’ faith in that theory had been sorely tried 
by the fact that doing a mattress dance with that 
same Slayer had caused him to lose the soul again. 
To top it off, he’d learned that his return from 
another dimension hadn’t been an intervention 
from the Powers, but the result of a teenager with 
delusions of grandeur working a spell. Not being 
able to be around the Slayer without worrying 
about his libido putting his soul at risk, Angelus had 
slowly retreated into isolation and depression. 



Recently, Angelus had seemed… deflated somehow, 
a little lost and uncertain in a way Angelus just 
wasn’t.  

The upshot of this line of thinking was that Spike 
had stopped by for a long overdue talk with his Sire. 
Angelus couldn’t do much to help the Slayer, 
because helping her meant being around her and 
even Angelus had realized that was a bad idea. It 
meant he was spending far too much time alone in 
the mansion, brooding over how life had done him 
wrong. Angelus wasn’t interested in his former 
pursuits, the soul saw to that, but it seemed like he 
had no purpose at all anymore and that had begun 
to worry Spike. A vampire who didn’t enjoy unlife 
was just asking for final death. It was all too easy for 
even a Master Vampire to be killed when they 
didn’t want to live more than everyone around 
them: a moment’s carelessness meant a stake 
through the heart by something with a bit more 
drive. In hindsight, now that he’d begun thinking 
about it, Spike had even wondered if Angelus 
wasn’t just waiting to greet the dawn one fine 
morning. Bloody idiot was probably just too 



righteous to actively try to kill himself but a vampire 
who let himself get morbid and weak was certainly 
a passive way of doing it. 

His Sire could be a pompous blowhard at times but 
he was still Spike’s Sire. Brooding over his 
meaningless unlife wasn’t doing anything for 
anybody, least of all Angelus, and Spike figured his 
Sire was long overdue for a good ass kicking to 
remind him he was a vampire. Even Angelus’ former 
hobby of killing all vampires was better than this 
morbid do-nothing shite. Spike didn’t have a lot of 
use for most other vampires and didn’t really care if 
Angelus wanted to thin the herd a bit. Anything was 
better than his Sire sitting around the mansion and 
feeling sorry for himself. He needed to snap Angelus 
out of his self-indulgent funk before it turned 
actively self-destructive. 

“Spending way too much time sitting on your arse, 
Angelus. You need to get out more.” 

Admittedly, subtle had never really been his strong 
suit. 



Angelus glared half-heartedly, going stiff with 
resentment at the comment. “Not your business, 
Spike.” 

“Then who’s is it?” Spike asked, reasonably enough, 
he thought. If you couldn’t interfere in your family’s 
affairs then what was the point in having family. 
“You've been moping around ever since you learned 
there wasn’t some great mythic purpose in you 
bein’ brought back. You're just a demon like the rest 
of us, and that's not good enough for you, is it? The 
great Angelus has to be a bit more larger-than-life 
than the rest of us, don’t he?” 

Angelus growled, his eyes flaring gold and he 
stepped towards Spike. “Shut up, Spike.” 

“Or what? You’ll go pouting to the Slayer? The 
Angelus I know would have had me flat on the floor 
by now.” Spike still leaned against the doorjamb in a 
deliberately annoying show of disrespect but his 
whole body was tense with readiness, waiting for 
Angelus to snap under his prodding. 



Angelus shifted to demon features. Finally! “You’re 
about to find out just how much Angelus is still in 
me, boy,” he growled warningly. 

“Think you can take me, you pathetic poser?” Spike 
asked mockingly. 

Angelus sprang with a roar, and Spike’s casual 
stance vanished. Snarling, he leapt forward to meet 
Angelus, ducking underneath his Sire’s enraged 
rush, twisting to avoid the reaching arms and 
spinning to kick his Sire from behind. His booted 
foot landed squarely on Angelus’ ass, more by luck 
than actual design, and the kick propelled Angelus 
forward until he smashed into the wall.  

Angelus turned in a flash, rage suffusing his features 
and Spike bounced on his toes, waiting for Angelus 
to rush him again. “That the best you got, soul-
boy?” he taunted. 

Angelus descended on him with a flurry of blows 
and Spike danced backwards, ducking and weaving, 
trying to stay out of Angelus’ reach. His Sire was 
taller and heavier, if he let Angelus close on him the 
fight would be over. Fortunately, he’d provoked 



Angelus enough that his Sire was operating on pure 
rage. Angelus never had fought at his best when 
fury clouded his judgment. 

Spike vaulted over the couch and grabbed the 
fireplace poker, bringing it whistling around to 
smash into Angelus’ side as his Sire followed him, 
catching the older vampire in mid-air. The force of 
the blow dropped Angelus to the floor and Spike 
pounced, landing on top of Angelus and using the 
poker to pin him down, bringing it down flat across 
Angelus’ neck. It wouldn’t cut off necessary oxygen 
like it would for a human but, with enough 
pressure, it could actually sever Angelus’ neck, 
which would be troublesome for his Sire to say the 
least. 

Leaning his full weight on the metal, Spike waited 
for Angelus’ struggles to still, glaring down into his 
Sire’s eyes. When the rage cooled somewhat and 
Angelus was glaring back at him with nothing more 
than ordinary anger and hurt pride, Spike judged he 
was ready to listen. 



“You want to be more?” he asked. “Then make 
yourself more, you pathetic wanker. Stop sitting 
around waiting for Lady Destiny to arrive at your 
door and lead you to what she has planned for you. 
Grab the bitch by the throat and shake her until she 
gives you what you want.” Spike had never been 
one for believing in destiny, but Angelus seemed to 
have fallen into that trap. Must be the bloody soul 
talking. 

Angelus just stared up at him silently. Speechless, 
by god. Good, he must finally be getting through 
that thick skull. He continued a bit more calmly. 

“Slayer's not the answer to your problems, mate. 
Find yourself some other goal because she isn't 
going to be around for more than an eye-blink 
anyway. You're immortal, you moron. Slayer's not 
only mortal, she's got the shelf-life of a head of 
lettuce. If she’s your only reason for existing, then 
stake yourself now and get it over with.” 

Judging his moment, Spike released the pressure 
and rolled away quickly, before Angelus could 
retaliate. He bounced to his feet, moving well out of 



range, but Angelus just slowly climbed to his own 
feet and didn’t make a move to attack again. 

“If you really think you have some great destiny 
waiting for you, then do something about it. Get up 
off your ass and fight evil, if that's what you think 
your destiny is. Make your unlife count for 
something. Anything’s better than sitting around 
here feelin’ sorry for yourself.” 

Not giving his Sire a chance to say anything, Spike 
dropped the poker and spun in a swirl of black 
leather, heading for the door. He kept a wary ear 
out for movement from Angelus but heard nothing. 
Stopping briefly at the door, he looked back. 
Angelus hadn’t moved, standing uncertainly by the 
fireplace and looking thoughtful. 

“Rumor has it, there’s a Naarvahl tribe setting up a 
den near the day care center on King Street.” 
Naarvahls were disgusting. Small and vicious, they 
preyed on the weak and they did it messily. The 
kind of thing that was sure to attract unwanted 
attention even from Sunnydale’s severely 



inadequate police force. “Figured I’d clean it out 
before they got dug in. Join me?” 

For a long moment, he thought Angelus wasn’t 
going to answer. Then Angelus lifted his head and 
there was something in his eyes that Spike hadn’t 
seen in far too long. “Sounds like a plan.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Much later, heading home, tired and bloody and 
nursing dozens of small bites, Spike grinned. It had 
been a good fight and Angelus had seemed almost 
like his old self as they had combined forces to 
destroy the nest. He hadn’t even scolded Spike for 
smashing the wretched things against the walls of 
their nest with a bit more force than strictly 
necessary to kill them. Like he’d figured, Angelus 
just needed a reminder that raising hell was fun. So 
long as it was in a good cause, Angelus could cut 
loose all he wanted without the bloody soul making 
him feel guilty. 



He’d even agreed to meet Spike for drinks the next 
night. Spike figured he could easily convince 
Angelus to patrol the Hellmouth on his own. Slayer 
didn’t have a monopoly on patrolling for evil after 
all. Maybe Angelus could find his “destiny” as a 
champion against evil. 

That would probably suit his Sire’s enormous ego to 
a ‘t’.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“I’ll kill you for that!” 

“For that? Then what were you trying to kill me for 
before?” The Slayer shot back, her voice filled with 
mock bafflement. 

Spike had added the playground where the bodies 
of the two “kids” had been found to the list of 
places in his territory he kept an eye on. He wasn’t 
really expecting problems there, but demons were 
all for reflected glory, worse than bloody humans 
about that sort of thing, and he felt it prudent to 



keep a watchful eye on the place for awhile to make 
sure no one got any ideas. Judging from the 
exchange he was overhearing, the Slayer had 
apparently added it to her patrols as well. Hearing 
the sounds of battle, Spike detoured towards the 
playground equipment to watch. 

The Slayer was generally worth watching in a fight. 
She’d improved over the course of the past year 
and had developed some nice moves and Spike had 
always appreciated a good fight. 

He stopped in the bushes near the small playground 
and watched in appreciation as the Slayer tossed a 
vampire onto the merry-go-round. Pity, looked like 
the fight was almost over, he’d missed the good 
parts. 

Spike shook his head in exasperation as the Slayer 
held off the death blow to deliver one more quip. 
Never would learn, that one. Far’s she knew there 
was no-one around to impress with her wit except 
her soon-to-be-dust victim, who wasn’t exactly 
going to be telling anyone about the witty way he’d 
been dispatched to final death. 



Spike shrugged to himself. Show was over and time 
for him to be moving on. He tended to avoid the 
Slayer when their paths crossed at night, their 
mutual antagonism was good for a laugh but he got 
enough of that seeing her around Xander. He didn’t 
need to seek her out for more. Then, too, being 
seen in casual conversation with the Slayer would 
raise questions he didn’t particularly want to 
answer. His Court had long accepted that he and 
the Slayer had worked out a deal to go their 
separate ways. Any vampire inclined to question 
the arrangement had been dusted and it was simply 
an accepted fact now that the Slayer was useful in 
keeping the annoying fledglings under control. Her 
habit of patrolling the graveyards meant she didn’t 
interfere much with the members of the Court, who 
weren’t the ones creating the fledges in any case. 
Still, it wasn’t something he wanted to rub in the 
face of his Court if it could be avoided. 

His thoughts broke off and his eyes narrowed as the 
vampire’s imminent death unexpectedly became a 
lot less imminent. The Slayer suddenly seemed 
dizzy, dropping her guard and stumbling back a 



wavering step. The vampire seized the advantage, 
pushing up from his vulnerable position on the 
merry-go-round and grabbing her with both hands. 
To Spike’s surprise, the Slayer was sent flying 
through the air, landing heavily on a picnic table 
with an audible cry of pain. She tumbled to the 
ground in a graceless sprawl and rolled onto her 
back. 

Spike continued to watch in astonishment as the 
vampire leapt on top of the Slayer, who’d managed 
to cling to her stake and was holding it up between 
them defensively. The vampire grabbed her hands 
in both of his, grinning down at her as he forced the 
stake around until the business end was pointing at 
the Slayer. The vampire leaned forward, pressing 
the stake down towards the Slayer’s heart. 

Spike didn’t realize he’d begun to move until he had 
crossed half the distance between himself and the 
pair so intent on their struggle they didn’t see him 
approaching. Unbelievably, he watched as the stake 
pressed against the Slayer’s chest above her heart, 
as she struggled desperately to halt the downward 
movement. 



“Let me know if I’m not doing this right,” the 
vampire said mockingly, leaning even further over 
until his face was only inches from that of the 
desperate Slayer, who was fighting to keep the 
stake from penetrating her heart, making little 
gasping cries as she struggled. 

Spike’s hands closed on the vampire’s arms and he 
tore the other vampire off the Slayer, throwing him 
halfway across the playground. 

“Well, since you asked: One - always remember to 
guard your flank.” Spike snatched the stake out of 
the Slayer’s hands and sprinted to meet the other 
vampire, who was recovering from his shock at the 
unexpected attack and springing back to his feet. 

“Two - don’t chit chat with your victim unless your 
kill is certain.” Spike spun in a swirl of black leather, 
bringing one leg up and around and sweeping the 
other vampire off his feet again. 

“Three - what kind of a moron uses a stake on a 
Slayer? Waste of the best blood you’ll never taste,” 
he informed the explosion of ash as he brought the 



borrowed stake down in the center of the vampire’s 
chest. 

Spike rose to his feet in one easy motion, turning to 
face the Slayer who was still staggering upright, 
looking dizzy and shaken. 

“What the hell are you playing at, Slayer?” he asked 
furiously. “You develop some sort of death wish 
recently? Should’ve been able to take that prat 
down without breaking a sweat.”  

“I was regrouping,” Buffy said defensively.  

Spike snorted. “If you’d regrouped any further, you 
would’ve been lunch. Gonna give me a bad 
reputation if anyone finds out I’m out saving the 
Slayer from vampires.” 

“I had it under control,” she insisted, but her eyes 
said she knew the truth. Death had been a 
heartbeat away and it was obvious she still felt the 
chill. She was rubbing at the trickle of blood on her 
chest where the stake had broken the skin. She 
looked white and sick, her eyes locked on the pile of 
ash that had so nearly been her own death. She 



dragged her gaze away from it and looked at Spike, 
the fear now under control but the confidence that 
was so much a part of all successful Slayers was at a 
low ebb. “Thanks, Spike,” she said quietly, her voice 
just a little shaky. “I got a little dizzy, I think I may be 
coming down with something.” 

They stood there awkwardly for a moment, then 
Buffy shook herself all over, like a dog shedding 
water. Steadier now, she took a deep breath. “I 
think I’m done patrolling for the night.”  

“Good idea.”  

She turned and headed off slowly, pulling a new 
stake and clutching it like a lifeline as she walked 
off. Spike watched her for a moment, then swore 
quietly to himself. Slayers were a target for all of 
their short, violent lives; way too many demons 
were willing to line up to be killed for a chance at 
the glory of taking out a Slayer. Sooner or later, one 
of them always got lucky. Tonight, with the Slayer 
off her game and shaken by her brush with 
mortality, she was easy pickings for anyone who 
saw her. If the Slayer got herself killed, Joyce would 



never forgive him for letting her walk home alone in 
this state. 

He ran to catch up with her, slowing to walk beside 
her. Buffy shot him a startled look and he shrugged. 
“Told Joyce I’d stop by,” he lied. 

Buffy nodded, accepting the fiction the way Spike 
pretended not to notice her carefully hidden relief. 
They walked to the Slayer’s house in silence but it 
was an annoyingly comfortable one. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Helpless’  

 

Part Twenty-Nine 

“Master Spike, there is something that may need 
looking into.” 

Spike lifted an inquiring brow. “What?” Jose 
remained his most reliable lieutenant and his 
instincts were good. If he thought something was 
odd, it almost always was.  



Jose had been waiting for him when Spike had come 
down to the factory after Xander had gone to sleep. 
He’d approached Spike casually, his manner telling 
Spike it wasn’t anything Jose regarded as a threat, 
just something he felt should be brought to Spike’s 
attention.  

“Are you familiar with the Sunnydale Arms on 
Prescott Lane?” 

“The old rooming house?” Spike asked, after 
searching his memory. “It’s been abandoned for 
decades. Not even fledges are stupid enough to lair 
there - too far out and no tunnel access.” 

“Three humans are staying there now.” Jose 
shrugged. “Ordinarily, I would assume it was human 
business - criminals hiding out or something similar 
- but the humans were seen buying blood.” 

Spike narrowed his eyes at that bit of information. 
Humans rarely bought blood and most of the time it 
meant trouble of one sort or another. Sure 
sometimes it was something disgusting like 
someone dusting off an old family recipe for blood 
pudding, but it wouldn’t hurt to check it out. “Take 



a couple of the boys and have a look. See if there’s 
anything I need to know about.” Spike ordered 
quietly. 

“At once, Master Spike.” Jose ducked his head 
courteously and turned to go, signaling to two other 
vampires to follow him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“My coordination is shot, my strength is gone, and 
last night I got a bad case of the dizzies and almost 
let a vamp stake me.” 

Buffy’s worried tones carried clearly through the 
library doors and Xander hesitated, thinking that 
maybe he should come back later.  

“I'm sure it'll sort itself out.” Giles’ voice was full of 
hearty reassurance and Xander frowned, wondering 
why it sounded so false. 

“You're not getting the big picture here, Giles. I-I 
have no strength. I have no coordination. I throw 
knives like…” 



“Like a girl?”  

Xander was listening shamelessly now, the door 
cracked opened so he didn’t miss anything. Buffy 
tended to clam up about anything that made her 
feel vulnerable and this sounded like a biggie. What 
really surprised him though was Giles’ reaction 
which seemed way too calm for a Watcher being 
told his Slayer had lost her powers. 

“Like I’m not the Slayer,” Buffy said desperately. 
“Giles, what’s happening to me?” 

“As you yourself have said, Buffy. It’s most likely 
nothing more than that you are coming down with a 
bad flu bug. Just take it easy for the next couple of 
days until you are yourself again.” 

Well, that made sense. Xander remembered Spike 
having to take Buffy down last year before she 
would agree to not patrol while she was sick. If it 
was just the flu, of course Giles wasn’t particularly 
worried. He was quietly easing the door closed, 
intending to leave, when Buffy spoke again, 
sounding lost.  



“What if this is some kind of sign that my calling is a 
wrong number? If I'm not the Slayer, what am I? 
Giles, I can’t just be a normal girl anymore. I’ve seen 
too much.” 

Forgetting his good intentions, ok, his desire not to 
be caught eavesdropping, Xander reversed 
direction, pushing the door open hard. “Hey, on 
behalf of normal people everywhere, thanks for the 
vote of confidence,” he snapped.  

Buffy turned to glare at him. “What’s that supposed 
to mean?” she asked crossly. 

“It means that some of us manage to contribute 
even if we’re just boring, normal guys with no 
special talents. If you think that you’re worthless 
unless you have super powered strength and speed, 
well, then you probably are.” 

“Xander…” 

“No, Giles. As a member of the worthless ‘normals’ 
she’s so afraid of becoming, I’m kind of offended. 
You should be too. You’re just an ordinary guy and 
you manage to fight evil most days of the week. I’ve 



managed to stay alive and even help out some and 
I’m just a normal guy. Without us normal guys, 
super-powered Buffy here would be dead - 
remember the zombies?” 

“I didn’t mean it like that.” Buffy actually looked 
kind of embarrassed.  

“I hope not but it’s what you said.” Xander 
softened, knowing he was over-reacting, but she’d 
hit a sore spot. He worried sometimes that Spike 
would get bored with his ordinary, human lover and 
move on. As the lover who came after the 
gorgeous, insane vampire seer lover, he admittedly 
had some issues about being just normal. 

“I thought you were the one who was always 
complaining about not getting to be a normal girl?” 
he asked. “Maybe this is a ‘careful what you wish 
for’ thing.” 

He’d really meant that to come out cheerful but 
somehow it didn’t. Buffy just looked more 
depressed, slumping miserably in her chair.  



Giles intervened, thank god, because Xander was 
coming up empty on nice things to say. “Buffy, I 
assure you, given time we'll get to the bottom of, of 
whatever's causing this... anomaly. In any case, we 
should wait a few days and see what develops. It is 
still most likely just a bad flu bug.” 

“If you want, we could research this afternoon and 
see if we can find anything,” Xander offered. Giles 
was probably right and whatever was happening 
was just some sort of fluke but he could see that 
Buffy was wigging out.  

A research session would be a good chance to try 
and hook Oz back into things as well. Oz had pulled 
one of his vanishing acts after Willow left town and 
hadn’t been seen at school for several days. He was 
back now but even quieter than usual, spending 
most of his time hiding out in the music rooms.  

“Thanks, guys.” Buffy looked a little brighter.  

“Let’s meet back here after our last classes and see 
if we can find anything.” That would given him time 
to track Oz down and persuade him to join them.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Jose had returned just before dawn with a report. 
The humans at the Sunnydale Arms were holding a 
vampire prisoner and doing some very odd work on 
the place - bricking up doors and windows. Jose had 
also reported with faint distaste that the vampire 
appeared to have no control at all: screaming and 
kicking at the walls at regular intervals. The 
situation was odd enough that Spike had gone to 
check it out for himself shortly after sunset.  

Xander was at school researching whatever had 
caused the Slayer’s dizzy spell last night. He’d called 
and told Spike he would be home late. Apparently, 
the Slayer had something more seriously wrong 
than a brief spot of dizziness. Her Slayer abilities 
were gone and she was freaking out over it.  

Spike had cheerfully told Xander not to work too 
hard on solving the problem, which made Xander 
laugh. After hanging up, Spike decided to head out 
as soon as the sun was down to find out what was 



going on at the Sunnydale Arms. Something about 
the timing of the Slayer’s problems and these 
humans holding a vampire prisoner had him on 
edge. Seemed a bit too much of a coincidence.  

Prowling around the run-down boarding house, 
Spike’s suspicions went into high gear. The two 
humans inside were complaining about the living 
conditions and the noise their prisoner was making. 
They were both clearly terrified of their vampire 
prisoner, despite the fact that Spike could hear 
chains clanking every time the vampire began one 
of its frequent noisy struggles. He heard them 
mention feeding the vampire and the vampire 
yelling for pills. 

These were not people out for a lark, or a game of 
torture the vampire, such as humans in the know 
occasionally played. These people were deadly 
serious about whatever it was they were doing. 

Fading into the shadow, Spike decided to stop by 
Angelus’ apartment. His Sire had been patrolling 
fairly regularly on his own recently and might have 
heard something.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Angelus hadn’t heard anything and insisted on 
visiting the boarding house to see for himself. Spike 
went along, puzzled enough by the situation that he 
didn’t mind taking another look. 

The third human was there this time and was clearly 
in charge of the other two. Spike and Angel 
overheard him telling the other two that everything 
was in order and that “the Slayer’s preparation is 
nearly complete.” 

Angelus growled at that and Spike yanked him away 
from the window before he gave their position 
away. Retreating some distance from the boarding 
house, Spike filled Angel in on the Slayer’s current 
weakness and that no one knew what was causing 
it.  

“I’ll lay you money those are Council members,” 
Angelus said, glaring back in the direction of the 
boarding house. “Nothing else makes any sense.” 



“Yeah,” Spike agreed. “Probably they’re the reason 
the Slayer isn’t feeling herself.” 

“Giles must be in on it.” 

That surprised Spike, given the Watcher’s obvious 
affection for his charge. Thinking it over, he realized 
that Angelus was probably right. Who else could be 
“preparing” the Slayer? “If the Watcher’s involved,” 
he said slowly, “can’t believe he means her to come 
to harm.” 

“Maybe not deliberately, but I don’t like the smell 
of this.” 

Spike couldn’t disagree. This whole set-up felt 
wrong, underhanded and sly. Not really what he’d 
come to expect from Giles.  

“I’m going to talk to Giles about what’s going on,” 
Angelus announced.  

Spike rolled his eyes. “Brilliant. Great plan. Let’s 
send the person who spent hours torturing him to 
tell the Watcher he’s not doing his job properly. 
While you’re at it, why don’t you criticize his love 
life as well. He’s sure to appreciate it since you’re 



the one screwed that up for him in truly spectacular 
fashion.” 

Angelus looked guilt-stricken at the reminder and 
sullen, which meant he agreed but was too 
stubborn to admit it. Mostly to keep Angelus’ big 
feet out of it, Spike finished with a sigh. “I’ll go talk 
to the Watcher and find out the skinny. You keep an 
eye on our friends here until I get back.” 

Not waiting for Angelus’ agreement, his Sire was 
still touchy about taking orders from him but 
tended to do it as long as he didn’t have to admit he 
was doing it, Spike headed for the Watcher’s 
apartment. It was late enough that the human must 
have headed home by now.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Watcher swung the apartment door open, 
looking startled to see Spike. “Hello, Spike,” he 
greeted cautiously. Spike was amused that the 
Watcher didn’t invite him in. Still too cautious to 
give a vampire an invite it seemed. 



“Watcher,” Spike nodded coolly. “Want to tell me 
what the bloody hell you’re playin’ at?” 

“I…I don’t know what you mean, Spike.” The 
Watcher would never make a poker player, his eyes 
shifted away nervously as he answered. 

“Sunnydale Arms mean anythin’ to you?” Spike 
asked pointedly. 

“The… the old rooming house?” Giles sighed, giving 
up the game when Spike just stared at him with 
cold eyes. “How did you find out?” 

“Some of the boys reported something was up. I do 
keep an eye on things in my territory, you know.” 
Spike found it irritating that the Watcher had 
obviously not considered the little plot would draw 
attention. 

“Ah. Of course.” Spike was surprised when the 
Watcher pushed the door all the way open. “Come 
in, Spike.” Eyebrows raised, Spike stepped inside, 
waiting as the Watcher closed the door behind him 
and gestured for Spike to follow him into the living 
room area. He sat down heavily on the couch, 



taking his glasses off and rubbing his eyes, looking 
immensely troubled. “It’s nothing that should 
concern you,” he said. “It will all be over in a couple 
more days.” 

Spike remained standing. “What will be over?” he 
asked pointedly. 

“It’s called the Cruciamentum. It’s a test for the 
Slayer. It is given to every Slayer who reaches her 
eighteenth birthday.” 

Spike listened in disbelief as the Watcher outlined 
the test: rendering the Slayer powerless and locking 
them in with a vampire. If the Slayer lived, she 
passed the test. 

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” was his only 
comment when Giles finished. 

“Sometimes I wonder.” The Watcher rested his 
head in his hands, looking unutterably weary. “It’s 
traditional, the Council has been conducting the 
test for centuries.” 

“The rack was a tradition for centuries, doesn’t stop 
you humans from getting pissy when you find a 



vampire still using one.” Spike knew that from 
personal experience. Angelus and Darla had found 
one in a castle outside Budapest, dusted it off and 
played with it for two weeks before the locals found 
out. They’d had to leave town hastily to avoid the 
humans who took issue with Angelus’ toy. “What 
percentage of Slayers generally survive this test?” 
he asked curiously. 

“About half,” Giles answered, almost inaudibly. 

Spike cocked his head. Something was off here. 
“Slayers have a short life span anyway. Who cares if 
they’re up to snuff or not? They’re tested every 
time they go up against a vampire. If they live, they 
pass. If not, you get a new Slayer, hopefully a better 
one,” he commented, thinking out loud. Their own 
people putting their lives doubly at risk made no 
sense at all.  

“In matters of tradition and protocol, I must answer 
to the Council” Giles responded rather defensively. 
“I don’t have a choice.” 

“Love a good Nuremberg defense as much as the 
next bloke,” Spike began, enjoying the Watcher’s 



flinch at the accusation. Fishing out a cigarette, he 
lit up, taking a long drag as the pieces suddenly 
clicked together in his head in a way that made all 
too much sense. 

“Let me guess, the real purpose of the test is to 
eliminate Slayers who are getting a bit independent 
and maybe just a little less manageable, now 
they’re adults.” 

Giles looked up sharply. “Of course not!” 
 
“Don’t kid yourself, Watcher. Otherwise you’re just 
setting up an unequal fight: weakening the Slayer 
then pitting her against an opponent who can kill 
her on a good day. If you were truly testing her 
mettle, you’d tell her what was going on, give her a 
fighting chance. This way, you send the Slayer into 
battle off balance and unready. Don’t see how 
anyone would think that’s a fair test.” 

The Watcher looked sick, as if he’d never 
questioned the rationale behind the test before. 
Probably hadn’t. Members of secret societies 
always thought that, once they were in, they were 



all the way in. Never thought about the possibility 
of there being layers of membership, and agendas 
they were never told about.  

Idiots. 

More than a minute passed in silence. The Watcher 
appeared lost in thought, ignoring Spike as he stood 
smoking in the middle of the apartment, something 
Spike was sure the Watcher would have had plenty 
to say about under other circumstances. Finally, the 
Watcher seemed to come to a decision and he 
looked at Spike with grim, determined eyes. 

“Would you be willing to do me a favor, Spike?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Angelus had not been thrilled when Spike had 
returned to the boarding house and told him what 
was going on.  

“Spike, we have to kill him. Buffy won’t be able to 
handle him without her Slayer abilities.” 



“Sadly enough, I agree with you. Normally, I’m 
pretty much a live and let unlive kind of vampire, 
but this git has conspicuous written all over him. 
We need to take him out before half the town is 
asking questions.”  

Spike wasn’t about to admit that he’d made a deal 
with the Watcher to kill the Council’s vampire. He 
had a reputation after all. He’d already decided to 
take this vampire out from the moment he’d seen 
him earlier. It was the principal of the thing. 
Humans shouldn’t use vampires for their own 
purposes and, as he’d said to Angelus, this vampire 
was just too conspicuous to leave running around. 

Spike wondered idly what idiot had turned the 
vampire. Admittedly, it was something he might 
have done himself once upon a time. Not as a 
childe, no, this thing would never make a childe - 
too out of control, too over-the-top insane to ever 
learn obedience. Still, before he’d been responsible 
for a territory, he might have thought it a laugh to 
turn this thing and sit back and watch the mayhem. 
With a nostalgic smile for the wild young vampire 
he’d been, Spike forced himself back to business. 



The Watcher had given Spike one of his beautiful 
heavy-duty crossbows for the job, asking him to 
take the vampire out from a distance and to avoid 
the Council members guarding him, if possible. He’d 
taken the weapon without protest, even though he 
had no intention of using it - the Watcher clearly 
wasn’t thinking when he gave it to Spike. Yes, the 
weapon was capable of powering straight through 
the walls of the old boarding house - it had been 
designed to punch through a coat of armor, after all 
- but there was no way to aim it properly unless he 
could see the target.  

Spike caressed the smooth-grained finish of the 
weapon as he crouched silently outside the old 
boarding house with Angelus. He’d known from the 
moment the Watcher handed it to him that the 
Watcher was not getting the weapon back. It 
practically sang of death. Beautiful weapons that 
man had, Spike thought, not for the first time. 
‘Sides, the Watcher owed him for helping to clean 
up this little mess.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
The Watcher had taken himself off to confess to the 
Slayer, loading up a bag of weapons and planning 
on guarding the Slayer’s house overnight in case the 
Council decided to come for the Slayer once things 
started to go wrong. 

Returning to the boarding house, he and Angelus 
had settled in, waiting for things to quiet down a 
bit. One of the humans was off on some errand, 
leaving two inside. The vampire inside finally 
quieted down and one of the remaining humans 
settled onto a cot for a nap.  

Nodding to each other, Angelus and Spike 
separated, approaching the front and rear doors 
simultaneously. Angelus’ quiet whistle signaled he 
was in position and Spike lifted his booted foot, 
slamming it into the door.  

The old lock gave way easily, dry wood splintering 
under the force of his kick and Spike stepped 
through, hearing Angelus entering from the rear in 
another noisy crash of snapping wood. Spike was 
closer to the imprisoned vampire and he moved 



swiftly towards the area where all the kicking and 
screaming had been coming from. A heavily 
fortified door caught his eye and he forced it open, 
revealing a vampire in a… Spike blinked. In a 
straightjacket, chained to the reinforced wall of 
what had once been a good size closet. 

“Well, isn’t this nice.” The vampire’s eyes were 
cloudy with drugs, but even that couldn’t dim the 
mad intensity of his stare. Dru’s insanity had mostly 
been a soft-focused retreat from an unbearable 
world, into a place where stars and dolls talked to 
her with the wisdom of sages. But some nights, her 
eyes had glittered with this same mad hatred of 
everything. Those had been the nights when 
nothing but bloody mayhem would satisfy her, 
when she gave free rein to the violence and chaos 
surging inside, and they had killed over and over 
again until she was finally appeased through 
exhaustion.  

Spike had fully intended to simply stake the mad 
vampire immediately but now he found he was 
strangely reluctant to do so. Throwing a quick 
glance around the room, he spied an ax leaning 



against the wall and stepped over to it. From the 
sounds, Angelus had taken down the human in the 
kitchen and was now - arguing? with the second 
human. Spike shook his head, grinning to himself. 
They each had their own form of insanity. 

Two quick sweeps with the ax freed the huge 
vampire, who immediately began tearing his way 
out of the straightjacket. Spike stepped back, 
leaving him to it and pulled a stake from a pocket 
inside his duster. When the vampire was free, 
letting the straightjacket fall to the ground, Spike 
tossed the stake to him.  

“If you kill me, well, you’ll still have to go through 
my Sire,” he said. “But at least you’ll be one step 
closer to free.” 

“We’re playing your games now?” the vampire 
asked, moving forward and kicking the remnants of 
the straightjacket to one side. 

“You could say that.” 

“Who are you?” 
 



“Just someone who enjoys throwing a spanner into 
the works,” Spike answered flippantly. 

The vampire grinned toothily at him, beginning to 
circle him cautiously, testing him, surprising Spike 
who had expected this guy to be a bit more of the 
lunge immediately type of fighter. He grinned 
wolfishly back at the larger vampire, shifting his 
own position cautiously. The other vampire was 
much bigger than Spike, he’d need to be careful 
about getting within his reach. 

Spike feinted, then spun in the opposite direction, 
bringing his leg around in a vicious kick that caught 
the larger vampire in the side. To his surprise, the 
other vampire absorbed the blow, hardly moving at 
all under the force of it. Spike followed the kick with 
a punch, then ducked as the other vampire swung 
back at him.  

“Spike, what are you doing?” Angelus spoke from 
the doorway and Spike used the distraction to spin 
away from vampire. 



“Bit busy, Angelus. Have a seat,” he snapped, not 
taking his eyes off the vampire, who was also 
ignoring Angelus after the first startled jerk.  

“We don’t have time for this.” 

“Piss off. You take care of the humans?” Spike 
ducked a massive haymaker and spun away again, 
launching a two-footed kick at the vampire. It 
landed solidly, sending him sprawling and he clung 
to Spike’s legs as he went down, almost bringing 
Spike down with him. Spike swore and kicked free, 
stumbling back ungracefully and losing the chance 
to follow through while the other was still down. 

“They’re tied up in the kitchen,” Angelus answered 
impatiently. “Do you need some help?” 

Spike snarled. “Need you to stop talking while I’m 
trying to concentrate.” 

“Fine. Just hurry up.” Angelus settled against the 
wall in a huff. 

Angelus out of his hair, Spike let himself get caught 
up in the familiar rhythm of parry, attack, dodge, 
retreat. The other vampire was significantly bigger 



and stronger than Spike but not as quick or agile. 
Spike would bet he didn’t have a lot of stamina, 
either.  

Twice the other vampire sent Spike crashing into 
the wall but both times Spike was able to roll to his 
feet before he could follow through. In turn, Spike 
kept him moving, raining blow after blow down on 
his bigger opponent, blows that staggered the other 
vampire even if they didn’t knock him off his feet. 
The end of the fight came unexpectedly. 

The vampire suddenly screamed in agony and 
clutched at his head, ignoring Spike, who stopped in 
astonishment. Tearing at his hair and moaning, the 
vampire staggered away blindly, heading towards 
the closet where he’d been kept prisoner. 

“What the…?”  

“Spike, are you through yet?” 

“Guess so,” he answered absently, watching as the 
other vampire fumbled for a bottle of pills, tearing 
open the lid and swallowing the entire bottle.  



There was a twang and the distinct whirring sound 
of a crossbow bolt and the vampire was looking 
down in surprise at the bolt that had buried itself in 
his heart. 

Spike turned around. “That’s my crossbow,” he 
objected mildly hearing the explosion of dust 
behind him. 

Angelus tossed it to him. “Then don’t leave it sitting 
around. Let’s get out of here.” 

“What was all that talk I heard back there? You and 
the human,” Spike asked curiously as they left. 

“That was Quentin Travers,” Angelus answered, not 
hiding his disgust. “He and I had a few words about 
this test of his.” 
 
“Did you? How did that go?” 
 
“Hypocritical, opinionated, self-righteous, old fart. 
Didn’t see anything wrong with what he was doing. 
Kept going on about how I was a vampire and it was 
none of my business.” 



“Imagine that.” Spike was amused by Angelus’ 
outrage. “A member of the Watcher’s Council not 
approving of vampires.” 

*A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Helpless’  
 

Part Thirty 

Xander mumbled sleepily as Spike slid under the 
covers shortly before dawn. Long used to Spike’s 
early morning returns, he didn’t really wake up, just 
stirred and shifted position as Spike wrapped 
himself around the living warmth of his lover. 

Sighing happily, Spike snuggled close. Xander’s 
warm body in their bed was a never ending source 
of pleasure. Even if they didn’t have sex nearly as 
often as Spike had been used to or would like - 
human stamina simply wasn’t up to vampire 
standards, plus Xander’s foolish insistence on 
leading a normal, high school life cut seriously into 
their hours together - his boy’s mere presence in 
the bed, even unconscious, gave warmth and a 
sense of home to the lair. 



Spike didn’t let himself fall asleep, as he lay there 
listening to the comforting sound of Xander’s 
heartbeat. He waited patiently, sensing the 
approaching daylight from behind the light-proof 
blinds and hearing the small movements as the last 
of the vampires settled in for the day on the floors 
below, waiting for Xander’s normal waking time so 
they could talk.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Giles did what?” 

Spike sighed. He’d already explained once, but 
Xander still looked like he couldn’t believe his ears. 
“You heard me, pet.” He took a long drink of the 
beer he’d snagged when he’d realized this needed 
to be an awake and out of bed conversation. 

“But we spent all that time researching what was 
wrong,” Xander protested. “And Giles kept saying it 
was just the flu.” 



“He lied. Says he was under orders from the 
Council.” Spike shrugged. “Not excusin’ him, luv, 
because he was an idiot for not taking two minutes 
to think about what he was getting himself involved 
in. But tests are part of most occupations and some 
of ‘em are dangerous. Watcher just got followin’ 
the party line and didn’t think about what he was 
actually doin’.” 

Xander looked at him curiously. “You don’t have a 
problem with him lying to Buffy like that?” 

Spike cocked one eyebrow at him. “If he’d put you 
in danger, you can believe I’d’ve had more than 
words with him. As it is,” he shrugged again. “He 
pulled out of it before anything went seriously 
wrong so I’m not fussing. Just thought you should 
know what happened before you saw him or the 
Slayer again. Bound to be a sore point between 
them, no sense in you getting in the middle by 
mistake because you don’t know what’s 
happening.” 

“Thanks,” Xander said wryly. “I appreciate the 
heads up.” 



“‘Less I can persuade you to join me,” Spike shot 
him an ever-hopeful lecherous look, “I’m going to 
sleep.” 

Xander shook his head. “No, I’ll go to school.” He 
kissed Spike absently and headed for the bathroom 
as Spike padded barefoot back to the bedroom.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“What do you mean ‘you’ve been fired’?” 

Xander looked quickly at Buffy, who was studying 
her folded hands with every appearance of interest, 
then at Oz, who looked as surprised as Oz ever did. 
When Giles had asked them all to stop by the library 
after school, this hadn’t been what he’d been 
expecting. 

Xander had avoided the library all day, still not sure 
what he thought about Giles lying to them, about 
him actively helping with a test that could easily 
have gotten Buffy killed. Yeah, he could appreciate 
the need for skills testing, but there was a 



difference between a pop quiz in math and your 
Watcher arranging it so you lost your Slayer powers 
so you could prove you were good enough to kill a 
vampire using only normal human strength even 
while you were freaking out because everything you 
thought you knew about yourself was suddenly 
wrong.  

How had Giles arranged for Buffy to lose her 
powers anyway? Spike hadn’t known and Xander 
wasn’t sure he wanted to ask. Part of him couldn’t 
help thinking the whole thing was a bit too much 
like what Willow had done to him. It made him 
uncomfortable to think about the parallels and he’d 
been worried about what he would do if Buffy was 
angry with Giles and wanting his support against 
Giles. It would be pretty damn hypocritical of him to 
say everything was ok and he would stand by Giles 
no matter what, especially when it didn’t seem like 
Giles had really had any better motives than Willow. 

So, he’d reluctantly trailed into the library, thinking 
Giles wanted to explain what had happened and 
hoping he’d hear something that would make the 
whole episode sit better. Instead, Giles had dropped 



a completely different bombshell on them. Well, on 
him and Oz, Buffy obviously had already heard it. 

“I’m afraid the Council is less than happy with my 
performance as Buffy’s Watcher, particularly when 
Mr. Travers found himself on the receiving end of a 
lecture from Angel on the topic of Slayer tests.” 

Buffy’s lips twitched slightly, obviously pleased that 
Angel had gotten in the council’s face in her 
defense. Xander hadn’t heard about that from 
Spike, just about the half-baked test the Council had 
been trying to run.  

“The Council will be sending another Watcher to 
take my place. However, I wanted to assure you all 
that I am not going anywhere. Xander, I am hoping 
you will still continue your demon studies with me. 
Oz, you have been of tremendous help in a number 
of ways and I want you to know you are always 
welcome in the library, whether at the full moon or 
any other time.” 

Oz nodded, looking pleased but troubled but didn’t 
say anything. 



Xander was still stuck on the whole being fired part 
of the conversation. “Can’t we do something about 
it? Buffy? Do you want another Watcher?” Xander 
couldn’t believe she did but she wasn’t saying 
anything.  

“Of course not,” Buffy said quietly. “The Council 
didn’t give me a choice.” 

“I’m afraid that traditionally, Slayers are not given 
any input into who their Watcher is,” Giles put in. 

“That bites.” 

“Big time,” Buffy agreed. “The only good news is 
that Giles invalidated the test by telling me about it 
and then Angel killed their test vampire, and 
apparently they don’t have a spare handy.” She 
smiled, obviously pleased that the test had fizzled 
before it got anywhere. 

“They can’t find a vampire on the Hellmouth?” 
Xander asked disbelievingly, temporarily 
sidetracked.  

“It’s more complicated than that,” Giles said. “They 
were not appreciative of the fact that I disclosed 



their presence to two Master Vampires. I’m not 
sure if they are more upset by the fact that they 
believe I put their lives in danger or because I 
exposed Council secrets to vampires.” His eyes 
gleamed with malicious amusement although he 
seemed to be trying to hide it. “In any case, they felt 
I was a poor influence on the Slayer.”  

Buffy made a disgusted sound at that idea and 
Xander could tell that everything was good between 
her and Giles. Which meant he didn’t have to 
choose sides, and if Buffy was ok with whatever 
Giles had actually done, Xander probably didn’t 
have any right to take issue with it. Which was an 
incredible relief. Having lost Willow, he really 
couldn’t bear to lose Giles as well.  

“In the meantime, I suggest we all just carry on 
normally,” Giles suggested.  

Buffy stood up. “Well, I’m off patrol for another 
night, so I think I’m going to go home.”  

“Can I drive you?” Oz offered quietly. 

“Thanks, Oz.” 



They left together, and Xander lingered behind. 
“Giles?” 

“Yes, Xander?” 

“Are you ok?”  

Giles gave him a quick smile. “I’m fine, Xander. 
Being fired is rather a blow to one’s ego but I’m 
proud that it was because I tried to stop something 
that I should never have been part of. My biggest 
regret is that I ever agreed to be part of the test to 
begin with.” The smile didn’t quite reach his eyes 
but that was hardly surprising. “Please thank Spike 
for me, will you?” 

“For killing the vampire?” 
 
“Among other things.” Giles answered 
enigmatically. He had a feeling Giles wouldn’t 
explain even if he asked, so he let it go. “See you 
tomorrow, Giles.” 

“Good night, Xander.” 

Xander looked back once as he walked out the 
doors. Giles stood in the center of the room, gazing 



up at the upper stacks, looking tired and a little lost. 
Xander looked away quickly, letting the door close 
quietly behind him.  

Strange that Giles should look like he was carrying 
the weight of the world now, when he’d just been 
relieved of his responsibilities.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Despite his misgivings, nothing really changed over 
the course of the next week or so. Buffy got her 
powers back and went back to patrolling regularly. 
She and Xander and Oz were spending more time 
together lately. Buffy and Oz were both still really 
missing Willow but they couldn’t seem to talk about 
her to each other. With Xander, they had an excuse 
not to talk about her and the three of them were 
getting along well. He and Oz had been friends for a 
long time, and Buffy seemed to be adapting to their 
humor, poking fun at their off-the-wall debates 
about science fiction trivia, and dragging them to 
school events. Buffy and he spent some time 



studying together and she even joined him in some 
of his demon study sessions with Giles. Xander kind 
of thought it was to help Giles through his initial 
shock over not being officially her Watcher 
anymore, but no new Watcher had shown up, so it 
was easy for them to ignore Giles’ firing. Buffy still 
checked with Giles for patrol assignments, although 
he frankly admitted he had less information for her 
now that he wasn’t officially her Watcher anymore, 
apparently he’d gotten a fair bit of his information 
through Council sources which were all refusing to 
help him now. 

Weirdly, Spike and Buffy met on patrol once or 
twice and occasionally fought side by side. Spike 
glossed over it, saying it was just a coincidence, the 
Slayer horning in on a good fight, but Xander was 
glad that they were getting to the point where they 
hardly even insulted each other any more, except 
sort of automatically - like two siblings who liked 
each other but were so used to bickering they 
couldn’t help themselves. 

It was a bit of a shock in all this quiet getting along 
when the letter arrived. 



It arrived nearly a month after Willow had left, sent 
to him in care of Giles who handed it to Xander 
without a word. Staring at the envelope with its 
familiar handwriting, aware of Giles’ sympathetic 
gaze, Xander realized that Willow didn’t know his 
address. She’d never even asked. Why that should 
cause such mixed feelings after all this time, he had 
no idea.  

Leaving the library abruptly, he’d seriously 
considered just throwing it out without reading it. 
Unable to make up his mind, he’d stuffed it into the 
back of his locker and spent the next several days 
trying to pretend it didn’t exist. He’d finally opened 
it after reminding himself that Willow was going to 
be back someday and it would probably be a good 
thing to have some idea of who Willow was now. 

Reading the letter hadn’t answered the question 
and it rattled him badly. The eight pages in Willow’s 
familiar handwriting hadn’t asked for forgiveness, 
or tried to explain or justify what she had done. 
Instead, Willow had written about the English 
countryside and how different their cool, misty 
spring was from California. She’d written about the 



members of the coven, awe and respect in every 
word for how such powerful people could be so 
down-to-earth and ordinary; how they’d returned 
Amy to human form and the two of them were now 
studying magic together. She’d written about how 
much she was learning and how much she missed 
everyone in Sunnydale. And she’d written about 
Jesse, how she’d been thinking about him and how 
much she missed him: his laughter and his solid 
presence in their lives, his desperate, hopeless 
pursuit of Cordelia sophomore year, forever 
forsaking his status as Vice President of the ‘We 
hate Cordelia’ club they’d briefly formed in second 
grade after a particularly devastating exchange in 
which Cordelia had successfully humiliated all three 
of them in front of the entire class. 

Reading the letter, Xander had found himself 
smiling, remembering that afternoon at Jesse’s 
house. Willow had proposed the club, nominated 
the two of them as officers - taking the presidency 
for herself because neither of them would take it - 
and drafted a motto and a mission statement 
before Xander and Jesse had even realized what 



was happening. They’d never met formally as a 
club, it had been a private joke between them for 
years, their shield against Queen C. 

In those few pages, Willow talked more about Jesse 
than she had since he died and something inside 
Xander - a tight knot he hadn’t even been aware 
was there - melted. All of his problems with Willow 
had started with Jesse’s death; a long and twisted 
road that had led to places neither of them could 
have foreseen when Xander lost himself in his grief 
and Willow buried her own grief in denial.  

Even after re-reading the letter three times, Xander 
still wasn’t sure how Willow had managed to 
convey that she understood that what she’d done 
was too big for an apology, that a casual “I’m sorry” 
wouldn’t mean anything. It wasn’t even that she 
was ignoring it, it was almost as if she was simply 
trying to re-open communications between them 
before they could even begin to talk about what 
had happened. 

Xander hadn’t known what to do, but he 
desperately needed to talk to someone about the 



letter. Somehow, Oz was the logical candidate. 
Xander was sure he would be better than either 
Buffy or Spike at being honest about Willow. Oz 
loved her but he also saw her with clearer eyes than 
either Buffy or Spike. 

He’d tracked Oz down in the music rooms, as usual. 
He knocked quietly and Oz looked up and smiled, 
waving him in. Xander opened the door and took a 
seat, not saying anything. Oz started playing again, 
something quiet and sad, as a lot of his music was 
these days. Xander sat and listened, letting the 
notes wash over him, enjoying Oz’s quiet 
undemanding presence. 

“I heard from Willow,” he said finally, after sitting 
silently for a long time. Oz was great that way. He 
could wait forever until you were ready to speak. 

“Me too.” Oz stopped playing but his hands still 
caressed the guitar, as if he was drawing strength 
from it. “Sounds like things are going well.” 

“It surprised me. I didn’t think anything could ever 
make me forgive her but it was like hearing from 
the Willow of two years ago.” Xander rested his 



chin on his folded arms. “It wasn’t so much what 
she said, it was more the way she said it.” 

Oz seemed to get what he was trying to say. “I think 
the coven has been good for her.” 

“Did you get a chance to meet Maggie 
Whatshername, from the coven?”  

Oz shook his head. 

“She was this really great old lady. She said she got 
Willow to agree to go to England by doing 
something that made Willow look at herself and 
really see herself.” Xander had thought about that a 
lot over the past few weeks. It sounded like a really 
cool, but really scary spell. He wasn’t sure he’d want 
one done on himself. 

“For the first time, I think maybe there’s hope.” 

Oz was quiet for a long time. “I miss her. All the 
time.” The quiet declaration didn’t surprise Xander. 
He didn’t talk about her much these days, but it was 
like Oz couldn’t get over Willow not being there, 
like her absence had left a wound that was refusing 
to heal. 



Oz turned his head and looked at Xander. “If she’s 
found a way back to the person she used to be, I 
still want to be with her.” 

“If she’s Willow again, maybe she and I could be 
friends again.” Xander was surprised to find he 
meant it. 

They sat in the room for a long time, lost in thought, 
as Oz’s hands plucked soft, random chords on the 
guitar.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Mr. Spike, there’s a rather troubling situation 
developing that I thought you might be willing to 
help me with.” 

“PTA giving you lip?” Spike asked flippantly. The 
summons to the Mayor’s office - and despite the 
polite request of the nervous human minion who’d 
presented himself at Court as per their agreement, 
it had been a summons - had been a surprise. 
Enough time had passed without a word from the 



Mayor that Spike had thought the Mayor had 
decided that Spike wasn’t going to be useful to him. 
Given that the Mayor had found Trick useful, Spike 
wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or insulted by 
that judgment, but he’d pretty much avoided 
thinking about the Mayor entirely.  

Hopefully, he wasn’t about to regret that oversight. 

“No, I have a very good working relationship with 
the school board,” the Mayor answered with that 
weird genial sincerity of his. “This is more an under-
the-table sort of problem. Something that needs 
unofficial handling.”  

“What might that be?” Spike shoved his hands in his 
pockets and concentrated on looking bored, not 
wanting to give away exactly how curious he really 
was.  

The Mayor rested his elbows on the desk, bringing 
his steepled fingers to his pursed lips. “I have it on 
rather good authority that the Sisterhood of Jhe is 
in town and are hoping to open the Hellmouth.” 



“Never heard of them.” Despite his casual answer, 
Spike tensed. Anything that wanted to open the 
Hellmouth was bad news on an apocalyptic scale. 

“That’s not surprising - they’re a rather obscure 
cult. They exist solely to bring about the world's 
destruction. Very single minded about it.” The 
Mayor shook his head disapprovingly. “In any case, I 
have plans for this coming year and don’t really 
want the Hellmouth opened just now. I was hoping 
you could help me with that.” He smiled brightly at 
Spike. 

Spike lifted his scarred eyebrow, staring at the 
Mayor challengingly. “What’s in it for me?”  
 
“Really, Mr. Spike, on this occasion, I think our 
interests coincide. You’re friends with a number of 
the children at the school. If the Hellmouth opens, it 
does so in the middle of that library those children 
spend so much time in. It could get rather messy.” 
He let a beat go pass before adding pointedly: “It 
would be a shame if any of those children, 
particularly one of the less… unusual of them, were 



hurt. Even killed.” The genial smile suddenly 
seemed very shark-like. 

Spike worked hard to control his reaction to the 
oblique threat to Xander. Although it was clear the 
Mayor had a lot of information about Spike and 
Xander and the group at the school, still it would be 
an amateur’s mistake to confirm anything by letting 
himself react. “Plans for this year?” he countered. 

“This and that,” the Mayor replied evasively. “Being 
Master of the Hellmouth doesn’t mean much if the 
town doesn’t exist anymore, Mr. Spike.” 

“Neither does being Mayor.” 

“You see? Common interests. Which is why I was 
hoping you would see what you could do about 
these demons.” The Mayor’s toothy grin was back. 
“After all, as Master of the Hellmouth, they do fall 
within your jurisdiction.” 

“What do you know about them?” 

The Mayor pressed the call button. “Alan has a 
complete file for you.” He rose to his feet, 
extending his hand, which Spike ignored. “I 



appreciate it, Mr. Spike. I just knew you were the 
right man, so to speak, for the job. The Sisterhood 
has quite the reputation, they are quite a feisty 
bunch I understand, but I’m sure you’re more than 
up to the challenge.” 

Somehow Spike found himself ushered out of the 
office, a thin file of papers pressed into his hand by 
the flunky in the outer office.  

Great, he’d just accepted an assignment from the 
Mayor.  

 

Part Thirty-One 

Spike leaned tiredly against the cave wall, letting 
the ax he was carrying drop to his side. “Bloody, 
fucking hell,” he complained. “These bitches don’t 
know when to quit.” 

Across the dimly lit cave, Angelus was holding up his 
own section of wall. “They weren’t so tough,” he 
disagreed, despite the blood dripping down his 
thigh. 



He and Angelus had gone to the cave indicated in 
the Mayor’s information and found three demons, 
all females with grey skin, red eyes, pointed ears 
and multiple horns on their foreheads. They hadn’t 
seemed like anything special but they were amazing 
fighters: tough and strong and vicious. Spike swore, 
looking down at the tattered sleeve of his duster 
where one of the demons had shredded the leather 
with her claws, the long nails slicing through the 
leather like paper, digging into his upper arm and 
leaving four long tears that were still oozing blood. 

He straightened up, kicking at the demon’s corpse 
for the disrespect to his beloved coat and looked at 
his Sire. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” He badly 
needed blood to help heal the injuries which were 
throbbing painfully. Angelus clearly needed some as 
well - he was limping heavily, one of the demons 
had torn his thigh open even as Angelus had buried 
a knife in her chest. 

“You said there were more of these?” Angelus 
asked. 



“Yeah. Supposed to be about a dozen running 
around.” After a pause, Spike said grudgingly. “This 
were the only place I knew they were holed up. I’ll 
see if the Watcher knows anything. Be 
embarrassing if these bitches got the Hellmouth 
open while we’re still running around lookin’ for 
them.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander stretched and considered his options, finally 
deciding on shade over sun. He crossed the 
courtyard to the large shade tree that he frequently 
ate lunch under and stretched out in the dappled 
shade under its branches, taking a break from the 
increasingly scary research they’d been on for most 
of the day.  

Spike had given him a packet of information to pass 
on to Giles and asked him to see if Giles knew 
anything about a group of demons called the 
Sisterhood of Jhe. Giles had flipped through the 
information the Mayor had given Spike, then gone 



through it all again more slowly, looking very 
disturbed. He’d immediately begun pulling out his 
own books and had quickly found several alarming 
references to the Sisterhood that corroborated the 
Mayor’s information.  

Sitting down heavily, Giles had looked at Xander 
bleakly. “Would you mind finding Buffy and bringing 
her here immediately?” he’d asked.  

Xander knew Spike was worried about these 
demons as well, so he simply nodded, not asking 
any questions, and had hurried out. Buffy was at 
her locker and willingly followed Xander back to the 
library, where the librarian filled her in on the 
Sisterhood and their plan to open the Hellmouth. 

They spent most of the day in the library, with Oz 
joining them, reading through the books Giles’ 
pulled, finding numerous references to the 
Sisterhood, although there wasn’t a lot of detail to 
most of them. Giles had spent over an hour on the 
phone in his office, emerging frustrated and angry 
to tell them that the Council was refusing to take his 
calls, and most of his other sources wouldn’t talk to 



him. “Idiots,” he snarled. “As if I would call them for 
anything less than an apocalypse.” 

Buffy looked up from a delightful account of how 
the Sisterhood liked to celebrate their victories by 
eating the bodies of their opponents. “It’s 
apocalypse bad?” she asked. 

“I’m afraid so. Opening the Hellmouth will unleash 
untold numbers of demons on earth. Eventually, 
they will overwhelm humanity and rule the earth.” 

“I’m voting no, personally,” Buffy said grimly, 
opening another book with uncharacteristic 
dedication. “Really not wanting to see what would 
happen if the Hellmouth opens.”  

By mid-afternoon, Xander was tired and the print 
was swimming until he could barely read it. He 
arbitrarily proclaimed it was time for a break, Buffy 
agreeing eagerly. She and Giles had gone off to 
spar, and Oz had gone to the music rooms, but 
Xander just wanted to go outside for awhile. So 
here he was, stretched out under a tree, enjoying 
the light breeze tossing the leaves and shifting the 
sunshine-and-shade patterns on the grass.  



Days like this, when the weather was perfect: warm 
and sunny, with a slight breeze moving the air, he 
sometimes ached for the fact that Spike would 
never be able to sit outside with him, lazy and 
content in the warm sunlight, enjoying the pleasure 
to be had in daylight. 

“I’m sorry, all right? It was an accident.” 

Hearing the nervous, stammering voice near by, 
Xander rolled lazily onto his side to see what was 
happening. Jonathan Levinson was backing away 
from Jack O’Toole, who was looking dangerous and 
seriously pissed off. Of course, Jack almost always 
looked like that. Sitting up, Xander saw that 
Jonathan had apparently tripped over Jack, spilling 
his soda on Jack’s leather jacket. He sighed. 

Jack was the school psychotic. All high schools 
seemed to have one, just like they had a Princess, a 
Slut and a Junky; kids that seemed born to fill those 
roles. Jonathan was one of the few people who had 
actually been lower on the totem pole than Xander 
for much of their mutual school years, before last 
year when Xander had managed to slip out of the 



Hopeless Loser group by virtue of being viewed as 
borderline psychotic for much of last year. He was 
just grateful that this year he’d managed to achieve 
the status of acceptably cool outsider.  

He hadn’t realized that he’d rolled to his feet and 
was approaching the confrontation until he heard 
himself speak. “Jack, how’s that whole psycho serial 
killer image working out for you? You don’t find it’s 
a little 80’s and tired?” 

Ok, he knew that was like waving a red flag in front 
of a bull but jeez, Jonathon was like three feet tall. 
He was no match for Jack and someone had to do 
something before Jack hurt him. 

Apparently, he’d elected himself as that someone. 
He really was an idiot. 

Jonathan, who wasn’t dumb, threw Xander a 
grateful look and took to his heels, which Xander 
really didn’t blame him for.  

“Harris, you wanna be starting something?” Jack 
sounded eager and Xander gave him his best 
“nothing to see here” smile, stepping back, hoping 



to avoid the consequences of stepping deliberately 
on the wasps’ nest. 

“Not me, Jack. Just trying to stop you from making a 
serious mistake.” 

“And what exactly would that be?” Jack really had 
the scary, threatening voice down pat. Fortunately, 
Xander had heard much scarier ones. 

“Well, picking on Jonathan, really not going to help 
your reputation. You don’t want people to think 
that you waste your time on kids his size, do you?” 

Suddenly there was an enormous hunting knife in 
Jack’s hands and Xander jumped back. Weapons 
had not been in the script. “Whoa! Let’s not get 
carried away here.” 

“You calling me a coward, Harris? I ought to cut 
your throat with Katie here.” 

“Katie?” he couldn’t help asking, his eyes riveted on 
the knife. 



“You like her?” Jack had a seriously crazy smile on 
his lips and Xander was liking the situation less and 
less. 

“She seems… very nice.” Xander put his hands up in 
a surrendering motion, bringing them up into a 
position where he could use them to defend himself 
while still seeming as unthreatening as possible. 
“Why don’t I leave the two of you alone?” 
 
“Afraid, Harris?” 
 
“Of the psycho with the enormous knife? A little,” 
he admitted frankly. 

“It’s not about the knife, Harris. It’s about who’s got 
the least fear.” And suddenly, to his complete 
disbelief, Jack was slapping the knife into Xander’s 
hand. “Think you can take me, Harris? Or are you 
afraid?” 

With a quick flick of his wrist, Xander sent the knife 
spinning away from them. In the same movement, 
he swept Jack’s legs out from underneath him and 
dropped down on top of him as he fell, landing with 



one knee in the center of Jack’s chest. He pressed 
all his weight into the knee and grabbed Jack’s 
throat with one hand, leaning down to glare into his 
eyes. 

“You know,” he said conversationally. “My 
boyfriend is really into weapons. Almost 
embarrassingly fond of them. And even he doesn’t 
name them. You should really talk to someone, 
Jack.”  

He didn’t wait for an answer. Rolling free, he 
jumped to his feet, backing up rapidly until he was 
well clear of the other boy. “I don’t want to see you 
picking on Jonathan again, Jack,” he said calmly and 
turned and walked away, listening carefully to make 
sure Jack wasn’t going to try anything. In some ways 
Jack wasn’t wrong. There was a lot of bluff involved 
in intimidating people. There was no sound of 
movement behind him and Xander kept his pace 
normal as he headed back towards the main cluster 
of students. 

He was so going to thank Spike for teaching him to 
defend himself.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Giles!”  

They all looked up as Buffy burst back through the 
library doors and wolf-Oz flung himself at the bars 
of the cage, snarling and snapping at the 
disturbance. She’d obviously been running full out 
and Xander felt his stomach knot at the open fear 
on her face. “It’s happening tonight,” she panted. 

“Tonight?”  

“Willie overheard them. They’re going to open the 
Hellmouth tonight.”  

Angel looked skeptical. “Do you really think he can 
be trusted? Willie will tell anyone anything if he 
gets paid.”  

Spike had shown up shortly after sunset, bringing 
Angel with him. Buffy had already left to talk to 
Willie the bartender and they had been waiting for 
her return before going out to hunt the Sisterhood 
again. 



 
Buffy shook her head, her eyes meeting Angel’s 
warmly, even as she answered with grim 
seriousness. “Not this time. He was hurt. Bad. The 
Sisterhood tore up his place and almost killed him.” 

“Then where the hell are the bloody demons?” 
Spike asked. “They should be crawling all over here, 
workin’ their mojo to open the Hellmouth. 
Accordin’ to the Mayor, the Hellmouth opens right 
below the library here.” As he said it, he again had 
that faint recollection of Drusilla on her deathbed, 
rambling on about the dark energy beneath the 
books, back when she was telling him to go find his 
destiny on the Hellmouth. It was the reason he’d 
taken the Mayor’s information about the location of 
the Hellmouth so seriously. 

Angel, Buffy and Giles exchanged glances. “When 
we went hunting the Master,” Angel said slowly, 
“his lair was really close, probably somewhere 
under the school.” 

“And he was trapped in the Hellmouth,” Giles 
finished grimly. 



“So, the Hellmouth is right below us?” Xander 
asked, appalled, instinctively looking down at the 
tiles beneath his feet. 

“It would appear so,” Giles answered. “We’ve 
always known its approximate location, but I had 
not quite realized that it was directly below us.” 

“So, where are the Sisterhood?” Xander asked. “If 
they’re opening the Hellmouth tonight, shouldn’t 
they be here? Or can they open it from a distance?” 

“Spells of that magnitude are generally performed 
as close to the object as possible,” Giles answered. 

Spike shot Giles a glance. “Loan me an ax, Watcher. 
Angelus and I will check the basement.” 

“I’m going too.” Buffy headed for the office, 
emerging a second later with the tranquilizer gun 
Giles kept for werewolf emergencies. She 
approached the cage and lifted the rifle, waiting 
until Oz leapt at the bars again, firing as his body 
was fully exposed above the blankets Giles hung 
over the lower portions of the cage to give him 
some privacy in the mornings.  



The wolf yelped and crashed back to the floor. 
“Sorry, Oz,” Buffy muttered, checking he was really 
out before opening the cage and then the weapons 
locker inside. “Axes all around?” she asked, 
reaching in and pulling two out, turning to toss 
them to Angel and Spike, who fielded them easily. 

“Make mine a sword,” Giles said absently, scanning 
the books and pulling out several volumes. “Xander, 
I’ll need your help setting up a binding spell. It 
would be best to be prepared to take counter 
measures against the Sisterhood’s efforts to open 
the Hellmouth.” 

Buffy locked the cage door again and the three 
disappeared out the doors, heading for the cellar. 

“Xander, if you would begin by moving the table out 
of the way. We must clear this whole area,” Giles 
told him, flipping through the books without looking 
up. “When that’s done, I’ll have a list of supplies 
we’ll need from the magic shop.”  

Xander set to work moving furniture out of the way 
as Giles began jotting down a list of ingredients.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Stupid, fucking basement had more rooms than 
some whorehouses Spike had been in. The three of 
them had split up to cover ground more quickly, 
each taking a separate section of the maze of rooms 
under the school. Who the hell designed this place 
anyway? M.C. Escher? 

Spike yanked open the door to another of the 
seemingly endless rooms in the basement and gave 
it one sweeping glance. Empty. He was two steps 
away, heading for the next door, when he froze, as 
his brain suddenly processed what he’d seen. 

Turning back, he opened the door again and 
crossed to the center of the room. A fucking bomb, 
he thought incredulously. Just what they needed to 
complicate things. Obviously home-made, 
amateurishly simple, but large enough to carry a 
fairly substantial punch. The timer was counting 
down, 49 minutes to detonation.  



The room was empty. The jokers behind the bomb 
had come and gone, leaving their lethal little toy 
behind. Setting his ax down, Spike studied the 
wiring for a moment. The set up was childishly 
simple, no professional had had a hand in creating 
this. Two minutes study and Spike was confident he 
could easily disarm the thing. 

He hesitated, then reached out and delicately 
unhooked the timer. The red digital display 
obediently died and he grinned. Re-attaching the 
wires, Spike re-set the timer for 6 hours and left the 
display counting down again.  

Picking up his ax, he took a satisfied look around, 
estimating the damage. The reset bomb would 
detonate hours after they had either taken out the 
Sisterhood or lost the game. If they lost, it was a 
strong backup plan and a bit of bloody revenge on 
their foes. If they won, well, the school would be 
long empty and Xander would be needing that 
home schooling after all. 

Feeling very pleased with himself, Spike left the 
room to continue his sweep of the basement.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The battle was going badly. Two Master Vampires, a 
Slayer, and two not half-bad humans, and the 
Sisterhood had stolen a march on them. They’d 
gotten the bloody Hellmouth open and the thing 
that had come out of it had too damn many heads 
and they simply didn’t have enough axes.  

Angel had found the demons, hidden in one of the 
endless rooms in the basement, in the middle of 
their fucking spell. Bloody tosser had charged in, 
not waiting for backup and never thought that the 
demons might have a bit of backup of their own. 
The noise of the battle had alerted Spike and he and 
the Slayer had run towards the sound of fighting, 
arriving just in time to see Angelus getting the shit 
kicked out of him by two of the Sisterhood while 
three others ignored the fight and worked their 
mojo.  

The Slayer had dived into the battle, going for the 
demon that was wrestling with Angelus, trying to 



get his ax away from him. Spike swore profanely. 
Stupid bint hadn’t learned anything. He went for 
the magic-workers, leaping across the room, his ax 
swinging out and down and cleanly lopping off the 
head of one of the squatting demons. 

It had been too late. There was a sudden deafening 
roar and the ground began to shake. Spike lost his 
footing as the pavement began to buckle 
underneath them, falling hard to the shaking floor 
as storage shelves toppled over and concrete 
exploded upwards as the ground opened up.  

Staggering to his feet, Spike clung to his ax with a 
death grip. The two remaining magic workers were 
swallowed up by the hole that was rapidly 
expanding and Spike flung himself clear, running for 
the door, stumbling and nearly falling again as the 
ground continued to crumble beneath his feet. 

Angelus and the Slayer were a step ahead of him, 
the remaining demon running with them, all 
interest in fighting gone as they all struggled to 
reach safe ground. The shaking lessened as Spike 
cleared the doorway and they all looked back, 



hearing an ear-splitting scream as a monstrous 
thing burst up through the hole, roaring in triumph 
at breaking free. 

“The library!” 

Spike wasn’t sure which of them said it and the 
three of them turned and ran as one. Spike thought 
his unbeating heart would burst as he poured every 
ounce of energy into speed, racing back to the 
library where Xander would be facing that 
monstrosity with nothing but an ax and his 
stubborn courage. Over the pounding of their feet 
on the stairs, he could hear the thing crashing 
through the basement ceiling, and somehow he 
found an extra burst of speed, pushing him ahead of 
Angelus and the Slayer as they rounded the final 
corner to the library.  

Bursting through the doors, Spike screamed in fury 
and threw himself at the creature. Xander and the 
Watcher were both on their feet, swinging their 
weapons at the creature that filled the center of the 
library, broken tile and other bits and pieces littered 
the floor, making footing treacherous  



The thing was huge, filling the large open space as it 
forced its enormous body through the hole in the 
floor, widening it as it pushed relentlessly upward. 
Multiple heads on long, supple necks snapped 
viciously at the two humans who were doing their 
best but were clearly outmatched and 
overwhelmed.  

Spike brought his ax whistling down on a head that 
sought to grab Xander from the side while his boy 
was occupied with another one attacking him 
square on. The force of the blow buried the ax 
blade completely inside the head and briefly pinned 
the head down as the blade bit into the floor. The 
creature screamed and the head jerked up, still 
alive somehow. Spike made the mistake of holding 
on to the ax and felt himself lifted off his feet, still 
clinging to the ax handle as the thing whipped its 
head sideways. The blade came free and Spike was 
thrown clear, smashing through the railing of the 
upper balcony and slamming to a painful stop 
against the bookshelves.  

He rolled free, still clinging to the ax and threw 
himself back into the battle. Five fighters against 



something with a dozen heads. This should be 
interesting.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Two heads had been severed and the one Spike had 
first injured was just flopping uselessly, nearly dead 
but still moving. All of them were covered in gore, 
their own blood and the creature’s. Footing was 
tricky as they slipped and slid on the blood-slick 
floor, grappling for purchase on the slippery tiles. 
Angelus was down, the demon had tossed him like a 
human, one ill-timed move and a head had swung 
around on its long snake-like neck and suddenly his 
Sire was hurtling through the air, crashing into the 
far wall so hard he’d been half buried in the plaster. 
The Slayer had screamed his name and almost 
abandoned her post until Xander snarled at her, 
yelling at her to stay put. Xander had moved, taking 
up position in front of the fallen vampire, using his 
ax to good purpose to keep the creature away from 
Angelus. 



The Watcher was bleeding heavily from a head 
wound and favoring one leg, limping heavily as he 
wielded his sword like a woodsman, chopping down 
again and again on one of the necks, staggering as 
he dodged the dying head’s teeth which were still 
snapping lethally at him.  

Spike was fighting with everything he had, holding 
his own point in their battle line, but he could see 
they were losing ground, slowly but steadily falling 
back. The creature was too big, too strong and it 
was slowly winning its way further out of the hole it 
had made in the floor, scrabbling and pushing at the 
edges, widening the gap bit by bit. Soon, the entire 
creature would make it through and then they were 
dead. 

“Slayer!” Spike yelled and saw her head jerk 
towards him. “Hold the line, I’m moving back.” 

“What?!” She swore but shifted her position to fill 
the gap he was leaving. 

In three jumps, Spike was bending over Angelus. 
“Angelus!” he bellowed, grabbing his Sire by his 
leather jacket and shaking him. “On your feet!” 



Angelus groaned and Spike shook him again. “Snap 
out of it, you useless lump,” he yelled. “You’re 
needed.”  

Hauling Angelus to his feet by main force, Spike was 
relieved to see Angelus’ dazed eyes clearing. He 
shoved his own gore-smeared ax into his Sire’s 
hands. “Take my position,” he ordered, shoving 
Angelus bodily towards the fight, not taking the 
time to see if his Sire was ready to hold his own or 
not. Xander gave him a tired grin, then swung his ax 
sideways with exhausted arms, knocking aside a 
head that was lunging towards Spike. 

“Hold on, luv,” Spike called and sprinted out the 
door. He hated leaving Xander but it was the only 
way. 

Racing through the halls, Spike heard the roar of the 
battle fading behind him, as he put every ounce of 
his remaining energy into his sprint. He rounded a 
corner and slid to a stop, yanking open the door to 
the basement and pounding down the stairs.  

The bomb. Forcing himself to move slowly enough 
to get it right, Spike detached the bomb from the 



barrel. The shoebox size detonator and explosive 
materials on top of the barrel should be enough to 
blow a serious hole in the creature, with luck, 
enough to kill it. It was the barrel of supplemental 
explosives below the detonator that was the real 
danger of the bomb, the extra power designed to 
tear down walls and destroy the school. Too big to 
move or safely use, Spike had to rely on the smaller 
charge with the detonator.  

He didn’t dare run flat out with the explosives in his 
hand. Walking smoothly and carefully, Spike 
mounted the stairs and moved as quickly as he 
dared through the halls back towards the library, 
praying he would make it back in time. 

Outside the library doors, he forced himself to stop 
again, resetting the timer for 30 seconds and 
praying the morons who set the thing up knew 
what they were doing. Pushing the doors open, he 
was relieved to see Xander still on his feet, still 
swinging his weapon. Xander was weaving with 
exhaustion, and one arm hung limply, but he was 
managing to swing his axe one-handedly, batting 
the nearest head away from him. Not doing any 



damage, but keeping the head occupied and away 
from himself. 

“Xander! Out. Now!” Spike yelled the second he 
was through the door. Xander looked at him in 
astonishment, but began moving immediately, 
backing up towards the door as Spike moved past 
him and into the room, unbearably grateful for the 
trust that had Xander obeying his order without 
question or pause. 

“Angelus! Watcher! Slayer! Fall back!” he roared. 
For one second, it looked like the Slayer was going 
to object, then Angelus added his own command 
and the three began retreating rapidly. “Get out 
and get away” Spike snapped, one eye on the 
creature, the other watching the red numbers 
ticking down. The three exhausted fighters 
disengaged and headed for the door, keeping their 
weapons up and ready as they retreated.  

Twenty seconds to go. 

The creature reared up, seven remaining heads 
reaching towards the ceiling as it squealed in 
triumph. Three necks with severed heads, and two 



more with badly damaged heads flopped blindly, 
spattering gore as they writhed in what Spike 
viciously hoped was a great deal of pain. The 
uninjured heads came down, lunging for Spike in a 
massed group and he threw the bomb at the 
creature, aiming for the center section where it was 
wedged in the hole in the floor. The second the 
bomb left his hands, he flung himself to one side 
and rolled frantically, trying to get out of the thing’s 
reach.  

Pain slashed through him as a mouth closed on his 
side and he screamed, feeling the teeth driving 
deeply into his body. With no choice, he gritted his 
teeth and tore himself free, another scream forced 
out of him as the creature tore an enormous hunk 
of flesh from his side. Clamping one hand to the 
wound in a futile attempt to stem the blood pouring 
from his side, Spike staggered to his feet and 
headed for the door in a stumbling, wavering line. 
His vision was fading and pain lanced through him 
with every step but he forced himself on.  

He was at the door, pushing it open when the bomb 
detonated. 



An enormous flash of fire lit the room and the roar 
of the explosion was almost drowned out by the 
screaming of the creature. The blast force hit him 
and he was thrown through the door and halfway 
down the hall. Blackness closed over him and he 
never felt the impact as he hit the floor hard.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Spike!” 

Xander was helping Giles, who’s right leg was 
showing a distinct inclination to collapse under him, 
glancing back anxiously over his shoulder, waiting 
for Spike to exit the library when the explosion 
happened. He saw Spike’s body fly out of the doors 
and he forgot Giles. 

Shrugging free, he ran back towards the library, 
dodging Angel’s attempt to stop him. Racing around 
the corner, he saw with horror that Spike’s body 
had left a wide swath of blood as it slid along the 
floor before coming to a rest, nearly a hundred feet 
from the library doors.  



Running to Spike, ignoring the pain in his wounded 
arm, Xander dropped to his knees beside his lover’s 
body. “Spike!” 

Anxiously turning him over, he sucked in his breath, 
seeing the terrible wound in Spike’s side. Blood was 
pouring out of the huge, jagged wound and Spike 
was still as death. Ignoring everything else, Xander 
tore his shirt off, gasping as the movement jerked 
his arm, clumsily balling up the fabric and pressing it 
against the wound with both hands, trying 
desperately to stop the blood with pressure. 

Looking up, he saw Buffy and Angel at the doors of 
the library, looking in on Spike’s handiwork. “I need 
some help here,” he yelled. 

Angel turned and ran towards him. Giles appeared 
around the corner and grabbed Buffy’s arm as she 
started to follow Angel, pulling her around and back 
towards the library with him. They disappeared 
inside the doors as Angel reached his side.  

Xander’s shirt was already soaked with blood and 
Angel swore sharply. Dropping his ax, he yanked his 
coat off and tore his own shirt off, wadding it up 



and, batting Xander’s hands away, used his own 
greater strength to put pressure on the wound. He 
let go with one hand and brought his wrist to his 
mouth, slicing open his wrist with his fangs.  

“Hold his head up,” he snapped at Xander, who 
shifted quickly and lifted Spike’s head. 

Angel pressed his bleeding wrist to Spike’s mouth. 
“Drink, Childe” he roared, and Xander could hear 
the power in his voice. Sire’s voice, he realized 
dimly. Spike didn’t move and Xander forced Spike’s 
mouth open with his thumb. Angel worked his fist, 
keeping the blood flowing, dripping into Spike’s 
mouth. “Drink!” Angel ordered again in that same 
dark voice. 

Xander forced back his terror as Spike remained 
unresponsive. He lifted Spike’s head up a little 
further, bracing it against his chest and began 
kneading and stroking Spike’s throat, forcing him to 
swallow the blood.  

After a long, tense minute, he felt Spike move 
almost infinitesimally, his throat working slightly as 
he swallowed on his own. Xander sobbed in relief, 



looking up at Angel. “Will he be ok?” he asked 
desperately. 

Angel shook his head grimly. “I don’t know.” He 
continued to force his blood down Spike’s throat, 
growing alarmingly pale himself, before he was 
forced to stop, pulling his wrist away and licking it, 
stopping the last of the bleeding. He eased the 
sodden fabric away from Spike’s side and grunted in 
satisfaction when he saw that the gush of blood had 
slowed to a trickle. “Hold it for me,” he told Xander. 

Xander took up the pressure on Spike’s side, 
watching as Angel reached up, struggling a little 
until he was able to tear his undershirt off. Folding 
it into a neat rectangle, he motioned to Xander and 
they switched, swapping the blood-soaked shirt for 
the fresh one. 

Angel swayed and Xander reached out to steady 
him. Not looking at Xander, Angel took the old 
bandage and swiped it through the pool of blood 
next to Spike and brought it to his mouth. It took a 
second for Xander to understand - Angel was 
drinking the blood from the shirt.  



Xander looked away, giving Angel as much privacy 
as he could - doing this in front of Xander was 
obviously humiliating for the vampire. He looked 
down at Spike, stroking his hair with his free hand, 
leaning down to kiss his forehead, murmuring soft 
reassurances that Spike was going to be fine.  

The three of them stayed that way for a long 
moment, Xander bent over Spike, hoping for signs 
of consciousness and not finding any, until Angel set 
the cloth down. Xander didn’t look up. “Thank you, 
Angel.” 

“He’s my Childe.” Angel’s voice was quiet but filled 
with emotion. 

They both looked up sharply as the library doors 
opened and Buffy and Giles appeared. Exhausted 
and blood stained, limping and looking ready to 
drop, they were both smiling with tired relief.  

“The binding spell worked and Spike’s bomb killed 
the creature,” Giles reported. Seeing their 
motionless tableau, he asked worriedly: “How is 
he?” 



“He needs blood. A lot of it.” Angel said, pulling 
himself to his feet, wavering unsteadily for a 
moment before he straightened and steadied. “I’ll 
go.” 

Giles fished in his pocket, pulling out a set of keys 
and tossing them to Angel. “Take my car if it will 
help.” 

“Thanks.” Angel looked down at Xander. “I’ll be 
quick.” 

Xander nodded, not looking up from Spike’s face. As 
Angel left, he reached for the ax that Angel had 
dropped. Picking it up, he braced the blade, sharp 
edge up and drew his wrist along the blade, hissing 
as the flesh parted and blood began to well. 

“Xander!”  

Ignoring Giles, he pressed his bleeding wrist to 
Spike’s mouth, desperately grateful when the 
unconscious vampire automatically began to 
swallow. Giles was there beside him suddenly, 
dropping to his knees, his hand closing around 
Xander’s arm. 



“NO!” Xander said fiercely, stopping Giles. “My 
choice.” 

Giles looked mutinous, but his hand gentled on 
Xander’s arm and he no longer had to fight to keep 
it pressed to Spike’s lips. “Not too much.” 

“I’m not suicidal, Giles,” he answered with a 
crooked smile. “Just a top up to hold him until 
Angel’s back.” 

He was light-headed and beginning to feel very 
dizzy when Giles pulled his arm away, wrapping it 
with a strip of fabric he’d prepared. “Enough, 
Xander,” he said gently. 

Horrified, Xander realized he’d stopped holding the 
bandage against Spike’s side. He gasped and shook 
his head trying to clear it, reaching out only to have 
his hand pushed away gently. 

“I’ve got it,” Buffy said matter-of-factly, as if helping 
to save vampires was something she did every day.  

Buffy was kneeling beside Spike, holding the 
bandage against his side. Spike was still unconscious 
but the bandage wasn’t soaked through, so the 



bleeding had obviously been checked. Letting his 
fingers rest tiredly in Spike’s hair, Xander realized 
he was leaning heavily against Giles, who was sitting 
close enough to keep him propped upright. 
“Thanks, guys.” 

“Spike saved us all.”  

Giles’ grateful voice was the last thing Xander heard 
as exhaustion and blood loss took its toll and he slid 
into unconsciousness, slumping bonelessly against 
Giles.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
'The Zeppo'  

 
 

Part Thirty-Two 

"What the bloody hell were you tossers thinking? 
How could you let him do that?” 

Xander thought vaguely that someone was in 
trouble; Spike sounded really angry. 



“Shut up, Spike, and lie still.” 

Angel? Well, that explained it. Spike got cranky 
around Angel a lot. 

“Lettin’ him practically bleed to death while you all 
just stood there and watched…”  

“Stop being over-dramatic. He’s not anywhere near 
dead.” 

Spike cursed and the pain threaded through the 
profanity cleared the fog shrouding Xander’s 
thoughts with shocking suddenness. Spike was hurt 
and Xander was just lying there daydreaming. He 
sat up with a jerk and almost toppled over as a 
wave of dizziness hit him. He tried to brace himself 
but his left arm wasn’t cooperating and his body 
tilted, sliding towards horizontal again until an arm 
around his middle braced him. 

“Easy there.” Giles was suddenly beside him, 
steadying him but Xander only had eyes for Spike. 
Spike, who was propped up against the wall, looking 
white and frail, even as he argued with Angel, who 
was wrapping a bandage around Spike’s middle. 



Xander eyed the discarded blood bags around the 
vampire and saw that Spike had drunk at least five 
bags. Several more full bags were waiting nearby.  

“Xander.” Spike’s blue eyes lit up when he saw 
Xander awake and sitting up. “Are you alright?” 

Xander lurched to his knees and began shuffling 
towards him. “Am I alright? I’m not the one who 
stayed behind with a bomb and a demon the size of 
Kansas. Are you crazy?” 

He collapsed next to Spike, careful not to actually 
fall on him, and leaned against the wall, scooting 
gingerly closer until their shoulders were just 
brushing. 

“It was a brilliant plan, I’ll have you know,” Spike 
informed him. 

“So brilliant it almost got you killed.” 

“You’re a fine one to talk.” Spike reached across, 
picking up Xander’s right hand and tracing his 
thumb over the makeshift bandage Giles had hastily 
wrapped around the gash he’d made in his wrist. 



“Didn’t need to do that, luv. I would have been 
fine.” 

“Couldn’t take the risk.” Seeing how white Spike still 
was, even after Angel’s and Xander’s blood and 
several bags, Xander knew he’d done the right 
thing. “Besides, no harm, no foul. We’re both alive. 
That’s what counts.” 

“Xander,” Spike sounded exasperated and Xander 
looked at him in surprise. “I could have drained you 
accidentally. Wasn’t exactly aware of what was 
goin’ on. Never give your blood like that to an 
injured vampire, we don’t always know when to 
stop.” 

“I can assure you, Spike, I would not have allowed 
you to drain him,” Giles interjected firmly.  

Spike shot Giles an annoyed glance, but his irritation 
faded at the resolute look on the Watcher’s face. 
After a long moment, he nodded. “‘preciate it, 
Watcher.” His fingers slid from Xander’s wrist to his 
hand, entwining them with Xander’s. He closed his 
eyes for a moment, wincing as Angel finished tying 



off the bandage. Xander was relieved to see that it 
was a real bandage this time, not another shirt.  

Rallying, Spike looked at Xander again. “Your arm, 
luv. What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing to worry about, Spike. Do you need more 
blood?” 

“Xander…” 

“Spike, shut up and drink some more blood. I’ll look 
at your boy’s arm.” 

Spike glared but did take the blood bag from Angel. 
Which worried Xander - Spike doing what Angel said 
without arguing was usually a bad sign. He watched 
anxiously as Spike tore into the bag, draining it 
rapidly, until his view was blocked by Angel.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Spike, where did you get a bomb?”  

Spike didn’t look up from supervising Angelus’ work 
on his boy. “Found it in the basement,” he said 



briefly. Angelus was examining Xander’s arm, trying 
to see what the problem was. Spike growled when 
Xander gasped in pain as Angelus moved the arm, 
even though he could tell his Sire was trying to be 
gentle. 

“There was a bomb in the basement?” Buffy asked 
incredulously. 

“Yeah. Found it when we were looking for the 
Sisterhood.” 

“I don’t think anything’s broken,” Angelus decided. 
“You may have torn some muscles or something, 
but I can’t really tell. You should probably see a 
doctor.” 

“I think the three of us would all benefit from a trip 
to the emergency room,” Giles said.  

Spike narrowed his eyes, not liking the idea of being 
separated from Xander when he was injured, but he 
could hardly go to the hospital himself while he was 
so badly wounded. The staff would insist on treating 
him and they were bound to fuss when they found 
out he was dead. 



“Giles, we need to find out why there was a bomb 
in the school.”  

Now that he’d hijacked the bomb for his own uses, 
Spike agreed. No way was he letting Xander go back 
to a school when someone was trying to blow it up. 
It was too dangerous, they might try again. 

“I agree, Buffy, but there’s nothing we can do 
tonight. You need to have that cut seen to and 
Xander should have someone check his arm.” The 
Watcher didn’t mention his leg injury but if the 
three of them went to the hospital, the Watcher 
could keep an eye on Xander for him. 

“Xander, I’ll meet you at the apartment after the 
hospital. Watcher?” He waited until he had Giles’ 
full attention. “I’m holding you responsible for my 
Claimed,” he said pointedly. 

Giles smiled. “Don’t worry Spike. I’ll take him to the 
hospital and bring him back to your apartment 
afterward.” 

“Spike…” Xander began, obviously about to argue. 



“No, luv. Need to get your arm fixed.” He 
exchanged glances with Angelus, who nodded. 
“Angelus will get me home and get me more blood. 
I’ll be fine.” 

“Are you sure?” Xander’s worried eyes warmed him 
more than all the blood Angelus had been feeding 
him. 

“I’m sure, luv. Now go, get yourself taken care of.” 

Xander kissed him, then let Angelus help him up 
and the three humans limped away. 

Spike grinned cheekily at Angelus. “Helluva fight, 
eh, Sire?” 

To his surprise, Angelus grinned back at him before 
carefully helping him to his feet. “Not bad.” 

Thinking about the battle kept Spike’s mind off the 
pain as his Sire helped him out of the school. Any 
battle you left on your own two feet while your 
opponent was in gory little bits was a victory to be 
savored.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It was six hours later when Giles dropped Xander off 
at the apartment and Xander had been quietly 
going out of his mind worrying about Spike. He 
didn’t have any reason to think Angel wouldn’t get 
Spike home safely but would Angel make sure he 
was comfortable or would he just dump him in bed 
and toss some blood bags at him? Spike tended to 
go all stoic about injuries and was too proud to ask 
for help and Xander was stuck in the hospital 
waiting room waiting his turn. He needed to get 
home. The hospital emergency room was having a 
busy night and Buffy’s six stitches, Xander’s sling, 
and Giles’ bandages had not rated immediate 
attention. He’d tried to get Giles to leave, so he 
could check on Spike but Giles refused to budge. 

The three of them had sat in the waiting room for 
what felt like forever, alternately nodding off from 
exhaustion and discussing who could have put a 
bomb in the school and what to do about it. Not 



surprisingly, given how tired they all were, they 
hadn’t come up with any brilliant ideas. 

Apparently the binding spell Giles had used to close 
the Hellmouth had done a lot to restore the 
damage the demon had caused in breaking free, re-
sealing the opening physically as well as magically, 
for which Xander was extremely grateful. Having 
helped save the world, he felt that they were owed 
a pass on the physical clean up that usually 
followed.  

He’d been horrified when he suddenly remembered 
that Oz had been in the weapons cage the entire 
time, still sleeping off the effects of the tranquilizer 
shot and completely helpless. How could he have 
forgotten that Oz was there? Granted, things had 
gotten out of hand pretty quickly, but still… He was 
relieved when Giles told him that Oz was fine and 
just beginning to stir when he and Buffy had 
finished the binding spell. Fortunately, the demon 
had apparently never noticed the sleeping wolf in 
the cage. 



At long last, they had gotten in to see the doctor. 
Xander had some torn muscles in his arm but it 
would only require a sling and not using the arm for 
a few days until the muscles healed. Remembering 
with a shudder one of the heads smashing into him 
and throwing him halfway across the library, Xander 
figured he’d gotten off easily. Buffy had needed a 
few stitches for the deep gash on her forehead and 
Giles had gotten off with a knee brace and a 
number of bandaged cuts. 

It was lucky they had Giles with them, he thought 
tiredly. Giles put on his most proper voice and that 
armor of tweed and talked vaguely about the 
masked hoodlums who’d attacked them as they 
walked home and all suspicion about their injuries 
died immediately. If he hadn’t been so tired, Xander 
would have laughed at the demonstration of the 
power of an English accent on gullible Americans. 
Or maybe it was just Hellmouth blindness. Either 
way, the staff didn’t call the police or social services 
and that was fine by Xander. He was too tired to 
deal with authority figures. 



Opening the door to the apartment, he moved 
quickly to the bedroom and sighed with relief at 
seeing Spike asleep in their bed. He knew from 
experience that Spike would sleep for a good long 
time, letting his vampire healing thing work. The 
wide bandage around Spike’s waist was clean, 
showing no blood, and Spike was in the near-coma 
healing sleep, not reacting to Xander’s presence at 
all.  

He made a mental note to kill Angel the next time 
he saw him, leaving Spike alone and vulnerable like 
this. Selfish bastard could have waited until Xander 
returned, he thought wrathfully, Angel was hardly 
injured at all. Granted, it was unlikely that anything 
would happen here in their own apartment with 
Spike’s loyal Lieutenants one floor below, but still, it 
was the principal of the thing. 

He checked the refrigerator and saw that Angel had 
left them with a good supply of blood, and 
reluctantly decided to only hurt Angel, not kill him. 
Giving in to the fatigue dragging his steps, he 
clumsily dragged an armchair in from the living 
room and settled into it at Spike’s side, setting the 



alarm to go off in three hours. Resting his good 
hand on Spike’s arm, Xander closed his eyes and let 
exhaustion take over. Spike would need more blood 
soon, but until then, he could sleep.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It was late afternoon when Spike woke up, surfacing 
naturally without being disturbed. Xander had 
shaken him awake early in the morning and made 
him drink more blood but he had lapsed back into 
healing sleep immediately afterwards. This time, 
Spike could tell he was much better. Stretching 
carefully to test his injury, he winced as pain shot 
through his side at the movement. Much better, but 
still a fair ways to go. Another few bags of blood 
and a few more hours of healing sleep were 
needed, he decided. It would be at least another 
day before the wound was completely healed and a 
day or two longer before his strength was fully 
restored.  



He checked the bandages around his mid-section. 
Angelus had done a good job with them and they 
were still in place. Closing his eyes, he ghosted his 
fingers over his side, concentrating hard on what his 
body was telling him. The unliving tissue was re-
growing, filling in the area where the demon’s teeth 
had torn into his flesh. The area would heal over 
completely within a few days, leaving no sign of the 
injury, but for now there was still a significant 
amount of flesh missing.  

He grinned in remembrance. It had been one 
beauty of a fight. Not many vampires could boast 
they’d single-handedly killed a demon that size. And 
the fact that he’d used a bomb didn’t detract at all 
from his victory - after all, he was the one who’d 
had the brains to come up with the idea in the 
middle of battle. 

Frowning, he thought about the bomb. Who had 
put it in the school? It hadn’t mattered when he’d 
intended to let it go off. They’d have been well out 
of the area by the time the detonator blew and you 
couldn’t blow up the same building twice. Now, 
because he’d hijacked the bomb and it hadn’t 



destroyed the school, there was a risk that whoever 
had made it might try again. 

Wincing a little at the movement, Spike turned so 
he could see Xander. His boy was sleeping on his 
side, his bad arm cradled in a sling - no cast he was 
relieved to see. Xander’s breathing was deep and 
even and Spike ignored the pain that tugged at his 
side to shift closer, snuggling into the living warmth 
of his boy and inhaling deeply, reveling in the 
familiar smell of his Claimed.  

Xander had been hurt far too often since Spike had 
met him and Spike wished fervently that he could 
find a way to keep his boy safe. Xander was human 
and so fragile it terrified Spike. He could lose his 
Claimed so easily, in a thousand different ways, and 
he couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening 
to Xander. The problem was that the only way to 
keep his boy safe was to keep Xander by his side 
every minute and, much as Spike would like that, it 
wasn’t an option. Xander would never allow it.  

Sighing, Spike inched a little closer, sliding his arms 
around his boy, carefully avoiding the injured arm, 



and buried his nose in Xander’s neck. He could hear 
the steady thumping of Xander’s heart, feel the 
quiet movement of breathing and he basked in the 
warmth radiating from the broad back turned 
toward him. He had Xander to himself for the whole 
weekend, that would have to be enough. For now.  

“Spike?” Xander mumbled sleepily. His head moved 
and he looked blearily over his shoulder at Spike. 
“Are you ok?” 

“Fine, luv. Go back to sleep.” 

Xander was clearly still half asleep as he turned 
over, shifting in Spike’s arms. “What time is it?” 

“Late afternoon, pet.” 

“Damnit!” Xander started to pull away and Spike 
tightened his hold, keeping him in place. “Let me 
up, Spike, you need more blood.” 

“Calm down, luv. I’m fine.” 

“Unless you’re saying you’ve gotten up, you haven’t 
had blood since this morning.” Xander had an 
impressive glare when the situation called for it, 



Spike noted proudly. “And you better not tell me 
you got up.” 

Spike gave him an injured look. “Been sleepin’ like 
an innocent baby.” 

“Please, do you even know the meaning of the 
word?” Xander leaned forward and kissed him, then 
rolled out of bed as Spike reluctantly unwound his 
arms from around his boy. “Don’t move.” 

“Tyrant,” Spike groused, amused and secretly 
pleased as he always was when Xander was being 
over-protective. He shifted himself upright, knowing 
Xander was right and he needed more blood, only 
to have Xander exclaim in exasperation: 

“Spike! Stop moving around, you’ll hurt yourself.” 

Xander hurried around the bed and used his good 
arm to help Spike sit upright. 

“Bit of the blind leading the blind, luv. Don’t strain 
your arm.” 



“I’m not the one with the major injury here.” 
Hearing the worry under Xander’s sharp tone, Spike 
caught his hand before he could move away.  

“Xander.” He waited until Xander stilled and looked 
at him, then squeezed his fingers. “Vampire, luv. I’m 
fine. A bit more blood and a few more hours 
sleeping and I’ll be up and about.” Xander looked 
away and Spike tugged his arm, pulling him down 
beside him. 

“What’s wrong, luv?” 

Xander didn’t answer and Spike ran his fingers 
through the tousled dark waves of his hair, pulling 
him down so his head was resting on Spike’s 
shoulder. For a long moment, they were quiet, 
Spike simply stroking his fingers through Xander’s 
hair and waiting while his boy struggled with his 
emotions. 

“You almost died.” Xander’s voice was so quiet, a 
human wouldn’t have heard the whispered words. 
He turned his head, burying his face in Spike’s neck. 
“I almost lost you.”  



“Didn’t happen, luv,” Spike said comfortingly. “I’m 
here and I’m not going anywhere.” 

“You scare me, Spike. You throw yourself into things 
like you’re invincible and you’re not. You can be 
killed so easily if someone gets in a lucky shot. So 
many things can hurt you…” 

Astonished, Spike pulled back. “Xander, what are 
you talking about? I’m not a bloody fledgling, I’m a 
Master Vampire.” He couldn’t quite hide the 
irritation in his voice. “I’ve survived over a century. 
Not likely to die any time soon.”  

Xander lifted his head and Spike found his offense 
fading at the haunting worry in the familiar brown 
eyes. “Spike, someone could tear the curtains off 
that window and set you on fire. You tackle bigger, 
stronger demons for fun. And because you’re 
Master of the Hellmouth, every two-bit vampire 
with delusions of grandeur wants a shot at you.” He 
buried his head in Spike’s shoulder again. “I couldn’t 
bear to lose you, and last night…” 

His voice trailed off and Spike simply held him, 
crooning comfortingly and rubbing his back 



soothingly. He was astounded by the revelation that 
Xander, his precious, fragile boy, saw Spike as 
vulnerable. Was terrified of losing him in the same 
way that Spike feared losing Xander, and for the 
same reasons. Involuntarily, his lips quirked up and 
he suddenly laughed. 

“Right pair of daft buggers, aren’t we, Xander?” he 
said cheerfully. “Both so bloody afraid of losing the 
other we can’t see straight.” He pushed Xander 
back, giving him a tiny shake. “You listen to me, pet. 
It takes a lot to kill me and I’m not about to let that 
happen. Got too much going for me to let some 
two-bit vampire get the best of me.” 

Xander’s lips twitched at the light mockery as he 
quoted Xander’s words back at him and a little of 
the worry faded from his eyes. “I love you, pet. And 
I will claw and kick and fight to the last drop of 
blood to stay with you.” He shook Xander gently 
once more for emphasis. “Not going anywhere.” 

“Me neither,” Xander promised, smiling now. “Well, 
except for the kitchen. I was going for blood when 



you got me all sidetracked.” He grinned and stood 
up. 

“I got you side-tracked?” Spike mock growled. 
“Wasn’t me doing the mother hen impression.” 

“Jeez, try and help a guy out and this is the 
gratitude I get?” Xander muttered, deliberately 
loudly enough for Spike to hear. He paused at the 
door of the kitchen and looked back. “Love you, 
Spike.” 

Spike felt his lips curve in what he was afraid was an 
embarrassingly sappy smile. “Love you too, 
Xander.”  

 
 

Part Thirty-Three 

“I don’t want you going back there,” Spike repeated 
stubbornly. “It’s not safe.” 

Spike had been bringing up the issue all day, saying 
there was too much risk in returning to school since 
no progress had been made on figuring out who 



had left the bomb in the basement. Xander 
understood Spike’s fears and had been non-
committal in his responses, changing the subject 
every time Spike tried to get him to promise not to 
go back to school. Spike had even come up with a 
plan for home tutoring that sounded suspiciously 
thought out in advance. He’d been able to avoid a 
serious confrontation up until now but Spike wasn’t 
letting him avoid the issue this time.  

Even though the idea of being able to spend more 
time with Spike was tempting, Xander didn’t want 
to give up his last months of high school. He’d 
finally been accepted at school in a way he’d only 
dreamed about in junior high. He had friends in 
enough of the school cliques that he didn’t get 
hassled by anyone: Larry kept the jocks off his back 
and his odd, snarky friendship with Cordelia 
ensured he was pretty much accepted everywhere. 
Say what you will about Cordelia - and Xander had 
said most of it to her face - if she liked you, no one 
messed with you. You weren’t safe from Cordelia 
herself, of course, but that was fair considering that 
Xander felt free to criticize her wardrobe, her dates, 



her personality and anything else about her. Their 
whole relationship was based on insulting each 
other but they both enjoyed it and it worked for 
them. 

Of course, if he couldn’t convince Spike the school 
was safe, god knew what his lover would do to keep 
him home. Blow up the school himself in a 
preemptive strike or something, knowing Spike, 
Xander thought with an inward grin. Cordy had 
nothing on Spike when it came to not letting 
anyone mess with Xander. Fortunately, he’d had all 
weekend to marshal his arguments. 

“Spike.” Xander looked at him seriously, knowing he 
couldn’t duck the issue any longer. “The bomb was 
set to go off after hours on a Friday night, right?” 

“Yeah.”  

“So, whoever put it there wanted to destroy the 
school but wasn’t interested in killing anyone, 
right?” 

“It was a bomb in a public building,” Spike shot back 
immediately, obviously not willing to give in on the 



issue, although Xander knew Spike had gotten his 
point. 

“But it wasn’t set to go off on a Monday morning in 
the middle of classes,” he argued. “So I think we can 
assume that they weren’t deliberately trying to kill 
people.” 

“Maybe,” Spike conceded reluctantly, “but it could 
have killed people easily - a janitor in the wrong 
place, a teacher workin’ late, any number of people 
in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 

“I know and I’m not taking it lightly but, if they were 
going to try again, don’t you think they would have 
already? You said it wasn’t a complicated bomb, 
just stuff found in any hardware store. If they were 
serious about it, wouldn’t they have tried again by 
now?” 

Spike looked at him disbelievingly. “Can’t use logic 
to predict their actions, luv. Bombers don’t exactly 
think like normal people.” 

“Ok, good point, but Spike, we may never find out 
who put the bomb in the school. I can’t just hide 



out here the rest of my life because something 
might happen.”  

“Not talking about you bein’ a shut-in because 
you’re scared of life, Xander, this is a specific 
threat.” 

“Which may never happen again.” Their eyes met in 
a long stare, neither willing to back down, but both 
understanding the other’s point of view. “How 
about if I promise that we’ll check the school 
basement morning and afternoon to make sure 
whoever it was doesn’t try again?” he offered. 

Spike thought about that and reluctantly nodded. 
“Every day. You don’t stop because a day or two has 
gone by and you haven’t found anything yet.” He 
looked sternly at Xander and Xander smiled at him.  

“I’ll be careful,” he promised. 

“Bloody well better,” Spike muttered.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Looking at Xander in exasperation, knowing he’d 
lost the battle to keep Xander home where he 
belonged, Spike fought back the possessive instincts 
that clamored at him to chain his boy to the bed 
and not let him leave the lair - ever. Having Xander 
at his side all weekend, his boy in full nursemaid 
mode, had been a taste of how their lives should be 
and he was having a hard time reconciling himself 
to giving it up and going back to their daily 
separations. 

He was almost fully healed now, the wound in his 
side could still be seen but no longer caused him 
pain. It would be awhile before the scars 
disappeared entirely, but he was ready to leave the 
lair, make his presence known and confirm the fact 
that he was still on top of things and capable of 
ruling the Hellmouth. A few days working out would 
see him back in fighting shape and, if the Watcher 
hadn’t come up with a name for who had set the 
bomb, well Spike would see what he could find out. 

That decided, Spike looked fondly at his boy. Xander 
was stubborn and determined to have his own way, 



qualities Spike prized except when he and Xander 
had one of their rare arguments. Rare and almost 
always about Xander recklessly putting himself in 
danger. Why he had to go and fall in love with a 
second person with the survival instincts of a 
lemming, Spike would never know. The chaos gods 
had to be laughing their asses off at him about now.  

Pulling Xander closer, feeling his Claimed settle in 
comfortably by his side, he tried not to think about 
tomorrow, when Xander would be back at school 
and Spike would have to spend the long daylight 
hours alone.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike didn’t bother knocking, just opened the door 
and walked in, striding rapidly through the empty 
outer office and pushing open the door to the 
Mayor’s personal office. 

Two days of worrying and no progress in identifying 
the person who’d set the bomb and Spike had 
decided to take action on his own. He’d pretty 



much ruled out demons as the culprits - no self-
respecting demon would use a bomb to blow up a 
school. Demons destroyed things the old fashioned 
way: with fire and brute force, tearing buildings 
apart stone by stone if that was how they got their 
kicks. Bombs were human things. 

Problem was, no human agency was investigating - 
besides the Watcher and Xander, and neither one of 
them had a clue about how to hunt down human 
perpetrators. Outside their little group, no-one even 
knew the bomb had been placed in the school. 
Xander had found the barrel of supplemental 
explosives pushed against the wall in the basement 
room where Spike had left it. Some janitor had 
apparently simply moved it out of their way without 
bothering to find out what it was or why it was 
there. With no other choice, Spike had reluctantly 
decided to involve the Mayor. 

Mayor Wilkins and his weasely little assistant were 
bent over a stack of paperwork on the Mayor’s desk 
and both looked up in surprise at Spike’s entrance. 
The assistant flinched and stepped back nervously 
but the Mayor simply gave Spike a beaming smile. 



“Mr. Spike, I’m glad you stopped by. I’ve been 
meaning to congratulate you on your handling of 
the Sisterhood of Jhe. Very well done.”  

“Since I did you a favor by takin’ care of that lot, 
figure you owe me somethin’ in return,” Spike said 
bluntly. “Someone set a bomb in the school 
basement the night we took out the Sisterhood. 
Since it was humans, not demons who put it there, 
need your help in finding out who it was.” 

The Mayor’s smile died. “A bomb?” he asked.  

“Yeah. Would have taken out half the school if I 
hadn’t disarmed it. That kind of thing wouldn’t look 
good on your record if it happens again.” 

“No, I agree,” the Mayor answered easily. “Terrible 
the things people do these days. Why, not even 
when… when my father was Mayor during 
Prohibition did we have to worry about bombs in 
the schools. That’s just not a very civilized thing to 
do. I can assure you, Mr. Spike, I will look into this 
immediately.” 



“Do that,” Spike let his eyes flare yellow, pleased 
when the assistant swallowed hard and retreated 
another couple of steps. The Mayor, on the other 
hand, just nodded, looking completely unfazed. 

“Don’t worry, Mr. Spike, I don’t approve of that kind 
of random violence in my town. And certainly not in 
the schools. I’ll find out who is responsible.” 

Spike nodded sharply. “I’m keeping the demons in 
check, least you can do is make sure the humans 
don’t run rampant.” 

“Thank you for bringing this to my attention.” The 
Mayor smiled his too-wide smile, the one that never 
quite reached his eyes. “Are you sure you don’t 
want to reconsider working for me, Mr. Spike? I 
think we make a good team.” 

Spike cocked an eyebrow at him. “Was thinking 
more on the lines of you working for me,” he 
drawled insolently. “Ta, mate,” he lifted one hand in 
a half wave, and spun on his heels, stalking out the 
door without looking back.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“So, this is the new Watcher?”  

It wasn’t rocket science, Buffy had spent most of 
lunch complaining about the pompous idiot who’d 
been sent by the Council to be her new Watcher. He 
and Oz had been sympathetic - none of them 
wanted Giles replaced - as she enumerated his 
character flaws, which had included a run down on 
the new Watcher’s bad fashion sense and geeky 
persona, his complete uselessness as a Watcher, 
and the fact that he was obviously all book learning 
and no field experience. Entering the library now, 
Xander had been on the lookout for a “geek with a 
smarmy accent and slicked back hair, wearing a 
dark, pin-striped suit, totally wrong for daytime.”  

He hadn’t been hard to spot. 

Despite dressing better now, thanks to Spike, 
Xander would never claim to be an authority on 
what was fashionable but he had to agree with 
Buffy that the suit was over-the-top for daytime 



wear at a school. The guy looked like a corporate 
attorney, or at least a corporate attorney according 
to television, he’d never actually met one in real 
life. 

“Yes,” Giles confirmed and Xander shot him a 
questioning glance at the tight-lipped irritation 
apparent in the one syllable response. Buffy had 
been openly resentful about the prospect of a new 
Watcher but Giles had been Mister equilibrium on 
the subject of his replacement ever since he’d been 
fired. Xander suspected it had less to do with fair-
mindedness than not wanting to worry Buffy, but 
still, Giles had been reassuring and more than fair, 
telling them all on several occasions that they 
needed to give the new Watcher a fair chance when 
he arrived. It didn’t bode well that Giles was already 
having difficulty with the new guy. 

“Wesley Wyndham-Price, Xander Harris,” Giles 
introduced them and Xander eyed the new guy with 
open reservation. The new guy was obviously irked 
at being introduced to Xander and making no 
attempt to hide it. 



“Mr. Giles, this is precisely why you were fired.” He 
sighed heavily and continued as if Xander wasn’t 
standing there listening to every word. “Quite 
frankly, your handling of this assignment has been 
an embarrassment to the Council. And now I find 
out, in addition to everything else, you have not 
even kept the Slayer’s identity secret from high 
school children.” 

Xander folded his arms and glared at the new guy. 
“That wasn’t exactly his fault. If you’d bothered to 
find out the facts, you’d know that. And hey, its not 
like I’m going around telling people.”  

“It is in fact part of a Watcher’s duties to seek out 
promising individuals who have the potential to 
become Watchers,” Giles informed his replacement 
acidly. He met Xander’s astonished stare with a 
bland look, although Xander thought he could see a 
hint of amusement far back in Giles’ eyes. Giles 
thought he was a potential Watcher? 

“Really?” The new guy - why did all Brits seem to 
have hard-to-remember hyphenated names? - 
suddenly seemed keenly interested. “You are 



interested in becoming a Watcher, Mr. Harris? I can 
be of assistance with that.”  

“Ok, one, so not interested. Two, if I was, I’d stick 
with Giles.” Xander turned to Giles and added with 
deliberate malice - “have you done the bomb sweep 
this morning or should I?”  

“Bomb?” Xander had to fight back a laugh at the 
shock and horror in the new guy’s voice. “W..what 
are you talking about?” 

“Nothing out of the ordinary.” Oh yeah, Giles was 
enjoying this too. Watcher-baiting, a new sport, fun 
for all ages. “A small problem with a bomb being 
planted at the school, we’re trying to make sure it 
doesn’t happen again,” he explained airily, as if it 
was barely worth mentioning. In fact it wasn’t 
worth mentioning, Xander had known perfectly well 
that Giles wouldn’t forget to do a bomb sweep, it 
had just been too much to pass up the opportunity 
to mess with the new guy. 

“Surely that is something that should be left to the 
town authorities?” From the unmistakable quaver 
in his voice, the guy was going to be peeing his 



pants any second, Xander thought, ruthlessly 
suppressing a smirk. 

“It was impossible to inform the authorities since 
we detonated the bomb ourselves in a successful 
bid to stop the Hellmouth from opening.” Giles had 
a smile rather like a shark’s, Xander discovered. “I 
wouldn’t concern yourself. It’s not all that likely that 
another bomb would be planted in the same place, 
directly below the library here.” After pausing for 
just a second to let that sink in, Giles continued 
brightly: “You should go to class, Xander, I’ll take 
care of the bomb sweep. Would you like to join me, 
Mr. Wyndham-Price? I’m sure all the ‘modern, 
updated training’ the Council has given you will 
come in handy.”  

“No, I’ll…” Seeing Xander’s sardonic grin, the new 
Watcher straightened defensively and squared his 
shoulders. “I will continue unpacking my books,” he 
said, trying for dignity. 

Giles nodded and stood up to leave, looking a bit 
like an inmate offered a chance to escape from 
prison. “I’ll see you later, Xander.”  



Xander gave him a wave but waited behind for a 
minute. Left alone with the new Watcher, Xander 
studied him openly, amused that his intense 
scrutiny was making the man nervous. Compared to 
Giles, he was really young, and obviously 
determined to prove himself.  

“Is there something I can help you with, Mr…. 
Harris, was it?” 

“Just thought I’d pass on a word of advice,” he 
began.  

The Watcher raised his eyebrows haughtily. “I 
hardly think I need advice from a civilian on how to 
do my job, Mr. Harris, especially from a high school 
student.” 

Xander had intended to warn him that they all 
respected Giles and considered him a friend, 
especially Buffy, and he should tread lightly if he 
wanted to get along with his Slayer. Given the 
snippy response, he changed his mind. “You know 
that Giles was fired because he wouldn’t put Buffy’s 
life in danger, right?”  



“Mr. Giles revealed the existence of a critical test to 
the Slayer, against the Council’s explicit instructions, 
yes.” And wow, Xander was pretty sure he’d just 
seen a demonstration of the meaning of the word 
“prig”. And “prissy”. And maybe “jackass”. 

“So, can I take it as a given that you wouldn’t have 
done that?” he asked mildly, tilting his head to one 
side curiously. 

“Of course not. I have a responsibility to the 
Council, which I take very seriously.” 

“Right.” Xander crossed his arms, glad he could 
finally do that again, now that the sling was history, 
and regarded him steadily. “So, you’re asking Buffy 
to accept you as her Watcher, knowing that you 
would put her life in danger without a second 
thought if the Council told you to?” 

When the new Watcher gaped at him wordlessly, 
Xander grinned and clapped him on the back with 
false heartiness. “Good luck with getting her to 
accept you.” 



Walking out, Xander thought that Spike was rubbing 
off on him. He’d really enjoyed that. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the Episode 
‘Bad Girls’  

 

Part Thirty-Four 

“Hey, Xander.” 

Xander looked up from his book, surprised to see 
Jonathan Levinson standing next to his table. “Hi.” 

Jonathan fidgeted nervously. “I just wanted to say 
thanks for the other day. You know, with Jack.” 

Xander closed his book, leaning back in his chair and 
using his foot to push out one of the empty chairs at 
the table in invitation. “Have a seat. Just glad I could 
help.” Looking more closely, he saw that Jonathan 
looked uneasy and embarrassed and he could guess 
why. Universal guy code - it was almost worse being 
rescued from a bully than to be beaten up. “A friend 
has been teaching me self defense this past year,” 
he offered. “I’m just happy I finally got a chance to 



use it.” A diplomatic lie but Jonathan looked a little 
less uncomfortable and actually sat down. 

“Maybe I should take some lessons too,” he said 
after a moment. 

“They’ve really helped and not just with the Jacks of 
the world.” Jonathan looked interested and Xander 
explained: “I’m not as clumsy anymore - it’s like I 
finally know how to handle my body.” He grinned. “I 
think it’s the jocks’ secret. It’s not just the extra 
testosterone, it’s knowing how to move.” 

Jonathan smiled at him tentatively and, for a 
moment, the loneliness retreated from his eyes. As 
they talked, awkwardly at first, but then the words 
gradually beginning to flow more easily, Xander 
tried to remember if he’d ever seen Jonathan just 
sitting and talking to someone like they were 
friends. In all the years he’d known Jonathan, he 
couldn’t think of a single time he’d seen Jonathan 
just hanging out with a friend.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike swung his quarterstaff around and down, 
blocking a vicious blow aimed at his stomach and 
knocking his opponent’s weapon aside. He let the 
momentum carry him around and his grip shifted as 
he spun until he was holding the pole at one end, 
bringing it around in a savage blow that connected 
with his opponent’s midsection in a whoosh of 
displaced air and knocked her off her feet. The 
other vampire was thrown halfway across the room 
by the force of the blow, her own quarterstaff sent 
flying as she lost her grip. She crashed into the wall 
with a sickening thud and crumpled to the floor 
unmoving as her weapon clattered to the cement 
floor a long distance away. 

Spike laughed, spinning his own quarterstaff in a 
flashy move, then resting the tip on the ground and 
subtly leaning against it. He hadn’t let it slow him 
down but his side had ached fiercely during the 
fight and he’d known that, in another minute, he 
would no longer be able to hide his weakness. He’d 
brought the fight to a sudden, decisive end for just 
that reason. 



“Someone check on her,” he ordered the room in 
general. “If she’s still alive, I want her kept alive. 
Fetch as much blood as she needs.” He saw 
Anthony signaling two of the minions to take care of 
the fallen vampire and tossed his quarterstaff to 
Michael, nodding to him in acknowledgement as 
Michael raised it in salute. He started to walk 
towards the stairs to his apartment, concentrating 
fiercely on not limping, then turned back as if at a 
sudden thought. 

“And boys? No take out. She drinks bagged until she 
can hunt for herself again.” He smirked, “that’ll 
teach her to leave her guard down like that.” He 
didn’t wait for acknowledgement, knowing his 
Lieutenants would see his orders carried out, just 
began the long climb up the stairs.  

Only Jose knew he’d been injured, or at least knew 
for sure. The others might guess that there was 
some reason Spike hadn’t been seen on the factory 
floor in three days, but Spike could live with 
speculation. Sure knowledge of his weakness could 
have seen some of the more ambitious minions 
storming the apartment but none of them would 



risk taking on Spike unless they were absolutely 
certain he was vulnerable. Despite his fatigue, Spike 
smirked as he climbed the stairs. His minions were 
terrified of his wrath and that was how it should be. 

Xander would fuss if he heard about it, but Spike 
had known he had to show himself and prove he 
was still in control. He’d simply appeared on the 
factory floor in late afternoon while Xander was at 
school and “volunteered” one of the newer 
members of the Court for a sparring session. He’d 
seen her practicing with a quarterstaff a few weeks 
earlier and knew she understood the rudiments of 
fighting with the weapon but had nowhere near his 
skill level. It made her a safe opponent, one he 
could defeat handily under the guise of teaching 
her, but it wouldn’t look like he had deliberately 
picked a weak opponent to spar with. It wasn’t 
unusual for Spike to work out with both his 
Lieutenants and the Court minions with a variety of 
weapons, so the members of the Court had seen 
nothing unusual in his actions. 

Slowly mounting the stairs to the third floor, Spike 
knew he was going to need blood himself. His 



wound was almost fully healed but neither his 
stamina nor his full strength had returned yet. 
Fighting with a quarterstaff involved a lot of 
twisting moves and the muscles in his side had let 
him know in no uncertain terms they weren’t quite 
up to the task. More blood and another day should 
have him back on top of his form, he thought, 
resigning himself to another night in the apartment. 

It wasn’t that spending the night in the apartment 
with Xander was a hardship - far from it - but he 
was itching to patrol his territory again. He hadn’t 
heard from the Mayor yet about the bomb at the 
school and Spike needed to follow up on the 
problem. Despite knowing that Xander and Giles 
were checking the school basement twice a day, he 
was nervous and tense all day until he heard 
Xander’s footsteps on the stairs at the end of the 
day, signaling his boy was home safely. After two 
days of that, Spike was feeling the need to kill 
something, preferably the cause of his upset. Surely 
Xander wouldn’t mind if he tortured and killed a 
human capable of planting a bomb in a school. 



Practically a public service, he thought, even though 
he knew Xander would never see it that way. 

If he knew about it, Spike reminded himself, 
cheered considerably by the thought.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Sitting in one of the private study rooms, Xander 
stared at the blank piece of paper in front of him 
and wondered if this was what they called writer’s 
block. No matter how he tried, words just wouldn’t 
come and the paper remained stubbornly blank. 
Sighing, he put down his pen and fished around in 
his backpack for the three letters Willow had sent 
to him. Pulling them out, he settled down to re-read 
them.  

He hadn’t answered any of them yet, but Willow 
continued to write to him. The letters were arriving 
once a week and they were the same as the first 
one: friendly and reminiscent, describing England 
and her lessons and their mutual past. Nothing in 
the letters called for a response - Willow never 



asked questions or urged him to write back to her. 
Instead, it was like she was sitting in the same 
room, just talking to him like they hadn’t talked in 
over two years. He could hear her voice in his head 
as he read the letters and it made him miss the 
Willow he’d once known with an aching sense of 
loss he’d thought he’d put behind him. 

Talking with Jonathan today had made him think. If 
he hadn’t had Jesse and Willow in his life, would he 
be Jonathan today? A hopeless geek, friendless and 
picked on by everyone? All too clearly, Xander could 
picture that life. Why hadn’t Jonathan ever seemed 
to find even one friend to band together with 
against the world?  

Remembering his years of friendship with Willow, 
when she had been there for him on a daily basis, 
before the misunderstandings and the mutual hurt, 
before they’d gone their separate ways, had made 
him long to reclaim even part of that past. At the 
very least, he’d decided to make a start in that 
direction by writing back to Willow. The Willow in 
the letters sounded older and finally wiser but so 
like the girl he’d once known it made an empty 



place inside his heart ache - the place that Willow 
had once occupied. The wound he’d thought was 
finally scarred over and healed turned out to still be 
there. 

Holding the image in his mind of the small, red-
headed girl he’d grown up with, Xander began to 
write.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike had made a quick pass through four 
cemeteries when he caught scent of the Slayer and 
Angelus. Having not patrolled his territory in almost 
five days, he wanted to do a swift, thorough 
overview of the entire town. Although eager to 
work off his tension after three days of worry over 
his Claimed being in danger at school, he wasn’t 
really looking for a fight, knowing he would be 
better waiting one more day before mixing it up 
with anything too tough. His side only made its 
presence known when he put too much strain on 



the muscles but it remained a vulnerable spot in a 
fight. 

His semi-peaceful intentions vanished as he caught 
wind of the Slayer and Angelus together, alone, in a 
cemetery. Swearing, he altered course. If those two 
were snogging, he was going to kill them both, he 
thought wrathfully. He’d thought he’d finally gotten 
them well and truly separated, only in each other’s 
company when there were others around but 
obviously they still hadn’t learned. Bloody idiots. 

He slowed his pace when he was almost upon them 
and sauntered into the clearing where the two of 
them were crouched, watching a crypt. 

Angel held up a warning hand for silence and the 
Slayer and he exchanged glances, then melted back 
from their target, joining Spike and signaling him to 
walk further away with them. When they were 
sufficiently far from the clearing that vampire ears 
could not have heard them, Angel asked quietly: 
“How are you?” 

“Better,” Spike answered briefly. His anger had 
cooled when he saw they appeared to be on 



business but he still wasn’t happy the two of them 
were alone together. He didn’t really trust either of 
them to keep their hands off each other, when it 
came right down to it. “What’s up?” 

“Ever heard of El Eliminati?” Buffy asked quietly. 
“They’re some sort of duelist cult of vampires,” she 
continued when Spike shook his head. “Apparently 
a bunch of them are in town looking for some 
amulet. I was supposed to get it first but they beat 
us to the crypt.” 

“Buffy asked me to back her up,” Angelus explained. 
The Slayer might not be able to read Spike’s 
impassive features but Angelus had obviously seen 
Spike’s anger at finding them together. “I didn’t 
realize you were healed. Are you up for a fight?” 

“How many are there?” 

“Six. We thought we’d hit them as they came out of 
the crypt.” 

Unwilling to admit he hadn’t completely healed yet, 
Spike nodded curtly. “Sounds good.” Six vampires 



shouldn’t give the three of them any trouble, he 
thought optomistically. 

They moved back to the clearing just in time to see 
the last two vampires drop down through a sewer 
entrance. 

“Damn it!” Buffy exclaimed. “we missed them.” 

Spike kept striding forward into the clearing without 
pausing. “What are you talking about, Slayer? Know 
exactly where they are, don’t we? You coming or 
not?” 

Without waiting for a response, he dropped down 
through the open manhole cover, behind the last of 
the vampires, grinning as he heard Angelus’ 
exasperated shout behind him. They’d follow him 
and Spike was itching for a good fight.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Now that was fun!”  



Spike’s exclamation coincided with the last of the 
Eliminati exploding into a cloud of dust. Despite 
herself, Buffy grinned back at him. “Didn’t suck,” 
she agreed. 

Angel shook his head in mock disapproval. “Don’t 
let him corrupt you,” he advised Buffy. 

“Oi! ‘s not corrupting to enjoy a good fight,” Spike 
protested. “C’mon Angelus, you can’t tell me you 
didn’t enjoy this?” 

Typically, his Sire just shrugged, not willing to admit 
that he still got off on a life and death struggle 
against a dozen foes.  

It had been a sweet fight. Dropping in on the 
surprised vampires, outnumbered and out-
weaponed, they had only the element of surprise 
and superior fighting skills on their side. The three 
of them had functioned well as a team, watching 
each other’s backs and dividing their opponents. 
Next time, Spike thought, feeling the ache in his 
side, he’d rather have a few more weapons, but 
he’d take on this lot of medieval morons any night. 
If any of them were left, that is. 



The amulet had been yanked free from one of the 
Eliminati during the fight and sent spinning into a 
corner of the cave. Buffy picked it up now, 
examining it curiously. “We sure this is it? Doesn’t 
look like much.” 

Spike shrugged. “If not, they put up a hell of a fight 
over a cheap bauble.” Not particularly interested in 
the amulet, he picked up a couple of the swords 
that members of the cult had dropped before being 
dusted. “Bit showy, but not bad,” was his judgment 
as he examined the jewel-encrusted hilts deciding 
to keep them.  

Buffy tucked the amulet into her pocket. “Giles will 
know if it’s real.” She made a face, remembering. “If 
New Guy lets him see it, that is.” 

“Who?” Angel asked. 

“My new Watcher,” Buffy explained. “Wesley 
Wyndham-Price. He got into town yesterday and 
I’m already trying to find ways around that whole 
‘Slayers don’t kill people’ rule. You should come 
meet him, he’s a real prince.”  



“Yeah, so Xander tells me,” Spike observed. From 
Xander’s description, the new Watcher was a 
complete twit. 

Angel frowned. “What’s so bad about him?” 

“How long do you have?” Buffy asked wryly. “Let’s 
just say he makes a really bad first impression. He 
claims he’s studied up on Sunnydale and knows 
everything about it.” She sounded skeptical. 

Spike turned and looked at her. “Really?” he asked 
with interest, wondering if the Watcher knew 
anything useful about the town. Or the Mayor. 

Buffy shrugged. “He did know about the amulet and 
where it would be and Giles didn’t,” she admitted 
reluctantly. “Says it originally belonged to a demon 
named Balthazar who died a long time ago. He sent 
me out after the amulet saying we should deprive 
the Eliminati of it even if it’s useless now that 
Balthazar is dead.” She tapped her pocket over the 
amulet. “I’d give him points for knowing about the 
amulet but, among other things, when he gave me 
this assignment, he said these Eliminati guys were 



nearly extinct. I wasn’t expecting quite this much of 
a party with the ‘few remaining Eliminati’.”  

She was obviously quoting and Spike grinned, 
cocking his scarred eyebrow at her. “They’re extinct 
now,” he pointed out with satisfaction. 

“Well, yeah, but he said there were only a few of 
them before we killed these guys. I don’t think that 
counts. Makes me wonder how dead the main 
demon is.” 

“Good point,” Angelus put in, “Maybe we should 
check on that. Vampires aren’t usually into 
sentimental souvenirs. They wanted the amulet for 
a reason.” 

Spike had his mind on other things. “Why don’t we 
go meet this new Watcher of yours?” he suggested. 

Buffy’s slow smile was pure evil. Oh, yeah, the 
Slayer was coming along fine, Spike thought as the 
three of them headed out of the cave.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“It appears to be genuine but I’ll have to run some 
tests.” 

Standing next to Xander, Spike studied the new 
Watcher through narrowed eyes. Young and 
painfully inexperienced, he hadn’t even questioned 
the presence of Spike and Angelus yet. Instead, he’d 
snatched up the amulet and begun examining it 
through a magnifying glass without even a token 
acknowledgement of the Slayer’s efforts in 
retrieving it. Giles had quietly questioned Buffy 
about her well-being, showing a concern blatantly 
missing in the other Watcher.  

Spike shook his head in disgust. Didn’t this idiot 
realize that the Slayer was a 17-year old girl? An 
adolescent? Never mind that she was a warrior, she 
was still young enough to need the approval of the 
adults around her. Over the past year, Spike had 
seen how the Slayer responded to Giles’ fatherly 
concern and attention, blossoming under it and 
working twice as hard to be sure she never let him 
down. The new Watcher would never earn that kind 



of loyalty from the Slayer and the Slayer would have 
a shorter life for it.  

“Where’d they come up with this idiot?” he asked 
Xander, who gave him a fleeting grin in return. 

“He’s the new breed of Watcher, didn’t you know?” 
Xander’s response was just as quiet but Giles caught 
it, flicking an amused glance in their direction. 

Looking up from the magnifying glass, the new 
Watcher seemed to realize for the first time that 
there were two more people in the room. Drawing 
himself up to his full height, he shot a disapproving 
glare at Giles. “More people who know about the 
Slayer?” he asked frigidly.  

“Not exactly,” Spike answered. Unable to resist, he 
shifted to his true face, thoroughly enjoying the 
frightened squeak as the new Watcher jumped 
back. 

“Great, Spike. If he pees his pants, you’re cleaning it 
up,” Xander said, with just the right note of 
exasperation in his voice. Spike shook with silent 



laughter and even Angelus let out a short bark of 
surprised laughter at the comment. 

“Spike, Angel, this is Wesley Wyndham-Price,” Giles 
performed the introduction with aplomb, as if they 
were strangers meeting at a tea party. 

“Spike? Angel?” the new Watcher gasped, his face 
turning even paler. “Angelus? And…and William the 
Bloody? Oh, dear Lord,” he said faintly. 

“They have both helped Buffy on occasion,” Giles 
filled in helpfully but Spike was already tired of the 
conversation. 

“Slayer says you’ve researched the town’s history. 
What can you tell me about the Mayor?” he asked 
flatly. 

For a long moment, he thought the man was too 
frightened to answer, but he finally gathered 
himself and took a deep breath, throwing his 
shoulders back and looking down his nose at Spike. 

“Nothing at all.” He cleared his throat and 
continued: “And I don’t think I would tell you 



anything even if I had information on the Mayor. 
You are a vampire, you know and the enemy.” 

“Spike’s a vampire?” Xander asked in mock 
astonishment, twisting around to stare at Spike. 

Spike smacked him lightly and Xander grinned at 
him unrepentantly. “Yeah, known I’ve been a 
vampire for awhile now. I’ve gotten over the 
shock,” Spike said dryly. “Thought you were 
supposed to know everythin’ about this town,” he 
needled. 

Wesley sniffed loftily, having apparently decided 
that neither Spike nor Angelus were going to kill 
him. Pity. “I’ve been researching the demonic 
history of the town, you realize, not the local 
politicians. That’s a bit outside my purview.” 

“Good work. Missed the fact that the Mayor’s not 
entirely human, did you?” 

Wesley’s lips tightened at Spike’s sarcastic response 
and he turned to Giles. “I cannot tell you how 
unbelievable it is to learn that you have not only 
allowed your Slayer to associate with Angelus but 



with William the Bloody. You’ve really gone beyond 
the pale, Mr. Giles, and I must insist that this 
association cease at once.” 

“Fat chance,” Buffy muttered. 

Angel just scowled at him, his brows lowered 
threateningly. Spike knew he hated it when anyone 
called him Angelus, Spike himself was the sole 
exception to that rule and that was only because 
Angelus had given up on the issue, just grateful that 
Spike no longer referred to him as “Peaches” and 
“Captain Hair Gel” and the myriad of other names 
he’d come up with over the years.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike opened his mouth to add his two cents worth 
and Xander elbowed him sharply, cutting him off 
before he could even start. They had enough 
problems already. Xander stepped forward as Spike 
subsided unwillingly. Grateful in hindsight for all the 
practice he’d had last year in keeping Spike and 
Buffy from killing each other, he put himself bodily 



between Wesley and Spike. “Look, Wesley, you 
need to understand something. Spike is Master of 
the Hellmouth, he does a lot to keep the demon 
population from wreaking havoc in this town. 
Thanks to Spike, the death rate has dropped twenty 
percent in the last two years.”  

Ok, he was making that part up, but a solid statistic 
sounded much better than a vague generality. “And 
if you knew what you were talking about, you’d 
know that Angel has a soul, which makes him 
different from other vampires. He patrols with both 
Spike and Buffy and is one of the reasons Buffy is 
still alive today.” And wow, he never thought he’d 
be spouting the “Angel has a soul” party line. He felt 
really hypocritical, considering the stance he’d 
taken on the subject last year, but this wasn’t a 
good time to explain his issues with Angel to 
Wesley.  

“If you can’t deal, then get the hell out,” he finished 
emphatically, despite knowing it wasn’t really his 
call. 



“Well said, Xander.” Giles put in and Buffy gave him 
a warm smile, probably for the compliment to 
Angel. 

Xander crossed his arms and leaned back against 
Spike, who slid his own arms around Xander’s waist, 
clasping his hands over Xander’s stomach. “It ain’t 
broke, so don’t try to fix it, is what I’m saying.” 

“You tell him, pet,” Spike said, kissing him lightly 
when Xander turned his head towards him. 

“Wesley, this is a take it or leave it situation,” Buffy 
added, stepping forward in turn. “Angel and Spike 
are part of the team. So are Giles, Xander and Oz. If 
you can’t work with them, I won’t work with you. 
Got it?” 

Looking around at the circle of hard eyes staring at 
him, Wesley seemed to wilt. Obviously unwilling to 
call Buffy on the stand she’d taken - probably afraid 
of losing his job, Xander thought cynically - he 
nodded his head and retreated to the office, closing 
the door firmly behind him. Not quite a slam, but 
close, Xander thought with a grin.  



“Let me know when I can kill him,” Spike 
volunteered. 

Buffy shook her head. “No way, I’m doing it 
personally if he pulls this kind of crap again.” 

Xander almost felt sorry for Wesley.  

Almost.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The end result of their discussion was that Buffy, 
Spike and Angel agreed to meet up the next night 
and do a joint patrol. All of them wanted to know if 
there were more Eliminati around. Despite Wesley’s 
reassurance, none of them were really confident 
that Balthazar was actually dead. As Angel had 
pointed out earlier, the Eliminati wouldn’t be 
hunting for the amulet for sentimental reasons. 
That meant that either Balthazar was still around or 
the amulet had other uses. Either way, they needed 
to figure out what was going on. 



Giles and Xander had agreed to research Balthazar 
and the amulet while the other three patrolled. In 
the meantime, Giles assured them he would put the 
amulet somewhere safer than Wesley’s breast 
pocket. 

Wesley had emerged from the office at some point 
during the discussion, but had remained silent, 
listening to the others talk. He’d barely resisted 
when Buffy demanded that he turn the amulet over 
to Giles for safe-keeping, handing it over with only a 
token protest. Hearing their plans, he’d simply 
murmured quietly that, while he may have 
underestimated the remaining Eliminati’s numbers, 
surely they must all be as dead as Balthazar now. 

Xander just hoped he wasn’t going to tattle to the 
Council on the situation. God knows what those 
guys would do. Granted, it was hard to imagine a 
worse replacement for Giles than Wesley, but who 
knew what the Council would do if they learned of 
the near mutiny in Sunnydale.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Walking home with Spike’s arm around his 
shoulder, Xander asked quietly: “Are you really up 
for this?” 

“I will be by tomorrow,” Spike answered honestly. 
“I’ve been working out during the days while you’re 
at school, getting my strength back. I’m not there 
yet, but close to it.” 

“You haven’t been overdoing it, have you?” 

Spike almost made a flip reply but the worry in 
Xander’s voice made him answer seriously. “Maybe 
a little, but nothing that will set me back.” He 
stopped walking and turned so they were facing 
each other. “I have to do this, luv. Can’t be seen as 
weak or someone might try and take advantage of 
the moment. I just put on a little show for the 
minions, that’s all. Nothing to worry about.” 

Xander nodded, pulling Spike in for a long kiss. “I do 
worry about you, Spike.” 

They started walking again and Xander added, more 
lightly: “So, what was your idea of a small show? 



Taking on ten of the minions at once? How many 
survived?” 

Spike just laughed.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
If Xander had to listen to Wesley and Giles snipe at 
each other any longer, he was going to kill Wesley. 
The guy just wouldn’t let up and he seemed to have 
completely forgotten Xander was there in the 
library. Either that, or he was just oblivious to the 
fact that his voice carried easily through the closed 
door of Giles’ office.  

Granted, Wesley was smart, almost as smart as 
Giles, but he was obviously insecure about replacing 
the older Watcher. Not that Xander could blame 
him; none of them had exactly rolled out the 
welcome wagon for the new guy and Xander was as 
guilty as the rest, but jeez, you’d think the guy could 
acknowledge that Giles had a strong relationship 
with Buffy and try to work with him. But no, not Mr. 
by-the-book Wyndham-Price - paying even lip 



service to Giles’ nearly three years of service was 
obviously too much to ask. 

Xander was seriously regretting his decision to wait 
for Spike in the library. It had seemed like a good 
idea yesterday - Buffy would need to stop at the 
library after patrol to report anyway and he would 
use his time productively, researching Balthazar and 
the Eliminati. But that had been before the Wesley 
and Giles snipe fest started. 

Sighing, Xander tried to concentrate on the chapter 
discussing Balthazar that he’d been trying to read 
for an hour. Between worrying about Spike and the 
on-going snark-fest going on in the office, he hadn’t 
gotten very far. Shaking his head, he flipped back to 
the beginning of the chapter. Maybe if he started 
over, he’d remember some of what he’d read this 
time. 

He had barely turned the first page when the sound 
of booted feet walking through the stacks on the 
upper level caught his attention. Relief flooded him. 
They were back and so quickly they must have had 
no trouble with the Eliminati. Looking up with a 



smile, he froze as five vampires in medieval-looking 
tunics appeared at the top of the stairs. From 
Buffy’s description, he had no doubt these were the 
Eliminati. 

He shot to his feet, his chair clattering to the floor 
behind him. “Giles!” he yelled, even as he ran for 
the weapons cage. He fumbled with the latch in his 
haste, hearing something land on the floor behind 
him with a thud then a thick hand slammed the 
barely-opened cage door shut again. 

Xander spun around and found himself facing the 
business end of a sword. Before he could move, the 
vampire shoved him back against the cage with one 
large hand to his chest, pressing the point of the 
sword against his throat.  

Xander froze, hardly daring to breath, arching his 
head back as far as he could, trying to relieve the 
pressure on his throat before the sword broke the 
skin. 

“Leave him alone!” 



Giles’ voice rang sharply across the room and the 
vampire fisted his hand in Xander’s shirt to hold him 
in place as he glanced over his shoulder at Giles. 
Behind the vampire, Xander could see Giles and 
Wesley surrounded by vampires, all with drawn 
swords.  

“Which one of you is the Watcher?” one of the 
vampires demanded. 

“I am,” Giles answered, shooting a quick, silencing 
look in Wesley’s direction. From what Xander could 
see, it wasn’t necessary; Wesley looked beyond 
speech, white-faced and terrified. 

“Kill the others,” the vampire ordered. 

“No!” Giles lunged forward but the demons 
surrounding him grabbed him and held him despite 
his struggles. 

“You’ll regret it, if you do,” Xander told the vampire 
holding him. He was fighting his own fear and tried 
to make his voice as urgent and convincing as 
possible. “We’re his assistants. You obviously need 



him for something. If you kill us, he won’t cooperate 
with you.” 

The vampire hesitated and looked to his leader for 
guidance. The leader of the group strode across the 
room in their direction. “A bargaining chip, eh? 
Maybe, but why do I need two of you?” He smirked 
at Xander, enjoying his fear. 

“Because one hostage is worthless. With two, you 
can kill one and still have a spare. With only one, 
you can barely start working them over before 
they’re dead and then they’re useless. You know 
how weak humans are.” One thing Xander had 
learned from Spike was that vampires all thought 
humans were weak. Even Spike thought that, he 
just tried not to say it around Xander.  

The vampire laughed. “We’ll be sure to use you 
first,” he said. Jerking his head at the vampire 
holding Xander, he ordered: “Bring them along.” 

The sword retreated from his throat and Xander 
barely had time for one relieved breath before he 
was spun around and slammed face first into the 
metal door of the cage. Rough hands tied his hands 



behind his back and then he was sent stumbling 
forward to join Giles and Wesley, the three of them 
propelled out the door by a lot of unnecessary 
shoving from behind.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episodes 
‘Lover’s Walk’ and ‘Bad Girls’  

 
 

Part Thirty-Five 

“Stop!” 

The vampire who seemed to be the leader of their 
little bondage party snapped out the order, halting 
the group before they had gone more than fifty feet 
outside the library doors. The vampire behind 
Xander jerked him to a stop and he saw the same 
thing happening to Giles and Wesley. 

“There’s something…” 

The lead vampire walked up and back between the 
three of them scrutinizing them carefully, then his 
hand flashed out, grabbing Xander by the collar and 



yanking him out of line. Xander tried to brace 
himself against the pull, but found himself 
stumbling forward unwillingly, unable to do much 
to fight back with his arms tied behind his back. He 
heard Giles ordering the vampire to leave him alone 
but the vampire didn’t even glance in Giles’ 
direction and Xander winced as he heard a muffled 
thud and Giles’ voice cut off in a pained grunt. 

“You. You wear the mark of a Master Vampire.” 

Xander’s blood ran cold and he stared wide-eyed 
back at the vampire, not sure if this was a good 
thing or instant death. Spike said the mark would 
protect him because it marked him as Spike’s 
property in the demon world but Xander hadn’t 
forgotten the discussion he and Spike had had last 
year when Angel had temporarily marked him and 
Spike had admitted that some demons might try to 
harm him to prove they were stronger than the 
vampire who’d Claimed him. 

The vampire fisted both hands in his shirt front and 
shook him hard, until Xander was dizzy, then tore 



Xander’s shirt open, revealing Spike’s mark. Glaring 
at Xander, he hissed angrily: “Who’s mark is this?” 

Xander stayed stubbornly silent, desperately 
wishing he’d discussed how to handle this situation 
with Spike. If he survived, he and Spike were 
definitely having a talk tomorrow about whether 
giving Spike’s name was the right thing to do or not. 
He didn’t dare look to Giles for guidance, not 
wanting to reveal that Giles knew who had marked 
him. The vampire shook him again, demanding: 
“Who’s mark do you wear?” 

“He’s been Claimed by the Master of the 
Hellmouth,” Giles’ voice answered from behind him. 
The vampire stopped shaking Xander and let his grip 
slacken slightly as he turned to look at Giles. “And if 
you harm him in any way, there will be no place you 
can hide from his Master’s vengeance,” Giles 
finished, his voice hard. 

“The Master of the Hellmouth allows his Claimed to 
assist a Watcher?” the vampire scoffed, giving 
Xander another shake for good measure. 



“He wants the boy to learn everything there is to 
know about demons. Who better to teach him than 
a Watcher?” Giles answered smoothly. Xander 
could hear the tension in Giles’ voice as he 
answered, filling in the gaping silence left by 
Xander’s own indecision. 

The demon grunted, seeming to accept that and 
Xander concentrated on not letting out a sigh of 
relief. It was too soon for that, as the vampire 
turned back to him. “Why didn’t you claim your 
Master’s protection when we arrived?” 

Xander found his voice. “Would you have honored 
his Claim?” he asked. 

The demon let out a short bark of laughter. “No,” 
he said flatly. “Our Lord Balthazar is stronger than 
any vampire. In his service, we don’t need to worry 
about anyone’s vengeance.” 

“Even when he can bring nearly a hundred vampires 
to the fight?” Xander asked, hoping this was the 
right way to handle the situation. Really going to 
talk to Spike - first thing tomorrow. He didn’t think 
the Court was quite up to 100 vampires, more like 



fifty or sixty actually, but hey, some of them had to 
have friends, right? 

“In any case,” he continued rapidly, before anyone 
could get any ideas. “What I said before still goes. If 
you’re not afraid of my Master, then you need me 
to make the Watcher cooperate.” He met the 
vampire’s eyes unflinchingly until he was suddenly 
thrust away contemptuously.  

“Get them moving,” the vampire ordered. 

One or two of the vampires looked unhappy about 
the decision but none of them ventured a protest. 
Xander found himself herded into a line again with 
Wesley and Giles as they were quick-marched out 
of the school.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike, Angel and Buffy had met shortly after sunset 
in the library as agreed. Spike had felt almost sorry 
for Xander, given the tense atmosphere between 
the two Watchers, knowing the two men would be 



sniping at each other all night, with Xander a 
captive audience. He’d left Xander with a kiss and 
an amused request for a blow-by-blow description 
of the Watcher Smackdown, which had earned him 
a reproving smack and a warm chuckle. 

The three of them headed out, with Spike filling the 
others in on what he’d learned from his Lieutenants 
- that the Eliminati had taken over a packing 
warehouse on Devereau Street, a run-down 
neighborhood not far from the docks. Angel 
confirmed the information, having gone to several 
demon bars after they split up last night and having 
been told the same thing. 

Actually reaching the warehouse turned out to be a 
bit more difficult than they had expected.  

Members of the Eliminati were out in force, 
patrolling the warehouse district for blocks around 
Devereau street and the first attack came ten 
streets away: a single vampire, with the trademark 
tunic and swords, and the Slayer took him out 
handily, ducking underneath the swords and coming 
up inside his guard with her stake out and ready. 



She was still brushing the ashes out of her hair 
when the next attack came.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They were attacked three more times on their way 
to the warehouse and Spike was starting to find it 
annoying. The Eliminati had no sense of teamwork - 
attacking individually, the next one springing out of 
the shadows moments after the last one was dust. 
Came from being a duelist cult, Spike figured, each 
one more interested in proving their own worth 
through single combat than in actually winning the 
battle or accomplishing a goal like keeping enemies 
away from their master’s stronghold.  

Bleedin’ outdated, outmoded idiots, he thought 
wrathfully, watching Angelus and the Slayer make 
short work of the next one - tag-teaming him, 
Angelus holding him and the Slayer going in for the 
kill.  

Sensing movement out of the corner of his eye, 
Spike leapt forward, dragging the person hiding 



there out of the alcove and slamming him up 
against a wall.  

“Spike, no!” Buffy yelled. “He’s human.” 

“Know he’s human, Slayer,” Spike snarled. 
“Question is, what’s he doing here?” 

It was the Mayor’s assistant and Spike slammed him 
against the wall again, just because he could. He 
could already smell the fear rolling off the man and 
he shifted his grip, bunching his hands into the 
man’s suit and lifting him up onto his toes. He heard 
the Slayer and Angelus come up behind him and 
thought savagely that they’d do better keeping an 
eye out for more attacks. 

“Spike, let him go,” the Slayer ordered.  

“Hasn’t answered my question yet.” Spike didn’t 
take his eyes off the human, glaring at him with 
yellow-eyed malice. “What are you doing here?” he 
repeated for the slow members of the class. 

“The Mayor sent me,” the man answered, his voice 
quavering. Spike had not been impressed with the 
Mayor’s assistant when he’d encountered him at 



City Hall and was becoming less impressed by the 
second.  

“Why?” Spike growled. 

“Spike, we don’t have time for this,” Buffy said 
impatiently. 

“Piss off, Slayer. This won’t take long. Will it?” he 
asked the Mayor’s assistant, his voice silky with 
menace. “Not real patient under the best of 
circumstances,” he informed the man, lifting him 
even higher, sliding him roughly up the brick wall 
until his feet left the ground entirely. A stupid move 
except with prey that was too terrified to struggle, 
as this man was. “And we have pressing business. 
So, unless you want me to start ripping off 
important body parts, you’ll tell me what I want to 
know.” 

He felt the Slayer stirring behind him and hoped she 
would have the good sense not to interrupt or that 
Angelus would stop her if she tried. The man looked 
over Spike’s shoulder to the Slayer, saying 
desperately, “You can’t let him do this to me.” 



“Yes, she can.” Thankfully, it was Angelus who 
answered. “As he mentioned, we’re in a bit of a 
hurry.” 

Spike let the man slide down the wall again and 
pinned him in place with one arm, reaching down 
with the other to grab the man’s goolies in an iron 
grip. “Answer my questions, or I’ll rip ’em off and 
feed ’em to the pigeons.” 

For one second, Spike thought he’d gone too far 
and the man was going to faint before answering 
Spike’s questions. He tightened his grip and the 
man gasped in pain, his eyes snapping back into 
focus. Spike just looked at him, eyebrows raised, a 
smirk on his lips. 

“Balthazar,” he gasped, and Spike knew he’d won. 
“If he gets his strength back, he can cause 
problems. The Mayor sent me to keep an eye on 
the situation, there’s an amulet…” 

“Yeah, we know about that,” Spike interrupted. 
“Why does the Mayor care?” He tightened his grip 
again as incentive and the man screamed.  



“He’s the one who wounded Balthazar. The timing 
is bad. The Mayor can’t take the risk that Balthazar 
will get the amulet before tonight.” 

“What’s tonight?” Spike asked sharply. 

The man shook his head, and Spike snarled, twisting 
his hand until the only thing keeping his prisoner 
upright was Spike’s arm pressing him against the 
wall. “Not goin’ to ask again: what’s tonight?” 

“The Mayor… there’s a ritual. He’s been waiting a 
hundred years to perform it.” 

“A hundred years?” He’d thought the Slayer had 
been quiet too long and now the question burst out 
of her. 

“He’s not really human anymore,” the man 
answered. “He’s made… pacts.” 

There was a sudden noise behind them and all 
three spun around, Spike letting the man drop as he 
saw two more Eliminati with drawn swords running 
in their direction. Swearing at the interruption, 
Spike moved to meet them, fanning out with Buffy 



and Angelus to force the attackers to choose their 
targets, leaving one of the three free to maneuver.  

Spinning to avoid a sword thrust, Spike got inside 
the duelist’s guard, where his swords would be of 
little use, slamming an elbow viciously into the 
vampire’s gut and grappling with him for possession 
of the sword. Peripherally, he was aware that the 
Mayor’s assistant was limping painfully away as fast 
as he could, but he couldn’t do anything about that 
now.  

The vampire was bigger than him and used his 
greater weight to advantage, shoving Spike back 
against the wall of the alley and smashing him into 
the bricks. Spike grunted in pain but went with the 
motion, letting his own weight hold him against the 
wall for the second it took to raise his legs and kick 
out with both feet. His boots caught the vampire 
square in the chest, sending him staggering 
backwards and dropping the sword they had been 
struggling over. Spike dropped to the ground in a 
crouch and bounced back up, coming up with the 
sword and bringing it around in a clean swipe, 
cutting off the vampire’s head and dusting him.  



Angelus and the Slayer were darting in and out, 
staying out of reach of the two swords the 
remaining Eliminati held. He was good - lunging at 
first one, then the other, keeping them back and 
unable to close, but not overextending himself and 
giving them an opening. Angelus had a bleeding 
slash in his upper arm, the swordsman had 
obviously taught him to be careful. Seeing his 
chance, Spike moved forward on silent feet and 
brought the sword around again for his second 
beheading of the evening. 

Before the head had finished turning to ash, Spike 
said grimly: “Need to find that little piss-ant again.” 

“Spike, the warehouse?” Buffy reminded him.  

“This Balthazar doesn’t sound like much without the 
amulet,” Spike countered. 

“Maybe, but the Eliminati are out in magnum force. 
The Mayor can wait.” 

Spike hesitated, not sure which was the bigger 
problem. The closeness of the warehouse finally 
decided him. They were only a block from their 



target and City Hall was all the way across town. 
“Right. Let’s finish off these morons.”  

Keeping a wary eye out for more Eliminati, they 
closed the remaining distance to the boarded up 
warehouse rapidly but silently. There were no more 
challenges, they must finally have taken out the last 
of the vampires on guard. Peering through the 
window, Spike saw almost a dozen more vampires 
inside and…. 

Rage slammed through him. Xander. Those bastards 
had his Claimed. Spike wasn’t even aware that he 
was struggling in an iron grip, fighting to get free 
and go to his Claimed’s rescue. 

“Spike!” Angelus hissed, Spike was fairly sure it 
wasn’t the first time. “Calm down or you’ll get them 
all killed.” 

He was right. Spike forced himself to stop and 
realized that both Angelus and Buffy had been 
restraining him and thankfully, had pushed him 
back from the warehouse door. Ice-cold now, his 
fury under tight control, he moved forward quietly 
and saw that no-one inside the warehouse had 



heard them. Xander, Giles and the new Watcher 
were safe and relatively unharmed from the look of 
things. 

“We need more weapons than none,” the Slayer 
breathed, nearly inaudibly except to vampire 
hearing. She was right. Every one of the Eliminati 
carried two swords and Spike cursed himself for not 
carrying weapons when going against vampires who 
habitually carried them. He looked around for 
inspiration and a cold smile crossed his face.  

“Keep an eye on things, back in two minutes,” he 
said.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The three of them had been dragged through the 
sewers for what felt like an endless time and then 
pulled up into a warehouse. Xander was 
concentrating fiercely on not showing his fear, 
admiring Giles’ calm and doing his best to mimic it. 
Wesley was unfortunately a model for what Xander 



didn’t want to show: the new Watcher was 
obviously terrified and unable to hide it.  

While sympathizing with his fear - and sharing it - 
one thing Xander had learned from Spike was that 
showing weakness was not the best thing to do 
around demons. Or bullies, for that matter, he 
thought, remembering his encounter with Jack 
O’Toole. Vampires were hunters and humans their 
natural prey and, for many vampires, a terrified 
victim was preferable to a resigned one. An openly 
frightened victim could bring out the worst in 
demons as the scent of fear provoked them into 
tormenting the person to increase their fear. 

Coming face to face with Balthazar, Xander 
swallowed hard and struggled to remember that 
and not let his own fear show. Balthazar should had 
been a comic figure: grossly fat and sitting in what 
looked like a hot tub, having water continuously 
ladled over him by members of the Eliminati; he 
was something out of a comic book. A dark, twisted 
comic book, granted, but he was over-the-top 
grotesque in a way that should have been 
laughable. 



It wasn't.  

Balthazar was cold and alien in the way reptiles and 
snakes were and Xander had the sinking feeling that 
humans meant even less to Balthazar than they did 
to snakes. Balthazar’s red eyes were almost lost in 
folds of flesh but their malignant gleam was still 
plainly visible. Having a dozen vampires fawning on 
his every word wasn't helping. Clearly the Eliminati 
saw Balthazar as a figure worth serving, not a joke, 
and Xander remembered that they had followed 
this demon for centuries. 

"Stay calm," Wesley said desperately, sounding as if 
he was trying to convince himself. "We must all 
remain calm." 

"Well, thank god you're here, I was planning to 
panic." 

Even in these circumstances, Xander felt his lips 
twitch slightly at Giles' sarcastic reply. He felt the 
tight knot of tension inside him unclench ever so 
slightly and stood a little straighter, grateful for 
Giles' steady presence beside him. 



“What is that thing?” The tremor in Wesley’s voice 
was one of the reasons Xander was staying quiet, he 
didn’t want to reveal his own fear as plainly as 
Wesley was doing. 

“That would be your demon. You know, the dead 
one?” 

Balthazar, who had been focused on the vampires 
pouring water over his massive body, suddenly 
looked in their direction and spoke, ordering his 
minions to bring them closer. A hard shove sent 
Xander stumbling closer to the tub, Giles and 
Wesley being propelled closer as well until they 
were only twenty or so feet from Balthazar. Xander 
almost choked as the smell overwhelmed him: a 
fetid stench of disease and rot hung in an almost 
visible cloud around Balthazar and the unheated 
warehouse seemed to grow even colder. 

“You know what I want.” It wasn’t a question, 
Balthazar knew they had the amulet.  

“If it's for me to scrub those hard-to-reach areas, I'd 
like to request you kill me now,” Giles said with 
unshakeable calm. 



Unlike Wesley, unfortunately, who appeared to be 
on the verge of losing it. “Are you out of your 
mind?” he hissed to Giles. “This is hardly the time 
for games!” 

“Why not? They're going to torture us to death 
anyway.”  

“You're not wrong about that,” Balthazar agreed 
with a malicious smile. 

Xander opened his mouth for the first time, but 
Wesley’s desperate voice cut across his before he 
could speak. “Now, hold on. We…we can deal with 
this rationally. We have something you want. You 
have something we want.” 

Xander turned to stare at him in shock, and anger 
rapidly replaced his fear. They couldn’t give this 
demon the amulet that increased his power 
something like a hundredfold. “Shut up,” he hissed, 
forgetting everything but the need to keep Wesley 
from talking. Unable to think of any other way to 
stop him, he kicked out hard at Wesley’s knee. 
Wesley cried out in pain as his knee crumpled under 
the blow, sending him to the ground. He landed 



hard, unable to catch himself with his hands tied 
behind him and Xander was hit from behind, a 
stunningly hard blow that sent him stumbling to the 
floor next to Wesley. 

“Stop!” Giles commanded and Xander looked up to 
see Giles staring intently at Balthazar. “Look, I’ll tell 
you what, let Captain Courageous and the boy go, 
and I'll tell you what you need to know.” 

“No! Giles!” Xander struggled to get to his feet and 
felt inhumanly strong hands close around his arm, 
hauling him up like a child. Another vampire yanked 
Wesley to his feet, but Xander had no eyes for 
anything but Giles. “I won’t leave you here alone, 
Giles.” 

“Be quiet, Xander,” Giles ordered, flicking a brief 
glance in his direction. “I won’t have you killed.” He 
turned his gaze back to the demon. “Do we have a 
deal?” 

“There is only one deal! You will die quickly, or you 
will die slowly!” Balthazar was shouting now and his 
voice continued to rise. “Tell me where it is or I will 
kill you all.” 



The silence that followed was broken only by a 
small moan from Wesley. Xander shot him a hard 
look and saw that Wesley was white-faced and 
shaking, the muscles in his jaw quivering as if he 
was only just barely able to stop himself from 
speaking, from giving Balthazar the information he 
wanted. But at least he wasn’t actually saying 
anything. 

“Lord Balthazar,” the quiet, respectful voice 
sounded almost unbearably loud as it broke the 
quiet. The vampire who’d led the group that 
captured them stepped forward and bowed 
respectfully. 

“What?” Balthazar snapped impatiently. The 
vampire gestured towards Xander. 

“This one has been Claimed by the Master of the 
Hellmouth.” 

Xander froze, not liking this development at all as 
Balthazar was diverted, turning his head to stare 
directly at Xander. “Hmmm. Bring him closer.” 



Giles stirred and shifted slightly, trying to put 
himself in front of Xander but the vampires held 
him back as two of them pulled Xander forward 
until he was almost touching the tub Balthazar sat 
in. He gagged at the stench and tried desperately to 
pull back. Held immobile by the vampires, he could 
only breath shallowly and hope he wasn’t going to 
puke. Or die. 

“Leave the boy alone!” Giles shouted desperately 
but was ignored as Balthazar studied Xander 
intently. 

“Yes, I can sense the claim. Intriguing.” Balthazar 
half lifted one of his fat little hands and Xander 
flinched as the long, black nails flicked drops of 
water on him. “No, wait, boring.” 

Imperiously, Balthazar waved the vampires to step 
back and Xander found himself shoved back into 
line with Wesley and Giles again. His relief was 
short-lived as Balthazar looked at Giles. “You will 
tell me where my amulet is or I will kill him.” 

Xander and Giles stared at each other for a 
moment, then all hell broke loose.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The sporting goods store was easy pickings. Spike 
was in and out with three crossbows and a handful 
of bolts in 30 seconds, leaving shattered glass cases 
and the door hanging crookedly in the splintered 
frame. Running back to where he’d left Angelus and 
the Slayer, he saw a patrol car down the street but 
was confident they hadn’t seen him.  

It didn’t matter. With his Claimed’s life at stake, 
Spike would have killed the entire police force if 
necessary, without hesitation or remorse, and dealt 
with the fallout later. 

Returning to where Angelus and the Slayer waited, 
Spike grinned at the shock on the Slayer’s face. 
“Close your mouth, Slayer,” he advised. “It’s called 
break and enter.” 

Tossing a crossbow to each of the other two, he 
ordered: "First target is the vamps closest to the 
hostages. Don't miss." 



He divided the crossbow bolts equally and passed a 
handful to each of them, keeping a handful for 
himself. Sliding a bolt into the mechanism and 
cocking it, he laid another alongside the body of the 
weapon, ready to instantly reload. Looking up, he 
saw the Slayer and Angelus doing the same and 
gave one last order: "Slayer, if my Claimed is hurt 
because you give away the advantage of surprise by 
one of your trademark jokes, I'll kill you myself. 
Make your jokes after the first blow, not before."  

Spike hadn’t forgotten the fight with Angelus last 
year when the Slayer had blown the advantage of 
surprise, alerting Angelus to their presence before 
firing her weapon, giving Angelus time to avoid 
what should have been a fatal shot. Granted, given 
how events had turned out, he was glad she hadn't 
killed his Sire in that battle, but it was a bad fighting 
tactic and he wasn't going to let her risk Xander's 
life on amateur mistakes. 

The others nodded their readiness and Spike led the 
way to the warehouse entrance. He checked the 
door handle and was astonished, but pleased, to 
find it was unlocked. Turning the handle, he pushed 



the door open quietly and stepped inside, Buffy and 
Angelus right behind him. 

The Eliminati weren't on guard. They were clustered 
around their demon master and the hostages 
listening to Balthazar as he blustered and 
threatened. 

Checking that the other two were ready, Spike 
indicated the vampire he was aiming at - a big 
vampire who was gripping Xander by the arms, 
holding him in front of the demon, who was 
threatening to kill Xander if Giles didn’t tell him 
where his amulet was. Spike fought from giving vent 
to a roar of pure rage at the threat to Xander, 
bringing his weapon up swiftly and silently. 

The click of the trigger mechanism and the twang of 
the bolt's release were lost in the sound of 
Balthazar's rantings. Spike heard Buffy and Angelus 
firing their weapons almost simultaneously with his 
but the first the vampires in the warehouse knew of 
their presence was when two of their number 
exploded into dust. The third screamed as a bolt 
pierced his chest in a near miss of his heart, 



knocked backwards by the force of the blow and at 
least temporarily out of the fight.  

Spike had the second bolt in the crossbow before 
the ashes had settled and he fired again before any 
of the vampires had gathered their wits enough to 
find their attackers. His second bolt also hit the 
mark, and a third vampire died even as Spike 
dropped his crossbow and flung himself into the 
fight, hearing the other two take their second shots 
as he moved. 

Giles and Xander exploded into motion as their 
captors turned to dust, even as Spike slammed into 
the closest remaining Eliminati in a diving tackle 
that knocked the vampire away from the hostages 
and kept him from drawing his swords. They went 
sliding across the cement floor, both struggling for a 
death grip as chaos erupted around them. 

“Unacceptable! Unacceptable!” Balthazar’s rasping 
complaint rose over the clamor of battle with the 
petulant anger of a spoiled child. Even his minions 
ignored him as all-out war raged across the 
warehouse floor.  



As he struggled to tear himself away from the other 
vampire, Spike wondered vaguely just who 
Balthazar thought was listening to his tantrum, but 
dismissed the thought immediately - the vampire he 
was fighting with was taking all his attention. Larger 
than Spike, he obviously had some wrestling 
experience, and his massive arms wrapped around 
Spike as he strained to pin Spike to the floor.  

Giving up on freeing himself, Spike switched tactics 
in the blink of an eye. Instead of fighting the 
motion, he rolled with it. The sudden reversal sent 
the two of them tumbling over the floor and, as 
he’d hoped, Spike ended up on top. His opponent’s 
grip slackened just enough for Spike to tear his arms 
free and in one quick, brutal movement, he twisted 
the Eliminati’s head off, thumping to the ground as 
the body beneath him vanished into dust. 

Springing to his feet, Spike threw a quick, assessing 
glance around the room. The three former hostages 
were all on their feet and fighting. Giles had come 
up with a sword and was using it to good effect: 
beheading a vampire who had the other Watcher 
pinned. Xander had gotten ahold of one of the 



dropped crossbows and, even as Spike watched, 
took out a vampire that was menacing the 
Watchers. Buffy and Angelus were fighting well and 
there were only four Eliminati remaining. Xander 
threw him a quick smile even as he re-loaded and 
took aim at another vampire. Spike heard the 
crossbow fire again as he moved to reinforce his 
Sire who was fighting two Eliminati at once, their 
swords keeping him from closing with them as he 
spun and dodged and waited for an opening. The 
Slayer finished off her opponent and reached 
Angelus first, sending one of his opponents crashing 
to the ground with a leg sweep. Spike left the two 
of them to it and turned back to face Balthazar, still 
paddling about in his tub like an angry toddler. 
Xander’s crossbow fired again, directly at Balthazar, 
and Spike frowned as the bolt suddenly jerked in 
mid-air and was deflected into the wall 

He felt Xander come up beside him and fire at 
Balthazar again, point blank. For a second time, the 
bolt swerved impossibly and went wide. Xander 
looked at him in bafflement and let the weapon fall 
to his side, not wasting another shot. 



Despite his concern for whatever power Balthazar 
had, Spike was glad the crossbow had missed. Now 
that the fight was over, Spike let the tight control he 
had kept on his anger slip and his banked rage 
burned like wildfire. They had survived and Xander 
appeared unhurt, but this thing had dared to touch 
what was his and Spike could now afford the luxury 
of bloody retribution. 

Stooping to pick up a sword that had fallen near the 
tub, Spike spun it in a circle, the shining steel a blur 
in the warehouse’s uneven lighting. “Your followers 
are dust, you useless lump of blubber, and you 
DARED to touch my Claimed.” His voice rose as he 
spoke until he was shouting. “I’ll cut you to pieces 
an inch at a time, you bastard, and you will BEG for 
death before I’m through.” 

He stepped forward to follow through on his 
promise and gasped as he found himself suddenly 
pulled off his feet, drawn irresistibly towards 
Balthazar, unable to control his body or stop the 
forward momentum. The sword dropped from his 
nerveless fingers and he felt massive clawed fingers 
close around his head. 



“Spike!”  

He tried to yell at Xander to stay back, but no words 
came to his lips, his voice as paralyzed as the rest of 
him. 

He felt Xander’s hands close around his arm as 
Xander threw his entire weight into pulling Spike 
free, heard a confusion of shouts, then a searing jolt 
of pain as lightening flared blindingly and he was 
thrown away from the tub, tumbling across the 
floor to land hard, dazed and shaken. 

“Xander!” Shaking his head to clear his vision, Spike 
staggered to his feet, looking for Xander. His boy 
had been thrown clear as well, landing not far from 
Spike, who stumbled over to him and dropped to 
his knees beside him, as uncontrolled tremors 
shook his muscles from the jolt of electricity. 

“Xander?” 

Xander groaned and stirred, lifting his head dazedly 
and looking around blankly. “Spike?” 

“’s me, luv. Are you all right?” Spike pushed the 
dark hair out of the confused brown eyes with a 



gentle hand, relieved to see that Xander was 
looking back at him and seeing him. 

“What the hell happened?” 

“Dunno, luv. Are you hurt?” 

Xander shook his head and let Spike help him into a 
sitting position, throwing his arms around Spike and 
clinging to him. 

A low rasping whisper sounded above the slight 
crackle of electricity in the ozone-scented air. “You 
think you've won?” Balthazar gasped to the Slayer. 
“When he rises... you'll wish I'd killed you all.” 

Blue lightning still crawled across his body and 
crackled in the tub water, then Balthazar’s red eyes 
closed and his body stilled, the lightening slowly 
dying with him. 

“Pretentious git,” Spike muttered, but his heart 
wasn’t in it and a shiver ran through him despite 
himself. There had been something ominous in 
Balthazar’s voice and Spike knew from experience 
that death curses always carried power.  
 



Part Thirty-Six 

Shaking off his concern about Balthazar’s last words 
for now, Spike climbed to his feet and pulled Xander 
up behind him. Xander was relatively unhurt, 
bruises and scrapes mostly, but the pent-up rage 
inside Spike was not mollified by that fact. His 
Claimed had been put in harm’s way and Balthazar’s 
death had left Spike without a target for revenge. 
Although grateful for whoever had electrocuted the 
demon, the out of control fury that had washed 
over him at the sight of Xander being held prisoner 
still churned inside him and needed an outlet. 
Deprived of his primary target, Spike settled for a 
secondary one. 

“Watcher!” he growled, stalking towards Giles. “I 
left you responsible for my Claimed.” His tone left 
no doubt that he thought the Watcher had failed in 
his charge. 

Xander was suddenly in front of him, blocking his 
way, moving so quickly that Spike nearly crashed 
into him before he could stop himself. When Spike 
tried to swerve around him, intent on reaching the 



Watcher, Xander put both hands out, curling his 
fingers around Spike’s arms, holding him and 
forcing Spike to look at him. “Spike, Giles tried to 
get them to let me go and stay behind in my place. 
He did everything he could.” 

Spike scowled, knowing he couldn’t really blame 
anyone but the already dead demons but still 
wanting to find someone to vent his anger on. “And 
the other one?” he asked, flashing a yellow-eyed 
glare at the new Watcher, who flinched back at the 
naked threat. 

Xander raised his eyebrows. “Did you miss the part 
where we were all tied up? There wasn’t much he 
could do.” Sliding his hands up Spike’s arms, he 
cupped Spike’s face between his hands, his thumbs 
stroking lightly over Spike’s sharply defined 
cheekbones, then slid his hands further back, 
pulling Spike in for a lingering kiss, heedless of the 
lethal fangs and their audience. 

“I’m fine, Spike. You got here in time.” 

“Gonna chain you to the bed, luv,” Spike threatened 
in a low, husky voice. “Bloody trouble magnet.” 



“Promises, promises,” Xander mocked him lightly. 

Giles pointedly clearing his throat made them break 
apart, Xander turning in the circle of Spike’s arms to 
face the librarian, leaning back into Spike, knowing 
his vampire needed the contact right now.  

“If you two are through,” Giles began when Buffy 
interrupted. 

“I think he’s telling you to get a room before Wesley 
faints from the shock of your PDA’s,” Buffy 
interrupted with a malicious grin in the new 
Watcher’s direction.  

Xander’s lips twitched as he saw that Wesley was 
polishing his glasses fiercely, his cheeks flushed as 
he concentrated intently on the mundane task. 

“Actually,” Giles said reprovingly, “I was going to 
suggest we all get out of here. It is possible, 
although unlikely, that there may be a few 
remaining Eliminati stragglers and I, for one, have 
seen enough of that group for one night.” 

“Second that,” Xander agreed, feeling Spike’s arms 
tighten around him reassuringly. 



“The Mayor,” Angelus said from where he stood 
next to Buffy. 

“What about him?” Giles asked, surprised by the 
non-sequitor. 

Spike growled low in his throat, wanting to take 
Xander home but knowing this could be important. 
“His flunky said he was performin’ some ritual 
tonight.” 

“What kind of ritual?” 

“We don’t know,” Buffy admitted. “Who was that 
guy anyway, Spike?”  

“The Mayor’s assistant. Name’s Allan.” 

“Allan Finch?” Giles questioned. “The Deputy 
Mayor?” 

Spike shrugged. “Never bothered to learn his full 
name. He’s got the office next to the Mayor’s,” he 
added helpfully. 

“He told us that the Mayor has been waiting 100 
years to perform some ritual. Tonight. Said 



something about the Mayor making pacts,” Angelus 
filled Giles in quietly. 

“That doesn’t sound good,” Giles observed. He took 
his glasses off and rubbed his eyes wearily, then 
glanced at his watch. “It’s nearly midnight. I 
suppose we could check City Hall and see if there is 
any sign of life, otherwise, I’m afraid I don’t have 
any idea of where the Mayor might be performing a 
ritual.” 

“If it’s a time sensitive one, it may be too late 
already,” the new Watcher spoke for the first time. 
“Many rituals either start at, or must be completed 
by, the stroke of midnight.” 

“I can go,” Angelus volunteered.  

Buffy frowned. “You shouldn’t go by yourself.” 

“I’ll be careful. You and Spike should get the others 
home.” Angelus smiled reassuringly at her. “I’ll 
come get you if there’s any need.” 

Reluctantly, she nodded her agreement. Spike 
didn’t hesitate, he wouldn’t fully settle until Xander 
was safely in the lair, the Mayor would just have to 



wait. He started to lead Xander to the door, but his 
boy held back for just a moment.  

“Buffy, Angel - thank you.” Xander smiled, gesturing 
helplessly with his free hand, the one not tightly 
held in Spike’s. “It’s not enough but, seriously - 
thank you.” 

Angelus nodded and Buffy gave him a quick, 
pleased smile. 

“Yes, indeed, your entrance was most timely. I’m 
very grateful. To all of you.” To Spike’s surprise, the 
new Watcher’s thanks came ungrudgingly.  

“Yes, indeed,” Giles murmured. “Perhaps we should 
all meet tomorrow night?” he suggested. “I confess 
I am growing somewhat concerned about the 
Mayor. Perhaps we can pool our knowledge and see 
what we can find out.” 

“We’ll be there,” Xander promised, putting an end 
to Spike’s vague notion of never letting his boy out 
of the lair again.  

“Good fight, Sire, Slayer,” was all he said. Xander 
went with him without protest this time when Spike 



tugged gently on his hand, pulling him toward the 
entrance to begin the long walk home.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Thanking Angelus for saving you, are you now?” 
Spike growled, as they entered the apartment. 
“Forgetting who you belong to?” 

Xander gave him a look of wide-eyed innocence. 
“He was very helpful, cut the ropes off me and 
everything.” He scowled and poked Spike in the 
chest with an admonishing finger. “You, on the 
other hand, were too busy rolling around on the 
floor with other vampires to untie your Claimed.” 

“Oi! Bloody ungrateful whelp.” 

“That’s me,” Xander agreed. “I didn’t even thank 
you, did I? How about we do something about 
that?” 

“’bout time,” Spike groused. “Thanked everybody in 
the bloody warehouse except me.” 



“Aww. Poor baby.” His Claimed sounded 
suspiciously unrepentant. 

They had made it to the bedroom by now and 
Xander pushed Spike backwards onto the bed, 
climbing after him and settling down comfortably 
on top of his vampire, leaning over him until their 
lips were almost touching. “I kind of thought you 
might like a private thank you,” he said huskily, his 
warm breath puffing over Spike’s face. 

“Wot you got in mind, luv?”  

“Letting you fuck me through the mattress,” Xander 
answered frankly and Spike felt a knot of arousal 
curl inside him at the blunt proposal. Before he 
could give voice to his enthusiastic agreement, 
Xander was kissing him fiercely, his mouth crushing 
down over Spike’s, his tongue darting across Spike’s 
lips and plunging inside, his teeth nipping and 
teasing. Spike wrapped his arms around his boy, 
loving the feel of the warm flesh against his own 
cooler body. Xander ground his hips down against 
Spike, their rapidly hardening erections rubbing 
together through the fabric of their jeans and 



Xander pulled back suddenly, ignoring Spike’s 
protest, sitting up with a decidedly wicked gleam in 
his eyes before reaching down to pull at Spike’s 
shirts. 

“Off,” he ordered. “You’ve got too many clothes 
on.” 

Spike couldn’t have agreed more. He sat up, causing 
Xander to gasp and grab at Spike’s shoulders for 
balance to keep from sliding off onto the floor as 
Spike chuckled and tore his jacket and shirts off, 
tossing them aside carelessly. Xander was 
shimmying out of his own shirt, writhing on Spike’s 
lap in a very distracting way as he did so. Xander 
had no sooner pulled his shirt off over his head than 
Spike growled fiercely and reversed their position, 
flipping them over until Xander’s back was against 
the bed and Spike was lying on top of him. 

Xander’s startled yelp at the sudden move was lost 
in Spike’s low sultry laugh before he swooped down 
to capture Xander’s lips with his own, his hands 
stroking and caressing the smooth, bare skin of 
Xander’s chest before beginning to concentrate on 



the flat brown nipples, rubbing them teasingly, 
circling them with the pads of his thumbs until they 
crinkled into tight little buds of arousal. 

Spike dropped his hands down to Xander’s waist, 
never losing contact with his mouth as he began 
tearing open his boy’s pants. Xander was squirming 
beneath him, fumbling with the fastening of Spike’s 
pants and then they were both wrestling around on 
the bed, frantically shoving the annoying fabric 
impediments aside. 

Lying on top of his Claimed, feeling the heat of his 
body along every inch on his own, Spike wished for 
a moment that he could just slam himself inside his 
boy and take what was his. But human tissue 
couldn’t take that kind of abuse, so Spike rolled 
them over until he could reach the bedside table, 
fumbling blindly in the drawer for the lube they 
kept there even as they continued to kiss and grope 
one another.  

Rolling them back to the center of the bed, Spike 
hurriedly slicked his fingers and reached down, 
swirling a teasing fingertip around the opening to 



Xander’s body. Xander spread his legs wider, 
opening himself fully to his lover, and Spike 
abandoned his lips to kiss his way down Xander’s 
neck, lingering there, nipping and suckling at the 
smell and heat of the hot blood pulsing madly just 
beneath surface.  

Xander arched his neck back and moaned as Spike 
eased a finger inside, forcing himself to go slowly 
and let the human muscles adjust and stretch. 
Xander was bucking up to meet him as he added a 
second finger and began thrusting gently, scissoring 
his fingers and stretching his lover carefully. 

“Now, Spike, do it, oh god, just do it,” Xander 
panted. 

Chuckling, Spike dropped his head to nip at the tight 
peaks of Xander’s nipples, loving the way his boy 
cursed and moaned and tried with desperate hands 
to pull Spike closer. Unable to wait longer, he pulled 
his fingers free and dropped them to his own 
dripping, throbbing erection, slicking himself up 
quickly but thoroughly. He lined up at the twitching 
entrance and began to press inside, moving 



unbearably slowly and holding Xander down as his 
hips bucked up, trying to force Spike deeper. 

“Love you, Xander.” 

Spike pushed inside the rest of the way in one long, 
slow thrust and, in the same instant, buried his 
fangs in Xander’s throat, renewing his mark and 
tasting the arousal-spiced blood. Xander screamed 
at the double penetration, his body arcing back as 
pleasure tore through him and he came hard, 
semen erupting between their bodies even as Spike 
began to thrust hard, his own orgasm torn out of 
him by the feel of Xander’s tight heat clamping 
down around him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Spike?” 

“Yeah, luv?” 

Having slept half the day away after several rounds 
of mind-blowing sex, Spike was feeling that all was 
right with his world again. He dropped a kiss on top 



of Xander’s tousled dark hair as his Claimed stirred 
in his arms. 

“Last night, they wanted to know who had Claimed 
me.” 

Spike’s whole body tensed and he had to struggle 
not to lose control and accidentally hurt his boy at 
the reminder of the demons who had dared 
interfere with his Claimed. Xander looked up at him 
apologetically. “I’m sorry, it’s just that I didn’t know 
how to handle the situation and I wanted to ask 
what I should have done.” 

Spike hated talking about this. Hated the idea that 
Xander even needed to be prepared for someone 
ignoring Spike’s Claim or worse intentionally 
targeting Xander because of Spike. Once again, 
Spike had to fight against the urge to keep Xander 
by his side, to never let him leave the lair again. 
Finally, he shook off his demonic features, shifting 
back to human visage, and sighed. “Tell me what 
happened.” 

“The Eliminati didn’t realize I was marked at first - 
and, hey, why not? I thought you said that all 



demons could sense the mark?” Xander asked, 
momentarily distracted from the main point. 

Spike snorted in disgust. “Those idiots couldn’t find 
their own arses without a map and a Sherpa guide.” 
Then he added, more quietly, one finger coming up 
to trace the renewed mark and smirking in 
satisfaction when Xander shivered at the touch, “I 
hadn’t renewed the mark in about two weeks, 
remember? Was worried about the muscles you 
tore the night the Hellmouth opened, so it was 
fainter than it usually is. Not surprising it took a bit 
longer for them to sense it.” 

Xander nodded, then continued: “One of them 
sensed the mark and then he demanded to know 
who had marked me. I didn’t know if I should tell 
them or not. So, in the spirit of pure intellectual 
curiosity, because I’m sure it’s never going to 
happen again, what should I have done?” 

“If it’s a minion, tell them immediately,” Spike 
answered. “They’ll be running so fast it’ll take me 
days to catch up with them and explain their 
mistake.” Reluctantly, he added, “it’s a bit more 



complicated when it’s a bunch of bloody fanatics 
like the Eliminati. Much as I hate to say it, they’ll do 
what their Master wants even before self-
preservation. Hate that I wasn’t there to protect 
you, luv,” he whispered, burying his face in Xander’s 
neck.  

“Shh, it’s ok. You got there in time,” Xander soothed 
him, his warm hands stroking comfortingly over 
Spike’s back.  

When Spike had settled again, Xander said: “So, the 
mark is mostly to protect me from random demon 
attacks?” 

“Any ordinary demon will give you a wide berth, luv, 
from the moment they sense the mark. They won’t 
risk messing with a Master’s property.” Spike 
grinned and kissed Xander quickly, knowing how 
much Xander hated being referred to as property. 
“Problem comes with stronger demons. 
Unfortunately, the Hellmouth has a bit more 
stronger demons than your average town.” 

“So, with a stronger demon, do I give them your 
name?” 



 
“Yeah, never be afraid to give my name and rank, 
luv. If they’re ignoring the mark enough to ask…” 

Spike looked angry at the mere thought and Xander 
was sorry he’d brought up the whole subject. “It 
won’t ever cause you problems, will it?” he asked, 
knowing he should probably drop the whole 
subject.  

“By the time anything happens to you, luv,” Spike 
said simply, “I won’ still be around to be bothered 
by problems. Die before I let anything happen to 
you.” 

Xander shivered at the intense emotion behind the 
quiet promise and clung to Spike, taking comfort in 
his lover’s strength and praying silently that nothing 
ever happened to Spike. Xander wasn’t sure he’d 
survive without Spike either.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The knock on the apartment door late in the 



afternoon found them both still in bed. Xander 
stirred sleepily, throwing the covers back and 
grumbling about the disturbance, when Spike shot 
out a hand to stop him. Xander obediently froze as 
Spike sat up, stretching his senses out until he could 
sense the two humans waiting at the door.  

Swearing quietly to himself, Spike motioned for 
Xander to stay put. Sitting up in alarm, Xander 
watched with worried eyes as Spike hurriedly 
dressed and went to answer the door. Spike closed 
the bedroom door carefully behind him, even as 
Xander was climbing out of bed and reaching for his 
clothes. Spike crossed the living room and opened 
the outside door to find the same two police 
officers the Mayor had sent to fetch him once 
before waiting nervously outside. Both men were 
standing carefully back from the door in a patch of 
the fading sunlight. 

Spike leaned against the doorjamb with feigned 
casualness. “Thought we had an understanding 
about this, boys,” he said. “If the Mayor wants 
somethin’ from me, he goes through the Court.” 



“Yes, sir,” the older officer said. “Begging your 
pardon but the Mayor said it was an emergency. He 
needs to see you immediately in his office.” 

Spike considered telling them to sod off or, better 
still, just killing them and dumping their bodies on 
the front steps of City Hall to let the Mayor know 
how Spike felt about being summonsed anywhere 
by flunkies. But these were humans and police 
officers, not only would Xander object but they 
were in a position to cause Xander a great deal of 
trouble if ordered to do so by the Mayor. “Fine. Tell 
the Mayor not to get his knickers in a knot until I get 
there.” The Mayor could bloody well wait until the 
sun went down, Spike thought, he wasn’t venturing 
onto the Mayor’s turf during daylight hours. 

That seemed sufficient for the officers who nodded 
and beat a hasty retreat down the outside steps. 
Closing the door, Spike turned around to see Xander 
standing in the bedroom doorway. 

“Mayor wants to see me.” 



“I heard. He’s not going to be happy about the way 
you treated his assistant last night,” Xander 
observed with vast understatement. 

“Probably not. Still, may be our best chance to find 
out what he was up to last night, unless Angelus 
learned anything while he was snooping around.” 

“I don’t like it.” 

Not to worry, luv. Prolly just calling me in to scold 
me.” 

“Yeah, ‘cause you take criticism so well.” 

Spike grinned. “I’ll be nice.” He deliberately ignored 
Xander’s muttered: “that’ll be the day.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Mr. Spike, I am not a happy man.” 

“And why is that?” Spike asked, his tone conveying 
his complete indifference to the Mayor’s state of 
happiness.  



He’d sent Xander off to the school in the deSoto 
while it was still daylight, telling him to let the 
others know where he was and that he would join 
them shortly, then waited until the sun had set 
completely before heading for City Hall. 

“You know, last night was a big night for me and 
you came close to ruining it by treating poor Allan 
the way you did. It wasn’t very gentlemanly 
behavior, Mr. Spike.” 

Spike smirked at him. “Never claimed to be a 
gentleman.” 

“I’m very disappointed in you, Mr. Spike. We’ve 
worked well together in the past, but I can’t work 
with you if you treat my employees the way you 
treated Allan.”  

The Mayor shook his head in disapproval, then 
picked up a file off his desk and handed it to Spike. 
“I’m a man who keeps my word, it’s the reason I 
keep being re-elected, so here is the information I 
promised you.”  



Spike flipped the folder open curiously as the Mayor 
continued.  

“Loyalty, Mr. Spike. It’s something I expect from my 
employees.” 

Spike looked up from the folder, his expression 
carefully blank. “Not one of your bloody employees, 
though, am I?” he asked, standing up. “We through 
here?” 

The Mayor stood as well. “I don’t want us to be 
enemies, Mr. Spike, but that is what will happen if 
you interfere with one of my associates again.” He 
stared at Spike and Spike cocked his head, studying 
the Mayor in turn.  

There was something subtly different about the 
Mayor but Spike couldn’t put his finger on what it 
was. The faint aftertaste his just-off-human-normal 
scent left in the back of Spike’s throat had 
deepened a little, a slightly acrid note added to his 
normal scent. His usual breezy confidence and utter 
fearlessness had turned up a notch, almost as if he 
was on the verge of proclaiming his not-quite-
human status to the world. Coupled with the 



unknown ritual the Mayor had performed, it made 
Spike unusually cautious. 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said and strode out of 
the office without another word, enjoying the way 
the Mayor’s assistant jumped out of his way as he 
passed through the outer office. 

The file folder clutched tightly in his hand had all 
the information Spike needed to settle a matter left 
too long unattended and Spike fully intended to 
deal with the situation permanently immediately 
after the meeting tonight.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had debated about whether he should say 
anything to Wesley all the way over to the school. 
He arrived early for the meeting and found only 
Wesley and Giles there, neither Buffy nor Angel had 
arrived yet. Taking that as a sign, he waited until 
Giles left for a quick sweep through the basement - 
even though they hadn’t found anything since the 
original bomb, it was ingrained habit now to check.  



As soon as they were alone, he approached Wesley 
who was sitting in the office. Something in the set 
of his shoulders almost made it look like he was 
hiding out there. Considering his performance last 
night, Xander wouldn’t be surprised if he was 
hiding.  

Xander moved to the office doorway, and leaned 
against the door jamb, subtly blocking the exit in 
case Wesley didn’t feel like talking. “I’d like to talk 
to you for a minute.”  

Wesley looked up from the book he was writing in. 
Probably one of the Diaries that the Watcher’s 
Council required the Watchers to write, Xander 
thought, idly wondering how the Balthazar incident 
was going to sound when reduced to writing. “Mr. 
Harris,” he began formally, “this isn’t really…” 

“Ok, first off, it’s Xander, not Mr. Harris. Second, 
this won’t take long.” 

“Very well,” Wesley closed the book and stood up, 
his hands nervously smoothing his suit jacket. 
“What is it, Xander?” 



“I’m sorry I kicked you.” He wasn’t sorry and would 
do it again in a heartbeat if necessary but it seemed 
like a good lead in to an awkward subject. 

“Oh, ah, that’s…that’s quite alright,” Wesley 
stammered, looking surprised and flustered and his 
eyes fled from Xander’s. After a moment, he added 
almost inaudibly: “under the circumstances…” 
before his voice died away completely, red 
sweeping over his face. He looked humiliated and 
miserable standing there, like he was waiting for 
the ground to open up and swallow him. Xander 
hoped he wasn’t actually wishing for anything of 
the sort, this was Sunnydale after all.  

Seeing Wesley’s embarrassment and shame, Xander 
suddenly felt very sorry for him. Wesley really was 
in a hopeless situation; sent here to replace Giles 
like he had been, and granted, he hadn’t done well 
in his first foray into the field, but he had ultimately 
kept his mouth shut and not told Balthazar anything 
and even Giles had taken a long time to learn to 
think outside the box and accept that Buffy wasn’t 
your typical Slayer. To accept Xander and the rest of 
them as part of a team effort.  



Suddenly reminded of how much he’d disliked and 
distrusted Giles when he first met him, Xander 
thought that maybe, just maybe, they should give 
Wesley another shot. After all, none of them had 
exactly rolled out the welcome mat for the new guy. 
When he spoke, the words came out very 
differently than what he’d planned. 

“Wesley, Buffy didn’t like Giles when she first met 
him. She thought he was stuffy and overbearing and 
resented having him as her Watcher.” His oblique 
approach worked, Wesley was looking at him now, 
puzzled and with the faint beginnings of curiosity. 
Ok, he might be projecting a bit, but Xander knew 
that Buffy had had problems with Giles at first. “She 
hates that Giles has been fired and the Council has 
forced a new Watcher on her. I know you Watcher 
types don’t like that Giles and she are so close but 
it’s a fact and you’re going to have to deal with it. If 
you can’t accept that she thinks of Giles as a father 
and work with him, she’ll never be willing to work 
with you. Like it or not, you’re the unwanted 
stepfather in this scenario.” 



“What are you suggesting?” Wesley seemed to 
actually be listening, which was more than Xander 
had thought he would do. 

“Lighten up? Bend just a little? Don’t be so 
completely by-the-book? Not to bring up a sore 
subject or anything, but books aren’t always right. 
You saw how right the books were when they said 
that Balthazar was dead and the Eliminati almost 
extinct.” 

“That’s certainly true,” Wesley admitted. There was 
a short pause, then he said: “Thank you, Xander, I 
will consider your suggestion.” Wesley sighed, 
looking suddenly very tired. “I’m grateful for your 
actions last night,” he admitted in a low, troubled 
voice. “I confess I hadn’t anticipated quite how 
different the field would be from my studies.”  

Xander grinned. “Welcome to Sunnydale.” 

Wesley tentatively smiled back. “Xander…” he 
hesitated, then continued slowly: “Your relationship 
with Spike…” He shook his head and started again. 
“Having a vampire as a paramour is unbelievably 
dangerous…” 



“Spike’s not your average vampire,” Xander 
interrupted, without heat. Wesley didn’t seem like 
he was trying to be offensive and this certainly 
wasn’t the first time he’d had to deal with the 
subject. “I appreciate the concern, but Spike won’t 
hurt me.” 

Surprisingly, Wesley seemed to accept that. “I must 
say, I have never read of a Master Vampire treating 
a Claimed human as Spike treats you.” He added 
with a trace of self-mockery: “Perhaps this is 
another example of how the field differs from 
books.” 

Xander chuckled and unfolded himself from the 
doorway. “You know, you’d be a bit less sore-
thumb-like if you learn to speak the local language,” 
he said, unable to resist, and grinned when Wesley 
looked completely taken aback. “Here in California, 
we call them lovers, not paramours.” 

He gave Wesley a little wave and went to sit down 
at the library table while he waited for the others. 
For the first time, he thought there was a chance 
the new Watcher might actually work out.  



Part Thirty-Seven 

Spike strode into the bar and, without thinking, 
ordered a beer. A moment later, glass of beer in 
hand, he turned casually, leaning back against the 
bar and lifting the glass to his mouth, watchful eyes 
sweeping over the patrons and learning the layout 
of the place. 

The Mayor summit meeting had been a complete 
waste of time. Mayor Wilkins had just been leaving 
City Hall when Angelus got there the previous night 
and following him had proved useless as he’d 
simply gone home to a normal suburban house. 
Angelus had doubled back to City Hall and found 
the remnants of a spell circle in the Mayor’s office 
and a deeply disturbing cabinet that contained 
equipment and supplies for dark rituals. The two 
Watchers were currently deep in research mode 
trying to figure out what ritual the Mayor had 
performed from the few clues they had - a task 
Spike suspected would prove fruitless. He’d shared 
what little information he knew about the Mayor 
and that had ended the meeting. After escorting 
Xander home, Spike had immediately left again to 



take care of the business that had brought him to 
the bar. 

He hadn’t told anyone, not even Xander, where he 
was going. They would have insisted on 
accompanying him and Spike didn’t want that. If the 
Mayor’s information was right, this was Spike’s 
business and no one else’s.  

The taste of the weak, cold swill Americans called 
beer made him grimace and hastily set the glass 
back down, wishing he’d ordered a shot of whiskey. 
Not that it really mattered, he wasn’t here to drink.  

The folder he’d gotten from the Mayor at their last 
meeting said that the bomb at the school had been 
planted by a small group of zombies that had been 
running around town recently. That had been 
surprising enough that Spike seriously doubted the 
information. The only zombies he’d ever dealt with 
were mindless, rotting things, incapable of planning 
anything, even something as rudimentary as the 
bomb he’d found in the school basement. The 
zombies had apparently been hanging out regularly 
at this bar and Spike was going to make sure they 



were the right target and not just a false lead the 
Mayor had sent him chasing after for whatever 
reason. 

The bar was on the outskirts of town, disreputable 
even by demon bar standards, an establishment 
that allowed anyone and anything inside. The 
demons who came here tended to be slimy, smelly, 
or otherwise disgusting even to other demons, and 
not welcome in other bars for that reason.  

Even in this crowd, the zombies were easy to spot. 

There were four of them, drinking and talking, their 
loud laughter disrupting nearby conversations. One 
could pass for human, dark blond hair and the 
glittering eyes of a sociopath, the other three were 
obviously re-animated corpses - two of them had 
been dead a long time, from the expanses of bone 
revealed where the flesh had rotted away. The last 
was between the two extremes - obviously dead, 
even aside from the bullet hole in his forehead, but 
the flesh still mostly intact. 

Spike wondered briefly what made these zombies 
so different from the others he’d seen, then 



shrugged it off as unimportant. As long as they 
could be killed, he didn’t really care what made 
them different. 

Deciding on the direct approach, Spike picked his 
way across the bar’s sticky floor to their table, 
carrying his barely touched beer as cover. Arriving 
at the punch line of a joke, Spike waited for the 
roars of laughter to die down before pulling up a 
chair and settling down in it in a comfortable sprawl 
a careful distance back from the table. 

“You boys new in town?” 

“Who’s asking?” The most recently dead one asked 
challengingly. 

“Name’s Spike.” There wasn’t a flicker of reaction, 
which didn’t surprise Spike. Zombies like these 
weren’t likely to be accepted as part of the demon 
community. Neither human nor truly demon, as far 
as Spike could tell, they wouldn’t be accepted by 
either group - too dead for humans, too human for 
demons. Spike wouldn’t expect them to know who 
the Master of Sunnydale was. 



“Great name, dude,” one of the more rotting ones 
said enthusiastically. “Hey, Jack, wha’dya think, 
maybe we should change our names?” 

“What, you wanna be ‘Dead Dickie’ officially?” 
Bullet-hole-in-forehead slapped the smaller zombie 
on the back, knocking him into the table. Spike 
watched in disbelief as the two of them started a 
friendly pushing-shoving match, yelling insults that 
a seven year old would have thought childish. These 
guys were an embarrassment to respectable dead 
people, Spike decided. Even if they’d had nothing to 
do with the bomb, he was going to have to kill 
them. 

The freshest dead guy was watching the others with 
a tolerant amusement that clashed oddly with his 
serial killer eyes. “Don’t mind my boys, they’re just 
blowing off a little steam.” 

“This is your idea of blowing off steam?” Spike 
asked with more than a touch of disdain.  

“Hell no!” the fourth zombie said proudly. “We’ve 
been raising hell in this town since Jack raised us.” 



Spike lifted his scarred eyebrow skeptically. “Like 
what? Haven’t heard about much hell being raised 
recently.” 

“Well, we had some catching up to do,” the zombie 
began defensively, only to be interrupted by Bullet-
hole-in-forehead. 

“Walker, Texas Ranger!” he hooted, ending the 
wrestling match and turning back to the table. Spike 
had no idea what he was talking about and even 
less interest in finding out. 

“That your work in the school basement a couple 
weeks ago?” he asked casually, forcing himself to 
sip his beer again. 

“Sure was!” Dead Dickie exclaimed, then his face 
fell. “Didn’t work right though. Hey Jack, how come 
we never baked another cake?” 

“Hardware store put in bars when they fixed the 
window.” The answer came absently, the alive-
looking one kept his eyes on Spike even as he 
responded to the question. 



“Oh, yeah. Then Bob had to have his non-stop 
Walker marathon. Hey, we should go back and try 
again!” 

Jack leaned forward, staring at Spike. “You seem 
awfully interested in our plans.” 

Spike rolled his eyes as the zombie pulled a huge 
hunting knife out and began toying with it, flashing 
it under the lights in a way that might have 
intimidated a human. “I’m thinking it might be time 
for you to move along.” 

Spike had learned what he needed to know - that 
these were in fact the idiots who’d planted the 
bomb - and wasn’t about to put up with these 
morons for another second. His hand flashed out, 
grabbing Jack’s wrist and yanking it to one side even 
as he sprang up from his deceptively casual sprawl, 
sending the chair he’d been sitting in sliding back 
and away from the table. With his other hand, he 
smashed his glass of beer over the head of one of 
the other zombies, then snatched the knife away 
from the zombie and sent it flying across the room 
to imbed itself in the far wall.  



His foot shot out, catching another zombie in the 
stomach and sending him crashing to the floor. A 
split second later, and a blow with the entire weight 
of his body behind it dropped a second one. The 
deadest one had finally recovered from the impact 
of the beer glass, jumping to his feet and yelling as 
Spike turned his attention back to Jack who was 
struggling to free himself from Spike’s iron grip on 
his wrist. Surprised that the zombie seemed to have 
little more than ordinary human strength, Spike 
found he could hold the zombie easily - however 
these zombies had been made, it wasn’t the typical 
process. These were just humans whose corpses 
had been brought back to life, no extra strength 
added, as far as Spike could tell. 

With a quick, vicious snap, he broke the zombie’s 
arm and, as Jack doubled over, curling around the 
wounded arm and screaming in pain, Spike brought 
his knee up, connecting solidly with the zombie’s 
chin. Kicking the table over, he slammed Jack into 
the wall then jumped back to give himself room and 
freed the small battleaxe he’d strapped to his back 
under his duster, bringing it up and around in one 



clean sweep and beheading the last zombie who 
was still sitting frozen at the table. Spike took a 
moment to watch the results clinically, as the head 
bounced across the floor and the body slid out of 
the chair, landing with a wet thump on the ground 
and staying down. Yep, beheading worked on these 
zombies. 

A hard blow from behind momentarily staggered 
him and he heard the familiar sound of wood 
crunching as Bullet-hole-in-the-head broke a chair 
over his back. Un-fucking-believable. Where did 
these idiots learn to fight? he thought, executing a 
spin kick that dropped the zombie to the floor again 
before he could even lower the remnants of the 
chair he still held raised over his head. Spike kicked 
him viciously in the head while he was down, just 
for being such an idiot, and the zombie raised its 
arms pleadingly.  

“Don’t kill me, please.” 

“You’re already dead, nitwit,” he snarled, and 
brought the ax down in a shining arc, severing the 



zombie’s head and unintentionally burying the 
blade in the floor. 

“What the hell’s your problem, man?” Jack asked, 
scrambling painfully to his feet, still clutching his 
broken arm. The fourth zombie joined him, looking 
a bit worser for wear than he had a few moments 
ago and Spike smirked at the fear and uncertainty 
the two were showing.  

“My problem is that your bomb threatened my 
Claimed,” he snarled furiously, yanking the ax out of 
the floor and turning to face them again. 

“Your what?” the rotting one asked in confusion. 

Enough talk. Spike was on him before his mouth 
had a chance to close, swinging the ax savagely until 
it cleaved through flesh and bone, making the score 
Spike 3, zombies 0. Jack was backing up, cradling his 
broken arm and looking around desperately for 
help. Other than shifting in their chairs for a better 
view, none of the other demons in the place had 
moved. 



Stalking forward, Spike didn’t bother with threats or 
taunts, leaping up as soon as he was within range 
and planting both feet squarely in the zombie’s 
chest. Jack staggered back from the force of the 
blow, screaming in pain as Spike’s boots smashed 
into his broken arm, splintering the already cracked 
bone. As Jack slid helplessly down the wall, Spike 
brought the blade around one last time, making it 
four out of four. 

Straightening, he looked around the bar, twirling 
the ax in a move that was as threatening as it was 
showy, but the patrons were still simply watching 
motionlessly and clearly had no intention of taking 
him on. He wiped the ax blade clean on Jack’s 
clothing, noting without surprise that these zombies 
didn’t vanish into thin air when they died and 
shrugged - not his problem. Wasn’t his bar to clean 
up. 

The frustration and rage that had been growing 
inside him since he’d found the bomb, since he’d 
been cheated out of his rightful revenge on 
Balthazar, dissipated as if it had never been and 
Spike felt like roaring in triumph, felt like pissing on 



the corpses, felt like returning to burn Balthazar’s 
warehouse down just so he could dance on the 
ashes in celebration. The ones who’d endangered 
his Claimed were dead and Spike had been able to 
take his revenge personally this time. The sense of 
failure that had been haunting him recently had 
been erased by the violent end of the zombies at his 
own hands and replaced with a glow of satisfaction.  

“Hope you all enjoyed the show,” he said flippantly, 
then simply turned and strode out the door, the ax 
held ready in his hand. He smirked as he heard 
himself being given a brief round of applause as he 
left, resisting the temptation to stop and take a 
bow. It was Xander he wanted to tell the tale to and 
whose thanks he wanted to receive. Especially 
considering how Xander had thanked him last time, 
he thought with a grin, quickening his steps towards 
home.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The quiet “hey” was a welcome intrusion on his 



Shakespeare assignment and Xander looked up with 
a grin, sitting up straighter in his chair and slapping 
his book closed. 

“Oz! Where’ve you been? I haven’t seen you in… 
forever. I finally decided you’d given up on the 
whole crazy high school diploma thing that us mere 
mortals are striving for.” 

“Just the attending classes part. Piece of advice - 
getting held back a year, not the laugh riot you’d 
think.” 

Xander nodded with mock sympathy. “I can 
imagine.” Sobering, he looked searchingly at his 
friend. Oz looked tired, with a bone-deep weariness 
that made him seem almost old. With a feeling akin 
to shock, Xander saw that Oz had light brown roots 
showing in his black hair. Oz never let his die jobs 
show roots, even if it was mostly because he dyed 
his hair so often there was never a chance for it to 
grow out. More quietly, he asked: “Are you ok?” 

“Had better years,” Oz said, looking away. After a 
long pause, he added: “I heard from Willow.” 



“Yeah?” Xander felt his shoulders tense, wondering 
what Willow had done now. 

“She’s coming home.” 

“Oh.” Xander didn’t think he could have said 
anything more if his life had depended on it. Even 
though he’d known it was going to happen sooner 
or later, the shock was like a punch in the gut. He 
wasn’t ready. Not that it was all about him but - he 
wasn’t ready. 

“She’s been seeing someone else.” 

That brought his head snapping around in shock. 
Oz’s voice was matter-of-fact but his eyes were 
devastated. “My god, Oz, I’m sorry.” How could that 
have happened? Willow loved Oz and Oz was 
perfect for her. How could she possibly want 
someone else? 

“She says it’s over, that it was just… 
experimenting.” 

“Experimenting?” Even as he repeated the word 
blankly, Xander wondered if he really wanted to 
know. 



Oz glanced at him briefly, then turned his gaze back 
to the far wall. “It was Amy.” 

“Oh.” And again with the one syllable but he 
couldn’t think of anything else to say. Hadn’t seen 
that one coming. 

“Yeah. Hence the need to bail.” 

Well, that was understandable. Finding out your 
girlfriend was cheating on you was harsh. Finding 
out she was cheating with someone of a different 
gender than you… took some dealing.  

“Anything I can do?” 

Oz shook his head. “Nothing to do.” 

Xander could appreciate that. His own stomach was 
graphically demonstrating the meaning of the 
phrase about having butterflies, he could only 
imagine what Oz was going through. Willow’s 
return meant finding out if she’d really changed. For 
Xander, it meant they would have to actually talk 
about what had happened, not just tiptoe around it 
like the proverbial elephant in the room. For Oz, he 



had that plus infidelity and sexuality issues. Xander 
didn’t envy him. 

On impulse, he asked: “Want to go to a club with 
Spike and me tonight? Beer, dancing, maybe a game 
of pool?” 

Oz shot him a surprised look and suddenly he was 
smiling in that mysterious way he had of smiling 
without his lips ever moving. “Yeah, that sounds 
really good.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had debated whether to warn Oz that they 
were going to a demon bar but had ultimately 
decided not to tell him. Oz was Mr. Unflappable and 
Xander was sure he wouldn’t freak out or anything, 
especially since Oz wasn’t one hundred percent 
human himself these days. So, he and Spike simply 
roared up to Oz’s house in the deSoto and headed 
out for the bar in a squeal of tires. 



Ok, he probably should have warned Oz about 
Spike’s driving. 

Xander himself had gotten used to the white-
knuckled thrill ride that was Spike even at his most 
conservative behind the wheel, but he knew from 
personal experience that Spike’s driving tended to 
bring on worrisome thoughts of imminent death by 
mangled metal. Oz was looking startled and 
alarmed and was openly clinging to the door handle 
as Spike careened through town headed for the bar 
he and Xander usually went to when they went out. 

“Don’t worry,” Xander shouted over the blaring 
radio and the sound of squealing rubber as Spike 
dodged around a car that was actually observing 
the speed limit, one hand on the wheel and the 
other tapping to the beat on the driver’s side door 
panel. “He never actually hits anything.” 

He had a feeling that didn’t sound quite as 
reassuring as he’d hoped it would. 

Oz’s hair was dark blue tonight and no-one 
watching him would ever know that he hadn’t spent 
most of his life in demon clubs. Xander had still not 



figured out how Oz managed to do that. Oz never 
dressed in anything that resembled fashionable 
clothes - between Spike and Cordelia, Xander had 
gotten far more of an education in style than he’d 
ever wanted to have - he never made any attempt 
to blend in with any crowd, he simply was Oz, so 
comfortable in his own skin that he fit in 
everywhere. It was a two-way street. Oz never 
judged anyone, he accepted them on their own 
terms, and if some of the people here tonight had 
horns or warty skins or tails, well, that was their 
business and not a problem for Oz. 

Watching Oz listening to the demon band on stage, 
his eyes bright with interest at the non-human 
instruments and music being played, Xander was 
really glad he’d thought of this. When the band 
took a break and Oz went to talk to them about 
jamming with them sometime as easily as if the lead 
singer had been Devon and not a Yngana demon, 
Xander let Spike drag him over to the pool tables 
without guilt, knowing Oz had found his own way of 
dealing with his emotional turmoil.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Inserting the two pieces of wood into the clamp, 
Xander nodded and Larry began slowly tightening 
the screw as Xander held the pieces steady, 
watching the narrowing gap closely. If they didn’t 
do this right, the glued joint he was trying to hold 
together would slip and he’d have to start over. Ok, 
the copious amounts of beer he’d drunk last night 
with Spike and Oz might have something to do with 
how slowly and carefully he was moving, but he 
really didn’t want to have to start over. 

“Steady,” he said warningly as the gap closed to a 
hair’s width. “Ok, that’s enough.”  

Larry stopped and Xander gingerly let go of the 
wood, his hands hovering for a moment to make 
sure it wasn’t going to slip. The piece held steady 
and he grinned at Larry. 

“Thank, Lare.” 

“No problem.”  



The piece was part of a weapons chest he was 
making for Spike and Xander was pleased with his 
progress on it.  

Glancing at the clock, Xander saw they had five 
minutes left in the class period. “Can I talk to you 
for a second?” 

“Sure, help me clean up.” 

Shifting to Larry’s work area, Xander helped him 
gather up the scattered tools while Larry stored the 
pieces that would eventually become a carved tray. 
Xander was more into inlay work, enjoying the 
delicate precision of working with small strips of 
contrasting wood, creating designs on flat surfaces. 
To his mind, it was the best of both worlds: flat 
planes that gave a chance for the beauty of the 
wood grain to show and the inlays allowed him to 
work with many different kinds of wood. He was 
modeling his designs on some of the mission 
furniture he’d seen pictures of, hunting down 
samples on the internet when he needed 
inspiration. Larry, on the other hand, had gotten 
into carving, liking the power and control of chisel 



work. The two of them often helped each other 
with their projects when another set of hands was 
needed. The wood shop teacher was good, insisting 
that the class members try all different kinds of 
projects to see which they liked best.  

Grabbing a dust pan, Xander swept the wood 
shavings off the bench, dumping them into the 
garbage can that Larry fetched.  

“I’m wondering if you could help me out with 
something.” 

“Sure thing.” Larry was remarkably easy going this 
year, especially considering what he’d been like for 
all of junior high and high school, up until this year. 
Early last fall, he’d straightforwardly apologized to 
Xander for how he’d treated him over the last few 
years, telling him that he’d been overcompensating, 
terrified someone would figure out he was gay. 
He’d thought that acting like a stereotypical macho 
jock would keep anyone from guessing his secret. 
Since coming out openly early in the fall, he’d gone 
back to being the person Xander vaguely 
remembered from grade school - friendly and funny 



and unpretentious. Sometimes, Xander wondered if 
Larry-the-obnoxious-jock had been a figment of his 
imagination. 

“It’s Jonathan Levinson.” 

“The little guy?” 

“Yeah. I’ve gotten to know him recently and I hate 
the way everyone picks on him. I feel bad because I 
never really noticed it before but he really is the 
number one target of the jocks. He’s ok once you 
get to know him, he’s just never really learned how 
to make friends.” 

“You’re asking me to be his friend?” 

Xander shook his head and immediately wished he 
hadn’t as his headache came throbbing back. “I’m 
wondering if you can get the jocks to back off.”  

Despite coming out as gay, Larry still ruled the jocks. 
He’d settled the issue last fall with a couple of 
spectacular fights, taking on four and five guys at a 
time and emerging battered but victorious. Since 
then, the jocks had apparently accepted that Larry 
wasn’t going to hit on them and his gay cooties 



weren’t going to infect them and just decided to 
ignore the whole issue. Xander had thought at the 
time that it probably didn’t hurt that Larry could 
pummel any guy in school and had proved it more 
than once. Apparently, gay bashing wasn’t much 
fun when your target could flatten you without 
breaking a sweat. 

It hadn’t hurt that Larry was the football team’s star 
fullback and was being actively recruited by several 
college teams. Anyone on the team who gave him 
flack had found themselves benched during the 
games that college scouts attended as Larry simply 
told the coach that they were having an off night 
and, if the other guy wasn’t benched, Larry was 
going to sit the game out. As a result, the team had 
done a rapid about-face and had become 
remarkably sensitive, open guys, and amazingly 
politically correct. The really great thing was, some 
of it seemed to have actually sunk in and stuck 
around after the season ended and Larry lost his 
terrifying power to bench the homophobes. Well, it 
had either sunk in or they were just still afraid to 
cross Larry. 



“That’ll only take care of some of the problem,” 
Larry pointed out. 

“I know. Cordy’s promised to get the Cordettes to 
back off. If those two groups leave him alone, that’s 
90% of the problem.” And hadn’t getting Cordelia to 
agree been fun? Xander had eventually had to 
promise to introduce Cordelia to his boyfriend. He’d 
never given in to her efforts to find out who he was 
dating and she’d refused to admit she couldn’t find 
it out from Xander, so she wouldn’t ask anyone else 
who might have told her. Now, she’d made it a non-
negotiable condition to helping out with his “be 
kind to losers” project, as she insisted on calling it. 
Xander had a week to arrange the meeting and he 
was not looking forward to finally having the 
answer to his question about whether Spike would 
like or hate Cordelia. Cordelia was going to flip 
when she learned that he was dating Spike. Xander 
just hoped the meeting wasn’t going to end up 
actually being fatal. 

“I’ll see what I can do,” Larry said. 



Xander gave him a grateful smile. “Thanks, Lare. I 
really appreciate it. Like I said, Jonathan’s an ok guy 
once you get to know him.” 

He meant it. Jonathan had taken to hanging around 
with him a bit and Xander had sat with him several 
times at lunch. Jonathan was painfully insecure and 
wouldn’t approach Xander if he was with anyone 
else, but they’d had some fun conversations about 
comic books and sci-fi movies and the other geeky 
stuff he’d used to talk about with Jesse. While that 
stuff was no longer nearly as big a part of Xander’s 
life as it had once been, he still enjoyed a good 
debate over the relative merits of Kirk vs. Picard. 
Xander had coaxed Jonathan into sitting with him 
and Oz at lunch one day and it had been nice to see 
Jonathan opening up just a bit. 

Giving Larry a thoughtful glance, Xander wondered 
if Larry’s good nature would stretch to having lunch 
with Jonathan and Xander. Larry’s deepest secret, 
now that he was out, was that he was a total X-Men 
fanatic. It would do Jonathan a world of good to 
find out that he had something in common with the 
school’s reigning jock.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander was sitting at the kitchen table, nervously 
fiddling with a sheet of paper when Spike shuffled 
out to the kitchen, barely awake at the godawful 
early afternoon hour. Moving on autopilot, he 
pulled out a bag of blood and stuck it in the 
microwave, punching in the time and fumbling for a 
mug.  

Sitting down across from Xander, Spike glared at his 
boy. “One word about the hair and you will pay in 
ways you’ve never even dreamed about,” he 
muttered, draining the mug and fighting the need 
to go straight back to bed.  

Xander gave him an innocent look that didn’t go 
well with the smile lurking at the corners of his 
mouth and Spike growled at him under his breath. 
Xander had a nasty habit of telling Spike that his 
just-woken-up, pre-shower bed-head was 
“adorable”. Made a vampire grumpy, Spike thought 
righteously.  



Too bad his early afternoon grumpiness - legendary 
in some circles - had no effect on Xander who 
thought it was cute and wasn’t afraid to say so. 

This afternoon, though, Xander didn’t tease Spike 
with his usual sappy compliments which he claimed 
were all part of a sincere effort to help Spike wake 
up. Instead, Xander went back to fidgeting 
nervously and Spike drained the mug of warmed 
blood, and shook his head vigorously, shaking off 
his sleepiness. 

“Somethin’ wrong, luv?” 

“Sort of… not really… kind of…” Xander said 
unhelpfully, obviously nervous. He looked down at 
the paper on the table. “Willow’s coming back.” 

Spike stiffened at Xander’s quiet words, the last 
traces of sleepiness vanishing in a tidal wave of 
emotion: anger, worry, fear for Xander, need for 
revenge, all those and more surged through him, 
robbing him of speech for a moment. 



“It’s not like I haven’t known she was going to be 
coming back eventually,” Xander went on. “It’s just 
that… I’m not ready to see her yet.” 

“Then don’t. Tell her to stay where she is and leave 
you the hell alone. Tell her if she comes within a 
mile of this town I’ll tear her apart.” Spike was 
already making plans to meet the witch’s plane and 
eviscerate her in the terminal. 

“I can’t do that,” Xander objected. He looked up 
and smiled wryly. “And whatever you’re thinking, 
you can’t do that either.”  

“Witch so much as looks at you cross-eyed and I can 
and will do exactly what I’m thinking.” 

“Spike, do you honestly think that Maggie would let 
Willow come back if she wasn’t better?” 

Spike scowled. Maggie had been impressive and any 
coven that the old woman was part of was 
undoubtedly on the ball. Xander had a good point 
but it wasn’t one that Spike wanted to accept. He 
resented the witch coming back, hated her for what 
she’d done to his Claimed, and hated being denied 



the right to take vengeance on her. Xander was still 
looking at him, his brows raised pointedly and Spike 
finally said grudgingly: “Not deliberately. Doesn’t 
mean the witch can’t pull the wool over Maggie’s 
eyes.” 

“Willow’s written me some letters,” Xander 
admitted, ignoring Spike’s darkening look at that 
revelation. “She really seems like she understands 
what she did wrong.” 

“Full of apologies, was she?” Spike asked scornfully.  

Xander shook his head. “No, and for some weird 
reason, that’s why I think she finally gets it. Like she 
knows that it’s too big for an ‘I’m sorry’ to make 
everything all better now.” 

“Clever of her,” Spike commented sourly. Xander 
was too trusting, too loyal, even to someone who’d 
betrayed him not once but twice. Someone who’d 
hurt him over and over and thought she was doing 
it for Xander’s own good. 

“Can’t stop her from coming back,” he said flatly, 
“but you let her know that I’ll be watching her.” He 



stood, feeling a sudden need to spar with his 
Lieutenants to work off the anger inside. “And I will 
kill her if she hurts you again.” 

Xander smiled. “I love you too.”  

 
 

Part Thirty-Eight 

Wesley wasn’t half bad once he’d settled down a bit 
and stopped trying so hard to shove Giles out of the 
loop. Either he’d taken Xander’s advice about 
lightening up or else he’d just realized that Giles 
was the loop, so to speak. Giles was the thread that 
tied the group together, the anchor that kept them 
from drifting apart. Even Spike and Angel respected 
him and he was surrogate father and mentor to the 
rest of them.  

Wesley had committed the cardinal sin when he 
first arrived of getting into a power struggle with 
Giles over his role as Watcher. Which was 
understandable: it was difficult to step into a 
position still solidly filled by your predecessor. 



Wesley had obviously resented Giles’ presence and 
had acted accordingly. However, it was a power 
struggle that Wesley was not only destined to lose 
but that had completely alienated Buffy. Wesley 
seemed to have finally grasped that Buffy had 
bonded with Giles in a way that Wesley could never 
hope to compete with and changed his strategy 
accordingly. 

Xander remembered hearing a saying once that the 
only way to win was not to fight. Einstein or 
somebody. Maybe Yoda. In any case, Wesley 
seemed to have figured out that he could either be 
co-Watcher with Giles or not a Watcher at all. Once 
Wesley had started asking for Giles’ input and 
opinions, Buffy had stopped freezing him out and 
began listening to him. Despite the spectacularly 
bad start Wesley had made, it soon became 
apparent to them all that he was really smart, 
brilliant even, just inexperienced. Giles had stopped 
sniping at him and began teaching Wesley some of 
the things Giles had learned in his twenty-some 
years of experience. 



Wesley had expressed interest in Xander’s demon 
studies and was fascinated when Xander started 
passing on some of Spike’s comments and 
addendums to the materials. Spike had never lost 
interest in what Xander was learning and still liked 
to critique the Watchers’ materials. When Giles 
showed Wesley the notes he’d been keeping on all 
of Spike’s information, Xander couldn’t help but be 
amused at how excited the younger Watcher had 
gotten at having access to a fresh source of 
information. Wesley really was a scholar at heart. 

Usually Xander thoroughly enjoyed his demon study 
session in the library with Giles but today he was 
having a hard time concentrating. Wesley sitting 
beside him, methodically reading through Giles’ 
Watcher diaries, wasn’t the distraction, it was the 
letter he’d gotten from Willow. Willow was flying 
back from England on Saturday. 

The letter made her return real. Not that he’d ever 
thought that Oz was lying but seeing it himself in 
black and white made it harder to ignore. Buffy and 
Giles were going to meet her at the airport and he 
was grateful that Willow hadn’t even hinted that he 



be there to greet her. She obviously understood 
that Xander would be cautious, just saying that 
she’d missed him and was looking forward to seeing 
him again. 

He was glad for Oz’s sake that Amy wasn’t returning 
with her, at least not yet. According to Willow, Amy 
was going to stay in England for awhile longer. 
Willow hadn’t said, and Xander was so not going to 
ask, if it was because of their “experimenting” or for 
some other reason. It was apparent from her letter 
that Willow was as nervous about returning as 
Xander was about seeing her again and that made 
him feel better, knowing she wouldn’t push things. 

“Check out Giles, the next generation.” 

Xander looked up, startled by the sudden comment 
disturbing the silent library. Cordelia was standing 
by the check-out desk, head cocked to one side, 
openly studying Wesley, who leapt to his feet 
courteously at the sound of a woman’s voice.  

“Very nice, Xander,” Cordelia purred. “I didn’t 
expect you’d done this well for yourself.” Her glance 



slid up and down Wesley, who blushed crimson at 
the open perusal.  

Xander looked blankly at Cordy until he suddenly 
realized what she meant. Cordy had been reminding 
him frequently of his promise to introduce her to 
his boyfriend and obviously thought Xander had just 
made good on that promise. For one second, he 
wondered if he could get away with claiming 
Wesley as his boyfriend but discarded the thought 
almost instantly. Wesley would never be able to pull 
it off and, if Spike ever got wind of it, he’d kill 
Wesley even if it had been Xander’s idea. Plus, he 
didn’t really want to present Wesley as his 
boyfriend; the younger Watcher was improving yes 
but he was so not Xander’s type, which ran more to 
snark, and irreverent humor, and danger. Plus the 
leather coat, he thought with a smile. 

Grinning, he made a game-show buzzer noise. 
“Sorry, Cordy, he’s not my boyfriend, but thank you 
for playing.”  



“What? Oh, ah… no, indeed.” Wesley blushed again 
and looked apologetically at Xander, adding hastily: 
“Not that I wouldn’t be honored, it’s just that…”  

Xander laughed. “Don’t worry, Wesley, I didn’t take 
the rejection personally.” 

Giles came out of the office. “What do you need, 
Cordelia?” 

“Psych class. Freud and Jung. Book me?” 

“Of course.” As Giles turned to the psychology 
section, Cordelia’s gaze swung back to Wesley, who 
extended his hand. 

“Wesley Wyndam-Pryce.”  

“I like a man with two last names.” Xander had to 
admit, she was impressive when she swung into 
action. “I'm Cordelia.”  

“And you teach psychology?” Wesley asked. 

“I take psychology,” Cordelia corrected, her smile 
blinding. Wesley seemed completely dazzled, still 
dazedly holding her hand. 



“She’s a student,” Giles said dryly, returning with 
the requested books. 

Xander laughed at the haste with which Wesley 
dropped her hand and stepped back. Cordelia just 
continued to smile at him as she reached for the 
books Giles handed her without ever taking her 
eyes off her target. Cordy was as much a predator 
as Spike when she had her eye on a victim. 

“So, welcome to Sunnydale.” There was a world of 
promise in the sultry voice and Wesley looked like 
he’d already forgotten the whole ‘she’s a student’ 
issue under the power of Cordelia’s flirtatious smile.  

Cordy turned away with a last, lingering look, and 
stopped on her way out long enough to level an 
implacable stare at Xander. “Four more days, 
Xander.” 

“Got it,” he answered automatically, amused to see 
that Wesley still hadn’t been able to tear his eyes 
away from Cordelia as she walked out the door. 
Xander was pretty sure her hips didn’t usually swing 
quite that much. 



“My. She’s… cheeky, isn't she?”  

Xander shook his head, amused. “Wesley, today’s 
phrase is an important one: first word ‘jail’, second 
word ‘bait’.” 

He had continued to tease Wesley about his fresh-
from-England vocabulary and had jokingly started a 
‘word of the day’ tutoring session in Americanese. 
Wesley had been taking it with good grace and 
seemed to be trying to speak a little less formally, 
sort of like Giles had after lengthy exposure to his 
charges. Now, though, Wesley just blushed deeply 
and hurriedly sat down, burying himself in the book 
he’d been reading earlier and Xander hoped he 
hadn’t pushed it too far. 

Turning his attention back to his own reading, 
Xander promised himself he would talk to Spike 
about Cordy tonight. He needed to get at least one 
of the meetings he was dreading over with or he’d 
be a complete wreck by Saturday.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“No way!” Cordelia’s voice rose in shock the 
moment she arrived at the table. “I mean I knew 
Buffy had gotten into necrophilia - and can I just say 
‘eww’ - but no way are you dating the undead, 
Xander Harris.” 

Xander winced, grateful the diner was almost 
completely empty as Cordelia really wasn’t into 
voice modulation, waiting for Spike to erupt. This 
was off to a good start.  

He’d arranged for the three of them to meet at the 
diner because he thought of it almost as a good luck 
spot since he’d had his first real conversation with 
Spike here and Spike and Joyce had worked out 
their problems at one of the tables. This table. Not 
surprisingly, Cordy had bitched about the low rent 
place he was asking her to go, but she’d been too 
curious not to show, settling for being fashionably 
late. He just hadn’t expected quite this level of 
fireworks two seconds after she walked in the door. 

“Prefer ‘living impaired’ myself.” 



Xander’s did a double-take at the amusement in 
Spike’s voice. Not to mention the mere idea that his 
vampire would use a politically correct term for 
anything was pretty much messing with his head. 

“Whatever,” Cordelia said impatiently. She crossed 
her arms under her breasts, pushing them up and 
out just a bit more than usual - purely accidentally, 
of course - and tapped one foot impatiently. “Are 
you really his boyfriend or are you just covering for 
his real boyfriend, who’s too embarrassing to be 
seen in public,” she asked suspiciously. 

Spike’s eyes narrowed. “You saying I’m lying, 
cheerleader?” he growled. 

Cordelia wasn’t impressed. “Hello - evil undead? 
Like you’d have a problem with lying,” she scoffed. 

“Got that right.” Spike was grinning now, clearly 
enjoying this and Xander was beginning to wonder 
just when Spike had been replaced by a pod-person. 
Pod-vampire. Or something. Spike wasn’t reacting 
like he’d expected. Of course, since his expectations 
for this meeting had tended to veer into the 
gratuitously violent, that was probably a good thing.  



“How long have you been dating?” Cordelia asked, 
eyes narrowing like she thought she could trip Spike 
up. 

“Let’s see, first time we shagged was just after we 
sent Angelus to hell, right, luv?” Spike glanced at 
Xander for confirmation, his eyes glittering with 
wicked laughter. “Kind of a celebration,” he 
confided to Cordelia. 

Xander buried his head in his arms, pretty sure he 
was officially in hell. Maybe he should leave the two 
of them alone.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“You are so not getting any tonight,” Xander 
threatened as they left the diner. 

“What?” Spike’s voice was all wounded innocence. 
“I met with your little friend just like you asked. 
Didn’t kill her or anything,” he added virtuously.  

“Oh, let’s see, was the low point of the meeting 
when you offered to shag me in front of her so she 



would believe we were a couple, or when you 
offered to kill the waitress to prove you were still 
evil even though you’re dating a human?” 

Spike just smirked, not even a little repentant. “I 
like her,” he announced. “She’d make a beauty of a 
vampire - she’s more evil than half the vampires in 
town.” 

Xander groaned. “So not getting any,” he muttered 
again.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Willow faced the group with composure but Xander 
saw the hands gripping the back of the chair with 
seeming casualness were white-knuckled and her 
voice had just the tiniest tremor as she spoke. 
Willow was beyond nervous but faced them all 
squarely without looking away, meeting each of 
their eyes in turn. 

She’d flown into town yesterday and Giles had 
called this morning to say that Willow had asked if 



they could all meet at the school library. Spike had 
flat out refused to let Xander go alone but, 
surprisingly, Giles had said that Willow had asked 
that everyone be there including Spike and Angel. 
Giles had mentioned that a member of the coven 
was with her and said he thought it was important 
that they all be there. 

Spike had reluctantly agreed and they’d set the 
meeting for an hour after sunset. They had all 
gathered around the library table with varying 
degrees of trepidation, curiosity, and anger. Oz was 
as shut down as Xander had ever seen him, Wesley 
just looked uncomfortable. Buffy and Giles, who’d 
met Willow’s plane, were worried but calm, and 
Spike was hovering over Xander like a mother hen 
with one chick. 

A blood-thirsty, homicidal mother hen. 

Willow had arrived with a woman in her forty’s and 
Xander was disappointed that it wasn’t Maggie. The 
woman had shoulder-length brown hair and 
unremarkable features. She walked in through the 
doors beside Willow but then stayed back by the 



doors, letting Willow approach the group on her 
own. 

Willow took a deep, steadying breath and walked 
slowly towards them, stopping short of the table 
and resting her hands on the back of the chair that 
had been left empty for her. 

“I won’t ask you to forgive me,” she began in a 
shaky voice. “I’m not even sure that any of you 
should. I’ve hurt all of you, some more than others, 
and none of you have any reason to trust me. I can’t 
promise you that I won’t ever do anything to hurt 
you again, but I do promise that I will try not to.” 

Spike growled and the hands on Xander’s shoulders 
tightened unconsciously. Xander slid his own hands 
up to cover Spike’s, squeezing them reassuringly. 
No one else said anything. Xander was listening 
intently, Willow didn’t sound like herself, she 
sounded as if she’d rehearsed what she was saying. 
Given her obvious nervousness, that wasn’t 
surprising, especially since Willow had had 
nightmares about public speaking since grade 
school. Still, he wished she’d just talk to them so he 



could get a better sense of her sincerity. He found 
himself wishing Maggie had come with her instead 
of this other woman. Maggie had been formidable, 
a force to be reckoned with, and Xander trusted her 
judgment. 

Buffy smiled encouragingly at Willow, who 
continued after a short hesitation: “I’m back 
because I need to prove myself. Not to any of you 
but to myself. When I did the re-souling spell last 
year, I opened a door inside myself that can’t be 
closed again.  

“I know you all would probably be happier if I never 
did magic again but the magic is inside me now. 
What I’ve learned from the coven is that it doesn’t 
work to just stop using magic. I’m not an addict who 
needs to go cold turkey,” one corner of her mouth 
turned up a little, self-mockingly, and she looked at 
Giles as she continued, “I’m an amateur who 
abused her natural gifts out of arrogance and 
pride.” Xander remembered that Giles had said that 
to her when he’d caught her doing the truth spell 
on Xander. “I need to learn to learn how to use my 



gifts as they were intended to be used and not for 
my own selfish purposes. 

“I won’t try and tell you that I’m better and 
everything is fine now or ask you to forget what I 
did. I’ve just begun to get the training I need but, as 
much as I hate to say it, we actually have a bigger 
problem than me. The coven sent Elizabeth with me 
to help.” Willow gestured towards the woman who 
had been waiting by the door. “This is Elizabeth 
Hartness and I’ll let her explain.” 

Willow sat down abruptly in the chair as if her legs 
had given out, head up, hands clasped in her lap to 
still their shaking. 

The woman who’d come to Sunnydale with her 
moved forward to stand beside and slightly behind 
her, placing a comforting hand on Willow’s shoulder 
as she addressed the group. “The Devonshire coven 
is a very old, very powerful group,” she said by way 
of introduction. Wesley nodded imperceptibly, 
obviously he’d heard of them. “A seer among our 
number has recently begun to sense the rise of a 
very dark power here in Sunnydale. Unfortunately, 



we do not have a great deal of information about 
this power but what little we do know is that it 
carries the potential to destroy the entire town, and 
possibly more.” She paused to let the information 
settle in for a moment, then added: “I was sent to 
give you whatever assistance I can.” 

Spike stirred. “And your solution is to send the 
wicked witch of the west back into the heart of the 
storm?” he asked, disbelievingly. “Perfect.” Xander 
didn’t have to look at him to know he was glaring 
challengingly at Willow.  

Willow met the glare unflinchingly. “Spike, the harm 
I caused was in using magic against friends.” Spike 
didn’t answer but Xander felt Spike’s hands tighten 
on his shoulders again and knew that Spike’s anger 
stemmed from his fear for Xander’s safety. “I want 
to help with what’s coming, in any way I can. 
Sunnydale’s my home.” 

Spike made a scoffing noise but didn’t say anything 
else. Xander studied Willow closely, thinking that 
that was the first time he’d heard Willow call Spike 
by name, as if he was a person, not a thing, and 



wondering if that was a sign that she was finally 
accepting his choice to be with Spike. If so, that was 
a huge change on her part and would bode well for 
other changes. 

The woman from the coven looked around the 
circle of faces, her dark eyes catching and holding 
each person’s gaze in turn. “The coven made the 
decision that Willow is ready to return. She is 
strongly connected to this town and to your group. 
In our judgment, being here and helping you in the 
battle to come is the next step for her. She and I ask 
only that you set aside your doubts and fears 
sufficiently that you may work with both of us.” 

Xander wondered why he’d thought her non-
descript. When she looked directly at you, you 
could see the power and wisdom in her eyes. He 
began to feel a little better about this coven 
representative and the coven’s ability to deal with 
Willow in general. Obviously, Maggie wasn’t their 
only impressive member. 

“What can you tell us about this dark power?” Not 
surprisingly, Giles was the first to find his voice. 



“Very little, I’m afraid. There have been vague 
portents of trouble for some time but something 
changed about a week ago as if the danger had 
suddenly increased dramatically.” Her shoulders 
moved in a fluid shrug. “Unfortunately, we are not 
sure what caused the sudden increase in its power.” 

“A literal increase in power?” Wesley asked. 

Miss Hartness spread her hands in a helpless 
gesture. “Possibly. It could have been a power 
boost, or multiple entities combining, or something 
else entirely. That is what we must ascertain in 
order to act.” 

Angel spoke for the first time: “The Mayor’s ritual?” 
he suggested. 

Giles and Wesley exchanged glances. “The timing is 
about right,” Wesley said thoughtfully.  

“I suspect we must re-double our efforts to 
research the Mayor.” Giles hesitated, then became 
the first to extend an olive branch. “Willow, we 
have sorely missed your computer skills. Perhaps 



you could assist us by researching the Mayor on the 
computer.” 

Willow nodded. “Of course, Giles.”  

Xander heard the relief in her voice but he couldn’t 
bring himself to say anything. Seeing Willow was 
twisting him in knots: the recent re-connection in 
their letters fighting against the fear and distrust 
brought on by seeing her again in person. He felt 
guilty but he couldn’t force himself even to offer a 
simple ‘welcome back’ and he was secretly grateful 
that Spike was bristling with the angry challenges 
that Xander couldn’t say either. 

Oz was similarly torn, he could tell. Oz had barely 
looked at Willow and Xander hoped he wasn’t going 
to bail again. It was Oz’s way of dealing and he 
respected that, but Oz had only come back into 
town this week and Xander had missed him. He 
thought wistfully about going back to the bar with 
Oz, but he knew Spike would need to kill things 
tonight. It was Spike’s way of dealing. 

Right on cue, Spike’s voice put an end to the 
meeting. “I’ll be keeping my eye on you, witch,” he 



promised. “You give me the slightest excuse and I 
will follow through on what I told you the last time 
we spoke.” 

Willow’s hand went to her throat unconsciously 
rubbing at where Spike had put his hand around it 
and threatened to choke the life out of her if she 
ever did another spell on Xander. “I remember,” she 
said quietly. “And I hope you do.” 

Spike stared at her for a long time then abruptly 
nodded, apparently satisfied. “We’re done,” he 
announced and tugged Xander gently up out of his 
chair. Xander went willingly, lifting his free hand in a 
general goodbye, knowing that Spike needed to get 
him safely in the lair before Spike could seek the 
release of violence that he needed. Seeing Willow 
again was almost harder on Spike than it was on 
Xander, bringing back Spike’s feelings about having 
failed his Claimed by letting a threat to Xander live. 
Even though he’d done it for Xander, he knew that 
Spike still hated that Willow was alive and unhurt. 

Slipping his arm around Spike, Xander leaned into 
him, knowing Spike would feel better once he’d 



killed something. “Thanks, Spike,” he whispered, 
knowing Spike would understand what he was 
thanking him for. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Consequences’  

 
 

Part Thirty-Nine 

The demons were new in town and just what Spike 
had been looking for: tough, hostile, and spoiling for 
a fight. It was all the excuse Spike needed. 

He’d been patrolling his territory for some time, 
moving restlessly through the demon areas looking 
for something worth fighting when he stumbled 
across them in the small playground. He recognized 
them, of course, there weren’t that many demons 
with no mouths. They were a breeding pair of 
Szynmrll. 

Szynmrll generally kept to themselves - not being 
able to communicate outside their species pretty 
much assured that - but when they moved into an 



area, they tended to clear out anything they saw as 
hostile - which pretty much included anything not 
human normal. Spike had seen some damn strange 
demon alliances formed to clear out large packs of 
them from a territory. Humans weren’t their natural 
prey but they killed a lot of humans who strayed 
too close to their nests. No one had ever been able 
to figure out what or how they ate, if they ate 
anything at all, and the Szynmrll certainly weren’t 
talking about it.  

The Szynmrll went on alert the moment they sensed 
him and immediately went into battle readiness, 
moving further apart so that they could come at 
him from both sides. Spike concentrated on the 
female, keeping a wary eye on the male but 
otherwise ignoring him. The males were the egg 
carriers and a breeding pair moving into a new 
territory meant that the odds were good the male 
was pregnant. If so, the male would hang back in a 
fight to protect the eggs it carried.  

Spike grinned triumphantly as the pair shifted 
position, the female moving forward aggressively 
while the male circled around, always staying 



slightly further back than the female. His own 
movements cautious, Spike deliberately waited 
until the pair was almost directly across from each 
other on either side of him then charged the 
female. 

Running directly at her, he spun away at the last 
second, dodging the claws that were her main 
weapon and using the momentum of his turn to 
bring both hands around and down in a single 
smashing blow aimed at her vulnerable side. She 
was quicker than he anticipated and was already 
turning away from him as he struck, causing the 
blow to land on her scale-armored back, the force 
of it staggering her but not doing the intended 
harm. 

Spike kept moving as she stumbled forwards a step, 
leaping and aiming a spin-kick at her back. The 
demon had caught her balance almost instantly and 
spun around, her clawed hands closing around his 
booted foot and Spike found himself flipped in mid-
air.  



Snapping into a ball, he went with the spin’s motion 
and landed crouched and ready, bouncing back to 
his feet before she could close on him. He danced 
backwards, checking that the male was still hanging 
back and changed tactics. As the female charged 
him, her claws swiping viciously at him, Spike 
waited ’til the last second, then dropped to his back 
on the ground, kicking up savagely with both feet.  

The risky move caught her by surprise and his feet 
connected solidly, sending her flying over his head 
to crash into a picnic table, the impact shattering 
the wood table and leaving her scrambling as she 
tried to get to her feet. Spike flipped upright and 
closed on her again, only to have to leap aside to 
avoid another swipe from her clawed hands.  

Keeping a wary eye on her mate, Spike let himself 
fall back towards the swing set, maneuvering 
carefully as she scrambled to her feet and came at 
him. Judging his moment precisely, he turned and 
leapt for the upright metal pole supporting the 
swing set. His hands closed around the cool metal 
and he swung around in a circle, meeting her head 



on, the full weight of his body behind the kick that 
caught her squarely in the chest.  

He dropped to the ground as she sailed backwards 
to crash into the jungle gym, the metal bending 
beneath her weight before she crumpled to the 
grass. She rolled and tied to get to her feet, moving 
more slowly now and Spike was on her before she 
was halfway up, smashing her back with a savage 
kick to the head. 

She fell back against the jungle gym, still half 
upright, and Spike rained blows down on her, 
feeling bones crack beneath his fists. Sensing 
movement behind him, Spike turned and swung, his 
fist connecting solidly with the male’s jaw. The 
male’s own intended blow went wild, the claws 
missing him entirely, and Spike kicked out, his foot 
landing hard in the male’s stomach and sending him 
crashing to the ground. 

Turning back to the female, Spike saw she was still 
moving, struggling to rise, and he grinned ferally. A 
kick to the head dropped her back down and he 
reached down and grabbed her around the neck 



with both hands. Szynmrll had bony growths on 
either side of their necks and couldn’t be killed by 
Spike’s usual method of breaking his opponents’ 
necks. Planting one foot in the center of her back, 
he hauled upright on her neck with all his strength 
until a muffled crack sounded as her spine snapped.  

Dropping her like the carrion she would soon be, 
Spike immediately turned back to the male. The kick 
to the stomach had dropped the male onto its back, 
where its eggs sheltered under the bone plates lying 
under the scaly outer skin, and the male had been 
slow to recover. Spike was on him in two steps, his 
foot swinging out to connect in the exact spot 
where the bone plates met, leaving a vulnerable 
gap. The demon shuddered in pain as the kick 
landed and Spike kicked it again and again, until it 
lay still on the grass.  

Snapping its spine in the same manner he’d used on 
the female, Spike dropped the second Szynmrll, 
then dropped to a crouch by the body, panting for 
unneeded breath and feeling the tension flow out 
of him. There was nothing quite like taking on 
multiple opponents at once to focus your attention 



on survival, the fierce concentration of battle 
eliminating normal, everyday concerns. 

“Got that out of your system?” 

He looked up and grinned at Angelus who was 
leaning against a tree and watching him. “Felt 
good,” he admitted. 

Angelus looked at the bodies and made a 
noncommittal sound which Spike decided was 
approval. “Never did like Szynmrll.” 

“Yeah, I remember. We killed four of ’em, wasn’t it, 
in Rome.”  

“Three but who’s counting.” 

Think you are, mate.” Spike answered without 
offense, then rose to his feet. “Could use a spot of 
something strong. Fancy a drink?” he asked. 

Angelus nodded and Spike grinned at him. “First 
round of human’s on me,” he said. When Angelus 
just nodded without even his usual token protest, 
Spike wondered if the witch’s return had raised 
issues for Angelus as well. After all, the bint had 



been responsible for the cock-up that sent his Sire 
to a hell dimension with soul intact. Bound to be 
some lingering, or not so lingering, resentment 
about that.  

Who knew? If the witch got out of control again, 
maybe Angelus wouldn’t even scold him when he 
killed her.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Home schooling. Really, it had been an absolutely 
brilliant idea. Spike was a genius and Xander was 
clearly out of his mind for having rejected the 
thought. When he got home tonight, he was 
apologizing to Spike immediately for not having 
recognized his visionary insight into Xander’s needs. 

Perched on a picnic table in the school courtyard, 
Xander sat with his chin resting on his drawn-up 
knees watching the between classes movement 
with unseeing eyes and wondering if the week was 
ever going to end. Right now he didn’t think he 
could take even one more day. 



The coven had done something to allow Willow to 
slide seamlessly back into her classes, the teachers 
all accepting the explanation of a special study 
session abroad to cover her nearly two month 
absence. It didn’t hurt that Willow was the smartest 
kid in school. She could probably have sat at home 
for the same period of time and still been on top of 
all her classes. So the fact that she had essentially 
been in England taking a crash course in ‘How Not 
to be Evil’ hadn’t affected her standing at all in the 
eyes of the school administration. 

The Willow who’d come back from England was 
quieter than before, aware that the others had 
issues about her return. She spent a lot of time with 
Miss Hartness, the coven representative, and during 
their research meetings, Willow worked on the 
computer, trying to break into the Mayor’s files 
and, Xander suspected, grateful for the isolation of 
computer research that allowed her to focus on her 
monitor and not on the uncertain, suspicious and 
downright hostile looks thrown her way. 

Buffy had been the quickest to accept Willow’s 
return. Although Buffy had been uncomfortable at 



first, Xander knew how much she’d missed Willow 
and didn’t begrudge Buffy her happiness at having 
her best friend back in town. The two of them had 
spent hours talking after school and Xander could 
see the results as they gradually fell back into their 
old easy companionship, walking through the halls 
side-by-side and sitting next to each other in 
classes. Willow was putting up a brave front, but he 
could see the strain as she struggled to fit back into 
school and the life she had had before she’d left. 

Admittedly, none of them were making it especially 
easy for Willow. Buffy was the only one who was 
able to accept Willow’s return with something 
approaching happiness. Giles was struggling to work 
with her but obviously didn’t trust his own 
judgment where Willow was concerned. Willow had 
fooled him before when he’d thought he’d been 
monitoring her closely. As a result, he was stiff and 
formal around her and obviously preferring to deal 
with Miss Hartness.  

Oz had gone practically non-verbal, the only 
outward sign of how miserable he was. He avoided 
Willow as much as possible and spent much of his 



time in the music rooms and Xander was just 
selfishly grateful that Oz hadn’t simply taken off. 
Willow’s eyes followed Oz sadly but Xander took it 
as a good sign that she was respecting Oz’s request 
to be left alone. Oz would talk when he was ready 
but he was obviously still struggling to come to 
terms with his own emotions about Willow and 
Xander had spent several quiet hours with him, 
listening to Oz play his guitar, the tunes varying 
from angry to melancholy, the music he’d written 
for Willow conspicuously absent from his 
repertoire.  

As for Xander himself, Willow being back, being 
around, being there every day was like nails 
constantly scratching on a blackboard. Or 
something equally irritating and pervasive. Every 
time he saw her, he was afraid and angry and sad 
and guilty and pretty much every other emotion 
you could name. He felt guilty that he couldn’t 
shake his instinctive reaction at the sight of her but 
every time he saw her, his stomach clenched and 
nausea rose up and he found himself frantically and 
uselessly checking that he had all his memories. 



Even knowing he wouldn’t know the difference 
didn’t stop him from doing it. It was horrible to be 
reassured that he felt so torn because if she was 
messing with him again, he probably wouldn’t. 
She’d seemed sincere in her apology and Miss 
Hartness was reassuring about the progress she’d 
made, but Xander couldn’t bring himself to trust 
her. Not yet and he wondered if maybe not ever. He 
missed the Willow he used to know, before death 
and Spike and magic and betrayal had come 
between them, but he wasn’t sure if what they had 
once had could ever be recaptured. The smashed 
pieces of their friendship could perhaps be glued 
back together, but it would never be strong and 
whole again, just a sad, patched facsimile of 
something that had once been great. 

He knew he and Willow were going to have to talk. 
She was doing her best to get through the days and 
Xander recognized that it was hard for her but, as 
he’d overheard Oz saying to Willow in the hallway - 
that really wasn’t his problem. As guilty as he felt 
over his inability to just forgive and forget when it 
did seem like Willow was sincerely trying to make 



amends, he needed time. If Willow ever wanted to 
patch things up with himself and Oz, she was going 
to have to give them that time. 

Which thoughts led to him stopping Willow at her 
locker and asking if he could talk to her alone. He 
hated himself for the happiness that sprang to her 
eyes as she agreed eagerly because he knew he was 
going to disappoint her. 

Leading her to an empty classroom, Xander 
shrugged off his backpack and sat down on one of 
the desks, wondering how to start. Willow made 
the decision for him. 

“Xander, I didn’t say it in my letters because I 
needed to tell you face to face. I’m sorry.” Willow 
met his eyes squarely. “I kept telling myself that 
what I was doing was for all the right reasons: to 
help Buffy, to make us friends again. I was lying to 
myself as much as to everyone else. I didn’t let 
myself see what I was doing, see that what I was 
doing was wrong and that I was hurting you. I can’t 
ever make up for what happened but I want you to 
know: I’m really sorry.” 



Xander nodded. “I’m really glad that you’re doing 
better,” he said without commenting on the 
apology, “what I hadn’t realized was how hard it 
was going to be to see you again.” He sighed. “I 
guess what I’m saying is that I’m kind of still at the 
letter writing stage of re-connecting not the seeing 
each other every day stage.” 

“I don’t understand,” Willow said after a moment 
and he couldn’t blame her. He’d been less than 
clear. Trying to think of how to explain it, he 
decided on the bald truth. 

“Willow, sitting here alone in a room with you, my 
heart is pounding so hard I can barely hear myself 
think.” Willow’s eyes widened and the color drained 
from her face. “When I turn around in the hall and 
see you unexpectedly, it’s a shock. It’s like…,” he 
faltered, hating the only example he could think of, 
but forcing himself to continue.  

“When Angel came back from Hell,” he continued, 
“it freaked me out completely. All I could remember 
was what he’d done to me. When I first saw him, I 
was terrified. I knew it was Angel and not Angelus 



and I still couldn’t stop shaking. It was months 
before I could see him without that knee-jerk 
reaction.” 

Willow bowed her head, her hands clasped tightly, 
and Xander could tell she understood what he was 
telling her. 

“I don’t think Angel and I will ever be friends,” he 
continued gently, “but I can work with him now.” 
He smiled suddenly. “Granted, I didn’t like him 
before he lost his soul, but that’s another story.” 

“So, you need time.”  

“Yeah.” He hesitated but knew it had to be said if 
they were ever going to get past this.  

“Willow, when Angel kidnapped me, he’d lost his 
soul and he didn’t know then about the happiness 
clause. You don’t have that excuse.” 

“I know.” Willow’s voice was so quiet he barely 
heard her. 



He took a deep breath. “And I know it’s none of my 
business, but you really hurt Oz and that’s not 
helping.”  

Willow looked up, startled, and Xander shrugged. 
“That’s between you and Oz and I won’t mention it 
again but I want you to understand what I’m 
feeling.” Their eyes met for a long moment and 
Xander could see the pain and acceptance in her 
green eyes. 

“I’ve missed you, Willow, for a long time now, and I 
hope that someday we can start over. But I’m not 
there yet and I don’t know if I ever will be. I can 
work with you, because we both want to stop 
whatever the Mayor’s planning but I’m not ready to 
be friends yet.” 

There wasn’t anything left to say. Picking up his 
backpack, Xander quietly walked out of the 
classroom, leaving Willow behind.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
The nightly sessions pouring through newspaper 
archives and the enormous dusty books containing 
the town’s records, the quiet clicking of computer 
keys as Willow tried to find a way around the 
Mayor’s firewalls, were getting them nowhere. They 
had learned that Richard Wilkins had been Mayor of 
Sunnydale for nearly eighty years. Twice he had 
been elected as his own son assuming the office, re-
appearing first as Richard Wilkins, Jr. and then as 
Richard the III. Comparing old photographs that Oz 
had dug up out of the archives, it was obvious that 
Mayor Wilkins the First was the same guy as Mayors 
II and III.  

Xander couldn’t help wondering how the campaigns 
had handled endorsements from a predecessor who 
couldn’t appear on stage with his successor. Not to 
mention he was seriously beginning to question the 
validity of the vote counts. Three generations of 
men being elected to the same post without a peep 
about nepotism and vote fixing? Not even Chicago 
could pull that off. Granted, it wasn’t the issue, but 
still… 



Oz continued to stick around and work with them, a 
quiet, intent researcher who somehow always 
found the furthest spot in the room from Willow. 
Xander hurt for the pain that showed on his face in 
unguarded moments before the blank mask slid 
back into place. Willow’s face showed the same 
hurt and regret as Oz’s as she carefully respected 
his silence and distance and Xander suspected they 
were never going to get back together.  

Four days of digging had produced almost no useful 
information. They’d already known the Mayor was 
other than human, so finding out he was a lot older 
than he appeared wasn’t exactly the key that was 
going to solve the mystery of what he was up to. 
The details were too sparse to be able to determine 
what ritual he had performed, despite Giles’ and 
Wesley’s futile attempts to at least limit the 
possibilities to something less than infinity. 

The coven hadn’t been able to provide any more 
information and they were still just guessing that 
the Mayor was the “dark force” the coven had 
sensed. They were seriously screwed if it wasn’t the 



Mayor because, despite their lack of progress, he 
was the only suspect they had. 

Buffy and Angel had pretty much abandoned 
research to patrol extensively and Xander had been 
able to persuade Spike to join them. Spike had 
clearly wanted to go but was reluctant to leave 
Xander alone with Willow. Pointing out the number 
of people in the room with them and the fact that 
Willow was being supervised by Miss Hartness, 
Xander had been able to convince his reluctant 
partner to go kill things instead of spending his 
nights leafing through books and glaring at Willow. 
Given the aura of lethal menace Spike could project 
whenever he chose to, his presence hadn’t helped 
anyone’s concentration. 

When Buffy returned early the third night, Xander 
had looked up in alarm, worried about Spike, but 
Buffy looked pleased and he settled back into the 
chair he had half risen out of at her solo entrance. 
Buffy had called for Giles as soon as she entered the 
library, and began describing her encounter with a 
demon that wanted to sell her some books. 



“He was looking for me in particular, Giles,” she 
finished like she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing 
or not. “He waited until the three of us split up to 
approach me.” 

“The Books of Ascension?” Giles repeated, glancing 
at Wesley and Elizabeth Hartness, who shook their 
heads. “I’ve never heard of them.” 

“He said that the Mayor would hate for anyone to 
get ahold of them and he wanted to sell them and 
get out of town.” She shrugged. “Said he would 
meet me at the same place tomorrow and bring the 
books.” She glanced at Xander. “Angel and Spike are 
following him to see if they can find out anything 
more.” 

“And you say this demon wanted cash? That's very 
unusual,” Wesley said thoughtfully.  

“Demons after money,” Giles said disapprovingly. 
“Whatever happened to the still beating heart of a 
virgin? No one has any standards anymore.” 



Xander grinned at Giles’ disgruntlement. “Sorry, 
Giles. American demons are obviously into crass 
capitalism. What’s Ascension mean?” 

“I'm not sure,” Giles confessed. 

 
Wesley concurred. “It’s not really a common term in 
demonology.” 

Miss Warness looked like she was mentally 
snapping her fingers, searching her memory for 
something half forgotten, when Willow spoke up. 

“Maybe the Marenschadt Text?” she said hesitantly, 
a wave of crimson sweeping over her face. “I think 
in the section on genocide, they mention 
Ascension.” 

Giles gave her a sharp look which Willow met 
steadily, her cheeks flaming but not dropping her 
eyes. Giles’ lips tightened but he didn’t say 
anything, moving instead to the book cage in search 
of the volume. The fact that the book was kept in 
the cage told Xander it was one of the books on 



dark magic which Giles felt merited extra 
precautions to keep it safe.  

“What kind of demon was it?” Wesley asked as they 
waited for Giles to return with the book.  

Buffy shrugged. “Short, crappy clothes, in serious 
need of orthodonture help,” she said, less than 
helpfully. 

Wesley sighed at the worthless description and 
Xander couldn’t help feeling sympathetic. Buffy’s 
demon descriptions left something to be desired, 
despite the fact that she could spend five minutes 
describing a new outfit in unbelievable detail. From 
that description, the demon sounded more like a 
human than anything else. He didn’t get why Buffy 
was so dead set against the demon study part of 
her job. She wasn’t stupid, although she sure had 
the act down when she wanted to, but she disliked 
studying demons, preferring Giles, and now Wesley, 
to spoon feed her whatever she needed to know 
about the demon of the week.  



Before Wesley could say anything in response, Giles 
returned with a leather-bound volume, flipping 
quickly through the pages as he crossed the room. 

“Here we are,” he murmured after a second. 
“There's a reference here to the journal of 
Desmond Kane, pastor of a town called Sharpsville. 
‘May 26, 1723. Tomorrow is the Ascension. God 
help us all.’ It was the last anyone heard.” 

 
“Of Kane?” Wesley asked, looking over Giles’ 
shoulder at the text. 

 
“Of Sharpsville. The town more or less 
disappeared.” 

 
“So, Ascension possibly not a love-in,” Buffy said 
lightly to fill the grim silence that followed. 

 
“I think you should meet with this demon, Buffy.” 



 
“Yeah? Anybody got five thousand dollars?” She 
raised her eyebrows at Giles who shrugged. 

“Perhaps you can persuade the demon to accept 
less,” Wesley said encouragingly. 

Xander rather thought Spike might already be on 
that.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The demon wasn’t hard to track. Once he’d left the 
Slayer behind, he made no more attempt to hide 
than any other demon who could pass for human at 
a distance. It was obvious he didn’t have the books 
with him, so Spike and Angelus kept well back, 
letting the demon lead them to where he was 
staying. Which appeared to be near the bus station. 

“Disgusting neighborhood this,” Spike commented 
idly.  

“No worse than where we stayed in Edinburgh that 
time,” Angelus reminded him.  



“There was a reason they burned that 
neighborhood down. It wasn’t just because of us.” 

“Good point.” Angelus pointed ahead, “I think we’re 
here.” 

“’bout time.” Spike watched the demon look around 
furtively then enter a flea-bag motel down the 
street. He waited a minute, then the two of them 
followed the demon into the hotel.  

The unshaven human behind the counter was 
watching a small portable TV and drinking a can of 
beer. He barely glanced at them. “Thirty-five bucks 
for the night. Two hundred for a week.” 

“We just need information,” Angelus said, leaning 
one elbow against the counter. “Which room is the 
man who just came in staying in?” 

“One hundred bucks for information.”  

Angelus’ hands flashed out, dragging the heavy set 
man halfway across the counter. “I’m asking 
politely, then I’m going to get testy,” he snarled. 
“Which. Room?”  



After a brief struggle which got him nowhere, the 
man said, “Room 14, around back.” 

Angelus set him down again. “See how civilized that 
was? If you call him to warn him, I’m coming back 
and I will be very upset.” 

“Like this dump has phones in the rooms,” the man 
answered, turning back to his TV program. Spike 
almost laughed at Angelus’ surprise at the man’s 
dismissal. 

Room 14 was, as promised, around back. Spike 
didn’t waste time with knocking, just kicking in the 
flimsy door and stepping inside. A short demon with 
a fringe of graying hair and two rows of horns on his 
otherwise bald crown was in the middle of packing. 

“Hey, do the words ‘damage deposit’ mean 
anything to you?” he complained. 

“I didn’t hear the manager mention a damage 
deposit, did you, Spike?” 

The demon stepped back. “Master Spike?” 

“Yeah.” 



“Well, in that case, damage away. I’m won’t be 
using the room much longer anyway.” The demon 
fidgeted nervously and moved towards the bag on 
the bed. “You know, I wasn’t expecting company. 
Give me a minute and I’ll have the place tidied up.”  

“You have the Books of Ascension?” 

“Books of Ascension?” At Spike’s glare, he raised his 
hands in surrender. “Yes. Are you a buyer? I already 
have an offer but a bidding war is always 
appreciated by an honest seller.” 

“Let’s see them,” Spike growled. 

“They’re not here -” His voice cut off in a gasp of 
pain as Spike punched him. Hard. 

“You’re tough in negotiations and I respect that,” 
the demon said, wiping a trickle of blood away from 
his split lip. He turned and opened his bag revealing 
five large books, then hastily stepped back away 
from them as Angelus began pulling the books out 
of the bag. 

“Check ‘em out. That is quality merchandise. Worth 
five grand easy.” 



 
Angelus flipped through the books hastily, 
confirming they were as claimed the Books of 
Ascension, at least according to the worn gilt titles 
on the spines. 

 
“Original editions and everything. Great condition. 
Okay, that volume is a little worn on one spine, 
some slight foxing here and there, but otherwise, 
perfect. Now, the five grand,” he stepped back 
again at Spike’s glare, “it’s, you know, negotiable,” 
he finished lamely. 

“Not real big on haggling,” Spike informed him in 
case he hadn’t noticed. “Tell you what, you give us 
the books and we won’t pull your intestines out and 
strangle you with them.” 

“Now, let’s not be hasty. I’m sure, we…” 

“One thousand dollars or I watch while he kills you,” 
Angelus interrupted. 

Spike shot him a glare but Angelus just stared at the 
demon.  



“Fine. One thousand. Cash.” The demon agreed 
sulkily. 

“I’ll be back in one hour with the cash.” 

Spike reached over and dumped the rest of the stuff 
out of the bag, then began stuffing the books in 
inside. “The books we take now.” 

“Those are my security -” 

Once more the demon’s voice cut off in a yelp of 
pain as Angelus slammed him up against the wall. 
“Are you telling me you don’t trust my word?” he 
snarled. 

“Not at all. One hour.” The demon obviously knew 
when it was defeated and Angelus let him go, 
straightening his clothes with mock solicitude. 

Heading towards the library with the bag of books, 
Spike looked at Angelus. “You’re not actually going 
to pay him, are you?” 

“Yes.” 

Spike shook his head in disbelief. 



A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Enemies’  

 

Part Forty 

“Books of Ascension, people. Volumes I through V.”  

Spike dropped a carryall onto the library table, 
looking smug and pleased with himself. Giles and 
Wesley reacted first, unzipping the bag and spilling 
the books out onto the table with far less care than 
either Watcher usually showed towards books. Both 
grabbed a volume and immediately began flipping 
through it. 

“Where’s Angel?” 

“Had an errand.”  

Xander made a note to ask Spike later about the 
disgust in his voice as he answered Buffy but for 
now he was drawn to the books out of curiosity as 
well. Even Willow left the computer and she, Oz and 
Xander each took one of the remaining volumes, 
settling down at the table to see what they had. 



Buffy contented herself with roaming in a circle 
around the group, looking over everyone’s 
shoulders in turn at their books. 

Spike pulled up a chair next to Xander and Xander 
laid a caressing hand on his thigh, nudging his book 
over a little so Spike could read it as well. 

“Worth a thousand?” Spike asked after a moment. 

Xander looked at him in surprise. “You guys paid the 
demon?” 

Spike snorted. “Not my idea. Peaches insisted, 
that’s what he’s doing now. Acting like a human 
again,” he finished scornfully. 

“Hey,” Xander protested mildly and Spike smirked 
at him.  

“Demons don’t pay for things. It’s the principle of 
the thing,” he said as if it was self-evident. 

“I’ve seen you paying for drinks in a bar,” Xander 
argued. 

“That’s different.” 



“Yeah, right.”  

“Gentlemen, a little less noise would be helpful,” 
Wesley said without looking up from his volume. 

“Sorry,” Xander apologized sheepishly. He’d 
forgotten they weren’t alone. Spike just laughed, 
rubbing his hand over Xander’s back. He too settled 
down to read, curious about what the books 
contained. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Books of Ascension were the genuine article. 
Fragile, handwritten, almost transparently thin 
pages contained all the information you would ever 
want to know about an Ascension. If you were the 
one choosing to Ascend, that is. 

Essentially, they were how-to manuals - How to 
Achieve Ascension in 12 Needlessly Complicated 
Steps. Other than telling them what Ascension was, 
Xander already had a sinking feeling they weren’t 
going to be very useful. 



Not that the books weren’t a good start. They now 
knew that ‘Ascension’ referred to a human 
transforming into a demon, but the books 
contained hundred of different Ascension recipes 
for transforming into one demon or another. 
Apparently, different rituals were called for 
depending on if you wanted to become an Azrasch 
or a Zhyn’dahk demon.  

After an hour, punctuated by occasional 
exclamations of interest and one or another of 
them reading a passage out loud to the group, 
Xander pushed his book away and stretched in his 
chair, rolling his shoulders to ease the stiffness. “Is 
it just me or does this not make any sense?” 

“What do you mean, Xander?” Giles asked, looking 
up from his own volume. 

“Why is becoming a demon such a big deal? I mean, 
it’s not like we don’t have hundreds of them 
running around Sunnydale already.” 

“There are thousands of species of demons, 
Xander,” Wesley answered. “I suspect the Mayor 
has chosen to become a particular type of demon 



for some reason that we may never know. In the 
meantime, all we can do is try to narrow it down to 
the more likely possibilities.” 

“Well, what does the Mayor want?” Willow asked. 

Giles took his glasses off and gestured with them. 
“Power?” he suggested. 

“He already has that, at least at the local level,” 
Elizabeth, as they were now all calling Miss 
Hartness, said thoughtfully. She had joined them a 
bit late and was now sharing Volume II with Wesley. 
“I think we can safely assume he is seeking 
additional power. The question is: what does that 
mean to him? Power comes in many forms.” 

“He’s already immortal, or close to it,” Oz said 
quietly. 

Giles leaned his head back, chewing absently on the 
earpiece of his glasses as he thought. “These books 
are very old,” he said after a long pause. “They are 
unknown to both the Council and the Devonshire 
coven, which says a great deal about how 



exceedingly rare they are.” Putting his glasses back 
on, he sat upright again.  

“If we are on the right track and the Mayor intends 
to Ascend and become a demon, it seems likely he 
is using the information contained in these books. 
Ascension is such a rare term that none of us,” his 
gesture indicated Wesley, Elizabeth and himself, 
“had ever heard it before. Nor have we been able to 
find more than the vaguest reference to it despite 
all our research. I think we can therefore assume 
that the Mayor must have gotten his knowledge of 
Ascension either from these actual volumes or from 
a secondary source based on these volumes.” 

He looked around the circle but no one ventured a 
counter argument. “Until we know more about the 
specific ritual he is planning to use, I believe our 
best course of action is to compile a list of all the 
possibilities, then try to determine which are the 
most likely demons the Mayor might choose to 
become. Perhaps exceptionally strong ones, or ones 
with unusual and useful abilities. At least that way, 
Buffy will have some idea of how to fight the demon 



if we are unable to stop the Mayor before he 
transforms.” 

From the deafening silence, no one had any better 
ideas. Giles got to his feet and went to gather 
notebooks and pens for everyone to start listing the 
demons in their particular volume. Xander flipped 
his notebook open with a sigh. It was going to be a 
long night. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Giles and Wesley looked like they hadn’t slept in 
three days. They had taken the staggering list of 
1,135 demons referenced in the Books of 
Ascension, which the group had compiled in that 
first marathon session, and begun making a graph, 
listing strengths, weaknesses, advantages and 
disadvantages, in an attempt to winnow down the 
daunting number of possibilities. Unfortunately, the 
Books of Ascension pretty much just listed 
impressive demons so the weeding out process 
wasn’t going well. Apparently, no one was 



interested in transforming into a small, harmless 
demon. 

Willow had triumphantly broken through the 
Mayor’s firewalls only to find she must have tripped 
an alarm and the files were empty when she finally 
accessed them. After all her hard work, it was a 
crushing blow and Elizabeth had taken her off for a 
meditation session to rejuvenate her aura, or 
something. She’d come back the next night, ready 
to work, and immediately begun compiling a 
searchable database of the information Giles and 
Wesley were so laboriously charting. 

“Because,” she pointed out. “If we find out what 
demon he’s going to become, we can pull up the 
information with one mouse click and that’s a 
whole lot easier than fumbling through dozens of 
pages.” 

Seeing the wisdom of the suggestion, Giles had 
gratefully turned over their lists of demons with 
their strengths and weaknesses. Giles, Wesley and 
Elizabeth then turned their attention to the actual 
rituals, adding notes about which ingredients were 



required in each case, hoping they could track 
purchases of exotic ingredients to give them a clue 
about the Mayor’s plans. 

And that was their problem: too much information. 
The Mayor could become one of over a thousand 
demons, each of which required the Mayor to 
perform a different ritual to become that demon. It 
was complete information overload. If they couldn’t 
stop the Mayor before he transformed, Buffy would 
have to be prepared to fight any one of a thousand 
different demons, each of which had different 
vulnerabilities. Some demons could be killed by 
beheading, others had multiple heads or could re-
grow their heads; some could be stopped with fire, 
others were impervious to flames. There were 
demons that could be killed with ordinary weapons: 
swords and axes, and demons with skin so tough 
that no blade could pierce it.  

“It’s like studying for the worst test in the world,” 
Buffy grumbled. “We have to narrow this down or 
I’ll have to wheel a cart with me around just to have 
all the weapons I’ll need.” 



Wesley uncovered a disturbing fact as he read 
through the volumes cross-referencing rituals and 
demons: over half the rituals involved the person 
wishing to achieve Ascension becoming impervious 
to harm as the first step. His face grim, Wesley 
showed his notes to Giles and Elizabeth. 

“That may be the power boost the coven sensed,” 
Elizabeth said, after reading about the ritual 
common to so many of the ascensions. She 
exchanged a concerned glance with Wesley and 
Giles. “If so, we are in serious trouble.” 

“Impervious as in…” Buffy began, when Giles 
interrupted her. 

“As in they cannot be hurt or harmed in any way.” 

“Great. Anyone else think it’s time for a vacation in 
Bora Bora?” 

“Worse, it doesn’t even help us narrow down the 
search,” Wesley said, taking off his glasses to rub at 
eyes red-rimmed from too much reading and 
ignoring Buffy’s remark. “First, we don’t know if 
that is the ritual the Mayor performed. Second, 



nearly half of the rituals in the Books of Ascension 
start with the individual becoming invulnerable. 
And finally, the ritual to become invulnerable must 
be performed at different times in relationship with 
the intended ascension, depending on which 
demon the person intends to become.” He flipped 
through his notes in frustration. “To become 
Lohash, one must perform the invulnerability ritual 
40 days before Ascension. It is performed 120 days 
beforehand if you are intending to become 
H’ruushalh and 86 days if your goal is to become a 
Nyrtaan.” He slapped the notebook closed. “I could 
go on.” 

“Please don’t,” Buffy muttered. She shook her head 
in exasperation. “We’re wasting our time. This - ” 
she gestured around at the charts and lists and 
books scattered everywhere in the usually neat 
library, “this isn’t getting us anywhere. We can’t 
prepare for this many possibilities. We have to try 
something else.” 

“What do you suggest?” Giles asked. 



“I don’t know,” she answered in obvious frustration. 
“Right now, I’m thinking we need to do something: 
storm the Mayor’s office, beat up Willie the Snitch, 
burn down City Hall, anything but what we are 
doing.” 

“Maybe you should patrol with Angel and Spike,” 
Wesley suggested. Spike had flatly refused to spend 
hours every night in tedious note-taking research 
and he and Angel spent the hours the others spent 
researching out patrolling before Spike returned to 
take Xander home each night. Buffy had been 
obviously envious of them but had clearly felt duty 
bound to work through the information in the 
books of Ascension since she was the one it was 
intended to help. 

“I’m for burning down City Hall myself,” Spike’s 
voice interrupted from the upper landing.  

“That’s unlikely to take care of the problem.” 
Wesley sounded like he wasn’t sure if Spike was 
joking or not.  

“Be fun.” Spike’s feral grin wasn’t helping, Xander 
thought in amusement, Wesley looked nervous. 



“Spike and Buffy are right,” Giles announced, 
standing up abruptly. 

“You want to burn down City Hall?” Willow asked in 
disbelief. 

“No, of course not. But we all need to take a break. 
We’re drowning in information and are far past the 
time when anything is making sense. Everyone, go 
home, and take tomorrow off. No researching. No 
patrolling. No database compiling.” 

“Are you sure?” Xander thought longingly of a night 
off but didn’t want to bail when things were this 
critical. 

“Quite sure. The chances that the Mayor will do 
anything tomorrow night are remote. We will all be 
the better for the chance to clear our heads and 
approach the problem fresh.” 

“Giles, you are a god. Kind of a minor, tweedy god, 
but one nevertheless.” Buffy stood, “What do you 
guys say? Who’s for the Bronze?” She suddenly 
looked full of energy, in a way Xander could only 
envy. 



Spike looked at her like she was a particularly stupid 
insect. “Takin’ my boy home and shagging him,” he 
announced, pulling Xander to his feet. 

Buffy made a face. “Way too much information.”  

“Quite,” Giles agreed. 

“How about tomorrow night?” Willow suggested. 
“Personally, I’m thinking of sleep for about 14 hours 
but I’d be up for the Bronze tomorrow.” 

Although Xander really liked Spike’s plan - really 
liked it - and thought it was worthy of a repeat 
tomorrow night, his eyes went to Oz and Angel. 
Angel really wasn’t a Bronze kind of guy and Oz 
wouldn’t go because of Willow. Left to their own 
devices, Oz would probably retreat to the music 
studio in his garage and Angel would just go to the 
mansion. He threw Spike an apologetic look and 
planted himself against Spike’s efforts to pull him 
out the door to go home. 

“Giles, Wesley, Elizabeth?” He waited until the 
three adults looked at him, then said: “You guys are 



taking tomorrow off too, right? You need the break 
as much as we do.” 

“Don’t worry, Xander,” Giles smiled. “There is a 
glass of Glenlivet and some wonderful operas 
waiting for me at home.” 

“Buffy,” Xander laced his fingers through Spike’s 
and chose his words carefully. “If its ok, Spike and I 
will give the Bronze a miss. I think Spike and Angel 
will want to go to a bar that serves blood. Oz, why 
don’t you join us?” he asked casually, pleased when 
Oz nodded. “I know you liked the band.” He made 
an apologetic gesture. “Sorry, it’s a place that isn’t 
big on Slayers, so do you mind if we leave the 
Bronze to you and Willow?” 

Buffy flicked a quick glance at Oz and obviously 
grasped the situation. “No problem. Willow and I 
will have a girl’s night out, ok Willow?” 

Willow nodded. “Thanks, Xander,” she said quietly, 
her gaze also going briefly to Oz before resolutely 
turning away and smiling at Buffy. “We haven’t had 
a girl’s night in a long. It’ll be fun.” 



She and Buffy moved to the door and Xander found 
himself the center of attention, Angel looking 
surprised, Oz unreadable, Giles approving. “Well 
done, Xander,” he said quietly, then looked at 
Elizabeth and Wesley. “Would you two like to come 
to my apartment tomorrow for an adult evening?” 
he offered. 

“I’m more an early rock-n-roll than classical, but 
maybe we can negotiate,” Elizabeth smiled, 
suddenly looking much less proper than she 
normally did. 

Giles got a disturbing gleam in his eye. “I think I 
have just the music for you. Wesley?”  
 
“Yes, indeed. Thank you, Giles.” 

“Right, shag tonight, drinks tomorrow,” Spike 
agreed and Xander laughed as Buffy’s voice floated 
back through the door. 

“Ewww!”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Arriving at the library with Spike two nights later, 
Xander was instantly aware that something was up. 
Giles was pacing back and forth agitatedly, Wesley 
looked deeply troubled, and Buffy looked like she 
was about to blow a gasket. 

The night off had been great and Oz had seemed 
more relaxed than Xander had seen him since 
Willow’s return. Spike and Angel hadn’t needed the 
break as much as the humans in the group because 
they had been out every night happily killing things 
and not building up stress like the rest of them but 
they’d seemed to enjoy themselves as much as he 
and Oz had. Oz ended up joining the demon band 
on stage, admitting he’d been talking to the lead 
singer about a joint tour with the Dingoes. Spike 
and Xander played pool and Xander got fairly 
thoroughly drunk. Which didn’t do much for his 
pool game but felt really good after the exhausting 
week. This morning, his head throbbing, he’d 
decided that his classes could live without him for 
one day and had called in sick to Giles this morning, 
admitting he was blowing off his classes to sleep in 



but would be back at the library after school ready 
for work. 

He’d been joking with Spike as they entered the 
library but his laughter died at the obvious tension 
in the room. “What’s up, guys?” he asked warily, his 
eyes moving between the humans and Angel, who 
appeared to be the source of the trouble. 

“Oh, nothing. Giles just wants to risk Angel’s life for 
no good reason.” 

“What are you talkin’ about?” Spike asked sharply. 

“The Mayor has summoned a demon Mage to 
remove Angelus’ soul,” Giles explained. 

Xander’s head snapped around to stare at Angel but 
it was Angel not Angelus, leaning against the 
bookshelves, hands in his pockets, head down 
slightly, not looking at anyone as they argued about 
him. 

“Fortunately, the Mage is an old acquaintance and 
owes me a debt of honor. He approached me and 
let me know what was happening. I have proposed 
that he pretend to do the ritual and Angel, posing as 



Angelus, seek out the Mayor to see what he can 
learn.” 

“No.” Buffy’s arms were folded stubbornly as she 
glared at Giles. “It’s too dangerous. You said 
yourself that there’s a good chance the Mayor is 
invulnerable.” 

“True, but the idea is not for them to fight just for 
Angel to learn what he can,” Wesley pointed out. “I 
know there is some risk but - ” 

“Some risk?” Buffy interrupted, glaring at him. 
“What if something goes wrong? You can’t send 
Angel in alone against something he can’t fight.” 

Spike had been uncharacteristically silent, listening 
to the others and Xander could tell he’d been 
thinking hard, now he spoke. “Slayer, the Mayor’s a 
nutter. He’s just as likely to lecture you about 
manners as he is to attack you. Feeling invulnerable 
can make you slow to provoke because, since 
nothing can hurt you, you don’t need to react 
quickly. Angelus should be fine.” His eyes never left 
Angelus even as he ostensibly addressed Buffy. 



“Buffy,” Wesley said persuasively. “This may be our 
best chance to find out if the Mayor is planning to 
ascend, and where and when he will do so. Maybe 
even how we can stop him. Right now we are 
working in the dark with nothing more than 
theories to go on.” 

“We can stop him by just killing him. He’s not 
human, that makes him fair game.” 

Xander winced at her flat pronouncement, thinking 
of all his demon friends, but this wasn’t the time to 
argue about it. 

“We don’t actually know what he is…” Giles began 
but Wesley overrode him. 

“Buffy, human or not, the Mayor is a public figure. 
You can’t afford the exposure of an act which will 
be investigated by the authorities and seen as a 
homicide if you are discovered to be the one 
responsible. Slayers are able to operate in the 
modern world because no one investigates the 
deaths of demons. Killing the Mayor of a town…” 
Wesley shook his head. “We may very well reach 



that point, but if we do, it will require the utmost 
caution and extensive planning.” 

“So, let’s get with the planning.”  

“Sending Angel in is a step in that direction. We 
must have more information before we act.” 

“I’ll do it.” Angel’s quiet voice broke through the 
arguing voices. 

“No!” 

“Buffy, it’s the only way. Ever since his assistant saw 
us together, the Mayor knows that Spike is working 
with you and me. He won’t let Spike get close 
enough to learn anything and no one else can 
either. I’m the only one who can do this.” 

“Angel, I don’t want to lose you.”  

Spike didn’t like cloak and dagger stuff, preferring 
straight forward attacks to skulking about in the 
shadows but the idea had merit. “Don’t get 
melodramatic, Slayer,” he growled. “I met with the 
Mayor several times and I’m still here.” 



Buffy looked around and saw she was fighting a 
losing battle. “Fine,” she said reluctantly. “Where 
do we do this?” 

“None of you can be around or the Mayor will know 
I’m faking it. I suspect he’ll send someone around to 
convince me to go to City Hall right after the Mage 
does the spell.” Angel hesitated, looking at Giles. 
“Do you trust this Mage?” 

“Yes. If he wasn’t being honest about his intentions, 
he would never have approached me at all. You 
would simply already have lost your soul.”  

There didn’t seem to be anything else to say. Spike 
watched with disapproving eyes but didn’t say 
anything as Buffy clung desperately to Angel. 
Despite how well they’d been doing in staying away 
from each other, it was obvious they still cared 
deeply for each other. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
A knock on the door of the apartment in the early 



morning hours had Spike crossing the living room 
rapidly. Xander had fallen asleep hours earlier but 
Spike was awake and pacing the apartment, worried 
about his Sire. Giles had admitted frankly that the 
Mage had the power to remove Angelus’ soul, Giles 
had only his belief that the Mage wouldn’t actually 
do it. 

Spike had to admit, it was a brilliant ploy on the part 
of the Mayor. Given the chaos Angelus had caused 
last year when his soul had gone walkabout, the 
Mayor had every reason to expect that Angelus 
would create the same kind of problems if he lost 
his soul again. Angelus had never been an 
inconspicuous demon and his presence would cause 
both Buffy and Spike problems, thus removing three 
impediments to the Mayor’s plans with one stroke. 

Swinging the door open, he studied Angelus 
carefully, stretching his senses out and checking for 
any hints of blood, cigarette smoke, or alcohol. All 
of which were nearly permanently part of Angelus’ 
scent when he was soulless and a far better 
indicator of his status than his appearance. 



Angelus waited patiently, aware of what Spike was 
doing, and Spike eventually pushed the door open 
and stepped back to let his Sire inside. “Mage do his 
thing?” 

“The Mayor strolled into the mansion as cool as you 
please, saying he had a proposition for me.” 
Angelus couldn’t hide the faint note of resentment 
that someone would invade his territory in that 
way. “Then he threw some sort of blood and herbs 
cocktail at me. He was apologizing and offering dry 
cleaning tips when the Mage put on his light show.”  

Spike couldn’t help smirking. Angelus obviously was 
having as much difficulty figuring out the Mayor as 
Spike. “Did he say what he wanted?” 

Angel shot him an unreadable glance. “For starters, 
he wants me to get you in line,” he answered 
shortly. “he’s not happy about you working with the 
Slayer.” 

“Not a surprise,” Spike said reasonably. “I’m the 
biggest threat to him - this is my territory he’s 
mucking about in.”  



“Don’t let it go to your head, he wants me to take 
out Buffy too.” 

“You supposed to do all this for him out of the 
goodness of your heart?” 

“He’s aware that Angelus wouldn’t need a lot of 
incentive,” Angelus said dryly. “He’s offered me the 
chance to become his right hand man.”  

“Big of him,” Spike commented. “Learn anything 
useful?” 

“He’s invulnerable.” 

Spike cocked his head curiously. “He just sayin’ that 
or did he prove it?” 

“I stabbed him through the heart.” Spike grinned 
and Angelus shook his head. “The knife went in to 
the hilt and it didn’t faze him at all. Didn’t even hurt 
him. He just pulled it out and scolded me for being 
rude and said I could try again if it would make me 
feel better.”  

“Annoying.”  



“Very.” Angelus looked puzzled. “He’s an odd 
character. Invulnerable but he hates germs. He’s 
planning on killing half the town but he thinks it’s 
rude to swear.” 

“Not quite as barmy as Dru, but close,” Spike 
summed up. Drusilla had been a similar odd 
combination of fastidious manners and bloodlust. 
Far classier than the Mayor, though, he thought 
with a sniff. “Any time table on killin’ me and the 
Slayer?” he asked absently. 

“Actually, he doesn’t want me to kill Buffy, because 
he doesn’t want another Slayer called, just wants 
me to get her out of the way until the Ascension.” 
 
“He is going for Ascension, then?” Spike still 
suspected they were missing something but he 
couldn’t figure out what. 

“Yeah. He wouldn’t tell me anything other than he 
was working towards Ascension and he would tell 
me more when I had proved myself to him.” 

Angelus was looking uneasy, his eyes shifting every 
so often towards the bedroom and Spike was 



getting suspicious. “Prove yourself how?” he 
demanded. 

“He suggested I bring Xander to him as proof of my 
allegiance.” Angelus admitted. “Said it would keep 
you under control if he had your consort.” 

Spike felt a growl rising in his throat, even though 
he knew Angelus had no intention of following 
through with that idea. Angelus let him swear for a 
moment, then put both hands out to stop Spike 
when it looked like Spike was about to charge 
through the door headed for City Hall.  

“We’ll kill him, Spike,” he promised. “But there’s 
nothing you can do to him right now, remember?” 

Frustration and anger pulsed through Spike at the 
reminder that, once more, he couldn’t avenge a 
threat to his Claimed. He subsided reluctantly, 
acknowledging that, for the moment, the Mayor 
was out of his reach. “Coven must be good for 
something,” he growled. “Maybe they can reverse 
the invulnerability ritual.” 



“We’ll find out,” Angelus promised.  
 

Part Forty-One 

Spike stared down at his sleeping boy sprawled out 
in their bed, his quiet breathing the comforting 
sound Spike fell asleep to each night.  

The Mayor was right. Xander made him vulnerable. 
No matter how well Spike taught him or how 
proficient with weapons he became, Xander was 
human. He was slower, weaker, and more 
vulnerable than a vampire and, once again, Spike 
considered whether he should turn his Claimed, 
make Xander his Childe.  

Xander didn’t want to be turned and that was a 
strong consideration, although that reluctance 
wasn’t likely to last beyond the new vampire’s 
rising. No, the bigger problem was that Spike didn’t 
really want to turn his Claimed, not unless he had 
to. He liked Xander just the way he was: his human 
warmth, his stubbornness, and his frequently 
misplaced compassion, even the way he refused to 
obey Spike like a proper Claimed human. Xander 



loved Spike and was fiercely loyal, staying by his 
side because he chose to, not because he depended 
on Spike like a fledgling would.  

Every time Spike woke to the sound of Xander 
moving around their home, every time he felt 
Xander’s arms around him in their bed, Spike was 
content in a way he’d never known before, either as 
human or vampire. Xander loved him and put Spike 
first - before his friends, before his worthless family, 
before everything. No one else had ever done that 
and Spike wasn’t willing to give that up. It was 
worth everything to him, even the frustrations and 
compromises of living with and loving a human. 

Sighing, Spike shook Xander gently. “Xander, wake 
up, luv.” 

“Hmmm?” Xander opened one eye and looked up 
at him blearily. “What time is it?” he asked sleepily. 

“Early. Got something we need to talk about.” 

Xander’s eyes cleared rapidly and he sat up 
abruptly. “Is something wrong?”  



“Nothing we can’t handle. Angelus met with the 
Mayor last night.” 

Xander swung the covers back and stood up, 
heading for the closet. “I take it he learned 
something?” It was a mark of how upset he was 
that he wasn’t distracted by the sight of Xander’s 
naked backside crossing the room. 

“A bit. Not as much as we’d hoped.” Xander gave 
him an impatient look over his shoulder and Spike 
continued. “The Mayor is invulnerable and he wants 
Angelus to work for him,” he summarized briefly. 

“Doing what?” Xander asked suspiciously. 

“Stopping me and the Slayer.”  

That got Xander’s full attention and he turned away 
from the closet, still holding the pair of pants he’d 
pulled out. “Stopping? You mean killing you?” 

Spike shook his head. “Not necessarily. Doesn’t 
want the Slayer killed because he doesn’t want 
another one called right now.” 

“And you?” 



Spike shrugged. “Told Angelus he just wants me 
‘under control’.”  

“Doesn’t know you very well, does he?” Xander 
scoffed, stepping into his jeans. “How’s he think 
Angelus is going to do that without killing you?” 

“By using you.”  

Xander froze, pants pulled halfway up, and stared at 
Spike for a long moment, seeing the fear and the 
anger that Spike wasn’t even attempting to hide. 
His jaw tightened and he yanked his pants the rest 
of the way on, zipping the fly and then reaching for 
a shirt. Despite his calm movements, Spike heard 
the slight hitch in his breathing.  

“Oh.” 

“Not gonna happen, luv.” Spike crossed the room in 
two long strides and put his arms around Xander. 
“He won’t get near you.” 

Xander clung to him for a moment, then carefully 
pushed back so he could see Spike’s face. “Maybe 
we should let him.” 



“No.” There was no give at all in Spike’s voice. 
Decision irretrievably made, issue settled, end of 
discussion. Except Xander, of course, wanted to talk 
about it. 

“Spike,” he said persuasively. “Believe me, I’m not 
crazy about the idea, but we have to consider it. We 
know something bad is coming; something so bad 
they could sense it all the way in England. That’s not 
your demon-of-the-week bad, that’s the-whole-
town-is-gonna-be-destroyed-and-we’re-all-dead-
anyway bad. We need to know what’s coming.” 

“’m not stupid, luv,” Spike snapped. “I know that. 
And you walking into the lion’s den isn’t going to 
help.” 

“You’ve told me how much the Mayor likes to talk. 
Maybe he’ll talk to a hostage.” 

“He likes to talk about bloody comic strips and his 
golf game and proper manners, Xander. He doesn’t 
say piss-all about his plans. He’s not as dumb as he 
looks.” 



Spike was more than a little angry at the turn the 
conversation had taken and it was seriously pissing 
him off that Xander was even discussing letting 
himself be taken hostage. Xander kept doing this, 
insisting on throwing himself into the path of 
danger, never taking into account his fragile mortal 
state and it was driving Spike out of his fucking 
mind. 

“He’s testing Angel, right? To see if he’ll do what 
the Mayor says. If he brings me in, the Mayor will 
trust him. At some point, you tell your Lieutenants 
what your plans are or they aren’t any use to you.” 

“Don’t tell my Lieutenants half of what I’m doing,” 
Spike pointed out, beginning to pace in agitation. 

“You tell Jose pretty much everything,” Xander 
countered. 

“Trust Jose,” Spike muttered unwillingly after a 
moment, having not thought that argument 
through.  

“If Angel drags me to the Mayor by my hair, he’ll 
trust Angel too.” And wasn’t that an image that hit 



a little close to home for Xander’s peace of mind. 
Angelus kidnapping him… not a happy memory. 

“No.”  

Spike struggled with his desire to end this by 
shaking some sense into Xander and forced himself 
to step back and consider the idea with cold logic. 
He wasn’t going to win this argument with emotion, 
Xander was too stubborn for that. He was going to 
have to convince Xander logically that it was a bad 
plan. 

“Xander, if Angelus takes you to the Mayor, what 
would my reaction be? If it was for real,” he asked 
finally. 

“You’d come rescue me,” Xander answered 
promptly with complete confidence.  

“Exactly. Angelus and I would be in an all-out war. 
He’d also be fighting the Slayer, messing with her 
head, killing people around her, just like last time.” 
Spike gave Xander a long, measuring stare. “Mayor 
doesn’t want a Lieutenant, luv. If he did, sure as hell 
wouldn’t be Angelus. Angelus doesn’t share power. 



What the Mayor wants is to stir the pot, get us all 
fighting Angelus and not him.” 

He could tell that Xander was considering that 
argument, his brows drawn together in thought. 
“Ok,” he said, and Spike almost sagged in relief. 
Xander wouldn’t do something crazy if he agreed 
with Spike’s reasoning. “But maybe we can use his 
own ideas against him.” 

“What do you mean, luv?”  

And found himself grinning like a fool as Xander told 
him his idea.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“You want to do what?” Wesley’s eyebrows shot 
up. 

“I think we should kidnap the Mayor,” Xander 
repeated. 

“Are you crazy?”  



Ok, so Buffy wasn’t on board with the plan yet. 
Actually, from the shocked looks around the table, 
no one but Spike was. Even Angel had just looked 
dubious since they told him. Spike was the only one 
who looked like he wasn’t wondering what size 
straightjacket Xander wore. Spike’s expression was 
one of gleeful anticipation. Spike really wanted to 
test the whole invulnerability issue: immolation, 
acid, drowning, hacking to pieces with an axe; Spike 
had been making a list. 

“No, I’m serious. We can’t hurt the Mayor, which 
means he’s pretty much impossible to fight because 
eventually, Buffy is exhausted and the Mayor’s still 
just standing there.” Xander looked around and saw 
that Buffy at least had considered the physical 
impossibility of fighting something she couldn’t 
harm. At least they were listening and not in a 
humoring the crazy guy way. 

“But the Mayor’s just a guy right? Invulnerable, 
psychotic, wanting to become a demon guy, but as 
far as we know, he’s got no real fighting abilities.” 

“As far as we know,” Giles cautioned. 



“So, a bunch of us go in, tie him up, lock him in a 
cell somewhere and wait the Ascension out.” 
Xander looked triumphantly around at the group. 
“He’s only got so long to do the Ascension spell, 
right?” 

Giles and Wesley exchanged glances and there was 
a long silence. 

“I don’t think it would be that easy, Xander,” 
Elizabeth said slowly. 

“Boy’s not sayin’ it’ll be easy. Just possible,” Spike 
answered sharply. 

“It does rather depend on a lot of assumptions,” 
Giles began. 

“Can we assume the Mayor has no special 
abilities?” Wesley asked. 

“We know he can do magic,” Elizabeth answered 
thoughtfully. “He’s passing as human, so he could 
be hiding abilities, or his long life could be the only 
extra-human ability he has.” 



“Where could we keep someone prisoner for an 
indefinite period?” Wesley asked, then answered 
his own question: “Although, I believe the Council - 
” 

“No,” Buffy interrupted harshly. “I don’t trust 
them.” She made an apologetic grimace. “Present 
company excepted.” 

“Thank you,” Wesley replied gravely, with a small, 
quickly-hidden smile.  

“Are we really talking about kidnapping someone 
and holding them prisoner indefinitely?” Willow 
asked, looking worried. 

“Hey, Buffy was talking about killing him yesterday. 
This is way less extreme than that,” Xander pointed 
out. 

“True.” Willow didn’t look any less troubled. 

“Can set up something in the sewers, easy as can 
be,” Spike offered cheerfully. He really wanted to 
get to work on testing the Mayor’s invulnerability. 



“We need to think this through extremely 
carefully,” Wesley answered. “We are talking about 
the Mayor of Sunnydale. The entire police force 
would be called in if he disappeared.” 

Spike’s scoffing noise was echoed by almost 
everyone else. Giles, while clearly agreeing with the 
group’s opinion of the Sunnydale Police 
Department’s competency, added: “We wouldn’t 
just be dealing with the local police, I fear. 
Undoubtedly, the State police and federal agents 
would be called in as well. And the Deputy Mayor is 
aware of Buffy, Spike, and Angel’s existence, 
possibly the rest of us as well. If he pointed the 
finger at us, there could be all kinds of trouble.” 

Xander sighed. He’d really liked his idea but Giles 
had made some good points. Spike and Angel 
couldn’t risk police interrogation, someone was 
bound to notice something, especially if the 
interrogation went into daylight hours. Or Spike 
killed the interrogators. Even the Sunnydale police 
noticed things like that. 

“Can kill the Deputy Mayor,” Spike suggested. 



“He’s human, Spike,” Angel said quietly from his 
place on the edge of the group where he’d been 
leaning silently against the bookshelves. 

“Know that. Make a one-time exception because 
he’s trying to destroy the town.” Spike glanced 
casually at Xander, who smiled reassuringly. He 
knew Spike was just thinking out loud. For now. 

“It’s a very good thought, Xander,” Giles said. “I 
don’t think we can make it work right now, but we’ll 
keep it in mind.” He sighed. “If we knew the date of 
the Ascension, it would be more feasible but 
without knowing that, we could conceivably have to 
keep the Mayor prisoner for months.” 

Willow raised a hand for attention. “Now that we 
know the Mayor is invulnerable, and since we know 
the date he did the invulnerability spell, I can sort 
the database by that factor. It will eliminate about 
half the possibilities, the ones that don’t call for 
invulnerability, and we can keep track of possible 
dates for the Ascension by the period between 
invulnerability and the Ascension itself.” 



“Good thinking, Willow,” Wesley said. “Anything 
that narrows it down will be helpful.” 

“Only six-hundred-some possibilities,” Buffy said 
gloomily. “Great.”  

Which pretty much summed it up.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They decided not to have Angel keep up the 
Angelus act. They’d learned one crucial fact - that 
the Mayor was invulnerable - and trying to find out 
more could cause more trouble than it was worth. 
The Mayor would expect Angelus to do something: 
attack Buffy or Spike, kidnap Xander, kill lots of 
random people, something Angelus-y. Either they 
spent all their time and energy faking a war, or the 
Mayor caught on to them. Either way, it would just 
lead to badness. 

Willow sorted her database, which did eliminate 
almost half the possibilities - still unmanageable but 
no longer completely hopeless. The Ascension 



recipes had a lot of common factors, so it wasn’t 
like they could expect the Mayor to become demon 
A on the fifty-third day and demon B on the fifty-
fourth day after the invulnerability spell. The list 
sorted into clumps: sixty demons at thirty days, one 
hundred at seventy-five days, etc. etc. They were 
able to eliminate almost another fifty species 
because their recipes called for the Ascension to 
happen thirty days after the person became 
invulnerable and that time period had already 
passed earlier this week. Most of the recipes called 
for Ascension to happen ninety to one hundred and 
twenty days after the invulnerability ritual so, most 
likely they had some breathing room. 

Spike was still fuming that the Mayor had 
threatened Xander and began spending a good 
portion of his nights watching City Hall and the 
Mayor, looking for weaknesses he could exploit, 
leaving the regular patrols to Angel and Buffy. To his 
surprise, he discovered the Mayor had gathered a 
cadre of vampires around him. 

Watching City Hall for several nights in a row, Spike 
watched as vampires came and went openly. None 



were members of his Court, the Mayor obviously 
knew better than to recruit from vampires loyal to 
Spike. Spike marked them carefully, memorizing 
their faces and scents. A spot of questioning might 
help them learn what the Mayor was planning.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Did you hear about what happened?” 
 
Yeah, can you believe it?” Xander looked up as 
Buffy plunked down next to him on the couch in the 
lounge. He was still reeling from the news himself, 
the gossip about the near miss had swept through 
the school with its usual speed. 

“It’s crazy. Larry and Jonathan making out? It’s got 
to be a sign that the world is going to end.” 

He blinked. “Umm… actually, I was talking about the 
part where they caught the cook putting rat poison 
in the cafeteria food.” 



Buffy waved that off. “I always knew that woman 
was crazy,” she said impatiently. “I mean, did you 
ever see the way she’d look at you when you took a 
second desert? It was like she thought you were an 
ax-murderer or something. No sense of 
proportion.” 

Xander’s jaw literally dropped. She thought two 
guys kissing was more significant than an attempted 
mass poisoning and she thought the cook had no 
sense of proportion? Aware he was staring at her 
like one of them had lost their mind, he closed his 
mouth with a snap and shook his head. “Buffy…” he 
began and then stopped, not really knowing what 
to say. 

“Lighten up, Xander. I’m kidding.” Buffy grinned at 
him, obviously pleased at having messed with his 
head and Xander laughed.  

“Oh, man, I thought you were serious.” 

“Hey, Larry and Jonathan, so didn’t see that coming, 
but give me a break - cafeteria lady is the bigger 
story.” 



“I still can’t believe that Jonathan took her out.” 
From what Xander had heard, Jonathan and Larry 
had snuck into the kitchen for a little clandestine 
nookie with a jello chaser and surprised the cook in 
the act of pouring rat poison into the food. Larry 
had run out into the cafeteria to warn people not to 
eat anything and, when the cook grabbed a meat 
cleaver and chased after him, Jonathan had thrown 
a frying pan at her and knocked her out. 

Jonathan was currently the embarrassed hero of 
the hour and he and Larry were officially out as a 
couple. Only in Sunnydale, Xander thought, not for 
the first time. 

“I just hope Spike never hears about it,” he said. 
“He’s got this crazy home-schooling plan he keeps 
bringing up because he thinks Sunnydale High is too 
dangerous.” 

“Whatever gave him that idea?” After a moment, 
Buffy’s smile died and she looked wistful. “Must be 
nice to have someone who worries about you like 
that.” 



Xander looked at her, caught off guard by the 
sudden change in mood. Her eyes were sad and she 
looked lonely and uncharacteristically vulnerable as 
she stared off into the distance. After a long, 
awkward pause, he finally said: “You know, there’s 
a lot of people who love you and worry about you. 
Your mom, Giles, Willow, even Angel. You don’t 
have to be in a relationship to have that.” 

“I know,” she said quietly. “It’s just hard sometimes. 
You’re lucky.” 

“I know I am,” he answered simply.  

After a moment she shook off her introspective 
mood and turned to him with a speculative gleam in 
her eyes. “So, I hear you’re the one who fixed them 
up. Spill.” 

Grinning, Xander told her how Larry’s doing Xander 
a favor had turned into Larry and Jonathan 
becoming a couple.  

And when had life in Sunnydale become so strange 
that attempted mass murder by a human was less 



newsworthy than who was dating whom?  
 

Part Forty-Two 

Spike regarded the vampire hanging in chains in the 
center of the crypt with mock sympathy. “Working 
for the Mayor,” he said, shaking his head. “Trust 
you got something out of it up front. Don’t see him 
showin’ up here to save you. Doesn’t seem the type 
somehow.” 

After several nights on watch outside City Hall, 
Spike was sure he’d identified most of the vampires 
working for the Mayor. While none of them were a 
threat by themselves, the sheer number of minions 
the Mayor had gathered around him was cause for 
concern. The Mayor was obviously recruiting 
cannon fodder. Generally, when someone started 
gathering expendable troops around them, it meant 
they were preparing for war  

If the Mayor had been a vampire, Spike would have 
challenged him for setting up a rival Court in Spike’s 
Territory. Well, if the Mayor was a vampire and 
didn’t happen to be invulnerable, he thought sourly.  



Separating one of the Mayor’s vampires from the 
pack had been absurdly easy. The twit hanging in 
chains was actually working as the Mayor’s night 
chauffeur. Spike had chosen him because he’d 
driven up to the courthouse the previous night with 
a tattooed human wearing cowboy boots in the 
back of the limo. The vampire chauffeur had gotten 
out and opened the door for the human - 
something Spike objected to on general principles - 
in full game face. The human had climbed out of the 
car, indifferent to the yellow eyes and demonic 
features of his driver, and carried a large metal box 
inside City Hall. Looking closely, Spike had rolled his 
eyes in disgust when he saw that the box was 
handcuffed to the human’s wrist.  

Moron. Like that stunt wasn’t just asking to get your 
hand amputated. 

He was disappointed when the human left a short 
time later without the box, looking pleased in the 
way someone who’d just made a lot of money 
tended to. Spike had rather been looking forward to 
teaching the human a lesson about handcuffing 
yourself to a goody box. He was sure Xander 



wouldn’t mind a little educational maiming. Not 
that he’d really expected the human to leave with 
the box, but pleasant thoughts helped pass the 
time.  

A human in the know about vampires, delivering 
something valuable to the Mayor of Sunnydale, 
certainly merited investigation. Accordingly, Spike 
had returned to City Hall tonight and snatched the 
chauffeur from the garage as he reported for duty, 
knocking him unconscious with a tire iron and 
carrying him to this crypt, which Spike had set up in 
advance, ready for a little question and answer 
session. 

“What do you want?” The vampire had cursed 
loudly and repetitively, struggling against the 
chains, when he’d first woken up, his dangling feet 
kicking futilely inches above the stone floor. Spike 
had just sat silently, perched on a sarcophagus, 
smoking and watching until the initial struggles had 
gone still and the vampire began to look around 
him, his eyes going wide and frightened as he saw 
the items Spike had strewed artfully over the stone 
sarcophagus the vampire was facing.  



“Want to hear you scream,” Spike told him in a 
matter-of-fact voice that was far more chilling than 
any angry threats. “Then I want you to tell me 
everything you know.” His lips quirked up in a smile 
that had nothing to do with reassurance. “Can start 
by telling me about the box.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Wiping his hands off with a rag, Spike strode out of 
the crypt, leaving the ashes behind. 

The Mayor obviously wasn’t being choosy about 
who he hired. The vampire had shown no stamina 
under torture: crying, pleading, screaming, 
practically begging to tell anything he knew before 
Spike had barely gotten started.  

Not that he knew much. Didn’t know what was in 
the box. Didn’t know the Mayor’s ultimate plans. 
Had never heard the word Ascension. Just knew the 
Mayor was going to become “really powerful” and 
anyone who worked for him would be rewarded. 



Wanker. Hadn’t even bothered to get his reward 
spelled out. Just following someone he recognized 
as being stronger.  

Certain he’d gotten every scrap of information the 
vampire possessed, little as it was, Spike had 
considered leaving him hanging there as a lesson to 
other vampires about working for the Mayor. In the 
end, though, Spike had staked him. Not worth the 
risk of someone finding and rescuing the idiot.  

Standing outside the crypt and lighting up a 
cigarette, Spike leaned against an elaborately 
carved tombstone and considered his options. 
Chances were, going back for a second dip in the 
information pool wouldn’t get him much. Mayor 
seemed to be playing this game close to the chest. 
On the other hand, it wouldn’t hurt and a spot of 
torture on minions who’d signed up to work for the 
thing that had threatened his Claimed gave Spike 
more satisfaction than it probably should. He 
couldn’t get at the true source of the anger still 
roiling inside him at the unavenged insult, but 
hearing one of the Mayor’s lackeys screaming had 
felt a lot better than doing nothing at all.  



Glancing up at the barely risen moon, Spike took a 
final drag and flicked his cigarette away. One more, 
he decided. He’d find a likely candidate and see if 
they knew anything more than the lack-brain he’d 
just dusted. He’d still make it back to the library 
long before Xander started to worry.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Mayor’s got something called the Box of Gavrock.” 
Spike informed the group. “Dunno what’s in it, but 
it’s supposed to house some ‘great demonic energy’ 
or summat. Doesn’t take a bloody genius to know 
it’s for the Ascension.” 

“Well done, Spike,” Giles congratulated him, looking 
very pleased. “That may just be the information we 
need. There can’t be that many Ascension rituals 
that call for that precise object.”  

“On it,” Willow said, already searching her 
database. “Anyone know how to spell ‘Gavrock’?” 
she asked, fingers already tapping the enquiry into 
the computer.  



Trying the various suggested spellings only took a 
moment and Willow looked up from her monitor. 
“Only three rituals call for any ingredient sounding 
at all like ‘Gavrock’,” she reported. “The Ascension 
rituals for the demons Daratuu, Olvikan, and Wa-
russ-ka,” she read, stumbling over the last name. 

“Perhaps W’rrruss’kha,” Wesley suggested, rolling 
the syllables into a liquid sound but not looking any 
less blank for all that his pronunciation was more 
certain. “Mr. Giles?”  

Giles was also looking at the highlighted names on 
the screen. “I’ve not heard of any of them,” he 
confessed. “Still, researching three demons is 
significantly easier than the task we have faced up 
‘til now.” 

“What are the time periods between invulnerability 
and Ascension?” Elizabeth asked, having just shaken 
her head at the inquiring looks thrown in her 
direction by Giles and Wesley.  

“Why don’t I print out all the information we have 
on all three,” Willow suggested, already hitting the 
print button. 



“Where’s the box now?” Buffy asked. “If we can get 
it away from the Mayor, he can’t do the Ascension, 
right?” 

“Under guard in a conference room on the top floor 
of City Hall,” Spike answered. That had completely 
justified going back for a second information 
source, he thought smugly to himself. The second 
vampire, a tall, weedy looking female, had known 
where the Mayor had put the box he’d just 
obtained from the demon. Heaven forbid either one 
of the vampires he’d questioned should have 
known something really useful, like what was inside 
the bloody box. “Thinking of stormin’ the place?” 

“Anyone have any better ideas?” 

“Let’s take a look at the three rituals,” Wesley 
suggested. He and Giles huddled over the pages 
Willow had printed and she hastily printed out 
several more copies, handing them around to the 
group as they came off the printer. 

“All three call for a ritual consumption of the 
contents of the Box to take place within days of the 
actual Ascension,” Giles said after a moment. “One 



moment.” He went to his office and returned 
immediately with a calendar. “If the Mayor is 
attempting to become Daratuu, the Ascension will 
take place on…” he paused briefly as he finished 
calculating. “May 30th. For Olvikan, Ascension will 
occur on May 25th. Finally, W’rrruss’kha would be 
May 16th.” 

“Ten days from now,” Buffy said.  

“Fortunately, we have at least a week before the 
Ritual of Gavrock will occur, even in the earliest of 
these scenarios,” Wesley said, consulting the notes 
on the three rituals, “in each case it appears that 
the ritual involving the box does not take place until 
the day before the Ascension.” He looked up with a 
relieved smile. “That gives us time to research the 
box, discover its contents, and how to destroy it.”  

“It also gives us a chance to come up with a plan for 
getting the box,” Buffy pointed out. “Willow, can 
you get the building plans?” 

“I’ll try,” Willow answered, already beginning a 
search for the records. 



“We might be able to find the plans in the Records 
Office,” Oz suggested. 

“If Willow doesn’t turn them up on-line, can you try 
there?” Buffy asked.  

Oz nodded and Xander quietly offered to help, 
pleased that Oz was gradually acting more like his 
old self. Although he still avoided talking to Willow, 
he was no longer completely silent, he was just his 
previous quiet self, not saying much but speaking 
up readily when he had something to contribute. 

“The rest of us can begin researching the Box,” Giles 
said. “Finding a way to destroy it needs to be our 
first priority.”  

There was no disagreement and the group settled 
down to research. Xander was just grateful they 
weren’t fishing blindly anymore. Having a goal 
would make this much less frustrating.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Reconnaissance outside City Hall was not going 
well.  

“Bloody hell,” Spike muttered. “When did the 
Mayor call out the army?” 

“The missing vampires must have tipped them off 
that something was up,” Angelus said, his eyes 
surveying the vampires on the roof, and on watch 
on the perimeter. 

“Why would he miss a couple of useless minions?” 
Spike grumbled half-heartedly but he had already 
reached the same conclusion and was furious with 
himself. This stepped-up security was his fault and 
he knew it. The chauffeur had been an easy and 
useful information source, and it hadn’t occurred to 
him that anyone would miss the second vampire 
either. They were just a pair of bloody minions. In 
hindsight, taking two of the Mayor’s flunkies, 
especially the chauffeur who’d just delivered the 
key ingredient in the Mayor’s Ascension, had been 
an idiotic move, an amateur’s mistake of a kind that 
Spike scorned others for making. He’d tipped the 



enemy off that they were watching and the Mayor 
had guessed they were going after the box. Damn 
thing was the key to his plans, of course he was 
being careful with it, Spike thought in disgust for 
not having forseen this development. 

Even in the short time they’d been there, Spike had 
spotted three vampires he didn’t recognize from his 
previous watches outside City Hall. Either the 
Mayor had already recruited more vampires or had 
others he could call in as needed.  

“I count an even dozen on the grounds and the 
roof,” Angelus was saying as Spike jerked his 
thoughts back to the situation at hand. “We have to 
assume he has others inside in the same room as 
the box.” 

“Yeah,” Spike agreed. He, Angelus and the Slayer 
could handle a dozen ordinary vampires without 
much trouble, but any chance of surprise would be 
long gone before they got anywhere near the 
bloody box, and surprise was their only hope. The 
Mayor would most likely have the box magically 
guarded as well and those safeguards would take a 



bit of time and caution to deal with. Things that 
tended to be scarce when the enemy knew you 
were coming. He signaled to Angelus and they 
retreated as silently as they had come. Once they 
were clear of the area, Spike suggested: “All the 
guards were vampires. They’re not going to be 
guarding the place during the day.” 

“Place is full of people during the day, a raid would 
be a bit conspicuous,” Angelus objected, though 
Spike could tell he was thinking about it. 

“Maybe, but the Mayor doesn’t want a lot of 
attention on what he’s doing.” 

“If he has any sense, he’ll move the box to 
someplace more secure,” Angelus countered. “Let’s 
see what Giles wants to do, we won’t be the ones at 
risk in a daylight raid.” 

“Dunno about you, but I know how to use sewers,” 
Spike pointed out. “Man with that many vampires 
workin’ for him has to have sewer access.” 

“You really think the sewer entrance won’t be 
either guarded or blocked or both?” 



Refusing to admit his Sire had a good point, Spike 
strode along in silence, turning various plans over in 
his mind and looking for flaws.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Don’t concern yourself, Spike,” Wesley said calmly 
when Spike and Angel reported the results of their 
reconnaissance. “Knowing about the box’s 
existence has proved extremely useful in narrowing 
our search down and telling us when the Ascension 
is likely to happen. With luck, the Mayor will not 
have anticipated a daytime attack.” 

Xander was grateful that everyone had taken the 
news of the stepped-up security so well. He could 
tell that Spike was blaming himself but Wesley 
wasn’t just being comforting, they really were 
making progress now. 

While Angel and Spike had been out casing City Hall, 
Oz and he had gone to the Water and Power 
Building for a little breaking and entering, leaving 
the others researching the Box of Gavrock.  



The others had still been chasing will-o-the-wisp 
references to mystical boxes through musty, hand-
written volumes when he and Oz returned 
triumphantly from the Records Office with the plans 
to City Hall and they had all turned their attention 
to the more productive venue of planning an attack 
on the building and researching which spells were 
best for destroying mystical objects, origin 
unknown.  

During their absence, the others had apparently 
learned almost nothing about the Box of Gavrock 
itself although Elizabeth had found a reference to a 
spider demon called Gavrock, that might or might 
not be related to the box. No one else had found 
much of anything. According to the Books of 
Ascension, the rituals called for little in the way of 
ceremony, the person just “consumed” the 
contents of the box, whatever it was. 

All of which had kept them usefully occupied and 
feeling like they were actually getting somewhere 
for the first time in a long time. That is, until Spike 
and Angel returned to tell them that a night assault 
had just gone from risky to dangerously impractical.  



“Ok, I’ll check it out in the morning,” Buffy said, 
recovering first from the disappointment. “See what 
it looks like when the vamps aren’t around.”  

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Giles said. “The Mayor 
knows you. It might be better to send someone 
unknown.” 

Xander felt Spike tense besides him as he opened 
his mouth to volunteer but Giles continued before 
Xander could get the words out. “Xander and I are 
out for similar reasons, perhaps Wesley and 
Elizabeth are the least likely to be recognized?” 

They agreed that Wesley and Elizabeth would spend 
the day tomorrow scoping out City Hall. Willow had 
produced a list of Departments they could visit for 
various forms and applications, if they thought it 
was safe to go inside the building and the group 
broke up for the night, agreeing to meet back at 
sunset tomorrow.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike disappeared immediately down the back 
stairs as soon as they reached the apartment and 
Xander was left to pace the apartment, wondering 
just what kind of urgent business Spike had in the 
Court. He’d been unusually terse on the subject, 
just saying there was something he wanted to get 
taken care of and Xander was regretting not 
pushing him on the subject. 

Spike was obviously upset about his miscalculation 
of the Mayor’s reaction to losing a couple of 
minions and Xander was worried that he was going 
to do something stupid to make up for it. There was 
nothing Spike hated more than having someone 
outsmart him, not that Xander thought that’s what 
had happened, but Spike despised amateur 
mistakes and obviously thought he’d made one. 

Xander debated going down to the factory floor and 
eavesdropping to find out what Spike was doing. He 
was seriously tempted but reluctantly decided 
against it, knowing it was a bad idea. He hadn’t 
forgotten his talk with Spike about how Xander 
showing Spike disrespect - what vampires saw as 



disrespect - hurt Spike’s status. Getting caught 
eavesdropping on the Master of the Hellmouth 
would probably been seen as a bad thing by the 
Court. No, he’d have to trust that Spike would be 
back up shortly and ready to talk about what was 
going on. 

Flopping down on the couch, he switched the TV on 
and began restlessly channel surfing, looking for 
something that might hold his attention as he 
waited, although half his attention remained on the 
back entrance leading to the factory.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“What’s going on, Spike?”  

Ok, as casual inquiries go, that wasn’t his best 
effort. Spike vaulted over the couch to sit next to 
him, giving him a sideways glance. 

“Sent the Lieutenants out on a job,” he explained, 
without actually explaining anything at all. 



“What job?” Ordinarily, Xander didn’t pay much 
attention to Spike’s business with his Court, but this 
had something to do with the Mayor, he could tell. 

Spike sighed and put his arm around Xander’s 
shoulders. “Nothing to worry about, luv. Sent the 
boys out on a fact-finding job.” His eyes narrowed 
in speculation as he stared at the TV but Xander 
knew it wasn’t Aliens 2 that held his attention - 
although Spike admitted he thought Ripley had 
style. Xander waited, eyes steady on Spike’s profile, 
until Spike was ready to talk again. 

“I want to find out how the Mayor’s recruiting, what 
he’s telling people, if it’s just vampires, how much 
he’s paying, whether it’s temporary and permanent, 
everything. 

If we can dry up the pool of recruits, get the word 
out that being hired by the Mayor is the key to 
quick, permanent death, maybe we can whittle 
down the number of vampires he’s got working for 
him.” He turned intensely blue eyes on Xander, 
worry lurking in their depths. “Don’t like how many 
vampires he’s recruited, luv. Got enough for a small 



scale army. Feels like this is building towards all-out 
war come the Ascension.” 

Xander felt a shiver pass over him at Spike’s grim 
foreboding. If there was one thing Spike wasn’t, it 
was an alarmist.  

Instantly, Spike was pulling him into his arms, 
leaning them back into the corner of the sofa and 
Xander shifted with him until he was lying full-
length, cradled in Spike’s arms as they both 
pretended to watch the movie. Spike carded 
absently through the dark waves of Xander’s hair, 
his thoughts elsewhere and Xander wrapped his 
arms around his lover, letting Spike feel his warmth 
and the steady beat of his heart, just being there for 
him as Spike wrestled with his responsibility to keep 
Xander and his Territory safe from the Mayor’s 
threat.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“The Mayor is a step ahead of us again, I’m afraid,” 
Wesley reported gloomily the next evening. “There 



are police and private security guards everywhere 
at City Hall.” 

“The official story is that it’s temporary security due 
to a valuable museum exhibit on loan from 
somewhere and not yet able to be installed at the 
museum,” Elizabeth filled in. “It’s obvious the 
security guards are genuine and have no idea of the 
actual circumstances.”  

“But it pretty much rules out a daylight assault 
because of the high casualty rate for civilians,” Buffy 
summed up. 

“Yes,” Wesley said flatly. “we cannot hope to 
successfully infiltrate City Hall and an all-out assault 
cannot happen with so many innocent bystanders 
present.” 

“So, where does that leave us?” 

“For now, we continue our research and wait. If we 
are lucky, the Mayor will relax his security and we 
can attempt to seize the box.” Wesley didn’t sound 
very optimistic about that possibility. “ 



“So our choices are: attacking now with very little 
chance of success in an attempt to stop the Mayor, 
or waiting until he turns into an invulnerable demon 
on Ascension day?” Xander asked, just to be sure he 
wasn’t missing something. “We really need a third 
option.”  

“That out of town vacation in Outer Mongolia is 
sounding better and better,” Buffy muttered. She 
jumped to her feet restlessly. “I’m going to patrol. I 
need to do something to feel like I’m still doing my 
job.” She glanced at Angel and Spike. “Are you two 
in?” 

Angel shook his head before Spike could answer. “I 
have something I need to do tonight,” he said. He 
slid a glance at Spike that Xander couldn’t read and 
Spike nodded. 

“Takin’ my boy home,” was all he said. “He’s tired.” 

Xander shook his head in amusement at Spike and 
waved to the group. “Guess I’ll see you guys 
tomorrow,” he said as Spike’s firm grip closed 
around his wrist.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The bar was quieter than normal, enough so that 
Spike found himself wondering if the word was out, 
if demons had begun slipping out of town, rats 
deserting the ship before it went down with them 
on board. With luck, his Lieutenants would have a 
report for him when he got back to the factory this 
morning. 

‘Course, it could just be a quiet Tuesday. 

Swallowing his whiskey, feeling the pleasant burn as 
it slid down his throat, Spike signaled for another 
round for both of them. Angelus was being quieter 
than usual and Spike wondered what was on his 
Sire’s mind. Angelus was staring into the depths of 
his glass, avoiding Spike’s curious gaze and Spike 
was tired of waiting for Angelus to get to the point. 
His Sire was the one who’d asked to meet him here 
tonight. 

“What’s on your mind, Angelus?” 



“I’m thinking about leaving town.” 

Surprised by the instant desire to protest, Spike hid 
his reaction behind a sip of his drink. “Any special 
reason?” 

“Buffy.” 

“What’s the Slayer done now?” he growled, 
incensed that the chit still controlled his Sire the 
way she did. That his Sire let her. 

“Nothing,” Angelus looked up, meeting his eyes, 
long enough for Spike to read the truth there. 
“There’s nothing for me here. You’re Master. Buffy 
doesn’t need me to help her anymore. I need 
something more than just being a side-kick.” 

“’bout time you figured that out. What do you have 
in mind?” 

Angelus shrugged, his shoulders moving fractionally 
under the leather coat. “Maybe Los Angeles. If I stay 
here, there will always be the temptation…” his 
voice trailed off, but Spike knew what he meant. His 
Sire was still fixated on the Slayer. And her on him. 



One day, one of them would slip. A bad enough slip 
and goodbye soul, hello chaos. 

And just when had that become something that 
Spike didn’t look forward to? 

“Welcome in my Court any time,” he offered. “You 
told the Slayer yet?”  

It wasn’t just idle curiosity; telling the Slayer was 
going to throw her seriously off her game. Buffy 
never had dealt well with Angelus, whether as 
lover, enemy, or friend. She’d always reacted to him 
like a schoolgirl and not the Slayer, letting him 
control her emotions and mess with her head. In 
her eyes, Angelus was still her star-crossed love, the 
fairy tale that was somehow supposed to wind up in 
a happy ending. Knights in shining armor weren’t 
supposed to tell their lady loves they were blowing 
town rather than sticking around, even when 
staying just meant hovering in a doomed, lovelorn 
orbit around their fair princess forever. The Slayer 
was not going to take the news well. 



Angelus was still finding the bottom of his glass 
surprisingly interesting. “Was going to tell her after 
the prom,” he muttered. 

“The what?”  

“Big dance at the end of school,” Angelus explained. 
“I gather it’s as important as being presented at 
Court used to be.” 

For a moment, Spike stared blankly, then realized 
that Angelus wasn’t talking about a vampire’s Court. 
He was referring to the custom from their human 
lives, when young ladies made their debut at the 
sovereign’s Court before the King and Queen. Even 
bookish William had been aware of the importance 
of that rite of passage. 

“Servin’ as her escort, yeah?” he guessed.  

“Yes.” Angelus sounded resigned. “Apparently, it’s 
social death if a senior doesn’t go.” He hesitated, 
then clarified voluntarily. “Buffy understands that 
we’re not a couple but she didn’t have a date and 
asked if I would take her.” 



Spike was surprised to find he wasn’t angry with 
Angelus for putting himself in that situation. 
Somewhere along the line, he must have learned to 
trust that Angelus, at least, had truly come to 
understand that he and the Slayer could never be 
involved again. For the moment, he was far more 
concerned over the timing. 

“Don’t tell her ‘til after the Ascension,” he ordered. 

Angelus narrowed his eyes, his only sign of 
resentment at his Childe giving him orders. “Why 
not?” 

“Think, Sire. We both know she’s still in love with 
you. You plannin’ on breaking her heart just before 
what may be the biggest fight of her life?” Angelus 
nodded thoughtfully, accepting his reasoning, and 
Spike added callously, with a smirk: “’Sides, if either 
or both of you die in the fight, won’t have to tell her 
at all, will you?” 

Angelus just shook his head, but appeared relieved 
by the prospect of delay and Spike knew he would 
follow Spike’s order, even if he wouldn’t admit it. A 
worrying thought suddenly struck him.  



“This dance something all seniors are expected to 
go to?” he asked. “Even the boys?”  

 

Part Forty-Three 

Dawn was not far off when Spike strode back into 
the factory after his talk with Angelus, entering 
through the Court rather than the private stairs to 
their apartment. Members of the Court were 
gathered on the main floor as they always did as the 
night drew to a close: gossiping, sparring, and 
swapping stories about the night’s events, they 
stopped what they were doing, nodding in respect 
to Spike as he entered but had long ago learned he 
didn’t need or want a lot of fawning and kowtowing 
when he was at the Court informally. It was enough 
that they were alert to his presence and not 
disrespectful. His four Lieutenants were waiting for 
him and he jerked his head, signaling them to follow 
him up to the second floor where they could talk 
privately. 

“What did you learn?”  



“There are several vampires working the bars. 
They’re keeping it fairly quiet but they’re targeting 
vampires not attached to the Court, pulling them 
aside to talk to them. Vampires only. We didn’t see 
them approaching any other demons,” Anthony 
summed up crisply. 

“Anyone else realize what’s going on?” 

“Doesn’t look like it. You know how it is: ‘Just 
vampires talking’.” There was a hint of bitterness in 
Michael’s voice and Spike repressed a grin. Michael 
was still young enough to resent that vampires 
were frequently shunned by other demons; not 
demon enough for them because vampires could, 
and did, pass for human. In time, Michael would 
learn that the opinions of lesser demons were less 
than worthless and stop being bothered by it. It was 
envy really. Not like a slime-spattered chaos demon 
could shift shape at will to hunt its chosen prey. It 
was mostly the demons who couldn’t hide their 
natures who looked down on vampires who could. 

Spike found he was tapping one foot in a nervous tic 
he hadn’t had since he was a human and 



immediately stilled it, not wanting his agitation to 
show. Vampire or not, the Mayor was setting up a 
rival Court and Spike couldn’t let this kind of 
challenge to his authority go unpunished. His eyes 
rested thoughtfully on Marc, his newest Lieutenant 
as he considered his options. He’d promoted Marc 
only recently as the Court had continued to expand 
and he needed a fourth Lieutenant. He didn’t have 
the same track record with Marc as he did with the 
others. Resolving to keep a close eye on him, Spike 
set it aside for now. Marc would prove himself or be 
dust shortly. 

“Spread the word,” he ordered. “Any vampire 
workin’ for the Mayor is to be killed, even if it’s your 
long-lost brother turned by your own Sire. Get the 
word out to every vampire in town not associated 
with the Court: I don’t give a rat’s arse what they 
do, so long as it’s not workin’ for the Mayor.” His 
Lieutenants all nodded quickly and he gave them an 
approving look. “I want the full Court in attendance 
Monday night. Anyone not there better be too far 
out of town to be punished.” 



His Lieutenants nodded their understanding again 
and Spike added: “Good work. I’ll tell the rest of the 
Court myself on Monday, but you’re all smart 
enough to have figured it out already: war’s coming. 
Anthony, Marc, I want a complete inventory of the 
weapons in the Court and I want every weapon 
inspected to make sure it's in battle-ready 
condition. Jose, Michael, same for the minions: I 
need a listing of strengths, weaknesses and skills. 
Anyone you think would be a liability, stake them 
now. No one new is admitted to the Court until 
after this is over.” 

He didn’t need to add anything to make them 
understand how serious his orders were. They all 
were regarding him with alert intelligence and he 
was again pleased with his choice of Lieutenants. 
Giving them a respectful nod in turn, he strode off 
towards the private back entrance to his apartment 
without saying anything further. He’d meet with 
them later during the week and get their private 
assessments of the situation. 

Xander would have his prom. He’d deliberately set 
the full Court session for after the dance and only 



partly because he wanted the results of the 
inventory of weapons and minions first. Xander 
deserved the chance to be shown off before his 
classmates, give them all a chance to see exactly 
how prized his Claimed was. The Mayor wasn’t 
ready to make his move yet and a delay of a few 
days wouldn’t matter.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander was eating his lunch in the school’s main 
courtyard, leaning up against the trunk and staring 
off into the distance. The school was buzzing with 
prom talk: dresses and makeup and hairstyles, and 
he obviously knew way too many girls. The guys 
were just nodding and receiving instructions about 
the proper corsages to buy and the color of their 
cumberbunds and keeping their mouths shut for 
the most part. Larry had mentioned that he and 
Jonathan were going together but hadn’t felt the 
need to share details of clothing or shoes, thank 
god.  



Larry had tried to persuade Xander to go but Xander 
just told him that his boyfriend wasn’t great in 
crowds and left it at that. He was pretty sure that 
Larry assumed he’d meant his boyfriend was shy - 
and Xander could just picture Spike’s reaction to 
being called shy - but he hadn’t ever come out to 
Larry as dating a vampire and hadn’t been up to the 
conversation so he hadn’t bothered to explain that 
what he’d meant was that Spike tended to slam 
people against walls and snarl at them when they 
offended him. A whole gymnasium full of teenagers 
was too much to ask Spike to put up with.  

Buffy was being unbelievably girly about the whole 
prom thing. She had convinced Willow to go to the 
prom even if she didn’t have a date, pointing out 
that Angel, Wesley, and Giles would all dance with 
her and that it was an experience not to be missed. 
Xander had been amused by the death glares she 
sent the two Watchers as she promised their help in 
making Willow’s prom special. 

He’d been surprised by Willow’s decision to go. 
Even a year ago, Willow wouldn’t have had the 
nerve to go to a major school function by herself. 



There was a time when Willow wouldn’t even go to 
the Bronze by herself but she had grown in self-
confidence over the last few months. He couldn’t 
help thinking that it was a good thing: if Willow had 
become more firmly grounded, less dependent on 
others, hopefully she wouldn’t need to resort to 
desperate measures in her attempts to keep things 
from changing. 

“Hey.” 

Oz’s voice intruded on his thoughts and Xander 
looked up with a smile. “Hey,” he greeted in return.  

Oz settled down on the lawn beside him and Xander 
grinned at him. “So, Oz, are you wearing the blue 
taffeta or the red silk to the prom?” he asked. He 
wasn’t exactly sure what taffeta was but knew it 
was some kind of fabric from the movie ‘Young 
Frankenstein’.  

“Taffeta makes me itch,” Oz deadpanned back at 
him and Xander was glad that Oz really seemed to 
be his old self again. “Dress talk getting to be too 
much?” Oz guessed. 



Oz was skipping the prom, having arranged to join 
the demon band he become friendly with for the 
night. Xander thought he might persuade Spike to 
take him out to the bar that night. He didn’t care if 
he missed the prom but it still felt like he should do 
something to mark the occasion and watching Oz 
on stage with the band would be interesting. 

“I am a male in hiding. Talk to me about manly 
things,” Xander ordered.  

Oz’s lips quirked up slightly, his eyes crinkling at the 
corners with amusement. “As a modern man, 
you’re supposed to be able to handle it. Something 
about sensitivity,” he suggested. 

“Hey, I’m a semi-openly gay man,” Xander 
protested. “I think that gives me a free pass on 
dress talk.” 

“I’m pretty sure you only get a pass when you’re 
actually wearing a gay pride button.” 

“Damn, I knew there was a catch,” Xander said with 
mock gloom.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike had seen the shop before, of course, but it 
wasn’t anything that generally interested him. An 
exclusive formalwear shop on the town’s main 
business street, he’d noted in passing that they had 
classy clothes but formal clothes weren’t something 
he had much cause to wear these days.  

There had been a period when Angelus and Darla, 
Spike and Drusilla had regularly dressed to the nines 
and gone out on the town with the fashionable elite 
of Europe. Dining, dancing, flirting, feeding, the ton 
had kept them entertained, and fed, and wealthy 
for months at a time. He didn’t miss it, but there 
was something to be said for, every once in awhile, 
getting dressed in the finest clothing and strutting 
yourself before the masses.  

Xander still didn’t have the knack of strutting, but 
Spike figured he could teach his boy. 

Settling his duster and his attitude in place, Spike 
strode into the shop with the unmistakable 



arrogance of someone who had the taste and the 
means to shop in any store they chose. As he’d 
known it would, he immediately attracted the 
attention of the manager, who left the paperwork 
she was sorting through to approach him with a 
subservient smile.  

“May I help you?” 

“Here to check out your tuxes,” he informed her, his 
tone leaving no doubt of his skepticism that she had 
anything worthy of his time. 

“Of course, sir.” Waving him in the direction of the 
racks of tuxedos, she said: “I’ll send Miss Chase to 
help you. She has an eye for the best of our men’s 
line.” 

Bestowing a bright smile on him, she crossed the 
room to swap customers with a dark-haired sales 
clerk attempted to help a fussy matron. 

The salesgirl turned around and Spike blinked in 
shock as she arrived at his side. 

“Cheerleader?”  



“What the hell are you doing here?” she hissed, 
flicking a quick glance in the direction of her boss to 
check that she hadn’t overheard the cheerleader 
being less than cordial to a customer. 

Spike smirked. “Ask you the same question, ‘cept 
it’s obvious, innit?” His raised brow and pointed 
stare at her nametag actually caused her to flush.  

“I’m working here and if you spread it around, I will 
personally find a tiny tuxedo to wrap your ashes in,” 
she said, glaring at him threateningly. 

He grinned, amused by the threat and the imagery. 
“Not going to get much in commissions with that 
attitude,” he warned mockingly. 

“We don’t work on commission, lame-brain,” she 
shot back. Which explained why the manager had 
swapped a promising lead for a difficult client. 

“Minimum wage, cheerleader? I’m shocked. This 
some sort of community service requirement for 
graduation?”  

“If you must know, I need a dress for the prom.” At 
Spike’s raised eyebrow and silence, she finally 



sighed heavily and continued. “Daddy had a little 
problem with his taxes. For twelve years. Now are 
we through with the soap opera that is my life?” 

He was going soft, no question. The humiliation that 
lurked barely below the surface of her angry pride 
sparked a hint of sympathy. “Need tuxes for me and 
Xander,” he said, dropping the subject as she so 
obviously wanted. 

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You have 
money?” 

Spike gave her an exasperated look. “Not planning 
on buying anything, princess,” he replied 
witheringly. 

“Then why am I wasting my time on you?”  

“’cause you want to live ‘til the prom,” he pointed 
out. 

“Like I’m worried,” she snapped. A quick glance at 
her manager and she sighed again. “Oh, very well.” 
Somehow she managed to make it seem like she 
was doing him an enormous favor as she began 
pulling tuxes out for him to inspect. 



Spike left half an hour later, having thoroughly 
enjoyed the snarky exchanges with the cheerleader. 
She knew her fashions too and Spike had found the 
tuxes he wanted for both himself and Xander. He’d 
be back after hours tomorrow for a little smash and 
grab.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander found he was eating lunch alone again 
regularly, although by choice. Everyone was talking 
about either the prom or college, neither of which 
he had more than a passing interest in. Having long 
decided that he wasn’t going to college, Xander had 
little to contribute to the discussions. Sure, he was 
interested in where everyone ended up but not in 
the protracted discussions about whether to accept 
one school or another. Plus, it was the source of 
some friction in the library. 

Willow had, of course, been accepted by every 
college on the face of the earth and Buffy was 
starry-eyed over the half-dozen acceptance letters 



that she’d received. Wesley was coming down fairly 
hard on her about her duty as Slayer and the two of 
them had had several arguments about why she 
couldn’t be a college student as well as the Slayer. 
Apparently it ‘wasn’t done’.  

Xander thought Wesley was being too literal. He 
didn’t see why Buffy couldn’t slay vampires in 
Chicago or New York as well as she could here, it 
wasn’t like every Slayer had been Called on a 
Hellmouth, even Buffy had started her career in Los 
Angeles, not Sunnydale. But Wesley had responded 
stiffly that it was the Council’s decree that the 
current Slayer remain on the Hellmouth, since it 
was currently in such an active phase. And yeah, he 
could understand that but Buffy could fly back in a 
few hours for a crisis, this wasn’t the 17th Century.  

They had finally agreed to shelve the issue until 
after the Ascension but Wesley’s adamant stance 
had done a lot of damage to his slowly improving 
relationship with Buffy and Xander thought Wesley 
should tell the Council to stuff themselves and work 
with Buffy on making it happen. He hadn’t said so, 



though. He was opting out of this conflict because 
he couldn’t see any way it was going to end well. 

“Xander? Can I talk to you?” 

He looked up at Willow’s quiet voice and swallowed 
the last bite of his apple, hiding his surprise. Willow 
had been scrupulous about giving him the distance 
he’d asked for and they hadn’t talked much outside 
of class and the library. Although things were slowly 
becoming more normal between them, he still 
wasn’t able to put everything behind him. His 
stomach no longer twisted into knots when he 
heard her voice unexpectedly and he had no 
problem being civil with her, so he supposed that 
was progress. “Sure, Willow. What’s up?” 

“I wanted to let you know that I’ve decided I’m 
going to go to college in Oxford.” She smiled at his 
shocked surprise and shrugged. “It’s near the coven 
- fairly near,” she qualified, “and it seems like the 
best choice. The Hellmouth isn’t the best place to 
learn magic, because of the influence it has on 
spells and I think it would be better for everyone if I 



wasn’t around so much.” Her eyes met his sadly. 
“I’m hoping we can keep in touch by letter.” 

“I’d like that.” It wasn’t just a polite fiction. Writing 
to Willow had been a safe way to explore whether 
they still had anything to re-build their friendship 
on. He was astonished that she was willing to go to 
school in England but he couldn’t deny it made 
sense. He wasn’t going to try and talk her out of it, 
even though a small voice inside him said he 
probably should. He squashed the voice. He didn’t 
owe Willow what she wanted from him. Some day, 
maybe they could rebuild but distance would help 
that more than proximity right now. 

“Oxford’s a really good school,” he said finally, 
when the silence had stretched out to an 
uncomfortable length. 

Willow smiled at him, and for a moment, he caught 
a glimpse of the gently mocking laughter that used 
to light her eyes when he and Jesse had said 
something particularly dumb. “So I hear.” 

They sat there silently for awhile longer, but the 
silence was no longer uncomfortable.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Glancing around to make sure he was alone, Spike 
slammed his booted foot against the glass door of 
the shop and smashed it open. Stepping inside, his 
feet crunching on the shattered glass littering the 
floor, he ignored the alarm, going straight to the 
section where the tuxedos he’d picked out for 
himself and Xander were hanging.  

Draping them over his arm, he turned to leave and 
saw the dress the cheerleader’s eyes had lingered 
on wistfully every time she looked around the shop. 
It would look good on her: a shimmering black 
strapless job that would look sensational on her 
lush figure. On impulse, Spike folded it over his arm 
with the tuxes then paused just long enough to rifle 
the cash register as a cover, not surprised to find it 
was empty, and slipped out the back door and 
vanished into the shadows of the alleys behind 
main street just as the red and blue lights of the 
police pulled up to the front. 



He’d leave the dress on her doorstep in a day or 
two. Chit probably would quit the second she had 
the dress - Spike had no concerns she’d have pangs 
of conscience about returning it - but he was 
worried she would quit immediately after she had 
the dress she wanted without thinking about how 
suspicious it would appear if she left immediately 
after a burglary. She obviously hated working at the 
store and wouldn’t stay a moment longer than she 
had to, so Spike would keep her safe from herself 
by waiting a bit before giving her the dress. 

With a grin, Spike decided he might just have to 
drop by the store once or twice to taunt her about 
being a working girl before giving her the dress.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Cordelia pushed open the library doors and 
entered, her heels tapping imperiously on the 
linoleum as she crossed to the table where they 
were researching the three demons, still hoping to 
find a clue as to which one was the Mayor’s goal. 



“I have something for you.” 

“Miss Chase?” Wesley looked up and was 
immediately flustered by Cordelia’s flirtatious smile.  

“Wesley, I just knew you were the person who 
could help me.” 

“Oh?” Wesley adjusted his tie like it was the reason 
he was having trouble swallowing. 

“Yes. This… thing attacked me in the shop… in the 
shop I was in.” 

“Are you alright?” From his tone, Giles obviously 
wasn’t that concerned, in fact, Xander detected a 
hint of sarcasm, like he thought she was making 
something up to have a reason to talk to Wesley. 
Which was totally possible. 

“Yes, thank goodness, but one of the customers was 
shredded.” Cordy made a face, wrinkling her nose in 
attractive disgust. “I think it was going to eat him.” 

“What did it look like?” The skepticism around the 
table was fading. Cordy could be over-dramatic and 



self-centered, but she didn’t generally make things 
up out of whole cloth. 

“Ugly and hairy,” Cordy reported. 

“Anything more than that?” Buffy shook her head at 
Cordy’s lack of detail, which was good considering 
Buffy’s own descriptions weren’t usually much 
better. 

“Of course.” Cordy had obviously caught the 
implication of incompetence. She reached into her 
bag and triumphantly pulled out a videotape. “The 
store security video. I knew you’d want to be 
thorough,” she purred in Wesley’s direction.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The video was awful. The thing, which really was 
ugly and hairy, also rope-tailed, bat-eared and with 
way too many teeth and claws, had burst through 
the front window and almost immediately attacked 
a customer. 



“Is he ok?” Xander asked, watching in fascinated 
horror as the thing left its victim and retreated back 
through the front window.  

“He got sliced up pretty good, but he was still alive 
when they took him to the hospital.” 

“Why is the door boarded up?” Giles asked, 
studying the video closely. “Had the creature been 
there before?” 

“No, that was an ordinary burglary two days ago,” 
Cordelia said impatiently. “Good thing, too, it’s the 
reason the owner installed the security camera.” As 
Giles rewound the tape to watch again, she 
continued. “You know the part that totally weirded 
me out? That thing had good taste. Watch, right 
there. See how he originally went for the manager? 
Then he abandoned her to go for the guy in formal 
wear.” 

Oddly, that almost seemed right. They all leaned 
closer as the thing first menaced a woman in a 
business suit, then suddenly left her just as it had 
her backed into a corner, turning on a customer 
coming out of the changing room. 



“If I'm not mistaken, this is a hellhound,” Wesley 
said, not sounding happy about the identification. 

“Yes,” Giles agreed. For the benefit of the others, he 
added: “They’re particularly vicious. They’re a sort 
of a demon foot soldier bred during the Machash 
Wars. Trained solely to kill. They feed off the brains 
of their foes.”  

“Look! Right there, zoom in on that,” Cordy 
exclaimed suddenly. 

“It's a videotape,” Xander reminded her. 

“So? They do it on television all the time.” 

“Not with a regular VCR they don't,” Xander pointed 
out. “This isn’t Mission Impossible, this is Sunnydale 
High’s ten year old Sony.” 

“Wait. Pause it.” 

Xander hit the pause button, wondering when he’d 
been elected Audio-Visual Boy, and saw what Oz 
and Cordy had been pointing to. Someone was 
outside the shattered window of the store, holding 



something in his hands and watching the Hellhound 
intently. 

“Isn’t that Tucker Wells?” Oz asked. 

He looked around the circle of equally blank faces. 
“Tucker Wells. He's in my chem lab.” 

“Xander, you didn’t tell me this was movie night.” 

Xander twisted around to look at Spike, just 
emerging from the back of the upper stacks. “Hey, 
Spike. Hellhounds in Sunnydale is tonight’s movie of 
the week.” 

“Nasty buggers,” Spike said, his glance sharpening 
on the paused video. “Disgusting smell, though. 
Makes ‘em fairly easy to track.” 

When everyone turned to look at him, he just 
shrugged. “Can generally smell them from a block 
away.” 

Wesley looked interested. “Your sense of smell is 
that much more acute than a human’s?” 



“Just another of the things they don’t put in books,” 
Xander said with a grin. 

Wesley smiled back at the reminder. “Yes.” 

“Why would someone want one of these things, 
anyway?” Cordelia asked and Spike gave her a 
withering look. 

“To kill lots of people.” 

Cordy shot a blistering look right back at him. “Well, 
duh. But why my dress shop?”  

“Your dress shop?” Willow asked. 

Unaccountably, Cordy flushed. “I, I mean, I shop 
there a lot.” 

Spike smirked at her discomfort. “Like a second 
home to you, is it?” he asked with an underlying 
meaning that Xander didn’t get. He looked back and 
forth between the two of them, wondering what 
they weren’t saying. 

“Perhaps we should get back to the subject,” Giles 
suggested. 



“Right, Hellhounds in a formal wear shop,” Xander 
said. 

“On the day before the prom,” Cordy reminded 
them. “It’s our busiest week.” 

Xander’s surprise at Cordy’s description was 
forgotten almost instantly in a wave of sickening 
certainty. “Does that strike anyone else as being a 
nasty coincidence?” 

Buffy sat up alertly. “Yes, it does. Like maybe this 
was a practice run for a devil dog trained to attack 
people in formal wear?” 

“The prom,” Willow said faintly, looking sick. 

“Oh, dear lord,” Giles exclaimed.  

“And once again, Sunnydale puts the special in 
special occasion,” Oz murmured. 

“Not to worry,” Spike said breezily. “Angelus and I 
can take care of these things tonight.” He glanced at 
Buffy. “You can come along if you want, Slayer,” he 
added magnanimously. 



“Spike,” Wesley began, “we don’t even know…” 

“Watcher, it’s like I told you. Can smell these things 
from way off,” Spike said impatiently. “Plus, they’re 
noisy. They’re not bein’ kept in any of the heavily 
populated areas and your teenager,” he gestured 
towards the image still frozen on the screen, “isn’t 
going to be drivin’ thirty miles a day to feed them. If 
we don’t turn them up in a quick sweep, we’ll check 
the butcher’s. Hellhounds only eat brains and 
someone’s been feeding them. ‘s not like the old 
days when you had a peasant village near your 
castle for that sort of thing.” 

Wesley’s eyebrows had almost hit his hairline by 
the end of Spike’s speech and he looked shocked at 
the casual reference to eating peasants but 
managed to pull himself together. “Ah, yes, that… 
that is actually quite a sensible plan.”  

“Don’t fret, cheerleader.” Spike smirked at her and 
Xander wondered again what was going on with the 
two of them. “You won’t have to miss your prom. 
You comin’, Slayer?”  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander hated waiting for Spike when he was out 
hunting things. Granted, it happened almost every 
night but it was always worse when it was a specific 
target he was hunting. They were the ones most 
likely to kill or hurt Spike and he didn’t like the 
sound of something bred to kill, as Giles had said.  

Spike and Buffy had walked Xander home at Spike’s 
insistence, before going Hellhound hunting. Spike 
had turned down Xander’s offer to help, as he’d 
known Spike would, telling Xander that the three of 
them were more than a match for one Hellhound 
and the Slayer was just tagging along because she 
hadn’t seen one before. Buffy hadn’t appreciated 
that remark but it made Xander laugh, as Spike had 
known it would. On that cheerful note, Spike had 
left, and Xander had resignedly turned on the TV, 
hoping to distract himself. 

“Xander?”  

“Mmmm?” he asked sleepily. 



“Fell asleep on the couch, luv.”  

“Spike?” Xander’s eyes shot open as he suddenly 
remembered and he sat up, stiff muscles protesting 
the movement. “How’d it go?” 

“Prat had four of the beasties,” Spike said, looking 
very satisfied. “Keeping ‘em in an old house on the 
edge of town, training ‘em with movies about 
school proms.” He grinned suddenly. “Not a half 
bad plan actually. Brainwashed the Hounds into 
goin’ crazy whenever they saw someone dressed in 
formalwear.”  

“Everyone ok?” Spike looked completely unruffled, 
his clothing not mussed or damaged at all that 
Xander could see. 

“Bit of a disappointment actually,” Spike admitted. 
“I was all for turning ‘em loose and giving the 
Hellhounds a fair shot at us, but the Slayer and 
Angelus insisted on shooting them while they were 
still inside their cages. Not really sporting.” He 
shook his head in disapproval. 



Xander chuckled and pulled him down for a kiss. 
“Yeah, they’re like that,” he agreed. “So, vampire 
mine, why are there two tuxedos hanging on the 
closet door?” he asked, changing the subject. 

“Takin’ you to the prom,” Spike answered casually, 
swinging over the back of the sofa to settle next to 
Xander. 

“Spike, that’s… that’s really sweet but are you sure 
you want to do that?” Xander really was touched. 
He’d suspected that was what Spike was planning 
ever since he saw the two tuxes hanging on the 
closet door when he’d gotten home tonight. It was 
just that his mind couldn’t really wrap itself around 
the idea of Spike at a high school dance. 

“Want to see you in a tux, luv,” Spike purred, pulling 
him close.  

“Well, yeah, I’ve been thinking about you in one 
too,” Xander admitted. “I mean its sort of one of 
those high school things you’re really supposed to 
do but I don’t want you to have to go just because 
of me. I mean, you’ll hate the music, and the 
people, and the goofy awards…” He looked 



anxiously at Spike who seemed remarkably 
undisturbed. 

“Promise not to kill any of your classmates,” he said 
flippantly, then added more seriously. “I want to do 
this for you, luv. You deserve it.” He grinned 
cheekily. “Won’t hurt that you’ll have the best 
lookin’ date there.” 

“Well, that goes without saying.” Leaning over, 
Xander kissed him warmly. “Thanks, Spike.” 

“Let’s take this to bed where you can thank me 
properly,” Spike suggested.  

“Good plan.”  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘The Prom’  

 
 

Part Forty-Four 

Spike looked… amazing. Xander had always thought 
tuxes made people look old-fashioned, in a good 



way but still, a little like they were from an earlier 
decade. Spike looked sleek, and dangerous, and hot. 

“You look amazing.” 

“Not bad yourself, pet.” And Spike was looking at 
him like he thought Xander was pretty good looking 
too, which made Xander almost regret the dance. 

“So,” he asked, sliding his hands under Spike’s 
jacket letting his hands linger over lean, silk-covered 
muscle, “wanna stay home and shag instead?” 

Spike pulled him in for a hard kiss, plundering his 
mouth for a long, breathless moment, then stepped 
back. “Dance first,” he answered. “Shagging 
afterwards when we have all night.” 

Xander had always known Spike was brilliant.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Stepping inside the gymnasium, Spike winced at the 
music pouring through the doors. It wasn’t the 
volume, he’d been in plenty of noisier bars, it was 



the poor-quality band and their abysmal taste in 
music he objected to.  

Xander was looking around, obviously admiring the 
cheap decorations and the balloon arches and his 
fingers tightened on Spike’s in a quick, grateful 
squeeze. Looking across at his boy, Spike thought 
that a couple of hours of dreadful music and 
sentimental foolishness were a small price to pay 
for the happiness on Xander’s face.  

Xander looked drop-dead gorgeous in his tux. Spike 
had chosen well - the cut fit Xander’s tall, lean 
figure perfectly, emphasizing his broad shoulders 
and strong legs. His dark hair just brushed his 
shoulders, the tousled waves tempting Spike, as 
always, to bury his hands in the dark curls and feel 
the silken warmth around his fingers.  

They made a striking couple and Spike saw people 
turning to stare at them. Whether they were staring 
because they were two guys or because they looked 
good, Spike didn’t care. He hoped no one would say 
anything to their faces that would require a 



response and he was prepared to overlook any 
behind their back slights for Xander’s sake.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Cordelia entered the gym like a queen gracing the 
peasant class with her presence and Xander 
suppressed a smile, remember when Spike had 
once told him that all you had to do was act like you 
own a place to be half way to owning it. Cordelia 
had obviously learned that lesson in the cradle. 
She’d come alone, he realized with surprise, but 
was clearly untroubled by the lack of an escort. 
Seeing Xander and Spike, she veered towards them 
and her eyebrows rose mockingly as she arrived 
next to them, her gaze going to their tuxedos.  

“I see you got your tuxes the same place I got my 
dress,” she said archly, her eyes full of hidden 
meaning as she looked at Spike. “I won’t be 
shopping there any more now anyway, thanks to 
your visit.” She favored Spike with a brilliant smile 
that looked almost… grateful? Watching them 



exchange mocking looks, Xander had the feeling 
again that the two of them were sharing a secret 
that amused both of them. Given the way they 
related to one another, he wasn’t sure he wanted 
to know what was going on. 

“You look great, Cordy,” he said sincerely, blithely 
ignoring the subtext. And she did. She was wearing 
a shimmering black dress that had a slit up the side 
almost to her hip and which clung to her curves. She 
looked like a movie star. 

Spike looked her up and down assessingly. “Seen 
better,” he judged and Xander elbowed him. “Seen 
worse too,” he conceded. 

“Like I’m worried about fashion criticism from 
leather-fetish boy,” Cordelia responded but it 
lacked a little of her usual bite. “You boys have fun. 
I’m going to mingle,” she said brightly, and moved 
off through the crowd, taking the admiring looks as 
no more than her due. 

“Still think she’d make a good vampire,” Spike said, 
almost as if he was considering the idea seriously.  



“Spike, we have enough problems without Cordelia, 
Queen of the Damned. Just no.” 

Spike laughed.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander! You came after all, that’s great!” Larry 
yelled at him over the music. Xander turned and 
saw Larry grinning at him. Jonathan was slightly 
behind him, looking just as pleased to see Xander. 
He grinned back at them. 

“Larry, Jonathan, this is Spike.” 

Larry stuck out a hand and Spike looked at it 
quizzically for a fraction of a second before reaching 
out to clasp it. 

“Whoa! Cold hands, you really are nervous.” 

Spike shot a quick look at Xander but didn't say 
anything as Xander hastily changed the subject 
before Spike had time to wonder why Larry 
assumed he was nervous. “Nice dance, huh?” 



“Yeah, the band’s great and the food’s really good.” 
Larry shifted his attention to Spike again, obviously 
trying to make him feel welcome. “So, Spike, are 
you in school?” 

“Ah, no. Spike's a little older than we are. He left 
school a while ago,” Xander explained nervously. 

“Working man, huh? What do you do?” Larry was 
trying hard to draw out Xander's ‘shy’ boyfriend and 
Xander thought he might just shoot himself now. 

“Um, well…,” he stammered, when Spike 
interrupted him smoothly. 

“I’m what used to be called a ‘man of leisure’,” he 
said, his lips quirking up slightly and his eyes 
gleaming with mischief. “I run a small…” the 
hesitation was so fractional that Xander was sure no 
one else even heard it, “organization here in town 
but it doesn’t take up much of my time.”  

His accent was different, Xander realized. More 
refined, more... Giles. Larry looked impressed and it 
was obvious he'd gotten the impression that Spike 
was rich. Jonathan had been watching the three of 



them with bright curious eyes. Now he said, “That 
sounds great. Part-time work?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Spike, how ‘bout we check out the buffet?” Xander 
wondered why he hadn’t planned a vampire cover 
story. Stupid, but somehow he hadn’t ever thought 
about Spike actually talking to anyone at the dance. 
At least anyone who didn’t know he was a vampire. 
“Larry, Jonathan, we'll see you in a bit.” 

  

Tugging Spike after him, Xander retreated while 
they were still ahead. “So,” he asked suspiciously, 
“does everyone from England use their accents like 
that?” 

Spike didn't even pretend he didn’t know what 
Xander was talking about, his smile becoming a 
smirk. “Only with Americans. You all are complete 
gits about British accents.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Xander warned darkly. 
“after all, it was the first thing that attracted me to 
you.” 



“Yeah, but my fabulous body keeps you by my 
side,” Spike purred, pressing close so Xander could 
feel certain favorite portions of Spike’s anatomy. 

“Well, there is that,” he conceded, grinning at his 
lover.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
With Spike nibbling distractingly at his neck, Xander 
hadn’t really hadn’t been paying much attention to 
the titles being handed out by the prom committee. 
He just closed his eyes and tilted his head a little to 
the side, giving Spike more room to work and 
waiting for the music to start up again. 

He hadn’t realized how much fun the prom would 
be.  

They’d danced and visited the buffet and Xander 
had introduced Spike to dozens of people. Spike 
had been attentive and charming and hadn’t 
threatened anyone but Cordelia and that didn’t 
count, she’d threatened Spike first. Xander kept 



pulling Spike into corners where they could make 
out in peace. He couldn’t believe Spike had been 
willing to put up with this for him and it made him 
feel embarrassingly sappy every time Spike put on 
his BBC accent and made nice with some teenager 
that he just knew Spike was mentally 
dismembering. 

And how weird was he that he got romantic and 
horny at the thought of Spike imagining killing the 
people he was chatting with, with every outward 
appearance of friendliness. 

Jonathan’s voice at the microphone had surprised 
him out of the blissful trance Spike had put him in. 
Jonathan wasn’t a member of the prom committee 
and Xander stirred and began paying attention as 
Jonathan asked: “Is Buffy Summers here?” 

Curious, Xander opened his eyes and listened, his 
attention sharpening rapidly as Jonathan began 
talking about how Sunnydale wasn’t like other 
towns. 

As Jonathan continued, the hazy bliss fell away and 
he straightened in Spike embrace, listening intently. 



Jonathan was up on the stage in front of the entire 
school breaking Sunnydale’s biggest taboo. He was 
openly talking about the kind of things that no one 
ever talked about and everyone was agreeing, even 
calling out examples from the crowd of things that 
had happened over the last three years. Xander 
heard people mention the zombies and hyena-
people - he vaguely recalled Willow telling him 
something about some kids getting possessed by 
the spirit of a hyena the first year Buffy was in town. 
Jonathan continued calmly, coming right out and 
saying that their graduating class had the lowest 
mortality rate of any class in Sunnydale history and 
crediting Buffy for having a lot to do with that.  

Jonathan finished by saying the committee had 
created a new category in response to receiving a 
lot of write-in votes. He held up a decorated 
umbrella and read the small plaque: Buffy 
Summers, Class Protector. Other than the fact that 
the title sounded a bit like a condom, it was a really 
nice gesture and Xander regretted not having 
thought about writing in something like that 
himself. She’d earned it. 



Buffy looked surprised and unbelievably happy as 
she moved forward through the applauding crowd 
to receive the rainbow-colored parasol that 
shimmered like soap bubbles under the colored 
lights. She didn’t say anything, just turned and 
smiled at everyone in a way Xander had never seen 
her smile: touched and pleased and almost shy. 
Xander thought she’d never looked prettier than 
she did at that moment.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“May I have this dance?” 

He held out his hand to Willow and she looked up 
with a smile. The impulse to ask her to dance was 
born of the nostalgia that was so much a flavor of 
these last days of school. Everyone was in a 
“remember when” mood and he was as susceptible 
as the next person. Seeing Willow sitting alone, 
looking wistfully at the dance floor had reminded 
Xander of less complicated days and sent him 
across the floor to her side. 



After the awards had been handed out, the music 
changed and slow dances followed, one after the 
other. He’d discovered that Spike was a really good 
dancer, having been trained in a previous century 
when people learned ballroom dancing as part of 
their education, and closing his eyes and following 
Spike’s lead had proved surprisingly easy. Their 
bodies fit together and the chaperones were being 
good about overlooking kissing in the middle of the 
dance floor.  

Spike had asked if he would mind Spike asking 
Cordelia to dance. Amused at the bizarre friendship, 
Xander had encouraged him and gone to get a glass 
of punch. Finishing the glass and looking around 
idly, he’d noticed Willow sitting off to one side. 

As they moved onto the dance floor, Xander took 
Willow into his arms and began the shuffling step 
that passed for slow dancing with him when he 
didn’t have Spike’s lead to follow. “You look 
beautiful, Willow.” It was something he knew he 
was supposed to say and she looked pretty in her 
dress but she’d bundled her hair up on top of her 
head with some sort of clip and it looked odd to 



him. He preferred her with her red hair swinging 
around her face, shining and beautiful and seeming 
to catch all the light in a room. It had always been 
her best feature and he was sorry she hadn’t left it 
down. 

“You’re pretty handsome yourself in a tux,” she said 
admiringly and he laughed.  

“Everyone looks good in a tux,” Xander replied with 
a grin. 

“Remember 7th grade?” Willow asked, looking up at 
him, smiling reminiscently. “The Spring Dance when 
you, me and Jesse went together?” 

“Yeah. That was when Jesse fell for Cordelia. He 
kept talking about that red dress she wore for 
weeks.” 

Willow laughed, “I think it was the first time he 
really saw her cleavage. I don’t think his eyes left 
her chest all night.” 

“Well, the power of Cordelia’s breasts is probably a 
side effect from the Hellmouth,” Xander postulated 
with mock seriousness. “Giles is researching it.” 



“Giles wouldn’t research something like that!” Her 
smile turned impish. “Wesley, on the other hand…” 

“No,” Xander disagreed. “He’s fallen under the spell 
of her breasts. He doesn’t retain the will to research 
their demonic origin.” 

Willow was giggling helplessly now, not because the 
conversation was that funny but because, like 
Xander, she had been briefly transported back to 
junior high and their shared amusement at Jesse’s 
helpless infatuation with the oblivious and 
disdainful Cordelia.  

They fell silent, both lost in memories of Jesse and 
less complicated days, letting the music guide their 
movement around the floor.  

“I’ve missed you, Xander.” Willow said it simply, not 
looking for reciprocation and that was new. Willow 
used to need validation of her feelings by the 
immediate return sentiment. Now, she didn’t look 
anxiously at him for a similar statement, instead, 
her gaze went to the other couples dancing, 
watching the people they had known since grade 
school, a little nostalgic smile playing on her lips. 



Xander thought that maybe that this was the whole 
point of a prom: a magic night outside time where 
only good memories were allowed. Something to 
look back on and remember with happiness rather 
than the awfulness that made up so much of high 
school. It didn’t change anything between Willow 
and himself, but for the length of one dance, they 
could pretend to be the inseparable friends they 
once had been.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Just rip it off, pet,” Spike growled. 

“It’s a tux! I’m not ripping it off.” 

Knowing he was driving Spike crazy, Xander 
continued to slowly unbutton Spike’s silk shirt one 
button at a time. His lips explored every inch of the 
smooth flesh he was uncovering with such 
agonizing slowness, kissing, nibbling, and licking 
before his hands moved down, paused and carefully 
eased the next button through its buttonhole. 



Despite having joked and fantasized all evening 
about tearing Spike’s clothes off and making hot 
passionate love right there in the gym, now that 
they were home and in their own bedroom, Xander 
found the romantic, nostalgic glow of the evening 
was still with him and he resisted Spike’s efforts to 
hurry things along.  

Spike groaned as Xander dropped to his knees in 
front of him as his hands finally reached the 
waistband of Spike’s trousers and began 
unfastening them slowly, his fingers spending far 
more time stroking over the hardness beneath the 
fabric than was strictly necessary. He looked up into 
the impatient blue eyes with a teasing smile and he 
stroked over Spike’s burgeoning erection. 
“Someone’s been thinking about me.” 

Sliding the zipper down with deliberate slowness, 
Xander chuckled as Spike’s erect penis pushed free 
through the opening. Kneeling at Spike’s feet, never 
taking his eyes off Spike’s, he opened his mouth and 
breathed warm air out, blowing it over Spike’s 
eager cock. 



“Bloody hell!” Spike jerked hard as Xander’s heated 
breath feathered along the length of his throbbing 
erection. 

Laughing, Xander slid his hands up Spike’s legs, 
wrapping them around the top of the muscled 
thighs and holding him as he began licking Spike’s 
cock; tiny cat-licks, barely touching the sensitive 
skin, feeling Spike pushing closer, wanting more. 
Gradually, he began licking with harder, longer 
strokes, letting his tongue drag across the foreskin, 
exploring every inch of his lover as Spike cursed and 
demanded he “get on with it, luv.”  

Spike’s fingers threaded through his hair and 
Xander relented, running his tongue once along the 
length of Spike’s erection before concentrating on 
the head: swirling his tongue teasingly around it, 
then laving directly over the end, tasting the pre-
cum and teasing at the weeping slit with the tip of 
his tongue. 

His hands tightened to hold Spike still as Spike 
threw his head back with a sharp intake of 
unneeded breath, his hips pushing forward against 



Xander’s hold as he tried for more stimulation. 
Hollowing his mouth, Xander slid it around the head 
of Spike’s cock and then stopped again, ignoring 
Spike’s hands in his hair, urging him on. 

For a long moment, he held their position, his lips 
not quite touching Spike’s cock, just inhaling 
through his nose and exhaling hot breath along the 
length, feeling Spike trembling under the exquisite 
sensation, until Spike’s hands tightened in his hair 
almost to the point of pain and he cursed loudly, his 
hips bucking forward. 

Xander gave in, closing his lips and taking Spike into 
this mouth, his tongue swirling around the 
throbbing flesh, stroking over it, running his tongue 
along the veins as he swallowed as much as he 
could of Spike’s hard length. Spike was holding 
himself back with an effort, muscles tensed as he 
fought to keep from thrusting too hard into 
Xander’s mouth. Pulling back a little, Xander closed 
his lips around the head and began sucking hard, 
loving the way Spike bucked and cried out as he did. 
He dropped one hand from its grip on Spike’s thigh 
and reached up to begin playing with Spike’s balls, 



cupping them in his warm palm, rolling them in the 
sac, and rubbing teasingly at the sensitive flesh 
behind them.  

Spike swore and came hard, shooting his release 
down Xander’s throat, his hips bucking in Xander’s 
grip as he cried out sharply. Xander didn’t let up, 
pulling the orgasm out of Spike, sucking and licking 
and swallowing Spike’s offering until Spike sagged, 
utterly spent.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The tension flowed out of Spike’s muscles and he 
folded over Xander, wrapping his strong arms 
around Xander’s shoulders and holding him, resting 
his forehead against Xander’s as Xander let his 
spent cock slip from his mouth. They stayed that 
way for a long moment, then Spike pulled Xander 
gently to his feet.  

“Let’s see about these tuxes then,” he said, 
beginning to strip Xander quickly and efficiently. 
Taking his cue from Xander, he took the time to 



unfasten and unzip, even as Xander helped him 
shoulder out of his unfastened clothes. Tossing the 
last items over a chair, Spike took a minute to just 
admire his boy. 

Xander’s lean, coltish body was filling in beautifully, 
muscles from his work and training with Spike giving 
breadth to his shoulders. He had a swimmer’s 
physique: broad shoulders, narrow waist and strong 
thighs and he was gorgeous as he stood there, 
admiring Spike even as Spike admired him. 
“Beautiful, luv,” he said and pulled Xander into his 
arms, kissing him with gentle thoroughness.  

Xander pulled back after a long moment and looked 
at Spike so lovingly it made Spike’s unbeating heart 
lurch. “Thank you for tonight,” he said simply and 
Spike thought again that it was worth anything to 
have put that shining happiness in Xander’s eyes.  

“Anything for you, luv,” he answered, and knew it 
was true.  

Their lips met again and they tumbled onto the bed, 
still kissing; long, lazy kisses that gradually grew 
more frantic and passionate: tongues dueling, 



nipping, tasting, teasing and Spike let his hands 
roam over Xander’s strong back, feeling the sun-
kissed skin smooth and warm under his hands. 

Xander lay on top of him, his larger frame 
surrounding Spike with the warmth and smell of his 
Claimed. Xander’s erection pushed eagerly against 
him and Xander ground their hips together. Spike’s 
own arousal had returned and their hard cocks slid 
against each other as they kissed and rubbed 
against each other.  

Rolling them over so he was on top, Spike sat up, 
looking down into Xander’s flushed cheeks and 
passion-glazed eyes. He slid his hands down the 
length of Xander’s arms and pulled them over his 
head, pinning them down against the mattress, 
leaning forward to kiss him again as he pressed 
down against him, jerking his hips sharply against 
Xander’s as Xander gasped and bucked up into him. 

He released his hold on Xander’s wrists and buried 
his hands in Xander’s hair, holding him as he kissed 
him fiercely, his hips rocking against Xander’s until 
Xander was moaning and writhing beneath him. 



Spike groped sideways for the lube without lifting 
his lips from Xander’s and slicked his hand quickly, 
reaching down to pump his own cock ensuring he 
was slicked and ready, even as he spread the lube 
generously over his fingers. 

He eased one slick finger inside Xander, moving 
with aching slowness until it was fully seated, then 
began thrusting slowly in and out, circling his finger 
with each movement to stretch the entrance. After 
long moments, he slid a second finger inside and 
pushed in sharply, searching for and finding the 
prostate as Xander arched up off the bed, crying out 
as Spike stimulated the sensitive gland. 

“Spike!”  

Spike chuckled, continuing to brush his finger over 
his sweet spot, until Xander was thrashing beneath 
him, eyes glazed, his whole body shaking with need, 
broken pleas for more coming to his lips. 

One last thrust and Spike pulled his fingers out, 
pushing Xander’s legs up towards his chest and 
centering himself. He eased his cock inside Xander 
with excruciating slowness, nearly shaking with the 



effort of holding back, feeling Xander’s body relax 
and let him inside. He pressed forward slowly until 
he was fully seated and lay there for a long 
moment, lips trailing over Xander’s chest as he 
waited for Xander’s body to adjust. 

When Xander’s hips began to twitch, seeking more, 
Spike let his mouth slide up to Xander’s throat, 
licking and nibbling along the veins throbbing just 
below the surface. Xander gasped, “Spike please!” 
and Spike thrust hard, burying his fangs in Xander’s 
exposed throat at the same moment. 

Thrusting inside the heated channel, hot blood 
filling his mouth, Spike exploded into orgasm, hips 
pumping hard into Xander who screamed and 
came, his hot cum pulsing between their bodies as 
he came over and over again, overwhelmed by the 
dual penetration. 

Spike forced himself to raise his head, to stop 
drinking, even as his hips continued to thrust, loving 
the feel of Xander’s pleasure as Xander tightened 
around him. So tight, so hot, so good. He dipped his 
head and lapped at the renewed Claim mark, 



savoring the last drops of blood as he shot the 
remaining evidence of his orgasm inside his 
Claimed, feeling Xander go limp beneath him.  

He relaxed against Xander’s body, feeling Xander’s 
warm breath panting against his cheek, burying his 
nose in Xander’s neck and inhaling the mingled 
odors of sex and sweat and Xander.  

They lay there, entwined and sated, for long 
minutes before Spike made himself move, easing 
out of his boy and shifting them to a more 
comfortable position. Sighing contently, hearing 
Xander’s breathing slow into the rhythms of sleep, 
Spike let himself fall asleep, wrapped securely in the 
arms of his Claimed.  

 
 

Part Forty-Five 

Xander untangled himself from Spike’s arms and 
slipped out of the bed, unable to ignore the 
demands of his bladder any longer. After taking 
care of necessity, he hesitated over his choices then 



opted for returning to bed rather than studying for 
finals. Opportunities to spend lazy mornings in bed 
with his vampire were far too infrequent.  

Sliding back under the covers, Xander wasn’t 
surprised when Spike stirred without opening his 
eyes and pulled Xander firmly back into the curve of 
his body. Even mostly asleep, Spike was aware of 
Xander’s presence and his movements around their 
apartment. Spike had tried to explain how he did it, 
but it was one of those things that, if you didn’t 
have vampire senses, you couldn’t really 
understand. Xander had long ago decided that 
Spike’s ability to sense his surroundings even while 
asleep was the origin of the phrase ‘sleeping with 
one eye open’ and had stopped trying to 
understand the mechanics of being both awake and 
asleep at the same time. 

Two hours later, when Xander woke again and 
reluctantly decided he couldn’t put off studying for 
finals any longer, he was prevented from leaving 
the bed by Spike’s arms tightening around him. 
Turning in Spike’s embrace, he found Spike fully 



awake, which was unusual enough at this time of 
day to be worth comment. 

“Spike?” 

“Need to talk to you, Xander,” Spike said, and 
released his hold, letting them both sit up. Xander 
took a moment to stretch and work the kinks out, 
before settling back against the headboard to listen 
to what Spike had to say. 

“What’s up?” 

“You remember when I sent the boys out the other 
night to see what the Mayor was up to?” Xander 
nodded and Spike continued. “Mayor’s recruiting a 
lot of vampires. He’s got 30 or so working for him 
already and he’s trying to get more.” Spike grinned 
w[ith feral satisfaction. “He’s not havin’ much luck 
getting more recruits because we’ve got the word 
out that it’s final death to work for him.” The grin 
died as he admitted: “Problem is, we haven’t been 
able to take out the ones he’s already got because 
he’s keeping ‘em close and they aren’t showing 
themselves around town much so we can’t get at 
‘em.” 



Xander nodded. Spike had told him all this already 
and the rest of them had been keeping an eye on 
City Hall during the days themselves, hoping the 
Mayor’s would let his security lapse and they could 
get at the Box of Gavrock, so they were aware the 
place still swarmed with police and human security 
by day and with vampires at night. 

“Him having that many vampires workin’ for him; 
it’s a direct challenge to my authority, luv. Can’t let 
it go on much longer or I’ll look weak.” 

“What are you planning on doing?” Xander felt his 
stomach tie in knots and the worry must have 
shown on his face because Spike slid his arm around 
Xander’s shoulders and pulled him close. Leaning 
into the comforting strength of his lover’s cool 
body, Xander listened as Spike explained. 

“’m declaring war, Xander. Nothing else to do. If the 
Mayor was a vampire, we’d have been at war the 
day after I found out what he was doin’. Since he’s 
not a vampire, I could overlook a couple vampires 
workin’ for him but he’s gone way past that.” 



“What does declaring war mean, exactly?” Xander 
asked warily, not liking the sound of it. 

Spike sighed. “Bit difficult in this case,” he admitted. 
“Usually, I’d just challenge the vampire settin’ up 
the rival Court and we’d settle it one on one.” 

“But the Mayor…” Alarmed, Xander struggled to sit 
up but Spike tightened his arm, holding Xander in 
place, his other arm running soothingly over the 
bare leg Xander had draped comfortably over 
Spike’s leg. 

“Don’t fret, luv. I don’t have to challenge the Mayor 
directly.” Spike shrugged as Xander relaxed again at 
that reassurance. “Because he’s not a vampire, I can 
get away with not fighting him one on one. Means 
we’ll do it the way it was done in the Middle Ages: 
minions against minions. I’ll take my Court up 
against the vampires working for him.” 

“When are you planning on doing this?”  

“I’m meeting with the full Court tomorrow night 
and telling them what I’m doing. Probably the night 



after unless I learn something from the boys tonight 
to change my mind.” 

“You’re just going to attack City Hall?” Xander 
asked, wishing his voice didn’t sound so faint. 

“Probably. Not worried about it, pet, we more than 
double their numbers and none of them are much 
of anything to worry about. When we’re done, I’ll 
have a try for the Box but we’re not going to be 
exactly subtle about moving in, so I’m not real 
optimistic about the Box still being there by the end 
of the fight.” 

Xander digested that for a long moment. Spike was 
right, the Court had nearly 100 vampires, which 
should make taking on the Mayor’s vampires pretty 
easy. Except for the Mayor who was definitely the 
wild card in the game. “Why do you think he’s got 
that many vampires working for him?” 

Spike shook his head. “Dunno, luv. Don’t think it’s 
just to guard the Box, feels like more somehow.” 

“Something to do with the Ascension?” 

“Probably, timing’s right. Question is: what?” 



“We know so much about the Ascension but none 
of the important bits,” Xander exclaimed in 
frustration his hands tightening around Spike. “Not 
where, when, or why he needs 30 or so vampires.”  

“Knowing only part of the riddle is the way the 
game is played, luv,” Spike said comfortably. In the 
same way that Spike lived in the moment without a 
lot of worrying about what happened yesterday, so 
he was far less nervous and tense than any of the 
humans were about the impending Ascension. Spike 
had a way of dealing with the variables in front of 
him and not spending a lot of time fretting about 
the intangibles. Xander really envied him that 
ability.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

“No, we cannot make an attempt to retrieve the 
Box while it remains so heavily guarded,” Wesley 
was insisting as Xander entered the library, Oz on 
his heels. 

Buffy was there with the two Watchers and it was 
obvious that she and Wesley had been arguing 
again. As both the Ascension and the end of school 



got closer, they were all showing classic signs of 
stress. Between preparing for finals and worrying 
about imminent death, all of them had said things 
they regretted on more than one occasion. The 
friction between Buffy and Wesley had been 
noticeably increasing as they remained deadlocked 
on the issue of Buffy going to college. It hadn’t 
helped that Buffy had made what she thought was a 
compromise decision: she had accepted her 
admission at UC Sunnydale, allowing her to both 
stay on the Hellmouth and attend college. The 
problem was going to college at all was against the 
Council’s orders and she hadn’t told them before 
sending off her acceptance. Wesley obviously 
sympathized with her wish to continue her 
education but felt he had to be the voice of the 
Council in this situation. Giles, having been fired, 
felt no such obligation to back the Council and was 
whole-heartedly supporting Buffy’s right to attend 
college. 

Now Buffy said heatedly to Wesley: “Well, we can’t 
just sit around doing nothing, waiting for the Mayor 



to change. We have to do something and the Box is 
our best shot.” 

“Buffy, you know the Mayor is still keeping the box 
heavily guarded day and night.” Giles glanced down 
at the newspaper in front of him, frowning in 
distaste at the lurid headline about the brutal 
murder of a professor in his own home. “Despite 
the increase in crime due to the lack of police 
presence, he is keeping nearly the police force at 
City Hall guarding the box. You simply cannot take 
on the police directly.” 

“I know,” Buffy snapped impatiently, “we need to 
reconsider going in at night.” 

“With 30-some vampires…” Wesley began. 

Xander interrupted: “That won’t be an issue for 
long.” 

“Yes, Xander,” Giles said testily. “We all know the 
Ascension is rapidly approaching.” 

Xander ignored the flicker of hurt at Giles’ reproof. 
He knew Giles hadn’t really meant to imply that 
Xander was wasting their time, he was just tired and 



stressed out and had been snapping at everyone. 
“Maybe more rapidly than we’d hoped. Guess who 
our commencement speaker is this year?”  

Alerted by his tone, the three of them gave him 
their full attention. 

“I’m guessing it’s not somebody young and cute?” 
Buffy answered. 

“Neither of the above. Correct me if I’m wrong but I 
don’t think that, in his entire 80-some years in 
office, Mayor Wilkins has ever spoken at a high 
school graduation before. Anyone taking bets that 
this year’s graduation date of May 25th isn’t just a 
coincidence?” 

“Bloody hell!” Giles exploded, for one second 
sounding remarkably like Spike. “No wonder they’ve 
been keeping the identity of the Commencement 
speaker a secret.” He braced his hands against the 
table and visibly fought for calm. “May 25th is the 
Ascension date for the demon Olvikan,” he said, 
regaining control. “It makes a horrible kind of sense. 
The Books of Ascension mention that the newly 



created demon must feed heavily immediately after 
the transformation so as to replenish their energy.” 

“And a graduation crowd would be a guaranteed 
meal,” Buffy finished grimly.  

“Olvikan’s the big snake, right?” Oz asked. He and 
Xander had been in the student lounge when 
Snyder and the woman in charge of the 
commencement ceremony had walked by, 
discussing the Mayor’s requirements as this year’s 
keynote speaker. 

“Right, Tutu is the one with all the heads and 
Warussky is the horns and slime,” Buffy confirmed. 

“Daratuu and W’rrruss’kha,” Giles murmured, 
rubbing at his eyes, distracted as always by Buffy’s 
nicknames for the demons. 

Wesley came out of his frozen shock, saying 
urgently: “We cannot allow this to happen. Can we 
cancel the ceremony? Starve the Mayor by 
depriving him of his food source?” Even as he said 
it, he winced apologetically for labeling the students 
a ‘food source’. 



Giles shook his head, slipping his glasses back on. 
“Not without giving away the fact that we know 
what’s happening and when. As far as we know, the 
Mayor doesn’t realize that we have the Books of 
Ascension, so hopefully he assumes we are working 
blind: knowing he is up to something but not 
knowing exactly what it is,” he answered slowly. 

“Sounds like what we are doing.” Xander wasn’t 
actually sure where that sotto-voice mutter had 
come from but it sure summed up their situation. 

“They’re really pushing attendance this year,” Buffy 
said thoughtfully. “Caps and gowns aren’t usually 
free and they are this year because of an 
anonymous donation.” She brightened a little bit, 
looking around at them. “This is good. Unless it’s a 
coincidence, then we now know where and when 
it’s happening.” 

“The ceremony is mid-afternoon,” Oz said. “Spike 
and Angel won’t be able to help.” 

“Actually, that might not be an issue,” Giles said. 
“There are repeated references in the Books of 



Ascension to ‘darkness falling’ and ‘day becoming 
night’ during the transformation.” 

Wesley nodded, adding: “It appears that an eclipse 
is standard procedure for an Ascension. That will 
leave Angel and Spike free to help.” 

“Well, thank god something is finally going our 
way,” Buffy said, “but, unless we can get the Box 
from the Mayor before then, we have less than a 
week to find a way to kill a big snake.” 

“Wesley and I will redouble our efforts to learn 
more about Olvikan but the Mayor’s invulnerability 
remains the key problem. We cannot assume he 
won’t remain invulnerable past the transformation 
and the Books of Ascension are silent on that point. 
I’m afraid we must continue to seek a way to deal 
with an invulnerable demon.” 

“We’ve got to find a way to make the Mayor 
killable, either now or post-demon,” Buffy said, 
frustrated by the seemingly insolvable problem. 
“Are you sure there isn’t a spell to reverse his 
invulnerability?” 



“We have been looking into it but we’ve found 
nothing,” Giles reminded her tiredly. He, Wesley 
and Elizabeth had been researching non-stop, 
spending hours in the library desperately searching 
for anything that could help and mostly coming up 
blank. Giles was so tired that sometimes his usually 
urbane demeanor deserted him, Xander had 
overheard him complaining waspishly one morning 
that they had ‘sod all’ to show for it after pulling yet 
another all-nighter in the library.  

“If we can’t kill him, can we control him?” Xander 
asked. Seeing the questioning glances, he 
continued, thinking out loud. “Snakes just have 
fangs, right? You pick them up by their heads and 
they can’t do anything to you.” 

“Olvikan will be much bigger, of course,” Giles 
answered, looking interested. “But it might be 
possible to get some sort of rope around its neck.” 
He sighed, shaking his head. “I doubt that even a 
Slayer will be strong enough to hold the demon.” 

“Tie the rope off. Lots of trees in the courtyard,” Oz 
contributed. 



“I’m not sure that would work, even if we could put 
some sort of spell on the rope,” Wesley said, 
tapping his fingers thoughtfully on the table. “But 
it’s an interesting idea. We must all try and think of 
any plan, no matter how insane or desperate, if we 
are going to stop the Mayor.” 

“We attack the Mayor with hummus,” Oz suggested 
with a completely straight face. 

For one moment, Wesley stared at him like Oz had 
lost his mind, until Giles chuckled and Wesley 
belatedly smiled, realizing it was a joke. Oz could be 
hard to read that way, Xander thought in 
amusement, glad for the momentary break in the 
tension. 

“Perhaps not quite that insane,” Giles said, the 
laughter reaching his eyes for the first time in days. 
He glanced at the clock. “Wesley and I will check the 
security at City Hall and see if there has been any 
change.” 

“About that,” Xander began slowly, thinking 
furiously. “Spike decided this morning that he needs 



to take out the Mayor’s vampires,” he said, editing 
things slightly.  

“What?!” The exclamations came from all sides and 
Xander held up his hands. 

“Don’t shoot the messenger. Spike told me this 
morning that the Mayor has essentially set up a 
rival Court because of the number of vampires he 
has working for him. Spike intends to attack the 
Mayor’s vampires and kill them all.” 

Buffy looked torn, like she wasn’t sure if she was 
pleased or seriously ticked off. Giles and Wesley 
were both thinking hard, Oz was unreadable but 
Xander didn’t sense any disapproval from him. “I’m 
going to call him and let him know about Saturday 
and see if that changes his mind. He was planning 
on making a try for the Box after he’s killed all the 
Mayor’s vampires but doesn’t really expect to be 
successful. But if the vampire guards are gone that 
means we can try again at night.” 

“The Ascension Ritual for Olvikan calls for the 
Mayor to consume the contents of the Box 24 hours 
before the Ascension,” Giles said slowly, obviously 



working it out in his head as he spoke. “When does 
Spike plan on attacking?”  

“Tomorrow night.” 

“Tuesday,” Wesley mused, “that would give us 
Wednesday and Thursday nights to make our own 
attempts.” 

“Why not simultaneous attacks?” Buffy suggested. 
“We go in while Spike is taking out the vampires. If 
Angel and I go in and make directly for the Box, 
maybe we can get to it before the Mayor knows 
what’s happening.” 

“That’s probably our best chance,” Wesley agreed. 

“We need time to plan,” Buffy said. “Xander, can 
you ask Spike to hold off his attack one night? We 
need to coordinate things with him before going 
in.” 

Buffy really had learned about not holding out on 
your allies. Remembering the disastrous events last 
year when Buffy had held back crucial information 
about a supposedly joint attack on Acathla, Xander 
smiled at her. “Sounds good. I’ll call him and let him 



know.” Spike shouldn’t mind Buffy and Angel using 
Spike’s attack as cover for one of their own, he 
thought hopefully.  

“Much as I hate to say it,” Giles said, glancing at the 
clock. “I suspect you all have exams waiting for you. 
Let’s meet again tomorrow after sunset.” 

Buffy grabbed her book bag and swung it over her 
shoulder. “All right, but if I graduate posthumously, 
I’m going to regret wasting last night studying.” 

Xander said flippantly as he and Oz followed her out 
of the library: “I don’t know about you, but I don’t 
want ‘high school dropout’ carved on my 
tombstone.” 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Xander left school immediately after last period and 
his second final exam for the day. Three more finals 
over the next two days and he was done with 
classes. Despite the looming Ascension and the fact 
that he wasn’t going to college, he wanted to do 
well on his exams. It was the same need to prove 
himself that had made him study like a nut-case for 



the SAT tests, despite the fact that they were 
meaningless if you weren’t planning on going to 
college.  

Sighing at his own ridiculous insecurities, he 
knocked on the familiar door, regretting how long it 
had been since he’d had a chance to visit. As the 
door swung open, he said cheerfully: “Hey, Mr. 
Olsen, long time.” 

“Xander. It’s good to see you. Come on in.” 

He stepped inside readily, following Mr. Olsen into 
the living room. “Is Mrs. Olsen here?” 

“Out shopping, I’m afraid. I may have to go back to 
work soon,” Mr. Olsen answered mournfully. It was 
a running joke between the two elderly people that 
Mrs. Olsen’s spendthrift ways were going to require 
Mr. Olsen to spend his twilight years working. 

Xander grinned. “Not more shoes,” he said with 
mock horror, settling down on the worn couch to 
catch up on the news. 

Twenty minutes later, having covered all the non-
life-threatening updates on his life under Mr. 



Olsen’s interested questions, Xander plunged into 
the reason for his visit:  

“Mr. Olsen, I need your help.” 

The old man smiled. “Of course, Xander. What do 
you need?” 

Xander had thought about this off and on all day, 
ever since he’d learned the probable date for the 
Ascension. He didn’t want to spread false alarms 
but he didn’t want to just sit on the information 
either. What had finally decided him was the 
thought that he wouldn’t be able to live with 
himself if he didn’t tell people something that could 
maybe help save their lives. If they chose not to act 
on it, at least he would have done all he could. 

“Have you ever heard of something called an 
Ascension?” he asked without preamble. 

Mr. Olsen shook his head. “It doesn’t ring any 
bells.” 

“We don’t know everything about it yet but we 
know that it’s going to be big. Like possibly the 



whole town being destroyed big. The Mayor is 
doing this spell to change himself into a demon.” 

“Although it may seem a little odd coming from me, 
that doesn’t sound good,” Mr. Olsen said after a 
moment. “On the other hand, he’s been Mayor for 
nearly a century, so he can’t be fully human.” 

“You know about that?” 

Mr. Olsen smiled impishly at him. “I’ve lived in 
Sunnydale for over 70 years, Xander. No one with 
any sense ever believed that Mayor Wilkins the III 
wasn’t the same as Mayor Wilkins I and II.” He 
shrugged, looking remarkably unperturbed. “He’s 
been a good Mayor. It never really bothered anyone 
that he was passing himself as human. There are a 
lot of demons and demon-hybrids who do that.” He 
smile broadened and for a moment he looked like a 
mischievous boy despite the thinning white hair. “In 
fact, I’m one of them.” 

Xander shook his head, not letting himself be put 
off track. “We’re not really sure why, but this is 
more than just an ordinary evil demon. We’re still 
researching it but, from what we’ve learned, the 



Mayor’s going to do a lot of damage when he 
changes.” Xander told Mr. Olsen what they knew, 
which took depressingly little time. There was so 
much about the Ascension they were still guessing 
at, including the date but graduation remained their 
best guess. It was just too much of a coincidence 
otherwise. 

Mr. Olsen listened in silence, although his eyes 
narrowed and his lips pursed in a silent whistle 
when Xander mentioned the coven in Devonshire 
sensing the rise of a dark power in Sunnydale. “That 
far away,” he murmured, almost to himself. Shaking 
off whatever he was thinking, he looked at Xander, 
sharply focused again. “What do you need?”  

“Can you get the word out, quietly, in the demon 
community to get as many people as possible out of 
town before graduation day?” Xander looked 
anxiously at the old man. “I wish we could 
somehow evacuate the entire town but, if the 
Mayor gets wind of that happening, it could blow 
our one chance to stop him. You know just about 
everyone in the demon community. If you can warn 
the friendly demons and the humans who know 



about demons to get out of town before 
graduation, I’d feel a lot better about what’s 
coming. Any evacuation has to be quiet so no one 
knows it’s happening. People who don’t know 
about Sunnydale and what goes on here will never 
believe us if we try and warn them and we can’t risk 
anyone telling the authorities about a mass exodus 
because the Mayor will hear about it. But the 
demon community knows it’s a Hellmouth and that 
bad stuff happens here. If we can’t stop the 
Ascension, we want as many people out of town 
that day as possible.”  

That was stretching it, because he hadn’t told 
anyone what he was doing here but he was sure, 
pretty sure, that no one would object. He studied 
his clasped hands for a second before looking up 
anxiously. “It could be for nothing. It might not be 
as bad as we think, or we could have the wrong day, 
but…” 

“Better safe than sorry, don’t you think?” 

“That’s pretty much what I’ve been thinking.” 



Mr. Olsen ran a hand through his thinning hair, 
looking thoughtful and worried. “I’ll get the word 
out, Xander,” he promised. “Quietly. Graduation is 
this Saturday, right? That gives us almost a week to 
organize things.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Olsen,” Xander said gratefully. “I really 
hope this is a false alarm.” 

“I agree. Still, it is a Hellmouth we live on. Having an 
organized evacuation plan for emergencies is 
probably a good idea in general. If this is a false 
alarm, we’ll be ready for the real thing.” Mr. Olsen 
studied him for a minute, his faded blue eyes intent 
on Xander’s. “Will you be coming with us?” 

Xander shook his head. “We’re working on a plan to 
fight the Mayor. We’ve got Buffy and Angel and 
Spike on our side, so we should be fine,” he lied, 
knowing that they didn’t have a hope in hell of 
stopping the Mayor if he remained invulnerable 
after becoming a demon.  

Mr. Olsen looked skeptical but didn’t call him on it, 
just saying: “Be careful. I would hate it if anything 
happened to you.” 



He felt much better as he left Mr. Olsen’s house, as 
if a little of the weight had slipped off his shoulders. 
Even if they all died this Saturday, maybe he’d 
helped save the lives of other people by what he’d 
just done. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Spike let his eyes sweep the Court as he stood 
silently just long enough for anticipation to build up 
in the crowd. His four Lieutenants were standing 
spread out in a line across the back of the room, 
more for show than any real concern that anyone 
would try to leave, but the unusual arrangement 
had been noted and was causing a stir.  

Good, Spike wanted them to take this seriously. 

Meeting with his Lieutenants yesterday, he’d gotten 
their reports on the Court’s state of readiness. His 
Lieutenants had felt it necessary to stake only three 
minions, which boded well for the battle to come. 
The weapons inventory had pleased Spike, they had 
more weapons on hand than he’d realized. Anthony 
and Marc had reported that the weapons were in 
good condition and Spike was glad to learn that 



they’d assigned a couple of minions to the job of 
sharpening anything that looked even mildly in 
need of it. Jose and Michael’s report had given 
Spike a clear idea of what skills he could rely on and 
which minions had them. Most of the minions had 
at least moderate skill with one or more weapons 
but there were a few who had specialized in one 
weapon or another and Spike had noted their 
names for future reference.  

Xander’s information that the Ascension was most 
likely going to occur on Saturday at the High School 
Commencement ceremony was the one point of 
uncertainty for Spike and he wished he’d had a bit 
more time to consider what that meant. Since he’d 
heard the news, he had been assessing his options: 
whether to delay the attack until Graduation and 
fight the Mayor and his vampires then or to go 
ahead and attack before then as he’d planned. 
Involving the Slayer and Angelus in a side-job was 
also something he needed to think about. Moving 
the attack back one day was a good idea for that 
reason alone. 



The eclipse Xander had mentioned finally decided 
him. If the Mayor could count on enough darkness 
to allow his vampires to move freely, then the most 
likely reason he’d been recruiting was to use them 
as a perimeter line at the Ascension. The Mayor 
would keep his vampires behind the students and 
use them to pin the students between himself and 
the vampires. No way out and the students would 
be eaten whichever way they ran. 

“Right,” he said loudly. “Got a piece of business we 
need to take care of. There’s a human in town 
recruiting vampires. Now, ordinarily, I don’t give a 
piss what humans do: they’re food, not equals but 
this one has convinced a bunch of idiots to follow 
him. He’s got thirty or so vampires takin’ orders 
from him and that is something I’m not going to put 
up with.”  

He paused, letting the slight growls from a number 
of minions fill the room. Good, they were irritated 
at the idea of vampires working for a human. 

“The vampires who are working for this human are 
giving all vampires a bad name. We kill humans, we 



don’t work for them.” There was a rising tide of 
agreement in the room and Spike let them mutter 
to each other for a moment before continuing, his 
voice rising. “If it was another vampire, I’d challenge 
‘em and that would be the end of it. But I am not 
giving a human the status of a vampire, so we’re 
going to handle this a bit differently.” He let his eyes 
sweep the Court again and say he had their eager 
attention, many obviously sensing what was 
coming. 

“We’re going to kill every one of the idiots who are 
working for this human. We’re doing it two nights 
from now and we’re doing it as a Court. Night after 
tomorrow night, I want every one of you armed and 
ready to go one hour after sunset. Make no 
mistake, people, I want this cold and business-like. 
No playing with your victims, just kill them and 
move on. I realize that means that a lot of you 
won’t get a chance to kill one of them because we 
outnumber them, but this isn’t sport, this is war. 
Humans don’t own or control vampires and 
vampires who act like they do deserve nothing 
more than a quick, final death.” 



He saw nods of agreement around the hall and gave 
his final orders: “The Court is in lock-down until the 
attack. No one goes in or out. If you haven’t fed, too 
bloody bad, you’ll have to wait until after the 
attack. That’s all, people.” 

He didn’t wait for questions or comments, simply 
striding forward rapidly through the crowd, which 
parted to let him through, heading for the main 
door. His Lieutenants would see his orders were 
followed and the Court would be ready to go as 
scheduled. In the meantime, it didn’t hurt to remind 
them that he was Master here and not confined to 
the bloody Court like a minion. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Graduation, part 2’  

 

Part Forty-Six 

Xander had slept poorly all night, his sleep troubled 
by dreams and Spike finally took action when his 
restless movements started up again not long 
before dawn.  



“Xander, wake up,” he said quietly in his boy’s ear, 
shaking him gently as he spoke. 

Xander’s eyes opened, coming awake and aware in 
an instant, unlike his usual slow waking in the 
morning.  

“What’s wrong, luv?”  

“Nothing really,” Xander answered but he looked 
away, unable to meet Spike’s eyes. 

“Tell me.” 

Xander sighed, wrapping his arms around Spike and 
resting his head on Spike’s chest. “I talked to Mr. 
Olsen last night, warned him about the Ascension,” 
he said. 

Spike smiled and kissed the top of Xander’s head. 
“That was a good thought, luv,” he said 
encouragingly, understanding now what had been 
troubling Xander. His boy had been worried that 
Spike would be upset because Xander hadn’t 
cleared it with him first. Well, telling a friend to get 
out of town before a disaster struck was just 
common sense.  



“It’s a bit bigger than that,” Xander admitted. “I 
asked him to warn the demon community too. He’s 
going to spread the word and get as many people 
out of town as possible.” Xander lifted his head and 
looked at Spike, his brown eyes troubled. “Don’t 
worry, they’re going to keep it quiet.” 

“Still not a problem, luv. The fewer civilians around 
the better.”  

Spike couldn’t help smiling mockingly to himself. 
Not long ago, it would never have occurred to him 
to think about the safety of anyone but himself and 
his family. In fact, screaming mobs of civilians had 
once been somewhat of a specialty of his and Dru’s. 
The scent of mass panic perfuming the air second 
only to the rich aroma of fresh Slayer blood on the 
list of his favorite smells. 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Xander seemed no 
less troubled despite Spike’s approval, so obviously 
they hadn’t gotten to the real issue yet. 

“Then what’s the problem, Xander?” 



“What kind of a person am I, Spike?” Xander asked, 
his voice full of self-loathing. “I warn a friend, and 
ask them to tell a bunch of strangers and it didn’t 
even occur to me to warn my own parents that they 
could be in danger.”  

Spike opened his mouth, more in shock than 
preparatory to saying something comforting but 
Xander harsh tones overrode his: “And when it did 
occur to me - hours later - that maybe I should tell 
my parents what was happening and try to save 
their lives, I decided against it.” Devastated brown 
eyes met Spike’s blue ones. “What kind of a person 
am I that I can deliberately decide not to warn my 
parents that they could die if they don’t leave 
town.” 

“Oh, luv.” Spike pulled Xander tighter into his arms, 
rocking him gently as he struggled to find the right 
words. A diatribe on his parents’ shortcomings was 
not what Xander needed to hear. “You’re someone 
strong enough to do the right thing, even when it 
hurts. If you told your parents, would it do any 
good?” 



“No.” The single syllable carried an astonishing 
variety of emotions: bitterness, regret, anger and 
sorrow all twisted together. “They wouldn’t believe 
me.” 

Sensing the hurt and the years of disappointments 
behind that admission, Spike fought against giving 
in to his own outrage that Xander’s parents were so 
unworthy of this wonderful human they had 
somehow managed to raise. How Xander had 
turned out the way he had with those two wastes of 
space for parents, Spike would never understand. 
“They wouldn’t act on your warning, would they?” 
he asked softly. 

Xander’s shaggy hair brushed across Spike’s bare 
chest as he shook his head. “No. And then they’d 
either tell everyone they know about how their 
screw-up son had finally completely lost it or, if they 
actually believed there was some truth to what I 
was telling them and they or their house might be 
in danger, they’d just call the police. That’s why I 
didn’t contact them when I finally thought about it,” 
he admitted. 



“Did the right thing, luv. I know it’s hard, but telling 
them wouldn’t save them and might tip off the 
Mayor. You did the right thing,” he said again, 
emphatically. And it would almost be worth the 
Mayor becoming an unkillable demon if Spike could 
just point him the way to the Harris household. 

After a long silence, Xander looked up, his face set 
in stubborn lines. “I’m telling Mrs. Summers to get 
out,” he announced. “I’ll give Buffy a heads up 
before I do, because it’s her mom, but I’m making 
her leave town even if I have to tie her up to get her 
to go.” 

“I’ll help you,” Spike promised, wishing he’d 
thought of it himself. “We’ll go talk to her 
together.” After a second, he added generously. 
“Slayer can come with us if she wants.” 

He was rewarded by Xander’s wan smile.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Have you completely lost your mind?” Spike asked 



incredulously after hearing Buffy’s proposal. 
“Slayer’s got no place in vampire business.” 

When Xander had told him that the Slayer wanted 
to make another try for the Box of Gavrock, it 
hadn’t occurred to him that she meant during the 
attack. He’d assumed she meant either after it was 
over or the next night, before the Mayor had a 
chance to get new non-human guards. Later the 
same night after things had calmed down was 
probably the Slayer’s best shot. Even the next night 
was promising, as the Mayor’s only option would be 
to split his day guards into two shifts, which would 
drastically reduce the manpower around the 
building. The Mayor didn’t have a hope in hell of 
recruiting any more vampires after the attack. But 
no sooner had Spike outlined his intention to take 
out the vampires working for the Mayor than the 
Slayer had chimed in saying they could kill two birds 
with one stone and she’d go with him. 

“Why not? It’s perfect.” Buffy folded her arms 
stubbornly. “Your little war would be the perfect 
diversion.” 



The entire group settled back to listen, Oz with a 
hint of a smile at the corner of his eyes. Buffy and 
Spike’s arguments tended to be both volatile and 
entertaining. Once they’d grudgingly started 
working together, their different natures and 
viewpoints often led to arguments, but funnily 
enough, their arguments often ended up with the 
two of them hashing out all sides of the issue.  

Spike rolled his eyes. “We’re talkin’ close to a 
hundred vampires, all armed, and all of ‘em thinking 
that finishin’ off a Slayer would pretty much be the 
highlight of their unlife.” Spike couldn’t believe they 
were even talking about this. The Slayer wanted to 
put herself smack in the middle of things, as usual, 
without considering the fact that she wasn’t exactly 
inconspicuous. Not even his position as Master gave 
him enough control to ensure her safety in the 
middle of a crowd of armed vampires and it irked 
him that the Slayer was forcing him to admit that.  

Hastily moving on to the other flaws in her brilliant 
idea, he pointed out caustically: “If the Mayor gets 
wind that the Slayer’s part of this raid, you’ll bloody 
well bollocks up any chance we have of taking the 



Mayor by surprise come Ascension Day. Right now, 
he doesn’t know for sure that we know he’s got the 
Box of Gavrock or what it means. You go knocking 
on his door asking for it, you’ll tip your hand.” 

“We’re way past surprising him,” Buffy argued. 
“He’s Ascending at my graduation ceremony. It’s 
not like he doesn’t know I’m going to be there when 
it happens.” 

“Knowing you’re there and knowing you know 
what’s coming are two different things,” Spike shot 
back, exasperated by her obtuseness. “Me attacking 
him isn’t going to set off any alarms. I’m just a 
vampire doing what vampires do. If you’re there, 
he’ll know we’ve twigged his game.” 

“Fun as it’s been,” Buffy retorted. “It’s worth giving 
up our mutual game of blind-man’s-bluff to actually 
get our hands on the Box. Our best chance is if I’m 
there.” 

“Please, you’re not that good.” 



Buffy glared at him indignantly but Angel’s voice 
stopped her before she could respond with 
something equally sarcastic. 

“Buffy, he’s right. If the attack is seen as just a 
vampire power struggle, Spike and I have a much 
better chance at getting the Box than if the rest of 
you go in.” 

“You?” Buffy questioned. 

“I am a vampire,” Angel pointed out the obvious. 

“But…” 

“Buffy, unless I’m mistaken, Spike will have told the 
Court this is about politics.” Angel glanced at Spike 
who gave him a reluctant nod, not liking that they 
were discussing vampire business so openly. “As a 
vampire, I can join in the attack without anyone 
thinking about it twice. If you are there, every 
vampire on both sides is going to be wondering 
what the Slayer is doing there and a lot of them are 
going to want to see if they can take you on.” 

“He’s right, Buffy,” Giles said quietly. He’d been 
listening silently to the exchange, his eyes moving 



between the speakers, obviously weighing the 
points each were making. Now he straightened 
from where he’d been leaning against the 
bookshelf. “Even if only a handful of the vampires 
recognize you on sight,” and Spike was grateful to 
the Watcher for cutting off the Slayer’s utterly 
predictable argument about how no one would 
recognize her before she could begin, “word will 
spread like wildfire in a vampire mob. Every 
fledgling who doesn’t feel up to tackling you by 
themselves will gain courage from the crowd. You’d 
be swarmed.” 

Angel added persuasively: “Spike and I can get 
inside City Hall as soon as the attack begins. If we’re 
lucky, we’ll get there before the Mayor has a chance 
to move the Box somewhere safer.” 

Wesley shook his head dubiously. “The Mayor will 
almost certainly have placed magical safeguards on 
the Box in addition to the physical guards.” 

Spike hadn’t considered that and he cursed himself 
for overlooking the obvious. Not like they didn’t 
know the Mayor could work mojo. 



“I might be able to help with that,” Elizabeth said.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
In the end, they worked out a plan for a joint attack 
after all. Spike and Angel would go in first, then 
immediately leave Spike’s Lieutenants to finish the 
job while they did a quick sweep to locate the Box. 
If they were successful and there were magical 
safeguards, they’d call Elizabeth, who would be 
waiting near by, on Spike’s cell phone.  

Spike’s glare had dared any of them to comment on 
the fact that he carried a cell phone. Xander was 
just grateful that no one else even understood what 
a concession it was for Spike to have one and he’d 
given Spike a private smile that caused the flickers 
of gold to disappear and Spike’s eyes to return to 
their human blue. 

If it looked clear, Buffy would bring Elizabeth and 
Willow in to see if they could get through any 
magical barriers and, if successful, they would grab 
the Box and get the hell out of City Hall. 



It sounded simple, Xander thought uneasily, but a 
lot could go wrong. And usually did.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Outside City Hall, Spike crouched beside Angelus, 
studying the movement of the Mayor’s guards and 
waiting for the right moment. As the guards moved 
away, turning their back on his position, he waved a 
quick signal to Marc, who was closest to him. The 
signal passed silently between the groups waiting 
around the perimeter and suddenly the air was 
filled with the sound of crossbow bolts being fired 
and the slight hiss of displaced air as they sped 
towards their targets as a handful of marksmen 
stepped into the open and fired with deadly 
accuracy. 

Listening carefully, Spike heard similar sounds 
coming from the sides of the building and knew the 
coordinated attack had begun as planned, taking 
out nearly all the exterior guards before they even 
knew they were under attack. Of the six guards he 



could see from his position, five were already small 
clouds of dust and the sixth was staggering, too 
shocked to scream, clutching at the crossbow bolt 
in his chest that had landed just a hair off target. 
Even as Spike watched, three more bolts landed and 
the vampire exploded into dust. 

Spike signaled to advance and the crowd of minions 
pressed forward, moving quickly but silently as 
ordered, closing in on the front entrance of the 
building. Running swiftly, Spike and Angelus 
reached the door first and Spike yanked on the 
handle, cursing under his breath when he found it 
was locked. Angelus shoved his fist through the 
decorative stained glass panels and reached inside 
to open the door.  

Stealth gone, Spike smashed the window on the 
second door and both of them heaved on the heavy 
panels, forcing the doors open as metal screamed in 
protest and tore under their combined strength.  

“You boys know what to do,” Spike said sharply and 
Anthony and Marc nodded. The two Lieutenants 
stepped back from the doors, the majority of the 



vampires moving back with them, only a picked 
handful stepping inside with the two Masters. 

“Remember,” Spike ordered. “Vampires only. No 
mistakes. Any idiots workin’ late, leave ‘em be.” The 
vampires chosen for the inside sweep were all 
older, reliable, and they met his stern glance with 
nods and quietly voiced agreement and not a hint 
of rebellion. 

“Spread out,” he ordered. “Check every room and 
don’t just use your eyes, people. I want every one of 
these wankers dust and us out of here in ten 
minutes.” 

The picked squads raced up the stairs, following the 
orders Spike had given them before leaving the 
factory. They would start at the top and work down, 
flushing out any vampires they didn’t kill 
themselves into the arms of the rest of the Court, 
now waiting in a ring that completely encircled the 
building. Jose and a large group of minions were in 
the sewers below the building, blocking that means 
of escape. 



Spike and Angelus glanced at each other and 
Angelus nodded his readiness. Then Angelus was 
sprinting up the stairs, following the minions up to 
the third floor. Spike ran beside him to the first 
landing then branched off, headed for the Mayor’s 
office. Angelus would search the building for the 
Box while Spike confronted the Mayor. 

Xander was not going to be happy when he found 
out that Spike had decided to improvise a little 
rather than sticking to the original plan. 

He’d known from the beginning that it was likely 
the Mayor would be at City Hall. From what he’d 
been able to observe, the Mayor rarely left the 
building these days. Discussing it with Angelus, 
they’d agreed that Spike should distract the Mayor 
while Angelus searched the building. Angelus had 
offered to go instead but Spike refused, wanting to 
confront the Mayor himself. Just his good luck that 
it made more sense for the Master who ordered the 
attack to have a word with his opponent.  

Not bothering to knock, Spike announced his 
presence in the Mayor’s office by the simple 



expedient of kicking the door in. The Mayor swung 
around at the noisy entrance, looking remarkably 
unconcerned by the sounds of struggle clearly 
audible now in the building. Firmly closing the doors 
of the large cabinet he was standing at, the Mayor 
crossed the room to stand by his desk. 

“Good evening, Mr. Spike.” He might have been at a 
cocktail party for all the worry he showed. “I 
assume you are here to explain what’s going on?” 

“Thinking about explaining it with my axe,” Spike 
answered, lifting the weapon as he spoke. 

The Mayor spread his hands in invitation. “Be my 
guest.” 

Spike’s knuckles tightened on the handle and he 
had to forcibly hold himself back from taking the 
Mayor up on his offer. “You need work done - hire 
humans. Vampires are off limits,” he said flatly. “My 
people are handing out pink slips as we speak.” 

The Mayor leaned back against his desk, hands in 
his pockets, as calm as if he wasn’t standing 
defenselessly with an armed predator in front of 



him. Like he knew he was invulnerable. “That’s a 
rather narrow attitude, Mr. Spike. After all, it wasn’t 
long ago that we were working together.” 

Spike growled at the implication that he had ever 
worked for the Mayor. They had cooperated briefly 
when it was in Spike’s interests, that’s all. “Not 
having you settin’ up a rival court,” he snarled. The 
Mayor’s tone of fatherly scolding was seriously 
pissing him off. 

“Fair enough, I really had no intention of stepping 
on your toes. I just needed a few guards who 
wouldn’t fall asleep on the night shift.” The Mayor 
had one of his smarmy smiles on his face and Spike 
really wanted to test how good his invulnerability 
was. Just another minute or two for his people to 
finish up and he could end this irritating discussion. 
“But I can tell it’s a sensitive point with you, and I 
always like to keep my constituents happy.” 

“Not one of your bloody constituents,” Spike 
growled dangerously. 



“Of course not. I’ve known for some time that 
you’re a rather impatient young man. I doubt 
politics is your style.” 

Spike cocked his head, hearing the noise of battle 
moving down the stairs to the first floor. Almost 
done. He gave his axe a showy twirl. “This is 
vampire politics,” he pointed out. “Don’t interfere 
again.” 

  

The smile dropped off the Mayor’s face and Spike 
caught a glimpse of the dangerous predator lurking 
beneath the genial mask. The Mayor’s voice 
hardened as he spoke: “Mr. Spike, I don’t care for 
your attitude. A little respect for your elders is not 
too much to ask. I would hate to have to reinforce 
that lesson in a way you wouldn’t like.” 

Spike’s fragile hold on his temper snapped at the 
veiled threat. He was moving before he even 
realized what he was doing, swinging the axe with 
every ounce of his strength behind the blow. The 
blade sank deeply into the Mayor’s neck, cutting 
through flesh and bone like a hot knife through 



butter then stopped with such shocking abruptness 
that the handle was almost jarred loose from his 
grip. The wickedly sharp axe had come to a halt less 
than an inch away from severing the Mayor’s head 
from his body, stopping as suddenly as if it had run 
into a barrier of solid steel. Spike pulled the weapon 
back reflexively, all thought of having a second go at 
beheading the man driven from his head by what he 
was seeing. 

The Mayor’s head was hanging to one side at an 
impossible angle, held on only by a thin flap of 
tissue and skin. There was no blood. Not a drop. 
Instead of the red of human meat and blood, the 
exposed inside of the Mayor’s neck was black, 
almost gelatinous looking. As he watched, stunned, 
despite the fact that he hadn’t really expected his 
attack to be successful, the Mayor’s head tilted 
back into place by itself, as if pulled together by an 
aberrant flare of gravity, the skin sealing together 
again until no trace of injury remained. 

“Whoa! Well, that was a bit rude.” Completely 
unfazed by what had happened, the Mayor just 



looked at him reproachfully. “I expected better 
from you, Mr. Spike.”  

Spike gaped at him speechlessly and the Mayor 
smiled smugly at him. “It would be a pretty useless 
invulnerability spell if I could be chopped into bits 
and have the bits separated, now wouldn’t it? After 
all, it’s difficult to accomplish anything when your 
head is in South America and your body is in 
California. I’m afraid you’ll just have to accept that 
invulnerable means invulnerable, Mr. Spike.” His 
genial smile firmly intact, he asked politely: “Is there 
anything else I can do for you?” 

Spike decided it was time for a tactical retreat. 
Knowing the Mayor was invulnerable was one thing. 
Seeing it so graphically demonstrated was another. 
Despite Angelus’ lack of success in stabbing the 
Mayor when he’d tried it earlier, Spike had held out 
hope that cutting the Mayor to pieces would work. 
Scattering the pieces, at least the important ones, in 
several widely separated locations had been a 
pleasant thought. He’d enjoyed thinking about the 
Mayor, still able to think and feel, but unable to do 
anything as separated, dismembered pieces.  



Time to re-group and think about their next step, 
Spike decided, hoping Angelus had found the Box. 

“Invulnerable or not, I’m Master of this Territory.” 
he said flatly, no trace of his disquiet showing in his 
face or eyes.  

The Mayor studied him for a moment. “You know, 
we may just have to have a talk about who is the 
power in this town,” he said finally. “I’m rather busy 
this week but keep in mind that I’m an equal 
opportunity employer, Mr. Spike. I’ve had vampires 
working for me in the past and may very well do so 
again in the future. Perhaps we should plan to talk 
again about our mutual interests next week when 
my schedule clears a bit.” 

Spike gave him a yellow-eyed glare as if he was 
reluctantly considering bowing to necessity. “Send 
your boys to tell me when you want a sit-down,” he 
agreed, as if he didn’t know that it would be a 
whole new game next week after the Ascension. 

He left without waiting for the Mayor’s response. 
He’d learned early in their acquaintance that the 
Mayor liked to have the last word and they could 



stand there all night one-upping each other if he let 
it go on.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He met up with Angelus outside the building. A 
rapid check showed the last of the Court leaving the 
area, heading back for the factory as instructed. 
Angelus shook his head as Spike glanced at him.  

“Nothing,” he said. “I couldn’t find it.” 

“Bit of an anti-climax,” Spike commented as they 
walked to where Xander and the rest were waiting 
three blocks away, far enough to keep them out of 
the way of the battle outside City Hall but near 
enough to get there quickly if they were needed. 

Seeing Xander running towards him, Spike 
quickened his pace and let himself be swept into 
Xander’s arms as they closed tightly around him in 
relief. Xander pushed away almost immediately, 
scanning him for any signs of injury. “You ok?” 

“Fine, luv.” 



“How’d it go?” Buffy emerged from the shadows as 
she spoke. 

“Vampires are mostly dead. Can’t swear we got ‘em 
all because some might not have been there, but 
the rest are dust.” Spike shrugged. “Doubt any 
survivors will return. Slip out of town tomorrow, 
more likely.” 

“I couldn’t find the Box,” Angel admitted and Spike 
saw the shoulders slump on all the humans present. 
“I went through every room in the building but I 
didn’t see it.” 

Xander tightened his arms around Spike, offering 
silent comfort which Spike appreciated but didn’t 
really need. The humans were the ones who looked 
crushed by their failure, having obviously had far 
more hope than Spike had ever had about the 
likelihood of success in getting control of the Box. 
For Spike, the Box had always been a side job to this 
mission, something to do if they had time. Stealing 
the Box would have been nice but it wasn’t the 
point of the night’s activities, not for him. 



“I was afraid of that,” Elizabeth was the first to 
speak. “There are spells that can hide objects from 
sight, either the box itself or the door to the room 
in which it is being kept.” 

“Can we do some kind of ‘show me the Box’ spell?” 
Buffy asked, although it sounded like she knew she 
was grasping at straws. 

Elizabeth shook his head. “That kind of magic takes 
time and concentration. Not the sort of thing one 
can perform in the middle of the enemy camp, I’m 
afraid.” 

“Mayor will have some kind of replacements in by 
tomorrow, even if it’s just humans,” Spike said. 
“Think we’re going to have to give up on the Box.” 

“On the bright side,” Willow offered to fill the grim 
silence. “We only have the Mayor to worry about 
on Graduation, not the Mayor and 30 or so 
vampires.” 

“Great, only one unkillable demon. What have we 
been worried about?” Buffy muttered gloomily.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander found himself staring out the window, 
unable to concentrate on his last final exam, 
wondering if he was really spending one of the last 
days of his life sitting in a classroom mechanically 
filling in answers with a number 2 pencil. Ever since 
Spike and Angel had been unable to find the Box of 
Gavrock last night, he’d felt numb inside, like his 
emotions were shutting down in preparation for 
death. 

Not even making love passionately, almost 
violently, after they’d returned home last night had 
been able to bridge the barrier he felt growing 
between himself and the world and afterwards, 
he’d lain awake for hours in Spike’s arms, staring at 
the darkness and wondering if this was the end.  

The sense of hopelessness had been growing in 
them all, the failure to get the Box just the last 
straw. Xander could see it in Buffy’s eyes, even as 
they still discussed ways and means to stop the 



Mayor. Could hear it in Oz’s silences and Willow’s 
frantic tapping at her keyboard as she ran the same 
searches over and over again, hoping to find 
something she’d missed. Could taste it in the 
despair that was seeping through the library like an 
invisible mist, filling the air and choking them as 
their meetings began to feel less and less 
productive, like they were simply going through the 
motions, knowing that they couldn’t win this fight. 

“Five minutes.” 

Mrs. Sundstrom’s voice pulled him from his bleak 
thoughts and Xander stared blankly down at the 
test questions in front of him. Quickly answering 
the last few questions, he closed his book as the 
bell rang and stood. Moving with the flow of the 
crowd of laughing, relieved classmates spilling out 
into the hall, celebrating the end of finals, he 
handed in his test booklet and found his eyes 
meeting Buffy’s. Falling in step together, they 
walked down the hall side by side, two quiet 
mourners in the jubilant crowd.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Giles, I’ll need every possible weapon stashed 
somewhere I can get my hands on it quickly. Even if 
they don’t hurt him, some of them will have to slow 
him down. If we’re lucky and he’s no longer 
invulnerable, then I can use them to kill him.” Buffy 
said, turning to the librarian. She looked frightened 
and desperate and determined. “If nothing else, I 
have to slow him down enough to give everyone a 
chance to get out of there.” 

They were meeting in the library again after school, 
Spike and Angel having just joined them and 
finalizing their admittedly thin plans for Graduation. 
Xander was staring off into the distance, toying with 
a thought that had been on his mind since the 
prom, wondering if he should suggest it or if it was 
just his desperation that made it seem like a 
workable idea. A familiar voice snapped him out of 
his musings. 

“We may be able to help with that.” 



The voice from the door had them all spinning 
around, half out of their chairs, hearts pounding, 
half-afraid they’d been discovered by the Mayor. 
Xander was the first to recover. 

“Mr. Olsen,” he said, getting the rest of the way to 
his feet. “What are you doing here?” 

Mr. Olsen stepped inside the library and everyone 
else at the table rose to their feet as about a dozen 
people followed him into the room. Xander’s brows 
knitted together as he recognized most of them: a 
couple were his customers, one or two he 
recognized from the new year’s party he and Spike 
had gone to, most of the rest were vaguely familiar 
faces from around town. All of them looked grim 
and determined, but beneath the resolve, they also 
looked nervous, like they weren’t sure of their 
reception. 

“They’re demons,” Spike identified as he studied 
them. 

“What!?” Buffy asked sharply, her whole body 
tensing as she went on battle alert. 



Xander’s hand shot out to block her forward 
motion. “They’re friends.”  

“Xander’s right, we’re friends. Master Spike is also 
correct. We’re all demons, or part demons. All 
except Bob, there.” Mr. Olsen nodded towards a 
burly, middle-aged man in jeans and work boots off 
to his right, who grinned back at him.  

Mr. Olsen was probably the calmest person in the 
room. Buffy and Giles and Wesley were tense and 
shocked and looked ready to attack at the first 
wrong move and Xander was terrified that someone 
would inadvertently do something to cause the 
situation to explode into violence. 

  

“Mr. Olsen, I thought you were warning people to 
get out of town,” he couldn’t help saying 
reproachfully. 

“I did. People have already begun leaving quietly so 
the exodus isn’t obvious. On the morning of 
graduation day, the rest will leave town at dawn in 
several buses we’ve acquired. Several hundred 



people will be out of town on graduation day thanks 
to your warning.” 

Xander was relieved and met the astonished and 
slightly accusing stares of Buffy and the two 
Watchers with a calm certainty. He’d made the right 
decision and he wasn’t going to apologize for it. 
Giles nodded first, accepting his decision, and 
neither Buffy nor Wesley said anything, although 
they continued to look slightly disapproving. Who 
cared? It was way too late to worry about keeping 
secrets. 

“Then, why are you here?” Wesley asked. He’d 
relaxed and was studying the demons curiously. 
Xander was reminded of when he’d first learned 
that Mr. Olsen was a demon and he couldn’t help 
looking for signs of his demonic ancestry. 

“Xander told us about the Ascension and we have 
some information for you. One of the members of 
our community is Teer’ah, on his father’s side.” 

Giles straightened, looking fascinated. “They’re 
immortal, aren’t they?” 



“Very close to it,” Mr. Olsen replied, with an 
approving smile for Giles’ familiarity with the 
obscure species. “Being only a half-breed, he is 
mortal, but has lived for nearly 400 years. He’s the 
only member of our community who had heard of 
an Ascension and he had a critical piece of 
information that I believe you are not aware of.” 

“What?” Buffy demanded, looking apprehensive. 

“When a person achieves Ascension, they become 
pure demon. They’re different.” Mr. Olsen looked 
around at the puzzled faces and explained. “What 
you think of as demons are all hybrids. Pure demons 
don’t exist any more.” 

Giles looked like his worst nightmare was about to 
come true. “Different?” he asked faintly, as if he 
was dreading the answer. “How?” 

“For starters, they’re a lot bigger. They’re stronger 
and have much greater powers than any demon 
hybrid possesses.” 

“The original demons that walked the earth before 
mankind,” Wesley murmured, almost to himself.  



“Precisely.” Mr. Olsen looked grim as he confirmed 
Wesley’s statement.  

One of the demons who’d been listening silently 
behind him now stepped forward. 

“Sunnydale is our home,” the slender man said in a 
surprisingly deep voice. He looked fully human until 
you realized his limbs were just a trifle longer than 
one usually saw on humans and there was 
something odd about the way his thumbs bent 
backwards. “Our lives, our families, our homes, our 
businesses are here. Some of us have lived here for 
longer than the town has existed. We are not about 
to allow the Mayor to destroy the town, nor are we 
prepared to let children fight our battles for us. We 
have 37 volunteers who will be there to fight the 
Mayor on Ascension Day.” 

Buffy and Giles exchanged glances. “That could be 
extremely useful,” Giles murmured, shoulders 
straightening as if a weight had slipped off them. 
Then he shook his head, denying the hope that was 
hesitantly entering the room. “You should all know - 
the Mayor is invulnerable. We’re not even sure he 



can be harmed after the Ascension. And we have no 
idea of how to fight something that is invulnerable 
to harm.” 

“Xander told us.” Mr. Olsen assured him. 
“According to…” there was the barest hesitation, 
“my friend, the invulnerability only lasts until the 
actual Ascension. Once the Mayor transforms, he 
can be harmed. Not invulnerable but he will still be 
very difficult to kill.” 

“Thank God,” Giles muttered, sitting down suddenly 
like his legs had collapsed under him. Xander knew 
exactly how he felt. Fighting something tough was 
one thing. Fighting something unkillable was what 
had been giving them all nightmares. Looking 
around, he could see they were all standing a little 
straighter and he found he was breathing a little 
easier, the fist that had been clenched around his 
heart easing its grip. 

He hadn’t know it was possible to be so relieved 
and so worried at the same time. “Mr. Olsen, I don’t 
want anyone getting hurt because of us.” 



Mr. Olsen gave him a warm smile. “Xander, because 
of your warning, our families will be safely out of 
town. And we will never forget what we owe you 
for that. But some of us are staying.” 

“What about you?” 

“Me?” 

“You’re not…, you’re…” 

“I’m too old to fight?” Mr. Olsen finished for him 
cheerfully, his eyes twinkling. Literally. They were 
doing the green and gold sparkly thing that Xander 
had only seen once or twice before. He shot a quick, 
worried glance at the others and saw that Buffy and 
Willow were entranced by the effect, as Xander had 
been when he first saw it, while Giles and Wesley 
were nodding thoughtfully. 

“Lobarrrhyn demon?” Giles asked and Mr. Olsen 
gave him a smile, nodding. 

“Well done. I see that Xander’s high opinion of you 
is deserved.” 



Giles actually blushed slightly and cleared his 
throat. “So, you have the ability to spit venom?” 

“Sadly, no, I did not inherit that ability. Xander’s 
right, I wouldn’t be of any use in a fight. I’m to act 
as liaison between our groups.” 

“He’s only one-quarter Lobarrrhyn, Giles,” Xander 
explained, feeling a wave of relief that Mr. Olsen 
wasn’t planning on being on the front lines. 

“However, Geoff here is a drill sergeant at the local 
army base,” Mr. Olsen nodded towards a huge man 
standing near the back in a position Xander 
recognized from movies as “parade-rest”. “He can 
get us anything we need from the armory.” 

Wesley straightened with a pleased exclamation 
and Buffy looked like she’d just been given the best 
Christmas present ever.  

“That could prove extraordinarily useful. Geoff?” 
Wesley asked curiously. 

The man, whom Xander vaguely remembered 
seeing around town a few times, stepped forward 
and thrust out a massive hand which Xander was 



pleased to see Wesley shook without hesitation. 
“Geoff Morgan,” he introduced himself, then 
smiled. “Otherwise known as Gr’affm’gan. I’m part 
Kobarien.” 

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Morgan. We are very 
grateful for your help,” Wesley said, shaking his 
hand enthusiastically. 

And just like that, the two groups relaxed. Xander 
and Spike moved forward, greeting the people they 
knew, while Mr. Olsen, Giles and Wesley began 
talking strategy and abilities.  

For the first time since they hadn’t been able to get 
the Box of Gavrock, Xander found himself 
wondering if he might live through graduation after 
all. 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Graduation, part 1’  

 
 

Part Forty-Seven 



As the group of demons and demon hybrids filed 
out of the library, Xander lifted a hand in farewell to 
Mr. Olsen, still stunned and grateful that the old 
man had done this, had brought them desperately 
needed help against the Mayor. He turned back 
towards the others and found every eye fixed on 
him, Spike’s warm with approval, the others either 
unreadable or with mixed emotions. 

“What?” 

“Xander,” Buffy began, then stopped as if she 
wasn’t sure what she wanted to say. 

“Look, I met Mr. Olsen last year and we became 
friends. I didn’t even know he was part demon for 
almost a year. And, hey, here’s an idea, why don’t 
we just put any trauma, issues, or accusations on 
the shelf for now. If we survive the Ascension, we 
can talk about my friends then. Ok?” 

“Very sensible,” Wesley said approvingly. “We have 
a great deal to do and not a lot of time.” 

“It’s not like I’m the only one here with demon 
friends,” Xander couldn’t help muttering under his 



breath even though he knew it would just lead to an 
argument. Fortunately, only Spike heard him, sliding 
him an amused sideways glance. 

“We have less than two days before the Ascension,” 
Buffy said crisply, “that’s not enough time for us,” 
she gestured around at the nine of them. “We need 
more help. Who can we bring in on this who won’t 
freak?” 

She’d obviously decided to let it go for now. Xander 
couldn’t tell if she was upset because there was a 
community of peaceful demons living and working 
in Sunnydale or because he hadn’t told her he knew 
about them. Probably both. As the Slayer, Buffy 
wasn’t big on grey areas as far as demons went. It 
had to be making her twitchy that there was a large 
group of demons that knew her supposedly secret 
identity and that she wasn’t going to be able to kill 
them. But she’d adjusted to Spike, Xander thought 
optimistically, she’d learn to deal. 

As long as they were all still looking askance at him, 
he might as well go for broke. “I’ve been thinking 



about that,” he said. “More help, I mean. We need 
to tell the entire senior class what’s going on.” 

“Xander, we can’t,” Willow protested, startled by 
the suggestion. 

“Why not? You all heard Jonathan at the Prom,” 
Xander looked at Oz, the only Sunnydaler who 
hadn’t been there. “Oz, it was incredible. Jonathan 
stood up in front of the entire senior class and 
talked about Sunnydale and how things weren’t 
normal here. And people were yelling out examples 
of things that have happened.” He turned back to 
the others. “Everyone knows there’s something 
wrong with this town even if they don’t talk about 
it. Let’s tell them what’s going on and get their 
help.” 

Giles and Wesley exchanged glances. “Xander,” 
Wesley began slowly. “The Slayer works in secret, 
we can’t reveal her identity to dozens of people en 
mass.” 

“Hello? ‘Class Protector’? Sounds a lot like Slayer to 
me.” 



“Xander’s right,” Buffy said abruptly. “They’re going 
to be there at graduation, they have a right to know 
what’s coming. Besides, finals are over and a bunch 
of people helping would make things a lot easier. 
Maybe even possible.” 

“I agree,” Oz said quietly. 

Giles nodded. “We can certainly use the help in 
getting things ready.” 

“How do we tell everyone without it taking all day?” 
Willow asked. 

“You and I can take care of that,” Elizabeth said. “If 
you can stay a bit later tonight and work with me 
we should be able to come up with something.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike and Xander followed Buffy out of the library 
as the group broke up.  

“Slayer, we need to talk.” 



Buffy looked back at them tiredly. “I swear, if 
there’s something else you two have been hiding…” 
she began but Spike cut her off impatiently. 

“It’s about Joyce.” 

“What about her?”  

“Get her out of town, Slayer,” Spike growled. “If you 
don’t, I will. Not having her at risk when this goes 
down.” 

Buffy’s expression softened. “I’ve been thinking the 
same thing,” she said. “I can’t do this while if I have 
to worry about her.”  

“Will she go?” Xander asked. Mrs. Summers was 
stubborn, she wasn’t going to like being told to 
leave. 

“She’ll go,” Buffy promised. “Don’t worry. I’ll take 
care of it.” 

“You tell her if she’s not gone by this time 
tomorrow, I’ll drag her out of town personally,” 
Spike said, without a hint of joking in his voice. 



Buffy smiled involuntarily, obviously picturing that 
confrontation. “I’ll tell her.” 

Spike nodded, satisfied. “See that you do,” he said 
shortly as they walked down the front steps of the 
school. He and Xander turned left, heading for the 
apartment, while Buffy turned in the opposite 
direction, heading towards her home. 

“Guys?” she called after them. “Thanks.” 

Xander turned and saw her smiling at them. He 
smiled back. “Tell your mom we’ll see her as soon 
as this is over,” he said, hoping they’d be able to 
keep that promise. He waved for both of them since 
Spike was staring intently at a clump of bushes that 
were completely devoid of anything interesting to 
look at. Spike hated to be caught acting 
sentimental.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
At school the next morning, things went off without 
a hitch. Willow and Elizabeth did something so that 



the school administration somehow didn’t notice 
that a mandatory senior class assembly on the last 
day of school wasn’t a normal yearly event. Giles 
simply used the PA system to announce the 
assembly and the senior class filed into the gym as 
ordered, looking curious but not in the least 
suspicious.  

Once inside, Willow and Elizabeth cast a ward, 
sealing the doors and preventing anyone outside 
the room from hearing what went on inside. Buffy 
stood in front of the class, flanked by Angel, who’d 
entered through the sewer entrance in the locker 
room, Giles and Sgt. Morgan, who looked even 
bigger and more impressive dressed in his army 
fatigues than he had last night in the library. Xander 
had called Mr. Olsen last night and he’d agreed to 
ask Sgt. Morgan to meet with the senior class. 

Buffy looked surprisingly nervous as she began 
speaking but Xander could relate. Public speaking 
was one of his least favorite things as well. 

“Most of you were at the Prom,” she began. “And 
you heard Jonathan Levinson talk about how 



Sunnydale isn’t like other towns.” People 
automatically looked around for Jonathan, sitting 
off to one side next to Larry, and Jonathan blushed, 
looking like he wanted to crawl under the 
bleachers. Buffy smiled at him. “Jonathan was right. 
So it won’t surprise you to know that our 
graduation isn’t going to be like everyone else’s 
graduation. You’ve probably heard by now that the 
Mayor is going to be our graduation speaker. What 
you don’t know is why he’s going to be there.” 

Xander watched the students as Buffy laid it out for 
them: the Ascension and the fact that they were all 
intended to die. There was disbelief, nervous 
laughter, denial, fear and reluctant acceptance 
showing on the faces of the students. People were 
shifting on the wooden bleachers, some looking on 
the edge of panic, when Buffy stopped speaking. 
Before they could recover from their shock enough 
to respond, Giles stepped up to the microphone, his 
familiar presence as a member of the school faculty 
quieting the students enough to keep them 
listening. 



“We intend to fight the Mayor and we need your 
help,” he said, his voice carrying clearly to the back 
rows.  

“This is bullshit!” a student shouted from the back. 
“You’re talking about the fucking Mayor. Is this 
some kind of sick joke? He’s a politician, not a 
demon.” 

Angel stepped forward, having been volunteered 
for this. Xander had pointed out to the others that 
Spike would enjoy scaring people far too much and 
get carried away. He’d actually thought that Spike 
would be much better at this than Angel, whose 
guilt-meter wouldn’t allow him to make a very 
impressive display - terrifying students and little old 
ladies probably ranked high on his ‘given up 
because of his soul’ list. But Spike had done the 
show-and-tell thing once already for Joyce and 
Xander couldn’t ask him to do it again. 

“You think you can always tell when someone’s a 
demon?” Angel asked quietly. 

“What? You going to claim you’re a demon now?” 
the student scoffed. Xander couldn’t see who it was 



but suspected it was one of the jocks. Larry was 
looking seriously pissed off, the same way Cordelia 
did on the rare occasions when one of her minions 
disobeyed her. 

Angel vamped out and a handful of students 
screamed, the ones in the front row scrambling 
backwards out of their seats, trying to get some 
distance from him. “Demons walk among you every 
day,” he said calmly. Yeah, Spike would have been 
much better at this, Xander thought critically. Angel 
was way to calm, not nearly enough snarl in his 
voice. “Not every one of them is someone you have 
to worry about, but the Mayor is.” 

“Don’t be stupider than you have to be, Brad.” 
Unexpectedly, help came from another source. 
Cordelia’s voice rose scathingly, slicing cleanly 
through the frightened, arguing sounds of the 
crowd. “He’s planning on eating us to get more 
power. You ever known any politician who wouldn’t 
do just about anything to get and keep power? 
Well, the Mayor is a demon politician, the worst of 
both worlds combined.” 



Xander found himself wondering what exactly 
Cordy and Spike had talked about while they were 
dancing at the prom. Cordy sounded like she 
already knew all about the Mayor’s Ascension. 
When graduation was over, he’d have to ask Spike. 

Angel shifted back to human features and stepped 
back from the crowd before he caused a complete 
panic. Sgt. Morgan stepped forward. 
 
“QUIET!”   
 
The shouted command brought complete silence to 
the room. Xander could really believe he was a drill 
sergeant, not that he’d doubted it, but that 
impressive parade-ground voice had obviously been 
honed to perfection on unruly recruits. 
 
“I’m Sergeant Morgan,” he introduced himself, now 
that he had everyone’s attention. “These people are 
telling you the truth. I’ve lived in Sunnydale my 
whole life and many of you know me. We need you 
to stay calm and to trust us. We’re telling you this 



because we need your help. If we work together, 
we can stop the Mayor.” 

Larry stood up. “What do you need us to do?” he 
asked simply, his voice carrying to every corner of 
the now quiet room. After a moment, Jonathan 
stood up beside him.  

“How can we help?” 

Cordelia was next. “Just tell me it won’t mess up my 
hair and I’m in.” 

The wave of laughter that followed was just what 
they needed and Xander grinned at Cordy as the 
fear and uncertainty drained out of the crowd at 
her words, knowing she’d said it for just that 
reason. Suddenly the gym was filled with students 
asking eagerly how they could help. 

Sergeant Morgan let it go on for a minute, letting 
the students infect each other with willingness to 
help, before he held his hands up for silence. 

“We appreciate your willingness and can use each 
and every one of you. But make no mistake.” He 
looked around the room and it was as if his eyes 



met and held the eyes of every person in the gym. 
Xander couldn’t help wondering if that was a 
demonic ability or if he was just really good with 
recruits. “You could die if you help. I want everyone 
to take a minute to think before we go further. 
There is no shame in deciding to stay home. All we 
ask is that you not tell anyone what is happening.” 

Uneasy silence fell as the students slowly sat back 
down, having been shocked to seriousness by the 
mention of dying. Sgt. Morgan folded his arms over 
his chest and deliberately turned his gaze away 
from the bleachers, giving the students privacy to 
reconsider. Buffy and he exchanged a long look and 
Buffy nodded at something she saw in his face.  

Buffy and Sergeant Morgan had connected 
immediately last night in the library, both 
recognizing that they were fellow warriors, 
although in very different ways. It was the same 
unspoken connection that she and Spike had, even 
back when they’d hated each other. Completely 
unrelated to their mutual antipathy back then, they 
had both recognized something in the other, 



something they shared, even if they never said it 
out loud.  

If the students had any sense, they would 
unanimously vote to stay home, hiding under their 
beds until the Ascension was over. But Xander 
already knew, looking over at the students in the 
bleachers, some lost in thought, some talking 
quietly with their neighbors, that most would 
volunteer to help. His gaze roamed over the familiar 
faces, knowing some might die tomorrow. Would it 
be Andy from shop class, who couldn’t cut a straight 
line to save his life but who had a knack for mixing 
stains and varnishes that gave his projects a finish 
that no one in shop could compete with? Or Linda 
from his California History class who was actually 
interested in the subject and had made the class 
bearable by her in-depth questions that had 
embarrassed Mr. Newman when he didn’t know the 
answers? Could he stand it if Cordelia died? Larry? 
Jonathan? And that wasn’t even considering Oz, 
Buffy, and Willow who were already committed to 
this fight. He wasn’t responsible for them, not in the 
way he was for the others. They were here on their 



own and not because of Xander. But this meeting 
had been his idea and the demons had come to 
help because he’d talked to Mr. Olsen. If any of the 
students or demons died, it would be on his 
conscience. 

Could he live with it if any of them died? Xander 
had an awful feeling he was going to find out. If 
they failed, it wouldn’t be an issue, unless guilt 
continued to bother you after you died. In failure, 
he would at least have the comfort of knowing that 
Mrs. Summers was leaving town tonight and that 
Mrs. Olsen and nearly 200 other people wouldn’t be 
at ground zero. If they succeeded, maybe the lives 
saved would balance their losses. He hoped so. 

Reminding himself that he would not have chosen 
to go into the minefield of the Graduation 
ceremony without warning, he told himself that this 
was the right thing to do. At least this way, the 
students would know what was coming and have a 
chance to fight back. With that thought, he waited 
with the others for the Senior Class of 1999 to make 
their decision.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander stepped out of the bathroom, still toweling 
his hair dry, the steam from his long soak under the 
spray escaping past him into the room as he nearly 
collided with Spike who was waiting for him outside 
the bathroom door. 

“Hi.” He yawned as he greeted his lover, tired from 
the over-long day to the point where he had almost 
fallen asleep under the spray and wanted nothing 
more than to collapse on the bed. 

From Spike’s expression, that wasn’t going to 
happen in the immediate future.  

“What’s this I hear about you bein’ on the front 
lines?” Spike growled, his hands tightening on 
Xander’s arms, yellow eyes glaring into Xander’s. 

Damn Angel. Xander should never have entrusted 
him to explain the tweaking of the plan to Spike. 
Probably hadn’t occurred to Mr. Diplomacy not to 
worry Spike unnecessarily. But Angel and Spike had 



spent the afternoon and evening making their own 
preparations for tomorrow and Xander hadn’t seen 
Spike since he’d left the apartment this morning, 
with Spike still asleep. Angel had been at the school 
first thing for the meeting with the senior class and 
had been there when they’d finalized their plan so 
he had notified Spike. 

“Only as a token sacrafice,” he answered flippantly, 
then could have kicked himself as Spike slid fully 
into game face, a low growl starting in his chest.  

“Not sacrifice in the sense of actually being eaten, 
pretend sacrifice was what I meant,” he corrected 
himself hurriedly. Spike didn’t look appeased and 
Xander sighed, shrugging free of Spike’s grip and 
wrapping the towel around his waist. “Let’s sit 
down and I’ll explain, ok?”  

He lead the way to the couch and collapsed onto it, 
too tired to deal with this but left with no choice 
but to deal. Spike refused to sit, pacing up and 
down in front of Xander, somehow managing to 
never take his eyes off Xander as he moved.  



“Buffy has to be front and center when it begins,” 
he reminded Spike. “If the Mayor doesn’t see 
students in the front row, he’s going to know 
something is up.” He reached up and caught Spike’s 
hand, stopping his agitated pacing. “I’m not going to 
ask someone to take my place, Spike. Not even for 
you. I couldn’t live with myself if someone died 
because they were standing in my place.” 

“Don’t care if the whole bloody rest of your school 
dies so long as you live,” Spike growled. “Don’t want 
you there.” 

“I know. But the Mayor will be looking for familiar 
faces. We can’t let him suspect anything until the 
last possible second because if he has a chance to 
think, this won’t work.” 

The anger seemed to drain out of Spike and he 
allowed himself to be tugged down beside Xander. 
He pulled Xander into his arms and buried his face 
in the crook of Xander’s neck, where Xander could 
feel him inhaling deeply, drawing in Xander’s scent. 
He stroked Spike’s short, gelled hair soothingly. 
“You’re the one who’s in real danger, Spike. I’m just 



diversion guy, you’re the one who’s going to be in 
the thick of things.” 

Spike didn’t answer and Xander knew his words 
weren’t as comforting as he’d hoped. They didn’t 
really know what to expect: just how big the Mayor 
was going to get, how fast, how deadly. They were 
still guessing about so many things. Spike had it 
even worse. If they were wrong about the eclipse, 
Spike would be condemned to sitting on the 
sidelines, unable to help because of the afternoon 
sun. They’d planned as best they could but Xander 
already knew from bitter experience that plans 
didn’t always work out the way they were supposed 
to.  

Arms wrapped securely around his vampire, Xander 
leaned his head back against the couch and felt 
himself nodding off despite his efforts to remain 
awake for Spike’s sake. It had been a long day and 
tomorrow would be worse, but at least it would be 
over tomorrow, one way or another.  

 

Part Forty-Eight 



“Bloody hell!” Spike’s exclamation was full of shock 
and genuine outrage. “’m not wearing that.” 

Xander glared at him, hefting the orange safety vest 
threateningly. “You’re wearing it or you’re not 
leaving this apartment.”  

“Yeah? You and what army gonna to stop me?” 

“Spike, everyone who’s not a student is wearing 
one of these and you are too. I’m not having you 
killed because someone couldn’t tell the difference 
between a bad guy and a good guy.” Xander wasn’t 
going to budge on this. The vests were a good idea, 
extremely visible even to panicked students and 
parents and Spike wasn’t going to get out of 
wearing one just because he thought it was tacky. It 
was tacky, but he wasn’t losing Spike to friendly fire. 

“You saying I can’t defend myself against a bunch of 
high school kids?” Spike’s outrage cranked up a 
notch and Xander sighed. 

“Of course not. But Spike, you know better than I do 
that things happen in battle. There’s going to be a 
hundred scared kids with weapons running around 



and I’m not having someone stake you from behind 
by mistake. So put it on.” He shoved the vest into 
Spike’s hands. Spike just looked at it with distaste 
and Xander had to keep hold or it would have fallen 
to the ground as Spike refused to actually close his 
fingers around the orange fabric. 

Desperate times called for desperate measures. 
“Afterwards, I’ll wear it and nothing else for you,” 
he offered, trying to look sexy. 

Spike shot him a disbelieving look. “You think I 
could get it up with you wearing that monstrosity? 
Please.” 

Ok, bad plan. “Angel has to wear one too.” Ah, 
better, Spike’s lips looked like they were trying to 
form a smirk. “I promise, Spike. I will never mention 
it again. Not one joke. Ever. All the friendly demons 
are wearing them. We have to have a way to tell 
people apart in the heat of the moment.” 

“Fine,” Spike grumbled reluctantly, knowing it made 
sense. He was going into battle with a bunch of 
amateurs sure to be frightened out of their tiny 
little minds and swinging at anything that moved. 



Even amateurs got lucky sometimes. “But we’re 
burnin’ it afterwards.” 

Xander’s relieved smile rewarded him for his 
forbearance. Anything that kept Xander from 
worrying about him and kept his mind on his own 
safety was good. Even a fluorescent orange vest 
that Spike would almost rather be staked than 
caught wearing.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Graduation committee had set up rows of 
folding chairs in the school’s central courtyard in 
two distinct groups: one for the graduating class in 
front and a larger section in the rear for family and 
friends. A wide gap separated the two groups and 
Xander couldn’t help smiling as he stood at the 
head of the line behind Buffy, waiting for the music 
that was their signal to begin filing into the 
courtyard. Obviously, the committee had felt it 
necessary to make clear the difference between the 



have’s and have not’s in this ceremony. Like the 
robes wouldn’t do that. 

The music began and Xander took a deep, steadying 
breath as he followed Buffy up the red-carpeted 
center aisle, leading the members of their class 
towards the front. He couldn’t help thinking that 
any sensible person would be running for the hills 
about now and he was stunned at how many of the 
graduates had shown up despite knowing what they 
were facing. 

Buffy branched off to the left and sat down in the 
farthest left hand seat. Xander took the chair next 
to her, looking up at the stage and the people 
sitting in the single line of chairs behind the 
podium. Principal Snyder, a couple of 
administrators he barely recognized, a favored 
teacher or two, and the Mayor, sitting looking 
completely at ease and beaming genially at the 
audience. Not at all like someone who planned to 
kill everyone there in just a few minutes.  

Xander dragged his eyes away from the Mayor and 
looked back at his classmates filling in the rows with 



orderly precision, looking astoundingly calm 
considering what was about to happen. He just 
hoped his own face was as resolved as their’s and 
not as sickly pale as he felt. He let his eyes sweep 
over the familiar faces as he wondered how many 
of them would survive the next hour. Cordelia 
flashed him her Hollywood smile, one of the few 
students who actually looked good in the red 
commencement gowns, and he smiled back at her. 
Larry gave him a thumbs up and Oz nodded at him, 
only a slight extra stillness to his face giving away 
his nervous tension. 

Snyder advanced to the podium as the last of the 
graduating class sat down and spoke briefly and 
stiffly, saying that they had proved more or less 
adequate. Maybe he would change his mind before 
the day was over, Xander thought with a brief 
inward smile which vanished when the Mayor stood 
up and moved to the front of the stage to begin the 
keynote address.  

Beside him, Buffy stirred restlessly as the Mayor 
greeted them and congratulated them, showing no 
sign of being anything other than another boring 



Commencement speaker. “Oh my God. He's going 
to do the entire speech,” she whispered in disbelief 
as the Mayor pulled out a set of notecards.  

Xander glanced sideways at her with a fleeting 
smile: “Well, we always knew he was evil,” he said 
under his breath and was rewarded by a brief 
answering smile. 

As they listened to the Mayor drone on about 
journeys, Xander was hard pressed not to nervously 
check that everything was in place. Too much 
fidgeting would draw unwelcome attention so he 
gripped the edge of his chair and forced himself to 
remain still as the Mayor continued his speech, 
reading off his cue cards. You’d think someone 
who’d had as long to prepare for this as the Mayor 
had would have memorized his speech by now. 

“Today is about change. Graduation doesn't just 
mean your circumstances change, it means you do. 
You ascend - to a higher level. Nothing will ever be 
the same. Nothing.”  

What the hell? Was the Mayor going to admit what 
was about to happen? Xander’s wandering 



attention sharpened and he began to pay close 
attention, scrutinizing the Mayor for any sign that 
he was about to change. It was really annoying that 
no eclipse was actually predicted for today or they 
would have known exactly when during the 
ceremony the Mayor expected to transform.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike waited impatiently inside the school, only the 
threat of immolation keeping him inside the 
building as the ceremony dragged on and the 
Ascension grew closer. Spike could feel it in the air, 
crackling along his nerves like electricity - a magical 
storm rapidly building power. Xander was out there, 
waiting for the Mayor to transform, and Spike was 
prevented from being at his side by the deadly rays 
of the afternoon sunshine filling the courtyard 
where nearly three hundred people waited to die. 

Oh, most of them didn’t know that’s what they 
were doing. But the entire graduating class did and 
Spike felt a reluctant admiration that so few of the 



students had chickened out. Only about a dozen in 
a class of nearly a hundred students had not shown 
up for the ceremony. The rest had simply arrived as 
scheduled, chose a weapon from the piles waiting 
for them and slipped it over their heads like it was a 
normal part of an ordinary Saturday. Their faces 
may have been as pale as Spike’s but they received 
their final instructions without fuss or panic, as 
determined as they were frightened. 

Of course, those instructions had mostly been to 
stay alive, stay ready, and get themselves and their 
families out of harm’s way as quickly as possible, 
but it was still an impressive performance.  

Waiting, watching the sky for the first sign of the 
promised eclipse that would free him to act, Spike 
glanced sideways at Angelus, who was waiting 
beside him. A dozen of the more obvious demons 
who’d come to help were with them, all of them 
held in reserve in case the Mayor had a back up 
plan for the vampires Spike had killed. With two 
days in which to act, and a desperate need to keep 
his food supply from bolting, Spike was betting they 
would see action in the rear. 



It was just the waiting that was killing him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
A shadow moved across the courtyard and Xander 
looked up at the cloudless sky and caught a brief 
glimpse of the disc moving with unnatural speed 
across the face of the sun before he belatedly 
remembered you weren’t supposed to look directly 
at an eclipse. Dragging his gaze back to the stage, he 
saw the Mayor grimace as if struck by a sudden 
pain. He shook it off and continued speaking and 
Xander looked at Buffy who was poised on the edge 
of her seat, waiting tensely for the exact moment.  

“And so as we look back on…” - was that a flinch? - 
“on the events that brought us to this day…” 

“Come on, come on,” Xander muttered, urging 
Buffy on, not the Mayor, barely able to stop himself 
from jumping up and giving the signal himself.  

“We… we must all…” the Mayor’s voice broke off 
and he gave a stifled scream, doubling forward over 



the podium for a second before he recovered. An 
uneasy murmur was running through the audience 
behind the graduates as people asked each other 
what was happening. The graduates were silent, 
waiting tensely for the promised signal. 

“Now!” Buffy shouted, her voice over-riding the 
Mayor’s as, unbelievably, he continued speaking, 
saying something about his destiny beginning. He 
was clinging to the podium with both hands now, 
looking more like someone about to hurl than 
someone on the verge of becoming a different 
species.  

The school’s fire alarm sounded in response to 
Buffy’s yell and the red-gowned graduates leapt to 
their feet and began tearing their commencement 
robes off. Underneath the concealing robes, every 
student had a weapon tied around their necks: 
battleaxes, maces, baseball bats; anything and 
everything they had been able to supply that could 
be used without skill or training. 

The front row was the exception. As their caps and 
gowns came off, the demons who’d been concealed 



beneath the robes bent to pick up the weapons 
taken from the military base that had been stashed 
under their chairs, waiting for this moment. 

The Mayor screamed in what sounded like pain, his 
eyes rolling back in his head, totally focused on 
what was happening with his body and Xander 
prayed they had one more minute.  

Sgt. Morgan’s magically enhanced voice boomed 
through the courtyard, overriding the shouts and 
exclamations of the audience, the alarm bell, and 
even Snyder’s shouts for order.  

“Evacuate the school immediately. Move as 
quickly as you can off the school grounds. Do NOT 
take shelter in the school buildings. I repeat: 
Evacuate the area immediately.”  

“Go!” Buffy yelled. She was standing on her chair to 
make herself visible above the crowd. “Go!” she 
commanded again. “Get them out of here!” She 
gestured with a small axe towards the spectators at 
the rear of the audience, the families and friends of 
the graduates who were now milling about uneasily, 
puzzled and frightened by the announcement and 



the actions of the graduates. Some were starting to 
leave in response to the announcement, beginning 
to move out into the aisles, but they were moving 
far too slowly, looking back, waiting for their family 
members and the students they had come to see 
graduate. 

The graduates moved immediately as they had 
been ordered, running down the aisles towards the 
audience, hustling people along, urging them to 
move faster, to not look back, to go, go, go.  

Turning back to the front, Xander saw the Mayor 
clinging white-knuckled to the podium, his body 
twisting and writhing, moving and stretching in 
ways impossible for human flesh and bone as his 
clothes shredded, unable to fit his rapidly changing 
contours. It was grotesque and terrifying and 
Xander froze, staring in fascinated horror at the 
sight. 

“Xander!” Buffy’s voice snapped him out of his 
shock and he ran to join her as she stood at the 
edge of graduates’ area, clear of the chairs and off 
to the side just behind the line of demons, having 



moved while he gaped at the Mayor. The demons 
formed their first line of defense, hands working 
with hastily practiced skill on the triggers of the 
flame throwers stolen from the military base. 

Throwing a quick glance backwards to check the 
status of the crowd, Xander saw a handful of people 
riveted in place, staring stupidly at the Mayor, as 
frozen as he had been. Swearing, he ran back 
towards them, shoving chairs aside as he pushed 
directly through to the nearest person. “Harmony! 
Fred! Richard! Snap out of it! Get the hell out of 
here!” 

Reaching Fred Nakamura three rows back, Xander 
grabbed his arm and forcibly turned him away from 
the sight of the Mayor in mid-change. “Fred!” he 
yelled again. “Get out of here.” 

Fred snapped out of his frozen trance and took two 
steps backward, stumbling blindly over the 
scattered chairs, before scrambling to his feet and 
racing after the rest of the crowd. The other kids 
who’d frozen in place had also begun running for 
the rear and Xander turned back to the stage just as 



the transformation finished with shocking 
suddenness and a fanged serpent rose from behind 
the podium with a squealing roar as its head 
stretched towards the sky until it almost reached 
the tops of the palm trees lining the courtyard, 
thirty or more feet over their heads. 

A dozen flamethrowers roared to life and spat fire 
into the still-darkening sky and Xander heard Sgt. 
Morgan’s voice in his head from his speech at their 
planning sessions: “Forget guns, crossbows, and 
anything else that requires precision aiming. You’re 
not going to kill this thing with projectile weapons. 
Most of the ammo isn’t even going to hit it and 
anything big enough to make a dent has the 
potential to kill people ten blocks away.” 

Xander could see he’d been right. The snake moved 
with a quick, fluid grace that was eerily beautiful 
even under the circumstances, its head weaving 
back and forth as it seemed to survey the area and 
its fleeing prey. The head darted down time and 
again snapping at the guests on the stage who’d 
been slow to move, only to rear back in frustration 
as the tongues of flame arced towards it.  



“This is unacceptable!” 

In disbelief, Xander heard Snyder’s voice. Showing 
all the survival instincts of a suicidal lemming, 
Principal Snyder was standing on the lawn near the 
edge of the stage, glaring up at the giant snake as if 
it was nothing more than another unruly student. 
“You're on my campus, buddy!”  

“Snyder! Don’t be such an idiot! Get the hell away 
from there!” he yelled desperately but Snyder 
didn’t move. 

“This is not orderly. This is not discipline! When I 
say I want quiet, I want…”  

His ranting was cut off with shocking suddenness as 
the serpent moved with unbelievable speed, its 
enormous mouth completely engulfing Snyder 
before quickly rising again as the closest demons 
swung their flamethrowers a fraction of a second 
too late. Where Snyder had stood, nothing was left 
but empty lawn. 

Sickened, Xander wondered what the hell was 
wrong with him when the only thing he could think 



of was that he would never be able to watch 
Jurassic Park again. Shaking off his paralysis, he 
looked towards the rear. The graduates and their 
families were almost clear of the area but Xander 
could see there was a pitched battle going on in the 
rear. Unconsciously, he took a step in that direction 
but Buffy’s grip on his arm stopped him. 

“No,” she said, but her eyes were worried as she 
looked back towards the fighting in the rear. “Stick 
with the plan.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The courtyard darkened and Spike moved forward 
instantly, only to be held back by Angelus. “Wait for 
it,” he said and Spike swore but forced himself to 
wait. 

There were over a dozen demons waiting with 
Angelus and himself, gathered inside the school, all 
wearing Xander’s bloody orange vests. Sgt. Morgan 
looked as calm as if this was nothing more than a 
field exercise, only his hands tightening convulsively 



over and over on the handle of the enormous 
battleaxe he was carrying betrayed his tension. 
With his size and his short-cropped grey hair, he’d 
been condemned to wait here with the others who 
were too big, too old, too demonic looking, or too 
daylight-challenged to pass themselves off as 
students, even concealed beneath the ridiculous 
red gowns that the graduates were wearing. 

“There!” One of the demons, a half-Ferschiff, 
exclaimed, the retractable claw on her finger 
extending and tapping against the glass as she 
pointed across the courtyard.  

Emerging from the building on the opposite side of 
the courtyard, the Mayor’s replacement herd dogs 
were appearing: a dozen or so altogether; a mixed 
bag of vampires and other demons, including two 
Fyarl demons. Spike grip tightened on his own 
weapon, a small, wickedly sharp axe he’d somehow 
never gotten around to returning to the Watcher, 
and he swore bitterly. 

“Who’s got a silver weapon?” he demanded, 
scanning their group. 



“This is silver.” The blue-skinned Rhylto’k demon 
fumbled at his waist for a moment, then displayed a 
4-inch dagger. Spike held out an imperious hand.  

“Give it here.” 

The Rhylto’k handed it to him wordlessly and Spike 
took a bare second to examine it. It was silver but 
that was about all that could be said for it. 
“Anything else?” 

Seeing headshakes all around, Spike hefted the 
knife, checking its balance. “Right, then. I’ll handle 
the Fyarl demons since nothing but silver will kill 
them. The rest of you lot, concentrate on the 
others.” 

Any reply was lost as the fire alarm sounded shrilly 
over their head and they moved as one, bursting 
through the doors and moving to intercept the 
Mayor’s demons who were heading for the stairs 
leading to the upper courtyard where the students 
and guests were even as the witches did their bit 
and the Sergeant’s previously recorded order filled 
the courtyard ordering the humans to evacuate. 



“People respond to authority in a crisis,” the 
sergeant had pointed out yesterday. “If ordered to 
leave the area, at least half of them will start to 
move, which makes it easier to get the rest 
moving.” 

Spike had just enough time to see that it was 
working and the humans were beginning to move in 
their direction, before turning his attention to the 
Fyarl demons. He concentrated on the nearer one, 
spinning and dodging to avoid the mucous it shot at 
him, his axe hammering at the demon from every 
angle as he darted back and forth in front of it. The 
steel blade wouldn’t kill the Fyarl but it would keep 
it off balance and unable to draw enough breath to 
spit the paralyzing mucous that was the 
characteristic of its kind. 

A blow from one rock-like fist hammered into his 
side, lifting him off his feet and throwing him ten 
feet through the air to land with a pained grunt on 
the tile pavement. He ignored the pain and rolled to 
his feet in one swift movement, launching himself 
at the demon again.  



There were people everywhere as students and the 
audience poured past them in blind panic, running 
from the giant serpent that Spike caught glimpses of 
out of the corner of his eye. The orange light of the 
flamethrowers added to the nightmare scene 
straight from Dante’s Seventh Hell, as the serpent 
roared, the alarm bell continued to sound its shrill 
chorus and the humans ran screaming through the 
center of the demon battle that was taking place in 
the middle of their escape route. 

It was like fighting to cross a river in spate and Spike 
swore and shoved his way through the flood to 
where the Fyarl was growling and flailing enormous 
fists, knocking terrified, screaming humans off their 
feet where they were in danger of being trampled 
by the press of bodies struggling to reach safety. 

Snarling, Spike reached down and yanked two 
people to their feet, a plump, grey-haired, 
grandmother-type and a short, dark-haired wildcat 
with a baseball bat who swung wildly at him. He 
snatched the bat out of her hands before it 
smashed into his face and saw she was staring wild-
eyed at his chest.  



“Orange vest!” she gasped. “Sorry, sorry.” 

“Just get out of here,” he growled, shoving the bat 
back into her hands and forgetting her immediately 
as he took another step against the current, then 
dove across the remaining distance in a rugger 
tackle that knocked the Fyarl back away from the 
student it was mauling. The Fyarl went down and 
Spike used the momentum of their fall to spring-
board off the larger demon, landing on his feet, 
crouched and ready. As the Fyarl climbed back to its 
feet, Spike spun in a circle, bringing the silver knife 
around in a shining arc and slamming it into the 
center of the demon’s massive chest, piercing the 
tough hide and burying the blade to the hilt.  

The demon roared and clawed at the blade but 
Spike ignored the scrabbling hands, yanking the 
knife out and slamming it in a second time, making 
doubly sure he’d gotten the heart. The Fyarl 
crumpled to its knees and Spike snatched the knife 
back, already searching the battle for the second 
Fyarl.  

“Spike! Over here!”  



Four demons had the Fyarl pinned to the ground 
but were unable to finish it off without a silver 
weapon. Spike sprinted to where the small clump of 
bodies heaved and twisted as the battered fighters 
struggled to keep the Fyarl pinned dropping to his 
knees and bringing the knife down in a two-handed 
blow that landed hard enough to crack bones. 
Again, he yanked the weapon out and stabbed for 
the heart a second time and the Fyarl died, its 
struggles ending as blood spurted over the small 
group. 

Leaping to his feet, Spike looked around. The Fyarl 
was the last of the Mayor’s demons to die and only 
a handful of stragglers among the humans were still 
on this side of the street. His anxious gaze turned 
towards the stage only to see the line of demons 
drop their flamethrowers and run as the snake’s 
body disappeared inside the school. 

“Let’s go! Everyone fall back!” 

Spike hesitated, his eyes scanning the area for 
Xander, praying he wasn’t among the wounded or, 
unthinkably, one of the handful of unmoving bodies 



scattered throughout the courtyard. Demons were 
racing past him, intent on clearing the area and 
Spike reluctantly ran with them, pausing only long 
enough to help a T’loncit demon with a leg wound 
who was falling behind, pulling the woman’s arm 
over his shoulder and taking most of her weight as 
they ran to reach minimum safe distance.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Stick with the plan.” 

Right. The plan. It had seemed so easy when they’d 
laid it out yesterday. Step 1: Evacuate the area. Step 
2: Contain the demon. Step 3: Kill the demon. 
Xander forced his eyes away from the struggle in 
the rear and nodded acknowledgement of Buffy’s 
words. 

He and Buffy edged further towards the school, 
staying behind the line of flamethrowers as the 
demons kept the snake from moving towards the 
prey it needed to feed on. The serpent reared its 
head, black against the midnight sky and screamed 



in frustration, as time and again the flamethrowers 
roared and the fire licked across its skin, keeping it 
from closing with the puny defenders. 

They were watching tensely, ready for their part, 
when disaster struck. The snake’s tail lashed 
forward, slamming into two of the defenders, 
sweeping them off their feet and flinging them high 
into the air, until they dropped a moment later, 
crumpling like smashed toys onto the pavement.  

Xander heard a choked sound and wasn’t sure if it 
came from himself or Buffy. Her grip on his arm 
tightened to the point of pain as she bit her lip and 
blinked back tears. Urging him forward, she moved 
them up behind the closest demon, a guy named 
Jason that Xander had met at New Years, who was 
the far left flank of the defensive line. Once they 
were sheltered behind his weapon, she set the next 
phase in motion. 

“Fall back!” Her voice carried above the continuing 
roar of the flamethrowers. “Fall back!”  

The demons began a slow orderly withdrawal, 
walking backwards, covering their retreat with the 



flamethrowers, still preventing the Mayor from 
closing with them as they swept the air with fire. 
The right flank lagged behind, one of the demons 
had dropped his weapon and, covered by three 
others, grabbed the two bodies with inhuman 
strength and began dragging them out of the area, 
refusing to leave them behind to become snake 
food. 

Step by step the line retreated, cautious of the 
tangle of chairs and robes that made footing 
treacherous, Xander and Buffy sheltering behind 
Jason, relying on him and his weapon for cover. 

Jason tripped suddenly, stumbling over a tangle of 
fabric and his hands flew out, the flamethrower 
clattering to the pavement. Buffy and Xander 
grabbed him, pulling him back upright before he 
could fall and become prey. In the process, the 
three of them dropped out of the retreat formation, 
no longer behind the line but in front of it and the 
snake’s head swung towards them instantly. 

“Run!” Buffy yelled and the three of them took off 
at an angle, aiming for the shelter of the building as 



the demon screamed in triumph and snapped at 
them, so close that Xander could feel the thing’s hot 
breath. The other demons were yelling after them 
but couldn’t break formation, the solid line of 
flamethrowers their only chance for survival as they 
continued to fall back through the courtyard. 

Bursting through the school doors, Xander ran as 
fast as he could, Buffy and Jason at his side.  

“He’s coming,” Buffy panted urgently and the three 
of them buckled down and ran harder, arms 
pumping, putting every ounce of energy into speed, 
hearing the snake smashing through the doors as it 
followed them, paralleling their course as it simply 
broke through concrete and masonry like it was 
tissue paper.  

They ran through the familiar hallways, sprinting 
around corners as the serpent took the direct route, 
smashing through walls as it mindlessly pursued the 
only food left to it. 

Bursting through the library doors, the three of 
them ran straight through the room without 
hesitation, vaulting up the stairs to the upper level. 



They tore through the stacks and out the other side 
where the windows had been broken open in 
preparation for their retreat. Buffy and Jason were 
ahead of him now and Xander concentrated on 
keeping up, hearing Buffy call to Giles who waited 
across the street, standing anxiously behind a 
hastily erected sandbag bunker: “Five seconds!” 

Buffy and Jason dove behind the shelter of the 
sandbags as Giles squatted down behind them 
again. Xander was two seconds behind, hurling 
himself over the edge with reckless disregard for 
anyone lying on the other side. As he cleared the 
top, landing in a belly-flop that drove the wind out 
of him on the ground inside the tiny shelter, the 
world exploded into fire behind him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Shoving his way roughly through the milling, awe-
struck crowd as the fireball from the enormous 
explosion grew and expanded, Spike raced around 
the building, ignoring the secondary explosions that 



still rocked the building. The library was on the far 
side of the building and Spike cursed the distance as 
he rounded the second side of the building, leaping 
over bits of concrete rubble that littered the area, 
making walking hazardous, never mind the flat-out 
sprint Spike was employing. 

The far side of the school was almost quiet, only a 
handful of people there, all of whom were watching 
the fireball dissipating in the sky. Spike had eyes 
only for the tall, dark-haired form slowly rising from 
behind the sandbag bunker they had erected just 
before the ceremony. Xander bent over double and 
Spike’s unbeating heart lurched until he realized 
that Xander was still catching his breath from his 
dangerous sprint through the halls of the school. 

“Xander!” 

Xander stood and looked around, a grin splitting his 
face as he saw Spike running towards him. Spike 
caught his boy in his arms, feeling the ragged breath 
and the thumping heart as Xander clung to him in 
turn, holding Spike hard enough to bruise a mortal 
and Spike relished the strong hold that told him his 



Claimed had made it through the battle alive and 
unharmed.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Graduation, part 2’  

 

Part Forty-Nine 

Burying his face in the crook of Spike’s neck, Xander 
stayed in his arms for a long moment, letting the 
familiar scent of cigarettes and leather and Spike 
drown out the reek of blood and smoke in the air, 
waiting as the adrenaline from his run through the 
school hallways burned itself out of his system, until 
his breathing returned to normal and the muscles in 
his legs no longer trembled and burned with 
fatigue. He was sick to death of dealing with the 
results of battle and wanted nothing more than to 
stay hiding in his lover’s arms without having to 
learn how many were wounded, how many had 
died.  

It was the thought that he wished he could stay 
there in Spike’s arms forever that caused the 



sudden realization of imminent peril. Time was 
passing. 

“Spike!” he yelped, reality returning in an 
unwelcome rush of stark fear. He pushed out of 
Spike’s embrace, catching the vampire by surprise 
with the sudden movement but all his attention was 
on the sky. “Spike, you need to get out of here. The 
sun’s gonna be out any second now.” 

That got the vampire’s attention in a hurry and 
Spike looked up as well. Usually he was instinctively 
aware of the sun - no vampire could survive who 
wasn’t - but he’d been too preoccupied with the 
fact of Xander’s survival to worry about trivial 
details like the fact that it was still mid-afternoon. 
The sky was still unnaturally dark, even given a total 
eclipse, and the smoke from the explosion 
blanketed the area heavily, but the dark grey sky 
was already lightening and it would only be a few 
minutes before sunlight would break through the 
gradually dispersing smoke, endangering Spike. 

“You’re right, pet, we need to go. I’ll just make sure 
Angelus is payin’ attention, then we’ll head home.” 



Xander shook his head reluctantly wishing he could 
just leave. “I can’t, Spike. I need to stay and help 
with the clean up.” He kissed Spike quickly. “See 
you at home in a couple hours?” 

Spike looked unhappy and Xander made a helpless 
gesture hoping Spike understood he didn’t have a 
choice. Guilt would keep him from resting anyway if 
he just abandoned the others to the clean up. “I’m 
sorry,” he said and Spike sighed.  

“Not really surprised, luv,” he acknowledged, 
glancing around the devastated area. “Keep safe.” 

“Hey, the Mayor is toast, almost literally. I think the 
worst is over.” 

“Still a Hellmouth.” Spike reminded him before 
abruptly striding off through the drifts of smoke in 
search of his Sire. Xander watched him until he was 
out of sight, then glanced anxiously at the sky again. 
Spike should have at least a couple more minutes 
before the sun became a real issue, he told himself 
reassuringly. Plenty of time to get to shelter.  



Forcing himself to put his lover out of his mind, he 
looked around, wondering what came next. Less 
time must have passed than he’d thought, because 
Buffy, Giles and Jason were still talking in the 
makeshift bunker, watching the secondary 
explosions still occasionally going off in the building. 
Xander walked towards them, picking his way 
through the chunks of concrete and occasional gory 
blobs of stuff he really didn’t want to look at 
because he suspected it was snake meat. 

Jason grinned at him and gave him a thumbs-up 
sign as he approached. “Dude, you should have 
gone out for track,” he said. Jason had been on the 
high school track team himself before he’d 
graduated three years ago. “You kept up with me 
and Buffy, not bad for a full human.” 

“Well, I would have gone out for track,” Xander 
answered, grinning back at him, “but they said it 
was against the rules to have a giant snake chase 
me around the track during competitions, so what 
was the point?” 



Jason gave a short bark of laughter and Giles smiled 
at the byplay. “Well done, all three of you.” Giles 
had begun hauling in the wires to the detonator 
he’d used to trigger the explosives and now bent to 
retrieve the main piece. “If you two would scatter 
the sandbags as best you can so they aren’t so 
frightfully conspicuous, I believe the authorities are 
on their way. Buffy, let’s see what needs doing 
around front.” 

Xander could hear the wail of approaching sirens 
and realized they would have to move quickly to 
hide the evidence of what they’d done. They’d 
always known they wouldn’t be able to conceal all 
trace of what they’d done but they were hoping 
that the usual Sunnydale blindness would cover 
anything they couldn’t hide. He and Jason bent 
down and each grabbed a sandbag, beginning to 
toss them into bushes and behind walls as Buffy and 
Giles moved around to the front of the building 
where most of the survivors would be. Tired as he 
was, Xander moved quickly until the sandbags were, 
if not completely concealed, at least inconspicuous 
to the casual eye. He needed to see his friends, 



reassure himself that they were alive, tally their 
losses and learn the full extent of the damage.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Striding rapidly through the confusion, Spike 
searched quickly for his Sire, finding him helping 
carry the wounded to a central area where people 
were trying to set up a makeshift first aid station. 
Given the complete lack of any medical supplies, 
right now that consisted mostly of collecting the 
wounded and using torn bits of fabric as temporary 
bandages. The first fire engine was just pulling into 
the parking lot and he could hear other sirens 
approaching in the distance as he reached Angelus’ 
side. 

“Let’s go,” he ordered, tugging on Angelus’ arm as 
the older vampire finished depositing a blond girl 
with a broken arm on the ground. She was white 
faced and crying, clinging to her arm in an effort to 
keep it from moving as his Sire gently lowered her 



to the ground. A middle aged human moved to 
steady her, talking soothingly in a quiet voice. 

“These people need help,” Angelus protested, 
straightening up and glaring at Spike. 

“You plannin’ on helping them by doin’ your 
impersonation of a bonfire?” 

Angelus started, glancing up automatically at the 
sky and Spike saw the instant realization in his eyes 
that the eclipse was over, the sun’s deadly rays 
blocked only by the thick clouds of smoke still 
blanketing the area. The smoke was slowly 
beginning to clear and the near night dark of the 
past twenty minutes was rapidly lightening.  

“Let’s get out of here.” 

Spike rolled his eyes. Like he hadn’t just said that 
himself. He didn’t waste time on sarcasm, breaking 
into a run as he darted through the milling crowd 
heading for the nearest entrance to the sewers.  

They made it with not a lot of time to spare. The 
still faint sunlight was becoming uncomfortably hot, 
prickling along their skin with a foretaste of the 



immolation waiting for them as they dropped into 
the sheltering darkness of the sewer. Spike yanked 
the manhole cover shut behind them, cursing and 
pulling back mildly scorched fingers as he dropped 
lightly down to the floor beneath the access ladder. 

Smirking at his Sire, he asked: “Fancy joining me at 
the factory? Or you prefer waiting in the tunnels ‘til 
sunset? It’s only about four hours from now.” 

Angelus glared at him and Spike’s smirk deepened. 
Serve his Sire right if Spike left him to cool his heels 
in the sewers because the idiot insisted on living in 
a house with no tunnel access. 

“I’ll stay until sunset,” Angelus said. 

Side by side, the two moved off into the tunnels, 
heading for the factory. 

“Good fight, eh?”  

“Not bad,” Angelus admitted.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
The final toll was five dead and eighteen wounded.  

Three bodies lay on the pavement, covered with 
blankets from the aid cars. There was nothing left of 
Snyder and Scott Ubanya, the Rhythhken who’d 
been killed in the fight with the Mayor’s demons 
had been hastily wrapped in a commencement robe 
and carried away by several of the demons who, 
like Scott, had visible differences that could not 
stand up to scrutiny by police and aid crews.  

The bodies of the two demons killed by the snake 
were joined by a student who’d been killed by one 
of the Mayor’s demons, her skull crushed by a 
random blow as she’d run with the other fleeing 
humans through the center of the battle at the rear. 
Xander hated the fact that he wasn’t even sure he 
remembered her name. She’d played in the jazz 
band and she’d turned up for graduation, knowing 
the risks, and died holding a weapon she never got 
the chance to use. He thought her name was Sara. 

Of the wounded, only a handful were seriously hurt, 
although Xander was only counting the people 



loaded into ambulances among the wounded. 
Dozens of others had bruises and minor injuries 
that didn’t need treatment. Wesley was limping 
badly from a kick by one of the Mayor’s vampires 
but he’d been able to behead the vampire with the 
sword he’d carried into the fight even as he fell 
himself. He’d been in more danger of impaling 
himself on his own sword than anything he told 
Xander, with a forced cheerfulness.  

They’d been lucky that no one had been trampled in 
the panicked rush for safety. The graduates had 
come through for them, hurrying the civilians out of 
the danger zone but keeping the evacuation from 
disintegrating into total panic and protecting the 
ones who fell. Half a dozen people were nursing 
twisted and sprained ankles but all of them had 
been gotten safely to their feet and out of the area, 
often by the graduates who’d linked arms and 
formed solid barriers in front of them, forcing the 
crowd to go around until the fallen could be helped 
up and Xander blessed Sergeant Morgan who’d 
talked to them about watching out for and 
protecting fallen bodies in the crowd. The 



overwhelming majority of people had survived and 
Xander was relieved that their losses had been so 
relatively light even as he ached for the ones who 
hadn’t made it. 

He and Jason had arrived at the front of the building 
just as Scott’s body was being carried away. 
Sergeant Morgan had pulled Jason to one side and 
broken the news to him that Scott was dead. As 
long as he lived, Xander thought he would never 
forget Jason’s heartbroken sobs as he learned of his 
friend’s death.  

Silence had fallen over the people nearby, as the 
still dazed survivors heard the grief-stricken man’s 
sorrow and realized again how lucky they were to 
be alive. Family and friends embraced each other 
and wept, as Sergeant Morgan did his best to 
comfort Jason. Tears rose to Xander’s eyes as he 
was achingly reminded of Jesse’s death and his own 
sorrow was fresh and new for a moment as he 
shared Jason’s grief. 



Jason and Sergeant Morgan followed as the demons 
carrying Scott’s body moved off slowly, and Xander 
and the others turned to deal with the authorities.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
There was a sentry on duty at the tunnel entrance 
to the factory.  

That wasn’t what was raising Spike’s eyebrow. He’d 
have been more than pissed if there wasn’t a 
sentry, since there were standing orders that guards 
be posted at all approaches to the factory at all 
times. No, what was surprising him was who the 
vampire on guard was. It was a very senior minion, 
a dark-skinned woman with a close-cropped afro. 
Guard duty was always delegated to middle-ranked 
minions, ones who had proven their loyalty and 
common sense but not ones with enough rank to 
avoid the long boring hours of keeping watch. 

“Master Spike,” she said quietly as soon as he 
stepped into view. She moved forward to meet him, 



acknowledging Angelus behind him with a quick 
head bob. “Master Angelus.”  

“Jose asked if he could meet with you as soon as 
you returned. May I go get him?” 

Spike narrowed his eyes. The fact that Jose had 
clearly told her he needed to meet with Spike 
before he entered the factory spoke volumes. 
Nodding curtly, Spike watched as she scrambled up 
the ladder. 

“Trouble?” 

“Dunno. Jose’s not an alarmist.” Spike resisted the 
urge to pace, not wanting to show his agitation in 
front of Angelus. 

Jose appeared in a gratifyingly short time, without 
the guard minion who Spike could hear taking 
position above them at the entrance, keeping 
eavesdroppers away. 

“Master Spike, I apologize for disturbing you but 
there is something you should know.” 



Jose was his usual unruffled self, nodding 
courteously to Angelus but keeping his attention on 
Spike. 

“What is it?” 

“A couple of troublemakers among the minions are 
spreading stories of a demon war in which you have 
taken the Slayer’s side.” Jose shrugged. “They aren’t 
being very successful in stirring things up, most of 
the minions are content with things as they are 
especially after the fight at City Hall, but a few are 
listening to them and grumbling.” 

“How many’s a few?” Spike snapped, furious with 
himself for not anticipating this. Of course some 
members of the Court would have heard rumors of 
the Mayor’s last minute drive to recruit demons. 
Fyarls in particular tended to attract attention, 
bloody idiots didn’t know the meaning of the word 
subtle.  

“A dozen, perhaps as many as fifteen, none with 
any seniority.” 



Spike cursed, rapidly considering his options, then 
looked sharply at Jose. “You got ’em all marked?” 

Jose nodded. “Yes, Master Spike. I have been 
keeping an eye on who is listening and who is 
walking away.” 

“Right. Pull enough senior minions aside to cover 
them all and make each of them responsible for one 
of the troublemakers. When I give the signal, 
they’re to dust their assigned vampire. Tell them to 
use stakes, quick and clean, nothing flashy and no 
mistakes. Call a full Court session for one hour from 
now. You and the boys spread yourselves around 
the outside of the crowd, arm yourselves with 
hand-held crossbows but keep ‘em out of sight. 
Anyone misses their assigned target, take both of 
‘em out with your crossbows. Any questions?” 

“No, Master Spike. I’ll inform the other Lieutenants 
and begin choosing minions.” 

“Who’s the chief troublemaker?”  

Jose considered for a moment. “I would estimate 
that most of the trouble began with a minion who 



calls himself Louis.” Spike almost grinned at the 
faint distaste in his voice. Obviously Jose thought 
the name pretentious for some reason. “He joined 
the Court about six months ago. Tall, dark hair, 
flashy dresser.” 

“I’ll take care of him myself. Good work, Jose.” 

Jose inclined his head with dignity. “Thank you, 
Master Spike.” 

Spike held back for a minute, letting Jose clear the 
area. Angelus had been silent during the discussion 
with Jose, now he spoke, quietly enough that his 
voice wouldn’t carry to the factory above. “Need 
any help?” 

“Don’t need your bloody help to keep my own 
Court under control,” Spike snarled, furious at the 
suggestion. 

Angelus held up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. 
“That’s not what I meant, Spike. All I meant was 
would it be more useful if I disappeared or if I 
backed you up?” 



Feeling somewhat ashamed that he’d jumped to the 
wrong conclusion, Spike shrugged. “Might as well 
enjoy the show, long as you’re here already.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The fire department and aid crews had taken over 
care of the wounded and Xander had touched base 
with dozens of people. Willow had arrived in the 
grassy staging area with a swirl of red hair and a 
fast, relieved hug for Xander, Buffy and Giles, who 
had put aside his habitual reserve long enough to 
hug her back. Elizabeth arrived just behind her, the 
two of them had worked the spell that had 
enhanced Sergeant Morgan’s voice on the opposite 
side of the school from where the explosives had 
been laid, unable to see what was happening and 
connected to the action only by the walkie-talkie 
that had let them hear Buffy’s signal to begin.  

Xander had returned the hug without thought, 
transported for a moment to a time when Willow-
hugs had been a frequent occurrence. She’d looked 



up at him almost shyly for a moment and he’d 
smiled at her as he stepped back. He’d never 
doubted that Willow loved him, but the emotion 
that had once been such a bedrock of his existence 
had gotten lost in the anger, hurt and 
recriminations of more recent times. Maybe 
someday they could find their way back to that 
once-simple truth, he thought with a tinge of 
optimism. 

“Where’s Oz?” Willow asked, looking around 
anxiously. 

Xander felt a jolt of worry as he realized he hadn’t 
seen him yet either. “I haven’t seen him,” he 
answered, scanning the crowd himself and wishing 
Oz was taller. He saw Larry grinning and waving his 
mace as he limped by, leaning his weight against 
Jonathan who had all his attention on helping Larry.  

Giles had seen Larry too. “We have to start 
collecting and hiding the weapons,” he exclaimed. 
“One hundred students walking around armed to 
the teeth is going to raise eyebrows.” 



“Spread out,” Buffy ordered. “Collect as many of 
the weapons as you can and dump them in the 
bushes. Yell if anyone sees Oz.” 

Nodding, they scattered and began collecting 
weapons still clutched by dazed students, 
hampered by congratulations and hugs as 
classmates celebrated their mutual survival.  

Xander was beginning to seriously freak out when 
there was still no sign of Oz twenty minutes later as 
he was dumping his latest load of baseball bats, 
maces, and axes into the bushes. More and more 
police and ambulances had arrived and it was 
increasingly difficult to pass weapons discretely as 
the officers moved through the crowd, beginning to 
take statements.  

“Xander.” 

Oz’s quiet voice at his elbow made him jump and 
whirl around. “Oz!” he exclaimed, hugging the 
smaller man. “God, where have you been? We’ve 
been looking everywhere for you.”  



Oz looked exhausted, his eyes haunted and he 
looked everywhere but at Xander. “Tell you later,” 
was all he said, though he returned Xander’s hug 
after a brief hesitation. 

“Are you ok?” Xander looked him over anxiously but 
there was no obvious sign of injury. 

“Yeah. Tell the others I’m ok, will you. I gotta bail.” 

Oz looked as fidgety as Xander had ever seen him, 
almost as if he was about to bolt. Whatever was 
bothering him was big. Not that they didn’t all have 
reason to have their own, private breakdown after 
today. “I’ll tell them. Call me tomorrow?” 

Oz nodded and walked off without another word, 
his small figure quickly vanishing into the crowd. 
Looking after his friend, Xander thought he’d never 
seen anyone who looked so alone. 

Abandoning weapons duty, Xander set off to find 
the others and let them know Oz was alive and 
uninjured. At least physically, but that part he’d 
keep to himself for now.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
An hour before sunset, the Court was always full. It 
was a rare vampire that went out during the day by 
choice, and even rarer for any of them to have a 
reason to be out an hour before the sun set. Night 
was their time and most vampires were content to 
leave it that way. Spike himself was only as active 
by day as he was because of Xander.  

The low murmur of voices died as Spike strode to 
the front of the assembled Court. Angelus had 
taken up position well to the rear of Spike’s own 
chosen spot, his normal self-effacing manner 
completely absent and Spike had to admit, the 
presence of a second Master, so clearly backing 
Spike up, added a certain something to the 
gathering as Angelus let his own Master persona 
out to play.  

“Understand some of you have a problem with the 
way I’ve been running this territory,” he began 
abruptly. “That’s fine. You’re all entitled to your 



opinions.” He nodded sharply to Jose, who raised 
one arm and let it fall. Before his hand had dropped 
completely, explosions of dust began to appear in 
the assembled Court as the minions staked their 
assigned targets. Less than three seconds later, 
before the majority of the Court had time to react, 
his Lieutenants signaled that the targets were all 
dead. Spike was pleased, none of the senior minions 
had missed their targets, not one crossbow had 
been fired.  

The Court was muttering uneasily, shifting 
nervously away from the senior minions who were 
ignoring them, their eyes on Spike, stakes still held 
ready in their hands. Spike himself was staring at 
the tall vampire near the front, that Jose had 
discretely pointed out to him earlier. 

“You. What’s your name?” 

“Louis, Master Spike.” The minion was terrified and 
doing his best not to show it.  

“I understand you have a problem with how I 
handled things today.” 



“No, Master Spike.” 

“No? You sayin’ you weren’t talking to all those 
idiots we’ll be sweepin’ up in a minute?” 

Louis looked around desperately, the other 
vampires had drawn back like a human would from 
someone plague-infected, as if being near him was 
enough to bring death. Losing his head completely, 
he broke and ran, pushing his way through the 
crowd that parted instantly before him heading for 
the rear doors.  

He only made it three steps. Spike sent a stake 
whistling down the cleared space in the crowd, 
striking him cleanly in the center of his back. The 
resulting cloud of dust was curiously elongated, as if 
his running body was still trying to escape final 
death even as it happened. 

It wasn’t the death Spike had planned for him but it 
would do. When the crowd turned back, Spike was 
standing casually, both hands clasping his belt 
buckle. 



“You got a problem. Bring it to me. You don’t have 
the nerve to say it to my face, you shouldn’t even 
be thinking it.” He let the silence stretch out, his 
eyes meeting the eyes of every member of the 
Court in turn. 

Once the message had sunk in, Spike continued. 
“I’m Master of this Territory. That means I’m 
smarter than you, stronger than you, and unlike 
most of you, I think more than five minutes ahead. 
And that means not wanting to share my town with 
an eighty-foot demon scarin’ off all of our prey. So I 
recruited the Slayer to help me kill it. Somethin’ like 
that gets a toe-hold and you might as well pack your 
bags and follow the humans out of town, ’cause 
they aren’t gonna stay around to be eaten, not 
when the monster’s on the 6:00 news and they 
have to admit it’s real. Any of you have a problem 
with my decision, feel free to step up and say so. 
Otherwise, we’re done here.” 

He waited, his scarred eyebrow lifted enquiringly. 
No one took him up on his offer to challenge his 
rule. Even better, the minions looked satisfied with 
the brief explanation. Clearly Louis had raised 



questions, even among those who’d had enough 
sense to walk away from him. The rapid elimination 
of the dissenters and a thirty-second spot of logic 
they could understand and the Court was fully 
behind him again. As it should be. 

“Right,” he said. “Class dismissed.” 

Jerking his head towards the stairs, he signaled to 
Angelus and they left without another word, 
climbing the stairs together to the second floor 
apartment.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander dragged himself up the stairs to the 
apartment, the climb taking twice as long as usual 
as his tired legs protested every step. The door 
opened before he’d made it halfway up and Spike’s 
voice floated down to him. Xander smiled tiredly as 
Spike’s voice drifted down to him, complaining 
about the others leaving him to walk home alone 
when he was this tired.  



The post-adrenaline crash was hitting him hard. 
He’d stayed at the school until the last of the 
wounded had been taken away in ambulances and 
the most obvious signs of their activities had been 
cleaned up or hidden. An hour before sunset, Giles 
had congratulated them and ordered them all to go 
home and rest, instructing them to gather at his 
apartment on Monday afternoon adding that, under 
no circumstances did he want to see any of them 
before then. Right now, the idea of a day and a half 
in bed sounded like the purest form of heaven. 

Climbing the last of the stairs, Xander saw Spike 
waiting safely back from the last slanting rays of the 
sun that still imprisoned the vampire in the 
apartment. He stepped inside and pushed the door 
shut and fell into Spike’s arms, not even 
complaining when Spike scooped him up and 
carried him to the bedroom, depositing him gently 
on the bed. 

He managed to stay awake long enough to open his 
eyes and see Spike bending anxiously over him. 
“Love you,” he mumbled. “Sleep now.” 



He was asleep before Spike could answer.  

 

Part Fifty 

From the faint glow that dimly lightened the heavy 
fabric of the curtains, the sun was up and the day 
half gone when Xander surfaced slowly, awakened 
by the insistent growling of his stomach and an 
urgent message from his bladder. Reluctant to leave 
the comfort of the bed, he estimated the chances of 
being able to ignore the demands of his body for at 
least a little longer. He was just conceding that the 
experiment would be a disaster, when Spike’s 
amused voice sounded in his ear. 

“Can’t sleep with the racket your insides are makin’. 
Best go get yourself summat to eat, luv.” 

“mmm,” Xander answered drowsily, but shifted 
reluctantly towards the edge of the bed. “You 
hungry?” he asked, looking over his shoulder and 
meeting Spike’s sleepy gaze. 



“Not enough to get up at this time of day.” Spike 
closed his eyes firmly against the early afternoon 
world. 

“Hey, you’re making me get up,” Xander protested 
half-heartedly and even less truthfully, swinging his 
legs over the side of the bed and contemplating the 
risky notion of standing. 

“Your human noises are keepin’ me awake,” Spike 
pulled the covers over his head and Xander snorted.  

“If you’re basing demon superiority on the lack of 
stomach rumblings, I’d say you’ve hit a new low.” 

Spike’s hand emerging from the blankets to proffer 
a two-fingered salute was his only response and 
Xander laughed, going for it and standing up, more 
or less steadily.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
An hour later, having eaten, showered and pulled 
on a pair of his loose, comfy sweat pants, Xander 
perched on the edge of the bed and tugged the 



sheet down, exposing the rumpled white hair and 
mostly closed eyes of his lover. “Wake up, Spike. I 
need to talk to you.” 

“Still daylight.” 

“By like half an hour, you big baby.” Xander lied 
shamelessly, poking him. “This is important.”  

Spike grumbled but reluctantly sat up and Xander 
repressed a smile at his sleep-mussed hair and 
customary afternoon gumpiness. “What?” 

“I need you to ask Angel for a favor.” 

That woke Spike up fully and he looked suspiciously 
at Xander. “What kind of favor?” 

“Full moon’s in like three days,” he began when 
Spike interrupted him, comprehension spreading 
over his features. 

“An’ you just blew up the wolf’s cage.” 

“Yeah. Best place I can think of, at least for now, is 
Angel’s mansion. It’s pretty far from anywhere and 
we could put up something temporary for this 



moon cycle. Tell Angel we’ll figure something more 
permanent out by next month.” 

“May not have to,” Spike said. He looked at Xander, 
his blue eyes full of conflicted emotions. “Angelus is 
leaving town.” 

“What? Why?” 

Spike shrugged. “No real place for him here, luv. 
He’s a Master Vampire. It galls him that his Childe is 
Master here, no matter that he don’t want the title 
himself. He needs more than just bein’ the Slayer’s 
sidekick. An’ living in the same town with her will 
always be a risk, long as he’s still moonin’ over her.” 

“Hmmm. I’m guessing Buffy doesn’t know yet?” 

“No point in tellin’ her if they’d both died yesterday, 
would there?” 

“Man, I don’t want to be around for that 
conversation,” Xander said feelingly. “Despite 
everything, I don’t think Buffy’s ever given up on 
the idea that somehow, she and Angel will be able 
to get back together someday. She’s not going to be 
happy about him leaving.” 



“Understatement, pet.” Spike tilted his head. “I’ll 
tell Angelus to set something up in his basement, 
you tell the wolf to be there when the time comes.” 
A slightly malicious smile curved his lips. “Angelus 
can baby-sit the wolf since you all will be busy.”  

“You don’t even know if we’re busy,” Xander said, 
looking curiously at his devious vampire. 

“Neither will Angelus,” Spike pointed out, with a 
smirk. 

Xander grinned, then put Oz and Angel out of his 
mind, as his gaze warmed on his lover. “You know, 
now that you’re awake…” he began. 

“Wanna shag?” 

“Oh yeah.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The sun had set and Spike regarded his Claimed, still 
sprawled across his chest, sated and content and 
nearly asleep. He debated waking Xander but knew 



that hunger would wake his boy soon anyway. He 
slipped out of the bed, ignoring the sleepy protest 
and padded naked into the kitchen.  

He’d finished his second mug of blood when Xander 
followed him into the room. His boy had taken the 
time to pull on a pair of sweat pants and Spike 
leered at his exposed chest. Xander ignored him, 
making a beeline for the refrigerator and stood 
blinking sleepily inside it for long moments, brain 
clearly still on autopilot. 

Finally, he shook his head, the cool air from the 
refrigerator waking him a bit and reached inside, 
emerging with a box of eggs and a container of 
orange juice. Five minutes later, he sat down across 
from Spike with a plate of fried eggs and toast and 
began eating hungrily. 

Spike waited until he was done, not bothering to try 
and compete for his attention. It was humiliating to 
lose out to a couple of eggs over-easy. 

“Gonna have to spend the next couple of nights at 
the Court,” he said casually, watching Xander chase 
the last bits of egg yolk with a piece of toast. 



Xander looked up. “Anything wrong?”  

He shook his head. “Nothing to worry about. Spot of 
dissention about how I handled the Mayor. Took 
care of it already but best to show myself around 
the Court a bit more than usual for the next few 
nights.” 

Xander swallowed the last bite of toast and chewed 
slowly, to give himself a minute to think, Spike 
suspected. “Didn’t like the fact that you stopped the 
Mayor instead of joining with him?” he guessed and 
Spike nodded, pleased at Xander’s reading of the 
situation.  

“Yeah. Idiots didn’t think about what would have 
happened if the Mayor had succeeded.” Spike 
shook his head in disgust. “Mayor would have left 
vampires alone, probably, but a demon that size is 
too big to miss. Every human in town would be 
aware of it and anyone who could, would leave. 
Dead or gone, doesn’t matter - with no humans, the 
town’s worthless to vampires.” He shrugged. “I 
explained it to them.” 



Xander eyed him suspiciously. “Anyone survive your 
‘explanation?’” he asked.  

Spike grinned. “Most of ‘em. Just wanted you to 
know that I wouldn’t be around much the next 
couple of nights.” 

Xander sighed. “And I’m going to be a bit busy 
during the days for awhile. You interested in going 
to the meeting at Giles’ tomorrow morning?” 

“Not likely. Not gonna be worth wakin’ up for. 
Watcher just wants to rehash what happened.” 

“Probably,” Xander conceded. After a moment, he 
added: “I’m going to stop by Mr. Olsen’s after the 
meeting at Giles’.” He looked down, studying his 
yellow-streaked plate as if it was an abstract 
painting. “We lost three demons in the fight. I want 
to ask him about where and when their funerals will 
be.” 

“Not your fault, luv.” 

“Yeah, it is. If I hadn’t told Mr. Olsen what was going 
on, they wouldn’t be dead.” 



“No, they wouldn’t be.” He couldn’t lie to Xander, 
the truth of that fact was too obvious to even try to 
refute. “Instead, maybe a whole lot of your 
classmates would have died. And maybe we would 
have lost the battle and half the town would be 
dead now.” 

“It’s a pretty easy answer, Spike.”  

“No, it’s not. It’s the hard truth. At least the ones 
who died went into it with their eyes open and 
knowin’ what they were facing.” Xander didn’t look 
any less weighed down by guilt and Spike put a 
hand under his chin, forcing the brown eyes up to 
meet his own. “Warriors die, Xander. They want to 
live through the battle but they know goin’ in, that 
they might not. Every one of them was a volunteer. 
Don’t make their sacrifice less than it is by blaming 
yourself for their choice.” 

Xander’s brows knit together at that thought and he 
slowly nodded. Spike’s hold on his chin shifted until 
his palm cupped Xander’s face, his fingertips sliding 
into Xander’s dark hair. Xander turned his head and 



pressed a kiss into Spike’s palm and Spike thought 
quickly.  

“Go with you to the funerals, luv,” he offered and 
was rewarded by Xander’s smile.  

It wasn’t why he’d offered but he was willing to let 
Xander think he was doing it for him. It was a 
chance to cement the tentative ties between his 
Court and the demon community, a mark of respect 
for the fallen that would go over well and stronger 
ties with other demons would be useful right now.  

Xander had well and truly outed the Slayer and her 
little band to the demons in town, and the 
Ascension had been so public, it might as well have 
been on the evening news. The balance of power in 
town was going to be tested by those two events. 
The fact that a bunch of generally inconspicuous 
demons had taken arms and fought other demons, 
including vampires, was something that was going 
to have to be dealt with in the Court. Rumor last 
night didn’t seem to have covered more than the 
Slayer’s involvement in the Ascension but that 
wouldn’t last. If he didn’t handle the situation 



proactively, he’d be facing another minor rebellion 
soon. 

“Let me know when the funerals are and we’ll go 
together.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Sunday paper was still stacked on Giles’ dining 
room table when Xander arrived at his apartment 
late Monday morning. He was deliberately early for 
the meeting Giles had scheduled, wanting to talk to 
Giles alone. The explosion at the high school was 
front page news but Xander was relieved to 
discover that a gas leak was being blamed for the 
explosion. He hadn’t been awake to watch the news 
yesterday, so he sat down to read the newspaper’s 
version of the events.  

“It’s not really worth reading,” Giles commented 
from the kitchen, seeing Xander unfolding the 
paper. “Fortunately, Sunnydale’s investigative 
journalism standards remain abysmally low.” He 
lifted the teapot off the stove at the first hint of 



whistling and began pouring the boiling water into a 
cup. 

Xander ignored the advice, quickly scanning the 
article. According to the paper, a “few” bystanders 
had experienced hallucinations because of the gas 
leak and the injuries all stemmed from the 
explosion.  

Giles settled beside him, teacup in hand. “We 
should be grateful, I suppose. It wouldn’t do if the 
newspaper started reporting what actually 
happened.” 

Xander turned curiously to the paper’s second 
major article, which talked about the flurry among 
astronomers over the unscheduled eclipse which 
had apparently only been visible in a limited area of 
southern California, centered around Sunnydale. 
Apparently astronomers were searching frenziedly 
and so far unsuccessfully, for the celestial body that 
had so briefly passed in front of the sun.  

Folding the paper, Xander glanced briefly at Giles. “I 
wonder if it wouldn’t be better if everyone in town 
knew the score,” he said, concentrating on creasing 



the paper’s edges neatly. “Mr. Olsen’s working on 
setting up a permanent evacuation plan that they 
can use any time something like this happens. 
Wouldn’t it be better if everyone knew about 
vampires? Most people kindof know that Sunnydale 
isn’t a good place to go out at night alone but 
people are picked off all the time in bars and movie 
theaters and coming home with the groceries.”  

“It never works, Xander,” Giles answered 
regretfully. Modern society has progressed beyond 
the need to believe in magic and demons. Most 
people simply think you are mad when you try to 
explain what’s still out there.” 

“It worked with the students.” 

“The young are notoriously flexible in their belief 
systems and it still took proof vis-à-vis Angel even 
after a lifetime of residing on a Hellmouth. In five 
years time, many will have convinced themselves 
none of it really happened and the gas explosion 
was the real story.” Giles gestured towards the 
headline. “It is always easier to convince people 



individually then en mass, Xander,” he finished 
quietly. 

There didn’t seem to be much to say to that, Giles 
was right. Even after watching Buffy stake a 
vampire in front of him, Xander himself had tried 
desperately to come up with a rational explanation 
for what he’d seen. It had taken Jesse’s death to 
forever kill his own disbelief. 

After a pause, during which Xander stared down at 
the photograph of the ruined school building and 
Giles sipped at his tea, he changed the subject. 
Gesturing at the boxes that were stacked 
everywhere, he asked: “Can I give you a hand 
cleaning up?” 

The occult books had been hastily moved out of the 
library late Friday night by a group of volunteers in 
two trucks provided by Mr. Olsen’s people. Dozens 
of boxes of books had been dumped helter skelter 
on every flat surface in Giles’ apartment, haste 
having been far more necessary than neatness. 
Giles had obviously made some attempt at 
straightening up - the stacks of boxes had been 



pushed back to clear space to move around the 
apartment - but it was still fairly overwhelming. 

“I confess I’m not quite sure what to do with them,” 
Giles admitted. “I may have to rent storage space.” 

“I could build you some bookshelves,” Xander 
offered. 

When the others arrived, they were deep in a 
discussion of how many bookshelves would fit in 
the apartment and how many of the most 
important books they could hold.  

Spike had been right about the meeting being 
worthless. He was a little worried that Oz didn’t 
show, despite the message Oz had left on his phone 
saying he was fine and would talk to Xander in a few 
days. For the most part, he listened to the others 
with half an ear, most of his attention focused on 
the list of necessary materials he was jotting down 
for Giles’ new bookshelves, as the others outlined 
their plans for the summer.  

Buffy was stuck in town this summer, Xander 
gathered that something had gone wrong with her 



plans to spend a month at her father’s house in LA. 
Elizabeth was returning to England and had already 
booked a flight for two days from now, saying with 
a laugh that she didn’t want to be a stereotype but 
she really missed her cats. To Xander’s surprise, 
Willow was going too, a few days later. She’d 
decided to spend the summer studying with the 
coven and go on to Oxford from there. Wesley 
hadn’t said much during the meeting, just listening 
quietly as the others discussed their plans.  

They’d broken up early and headed out, Xander 
promising to return with an finished list of materials 
and an estimate. Giles was going to pay for the 
materials and was also insisting on paying for 
Xander’s labor, brushing aside Xander’s protests 
that it wasn’t necessary. Secretly, he was pleased 
with Giles’ insistence. It felt good to have Giles treat 
him like a professional and not a school kid 
hammering a few boards together in his spare time.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Mr. Olsen was delighted to see him and caught him 
up on the news from the other half of the team. The 
evacuated demons had slipped back into town 
Sunday evening, reopening their business and in 
general, acting as if nothing had happened. He was 
glad to learn that they didn’t resent being 
evacuated unnecessarily. “Better safe than sorry,” 
Mr. Olsen had repeated airily, then looked closely at 
Xander. “Xander,” he continued more seriously. 
“They were grateful for the warning. We’re working 
on putting a more concrete evacuation plan in place 
in case we ever need one again. Believe me, not 
one person who left would rather have not been 
told what was happening.”  

Seeing the uncertainty and guilt on Xander’s face, 
he finished with quiet directness. “We’ve lived 
quietly here for a long time, Xander, and there have 
been many discussions over the years about 
whether we should worry less about keeping a low 
profile and instead get a bit more involved in 
keeping a lid on things here on the Hellmouth. No 
one who stayed did so because of you, Xander. They 



fought for their families and their friends and their 
own lives. I like to believe they made a difference in 
the outcome.” 
 
“They did,” Xander said immediately. “I don’t know 
what we would have done without them.” 

“Every one of them was prepared to die if 
necessary, Xander. I wish that none of them had, 
but I believe that every single one of them would 
make the same decision again, even if they had 
known they would not make it through the battle. 
They were all older than you, Xander, and to them, 
you are children. They couldn’t leave children to 
die, any more than you could the night I met you.” 

Spike had said something similar and it helped. 
Neither Spike nor Mr. Olsen had ever been anything 
but straight with him when it mattered. The worst 
part of it was, they were both right. Without the 
help from the older, better equipped demons, a lot 
of students would have died and they might not 
have been able to kill the Mayor. Without the 
explosives from the army base, Xander didn’t know 
what they would have done. He sure as hell didn’t 



know how to rig a bomb, much less set off an 
explosion so that the force went where you wanted 
it to, killing the snake, not opening the Hellmouth; 
something he’d woken up in a sweat over more 
than once in the last couple days - a nightmare in 
which the explosion backfired and blew open the 
Hellmouth. 

He’d felt more relaxed after that, knowing that the 
demon community didn’t blame him for how things 
had turned out. He and Mr. Olsen had talked for a 
long time, Mr. Olsen’s quiet questions drawing him 
out about Buffy’s plans to go to college at UC 
Sunnydale and continue her life as a part-time 
student, part-time Slayer, Willow’s leaving and his 
mixed feelings about that, and even Wesley leaving 
and his efforts to get Giles reinstated as Buffy’s 
Watcher. 

Mr. Olsen in turn talked about his and Mrs. Olsen’s 
vacation plans for the summer. They were taking a 
month to drive across country and Xander was 
intrigued that they had no fixed plans. “Can’t get 
lost if you have no destination in mind,” Mr. Olsen 
joked, but their intent seemed to be to just drive 



wherever fancy took them. “Mrs. Olsen wants to 
visit every state and every National Park before she 
dies,” Mr. Olsen admitted. “Me, I’m happy going to 
the same places. I figure, if I liked them the first 
time, I’ll like them the second time, but she’s a bit 
more adventurous than me.” His eyes did that 
sparkling thing as he talked about the trip and 
Xander was glad to see him so happy. If nothing 
else, the Hellmouth had taught him to take 
happiness where you could find it.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Formal Court was dead boring for the most part. A 
few poseurs who weren’t content to present 
themselves to his Lieutenants, insisting on making a 
show of presenting themselves to the Master of the 
Hellmouth in person. All of them were trying to 
enhance their own importance by taking up his time 
and Spike had no patience for it.  

Having seen over a dozen vampires who’d 
displeased him dusted before a single one of them 



could raise a hand to defend themselves, his 
minions were walking softly. The Court was heavily 
attended, mostly because the minions were too 
nervous after the show of power two nights ago not 
to be there, although they knew perfectly well that 
Spike made it clear which sessions were mandatory 
and this wasn’t one. The demons who entered and 
requested an audience caused a stir, as it always did 
when non-vampires approached the Court. 
Unusually, this time they asked if he would agree to 
meet with them privately to discuss an issue.  

One sharp look stopped the curious muttering 
among the minions and Spike stood up. “Anyone 
got any more business? Then we’re done here,” he 
announced. He gestured and led the small 
delegation of demons to the second floor. A large 
room with a long rectangular table that had once 
served as a conference room for the manufacturing 
firm had been left alone at his order and he led the 
demons there now. Taking a seat at the head of the 
table, he waited for the four demons to take their 
seats, studying them in turn. 



He recognized all of them. Two of them had been to 
the Court before, representing the community of 
peaceful demons in town. A wispy, frail-looking 
man, who looked as if he could be blown over by 
the proverbial stiff wind, but who was in reality an 
incredibly powerful inajii demon that Spike himself 
wouldn’t cross without a bloody good reason. The 
woman who’d accompanied him each time was a 
half Nik’tashen demon, tall and lean, with waist-
length red hair she wore loose down to her waist. 
Spike had thought upon meeting her for the first 
time that she wouldn’t have looked out of place in a 
Roman epic, wielding a spear and driving a war 
chariot. They were accompanied this time by 
Xander’s friend Mr. Olsen and Sgt. Morgan. 

“What can I do for you?” he asked curiously. They 
had never asked for a private meeting before.  

“Master Spike, your Court is the first one we have 
ever had even a tentative relationship with,” the 
inajii began. “We appreciate what you have done in 
your short tenure as Master. For the first time in 
over a century, the situation in town is being kept 



under control. In our judgment, you have at least as 
much to do with that as the arrival of the Slayer.”  

Spike kept his face impassive, although he was 
pleased at the compliment, he remained wary, 
having no idea where they were going with this.  

“Our two groups worked well together during the 
recent crisis,” the demon continued. “Some of our 
younger members,” he shot an amused look at 
Sergeant Morgan, “and some not so young, have 
expressed an interest in continuing to assist the 
Slayer. We have come to you to discuss how that 
would affect the status between our group and your 
Court.” 

“Assist the Slayer, how?” 

“We hope to work out a joint patrol schedule,” 
Sergeant Morgan answered the question, with an 
apologetic nod to the inajii for usurping his role. 

“We understand that the Slayer will be attending 
university this fall,” Mr. Olsen put in, “we may 
perhaps work out a schedule that has our people 
patrolling on days when she is unavailable because 



of school obligations, or simply have regular days 
when we patrol in her stead. We will, of course, be 
discussing this with the Slayer and her Watcher 
before coming to a decision.” 

“You want to know if I mind that you want to hunt 
members of my Court. That it?” 

“Obviously, patrol does not exclusively cover 
vampires, but… yes,” Sergeant Morgan answered. 
Spike was amused to see that Mr. Olsen looked 
mildly embarrassed, as if he felt the answer, 
however truthful, was in poor taste. 

“Any member of the Court who can’t take care of 
themselves, doesn’t deserve to live,” Spike said 
flatly. “Long as you don’t mind that the vampires 
will be fighting back and might kill some of yours, 
you patrolling is not an issue.” His quick answer was 
from instinct and he immediately found himself 
second guessing himself, worrying at the problem 
from all angles, although he let none of it show in 
his face. 

“I assure you, the individuals who would be 
involved would clearly understand the risk, as 



would their families. We promise that no vendettas 
would be started over any deaths.” Sergeant 
Morgan’s answer was calm and rock certain and 
Spike found he trusted him to keep a lid on the 
situation when, inevitably, some hothead got killed. 

“One exception,” Spike said, surprising himself 
somewhat. “My senior Lieutenant, Jose, is off limits. 
Anyone touching him will answer to me personally.” 
He shrugged diffidently. “My Claimed is fond of 
him,” he explained, wondering why he was 
bothering. 

“Xander has mentioned Jose to me,” Mr. Olsen said. 
“He sounds like someone I’d like to meet, not 
someone who needs killing. We will spread the 
word but I suspect it won’t be necessary. From what 
I understand, he is not a vampire who is likely to 
attract anyone on patrol.” 

“Got that right, quiet sort. But he’s a good 
Lieutenant and I don’t want the trouble of havin’ to 
replace him.” 



The Nik’tashen rose, straightening to her full, nearly 
seven foot height, and spoke for the first time. “I 
believe we have an agreement then.” 

“’preciate the courtesy,” Spike answered, standing 
himself. To his surprise, each of the demons offered 
their hand, shaking his in turn. He suspected he’d 
just sealed a deal with the handshakes but the 
members of his Court didn’t usually run afoul of the 
Slayer and probably wouldn’t have much difficulty 
with demons hunting with the Slayer. All of the 
Court minions knew where the Slayer patrolled and, 
miraculously, most of them recognized they didn’t 
stand a chance against a Slayer unless they got 
lucky and consequently avoided the cemeteries for 
the most part. The Slayer primarily killed newly 
risen fledges and careless vampires, and Spike 
viewed her as any other predator, culling the herd 
of weak members at the fringes of the pack. Spike 
and Angelus currently accounted for most of the 
demon kills in town and Spike’s main concern about 
this development was that his own hunting might 
be affected if the demons were any better at 
hunting than the Slayer.  



He’d have to prepare the Court for this turn of 
events. Vampires didn’t adapt to change well and 
this was a major shift in the power structure in 
town. Many of the vampires of the Court were 
already following Spike’s example, hunting without 
killing most of the time. Spike himself was bagging it 
far more frequently than he’d ever dreamed, thanks 
to Xander’s efforts to ensure the refrigerator was 
always stocked with fresh bags of human. Between 
killing demons and the endless supply of human 
blood at home, Spike had no need to hunt humans. 
Demons were much better sport than most humans 
anyway. 

The number of vampires in town was down because 
of Spike’s rule about members of his Court not 
creating minions. The only fledges around had been 
turned by vampires not connected with the Court 
and the Slayer took care of most of them fairly 
quickly. The numbers of other types of demons was 
growing, as they moved into areas once teeming 
with vampires turned when the Master had been 
gathering forces, waiting for the Harvest.  



Watching them leave, Spike hoped he hadn’t made 
a mistake. Like a chess player who suddenly 
couldn’t anticipate his opponent’s moves, he’d 
made a quick decision that he might come to regret 
three moves down the line. He wasn’t worried 
about the Court’s reaction, he could handle his 
Court, it was the other variables that concerned 
him: how would the vampires not attached to the 
Court react to this development? The more violent 
demon species? Life could suddenly get very 
interesting if this ended up in a war for control of 
the Hellmouth.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“I have decided to take a leave of absence from the 
Council,” Wesley said calmly. 

Surprised, Xander looked up from the 
measurements he was jotting down. He was 
drafting the final plans for the new bookshelves 
he’d discussed with Giles. He’d come by today to 
help Giles reclaim his apartment and found Wesley 



already there. He and the younger Watcher had 
assisted Giles in shifting the boxes from the living 
room into the spare bedroom upstairs, the boxes 
almost filling the small room to the ceiling. 

Afterwards, Wesley had followed Xander 
downstairs, looking a little lost, and sat watching 
while Xander made additions to his hasty sketches 
showing how shelves could be tucked into 
inconspicuous niches so that they wouldn’t take up 
much space while still creating space for at least the 
most fragile and valuable books in Giles’ collection. 

“What, you mean like take the summer off?” he 
asked. 

Wesley shook his head. “A little more extensive 
than that,” he answered. “I have informed the 
Council that I am taking an indefinite leave and will 
contact them if and when I am ready to return.” 

Xander put his pencil down, this was a bit more 
important than bookshelves. “Will they accept 
that?”  



Wesley shrugged. “I haven’t given them a choice.” 
His smile was nothing more than a wry twist of his 
lips. “I have already informed Buffy and Giles but I 
wanted you to know as well: I’ve resigned as Buffy’s 
Watcher and urged the Council in the strongest 
possible terms to reinstate Mr. Giles as her official 
Watcher. As you once pointed out to me, Buffy 
thinks of Giles as a father. She will never work with 
another Watcher as well as she does with him.” His 
smile turned self-mocking. “Although I was in 
agreement with the Council when I arrived that Mr. 
Giles was not appropriate to be her Watcher, I have 
reassessed the situation. The bond between them is 
not a weakness. It is, in fact, one of the reasons for 
her success as a Slayer.” He looked thoughtfully at 
Xander. “I’m not sure if you are aware, but few 
Slayers live as long as four years once they are 
called.” Xander hadn’t known that and he was 
appalled, considering that Slayer’s were usually 
about fourteen or fifteen years old when they were 
called. “The Council needs to learn from the 
situation, not cling blindly to the old ways.” 



Xander nodded, impressed. He couldn’t help but 
think back on the know-it-all amateur, full of his 
own self-importance, who had shown up in the 
library just a couple of months ago. Wesley had 
changed unbelievably from that person. He’d 
learned that he wasn’t god’s gift to Slayers, or even 
the right man for this particular job.  

“What will you do?” he asked quietly. 

“I’m going to get some of that field experience that 
has proved so illuminating here,” Wesley smiled, 
looking both excited and terrified. “I intend to travel 
for awhile. I’ve been in school far too long.” 

“I’m so with you on that,” Xander said, a grin 
tugging at the corners of his mouth. He stuck out his 
hand and shook Wesley’s firmly, trying to convey 
friendship and admiration in the gesture. “Don’t 
forget you have friends here in town. We’ll come 
looking for you if you don’t keep in touch.” 

“Thank you, Xander. I can’t say that it has been fun, 
but it has certainly been an eye opening 
experience.”  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Oz was in the garage/studio behind his house 
working on a song Xander hadn’t heard before. 
Seating himself quietly, he listened as Oz worked on 
the piece, his face intent as he concentrated on the 
unfamiliar fingering of chords that sounded weirdly 
atonal to Xander’s ears. When Oz finished the piece 
and lifted his head to look at Xander, he smiled and 
gestured at the sheet music. 

“That’s one of Terry’s pieces, isn’t it?” Terry was the 
Yngana lead singer of the band that Oz had played 
with a few times now. 

“Yeah. Tricky piece for a guitar but we’re going to 
see if we can make it work.” A shadow passed over 
Oz’s expression and he looked down, fingering the 
strings idly. 

“You got my message about the set up at Angel’s 
place?” Xander asked, wanting to fill the suddenly 
awkward silence. 



“Yeah. I checked it out yesterday, it looks like it’ll 
do.” Oz looked up from the guitar. “After the full 
moon, I’m leaving,” he said quietly. 

“What do you mean ‘you’re leaving’,” Xander asked 
after a moment of stunned silence. This was 
beginning to feel like a theme for the summer and 
he didn’t like it. First Willow and Wesley, then Angel 
- and, well, ok, he didn’t really care if Angel left but 
Spike did - and now Oz? 

Oz slid a sideways glance at him. “Something 
happened during graduation.”  

For a long moment, Xander thought he wasn’t going 
to explain any further, but finally Oz stirred slightly, 
almost a shiver, and continued, his voice barely 
audible: “I was caught up in the crowd, running with 
everyone else and…” he turned his head for the first 
time, looking directly at Xander, fear lurking in the 
back of his eyes. “The wolf almost came out.” 

“But it wasn’t night,” Xander argued, the first 
thought that came to his head. “That’s not even 
possible, is it?” 



Oz shook his head, almost as if he was denying what 
had happened even as he answered. “I could feel 
the wolf trying to break free. Everything got really 
intense: scent, hearing; I could taste the fear in the 
air. All of a sudden, it was like the people around 
me weren’t people any more, they were prey.” A 
tremor shook his whole body. “I had to leave before 
I lost it completely.” 

“My god, Oz,” Xander floundered for words, finally 
asking: “Did you change?” 

“No. Once I was away from the crowd, the wolf 
settled down. But it’s still there inside me, Xander. 
Always. In that crowd, I almost lost track of the 
difference between me and it. I need to learn how 
to control it or next time…” he let his voice die 
without finishing the sentence, but the unspoken 
words lived in his haunted eyes. Oz’s worst 
nightmare was losing control of the wolf and people 
dying as a result. 

As much as he wanted to reassure Oz that what had 
happened was a fluke, something born of the 
extraordinary circumstances, he didn’t have the 



right to say it, especially since he didn’t know if it 
was true. “Where will you go?” he asked unhappily 
and realized he’d accepted Oz’s decision with those 
words and fought back the urge to protest, to ask 
Oz to stay. He didn’t want to lose another friend but 
this wasn’t about him. 

“I don’t know. Away.” Oz’s shrug barely moved his 
shoulders. “I talked to Giles and Elizabeth about 
what happened. Elizabeth knows a shaman in New 
Mexico who might have some answers for me. I’ll 
start there.” 

“I’ll miss you.” He said it simply, a statement of fact, 
not a plea for Oz to stay. 

Oz slid him another sideways glance, a hint of a 
smile softening the lines of his face. “If I can, I’ll 
keep in touch,” he said and Xander knew it wasn’t 
an empty promise.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Knocking on the once familiar door, Xander found 



he was fidgeting nervously and having to wipe his 
hands on the back of his jeans to avoid getting 
sweat marks on the small, gift-wrapped package in 
his hand. The door swung open and Willow was 
there, staring at him through the screen door. 

“Hi,” he said, feeling unbelievably awkward. He 
couldn’t remember ever knocking on her door and 
waiting for it to be answered. For years, he had had 
family privileges, allowed to come and go freely 
without having to knock.  

“Xander,” Willow said, not hiding her surprise as 
she swung the screen door open to let him in. 
“Come in.” 

The dimly lit interior hadn’t changed. Willow’s 
mother had always kept the front rooms 
uncomfortably formal and Willow, Jesse and he had 
always hung out in Willow’s room in the back. 

“I just wanted to say goodbye and give you this,” he 
said, holding out the little package. It had been 
weird, having to ask Elizabeth for advice about 
buying a book for Willow. Once, he’d known her 



tastes so well he could always find a present she’d 
love.  

He’d wanted to give her a peace offering, 
something that showed he accepted who she was 
now. He’d bought her a Wiccan book that Elizabeth 
had recommended. Not a how-to manual or a 
touchy-feely Wiccans-do-only-good sermon that 
might be taken as a comment on how she’d 
screwed up, but a book on the historical roots of 
the Wiccan religion and the groups and ideologies 
that preceded it.  

Willow’s slightly wary look melted into a smile. 
“Thanks, Xander.” She automatically led the way 
back to her bedroom and Xander followed. He 
perched on a chair as Willow took a seat on the 
bed, still holding the package.  

Looking around, Xander saw the open suitcase with 
clothes neatly tucked inside, a few last minute 
things draped neatly over the opened edge. 
“Almost packed?” he asked for something to say. 

“Getting there,” Willow answered. “I got 
interrupted before I finished.” 



“Your folks ok with the big move?” 

Willow’s wry look took him back to a hundred 
discussions of her parents’ failings. “They’re thrilled. 
Their little girl going to Oxford has been the talk of 
the cocktail circuit apparently.” The thread of hurt 
at her parents’ inability to view her as anything 
other than an extension of themselves, the 
loneliness she’d never been able to hide was in her 
voice. In their own way, her parents had been 
always been as neglectful as his own, never able to 
see Willow as a child that needed love, never seeing 
anything but a small, intelligent adult whose mind 
they needed to encourage even as she starved for 
affection in front of their eyes. 

“I’ll bet,” he responded sympathetically. 

“It wasn’t them who interrupted me, though. Buffy 
spent half the night here crying.” 

“What? What happened?”  

“Angel’s leaving town.” Willow looked torn, like she 
didn’t know how to feel about that. 



“Oh, yeah. Spike told me he was going to.” Buffy 
crying her eyes out over it spoke volumes about 
what a good thing it was that Angel was leaving. She 
really had been harboring delusions about them 
riding off into the sunset together. Which would be 
fine, because Angel would burn up on the back of 
the white horse and that would be the end of that 
problem. And yeah, he was being petty, but hey, if 
you couldn’t be petty in your own thoughts, where 
could you be? 

Willow slid further back on the bed and drew her 
legs up, wrapping her arms around them. “It was 
hard because it’s hurting Buffy so much right now, 
but I really think it’s for the best.” 

“You do?” That surprised him. 

“Well, with the curse and all…” Willow shrugged. “I 
don’t see any kind of future for them that doesn’t 
lead to badness and heartache.” She sighed. “I hate 
that I’m leaving when she needs a friend so much.” 
She looked apologetically at him. “I don’t mean that 
you’re not her friend,” she said hastily, “it’s just 
that…” 



“It’s ok,” he interrupted. “You’re her best friend and 
a girl. That makes you twice as qualified in the 
giving comfort department.” He wondered when it 
had stopped hurting that Willow considered Buffy 
her best friend. So long that it was just an accepted 
fact now. 

“She’s spending tonight here and going with me to 
the airport tomorrow.” Willow looked determined, 
like she was intending to cram all the sympathy and 
chocolate she could into the next eighteen hours or 
so. 

“And there’s email and letters, you’ll still be there 
for her.” 

Willow nodded. “How about you?” she asked 
quietly. 

“I’ve been thinking about setting up an email 
account,” Xander answered. “I understand I can 
check it at the library.” He’d thought about it ever 
since he’d learned she was going to go to Oxford. 
Underneath the relief at the news, there had been 
the surprising realization that he would miss her. 
Spending a year apart and keeping in touch by mail 



struck him as being the best possible solution. With 
time and distance, they might find their way back to 
some sort of friendship.  

Willow smiled but didn’t say anything and Xander 
thought again that she was learning not to push 
people faster than they were ready to go.  

“I should let you finish packing,” he said, standing 
up. He gestured at the package, tuck that into your 
carry-on, if you have room. It’s something for the 
plane.” 

Willow stood as well, looking awkward and Xander 
stepped forward and gave her a quick, hard hug. 
“Take care of yourself. I’ll send you my email 
address as soon as I have one. 

Willow blinked back tears. “Goodbye, Xander. I’ll 
miss you.”  

“Oxford has got to be full of Giles-es and Wesleys,” 
he predicted. “You’ll feel right at home.” 

He was aware of Willow watching him as he walked 
away down the street but, after a final wave, he 
didn’t look back. He was glad he’d gone to see her, 



but it wasn’t the same. It never would be, they’d 
both changed too much. Someday though, maybe 
they could build something new from the wreckage 
of their past.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The bookshelves were beginning to take form. 
Xander had finished staining the wood out in the 
courtyard of Giles’ apartment building and begun 
nailing the stained and varnished wood into place. 

“I suppose you’ve heard?” Buffy sat down in one of 
the wooden chairs, dragging it over from the dining 
room table to where he was working. Xander 
finished hammering in the nail to give himself a 
minute, then lowered his hands and looked at her. 

“About Angel leaving?” he guessed. “Yeah. How are 
you doing?” 

“I’ve had better weeks,” she admitted. Her eyes 
were red-rimmed and she was blinking hard as she 
looked away from him. “I don’t see why he has to 



go,” she said after a long morose silence while 
Xander tried to think of something to say. “He just 
kept saying that we would never really get over 
each other if he stayed and he had to leave.” She 
flicked a quick glance at him. “We’re not together 
and I know we can’t ever really be together, so why 
does he have to leave?” Buffy sounded like she was 
hoping he could come up with an argument she 
hadn’t already thought of. 

“I think it’s a bit more complicated than that.” Trust 
Angel to muff up breaking up with his non-
girlfriend, he thought, exasperated. Carefully 
avoiding the real issue - Buffy and Angel - Xander 
went with the secondary problem. Who knows, 
maybe it really was the bigger problem of the two. 
“Angel doesn’t really think he fits in here.” 

“He told me that but it’s stupid. This is the 
Hellmouth, where better to fight evil? That’s what 
his redemption is supposedly all about, isn’t it? 
Fighting evil.”  

“It’s not just about the fighting evil,” Xander tried 
but Buffy interrupted. 



“He patrols with Spike too, not just me. Why does 
he think he needs more?”  

Despite the way it sounded, he didn’t think Buffy 
was being as selfish as it seemed. He suspected she 
was trying to convince herself that Angel could stay 
and not doing a very good job at it. “Buffy, if a 
second Slayer showed up on your doorstep one day 
and said they were here to help you control the 
Hellmouth, how would you feel?” 

Buffy rolled her eyes. “Not really an issue. There can 
be only one and all that Giles-stuff.” 

“Humor me. Pretend it’s possible.” 

Buffy’s tone said he’d better get to the point 
quickly. “Fine, I’m not sure how I’d react but it 
would probably be uncomfortable, at least for 
awhile. What has this got to do with Angel?” 

“I think that’s kind of how Angel feels. This is Spike’s 
territory and part of him instinctively resents that, 
even though he and Spike are friends.” And if Spike 
ever heard him simplify their relationship to 
friendship, he’d never hear the end of it. “You might 



be ok dealing with a second Slayer but just think 
how she would feel - knowing it was your town and 
she really didn’t have a place here.” 

Ridiculous as his example was, Buffy seemed to be 
thinking it over. It always amazed Xander how little 
she seemed to know about vampire culture. 
Granted, Angel wasn’t exactly your typical vampire 
and Buffy was mostly interested in killing them, but 
still, knowing more about how her opponents 
thought would make her a better Slayer. 

“I know I don’t have a say, Angel made that pretty 
clear. It’s just…” her voice trailed off and when she 
spoke again her voice was mournful. “Willow left 
this morning, and Wesley’s leaving soon, and now 
Angel will be gone in a few days. It feels like 
everything’s changing.” 

“Yeah.” Xander could relate to the depression in her 
voice. “I know graduation is supposed to be about 
moving on but I guess I thought that everything 
important would stay the same.” 

“Whoever said change is good was lying,” Buffy 
muttered. “I thought that, by going to college here 



in Sunnydale, I could have my cake and eat it too,” 
she said after a minute. “Whatever that means. 
Now I find my cake’s leaving town and I’m going to 
be stuck here after all.” 

After a minute, a reluctant smile tugged at her 
mouth. “Ok, that metaphor kind of ended up 
someplace weird.” 

“I was just thinking that. For what it’s worth, I’ll still 
be around,” he offered. 

“It’s worth a lot,” Buffy said quietly.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander hammered the nail in with a bit more force 
than necessary. “I hate this,” he muttered. 

Giles had been sitting on the couch reading and 
now looked at him over the top of his glasses. 
“Something wrong with the design?” he asked. 

“No, the shelves are fine. It’s everyone leaving.” 



“Ah.” Closing his book deliberately, Giles stood and 
crossed the room, taking a seat in a dining room 
chair much closer to where Xander’s materials were 
spread out. “Wesley talked to you.”  

It wasn’t a question but Xander answered anyway. 
“Yeah. Wesley and Oz and Willow and Larry and 
Jonathan and Cordelia and even Angel,” he added 
the last name as an afterthought. 

“Cordelia Chase?” 

“Moving to Los Angeles,” Xander reported gloomily. 
Spike had heard about it somehow and passed on 
the news that Cordelia was intending to become an 
actress and try her luck in Hollywood. Ok, Spike had 
actually said something snarky about casting 
couches but it pretty much meant the same thing. 
“And Larry got that football scholarship to UCLA, so 
he and Jonathan are leaving in August.” Jonathan 
had applied to UCLA after Larry got the scholarship 
and they were planning on getting an apartment 
together off-campus. “The worst part is, they all 
should leave. They’ve got things to look forward to 
and anywhere is safer than here.” 



Giles was studying him curiously. “I thought you 
didn’t want to attend college? It might not be too 
late…” but Xander was already shaking his head. 

“No. This - ” he gestured at the finished pieces of 
wood and the tools scattered around him, “this is 
what I want. I’ve got a good start on my own and 
I’m going to get a job with a construction company 
this summer to broaden my experience. I’m hoping 
to find one that will give me on-the-job training in 
carpentry because I need more than just shop 
class.” He stopped talking before he revealed too 
much - that he was thinking about maybe starting 
his own business making custom pieces. That was a 
long way down the road and he probably had a 
much better chance of being eaten by a demon 
than of starting a successful business. The statistics 
on start-up businesses were dismal, even without 
the Hellmouth factor thrown in. Besides, that was a 
few years down the road.  

“I realize it’s difficult but Buffy and I and, of course, 
Spike will still be here, so you aren’t being 
completely abandoned.” 



“I’m being stupid, aren’t I?” 

“Of course not. I suspect you’re just feeling a bit 
sorry for yourself.” 

Xander gave a short, surprised laugh. “Yeah, I am,” 
he admitted. “It’s not like I wanted high school to go 
on forever or anything stupid like that. I mean, in a 
lot of ways, high school sucked. But I was pretty 
much getting the hang of things by this year and 
now everything’s changing again.” 

He missed Oz and it seemed like everything was 
changing, and not for the better. He knew he’d get 
used to it, but right now, he felt like the left-behind 
loser too useless to have exciting plans like 
everyone else. Which was dumb, because he’d had 
options and it had been his decision not to go to 
college, he’d just sort of thought everyone would 
still be around for the summer and he’d be working 
full time by the time they started leaving and it 
wouldn’t seem so depressing. 

“Does it help to know that what you are feeling is 
very typical for someone in your position?” 



After a pause, Xander said frankly: “No, it really 
doesn’t help.” 

“I was afraid it wouldn’t.” 

They shared a rueful smile and Xander changed the 
subject before he really started to wallow in self-
pity. “What about you?” he asked. 

“Fortunately, I have sufficient resources that I am 
not forced to rely on the Council’s largess.” Giles 
gave him a slight smile at his confused look. “I can 
wait out their decision on whether they will send a 
new Watcher or reinstate me,” he clarified. 

“What do you think they’ll do?” 
 
“I honestly don’t know. They are not known for 
their flexibility but Wesley has left them in a 
somewhat awkward position, especially since he 
made it clear to them that he’d informed Buffy of 
his request to have me reinstated.” 

Xander grinned, impressed with Wesley’s budding 
deviousness. “So, he pretty much told them that 
he’d made it impossible for anyone else to do the 



job and by the way, you won’t be able to find me.” 
 
“Quite.” Giles sounded smugly pleased by the 
Council’s dilemma. 

“What if they say no and send a new Watcher?” 
 
“Then Buffy and I will adapt. She knows I will always 
be here for her, as long as she needs me.” 
 
“What about your day job? We kind of blew that 
up.” 

“I would not continue as the high school librarian 
even if we hadn’t made it physically impossible. 
Frankly, if not for my Watcher responsibilities, I 
should have died of boredom as the school 
librarian.” 

“Well, yeah. It’s not like anyone ever wanted to 
check out books.” 

Talking about books reminded Xander that he had a 
job to finish and he picked up his tools and began 
working again. Working at Giles’ every day, building 
the series of shelves that they had planned to hold 



the most critical part of his book collection, was 
time out from reality, a peaceful haven against the 
changes that were happening around him. He was 
hiding out here, he knew that. Like someone riding 
out a hurricane, he was sitting tight and waiting for 
the debris to settle as his classmates spun off in all 
directions. He just hadn’t thought he’d lose so many 
of them so soon.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Looking around the room, Xander sighed quietly to 
himself. He and Spike were sitting together on Giles’ 
couch, Buffy and Giles had each taken a 
comfortable chair and that was it for the group. 
Willow had left for England two days ago, Wesley 
had slipped quietly out of town yesterday, Angel 
had mostly been holed up at the mansion, keeping 
an eye on Oz during his wolf nights, then both of 
them were leaving tomorrow. Spike had told Giles 
that, since Angel was leaving town, he had no 
interest in attending this meeting, figuring it was no 
longer any of his business. 



The knock on the door broke the morose silence. 
Buffy had been tearful and cross in turns ever since 
first Willow, then Angel told her they were leaving, 
stopping by Giles’ to vent the anger and hurt she 
couldn’t share with either Angel or Willow. Giles 
had been gone on a suspicious number of errands in 
the afternoons, leaving Xander alone in his 
apartment working on the bookshelves and, 
inevitably, listening sympathetically to Buffy when 
she stopped by. He just hoped she was up to this 
meeting. Buffy wasn’t exactly Miss Diplomacy under 
the best of circumstances and Giles hadn’t given her 
much of a heads up about why he’d called this 
meeting. 

“I’ll get it.” He slipped out from under Spike’s arm 
and crossed to the door, opening it to welcome Mr. 
Olsen and Sgt. Morgan. “Hey, guys, come on in.” 

Giles had stood courteously and now approached 
with outstretched hand. “Welcome. It’s good to see 
you again.” 

After the two newcomers had been settled in chairs 
in the living room, Mr. Olsen got right down to 



business. “We asked to meet with you, Miss 
Summers, to discuss the future. The Mayor’s 
attempt at Ascension brought our two groups 
together and made us known to each other. We 
would like to discuss making the alliance a bit more 
permanent.” 

Buffy sat straighter, looking wary. “What do you 
mean?” She shot a quick look at Giles who just 
smiled reassuringly at her. 

“The idea that the town could have been destroyed 
without our even knowing it was happening was 
terrifying,” Sgt. Morgan said bluntly in his deep 
voice. “At minimum, we would like to be kept in the 
loop about major events and kept in reserve for 
emergencies.” 

“At minimum?” Buffy asked. 

“Some of our people want to do more to help keep 
a lid on things, here in town,” Mr. Olsen explained. 
“We were hoping we could take some of the burden 
of your Slayer duties from you, either by sharing 
patrols or taking over patrols on nights when you 
are occupied with school activities.” 



Buffy looked at Xander who grinned cheerfully back 
at her. Her enrollment at UCSunnydale wasn’t 
exactly a state secret and he wasn’t going to 
apologize for telling Mr. Olsen about her plans. 

“It’s what you’ve been hoping for, Buffy,” Giles said 
quietly. “A chance for a more normal life.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike shook his head as they left Giles’ apartment. 
“‘More normal life’,” he quoted sarcastically. 
“Slayer doesn’t know a good thing when she has it. 
All the killing anyone could ever want and she 
wants to go to school. Waste of bloody potential, if 
you ask me.” 

“I’m pretty sure she didn’t ask you,” Xander 
answered judiciously.  

“That’ll teach her,” Spike muttered. “In a few 
months, she’ll be sitting in a classroom with one 
hundred other students learning about rocks. She’ll 
regret giving up the good life then.” 



Xander laughed. 

The meeting had gone surprisingly well. After an 
initially prickly reaction, where it looked like Buffy 
thought they were accusing her of not doing her 
job, she had become enthusiastic about the 
prospect of becoming a part-time Slayer. Giles was 
thrilled by the idea, seeing it as a chance for Buffy 
to have the life she’d been dreaming of and pleased 
that Buffy had shaken off her depression for the 
first time in days. 

Spike and Xander had opted out of the meeting as 
the four of them began discussing joint training 
sessions to become familiar with each other’s 
fighting techniques and skill levels. They were 
planning on meeting again over the summer to 
coordinate patrol schedules and Spike had become 
increasingly bored with the administrative details, 
finally tugging Xander up off the couch and 
announcing abruptly, “we’re off.” 

Xander had gone willingly, it wasn’t anything he was 
going to be actively involved in. He was pleased for 
Buffy and worried about the demons who were 



signing up, although he was relieved by Sgt. 
Morgan’s assurances that only people who got by 
his screening would be permitted to take part in the 
joint venture. 

“Mansion’s going to be empty soon.” Spike’s voice 
broke into his thoughts and he glanced over, seeing 
the thoughtful look on Spike’s face. “Means we can 
use it for training again,” he continued. “Been 
slacking off recently.” 

“Well, there was a bit of an apocalypse issue,” 
Xander pointed out, reasonably. “We’ve been 
busy.” 

“I’ll set it up again after Angel is gone. Don’t want 
you getting rusty.” 

Xander nodded. He enjoyed his training sessions 
with Spike and wouldn’t be unhappy to have a 
regular place to work out with him again. Plus, a lot 
of their workouts ended in sweaty goodness, so 
who was he to complain?  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike took his time, lining up his shot, then sent the 
cue ball banking off the rim to kiss the 5-ball into 
the pocket with a satisfying clunk.  

Xander was a much better pool player, thanks to 
having gotten a lot of practice since meeting Spike 
and Spike had to concentrate on the game or risk 
losing. Looking up from the table, he studied his 
Claimed. Xander was sipping his beer, eyeing the 
table, still looking far too tense despite their having 
been here for an hour. 

Pool and beer were obviously not going to be 
enough. Xander had been restless and too quiet the 
past couple of days and he wasn’t working his way 
out of the mood by himself. 

Spike leaned on his cue and waited until Xander 
glanced at him, curious about the delay. 

“Talk to me, luv.” 

“About what?” 

Spike raised his eyebrow and Xander sighed. “I’m 
ok, Spike. Really.” 



“Don’t look ok.”  

“I know, I’ll do better.” 

“Not what I meant, luv. ‘m just worried about you.” 

Xander set his cue down and leaned his hip against 
the table. “I should be happy that they’re all 
leaving. Most of them are leaving for good 
reasons.” He looked troubled for a minute and 
Spike knew he was thinking about the wolf. “I just 
feel kind of abandoned. Which is stupid, but I can’t 
help it.”  

“Got me, Xander. I’ll never leave you.” 

“I know.” The quiet certainty in that response 
relieved Spike. He sometimes wondered if Xander 
really understood the permanency of his Claimed 
status.  

“Let’s go home, luv.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike pushed him gently back onto the bed and 



perched on top of him. “See if I can’t make you feel 
better,” he smirked, beginning to unbutton 
Xander’s shirt. 

“I’m willing to let you give it a shot,” Xander 
allowed generously. He stretched his arms up over 
his head, content to let Spike seduce him as he 
could tell his lover wanted. Spike bent over him, his 
lips following his nimble fingers as each button 
opened, exposing more of his chest to the firm, cool 
lips that began kissing their way down his chest. 

As Spike reached his waistband, he tugged Xander’s 
shirt out from his pants and Xander lifted up to help 
him, quickly shrugging his way out of the shirt and 
watching as Spike tossed it carelessly to one side. 
Spike’s hands ran up Xander’s back, tracing the lines 
of his shoulder blades and holding him in place as 
he targeted Xander’s nipples, licking and nipping at 
them teasingly before laving his tongue over them. 

Xander moaned in appreciation as the attention 
tightened his nipples into hard, aching peaks and 
sent jolts of sensation down to his crotch, where his 



cock was beginning to take an active interest, 
growing almost uncomfortably tight in his jeans.  

He was rocking his hips against Spike now, 
desperate for more friction and Spike’s chuckle 
wafted cool air across the nipple Spike was working 
on. Unable to wait, Xander began tackling Spike’s 
clothes, needing to feel that cool, smooth skin 
against his own. His own hands busy driving Xander 
wild, Spike let him work, hastily unbuttoning Spike’s 
shirt and pulling it off with frantic fingers. 

At last he accomplished his goal, and Spike 
flattened his lithe, compact body against Xander’s 
larger one. Xander’s hands cupping Spike’s hips and 
pulling him firmly against him, rocking his hips hard, 
grinding their cocks against each others as they 
wrestled across the sheet. 

Spike sat up, pulling free of Xander’s clutching 
hands long enough to unfasten and hastily yank 
down his pants. Xander followed suit, undoing his 
own pants and pushing them down quickly as Spike 
lay down against him again. He gasped as their 
cocks met without the fabric barrier between them, 



his hips bucking upward as their cocks slid against 
each other. “More,” he groaned. 

“Got all night, luv,” Spike’s husky voice promised as 
his hand slipped between their bodies to close 
around Xander’s penis in a firm grip. Xander thrust 
hard into the tight grip, sensation exploding 
through him as Spike began to pump him hard. He 
clung to Spike’s shoulders as Spike kissed him, 
tongue darting into Xander’s mouth as Xander’s 
hands slid up to bury themselves in Spike’s short 
hair, holding his lover in place as their tongues 
dueled wildly. 

A finger slick with pre-cum began teasing at 
Xander’s entrance and he gasped as it circled the 
twitching hole, arching his head back and exposing 
his throat to Spike who growled and morphed into 
game-face, licking along the line of Xander’s throat, 
teasing himself with the lure of hot blood just below 
the surface.  

“Oh, god, Spike, fuck me,” he moaned. “Now, 
dammit.”  



Spike’s finger pushed inside and Xander sucked in a 
ragged breath at the burn as his body stretched to 
let it in. A second finger joined the first and 
Xander’s whole body shuddered, his eyes turned 
inward at the incredible sensation of being 
stretched and filled.  

He moaned in protest as the fingers withdrew, then 
howled as Spike pushed his hastily slicked-up cock 
inside him with agonizing slowness. He was barely 
stretched and he felt every inch as Spike thrust 
inside with slow, almost unbearable carefulness 
until he was buried to the hilt inside Xander’s tight 
channel.  

For a long moment, they lay there without moving, 
Xander’s ragged breathing the only sound as Spike 
forced himself to wait until Xander’s hips began 
twitching, seeking more.  

Feeling that tiny movement, Spike growled throatily 
and withdrew only to thrust forward harshly, 
burying his fangs into Xander’s neck at the same 
moment as he reaffirmed his Claim, Xander’s 
scream of pleasure ringing in his ears. 



He thrust over and over into Xander’s welcoming 
heat, slamming into the gland that sent shattering 
jolts of pure bliss through Xander as he bucked up 
to meet every thrust, as the erotic sensation of 
Spike drinking from him sent his orgasm crashing 
over him.  

His howl of release was matched by Spike as he 
lifted his head, his own release tearing through him 
as his seed filled his Claimed, marking him with 
Spike’s scent, inside and out. 

They slowly relaxed back down to the mattress, 
their muscles going slack and heavy in the 
aftermath of release, Xander’s heated breath 
feathering over Spike’s skin and causing him to 
almost purr with pleasure at the sensation. For a 
long moment, Spike was content to wrap himself 
around the warmth of his Claimed, inhaling deeply 
of the mingled scents of Xander and sex and blood. 

“‘But if he finds you and you find him / The rest of 
the world don't matter’” he murmured into 
Xander’s ear. 



When Xander had caught his breath, he asked, 
drowsily: “What was that?” Rolling them over so he 
was no longer underneath, he shifted a bit to find a 
comfortable position, settling next to Spike’s cool, 
strong body, arms wrapped around his vampire, 
feeling incredibly loved and cared for. 

Spike looked embarrassed, like he’d been caught 
doing something obscene in public. No, wait, Spike 
would never look embarrassed for that reason, as 
Xander had good reason to know. Like he’d been 
caught helping a little old lady cross the street, 
more like.  

“Nothin’, just summat I heard once. Love you, 
Xander. Never leave you.” 

“Love you, too, Spike. Not going anywhere either,” 
he answered, sleep stealing over him and pulling 
him under. He wanted to say something more, but 
it could wait for the morning. Neither he nor Spike 
was going anywhere. Sunnydale was their town as 
much as it was Buffy’s.  

 
 



The End 

 

The Thousandth Man by Rudyard Kipling. 
One man in a thousand, Solomon says, 
Will stick more close than a brother. 
And it's worth while seeking him half your days 
If you find him before the other. 
Nine hundred and ninety-nine depend 
On what the world sees in you, 
But the Thousandth man will stand your friend 
With the whole round world agin you. 
 
'Tis neither promise nor prayer nor show 
Will settle the finding for 'ee. 
Nine hundred and ninety-nine of 'em go 
By your looks, or your acts, or your glory. 
But if he finds you and you find him. 
The rest of the world don't matter; 
For the Thousandth Man will sink or swim 
With you in any water. 
 
You can use his purse with no more talk 
Than he uses yours for his spendings, 



And laugh and meet in your daily walk 
As though there had been no lendings. 
Nine hundred and ninety-nine of 'em call 
For silver and gold in their dealings; 
But the Thousandth Man h's worth 'em all, 
Because you can show him your feelings. 
 
His wrong's your wrong, and his right's your right, 
In season or out of season. 
Stand up and back it in all men's sight -- 
With that for your only reason! 
Nine hundred and ninety-nine can't bide 
The shame or mocking or laughter, 
But the Thousandth Man will stand by your side 
To the gallows-foot -- and after!  

 

Nothing the Same 

Book 3 

 

Part One 



UC Sunnydale was not in Spike’s regular patrol area. 
On the outskirts of town, in many ways the campus 
was almost a separate entity from the rest of 
Sunnydale. Most of the students either lived in the 
dorms or in student housing close by the park-like 
campus. “Townies” were looked down on and 
surprisingly few locals went to school there. Or 
maybe not surprisingly, when you considered that 
any human with any sense at all left town 
immediately after high school and never looked 
back.  

But Xander was going to be spending a lot more 
time in the area than he ever had before and Spike 
needed to see for himself that it was safe for his 
Claimed. Xander and the Slayer had grown closer 
over the summer, hanging out together in a way 
they never had before as all their other friends left 
town and they were pretty much the only two left. 
Close enough friends that Spike had had to endure 
far too many evenings at the Bronze - the kiddie 
hangout the Slayer was so fond of. Granted, as 
Xander had pointed out, they couldn’t actually drag 
the Slayer along with them at their own hangouts. 



Spike could just imagine the reaction if the Slayer 
began stopping by for drinks at their usual bar. 
Between half the patrons leaving and the other half 
arguing over who got the first shot at killing her - 
actually, that might be fun. Pity Xander probably 
wouldn’t think so.  

Xander wasn’t any more fond of the Bronze than 
Spike was, although for different reasons. Xander 
had never been comfortable at the Bronze since the 
night he’d staked his friend there and, until this 
summer, the only time Xander had gone there after 
his friend died had been the night the chaos mage 
spiked the candy. The horror of the middle-age orgy 
he’d witnessed there hadn’t endeared the 
establishment to his boy. So, if Xander could put up 
with the place, Spike would go to keep him 
company. Fortunately, the bar did serve half-decent 
beer and the pool tables were acceptable. The 
competition wasn’t up to his standards but then 
they were human. Nothing gave you an edge like 
one hundred years of practice.  

Considering the vapid bitch he was watching now, 
Spike regretted not having extended his patrols to 



the college campus long before now. The prima 
donna in the room below was giving herself airs 
because she had a handful of useless minions too 
stupid to know better taking orders from her. Laired 
in an old fraternity house on campus, the group 
were obviously living what they thought was the 
good life. The lair was a magpie’s nest of tawdry 
loot: mismatched furniture, a fence’s nightmare of 
cheap, portable electronics, piles of useless, broken 
junk shoved against the walls. Perched on the roof, 
looking down through the skylight - and what kind 
of morons had a lair with an enormous skylight over 
the main room? - Spike couldn’t help feeling 
nostalgic for the days when he and Dru, Angelus 
and Darla had done this in a style these idiots could 
never duplicate. It was one thing when you were 
looting the noble houses of Europe of priceless 
treasures, the shite this group had filled their lair 
with wasn’t worth stealing, much less holding on to. 

Having seen enough, Spike eased quietly away from 
the skylight, and moved down the slope of the roof 
toward the fire escape ladder bolted to the wall of 
the building. He was tempted to burst through the 



skylight and drop down into the midst of the 
vampires below - that sort of thing always made 
one hell of an entrance. But there wasn’t a clear 
area below and he couldn’t be certain of landing 
safely on his feet after a two-story drop onto 
uneven footing. He’d have to go through the door. 
Pity. 

He made up for it by smashing through the door 
with a satisfyingly loud explosion of splintered 
wood. Stepping through the opening, he found the 
five vampires scrambling to their feet, too surprised 
by the sudden entrance to even go for a weapon. 
Useless wankers. 

“Who the hell are you?”  

That was the blonde, the leader of this little group. 
She faced him, hands on her hips, in human guise. 
The front of her long hair was pulled into tiny little 
braids that stuck up from her head. 

“Name’s Spike,” he said casually, strolling inside like 
he owned the place. Which he would in a minute. 



The vampires clustered in a group, the four minions 
shifting so they were behind their leader. Spike 
eyed them in disgust: these vampires gave minions 
a bad name. Didn’t have enough sense even to 
spread out so they would be ready to come at him 
from all sides. Studying the blonde without seeming 
to, even as he made of show of idly glancing around 
the room, Spike realized that she was so young 
herself she was afraid to give up any power or 
initiative to her minions. They had all obviously 
been taught to never do anything without her direct 
permission. Exactly why he’d forbidden the minions 
of his Court to turn their victims: vampires younger 
than fifty or sixty years didn’t know what the hell to 
do with minions. 

“So, are you hoping to impress me, or are you just 
feeling suicidal?”  

Spike gave her a point for that. Arms crossed, foot 
tapping, she looked irritated but not frightened. He 
wondered if it was a bluff or if she was too stupid to 
know who he was. Casually wandering over to the 
only open area in the cluttered room, Spike 
answered without looking at her, “Not likely to 



waste my time trying to impress someone who’s 
going to be dust in a minute.” 

“Well, you’ve really got me shaking in my shoes 
now. Five to one odds, whatever am I going to do?” 

Spike grinned at her sarcastic response. Too bad he 
had decided to kill her, she might have some 
potential after all. 

“Sunday, that’s… that’s Master Spike,” one of her 
minions, a girl with frizzy red hair, said nervously. 

“Sunday? What the hell kind of name is that?” Spike 
asked incredulously, distracted briefly.  

“Oh, I don’t know, Spike. Like I’m worried about the 
opinion of someone who still thinks the Billy Idol 
look is in. Being dead doesn’t mean you shouldn’t 
keep up with the times.” 

Spike was on her almost before she finished her 
sentence, crossing the room in two leaps before any 
of them gathered their wits enough to react. He 
knocked the blonde across the room with one 
vicious blow, then spun to face the minions. He 
heard the blonde crash against the far wall even as 



he pulled a stake and dusted the two closest 
minions: the redhead who’d spoken earlier and a 
big guy with long greasy blonde hair who looked like 
he didn’t have two brain cells to rub together. The 
woman didn’t have time to move before he was 
yanking the stake out and turning to the male, 
whose eyes went wide with belated shock as the 
stake sank deep into his chest and he opened his 
mouth to say something even as he vanished into 
dust.  

Their ashes were still settling when he wheeled 
back to the leader who had gotten to her feet with 
a scream of fury. She shook herself, shifting to her 
true face, then rushed at him. Bouncing a little on 
his toes, Spike judged his timing and leapt up, 
meeting her charge with a solid boot to the chest. 
The kick landed true with a satisfying crunch of 
broken ribs, the jolt of the impact sending them 
both flying backwards. Spike flipped back to his feet 
instantly, and saw the two remaining minions 
running for the door. He threw his stake and got the 
one in the rear, the dark haired male escaping 



through the door before Spike could pull another 
stake. 

He turned his attention back to the leader who was 
slowly climbing to her feet, clinging to the wall for 
support. She looked furious and terrified, her eyes 
shifting towards the exit and back to him nervously. 
“What is your problem?” she asked. 

“My problem is that you give vampires a bad 
name,” Spike said, circling around so he was 
between her and the door. “My problem is that 
you’re too stupid even to know who I am.”  

“Look, if you want the lair, it’s yours,” she said with 
an outward calm that belied the desperation in her 
eyes.  

“This pit? Not likely,” he said in disgust. “You’ve got 
a fucking skylight, you moron. We’re vampires, not 
sorority girls. We don’t sit around braiding each 
other’s hair. Do you even have tunnel access?” 

“I’ve been here for almost twenty years,” she said, 
sounding almost offended that he was criticizing her 
lair.  



She was moving sideways, away from him, sliding 
along the wall, trying to be subtle and failing 
miserably. Spike rolled his eyes. Might as well be 
holding up a sign saying “I’m going for a weapon” 
she was so obvious. He took a step towards her, 
pivoting on his weight-bearing foot and executing a 
spin-kick that slammed into her side, doing further 
damage to already fractured ribs and sending her 
stumbling to the floor again.  

Spike was on her before she could move. Hauling 
her up by a fist in her hair, he put an end to the 
embarrassingly unequal fight. “Next time, find out 
who’s territory you’re in before you set up a lair, 
you stupid bint,” he snarled, bringing up his other 
hand and staking her cleanly through the heart. He 
yanked the stake back before it dusted with her and 
said cheerfully to the empty room, “oh yeah, there 
is no next time. Sorry.” 

Brushing the ashes off his front, he looked around 
but his earlier recon had been right - there was 
nothing worth taking. Sighing, he decided to do a 
proper job of it and went to search the rest of the 
house for anything that needed to be dealt with. 



Five minutes later, having confirmed there were no 
other vampires using the lair, nothing worth taking 
in any of the rooms, and no bodies lying around for 
the authorities to get in a tiff over, Spike strode out 
of the fraternity house. Once outside, he stopped to 
light a cigarette and survey the area. This was the 
only nest of vampires he’d found working the 
campus, the rest of the area around the school 
seemed surprisingly demon-free, and he judged it 
was as safe as anywhere in town. Xander would 
laugh at him for fussing, except of course Spike had 
no intention of mentioning that he’d added the 
college campus to the areas in town that got Spike’s 
personal attention. Let Xander try and prove it. 

Flicking his cigarette butt away and settling his 
duster on his shoulders, Spike headed out, feeling 
as ridiculously pleased as ever at the return of his 
beloved leather coat. Xander had had one of his 
demon friends repair the coat and Spike hadn’t 
asked how he’d done it. He suspected magic had 
been involved since there was no trace of the long 
tears in the leather left by the Sisterhood of Jhe. 
He’d been delighted to be able to wear the coat 



again, having kept it hidden in the back of the 
closet, embarrassed by his own sentimentality but 
unable to part with it even when it was unwearable. 
Xander had snuck it out and repaired it as a present 
for him. 

Smiling again as he thought of his Claimed’s 
generosity, Spike decided to call it a night. With 
college classes starting next week, he’d keep 
checking the area to make sure nothing set up shop 
to fill the vacancy he’d just created. Xander would 
be visiting the campus once the Slayer was living 
and attending classes there and Spike needed to 
make his presence felt at this end of town. 

Striding rapidly through the quiet night, Spike found 
himself considering the impact the Slayer’s move 
would have on his territory. The Slayer would be 
basing her activities out of her room on campus, 
instead of out of her mother’s house on the other 
side of town. It was bound to cause a shift in how 
and where she patrolled. Sharing her patrols with 
the demon volunteers had already changed things. 
Some of the recruits were not limiting themselves 
to the cemeteries the way the Slayer often did. Plus, 



the natural competition between the recruits and 
the Slayer as both sides sought to prove themselves 
to the other meant there had been no summer lull 
in patrolling the Hellmouth. Granted, the summer 
before when the Slayer had blown town altogether 
had been unusual, but still, the Slayer tended to 
slack off a bit in summer and that hadn’t happened 
this year. If anything, the hunting had increased. 

It hadn’t affected his Court as much as it might 
have. The number of vampires on the Hellmouth 
was still down from the peak it had reached under 
the Master. When old bat-face had been gathering 
forces for his attempt to break free of his 
imprisonment, the number of vampires in town had 
grown substantially. The numbers had stayed high, 
even after the Master’s death due to the worthless 
cannon fodder the Master had gathered turning 
minions willy-nilly just to prove they could, until 
Spike had taken over as Master and forbidden the 
members of his Court to turn their victims. The 
number of vampires had slowly decreased ever 
since, despite the brief surge when Angelus had lost 
his soul, and the quality had gone up. Vampires 



were far less likely to fall victim of the Slayer now as 
she seemed to mostly stake the newly-risen fledges 
in the cemeteries. Other varieties of demons had 
moved into the Hellmouth, filling the void left by 
the decreasing number of vampires and the Slayer 
spent more time hunting demons now than 
vampires. 

The demon recruits to help the Slayer were an 
unknown. Spike hadn’t specifically warned the 
members of his Court about the change-over, but 
now that the joint patrols were actively happening 
and not just something planned for the future, he 
found himself spending an annoying amount of 
time worrying the problem from all angles, trying to 
decide how to handle it. He needed to make a 
decision and soon, because someone was going to 
notice the additional patrols sooner or later. 

Shaking his head and putting the problem aside for 
now, Spike found he was almost back to the 
apartment. His long strides had taken him across 
town as he worried over the changing situation in 
town. The next week or so might prove interesting. 
Xander had mentioned that the Slayer was nervous 



about going to college alone. No one else from their 
graduating class was going to UC Sunnydale and 
being the Slayer apparently didn’t stop you from 
being a nervous wreck at the prospect of dorms and 
a strange roommate and a huge, unfamiliar campus. 
Bit of a laugh, really, that the Slayer was behaving 
like an ordinary teenage girl facing the unknown, 
instead of a seasoned warrior who handled the 
unknown on almost a daily basis.  

Joyce had been in a dither for weeks now, half 
anticipating Buffy’s departure, half dreading it. 
She’d confided in Spike that part of her was looking 
forward to being less of a mom and more of a 
woman, not having to be there for her daughter 
every day. She’d also admitted to being afraid of 
being lonely, rattling around in the house all by 
herself. She’d laughed when Spike had offered to 
drag Buffy home by her hair at least twice a week 
but turned him down, saying they’d work it out 
without unnecessary hair-dragging. Spike had made 
a mental note to make sure that he and Xander 
continued their weekly visits with Joyce. Besides, 
just because Joyce didn’t want her daughter forced 



home didn’t mean he couldn’t have a threatening 
talk with the Slayer about treating her mother right.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Wrap it up, kid. You trying to make the rest of us 
look bad?” 

Xander looked up as a friendly hand dropped on his 
shoulder and grinned. “Nope, just wanted to finish 
this one last piece.” 

He’d heard the foreman closing up the job site and 
the sound of tools being put away but had been 
concentrating on nailing the last bits of trim into 
place, wanting to finish the room before leaving the 
jobsite for the night. 

He’d discovered that about himself this summer - 
that he liked to finish what he’d started even if it 
meant working a little longer. He liked walking 
through a job-site and seeing the progress the crew 
had made each day. He’d been with the company 
for almost two months now, mostly doing general 



labor, but they were letting him work with the 
carpenters whenever it was possible and had 
promised him the next available journeyman 
carpenter slot. In the meantime, he was learning a 
lot of general construction skills that would allow 
him to expand his own business.  

He’d had to cut his hours back so far that he was 
considering whether he should shut down the 
business entirely or take on an employee and make 
it an official business. He’d talked about it with Mr. 
Olsen and some of his customers and thought the 
answer was probably to hire and train one of the 
kids from the demon community. Being part of the 
community already would relieve the fears of his 
demon customers, and someone human looking 
wouldn’t alarm his elderly clients, or be unable to 
do the day-time work that was the main reason his 
demon clients needed his help to begin with. He 
had a couple of kids in mind, but what worried him 
was the paperwork side of things. If he had an 
employee, he’d have to get a business license and 
pay taxes and all that official stuff that scared him 
more than most of the monsters he’d faced. 



Spike was encouraging him to hire someone but 
that was mostly because he didn’t like it that 
Xander was spending his first hour off work after his 
day job at his own customers’ houses, getting what 
work done he could. Spike had grudgingly accepted 
that Xander wanted to continue to work, although 
Xander knew that Spike would prefer it if he stayed 
home during the days. Not that Spike would 
approve of a night job either, even if one were 
available. There weren’t very many night shift jobs 
on the Hellmouth. The usual Sunnydale blindness 
didn’t extend to late night businesses hours. Even 
the stupidest employer couldn’t help noticing that 
night clerks at all-night convenience stores and 
night-shift food delivery people tended to have fatal 
accidents or disappear within a week or two. Even 
the businesses run by demons that catered to 
demons stayed open only an hour or so past sunset.  

Automatically putting his tools away as his mind 
drifted, Xander knew something was going to have 
to give soon. He wasn’t doing right by either Spike 
or his customers, not while he was working two 
jobs. Hauling his tool box and giving the foreman a 



wave, Xander walked off the site and tossed the 
tool box into the trunk of Spike’s car, considering. 
He was repairing a fence tonight for the Jenkins and 
he thought Mr. Jenkins had been an accountant or a 
bookkeeper before he’d retired. Mr. and Mrs. 
Jenkins were one of his elderly clients, not able to 
keep up with the routine maintenance on their 
home any more but they enjoyed sitting and talking 
with him while he worked. He’d ask them how 
difficult it would be to turn his part-time work into a 
real business. 

Decision finally made, Xander felt better. He’d been 
dithering over this for weeks, scared of how grown 
up it felt to be considering starting a business 
officially, worried about taxes and forms and an 
office and a mailing address and more 
complications than his life already had. He 
suspected he’d been making the proverbial 
mountain out of a mole hill, his anxiety making 
everything worse than it actually was going to be. 
He had enough business to keep two people going 
full time and his customers had been incredibly 
patient. Granted, a lot of them didn’t have a choice 



but he didn’t want them to have to wait for 
necessary work because he was the only option and 
he didn’t have time for them.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike came awake in the darkened apartment, his 
senses telling him the sun was beginning to dip over 
the horizon behind the blackout curtains and heavy 
shutters. He was alone as usual and he sighed. 
Xander was working too hard, waking at sunrise, 
just about the time Spike was settling down for the 
day, and leaving for his construction job. The only 
good thing about the work was that the early start 
in the morning meant the job site shut down early. 
Except Xander didn’t come home. Instead he went 
to one of his customers’ houses and spent another 
couple of hours working for them before coming 
home tired and spending an hour or two with Spike 
before Spike had to leave on his nightly business. 

Worse than when Xander was in school most days. 
At least then they had spent late afternoons and 



early evenings together. Problem was, Xander was 
so bloody happy, Spike couldn’t make him stay 
home or even force him to drop one or the other of 
his jobs. Xander had spent most of his life, before 
Spike, with no one telling him he was special, or 
needed, or good for anything. Now he had an entire 
construction crew who liked him and thought he 
was talented, and joked with him good-naturedly 
about his long hair and his mysterious significant 
other who never came by the site like the other 
girlfriends and wives. He had customers who 
practically worshipped the ground he walked on 
because he filled so many needs: handyman, 
surrogate son and grandson, and a friendly visitor 
from the outside world all rolled into one.  

Xander had filled out over the course of the 
summer. He was still lean but his shoulders had 
broadened and his arms were solidly muscled from 
work. He was darkly tanned from outdoor work and 
practically glowing with happiness even when he 
stumbled home almost too tired to stay awake long 
enough to greet Spike. He was a joy to Spike and a 



constant source of frustration because he was 
never bloody there. 

Spike would have blown a gasket a long time ago 
except for the weekends. Xander took Sundays off 
entirely and they had the kind of long lazy day in 
bed that Spike had been dreaming about since he 
and Xander first got together. Xander shut off the 
cell phone that Spike frequently regretted ever 
getting for him and the two of them pretended the 
outside world didn’t exist: sleeping late, watching 
the telly, making love in the cool, dim apartment, 
just being together in a way that made Spike feel 
ridiculously content.  

He knew that his Claimed was struggling to find a 
way to balance his responsibilities, and that he was 
important to Xander and that Xander loved him. He 
knew that, but he wasn’t patient by nature and it 
was hard to let the situation go on when he had the 
power to stop it. Problem was, stopping it would kill 
some of the happiness on Xander’s face and Xander 
had had too much pain in his life for Spike to do 
that. Stopping it would put limits on Xander and clip 
his wings. Gritting his teeth, Spike once again 



reminded himself that he’d encouraged Xander to 
become self-confident and self-reliant and that he 
wanted that for his Claimed. He’d done needy and 
clingy and it could get very old, even when you 
loved the person as much as he’d loved Drusilla. 
Xander was with Spike because he wanted to be 
and that was worth a lot.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Checking the time, Xander decided he had time to 
make a quick stop by the library before going home. 
With luck, there would be an email from Oz. The 
fence job had gone faster than he anticipated and 
Mr. Jenkins had been incredibly helpful, offering to 
draft up the papers and do all the work to get 
Xander set up in a legitimate, on the books 
business, with licenses and everything. When 
Xander had protested, Mr. Jenkins told him he had 
too much time on his hands and it would be a 
pleasure to dust off his old skills. They’d eventually 
agreed to trade skill for skill and Xander would do 
work for Mr. Jenkins’ help.  



Entering the library, he was still bemused at the fact 
that he was using a barter exchange to set himself 
up in business officially. Logging on took only a 
minute - the library wasn’t hugely popular in the 
summer - and he was pleased to find an email from 
Oz waiting for him. 

He hadn’t heard from Oz until nearly a month after 
the older boy had left town. He’d been worried but 
had no way of contacting Oz himself. One day a 
postcard from Oz had arrived at Giles’ apartment - 
Giles had agreed to let Xander continue to use him 
as a mailing address since he couldn’t get mail at 
the factory, for obvious reasons. The postcard had 
been Oz all over: “Still looking for answers. Doing 
ok.” but instead of a signature or a return address, 
there had been an email address.  

Xander had already set up an email account for 
himself and, after that, he made sure to check it at 
least once a week. Oz was going on-line in public 
libraries whenever he got the chance, and began 
sending Xander emails on a semi-regular basis. To 
his surprise, Oz was far more talkative on email 
than he was by postcard or in person. Mostly stories 



about people he’d met, but also some surprisingly 
lyrical descriptions of the places he’d been. Oz was 
still searching for a way to control the wolf, 
traveling from one possible source of knowledge to 
another. He’d talked to tribal shamen, demons, and 
a New Age guru - who Oz reported was a scam artist 
and completely useless - and today’s email talked 
about maybe trying his luck in Asia. Apparently, 
there were stories of shape shifters in Asia going 
back thousands of years and Oz was hoping they 
might have answers to how to stop the change. 

Xander felt like kicking himself as he read the email, 
realizing belatedly that he knew someone who 
knew a guy who was 400 years old. He should’ve 
thought of that before Oz left town, not almost two 
months later. He’d go to see Mr. Olsen tomorrow 
and see if Mr. Olsen would be willing to ask his 
friend if he knew anything that could help a 
werewolf.  

He sent a short greeting, just saying he was in a rush 
and would send a longer reply tomorrow - one of 
the things he liked about email was the fact that 
you didn’t have to compose long letters to justify 



the effort of contact. When it just took one click of a 
button to send a note, you could whip out a quick 
reply and a longer one later when you’d had time to 
think.  

He was using that a lot with Willow. It was easier 
talking to her by letter than in person, but he still 
tended to think more about what he was saying, 
not just dashing off a two word reply like he 
sometimes did with Oz. He wasn’t worried about 
misunderstandings with Oz, who was taciturn by 
nature and had bailing on uncomfortable situations 
down to an art form, the was he was with Willow. 
His emails with Willow sometimes went through 
several drafts, trying to make sure there were no 
careless words that would hurt or be 
misunderstood.  

For now, he logged off without saying anything 
about his thought to talk to Mr. Olsen, not wanting 
to get Oz’s hopes up in case nothing came of it. Oz’s 
emails tended to come in clusters, as if he was 
staying several days at a time in places, before 
moving on. Chances were, he would get a message 



from Xander tomorrow if Xander had any news for 
him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Mr. Olsen had gone one better and taken Xander to 
meet the half-Teer’ah demon who had been so 
helpful about the Ascension. 

Mr. Okolo had been a surprise. If you’d asked him 
beforehand what he was expecting, Xander would 
probably have guessed someone small and wrinkled 
and frail. Mr. Okolo was tall and spare, his erect 
bearing and deep voice commanding respect 
effortlessly. He was gracious and welcoming, 
ushering Xander into his home and serving 
refreshments with an old-fashioned courtesy that 
reminded Xander vaguely of movies about the pre-
civil war south. At the same time, Mr. Okolo 
seemed… distant somehow, like he wasn’t really 
part of this century. Given that he had to have 
outlived everyone he knew except his own family, 
that made sense.  



And he’d had information. Mr. Olsen had called 
ahead and explained the problem and Mr. Okolo 
had contacted his full Teer’ah mother, who was 
over a thousand years old. She had given him a 
name which he passed on to Xander. 

“Your friend may not like the answers he receives,” 
he said as Xander looked at the piece of paper with 
a name and address, “but my mother assures me 
this woman can help him.”  

Leaving the house a little while later, Xander asked 
Mr. Olsen why he’d taken him there instead of just 
talking to Mr. Okolo himself. Mr. Olsen was 
unusually serious as he answered. “He’s almost 
unique, Xander, because of how long he’s lived and 
the resources he can access through his family. If he 
decides he likes you, he’s a good friend to have.” 
His tone becoming lighter, Mr. Olsen added with a 
gleam of mischief in his eyes: “Besides, I figure 
you’ll stop thinking of me as being so old now that 
you’ve met someone nearly six times my age.”  
 

Part Two 



Xander logged off the computer and leaned back in 
his chair, folding his arms behind his head and 
stretching to ease the sore muscles in his back. He’d 
emailed Oz with the name Mr. Okolo had given him. 
He’d told Oz where he’d gotten the information and 
passed on Mr. Okolo’s cryptic remark that Oz might 
not like the answers he found. He’d done his best to 
describe the impression Mr. Okolo had left him 
with: someone who wouldn’t deliberately do harm 
but who probably didn’t see things the same way 
that humans did.  

He’d hesitated before hitting the send button, 
wondering if he was doing the right thing, but 
ultimately decided that it was Oz’s decision whether 
to use the information or not. The information itself 
was just a woman’s name and address, it was the 
source and the circumstances under which he’d 
received it that made him cautious. In the end, Mr. 
Olsen’s recommendation carried a lot of weight and 
Mr. Okolo had been very impressive. From the 
sound of it, Oz was meeting with a lot of people 
who came with far fewer guarantees than the 



woman in Colorado whose address Xander had just 
sent. 

Sighing, Xander stood up and left the library. He 
missed Oz and hoped he’d return to Sunnydale but 
he worried that there wasn’t anything here to call 
Oz back. Oz or anyone else with any sense. 
Sunnydale was a good place to be elsewhere from. 

Walking home through the late-afternoon sunshine, 
Xander wondered if the sporadic emails between 
himself and Oz were enough of a connection to 
make Oz want to return someday. Oz was the only 
one of all the people who’d left town since 
graduation that Xander still had anything close to a 
solid connection with.  

He knew that Willow was emailing Buffy daily, and 
sometimes several times a day, sharing their mutual 
excitement and nervousness over their impending 
college debuts. He and Willow exchanged emails 
much less frequently and far more cautiously, still 
gradually getting to know each other again.  

Spike had mentioned in passing that Angel had in 
fact gone to Los Angeles as he’d tentatively planned 



after he’d left town but Xander didn’t really care 
where Angel had gone, so that didn’t count. 
Besides, it wasn’t like Angel was keeping in touch 
with Spike or anything. Apparently, vampires didn’t 
do that. Once they moved on, they might keep track 
of where another vampire was, but actually calling 
them up and chatting was “a human thing” 
according to Spike. Spike had heard that Angel had 
set up shop through the demon grapevine - not that 
Spike called it that - from a demon who’d been in LA 
recently. The demon had been complaining about 
the unnatural vampire who’d moved to the city and 
was slaying other vampires and demons. 
Mentioning it in passing to Xander, Spike had been 
quietly pleased that his Sire had ended up close 
enough that he would be able to hear news about 
him from time to time, and had casually said he 
might look up “the old bugger” the next time he 
and Xander went to LA but that was all he’d had to 
say on the subject. 

The only other person he’d heard from since they’d 
left town was Wesley. Granted, it had only been a 
couple of weeks, or a couple of months for those 



who’d left at the beginning of the summer, but it 
felt like everyone else who’d left had gone without 
looking back.  

Before he’d left town, Wesley had promised to keep 
in touch but Xander had been genuinely surprised 
when he got the first letter from him. He’d been 
expecting maybe a postcard at best telling them 
where Wesley had ended up. Unfortunately, Wesley 
didn’t have any kind of return address so Xander 
hadn’t been able to write back, especially since he 
suspected that Wesley was lonely. Why else would 
he write several fairly lengthy letters over the 
summer, describing his adventures?  

In his letters, Wesley sounded terrified and 
exhilarated in equal measure by his new life. He 
jokingly referred to himself as a man on a quest but 
there was apparently some truth behind the self-
mockery. Wesley was immersing himself in the 
fringes of the demon underworld, trying to weigh 
the merits of his book learning against the reality of 
the world outside the narrow constraints of the 
Watchers Council. He’d gone north from Sunnydale 
all the way to the Canadian border where he’d had 



a “fascinating” encounter with a Bryjuul demon 
who had let Wesley question it for hours about its 
species after Wesley had rescued its nest and the 
egg inside from the path of a developer’s bulldozer. 
Wesley had apparently recognized the tiny, frail 
demon arguing with the construction crew as not 
being the 10-year old girl it looked like but a 
member of the reclusive demon sub-group and had 
intervened to help out.  

His last letter had said that he was now back in 
California, working his way south through the major 
towns, seeking out the demon communities that 
often sheltered within the anonymity of cities. 
Reading the letters, Xander suspected the journey 
was a good thing for the Englishman. For someone 
as smart as Wesley, he was painfully short of 
practical experience. In any case, it didn’t sound like 
he was planning on returning to Sunnydale any time 
soon, not to stay anyway. 

Which meant that Buffy was still officially without a 
Watcher, although Xander suspected the Council 
was taking advantage of Giles’ loyalty, knowing he 
would never leave Buffy without backup, despite his 



having been fired. So they were free to take their 
own sweet time deciding what to do about the 
situation. Giles seemed content to let things lie, 
despite the fact that it meant he was essentially 
doing the work of a Watcher without being paid for 
his efforts. He simply repeated, to Xander’s anxious 
question, that he had sufficient funds to carry him 
for now and not to worry about it. 

Xander suspected the Council was holding out on 
making a decision about what to do in hope that 
Wesley would come to his senses and return to 
Sunnydale and get them out of the awkward 
position he’d put them in. Xander was sure they 
were wrong, based on what he’d read in Wesley’s 
letters. He hoped the Council would give in and 
reinstate Giles but common sense and the Council 
weren’t exactly things he usually thought of in the 
same sentence. Arrogant, know-it-all, and jerks 
were the words that came to mind when he 
thought about them. What they would do if they 
found out about the demons sharing Buffy’s patrol 
duties, he shuddered to imagine. 



Of course, he thought more cheerfully, it would 
probably give any new Watcher foisted on them a 
heart attack and that would take care of the new 
Watcher. 

It had only been a couple of weeks ago that the 
demon community actually began patrolling 
officially. Sgt. Morgan had required the demon 
volunteers to train with him for a month before any 
of them were allowed to actually do a patrol shift. 
Between Mr. Olsen, Giles, Sgt. Morgan and Buffy, 
they’d eventually worked out a rotating schedule of 
joint patrols. Giles had insisted that every one of 
the volunteers patrol with Buffy at least once 
before going out on their own. In the end, they’d 
agreed that the volunteers had to pass inspection 
by Sgt. Morgan, Giles, and Buffy before being 
allowed out on their own.  

Xander had actually been surprised that the demon 
community was able to enforce that. It wasn’t like 
anyone who felt like it couldn’t wander the town 
cemeteries with a stake and a death wish. What 
he’d learned, in talking to Sgt. Morgan about it, was 
that the group was so used to having to watch out 



for each other that acting individually against the 
group’s wishes was somewhere between rare and 
non-existent. Too many families had obvious 
differences that couldn’t stand up to even the most 
casual scrutiny by the official human world. 

“We’re used to thinking about the ramifications of 
our actions, Xander,” Sgt Morgan explained gently. 
“If a human teenager shoplifts beer and the police 
take him home, that’s one thing. For us, if the police 
show up on our doorsteps, it could mean panic, 
imprisonment, being driven out of town, or even 
being killed. We have to keep a low profile and 
that’s been ingrained in our children since birth.”  

“But… patrolling, not exactly with the low profile,” 
Xander suggested after a moment. 

Sgt. Morgan sighed, looking troubled. “I know, 
which is why we are being so cautious and making 
sure the volunteers are prepared. But caution and 
even necessary paranoia goes against the grain for 
some of us. Patrolling is a good, reasonably safe 
outlet for those who have chafed at the restrictions 
we must live under.” He smiled ruefully at Xander. 



“The Mayor’s Ascension was the catalyst but it’s 
something we’ve been talking about for years, 
Xander, especially since the Slayer arrived in town. 
It wasn’t a hasty decision to expose ourselves to the 
Slayer and her Watcher. A handful of humans, like 
Bob MacNair and yourself, have always known 
about us, but Slayers are trained from the time they 
are called that ‘demon’ automatically means 
dangerous. If we hadn’t been faced with the 
destruction of the town, we probably would still be 
arguing about patrolling ourselves.” He gestured, 
spreading both hands in illustration of things 
expanding out of control. 

“Things worked out well at graduation. The Mayor 
was defeated, casualties were light, and there have 
been no negative consequences from coming out 
openly and taking action. That pushed the more 
conservative members of our group into agreeing to 
permit volunteers to help patrol the town. If Buffy… 
moves on,” he said tactfully, “we will still be here to 
keep a lid on things. Slayers are called all over the 
world. The next one may be called in China or Africa 
or New England. If we had gotten organized before 



she arrived, perhaps the Master might not have 
tilted the balance in town as much as he did.” 

“You knew about him?” Xander asked, surprised. 

“Hard to miss the tenfold increase in the vampire 
population,” Sgt. Morgan answered dryly. “Those of 
us who are sensitive to the currents of power in 
town were aware that something was trapped in 
the Hellmouth.” He smiled a little. “It’s been 
theorized that that is the reason the Hellmouth is so 
active right now - having the Master trapped inside 
it kept the Hellmouth from releasing energy 
gradually over the last century and it seems to be 
making up for lost time.” He shrugged. “I don’t 
know about that, I’m a pretty down-to-earth guy, 
for a demon. I don’t mess with magic and mystical 
forces when I can avoid it.” 

“You and me both,” Xander agreed fervently and 
decided he didn’t want to know if Sgt. Morgan had 
meant to make it sound like the Hellmouth was a 
living thing or if it had just come out that way. It 
was a creepy thought: that the Hellmouth wasn’t 
just a natural phenomena - however rare and weird 



- but somehow alive. Hopefully, it was ‘making up 
for lost time’ like a temporarily-blocked creek that 
was sending more water downstream now that the 
rock was removed. The idea that the Hellmouth was 
somehow angry and frustrated and acting out over 
having been plugged up by a vampire for nearly a 
century was not something he was prepared to deal 
with.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
As Labor Day approached, Buffy was only patrolling 
four nights a week and had three nights off, guilt 
free. There had been no casualties among the 
demon volunteers in the first couple of weeks 
they’d been patrolling and Xander was deeply 
grateful for that. While this turn of events might 
have come to pass without his friendship with Mr. 
Olsen, he still felt directly responsible for the lives 
being placed at risk and was hoping that their luck 
would continue to hold. Attending the funerals of 
those who’d died during the battle against the 



Mayor had been heartbreaking, he didn’t want to 
have to go to any more. 

Giles was quietly pleased in that British way of his 
because, in addition to his still informal Watcher 
duties, he had found a group of colleagues he could 
share his responsibilities with and had been making 
friends among the demons he met over the 
summer, a shared interest in demon studies having 
been the opening wedge for friends closer to his 
own age and experience level. He and Joyce 
Summers, who Xander had originally thought would 
be close friends given Giles’ surrogate father status 
in Buffy’s life, had never seemed really comfortable 
with each other since their shenanigans on band 
candy night. Fortunately, since Buffy’s dad had gone 
AWOL from her life ever since he blew off her 
birthday with nothing more than a note, they finally 
seemed to be getting over their mutual 
embarrassment in their efforts to be there for 
Buffy. 

And boy did she need it. College started next week 
and Buffy was seriously losing it. You’d think she 
was moving across country the way she was 



freaking out over what to pack and whether she 
would fit in. Xander was getting the brunt of it as 
Buffy tended to show her eager-to-be-an-adult 
moods to her mom and Giles and Xander was 
getting the what-was-I-thinking-and-why-didn’t-I-
just-get-a-job-like-you bits. Fortunately, she was 
consulting via email with Willow about what classes 
to take so he didn’t have to deal with that but he 
was really looking forward to her actually starting 
classes and finding out if she liked or hated college. 
He’d already heard more speculation about what 
college might be like to last a lifetime.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Hanging up the phone with relief, Xander leaned 
back against the headboard and considered 
whether he should just get up or try to go back to 
sleep. 

“Told ya not to answer it, pet.” Spike’s voice was 
muffled by the pillow he’d pulled over his head 



when Xander had picked up the phone over his 
vehement objections. 

“I know.”  

“Ridiculous that someone who kills people for a 
living can’t deal with moving across town.” 

Xander yanked the pillow away, exposing the sleep 
rumpled hair and grumpy face of his lover. “Look 
who’s talking, Mr. I’m-a-vampire-I-don’t-help-
people-move.” 

“Damn right I don’t help Slayers move into dorms.” 

“How come any time you don’t want to do 
something, it’s always ‘vampires don’t do that sort 
of thing’?” Xander asked suspiciously. 

Spike smirked at him, which was answer enough. 

“Hmmph. I’m going to start using that one next time 
you want to do something I don’t,” he threatened. 
“Humans don’t do that,” he sniffed, raising his nose 
in a way he hoped made him look supercilious and 
not constipated. “It’s beneath us.” 



“I’ll show you beneath,” Spike growled and Xander 
yelped in surprise as Spike surged up without 
warning and he found himself abruptly flipped over 
and straddled by his suddenly very wide-awake 
vampire. 

Spike pinned his arms to the mattress and leaned 
over him. “Seems like you need a reminder of the 
pecking order around here,” he growled, glaring in 
yellow-eyed threat down at his Claimed. 

“Remind away,” Xander agreed happily as Spike 
ground his hips down against him and his cock 
eagerly rose to the occasion. 

Spike shifted his grip from Xander’s wrists to his 
hair, grabbing two fistfuls and holding him immobile 
as he licked and nibbled distractingly along his neck, 
sending little shivers of pleasure through Xander. 
Arching his head back, Xander gasped as Spike slid 
needle-sharp fangs into his Claim scar. Spike usually 
only bit him in the middle of orgasm and the erotic 
pain of biting had become incredibly arousing for 
Xander. As the fangs slid deeply into his neck with 
agonizing slowness, Xander felt Spike close a hand 



around his erection and begin pumping hard. To his 
astonishment, he came almost immediately, his 
orgasm pulsing out across Spike’s hand as Spike 
drank from him and renewed his Claim.  

Still breathing hard, he felt Spike release him and lift 
his head. He smiled triumphantly down at Xander 
and Xander grinned back at him before dragging 
him down for a kiss. 

“You win. I’ll help Buffy move without you.”  
 
 

Part Three 

“Whoa!”  

Standing one step inside the door with a stack of 
boxes in his arms, Xander stared around him in 
shock. 

“I know, isn’t it great?” Buffy grinned at him and 
took the boxes, dropping them carelessly onto the 
floor.  



Unencumbered now, Xander turned around slowly, 
taking it in. “Who’d you have to bribe to get a room 
like this?”  

Buffy’s dorm room was big and light-filled and so far 
beyond what Xander dimly thought of as a typical 
dorm room that he couldn’t believe it. “Aren’t dorm 
rooms supposed to be small and cramped so you 
can immediately begin thinking about moving off 
campus and out of the administration’s hair? 
Seriously, two closets? Who designed this room - 
Cecil B. DeMille? You could house the entire cast of 
The Ten Commandments in here.” 

Buffy threw a pillow at him. “Exaggerate much?” He 
caught it and threw it back at her and she tossed it 
onto the bed. “Still, it’s way better than I thought it 
was going to be.” 

“Any sign of a roomie yet?” 

“Nope.” She looked around the room, her brow 
furrowing. “That means it’s ok if I choose my side of 
the room, right?” 



Xander gave her a pointed look. “You’re asking me? 
Non-college guy here - I don’t know dorm room 
etiquette. For what it’s worth - I’d go with first 
come, first served.” 

“The classics, huh? Works for me. You willing to do 
the fetching up from the truck part of this 
operation? I don’t want it to be too obvious that I 
can heft way too many boxes at once.” 

“Just as long as that’s not a ‘Slayer’s don’t haul 
boxes’ thing.”  

“What?” 

He waved a dismissive hand. “Forget it. I’m happy 
to be your Sherpa - they’re the ones who haul stuff, 
right?” 

“I think they only do it in the mountains.” 

“Do stairs count?” When Buffy mock glared at him, 
he laughed and made a shooing motion with both 
hands. “Go, choose a side. I’ll bring your stuff up.”  

“Thanks, Xander.” 



“Not a problem.” 

And it wasn’t. Heading back down the stairs to the 
pick-up he’d borrowed from one of his customers, 
Xander was enjoying himself. It had taken an hour 
or so at Buffy’s house while she fussed with last 
minute details and he loaded up anything she 
pointed out to him as going. Mrs. Summers had 
been there, asking Buffy if she’d remembered to 
pack this doohickey, or had marked that one for 
storage and generally been as anxious and excited 
as Buffy. He’d tactfully gone out and waited by the 
truck as they said their goodbyes.  

Leaning against the truck in the rising heat of the 
late morning sun, Xander fought back a wave of 
almost overwhelming envy. He hadn’t seen his own 
parents since the week after graduation. He’d 
stopped by their house to see how they were doing 
and had regretted it almost immediately. His father 
had looked up from the tv just long enough to warn 
him against trying to move back in with them, 
saying that, now that Xander was eighteen, he’d 
have to pay rent if he wanted to move back in. His 
mother had tried to welcome him, sitting down 



with him at the kitchen table and asking how he 
was. But there were so many things he couldn’t talk 
to her about: Spike, being gay, the Mayor, anything 
of any importance in his life, that he’d found 
himself answering in vague generalities. The worst 
part was, she’d accepted them and hadn’t pressed 
for any details. Her speech had been just slurred 
enough to tell him that she was well on her way to 
being drunk and he’d left after fifteen very 
uncomfortable minutes. Neither of his parents had 
asked him to stay. 

“Xander? Ready to motor?” 

Buffy’s voice had brought him out of his dark 
thoughts and he shook his head to clear it. “Got 
everything?” 

“Don’t you start. Like I just told mom, I’ll come back 
for anything I missed. That’s why I’m moving 
today.” 

Buffy had decided to move into the dorm room on 
Saturday, giving her all weekend to settle in and get 
to know the campus. Despite having explored the 
campus a couple of times over the summer, she 



didn’t know where her classes would be held yet or 
even which ones she’d gotten. Apparently, final 
registration for classes was on the first day of 
school. 

Given the traffic in the hallways of the dorm, a lot of 
kids had evidently made the same decision. The 
dorm rooms were furnished with all the basics, so 
mostly Xander was moving boxes, although he did 
take particular care with Buffy’s weapons’ trunk. 
Dropping it and scattering stakes, axes, crossbows, 
and bottles of holy water down the stairs was sure 
to bring unwanted attention. There was a lot of 
checking each other out going on as people passed 
each other on multiple trips up and down and 
Xander cheerfully did his fair share of it. Stevenson 
Hall was co-ed and there was a lot of eye candy of 
both sexes going past him with suitcases, trunks, 
and armloads of boxes. He was amused that he was 
being checked out by the students as much as he 
was checking them out himself. Apparently nothing 
about him screamed ‘Townie’. 

He had all of Buffy’s stuff upstairs in no time and 
spent the next hour sitting on the bed that Buffy 



had decided was going to be her roommate’s, 
watching Buffy put things away and offering 
unsolicited and usually ignored advice about where 
they should go.  

When the room was pretty much in order and the 
boxes broken down and carried back down to the 
truck, seeing the somewhat lost look on her face, 
Xander took Buffy out for a late lunch. They walked 
to the edge of campus and found a predictable row 
of sandwich and burger type restaurants. Choosing 
one at random, they snagged an empty table in the 
crowd of students and parents lingering over lunch 
and sat down with their submarine sandwiches. 

“Clearly, you’re not going to starve if the dorm food 
is inedible,” Xander volunteered after a bite into 
one of the enormous sandwiches this place served. 
“This is good.” 

Buffy picked at hers half-heartedly and didn’t 
answer. After a minute, Xander said: “It’s really not 
that bad. I’m just a phone call away. So’s your mom 
and Giles. Willow’s on line any time you need her.” 



Buffy gave him a quick smile. “I know, and I 
appreciate it. I’m being silly. I don’t know why it 
feels like I’m being abandoned.” She picked up her 
sandwich and took a bite, chewing slowly. Xander 
suspected a deliberate stall, so he waited her out. 

“It’s ridiculous, I’m the one who wanted to go to 
college. God knows I argued with Wesley about it 
enough times. I wasn’t even really disappointed 
that I’m going to Sunnydale U. It’s a good school. I 
guess I just didn’t expect I would be all alone here. 
Plus, I have to be secret identity gal all over again, 
which is weird. It’s been kind of nice this summer, 
having a bunch of people I can talk to about 
slaying.” 

“That’s why you’re off duty this week,” Xander 
reminded her. “So you can get used to the college 
thing without worrying about making up excuses for 
sneaking out at night and missing all the good 
parties.” 

It wasn’t the reason actually, it was just a side 
benefit, but he figured Buffy really didn’t need to 
know that. Something Spike had said earlier had 



gotten him to thinking. After overhearing one of 
Buffy’s anxious phone calls, Spike had remarked in 
passing that, if Buffy didn’t pull it together, she 
wasn’t going to live to mid-terms. Xander had 
thought hard about everything Spike had said 
during their training sessions about how confidence 
affected performance. The end result of his musings 
was that he’d gone to Giles and Sgt. Morgan and 
Mr. Olsen and asked them to take Buffy off patrol 
entirely the first week of school. They’d agreed with 
him and Giles had been particularly grateful. Xander 
suspected that Giles second guessing himself 
coddling his Slayer was the reason he’d not asked 
the volunteers himself. Xander was just glad he was 
free to be a friend and not responsible for deciding 
what was best for the Slayer. 

They’d presented the idea to Buffy as a gift and a 
done deal. She’d protested at first but it was pretty 
clear her protest was for form’s sake and that she’d 
been grateful that she wouldn’t have to deal with 
patrolling during her first week of classes.  

“Because you’ll undoubtedly have a great deal of 
homework, as well as needing to spend time getting 



to know your roommate,” Giles had said glibly and 
mostly truthfully. “We’ll make similar arrangements 
during your mid-term and final examinations.” 

Reminded of her vacation, Buffy took another bite 
of her sandwich. “I suppose everyone else is feeling 
just as disoriented as I am,” she said, like she was 
trying to convince herself. 

“Exactly,” Xander said encouragingly. “It’s not like 
when you moved here and you were the only new 
kid in school. Every freshman is new, you’ve got lots 
of company.” 

“Thanks, Coach.” Despite the light tone, Buffy’s eyes 
were grateful as she applied herself to finishing her 
sandwich.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Harris! You’ve got company.” 

Xander stepped out of the nearly completed 
building in response to the yell and to his surprise 
saw Buffy waiting for him. Buffy was obviously half-



flattered and half-irritated by the attention she was 
receiving, topped off by a loud wolf-whistle from 
Greg, who took the code of the construction worker 
a bit too much to heart.  

“Can see why you’ve been keeping this at home, 
Harris,” one of the guys called down from the roof. 

“Sorry, she’s just a friend. But thank you for 
playing,” he called back, steering Buffy off to one 
side of the construction site where there wasn’t any 
work going on.  

“What was that about?” she asked curiously, 
glancing back at the guys who were still eyeing her 
halter top and short skirt appreciatively. 

“They thought you were my girlfriend.” 

“Your girlfriend?”  

He shrugged at her surprised look. “Don’t look at 
me. They all know I’m dating someone, just not 
who. Construction workers aren’t necessarily 
known for their tolerance of alternate lifestyles so I 
haven’t actually mentioned that I’m dating a guy.” 



“Not to mention a demon,” Buffy pointed out with 
an amused look. 

“So not going there either,” Xander admitted. 
“What’s up? Not that it’s not good to see you but 
shouldn’t you be doing the class thing about now?” 
Classes had started on Monday and it was only 
Wednesday. What on earth was Buffy doing here? 

“I don’t have any classes this afternoon and I 
haven’t ever visited you at work and Giles is 
freaking me out and mom filled my room with 
boxes and…” 

“…and stop. Slow down and back up one. Why is 
Giles freaking you out?”  

“I stopped by his apartment and…” Buffy looked 
embarrassed and mildly disgusted, like she’d 
walked in on Giles naked or… oh. He grinned 
suddenly. 

“You met Olivia, didn’t you?” 

“She was wearing his shirt!” 

“So?”  



“She was wearing only his shirt!” 

Xander started laughing, he couldn’t help himself. 
Buffy smacked him. “You can’t tell me you don’t 
find that creepy,” she insisted. “He’s old, he’s not 
supposed to be answering the door in the middle of 
the day having just gotten out of bed with his 
hottie.” 

“Come on, Buffy. Cut him some slack. She’s 
gorgeous.” 

Buffy glared at him. Ok, that probably hadn’t been 
the right thing to say. “It’s not like he’s cradle 
robbing or sleeping around or anything. They’ve 
known each other for like twenty years.” 

“How do you know that?” she asked suspiciously. 

“I talked to her. She’s really nice.” 

Buffy made a face. “Maybe, but I bet you wouldn’t 
have sat down for tea and cookies if you’d walked in 
on them naked,” she said grumpily. 

“No, that might have been a bit much,” he 
acknowledged. Not that the Olivia half of that 



wasn’t a nice picture… Clearing his throat, he shut 
down that thought before it took him places he 
didn’t want to go. Looking at Buffy more closely, he 
asked: “Buffy, what’s the what here?” 

“I’m killing time until my roommate goes to her 
afternoon class,” she admitted sheepishly after a 
minute. 

Xander just looked at her, eyebrows raised, and she 
sighed. “I know, so very lame.” 

“I’m sorry she’s getting on your nerves so much but, 
much as I hate to say this…” 

“You need to get back to work,” Buffy finished for 
him. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have come to your job.” 

“Always good seeing you, but maybe after hours 
next time?” He felt bad that he couldn’t spend time 
with her but she really did need to figure out that 
he was a working person now. “Maybe you could go 
visit your friend Eddie or study in the library or 
something until she’s gone.” And when did he turn 
into a grownup? 

“Right. This is me, putting on a better attitude.” 



“It looks good on you,” he said loyally.  

Buffy was still floundering a little in college, severely 
disappointed in her relentlessly perky roommate, 
overwhelmed by the size of the campus and the 
classes with 100+ students in them, but she’d made 
a friend or two and it was only her third day. She’d 
be fine. And he really didn’t want to be fired. “Call 
me tonight,” he said, wishing there was something 
he could do for her but not knowing what. 

“Will do. Now, don’t you have a job waiting for 
you?” Buffy smiled up at him and left, picking her 
way across the dusty ground in her very non-
sensible shoes and ignoring the whistles and cat-
calls that broke out again.  

“Harris!” 

“Coming, Chief,” he called, trotting across the site 
to where he was supposed to be.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander’s cell phone rang and he pulled it out and 



glanced at the caller ID. It was Buffy. He grimaced 
and thought about ignoring it but sighed and 
answered it before it went to voice mail. 

“Hey, Buff, what’s up?” 

Actually, he didn’t really need to ask. Buffy had 
begun calling him two and three times a day to 
complain about her roommate, Kathy. Xander 
hadn’t met Kathy yet and he was getting really 
curious about her. No one could be as bad as Buffy 
made out. Until he met Kathy for himself, he was 
reserving judgment on whether she really was the 
most annoying person on earth or if Buffy was 
seriously losing it. He was kind of leaning towards 
the Buffy losing it theory himself. The things she 
was complaining about were incredibly petty: the 
way Kathy sharpened her pencils and the way she 
flossed her teeth and the way she borrowed Buffy’s 
clothes. Granted, Buffy was an only child but so was 
Xander, it didn’t seem like a good enough excuse 
for going nuts over trivial stuff. Especially after only 
five days. Maybe it was a guy thing, but he didn’t 
remember having problems adjusting to living with 
Spike. Of course, he admitted with an inward grin, 



letting Buffy ramble on without really listening, the 
mind-blowing sex probably had helped ease the 
transition. 

Giles was also becoming worried about the way 
Buffy was acting. Buffy had reported being attacked 
by a demon on campus earlier this week. She hadn’t 
even been patrolling, just out walking to get away 
from her roommate. The demon had gotten away, 
thanks to Kathy following Buffy - which really ought 
to teach Buffy to come up with better excuses than 
going out for coffee - didn’t students live on 
caffeine? - but fortunately Kathy apparently hadn’t 
seen anything that made her question Buffy’s 
hastily concocted story of a mugger after her purse. 
Giles hadn’t recognized the species from Buffy’s 
description and was looking into what kind of 
demon it had been, concerned because Buffy had 
told him she was having strange dreams involving 
blood and scorpions and some other seriously 
creepy imagery. Giles thought the dreams might be 
related to the demon since they began that same 
night. 



Buffy had run into the demon Wednesday night and 
by Friday, her complaints about Kathy were 
escalating to scary new levels. Willow had emailed 
him from England - Giles was still hopeless about 
checking his email - reporting that Buffy’s messages 
had turned into rants about Kathy and she was 
beginning to be afraid that Buffy might actually hurt 
Kathy. Xander had emailed her back, letting her 
know that he and Giles were working on whatever 
was going on, but neither of them were sure what 
to do. Xander had suggested Buffy go home for the 
weekend, but apparently Joyce had filled Buffy’s 
bedroom with overflow storage from the art gallery 
and, in any case, Buffy was stubbornly refusing to 
give up the room to Kathy. Which pretty much 
meant Xander was talking to her on the phone 
several times a day and trying to talk her down from 
the ledge. 

Fortunately, he didn’t need to contribute much to 
the conversations, just making sympathetic noises 
and saying “uh huh” a lot as Buffy went on and on 
about Kathy’s latest evil doings. He was tempted to 
just tell her to get over it and deal already but he 



was afraid that if she didn’t have someone to vent 
to she might do something that she’d regret later. 
Assuming Giles’ theory that she may be possessed 
wasn’t true. Sighing, knowing Spike was going to be 
upset, he said: “Buffy, you really need to get out of 
the dorm for a night. Why don’t Spike and I meet 
you at the Bronze tomorrow?” 

Hanging up, he wondered how he was going to 
explain this to Spike. Maybe he and Spike could be 
good cop-bad cop. Spike could tell Buffy to shut up 
and Xander could be sympathetic.  

Might work.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The fucking Bronze again. The Slayer was seriously 
beginning to annoy him. She’d spent the first week 
of school angsting over her classes and her 
roommate and how overwhelmed she was feeling. 
Xander had gone above and beyond: comforting 
her, encouraging her, listening to her as she 
alternately rhapsodized and complained about 



college life. She was bloody lucky that the demons 
had volunteered to take patrol for her for the entire 
first week of school to let her get adjusted. As off 
her game as she’d been, a fledge would’ve gotten 
lucky and taken her out the first night.  

Now, when she’d finally made a friend or two and 
stopped freaking out over how different everything 
was, Xander had to go and invite her to meet them 
at the Bronze. 

“Where the hell is she?” he groused. “Rude to leave 
us sitting here.” 

Xander laughed at him. “Like you’re Mr. 
Punctuality.” 

“I’m worth waiting for,” Spike reminded him loftily. 

“Yeah, you are.” Xander’s answer came in a husky 
purr and Spike slid a hand into his hair and pulled 
him close, kissing him urgently. 

“Let’s leave the bloody Slayer and get out of here,” 
he murmured huskily against Xander’s lips. 



“Can’t, sorry.” Xander did look regretful but before 
Spike could try to convince him, Buffy’s voice 
sounded from behind them. 

“Sorry I’m late, guys, my roommate decided she 
wanted to tag along.”  

Spike looked around curiously, hearing the open 
hostility in the Slayer’s voice. He felt Xander’s alert 
attention as he looked over at the slender, dark-
haired woman smiling tentatively at them from 
beside the Slayer. 

“Hi, Kathy, right?” Xander was on his feet, hand 
outstretched, smiling warmly at the woman who 
smiled back at him.  

“Right. And you are?” Oh bloody hell, perky didn’t 
even begin to cover this one. 

“I’m Xander and this is Spike.” 

Spike just cocked his head to one side without 
saying anything, studying her warily. 

“Hi, Spike!” she said brightly. “This is just the 
greatest place. I’m so glad I came along. I don’t 



know many of the places in town yet. I’m still just 
trying to find my way around campus.” She giggled 
and Spike lifted an eyebrow. 

“Like the Bronze, do you?” he asked 
contemptuously. 

“So, can I get you two ladies something to drink?” 
Xander offered hurriedly. 

“I’m not old enough to drink,” Kathy giggled again 
and Spike rolled his eyes in disgust.  

“Neither am I,” Xander answered cheerfully. “And 
sadly, they card here. I was pretty much just 
offering to get you something of the non-alcoholic 
variety.” 

“Oh, sorry. Silly of me. A coke would be super.” 

“One coke coming up. Buff? Anything for you?” 

“Just a mocha, thanks, Xander.” 

“So, how’s school working out for you?” 



Buffy opened her mouth to answer but Spike 
continued gazing steadily at the roommate, making 
it clear the question was aimed at her. 

“Everything’s just super neat. I can’t get over how 
friendly almost everyone is.”  

Spike was intrigued by the sly glance she shot at 
Buffy, obviously wanting him to draw the conclusion 
that Buffy was the exception to her statement. 

“Yeah, town’s funny that way. You think 
everything’s just small town friendly, then someone 
just ups and stabs you through the heart.” 

Buffy gave him an “are you kidding me” look and 
said hastily: “He means stabs metaphorically, of 
course.”  

He smirked at her but didn’t answer as Xander 
returned with their drinks and an apologetic glance 
at Spike. Bloody idiotic bartender wouldn’t even let 
Xander fetch his well-over-age partner a beer. “So, 
Kathy, tell us about yourself.” 

“There’s not much to tell. I’m from Nebraska 
originally, and this is the furthest I’ve ever been 



from home. I’ve dreamed of going to college for so 
long.” 

Spike was beginning to understand the hostility the 
Slayer was broadcasting. Her roommate’s incessant 
cheeriness was bloody annoying. If she giggled one 
more time, Spike was going to kill her. Course, it 
was kind of fun to see the Slayer so riled up. 

Xander tried, but even he was having a hard time 
talking to the Chatty Kathy doll. He was reduced to 
listening intently to the band and making small talk 
about the music between numbers. Spike didn’t 
bother helping him out, having settled down to 
enjoy the Slayer’s barely contained irritation.  

It took a while but it finally seemed to sink in to 
Kathy that she wasn’t making friends. She finished 
her drink and stood up. “I should really be getting 
back to the dorm,” she announced. “Thanks so 
much for the drink.” 

Xander stood with obvious reluctance. “I’ll walk you 
back.” 



Spike lost any lingering sense of amusement at the 
situation and shot out a staying hand. “No!” Bloody 
fucking chivalrous instincts were going to get 
Xander killed one day, he thought wrathfully, not 
for the first time. 

“Spike?” Xander looked confused. “Do you want to 
come with? I thought you and Buffy might want to… 
stay and blow off a little steam together,” he 
hinted. 

“That’s actually a really good idea. Are you up for it, 
Spike? I could really use a good… game of pool,” 
Buffy finished somewhat lamely for Kathy’s benefit. 

“All well and good for you to be doing the ‘let’s all 
get along thing’, Slayer” Spike said sharply. “But I’m 
not trusting her with my boy.” 

“That’s just Spike’s nickname for Buffy,” Xander said 
hurriedly to Kathy, whose eyes were sliding back 
and forth between Buffy and Spike with avid 
curiosity. “She’s a killer at pool.” 



“What are you talking about, Spike?” Buffy’s voice 
overlapped Xander’s, glaring at Spike for calling her 
‘Slayer’ in front of her roommate. 

“She’s not human,” Spike said flatly. “Don’t know 
what she is, but you’re not going off alone with her, 
Xander.” 

“She’s not?” Xander looked at Kathy in surprise, but 
not alarm. Typical. 

“I KNEW IT!” Buffy exclaimed triumphantly. “I knew 
there was something off about you.” Vindicated, 
she glared at Kathy. “What are you and why are you 
pretending to be human?” 

“What are you talking about? You…you’re all crazy.” 
Kathy started backing away and the Slayer pounced, 
grabbing her and yanking her to a stop. 

“Buffy,” Xander said warningly, “lots of people 
around.” 

“What are you going to do, Buffy?” Kathy hissed, 
jerking her arm free to the Slayer’s obvious surprise. 
“Attack me in front of this many witnesses? Prove 



to everyone that you’re as crazy as I’ve been 
saying.” 

“Guys, how about we take this outside before we 
scare the natives,” Xander said nervously, looking 
around at the people who were beginning to watch 
the furious exchange. 

“Let ‘em go, Xander. Could be fun. And if they 
destroy the place, well - bonus,” Spike put in. 
Although he spoke lightly, he pulled Xander back 
from the two women, not wanting him to be in the 
middle if they got into it. 

“Outside works for me. Let’s go, Kathy. It’s share 
time.” The Slayer sounded gleefully homicidal in a 
way Spike hadn’t heard her talk before. She 
grabbed her roommate’s arm and began pulling her 
towards the door. Spike’s eyes narrowed as he 
watched the rapid calculation in the woman’s dark 
eyes, saw the nearly instantaneous decision not to 
resist.  

“Spike, come on.” 



“Not our business, Xander.” Even as he said it, he 
knew it was useless. 

“Of course it is. Something’s up with Buffy, she’s not 
acting like herself.” Xander gave him one of his ‘this 
is non-negotiable’ looks and Spike sighed. 

“Right. But, pet, you’re not getting in the middle of 
this. We don’t know anythin’ about the roommate.” 

“So, let’s ask.” 

Xander strode rapidly for the door and Spike 
followed. The two women weren’t hard to find, the 
sound of raised voices led them to the alley behind 
the club. Listening to them, Spike was 
dumbfounded to hear them arguing about gum 
chewing and flossing. What the hell was flossing? 

He pulled Xander to a stop and signaled for him to 
be quiet. They weren’t fighting yet and people 
sometimes let things slip in the heat of anger. 
Xander gave him a dubious look but followed his 
lead. They eased forward quietly until they could 
see the women and waited, listening to the 
escalating argument as the two roommates 



continued bitching about each other’s annoying 
personal habits. After a moment, Xander’s 
tenseness faded and his shoulders began shaking 
with silent laughter.  

Warm breath tickled Spike’s ear as Xander leaned in 
to breathe almost silently: “You’ll let me know if my 
‘obsessive-compulsive pencil fetish’ ever starts to 
bother you, right?” 

“As long as my ‘psychotic only-child inability to 
share’ doesn’t get your dander up, luv,” he 
whispered back, equally amused. 

Fortunately, the name-calling became something a 
bit more productive about the time the 
confrontation turned physical. The roommate 
backhanded the Slayer across the face and Spike 
forcibly stopped Xander from intervening as the two 
women began grappling with each other, the 
demon screaming something about people looking 
for her and needing to finish her ritual. Xander 
stopped struggling against Spike’s hold when he 
heard that and began listening again. His boy really 
needed to remember that the Slayer couldn’t be 



hurt easily. She could take a few blows without 
Xander playing the knight in shining armor to save 
her. 

“Tonight, when they come looking for me, they'll 
take you instead of me,” the demon was saying 
triumphantly when she suddenly screamed in pain 
and there was a noise that sounded like fabric 
tearing. 

The Slayer staggered backwards, clutching 
something in both hands, which she stood staring at 
in shocked surprise. Xander gasped and Spike saw 
that the Slayer had torn off the demon’s face - 
literally. She had a human disguise on and it had 
been ripped off to reveal pitted orange skin and 
glowing blue eyes and a nice set of sharp teeth that 
Spike almost envied. 

“You bitch!” the demon spat, as the Slayer dropped 
the flap of skin with a convulsive shudder. The two 
started towards each other again when a sudden 
piercing whistle sliced through the air and both 
women turned to stare in their direction.  



Xander pulled his fingers out of his mouth and 
ordered: “Both of you, step back and shut up.” 

“Stay out of this, Xander,” the Slayer warned. “She’s 
evil.” 

“What makes you think she’s evil?” Xander asked, 
exasperated. She opened her mouth to answer and 
Xander held up an imperative hand, interrupting 
her before she could start. “And don’t start with the 
pencils. That’s weird, not evil.” 

“Look at her!” 

“News flash, Buffy, she’s a demon. She’s not 
supposed to look human. It doesn’t automatically 
make her evil.” 

“Doesn’t automatically make her trustworthy 
either, luv.” 

“See? Even Spike agrees,” the Slayer declared 
triumphantly. 

“Not about good and evil, Slayer,” Spike shot back. 
“It’s about what’s dangerous to you and yours and 
what’s not.” 



“You would see it that way, Spike. It’s simpler for 
me: she’s evil. I’m an evil fighter. Therefore, I have 
to kill her.” Despite the simplistic logic the Slayer 
was spouting, her eyes were gleaming with a 
rapacious desire to kill. It looked good on her, even 
if it did make him wary. 

“Call me crazy, but why don’t we ask a few 
questions before making with the homicide.” 
Xander glared at both of them impartially. Spike 
was keeping a wary eye on the roommate, it was 
hard to read those electric blue eyes but they were 
darting back and forth between the three of them, 
clearly weighing her options.  

“What ritual are you doing?” Xander asked. 

“I just wanted to go to college,” the demon began 
pitifully. “I’ve wanted to go ever since I can 
remember. I didn’t ask to be put in a room with 
Miss Psycho Bitch from Hell. I asked for a stable, 
non-smoker and she’s what I got.” Her eyes shot 
daggers at Buffy. “She obviously lied on her 
application.” 



“Oh, yeah? I didn’t see you putting ‘demon’ on your 
application,” Buffy spat. 

Xander really should leave these two to their own 
devices. The resulting cat-fight would probably be 
worth selling tickets to. 

“The ritual?” Xander prompted. 

“I ran away from home and they’re looking for me. I 
was just trying to hide from them.” Her voice 
quavered pathetically and the slender shoulders 
drooped. 

“We can understand that,” Xander said soothingly, 
even as the Slayer made scoffing noises. “How does 
the ritual help hide you?”  

Xander looked like he was going to be putting an 
arm around her and patting her back any moment. 
He’d completely dropped his guard. Spike really was 
going to kill him when this was over. Falling for a 
helpless little girl routine, that was just about the 
oldest trick in the book. He and Xander were going 
to have a long talk later. 



“I borrowed part of Buffy’s soul. My people don’t 
have souls so when they come looking for me, they 
wouldn’t realize it was me.” She made big pathetic 
eyes at Xander. 

“Borrowed it without asking,” the Slayer muttered. 

Spike had had just about enough of this. “Just 
borrowed part of her soul, right? So the ritual you 
have to finish would be - what? Takin’ the rest.” 

“Not like she’s using it,” the roommate said 
spitefully, forgetting her poor-little-me act.  

“Give it back,” the Slayer demanded. 

“I can’t. The transfer is permanent.”  

Spike didn’t buy that for a second. Very few magic 
rituals couldn’t be reversed one way or another. 
“Killing you might do the trick,” he suggested with a 
smirk. 

“Good idea, Spike,” the Slayer agreed 
enthusiastically. “I’ll bet if she’s dead my soul 
reverts to me.” 



“And what if you’re wrong?” Xander asked, 
obviously stunned by her cavalier attitude. “That’s a 
hell of a chance to take. We should take her to 
Giles.” 

“It’s my soul, I should have the final say,” the Slayer 
said mutinously. 

“No offense, Buffy but, according to Kathy, you’re 
operating on only about half of a soul right now. 
And I gotta say, with the way you’ve been acting, 
you’re about as attractive without a soul as Angelus 
is. So I’m overruling you. No killing until we find out 
all the options.” 

“And just how are you planning on stopping me?” 

“Well, I figure reasoning with you is probably out, so 
me, Spike and Kathy will just have to kick your ass 
and then work out something.”  

“What!”  

Spike knew his had been one of the voices in that 
exclamation. Both the Slayer and her roommate 
were staring at his boy in stunned surprise and 



Spike lost it. He started laughing. “Bloody hell, pet. 
You’re crazier than both of them.” 

“Hey, it’s a workable plan,” Xander objected, 
looking hurt. 

A sudden blinding flash of light prevented Spike 
from answering and he threw up an arm 
instinctively, shielding his eyes, even as he grabbed 
Xander with his other arm and pulled him close to 
his side. 

The light faded and in its place was a whirlpool of 
displaced air, seeming to spiral endlessly even 
though it appeared only painted on the fabric of the 
air. Shit! A dimensional portal just like the one 
Acathla had formed. Spike scrambled back away 
from it, pulling Xander with him unceremoniously. 

The Slayer was staring, frozen in place and the 
roommate was cowering against the wall, her face 
pressed to the bricks.  

A tall figure in a dark cloak took form within the 
portal, growing more solid by the second until it 
was suddenly there, feet planted solidly on the dirt-



encrusted cement of the alleyway, towering above 
them all. It said something in a language Spike 
didn’t recognize and the Slayer’s roommate 
reluctantly turned to face it, responding in the same 
language, her tone half defiant, half pleading. 
Another exchange and the new demon lifted a 
hand, not to strike out but making a purposeful 
gesture. 

“Excuse me? Mr. Really-scary-looking-demon that I 
so don’t want to piss off?” 

To Spike’s disbelief, it was Xander, taking a step 
towards the demon and raising a tentative hand for 
attention like he was still back in class in high 
school. 

“Xander…” he growled warningly, pulling his 
Claimed sharply back to his side. 

Typically, Xander ignored his own danger as the 
seven-foot tall demon turned and growled at him. 
“She has something that doesn’t belong to her. Not 
that I’m accusing her of theft or anything,” he 
added hastily “but you probably noticed she has 
part of someone else’s soul. I’m sure you don’t 



want to take that back with you. I mean, if you drag 
her back with a soul, the neighbors will talk. Plus, it 
probably smells bad to you or something, right?” 

His Claimed was never leaving the lair again for this 
one.  

Spike tightened his grip on Xander’s wrist, pulling 
Xander fully behind him, ignoring his startled yelp at 
the sudden movement, as the demon growled 
something at him. “Back off, he’s mine,” he snarled 
warningly. 

“Spike, I’m negotiating here.” 

“Getting yourself killed, more like, luv.” 

The demon had turned back to the Slayer’s 
roommate and there was another heated exchange. 
To Spike’s disbelief, the roommate said sulkily, in 
English, “Fine, she can have her stupid soul back. 
Not like I wanted it anyway.” 

She bit into the skin on her finger, tearing it off like 
a human tugging a glove finger off with their teeth, 
revealing a long black talon under the human skin. 
Drawing the claw-like nail down her arm, she dug 



through the fake human skin and drew blood, using 
the blood to trace two symbols on her body. As she 
did, she spoke several incomprehensible phrases, 
then stepped over to the Slayer, who appeared too 
astonished to move, and grabbed her head with 
both hands, using her thumbs to force the Slayer’s 
mouth open and opening her own mouth wide. A 
curl of something that looked like white smoke 
flowed from her mouth into the Slayer’s. 

It only took a moment and it was done. The two 
women staggered apart, the Slayer falling onto her 
butt in the alley and blinking in shock. The taller 
demon growled something and lifted his hand 
again. A vortex formed and the two demons 
vanished inside it. 

“Thanks.” 

“Bit late, pet.” Spike relaxed as the portal vanished 
and indulged himself, fishing in his pockets until he 
found a cigarette and lit up, taking a deep, 
steadying drag. He’d earned it. Fucking dimensional 
portals should be outlawed, he thought, as he drew 



the soothing warmth of the narcotic smoke into his 
lungs. 

“You all right, Buffy?” 

“I guess.” She got shakily to her feet and Spike 
noticed she seemed calmer than she’d been all 
evening. She gave an all-over body shiver. “At least 
getting it back was better than the way she took it,” 
she commented after a moment. 

As they left the alley together, the Slayer described 
the nightmares she’d been having for the last 
couple of nights: blood poured down an unwilling 
throat, symbols traced in blood on skin, a scorpion, 
something being pulled from inside her. 

“Sounds like a party Dru and me went to once,” 
Spike commented, quite factually.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episodes 
‘The Freshman’ and ‘Living Conditions’  

 

Part Four 



“This is my stop.” 

Buffy’s voice broke the long silence. She’d seemed 
lost in thought as the three of them left the Bronze 
and headed home and Xander had been hesitant to 
interrupt her silent musing. Having just found out 
your roommate - even one you hated - was a soul-
sucking demon had to take some dealing.  

“You ok getting back to your dorm?”  

Buffy gave him a look. “I’m still the Slayer, Xander. 
Haven’t lost my touch that much.” 

“Sorry,” he said sheepishly. “Just…, you know, soul-
sucking, soul-returning, you might not be having 
your best night.” 

“Yeah.” Buffy scrunched her face up at the 
reminder. “Sorry about the way I’ve been acting. 
I’m just glad it was Kathy causing me to be no-fun 
Buffy.” 

“Way I figure it, you’re supposed to have a soul. 
Being without one, even part of one, made you 
cranky,” Xander said with a grin, although he was a 



lot more relieved than he let on. It had not been fun 
being friends with Buffy these past few days. 

“Well, in any case, I owe you one.” Buffy gave them 
both a wave, “see you around.” 

“Don’t forget to call Giles when you get to your 
room and tell him what happened. He’s probably 
still researching, looking for your demon.” 

“Will do,” Buffy promised cheerfully as she walked 
off. 

Xander watched her until she was out of sight, then 
looked over at Spike. “You’re being awfully quiet. Is 
something wrong?”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike looked at Xander in disbelief. His Claimed was 
actually asking if something was wrong, as if Xander 
was completely oblivious to everything he’d done 
tonight to drive Spike out of his fucking mind. 



Knowing he was on the fine edge of losing his 
temper completely and doing something he would 
probably regret and Xander might never forgive, 
Spike gritted his teeth and forced himself to say 
calmly: “What kind of a demon was that, luv?” 

Xander shook his head. “I didn’t recognize the 
species. Any ideas?” 

“No. And that is exactly my point.” When Xander 
just looked blank, Spike closed his eyes and fought 
to keep his hands at his sides. “You deliberately put 
yourself front and center in the middle of a 
confrontation between the Slayer and a demon you 
didn’t even recognize, that you knew nothing about 
except the fact that it was capable of pulling the 
soul out of a human’s body. Then, when its even 
larger cousin showed up, you deliberately attracted 
its attention.” Spike’s voice had risen as he spoke 
until he was almost shouting. “Xander, you didn’t 
even have a weapon in your hand, you weren’t in 
any way prepared to deal with the thing if it 
attacked you.” 

“Spike…” 



“No! You’ve bloody well got to stop doing that. 
You’re going to get yourself killed one of these 
days.” 

“Spike, she ran away from home to go to school. 
How dangerous can something be that just wants to 
go to college?” 

It infuriated him that Xander, far from looking 
apologetic, was smiling at him with what looked 
suspiciously like fond tolerance for Spike’s little 
foible of worrying about his Claimed. 

“You can’t use human logic to predict the reactions 
of a demon, Xander. We don’t think like humans. 
We don’t react to situations like humans do. We 
don’t follow the same sets of rules. Maybe a human 
wouldn’t kill to remain in school but a demon 
might. Not a vampire, or a Tralk demon, yeah, but 
you don’t even know what species it was. It’s not 
even from this dimension, goin’ by the fuckin’ 
portal. Stop treating demons like we’re humans, 
because we’re not.” 

Spike’s own demon had come fully out to play. He 
glared at Xander, knowing he’d shifted to his true 



face. “Xander, my demon is telling me to take you 
back to the lair and chain you to the bed and never 
let you leave again. Not tomorrow, when you’re 
feeling bad about what you did. Not next week, 
when you’ve apologized a thousand times. Not in 
ten years, when you’ve given in and stopped even 
asking for your freedom. Never.” 

“You wouldn’t do that.” Despite the calm certainty 
in Xander’s voice, there was a flicker of unease in 
his eyes and Spike knew Xander had finally gotten 
the message. If Xander pushed too far, Spike might 
be forced to do something they’d both regret. 

“Love you, Xander. More than you’ll ever know. But 
I’m a demon. If necessary, I would do that. If it’s a 
choice between losing you and keeping you by 
force, I know which I’ll choose.”  

Part of Spike was terrified of what he was saying, 
that he was revealing too much and Xander would 
run. It was something he’d been afraid of all along, 
ever since he’d admitted to himself just how 
important Xander was to him.  



This hadn’t been an issue with Drusilla. When Dru 
had strayed too far in her mad flitting from whim to 
whim and his need to possess her had risen up 
uncontrollably, Spike had simply dragged her back 
to the lair, tied her up and beaten her until she’d 
reaffirmed their bond. Until she remembered that 
she belonged to him as much as he belonged to her. 
Afterwards, lying sprawled and sated across her 
slender body, he’d drag his tongue along the lash 
marks decorating her body, tasting the blood and 
the submission until his demon was purring in 
contentment. 

Picturing that with Xander now, Spike fought back 
the surge of lust and the need to dominate his 
Claimed, to teach Xander his place, to get him to 
bloody obey for once.  

Under control again, he met Xander’s wide-eyed 
stare with one of his own. His jaw tightened as he 
saw the hesitation and his heart sank. “Xander…” he 
began, not wanting to back down but afraid he’d 
gone too far. 



“No, Spike, it’s ok. I understand what you’re saying. 
It’s just…” Xander’s voice trailed off and he made a 
helpless gesture. “I know you’re a demon. I didn’t 
become friends with you lightly or without thinking 
it through.” Unwillingly Spike remembered the 
nights when he’d waited in angry, hurt vigil outside 
Xander’s house for Xander to decide if he could be 
friends with a vampire and a shaft of the same pain 
and resentment he’d felt then went through him 
again at the reminder. “And I know you didn’t 
become friends with me without considering how 
crazy it is,” he added with a lopsided smile. “But 
Spike, I’m human. I don’t think like a demon and I 
won’t ever think like a demon. You have to accept 
that about me. I don’t deliberately put myself in 
danger… ok, sometimes I do, but only when it’s 
necessary.” 

“Tonight wasn’t necessary, Xander,” Spike growled. 

“It wasn’t dangerous either.” 

“You can’t look at a situation after the fact and say: 
‘see, it turned out ok, so there wasn’t ever any 
danger’,” Spike shot back, exasperated.  



“I’m not,” Xander insisted. “Spike, you and Buffy 
were there. All I did was…” 

“Was wave a red flag in front of a seven-foot tall 
bull and hope he didn’t take offense,” Spike finished 
for him grimly. “You were lucky, not careful.” 

“He was opening a vortex. They were going to leave 
with part of Buffy’s soul.” 

“Her problem, not yours.” 

“She’s my friend.” 
 
“She’s the bloody Slayer. It’s her fucking job.” 

“You saw what she’s been like these past couple of 
days. She wasn’t thinking straight. It worked. 
Nobody got hurt. And I am not losing another friend 
when I can do something about it.” Xander’s voice 
broke and Spike felt the anger drain out of him at 
the raw pain in his Claimed’s voice. “I love you, 
Spike. And I’m sorry I can’t be what you want. But I 
can’t go through that again, not when there’s 
something I can do to stop it.” 



Spike barely realized he’d moved before he found 
he had Xander in his arms and was holding him 
tightly, so tightly it had to hurt as he clenched one 
hand in Xander’s hair and crushed their bodies 
together. Xander didn’t protest, clinging to Spike 
like a drowning man to the only hope of rescue. Like 
he was as terrified of losing Spike as Spike was of 
losing him.  

Xander had lost so many people: the friend he’d 
staked, the witch, all of the classmates he’d cared 
about who’d left town over the summer, each one 
tearing a piece of Xander’s heart out as they left. 
He’d made new friends but his boy wasn’t one who 
let go easily or at all. He hadn’t even been able to 
write the witch off, despite everything she’d done 
to him, far less the werewolf or the replacement 
Watcher, all of whom Xander was working to keep 
in contact with, as if he could will them back into his 
life by sheer wanting it so. 

“You’re everything I want, Xander, except careful,” 
he said after a long moment. “Careful we can work 
on. Dead is a bit more of a problem.” 



Xander made a sound that might have been a sob or 
a short bark of laughter. “So says the dead man.” 

“Let’s go home, luv.” 

He’d increase their training sessions which had 
slacked off recently because Xander had been so 
busy and work with Xander on letting his guard 
down. That would help appease Spike’s demon and 
keep the delicate balance they’d been maintaining 
successfully for so long. He’d meant what he said: 
he’d keep Xander by force if there was no other 
way. He just didn’t want that to be his only choice.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike hated wasting his time on administrative 
trivia. That was why a Master had Lieutenants, so 
they could deal with the piddling shite that wasn’t 
worthy of the attention of the Master of a territory. 
It was for that very reason that he only rarely met 
formally with his Lieutenants. He continued to hold 
formal Court once a week and expected his 
Lieutenants to approach him with anything he 



should be aware of. It was a rare night when he 
didn’t spend at least a few minutes at the Court and 
often he was there for a considerable time - 
sparring, listening, and just generally making his 
presence felt. An absent Master was a quickly 
replaced one.  

Spike had visited Courts that had endless layers of 
bureaucracy shielding the Master from unwanted 
interruptions and he had nothing but contempt for 
Courts run in that fashion. Sign of a weak Master, 
was all it was. Any minion in the Court was free to 
approach Spike at any time. Of course, if they 
bothered him unnecessarily with trivial problems 
and petty troubles, they learned from their mistake. 
Or at least the other minions learned from the 
mistake when they saw the swift, and frequently 
fatal, punishment that followed the sin of wasting 
Spike’s time. 

It tended to cut down on the number of minions 
who dared to approach him.  

Mostly, they went to his Lieutenants. Anything 
short of an impending apocalypse tended to make 



minions worried it wasn’t important enough to 
bother Spike. Which was as it should be: most 
minions were too stupid to see a good apocalypse 
approaching anyway and rarely had any news Spike 
was interested in. His Lieutenants filtered out the 
crap and brought anything significant to his 
attention, which kept Spike well informed about his 
territory. Being the conduit to Spike gave his 
Lieutenants a certain degree of power and status of 
their own, which made being his Lieutenant a 
desirable position that they enjoyed and worked to 
earn. 

He had five Lieutenants now, having promoted an 
additional one about a month ago. Arkady was a 
quiet, reliable vampire, about sixty years old, a 
dark-skinned woman with close-cropped black hair. 
She was tall and rangy and one of the best knife 
fighters Spike had ever known - he’d picked up a 
trick or two from her himself, watching her in 
practice bouts with other minions. 

She faced him now, having approached him as he’d 
entered the Court and asked for a moment of his 
time. 



“There are hunters in town, other than the Slayer, 
Master Spike,” she informed him quietly. “There 
have been rumors for several weeks now, talk of 
hunters who patrol the town like the Slayer but who 
aren’t human, but this past week they have been 
seen several times by reliable sources.” 

Spike had been expecting this ever since the 
volunteers had begun patrolling a little over a 
month ago. He was actually surprised it had taken 
this long for people to notice. Vampires were 
mostly killed by other vampires and, much less 
frequently, by the occasional hunter or Slayer who 
happened across them. A century ago, that hadn’t 
been true. Humans had believed in vampires back 
then and, when they suspected one was in the area, 
knew where and how to hunt them. Many vampires 
had met final death at the hands of the family 
members of their victims, as grief turned to anger 
and the determination to hunt down the killer. 
Nowadays, humans didn’t believe what was in front 
of their eyes, preferring to rely on “rational” 
explanations instead of the truth and, as a result, 
very few humans became vampire hunters. There 



was always Slayers, but the world was wide and a 
vampire could always be somewhere the current 
Slayer was not. 

Having decided to let things lie and deal with it 
when it arose, Spike answered instinctively, giving a 
disdainful sniff. “Took people long enough to notice 
what was happening under their noses.” 

Surprise showed on her features and Spike tilted his 
head, regarded her curiously for so long that she 
stiffened and threw her shoulders back, coming to 
almost military attention before him. Good, she was 
worried she’d failed him. Until they’d been tested, 
Spike liked his Lieutenants to always be a little on 
edge around him. 

“What are these ‘rumors’ that have been going 
around?” he asked silkily, leaving her in doubt as to 
whether she should have brought them to his 
attention when she first heard them. 

“Just that the Slayer hasn’t been seen as often, that 
somehow she has recruited others to do her work 
for her. There has been much speculation as to 



whether this means she is weaker than most 
Slayers, or stronger,” she reported crisply. 

Spike nodded thoughtfully. “Doesn’t mean either,” 
he answered. “Just means she’s different. What’s 
the reaction to the new hunters?” 
 
Arkady hesitated, obviously not sure exactly what 
he meant. “Reaction?”  

“Fear? Worry? Anger?” he prompted impatiently. 

“I would judge the main reaction in the Court is 
curiosity,” she said after a short pause. Spike was 
pleased that she had taken a moment to gather her 
thoughts before answering. “Although there are 
rumors that there are a dozen or more hunters, 
they seem to hunt alone, or in pairs, and only one 
or two on any given night. They do not concentrate 
on any species of demon, and certainly not on 
members of the Court. Instead, they haunt the 
cemeteries and appear to be doing random patrols, 
rather than focusing on any particular targets.” 

That was Spike’s understanding as well: that the 
volunteers were doing general patrols and, when 



necessary, would act as back-up to the Slayer if 
there was a particular nest or hot spot that needed 
clearing out. From what Xander said, they had 
staked a few newly turned fledges and some of the 
small, scavenger demons that lurked on the fringes 
of the human areas of town. Humans often mistook 
the scavengers for stray dogs and cats, but in truth 
they were savage predators of the weak and 
accounted for a large number of deaths among the 
homeless population of larger towns and cities. A 
number of kills blamed on vampires were actually 
accountable to the small, vicious creatures, who 
would swarm the dropped prey and finish it off. 

He briefly considered having his Lieutenants spread 
the word about what was happening, thus 
relegating it to something too unimportant for the 
general Court but discarded the idea in favor of 
controlling the message. 

“Not quite business as usual, but nothing to worry 
about,” he told Arkady. “I’ll mention it to the Court 
at the next session.” Which was in two days and the 
Slayer was patrolling this weekend after her week 
off. 



She nodded in acknowledgement. “Yes, Master 
Spike.” 

He let her get three steps and then stopped her 
with a softly spoken command. “Next time, don’t 
wait so long before bringing news of organized 
hunters in town to my attention.”  

She turned to face him and he crossed his arms over 
his chest, his gaze disapproving. “If this had been 
something I wasn’t already aware of, it could have 
been a problem.” He kept his voice quiet enough 
that the reprimand wasn’t audible to the nearest 
minions but his tone was blistering. “I expect more 
from my Lieutenants than from the average minion. 
I expect them to be able to think.”  

She bowed her head contritely. “It won’t happen 
again, Master Spike.” 

“See that it doesn’t.” 

Spike suppressed his smirk until she was on the 
other side of the room. She’d be all right with a bit 
of seasoning.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander circled warily, bare feet shifting sideways on 
the training mats, his hands out from his side, one 
of them holding a knife with a firm grip. He was 
watching Spike’s every move, waiting for the rush 
that was sure to come.  

They were using Angel’s mansion again and Spike 
had re-outfitted the rooms with equipment: 
tumbling mats, targets, and a variety of weapons. 
Apparently Angel had not been consulted about 
Spike using his mansion but he probably knew 
about it anyway. Given the territorial nature of 
vampires, it was unlikely that Angel had actually 
given Spike permission to take over his property, 
even a building he no longer intended to use.  

When Xander had asked, Spike had told him in 
disgust that Angel had bought the house. Unlike 
Spike’s squatter status in the factory, Angel had the 
distressingly human tendency to actually buy 
property. Having learned from his Sire, Darla, how 



to manage money, vampire-style - meaning 
extremely long-term investments - Angel did not 
lack for cash but that wasn’t the point. To Spike’s 
way of looking at it, it was another thing that 
vampires didn’t do. 

Of course, Spike liked using the mansion as a dojo 
for all sorts of complicated, vampire reasons. In 
some obscure way, it was both pissing on his Sire’s 
turf and a connection with his absent Sire. Plus, the 
very faults that made Spike deride the house as a 
living situation for vampires: no tunnel access, big 
windows everywhere, and in a swank, completely 
human part of town, meant that it was perfect for 
occasional use as a place to train. No other demons 
would covet the empty house and every vampire 
that had known its location during Angelus’ attempt 
to take over the Hellmouth had been staked during 
the war between the two vampires. 

Spike had been a bit too firm in insisting they start 
their workouts sessions again, immediately, and 
Xander smiled to himself thinking about it. Spike 
reacted absolutely predictably to Xander being in 
danger, putting himself in danger, or just because 



he might be facing danger soon - Spike’s knee jerk 
reaction was wanting to train Xander, hoping to 
impart enough of his own skills to help Xander 
survive. 

He didn’t mind. He was big on survival too. Having 
lived through graduation, which wasn’t as common 
in Sunnydale as it was in most other towns, he was 
all for living to reach thirty one day. He enjoyed 
their workouts and the skills he was learning and it 
was an unspoken statement of Spike’s love, which 
Xander was smart enough not to comment on.  

Spike feinted and Xander shifted his weight, not 
committing himself until Spike suddenly pounced 
from the other direction. He dropped as Spike 
reached for him, ducking under Spike’s arms and 
coming up quickly behind him, spinning to face 
Spike and using the momentum of his turn to power 
a backhanded blow at Spike’s side. His knife hand 
was seized in a two-handed grip and Spike twisted 
with inhuman strength. Xander gritted his teeth as 
they wrestled silently over the knife, only his own 
loud breath disturbing the intent quiet. 



Knowing he was losing the unequal struggle, Xander 
dropped the knife and wrapped his own arms 
around Spike’s arm, holding him as he let himself 
fall to the floor, the mats absorbing the shock of 
landing. Spike was pulled off balance by the 
unexpected move and Xander brought his legs up, 
powering them into Spike’s stomach and flipping 
the vampire over his head to land with a satisfying 
thump on the mats. Xander rolled clear 
immediately, even as Spike bounced to his feet in 
that annoyingly quick way he had. Knowing he 
wasn’t going to be able to get to his feet in time, 
Xander reached out with both hands and jerked 
hard on the mat Spike was standing on.  

Spike cursed and jumped clear as the mat moved 
underneath his feet. Growling, he launched himself 
at Xander who was still on the floor but had used 
the extra second he’d gained to snatch the knife up 
from the mat where it had fallen and brace himself. 
As Spike landed squarely on top of him, Xander 
smacked the handle into Spike’s sternum, hard 
enough to bruise a human, and said breathlessly: 
“tag, you’re it.” 



Spike smirked down at him. “Not bad, luv. Try not 
to let your opponent close with you. Always assume 
that a demon is stronger than you are. Any species 
aggressive enough to attack you probably is.” 

He rose to his feet with the effortless grace that was 
so much a part of his every movement and put out 
a hand to help Xander up. Climbing slowly to his 
feet, Xander saw with relief that Spike had let go of 
the tension that had been thrumming through him 
since the start of their session. He’d obviously 
acquitted himself well enough that Spike had been 
reminded that Xander wasn’t completely helpless.  

Stretching his head back and rolling his shoulders 
until they cracked, Xander smiled as he saw Spike’s 
hungry gaze go to his neck. “Got time for a hot 
shower and maybe messing up Angel’s couch 
before you have to patrol?” he asked. 

Spike’s eyes flared yellow and he smirked. “Think I 
can make time for that, luv.”  
 

Part Five 



Joyce Summers stood up and began gathering the 
plates off the table.  

“I can do that, Mrs. Summers,” Xander offered, half 
rising from his own chair. 

“Don’t be silly, Xander. I’ve got it.” She smiled 
warmly at him and carried the small stack of dishes 
out to the kitchen.  

“Do you boys want coffee?” she called back into the 
room over the sound of plates being rinsed. 

“Not for me, thanks,” Xander answered. Coffee was 
emergency caffeine, not something he drank 
regularly. 

“I’m fine, Joyce.” 

Spike leaned back in his chair with an air of smug 
satisfaction, convinced he’d just thoroughly bested 
Joyce in their argument over the relative merits of 
two different styles of painting, only one of which 
Xander had even fleetingly heard of. Despite that, 
he liked it when Spike and Buffy’s mom went at it in 
one of their protracted debates over stuff like that. 
Even when, like tonight, he didn’t have any idea of 



what they were talking about, he enjoyed listening 
to the two of them.  

Spike sometimes got so engrossed in the argument 
that he forgot himself and the hard edges of his 
accent slipped into something more refined, more 
BBC and less street punk. No one who knew Spike 
questioned his intelligence but Xander enjoyed 
these glimpses into the educated person behind 
Spike’s mask. The Spike who read literature in the 
privacy of their apartment, who knew about art and 
poetry, was carefully hidden from most of the 
world. It said a lot that he was willing to show that 
side of himself to Mrs. Summers.  

And she was in her element during their debates: 
defending her position vigorously and backing up 
her arguments with specific examples. Like tonight, 
she’d named and described a dozen painters that 
Xander had never even heard of, and was obviously 
very familiar with their paintings, mentioning 
specific details in a number of paintings to illustrate 
a hotly contested point about brush strokes. Unlike 
Spike, Xander hadn’t really understood the point 
she was making but it had made him curious to look 



up the paintings she was talking about and he’d 
made a mental note to borrow some of her art 
books one day.  

“Why don’t you two move into the living room and 
I’ll be right with you,” Mrs. Summers suggested and 
Xander and Spike obediently shifted to the more 
comfortable furniture in the living room, Spike 
tugging Xander down to sit next to him on the 
couch. 

Mrs. Summers joined them shortly with a cup of 
coffee and some pumpkin shaped cookies. “They’re 
from the store,” she apologized. “I can never get 
much done on Halloween night. The doorbell just 
keeps ringing.” 

Which was undoubtedly the reason for the Chinese 
takeout that they’d eaten for dinner. Mrs. Summers 
had poured the contents of the boxes into a couple 
of serving bowls, saying lightly as she set the bowls 
down on the table for them to serve themselves 
that she was glad they were close enough to family 
for her to get away with serving takeout food. 



She’d invited them over tonight for a late supper 
earlier that week, somewhat spur of the moment 
when Xander had answered her innocent question 
about their Halloween plans with an explanation of 
how vampires viewed the holiday as tacky and, as a 
result, he and Spike didn’t go out on Halloween. 
Mrs. Summers didn’t go out on Halloween either, 
she’d said, handing Xander the wrench he asked for, 
confessing that she was hopelessly sentimental 
about seeing all the little kids in their costumes. It 
took her back to when Buffy was little, she 
admitted, when she would make Buffy’s costumes 
and her father would take her trick-or-treating 
around the neighborhood. So she stayed home 
every Halloween with a big bowl of candy and 
nostalgia.  

The net result of that conversation was that Xander 
had fixed the leaky pipe and Joyce had invited them 
over for a late dinner, after the trick-or-treaters 
would be safely off the streets.  

Spike had grumbled for show about not going out 
on Halloween but he caved immediately for Joyce’s 



sake. “Not like the Slayer’s going to keep her 
company,” he’d said caustically. 

Xander rolled his eyes. “She’s in college. Her mother 
doesn’t expect her home every night. And 
Halloween is apparently a big deal on campus.” 

“Bunch of twits with nothing better to do, dressing 
up like their betters,” Spike countered, “is not a big 
deal, it’s embarrassing.” 

“Which, I’m sure, is why Buffy didn’t invite you to 
her dorm’s party,” Xander responded mockingly. 

“Like I’d go,” Spike said indignantly. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The rumors were frustratingly difficult to pin down: 
a couple of Vulsik demons whispering together in a 
bar about a close call with something that threw 
lightning; his newest Lieutenant, possibly 
overreacting following his lecture about not 
bringing things to his attention, reporting an 
overheard conversation between two distraught 



Drak’taash parents about a missing cub taken from 
the nest; a general unease hanging over the town, 
like the feeling of a storm approaching.  

Still… Vulsik were unreliable braggarts, always 
making something out of nothing, and Drak’taash 
demons were always losing cubs to one thing or 
another - they were careless parents, leaving their 
nests unguarded for hours at a time; and the 
Hellmouth often felt like a storm brewing - the 
energy ebbed and flowed, sometimes retreating, 
sometimes crackling in the air almost visibly, so 
strong that even people normally unable to feel it 
shifted uneasily and grew irritated for no reason 
they could explain. There was a possibility that 
something new was in town, something disrupting 
the balance but, if so, it was proving irritatingly 
difficult to locate. 

Spike had spent more time than he cared to 
investigating the rumors, especially the ones 
pointing towards a new group hunting the town, 
one that seemed to be preying on demons who 
ordinarily caused little trouble and steered well 
clear of conflict. It wasn’t the volunteers helping 



Buffy - they would never have taken a Drak’taash 
cub - but whoever they were, they were elusive - if 
they even existed.  

Spike was inclined to put half the reports down to 
human hijinks surrounding Halloween. Past 
experience showed that humans would celebrate 
with costumed antics for days before and after, 
depending on if the holiday fell conveniently on a 
weekend or not. Still, there were a disquieting 
number of reports of demons going missing. Either 
someone was starting a feud or an improbable 
number of fairly innocuous demons had run into 
accidental trouble in the past couple of weeks. 
Without any bodies, it could simply be that the 
demons had left town for whatever reason but 
something about the situation felt off to Spike and 
it annoyed him that he couldn’t pin down whether 
or not something was even happening or if it was 
just a string of coincidences and bad luck. 

Unable to find any solid evidence of a new presence 
in town, Spike settled for increasing the number of 
patrols he was doing. Until he discovered whether 



the rumors were false or true, he would keep a 
close eye on his territory. 

Tonight, there was a faint taste of chaos magic in 
the night air, just a hint of acrid bitterness 
underlying the normal smells, a trace of something 
off that prickled along his nerves and had sent him 
tracking down the source. A chaos mage could 
possibly explain what had been happening, they 
were notoriously unpredictable and often caused 
trouble randomly for the sheer joy of it. Spike could 
relate, but not in his town. 

The chaos energy he was sensing was nothing active 
from the feel of it, a passive spell more like, magic 
already worked and done but still lingering in the 
subject. 

Which probably explained the group of four… things 
tearing the limbs off trees and looking not unlike 
those ridiculous ape creatures in that dreadful 
movie Xander was so fond of. Joining the small 
crowd gathering at a safe distance from the 
disturbance, Spike cocked his head to one side 
curiously and settled in to watch the show. 



Generally, he avoided magic but this promised to be 
more than a bit entertaining. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He was on one of his regular sweeps through the 
campus. The Slayer complained that there were too 
many people around to hunt properly but Spike 
wasn’t really hunting when he made his rounds of 
the college campus, he was just keeping an eye on 
things. Xander went up to the campus at least once 
or twice a week and Spike liked to reassure himself 
that the area remained safe. The Slayer wasn’t 
nearly as good as Spike was at sensing demons 
hanging about; her usual technique was the tried 
and true method of hanging out in unsafe areas 
acting like bait and waiting for demons to attack. 
Worked efficiently enough on the stupider demons 
and just risen fledges but not so well on the 
smarter, more experienced, and generally more 
dangerous demons.  



The students around him were shifting nervously 
and giving off a strong odor of nervousness and fear 
as the half-naked creatures brandished their tree-
limb clubs and settled the dominance issue 
between them by one of them knocking the others 
to the ground and standing over them, posturing. 
That settled, the others scrambled back to their feet 
and turned their attention to the crowd, who came 
to their senses and belatedly tried to run.  

Spike lit up a cigarette and leaned against a tree, 
grinning at the show. He hadn’t had any idea the 
college campus was capable of this kind of 
entertainment. The creatures looked to be selecting 
mates from the crowd, cutting women out of the 
screaming herd and dragging them back to where 
the leader waited with his own chosen mate. That 
is, when the half-wits managed to remember what 
they were doing for long enough to capture a 
woman successfully. 

The things resembled nothing so much as cavemen, 
Spike decided, his eyes narrowing as he studied 
them. Scratching and hooting and threatening each 
other and everyone around them, they clearly had 



the attention span of particularly stupid insects. 
One minute, one of them had bashed a girl in the 
crowd over the head with their club, the next they 
were shoving each other and hooting angrily, 
oblivious to the fact that the girl’s friends were 
pulling her to safety. 

After watching three of the four finally manage to 
capture a mate successfully, Spike flicked his 
cigarette away, and stepped away from his tree. 

“Gentlemen, and believe me I use the term in the 
loosest possible sense, it seems to me that you four 
are in serious need of a lesson in manners. No true 
gentleman accosts a lady while half dressed and de-
evolved into a Neanderthal.” 

As he suspected, the pseudo-cavemen just looked 
puzzled by his words. Reacting to his approach, they 
dropped their victims and waved their make-shift 
clubs, grunting what he presumed were threats.  

This should be fun. 

“Come on then,” he told them, almost bouncing on 
his toes as he waited for their all-too predictable 



attack. “Don’t have all night.” Actually he did, but 
he was betting he could take this group of morons 
out in five minutes or less. A quick glance around 
and he sighed in disappointment. None of the 
frightened students looked willing to place wagers 
on the outcome. Humans took these situations way 
too seriously. 

All four charged him at once, forgetting their 
moaning, half-conscious prey, swiping at him with 
their clubs and jabbering incoherently. There was 
no sense of coordination about their attack and 
Spike spun around on one foot in a swirl of leather 
and brought his other leg whipping around to 
smash into the side of the closest caveman. There 
was the satisfying crunch of ribs breaking and Spike 
followed through immediately with a punch to the 
next one’s jaw before the first one had even hit the 
ground.  

The blow felled the second one and Spike dropped 
to the ground to avoid a vicious slice at his head 
with a tree branch. He bounced back to his feet 
instantly and drove the third one back with a flurry 
of blows, letting up only long enough to slam a kick 



backwards into the gut of the fourth who’d tried to 
sneak up on him from behind. A tree branch 
cracked with stunning force into the side of his head 
as he was momentarily knocked off balance. 
Recovering, he snarled, shaking his head to clear it 
and letting himself slide into his true face.  

Dodging another blow, he caught the branch as it 
descended and found himself wrestling with the 
caveman as he tried to wrest the branch away. The 
creatures were stronger than humans with 
powerful arms and shoulders but had the brains of 
a Laorg demon. Given their strength, the four of 
them could have caused him some trouble if they’d 
coordinated their attack. As it was, the two he’d 
first taken out were down for the count and the last 
two were rapidly losing their enthusiasm for the 
fight.  

Giving up the struggle over the branch, Spike 
dropped to the ground and used the branch to jerk 
the creature towards him and off balance. Too 
stupid to release the weapon even when it became 
a liability, it clung to the branch stubbornly, as Spike 
kicked upwards savagely with both feet and let go 



of the branch at the same instant, sending the 
caveman flying over his head to land a good 
distance away with a satisfying crash. Rolling quickly 
to his feet, Spike pounced on the fourth caveman 
before it could retreat and grabbed it by its 
unkempt hair, yanking down hard to meet the knee 
he brought up to smash into the thing’s jaw. 

Dropping the unconscious body to the ground, 
Spike glanced around. The scattered crowd had 
stopped running and edged closer to watch the 
fight. The four cavemen were finished, either 
unconscious or clutching their wounds. The women 
they’d collected were being helped to their feet and 
away and Spike smirked around the field of battle in 
satisfaction and shook his head, returning to human 
guise. Three minutes tops was all it had taken.  

“Spike?”  

Still grinning, he turned to face the Slayer who was 
pushing her way to the front of the crowd, looking a 
trifle disgruntled that he’d handled the situation 
without her.  



“Bit late, Slayer,” he said cheerfully. Although far 
too short, the fight had been fun while it lasted. 
“Interesting games you kids are getting up to these 
days. In my day, we were too busy studying to 
spend time messing around with spells.” 

She leaned over to peer at the closest body and her 
eyebrows drew together in a frown. “These are 
people?” 

“Direct ancestors of yours, no doubt,” he answered 
flippantly. “Looks like someone decided to get an 
insider’s perspective on pre-history.” 

“Well, given the Dockers and the expensive shoes, 
I’m guessing these were frat boys. Do you suppose 
whatever’s wrong will wear off?” 

“Dunno, don’t care. My part’s done,” he pointed 
out. He wasn’t big on clean up. Clean up was for 
minions. 

“You willing to help me get them somewhere a little 
less conspicuous?” As she spoke, the Slayer pulled a 
cell phone out of her pocket and hit a number. She 



tapped a foot impatiently as she waited for an 
answer.  

“Giles, I’ve got four unconscious bodies here. Spike 
says they have some kind of spell on them.” There 
was a pause during which Spike could just make out 
the flurry of questions from the Watcher. “They 
look like extras from Planet of the Apes - we’re 
talking seriously ugly and hairy. Should I shove them 
in the bushes and hope whatever it is wears off, or 
what?” 

Giles obviously didn’t approve of that idea and 
Buffy idly nudged one of the bodies with her toe. 
“Fine, Giles. We’ll be here.” 

Snapping the phone shut, she looked at Spike. 
“Giles thinks we should lock them up somewhere 
until we know if the spell is going to wear off. Give 
me a hand?”  

Rolling his eyes, Spike reached down and grabbed 
two of the bodies, dragging them across the grass 
towards the bushes with utter disregard for their 
injuries. Behind him, the Slayer was doing the same 
with the other two bodies and Spike was amused to 



realize she wasn’t being any more careful than he 
was. “Fine but I’m not on babysitting duty. Once 
they’re in the Watcher’s trunk, I’m done with my 
good deed for the week.” He’d already decided that 
this was a side-show, nothing to do with the rumors 
he was tracking down. These creatures weren’t 
capable of subtlety. If they, or someone else under 
the same spell, was behind the incidents he was 
investigating, he would have learned of it the first 
night they attacked someone. At worst, they were a 
symptom, but Spike thought it unlikely that a chaos 
mage was responsible for the unease in town. 
Chaos mages generally announced their presence 
through conspicuous stunts like this one, not in 
ways that left you in doubt as to whether 
something was even really happening. 

Buffy gave him a surprisingly conspiratorial grin, 
dropping her two bodies near the bushes and taking 
up position in front of them in an attempt to block 
them from view. “I figure Giles has a lot of time on 
his hands these days. Babysitting sounds right up his 
alley.” 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Hey, Xander,” Buffy had picked up the phone just 
before the machine cut in and answered his 
greeting, sounding distracted. Again. 

He’d thought she was finally getting over that jerk 
but unfortunately, it sounded like she was moping 
over him again.  

Buffy had been up and down like this for a couple of 
weeks; one minute partying with her dorm like 
nothing was bothering her, the next angsting over 
what was wrong with her that caused people to 
treat her this way. He’d kind of hoped the 
disruption caused by the resentful bartender who’d 
been home-brewing beer and chaos magic would 
snap her out of it but she had slipped right back into 
depression after it was over when she’d seen 
charm-boy flirting in class with yet another girl. 

Spike had suggested slipping the guy some of the 
magicked beer and Xander had been tempted 
enough that he was glad that Giles and Buffy had 



destroyed all of it. And hadn’t that been a fun 
weekend? Two more beer-swilling groups of 
cavemen frat boys had been roaming the campus 
causing serious property damage and minor injuries 
before Buffy and Giles had backtracked the source 
of the spell to the campus pub. Giles had been stuck 
monitoring nearly a dozen Neanderthals for almost 
two days before they sobered up and changed back 
into something almost as obnoxious but far less 
hairy. Fortunately, they remembered exactly what 
had happened and what they’d done and had 
sheepishly slunk off, metaphorical tails between 
their legs. Only one of them had had the nerve to 
threaten a lawsuit for waking up in a cage, half-
naked and very sore. Apparently Giles had simply 
looked down his nose over the top of his glasses 
and pointed out in his most proper British tones 
that the videotapes he had taken the precaution of 
filming should answer the question for a jury about 
whether his actions had been justified or not. 

“Did you actually have videotape?” Xander asked, 
thoroughly amused when Giles told him about it. 



“Of course not. Pretentious git didn’t dare ask for 
proof, just begged me not to ever show anyone the 
tapes.” 

“Pity you didn’t actually take videos, home movie 
night would have been fun.” 

Giles gave him a withering look. “I assure you, the 
whole distasteful incident was not worth preserving 
for posterity.” Still, Xander had been sure there was 
a gleam of humor in the back of Giles’ eyes as he 
said it. 

“Xander?”  

Buffy’s questioning tone drew him back to the 
present and he braced himself for another session 
of Buffy bemoaning her travesty of a love life. 

He shook his head. Buffy had the worst taste in 
men. Granted, after the monumental fuck-up that 
had resulted from her one and only night with 
Angel, he supposed Buffy was entitled to some 
issues about her sexuality. It wasn’t everyone who 
could appear on Jerry Springer’s “One Night with 
Me and My Boyfriend Tried to Destroy the World” 



themed show - Xander was pretty sure he’d caught 
Spike watching that very episode last week - but 
what on earth had made Buffy fall for a guy who, 
from the sound of it, was shallow, vain, and into 
carving as many notches in his bedpost as was 
humanly possible? It was all well and good for the 
jerk to tell her that it was a one night stand after 
the fact, but that sure hadn’t been Buffy’s 
impression when she hopped into the sack with 
him. It had been hard to see Buffy go from being all 
bubbly, glowy happiness to deep depression in the 
space of a couple of days. 

In hindsight, Xander felt kind of bad about some of 
the things he’d said to Buffy during the 
Angel/Angelus fiasco. Of course, they hadn’t been 
friends at the time and she had been equally rude 
about his relationship with Spike, but he probably 
hadn’t helped bolster her self-confidence in dating 
relationships. So, he was trying to be supporto-guy 
for her now but it wasn’t the easiest thing he’d ever 
done. Mostly he wanted to tell her to snap out of it: 
that Parker Abrams was a world-class jerk and she 
should stop mooning over him, but he had gone 



with the kinder, gentler “hey, you’re supposed to 
make mistakes in college and you’ll meet someone 
who deserves you, and by the way, Parker Abrams 
is a world-class jerk and you’re worth ten of him.”  

Fortunately, he and Spike could be as sarcastic as 
they liked about Buffy’s taste in men behind her 
back without hurting her feelings. Spike had been 
all for sharing his feelings on the subject with Buffy 
and it had taken the threat of Joyce to stop him, 
which Spike was still pouting about, no matter how 
hard he tried to deny it. Spike wasn’t real big on 
helping Slayers through relationship-angst. Having 
had to put up with the Angel and Buffy drama-fest, 
he seemed to feel he was owed the chance to tell 
Buffy in loving detail just how thick she’d been to 
fall for what he referred to as Parker’s “sensitive 
lad” routine, in which he’d actually gotten Buffy to 
believe she was seducing him.  

“You want to go out with me and Spike tonight?” he 
offered, when it didn’t sound like Buffy was going to 
say anything. 



“I can’t, I’ve got patrol.” Her voice sounded troubled 
as she continued. “Xander, something attacked one 
of my professors last night. She thought it was a 
wild dog.” 

“And?” 

“And last night was the night before the full moon,” 
Buffy prompted and Xander felt his heart sink. 

“You think it’s a werewolf.” Werewolves were 
difficult. They needed to be contained without 
being killed and without anyone getting bitten. 
Buffy was better at straight kills than capturing 
things. Having to hold back often meant she got at 
least minor injuries and there were no minor 
injuries with a werewolf. One nip and it was hello 
hairy chest once a month. 

“Probably. There’s no chance it’s Oz, right?” 

“No way. First off, Oz would have told us if he was 
back in town. Second, Oz would never let himself be 
caught outside during a wolf-moon. Third, just… 
no.” 



“Yeah,” despite her agreement, Buffy sounded 
relieved. “That’s what I figured.” 

“Werewolves aren’t all that uncommon are they?” 

“I don’t know. I mean, that creepy werewolf hunter 
who tried to kill Oz had killed about a dozen, so 
there’s obviously a few around.” There was quiet on 
the other end of the line for a moment except for 
Buffy’s nails tapping on the side of the phone as she 
thought, then she asked: “The kid who bit Oz, it 
couldn’t be him, could it?” 

“Geordie?” Xander asked, surprised. “No way, he’s 
like two years old. His wolf is probably the size of a 
dachshund. Plus, since Oz got bit, I think his parents 
have been a lot more careful.” He’d always been 
stunned by the idea that Oz had been bitten by a 
teething baby werewolf. He’d never heard the full 
story about how Oz’s nephew became a werewolf 
and he wondered again what had happened. 
Obviously, the family hadn’t been able to help Oz, 
that would have been the first place he tried before 
ever leaving town. 



There was a sigh on the other end of the phone. 
“Werewolves are a lot easier when we know who 
they are,” Buffy grumbled after a minute. 

“Need any help?” he offered. 

“It’s ok. I’ll see if Sgt. Morgan can get me a second 
tranq gun and I’ll take whoever’s the best shot 
among the volunteers out hunting with me.” 

“Ask Sgt. Morgan if he’ll go with you. He’s probably 
the best shot of anyone we know,” Xander advised. 
“Plus, I think he likes field work. He doesn’t get to 
see a lot of it anymore, too busy training everybody 
else.” 

“Good idea. Maybe we can Bronze it after the full 
moon is over.” 

He could tell that Buffy was already working out 
hunting strategies in her head and Xander let her 
go. Hanging up, he was relieved that her distraction 
had been because of her Slayer duties not because 
of Parker. He worried sometimes that she still didn’t 
have a replacement roommate to do the female all-
men-are-scum thing with her, but there were some 



definite advantages to her living alone. Not having a 
roommate cut down on some of the complications 
of getting out of the room to patrol and having to 
hide her weapons in the room. She’d made a lot of 
friends in both her classes and the dorm now and 
finally seemed to have gotten over the fact that the 
guy she’d slept with hadn’t been looking for a 
relationship, just a trophy.  

Maybe Buffy should follow Willow’s example and go 
lesbian. She couldn’t possibly do worse with a 
woman than with the men she was attracted to, if 
Angel and Parker were anything to go by.  

Which reminded him, he needed to email Willow.  

They had been emailing a lot in their mutual 
concern over Buffy, starting back when Buffy was 
freaking out over her roommate Kathy and it had 
them communicating again in a way they hadn’t 
since before Jesse died. Willow had shared with him 
that she and Amy were dating, something she 
hadn’t even told Buffy yet. She said it was easier to 
tell him because he was a guy and wouldn’t second 
guess their entire relationship, wondering if Willow 



was attracted to him, which she was afraid Buffy 
would do when she found out. 

After a long period of indecision, he’d been up front 
with Willow about his concern over two magic 
abusers getting together. It just seemed like a bad 
idea. Willow’s answer had done a lot to put his 
mind at rest. She’d talked very candidly about what 
she and Amy had done and about their work with 
the coven.  

Xander hadn’t really been aware of what Amy had 
gone through during through their Sophomore year. 
It had been right after Jesse died and he was barely 
attending classes and not taking any interest in 
what Buffy and Giles were doing at the time. Willow 
told him now about Amy’s mother switching bodies 
with her and trying to kill her. Apparently Amy had 
begun dabbling in magic soon after her mother 
disappeared, looking for a way to defend herself if 
her mother returned and tried something like that 
again. She’d learned magic on her own, from her 
mother’s books, and they were full of dark magic. 
Amy had gotten hooked on the power of what she 
could do. Like Willow, she had better teachers now, 



and Willow and she were working together as they 
wrestled with the ethical issues they both had 
ignored back in Sunnydale. Amy was still with the 
coven and she and Willow saw each other only on 
weekends. Like Willow, Amy had a lot of magical 
ability and Willow said that the coven was pleased 
with her progress. She had gone further than 
Willow into magical abuses and was working hard 
to cleanse the taint from her magic. 

Talking about it had done a lot to dispel his lingering 
doubts and resentments and Xander decided to just 
be happy for them. Between Oxford, Amy and the 
coven, Willow’s life sounded full and happy. She 
loved school and was being intellectually challenged 
in a way she never had been before. For pretty 
much the first time in her life, she wasn’t 
necessarily the smartest person in the room and, 
after the first shock, she’d taken it as a challenge 
and was relishing the need to work hard to keep up 
in her classes. Amy and she were in the blissful first 
stages of being in love and Willow was in frequent 
communication with the coven.  



He’d been right about distance making it easier. He 
suspected that, if and when Willow ever came 
home, he and she could finally be friends 
again.  And that made something inside himself that 
had never seemed quite whole since the rift 
between himself and Willow feel like it was finally 
healing.  

 
 

Part Six 

The werewolf hunt had been a bust. With luck, the 
attack on Buffy’s professor had actually been a wild 
dog - maybe he was being foolishly optimistic but 
surely actual wild dogs had to exist somewhere 
given the number of time they featured in bad 
movies and where better than Sunnydale for them 
to hang out? - or, more likely, the wolf had only 
been out because of a fluke, a cage door giving way 
or something. In any case, the good news was that 
there hadn’t been any more attacks reported on the 
last two nights of the wolf moon. 



“The weird thing was, there were a bunch of 
soldiers around town the last two nights,” Buffy told 
him, the puzzlement clear in her voice over the 
phone. “I saw some people dressed exactly like 
them on campus on Halloween night but I just 
assumed they were costumes. Now I’m wondering 
if something is going on. They were toting some 
serious hardware and prowling around in the woods 
like they were hunting for something. Sgt. Morgan 
says it wasn’t anyone from the local base. They 
don’t do maneuvers in town and these guys looked 
like they were playing war games.” 

“Did they see you?” 

“I don’t think so.” He could almost see the frown on 
her face as she considered. “I had the tranq gun 
which isn’t exactly standard issue for students, so I 
ducked down the moment I saw them and they just 
kept going right past me.” 

Xander chewed his lip for a minute, thinking quickly. 
“Spike’s been worried that something’s going on. 
He’s overheard comments about demons going 
missing and there’s a lot of rumors floating around 



about something new and dangerous in town. He 
hasn’t been able to pin anything down though.” 

“Why would soldiers be hunting demons?” Buffy’s 
skepticism was clear. 

“Think about it, Buffy. If the government found out 
about vampires and demons, wouldn’t they try and 
deal with it without letting anyone know what was 
going on?” 

Buffy groaned. “Oh, God. Admit it, you were a fan 
of the X-Files, weren’t you?” she accused. 

“Hey, that was a great show,” Xander protested, 
letting himself be distracted. 

“Xander, it was just one crazy conspiracy theory 
after another. And their demons were totally fake 
looking.” 

“Well, sure, to someone who fights the real thing 
every night. But they weren’t bad for Hollywood.” 

“If you tell me Mulder was hot, I’m going to have to 
hurt you.” 



“Mulder was cool,” he corrected, enjoying the 
bizarre exchange. It was just like the conversations 
he and Oz used to have. “Scully was hot.” 

Buffy made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a 
whimper. “Do I have to remind you that you’re 
gay?” 

“Gay doesn’t mean blind. Plus, I’m probably bi, 
given my Angelina Jolie fetish.” 

“Way too much information, Xander.” 

Xander grinned. Buffy had bounced back to her 
usual self, finally putting the Parker Abrams debacle 
behind her and had been a lot more fun recently. 
“Getting back to the subject, where were the 
soldiers?” 

“Mostly in the cemeteries but I thought I saw a 
couple on campus as I was heading out.” Buffy said. 
“Was the attack on Professor Walsh in the paper? 
Maybe they were looking for the werewolf,” she 
said tentatively. 

“If they thought it was a wild dog, wouldn’t they 
just have Animal Control out hunting? That’s kind of 



what they do, right? I mean, why bring in the 
military for one dog? Especially since it wasn’t from 
the local base?” 

“I don’t know - does Animal Control carry weapons? 
Maybe they thought they needed more firepower 
and called in the National Guard or something.”  

“I’m with Spike - something doesn’t feel right about 
this. Maybe you guys shouldn’t patrol until we know 
if something’s up or not,” Xander suggested. “I’m 
thinking the Slayer and the government should stay 
as far away from each other as possible.” 

“Maybe I’m just having a Mayor flashback but - oh, 
yeah,” Buffy answered. “I’ve got enough problems 
ducking students when I’m patrolling without 
having to hide from a bunch of soldiers playing 
soldier…or something.” 

Xander laughed and could picture the face she was 
making. “Soldiers playing soldier,” he said with 
mock solemnity. “I can see where that would worry 
you.” 



“Ok, that sentence didn’t come out the way I 
wanted.” 

“I’ll check with Spike and see if he’s found anything 
concrete,” Xander told her as they hung up.  

He wondered if he could convince Spike to stop 
patrolling his territory for a few days until they 
figured it out. Probably not, he thought with a sigh. 
Spike hated not knowing what was going on and it 
was dangerous for him. He’d explained to Xander 
several times how important it was to appear to be 
on top of things at all time. A Master’s Court was 
always filled with vampires watching for any sign of 
weakness in the Master, anything they could exploit 
to better their own position. His Lieutenants were 
loyal but they were the only ones he could rely on 
and, if Spike looked weak, likely one or more of his 
Lieutenants would turn on him if they thought they 
could defeat him and take over. Power in vampire 
Courts was a balancing act and the smallest thing 
could tip the scales against an unprepared Master. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike kicked backwards, staggering the second 
vampire backwards and keeping her from closing as 
he grappled with the first one. The vampire he was 
struggling with was big enough to give him trouble, 
towering over Spike and outweighing him by a 
considerable amount. He lacked skill though, 
obviously being used to simply overpowering his 
opponents with sheer mass. Currently, he was 
apparently trying to strangle Spike into submission - 
a ploy that had obviously worked well in his human 
days and which he hadn’t quite gotten over using. 

Well, Spike didn’t need oxygen but he did need to 
get out of the vampire’s grip. A lucky blow from 
behind by the second vampire, as he was finishing 
off the one who now lay limply on the floor a few 
yards away, had send him crashing into this 
monster who had seized the opportunity, grabbing 
Spike into a wrestling hold. Well, the old wrestling 
axiom about ‘control the head, control the body’ 
only went so far. Spike had worked one arm free 
and now used it to smash a vicious fist into the 
vampire’s groin.  



The vampire grunted and his grip slackened just 
enough for Spike to yank himself free. He danced 
backwards immediately, getting some distance and 
spun to face the second vampire who’d regrouped 
and was already rushing him again. Ducking her 
rush, Spike pivoted around in the same movement 
and brought one leg around, smashing it into the 
woman’s back as she passed and sending her 
sprawling forward into the larger vampire.  

The vampire caught her easily, which was a mistake 
because it gave Spike time to snatch up a wooden 
pole from where it had fallen earlier and bring it 
down swiftly at the woman’s unprotected back. 

He stopped the blow just as the pole hit flesh and 
both of his opponents froze, the woman with her 
back arched in pain as the pole dug into her flesh, 
the man with an expression of shock on his face and 
Spike saw the realization dawn that the pole was 
long enough to go through the woman’s body 
entirely and straight into his own heart, neatly 
staking them both. 



Spike raised a mocking eyebrow and leaned on the 
pole suggestively for just a second. The woman 
whimpered as the pole dug deeper and blood 
spread over the back of her shirt. Sure he’d made 
his point, Spike let up, pulling the pole free of her 
body with a clean jerk and tossed it away carelessly. 

“Chivalry gets you dead, mate. Next time, let her fall 
and worry about the enemy. You’ll both live 
longer.” 

“Yes, Master Spike,” the minion said.  

Spike had deliberately picked the minion to spar 
with for two reasons. He was young and holding on 
to too many human habits and needed to begin 
thinking like a vampire. And it never hurt Spike’s 
reputation that he was able to handily defeat the 
largest vampire in his Court - even an inexperienced 
one - in a 3-on-1 fight. The minion had the potential 
to be a powerful vampire one day if he survived his 
early years. 

He’d chosen two female vampires as his other 
opponents because he’d noticed that the big minion 
had a tendency to view female vampires as less able 



to hold their own than males. While it was true that 
females often had their own ways of hunting that 
was because the seduction of female to male was 
different among humans not because they were 
weaker. Vampire strength had little to do with the 
amount of muscles present in the human body. 
Granted, an extremely muscular body was always a 
help, but the preternatural strength of vampires 
came from their demon not the human shell they 
inhabited. Human strength was an adjunct to the 
demon’s, not the other way around.  

Lesson imparted, Spike decided to call it quits for 
the night. The night was waning and he’d been out 
patrolling the town since sundown before returning 
to the factory an hour ago. Xander would be warm 
and fragrant in their bed and wouldn’t be leaving 
for work for another couple of hours. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He had an office now, and the only thing that kept 
Xander from completely freaking out about that 



was the saving grace that his office was a converted 
storage shed behind a customer’s house that he 
mostly used to store his tools. He liked to pretend 
the small metal desk and filing cabinet weren’t 
really there, despite having bought them from the 
thrift store himself, because having office supplies 
meant he was in business and running his own 
business still scared the pants off him.  

Mr. Jenkins had been better than his word. He’d set 
up everything and Xander only had to spend about 
half a day per week at the office - just long enough 
to schedule jobs and assign one of the three high 
school kids he had working for him to do the work. 
He checked every job himself, before and after, 
both to size it up and to make sure it had been done 
properly, which took another eight hours or so, 
spread out over the week and that was it. Mr. 
Jenkins did his books and all Xander had to do was 
save every scrap of paper and keep track of which 
jobs they went with. Taxes, paychecks, money, all 
the scary stuff was being handled by Mr. Jenkins. 
The business wasn’t making any money, just 
breaking even, but that was fine, now that he was 



working full time, he thought of the business as 
almost a community service. A lot of his customers 
were on fixed incomes and he charged just enough 
to cover the wages of his three part-time 
employees. 

Two of the kids working for him were from the 
demon community and the third was a human in 
the know. He’d had to restrict his employees to kids 
who were able to pass as humans since a good third 
of his customers were elderly humans unable to do 
the upkeep on their houses and didn’t know about 
demons. His demon customers were mostly the 
ones with visible differences who couldn’t do 
outside work for themselves without drawing 
unwanted attention, which had been the point in 
hiring Xander in the first place.  

Mr. Jenkins was enjoying “keeping his hand in” as 
he put it, and had confided to Xander that he was 
negotiating with his wife about doing a little part-
time work to stave off his boredom with retirement. 
“It’s delicate,” he’d admitted with a conspiratorial 
twinkle, “she has plenty of hobbies to keep her busy 
and active but they aren’t things I’m interested in. 



She wants me to relax and enjoy retirement but I 
miss the challenge of keeping up with the tax code, 
of finding that one extra deduction for a customer.” 
His smile had broadened and Xander realized he 
hadn’t been successful in hiding his reaction. “Don’t 
worry, you’re not the only one. Everyone who’s not 
an accountant has the same reaction - you all think 
we’re crazy because we love numbers.” Xander had 
laughed, sheepishly admitting that was exactly what 
he’d been thinking. 

The great part was: everyone was happy with the 
new setup. Xander’s customers were getting their 
work done quicker without having to wait for 
Xander to have time to do it himself. His employees 
were happy to be earning money and because they 
could schedule their hours any way they wanted as 
long as they got the work done. Xander was grateful 
that he was still able to help his customers out 
because he’d really felt he was providing a 
necessary service and he enjoyed being able to 
keep in touch with them, since so many had 
become friends. Spike was ecstatic that Xander had 
been able to cut back his hours and spend more 



time with Spike - which Xander was happy about as 
well. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Something was definitely up. Spike was sure of it 
now. Too many of the rumors around town had 
proven to have a core of truth behind them and a 
few too many demons had disappeared. Spike had 
sent minions out asking questions and the reports 
they brought back were disquieting. Even looking at 
the reports conservatively to take into account 
exaggeration, at least twenty demons had gone 
missing in the last three weeks with no bodies 
found. There weren’t any known kills that couldn’t 
be accounted for by backtracking the Slayer and her 
helpers, plus Spike’s own tally. Spike didn’t dispose 
of the bodies he left, other than dragging them 
somewhere they were a bit less conspicuous, 
relying on the scavengers in town to take care of 
the corpses, and the Slayer was a lazy grave digger. 
When she killed a demon she did little more than 
scratch a shallow layer of dirt over the body, the 



corpses were easily found by anyone who cared to 
look. It was harder to tell if vampires were missing 
because they didn’t leave inconsiderate corpses 
cluttering up the landscape but Spike had to assume 
that some were falling victim to whatever was going 
on. 

What troubled him the most was that this didn’t 
feel like a demon power struggle. Few demons had 
the patience or subtlety to be this covert about 
trying to take over. The Mayor was the only demon 
Spike could think of who had spent one hundred 
years building up to a takeover and he hadn’t really 
been a demon. All in all, this felt more like a human 
operation than a demonic one. 

Xander had passed on the Slayer’s news about 
seeing soldiers around town and Spike had been on 
the lookout for them ever since with no success. If 
they were hunting, it wasn’t a regular nightly patrol.  

A government agency being behind what was 
happening made sense in a way that nothing else 
Spike had theorized did. Governments had the 
resources to hide bodies where they wouldn’t be 



found and the motives to go to that kind of trouble. 
If the government had learned about demons, they 
wouldn’t want to alarm citizens and consequently 
would both keep things quiet and hide all traces of 
what they were doing.  

And wasn’t that just a pisser of a thought? That’s all 
demons needed, the government sticking their 
noses in and disrupting a perfectly workable 
balance between predator and prey. If that’s really 
what was happening, it might be time to leave 
town. Demons he could fight but the whole fucking 
army? Those odds were a bit much. 

Glancing up at the sky, Spike decided to sweep the 
college campus on his way home. Maybe he’d take 
tomorrow night off like Xander had been urging him 
to. He and his boy deserved a night on the town, it 
had been awhile since they both relaxed and took a 
night off. Xander needed the break too. His boy 
worked too hard. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander slapped blindly at the alarm clock, switching 
off the quiet buzz and rolling back over in his usual 
brief denial of the need to get up.  

The main problem with working construction was 
the early hours. He had to be on the job site by 7 
a.m., which meant getting up at 6 every morning. It 
didn’t help that Spike didn’t have to get up. 
Dragging yourself out of bed in the mornings while 
your partner slumbered blissfully on was hard. 
Granted, Spike had usually only been in bed for an 
hour or two by the time Xander was getting up but 
it was hard to remember that when the alarm was 
blaring in his reluctant ear. 

His questing hand didn’t find Spike this time though, 
and Xander opened sleepy eyes to find the other 
side of the bed empty. Surprised, he looked at the 
alarm clock, wondering if he’d set it wrong 
somehow last night. 

6:01 a.m. 



There was a faint hint of light around the edges of 
the blackout curtains and Xander sat up in bed 
rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Spike?” 

The was no answer from the silent apartment and 
he threw the sheets back and rolled out of bed. 
Padding into the kitchen, he felt the first faint trace 
of unease. Spike wasn’t there either. Frowning, he 
reached for his cell phone and hit the speed dial 
then made an annoyed grumble when Spike’s 
phone rang in the bedroom. Spike had a tendency 
to regard his cell phone as something he used to get 
ahold of Xander, not something necessary for 
Xander to reach him.  

Frustrated, he slapped the phone closed and 
dropped it back onto the counter. It wasn’t the first 
time he’d woken in the morning and found Spike 
not there. There had been a few previous occasions 
when Spike had misjudged his timing and been 
trapped by the sun, having to hole up for the day in 
whatever shelter he could find - the sewer tunnels, 
a handy crypt, or something similar. It was rare 
though and it always worried Xander when he woke 
to find Spike gone. For all his outspoken contempt 



for vampires who lived like humans, Spike liked his 
comforts. When he wasn’t sleeping, he would while 
away the long daylight hours watching television or 
reading one of his surprisingly eclectic collection of 
books that overflowed the apartment’s 
bookshelves. Anyplace that Spike stayed in for any 
length of time quickly became filled with 
comfortable items and things to help stave off 
boredom.  

With no way of contacting Spike, there was nothing 
Xander could do until dark. He’d learned that the 
hard way the first time Spike hadn’t made it home 
before dawn. After worrying and fretting for hours, 
he’d been forced to see that looking for Spike 
during the middle of the day was not only likely to 
be pointless, but was also potentially dangerous. 
Images of himself opening a crypt door and the 
resulting sunlight streaming into areas that had 
been safely dark had stopped him cold. He could kill 
Spike accidentally that way and he had reluctantly 
forced himself to wait till dark before doing 
anything. Sure enough, Spike had come home 
shortly after sunset, mildly irritated with himself for 



letting a fight with a Nyntakki demon drag on for so 
long that he’d had to spend an uncomfortable night 
in a crypt. Spike had been surprised to learn that 
Xander had spent the day pacing and worrying 
himself sick. 

That had been before they had gotten cell phones, 
Xander thought grimly. Spike kept everything else in 
the world in the pockets of his duster: cigarettes, 
weapons, balls of twine, the kitchen sink, you’d 
think he could remember to take his cell phone so 
he could call and let Xander know he was ok. Spike 
was going to hear a little something about 
inconsiderate lovers who forgot their damn cell 
phones when he got home.  

 

Part Seven 

Xander made it through the day by frequently 
reminding himself that Spike had been fine the only 
other times he hadn’t come home at dawn. He’d 
lecture Spike about forgetting his cell phone and 
Spike would make it up to him - preferably with a 



naked, sweaty apology, and everything would be 
fine.  

He’d called Buffy mid-morning and asked with 
seeming casualness about patrol last night but it 
had apparently been routine - one just-rising vamp 
still waist-deep in the ground and home to study. 
No soldier sightings, nothing unusual, a quiet night. 
He’d made an excuse and hung up before Buffy 
could really get started on how great school was - 
her recent topic of choice, so he used the excuse of 
his break ending to cut her off. Ordinarily, he 
enjoyed listening to her ramble on excitedly about 
how much she liked her classes, how much better 
they were than high school, especially her 
Psychology class. If he hadn’t been sure Buffy was 
straight, he would almost have suspected she had a 
crush on her Psych teacher, Maggie Walsh. Buffy 
quoted her repeatedly and had gone from thinking 
she was scary and tough to thinking she was the 
greatest teacher on earth.  

Hanging up, he’d been forced to realize again that 
there was nothing he could do right now. If there 
was, he wouldn’t be at work trying his best not to 



let his distraction get himself or anyone else hurt, 
he’d be out doing it. There was nothing he could do 
until sunset. If Spike wasn’t home shortly after 
sunset, well, he’d cross that bridge if he came to it. 
Hopefully Spike would come home with a hair-
raising tale of a narrow escape and they could get 
to the naked, sweaty apology part of the evening.  

If Spike strolled in the door tonight without a care in 
the world, he thought grimly more than once, he 
was going to kill him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike didn’t come home at sunset. 

During the hour or so of lingering twilight after the 
sun had slid below the horizon, freeing vampires to 
move about now that the deadly rays of direct 
sunlight were gone, Xander had waited tensely in 
the living room, listening for the sound of Spike’s 
boots on the stairs, for his greeting at the back door 
as he came in from the factory side. But there was 
only silence. 



He’d checked the mansion on his lunch break, 
kicking himself because he hadn’t thought of it 
sooner. Its non-vampire friendly amenities had 
made it a perfect place for Spike to hole up once 
before when he was hurt and Xander had raced 
across town, terrified he was going to find Spike, 
badly wounded and suffering in the phone-less 
building, only to discover the mansion was as 
deserted as the apartment. He’d run through the 
rooms, calling for Spike and checking every nook 
and cranny until he was forced to admit that Spike 
wasn’t there. Standing in the empty bedroom he’d 
once shared with Spike, he’d fought for calm, telling 
himself that he’d known the mansion was a long 
shot and that Spike would be home as soon as it 
was dark. 

When full dark had fallen outside the windows of 
the apartment, Xander felt as frozen inside as if it 
was mid-winter in the arctic instead of a mild fall 
evening in southern California. Numbly, he reached 
for his phone and dialed. 

“Buffy, are you patrolling tonight?” 



Buffy’s voice sounded obscenely cheerful against 
the quiet of the apartment. “Nope, I’m off. I think 
Rob’s got patrol tonight. What’s up?” 

“I need your help. Spike didn’t come home this 
morning.” 

“This morning?” Buffy’s voice broke off as she 
obviously converted to vampire hours. “Oh, Xander, 
I’m so sorry.” 

He shook his head furiously, rejecting her sympathy 
even if she couldn’t see the gesture. “Will you help 
me look for him?” 

“Xander…” she began, the sympathy clear in her 
voice. 

“He’s in trouble, he’s not dead,” he said sharply. 
“Will you help me or not?” 

“Of course, I’ll help. What do you need?” 

“Meet me outside the main library in thirty 
minutes,” he said. The city library was about 
halfway between her dorm and the factory.  



“I’ll be there.” After a moment, she added: “We’ll 
find him, Xander.” 

He wondered if she knew how fake her 
encouragement sounded. He didn’t care, he had 
calls to make.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Twenty people were waiting outside the closed 
building when Xander arrived. He’d called Mr. Olsen 
and Sgt. Morgan and they’d started a phone tree for 
him, calling in all the volunteers and a number of 
others to help him.  

Xander had hoped that Spike would come back 
while he was mobilizing the search party but the 
apartment had remained worryingly empty. Now he 
stood at the top of the steps so everyone could see 
him. 

“Thanks for coming, everyone. I think you all know 
what’s happening: Spike’s missing. I need help 
finding him. His regular patrol areas are the 



cemeteries, the major tunnels, the business district, 
the college campus, and the demon areas of town. 
Pretty much everything but a few of the residential 
areas. It’s a lot of ground to cover.” 

Sgt. Morgan stepped up beside him and placed a 
comforting hand on his shoulder. “We’ll coordinate 
our efforts and be able to cover them all. Fifteen 
minutes of planning while we wait for the others to 
arrive will save us a lot of wasted effort.” 

Xander nodded. He’d known that running around 
town blindly wasn’t going to get him anywhere and 
it was a relief to watch Sgt. Morgan go into action: 
unfurling a gridded town map onto a folding table 
and distributing flashlights and spare battery packs 
to people who hadn’t thought to bring their own. 
The Sergeant drafted helpers and set to work 
making lists of everyone present and assigning map 
sections to two-person teams and making sure at 
least one member of each pair had a cell phone. 
Teams without cell phones were assigned to the 
human areas where they would be able to find a 
phone to check in. 



Xander watched with stifled impatience, knowing 
that this was necessary preliminary work but itching 
to get out and start looking. When everyone had 
been assigned areas and done an equipment check, 
Sgt. Morgan addressed them in his parade-ground 
voice that easily silenced the small crowd. 

“Remember, people, you are searching for a 
vampire, not a human. That means you’re checking 
places a vampire can hole up during daylight hours. 
Don’t bother with anything not sheltered. Check the 
crypts if you’re assigned to one of the cemeteries, 
and basements if you’re in town. Look for signs of 
forced entry and crypt doors barred from the 
inside.” 

“Don’t call his name when you’re searching,” 
Xander ordered. “Use his human name: William 
Pratt. A bunch of people searching, calling the name 
‘Spike’, is going to be overheard by vampires from 
the Court. If they find out he’s missing, they’ll be a 
war over the territory and that’s the last thing the 
town needs.” He looked around for emphasis and 
saw grim understanding on the faces. “Spike will 
answer if he hears people yelling his human name,” 



he assured them. Spike would be annoyed, he acted 
like his human name was this big, shameful secret, 
but he’d answer. “And thank you. I can’t tell you 
how much I appreciate your help.” 

“We’ll find him, Xander,” someone called and there 
was a general murmur of agreement from the 
crowd, now nearly forty strong.  

“Everyone know their assigned areas?” Sgt. Morgan 
asked. “Good. Let’s move out. Everyone checks in 
every thirty minutes, no exceptions, and stay in 
your assigned area. If we don’t hear from you, 
we’re going to assume you’re in trouble and we’ll 
want to be able to get to you quickly. Report in 
immediately if you find anything. Remember, 
people. This is Sunnydale. Be careful.” 

The crowd dispersed at Sgt. Morgan’s command 
and Xander lingered for a moment by Sgt. Morgan’s 
command table. “Thanks, Sergeant.” Words failed 
him and he gripped his flashlight convulsively as he 
struggled for control. “Thank you,” he said again, 
not knowing how else to express his gratitude. 



Sgt. Morgan gave him a confident smile, looking up 
from organizing his materials, preparing to keep 
track of the pairs checking in with him. “Just glad 
I’ve had a lot of practice at this, Xander.” 

Buffy moved quietly to his side. “Let’s go, Xander, 
the sooner we head out, the sooner we find him.” 

He nodded, and spun on his heels, heading for their 
assigned section of town. He wished they were 
better liars. Their voices and smiles were confident 
but their eyes said they thought Spike was dead.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Come home with me, Xander. You shouldn’t be at 
the apartment alone.” 

The sky was heavily streaked with pink and yellow 
and the sun would be up any minute now. The 
searchers had packed it in after a long, unsuccessful 
night. Most of them had gone home directly from 
their assigned sections which had been searched 
two and three times as Sergeant Morgan rotated 



the pairs to cover the same ground with fresh eyes 
and ears. Xander, Buffy and Giles had returned to 
the command post where Xander had watched 
silently as the final parties checked in one last time 
and were sent home. Standing silent and numb until 
Sergeant Morgan packed his equipment, laid a 
sympathetic hand on Xander’s shoulder, spoke 
quietly to Giles and Buffy and left for his own home. 

Xander shook his head. “Thanks, Giles. I’ll be fine. 
I’ve tried Spike’s cell phone a couple of times but he 
might not be able to reach it.” 

“Mom would love to have you stay at our house,” 
Buffy offered quietly.  

“No!” Realizing that had come out way too sharply, 
Xander scrubbed his face with both hands, trying to 
force back the exhaustion of the long, fruitless 
night. “Sorry. I appreciate it, but I need to be home 
in case Spike tries to find me.” 

He wished he didn’t see the look Buffy and Giles 
exchanged. They really needed to work on their 
subtle.  



“Xander…” Buffy bit her lip and it was obvious that 
she’d changed her mind about what she’d started 
to say. “Spike knows you have your cell phone. He’ll 
be able to reach you on that.” 

“I appreciate it, guys, but I’ll be fine.” 

“Xander.” Giles hesitated like Buffy had just done, 
but he continued on after the briefest pause, “I’m 
not sure it’s safe for you to remain in the apartment 
with Spike… away. Like it or not, Spike’s presence is 
what keeps you safe from the vampires of his Court. 
If Spike isn’t there, you could be in danger.” 

“The other vampires don’t know he’s missing,” 
Xander answered with more confidence than he 
really felt. 

“You don’t know that. Even if it’s true, you won’t be 
able to keep his absence hidden for very long.” 

Xander refused to meet their worried eyes. “Yeah. 
I’ve got a backup plan for that.” 

“A backup plan? Why don’t I like the sound of that,” 
Buffy said suspiciously.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Climbing the apartment stairs wearily after Giles 
dropped him off, Xander couldn’t help calling 
Spike’s name as he entered but silence was the only 
response. Despite the fact that he hadn’t really 
expected an answer, it was the final crushing blow 
of the long day and night of worry. He’d been up for 
over twenty-four hours now and he had to get a 
few hours sleep or he wouldn’t be able to function. 
And Spike needed him to be thinking and 
functioning. 

Setting the alarm for noon, Xander shucked his 
shoes and gave up on the rest, falling fully clothed 
on top of the bed and giving in to desperately 
needed sleep, grateful that it was Saturday and he 
wasn’t expected at work.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He made the call in the late afternoon. He’d spent 



the early part of the afternoon answering calls from 
people asking about Spike but he had no news and 
they had nothing to offer but unwanted sympathy. 
It was clear that everyone else was giving Spike up 
for dead and just waiting for him to admit it so they 
could express their own sorrow and sympathy. 

It made him want to scream and only the desperate 
hope that Spike would call kept him from pitching 
the phone through the window. Spike had only 
been missing for a day and a half. The police 
wouldn’t even take a missing persons report until a 
human had been gone for forty-eight hours and 
people were already writing Spike off as dust. 

And that was the problem. Dead vampires 
disappeared. Their ashes blew away in the breeze 
that cooled the fall nights, leaving no trace behind. 
Not even a handful of fine-grained ash to bury in a 
blue vase in a park on the edge of town. Nothing. 
Nothing left behind to help remember a pair of vivid 
blue eyes that sparkled with wicked laughter, or a 
trademark smirk, or the way a vampire cocked his 
head to one side when he was curious or puzzled by 
something.  



“Stop it.” His own voice, loud in the silent 
apartment, shocked him out of his thoughts. “Knock 
it off, Xander. Spike will be home soon and he’d be 
pissed as hell to find you sitting here like a useless, 
depressed lump.” 

Throwing his shoulders back and straightening up 
defiantly, he fished a scrap of paper out of his 
pocket and dialed the number he’d gotten from 
Buffy last night. 

“Angel Investigations, we help the hopeless.” 

Too worried even to roll his eyes at the pretentious 
greeting, Xander just said: “I need to talk to Angel.” 

“Angel doesn’t usually talk to people on the phone. 
He’s more an in-person guy. That’s why he has me 
to screen his calls.” The man had a slight Irish 
accent and Xander wondered who he was. “What’s 
the problem?” 

“I need to talk to Angel,” he repeated. “Tell him it’s 
Xander, he’ll talk to me.” 

“Confident, aren’t you?” the man said cheerfully. 
“I’ll see what he says.” 



The phone was set down with a clunk and Xander 
could hear footsteps moving away. He waited, 
tapping his fingers nervously, for what seemed like 
forever. 

“Xander?” Angel sounded doubtful, like he didn’t 
really believe it was him. 

“Yeah, it’s me. Spike needs your help.” 

He thoroughly resented the sigh that carried clearly 
over the line. “Why are you calling?” 

“Because Spike’s missing and can’t call for himself,” 
he snapped. “I need you to get back here and help 
find him.” 

There was a brief silence before Angel answered. 
“Missing?” 

“He didn’t come home yesterday morning,” Xander 
told him flatly. “We’ve searched but you’re a 
vampire, you have a better chance of finding him 
than anyone else.” 

“Xander,” Angel’s voice was surprisingly 
sympathetic. Sympathetic in a way Xander didn’t 



want to hear and refused to accept. “You have to 
face the fact that Spike’s probably dead. When 
vampires disappear…” 

“He’s not dead. I’d know. So stop making excuses 
and get back here. Your Childe needs you.” 

“Xander, I can’t just drop everything. I have people 
who are depending on me here.” 

“Angel, I don’t give a damn what you’re doing or 
how important you think it is. Get your ass back 
here now. Spike needs your help.” 

“Xander…” 

“Angel, you owe me. Never mind what you owe 
your Childe, you owe me. You kidnapped me and 
held me prisoner and bit me. You owe me. Now get 
back here and help find your Childe or so help me, 
when this is over, I’m coming to Los Angeles and 
staking you myself.” 

There was silence on the other end of the line. 
Xander knew his desperation had come through 
clearly and he didn’t care. He clung to the phone, 



concentrating on getting his breathing under 
control, and waited. Finally, there was a long sigh. 

“All right. I’ll be there by midnight.” 

Relief washed over Xander in a wave, until his knees 
almost buckled and he had to cling to the counter 
to stay upright. “Thanks, Angel.” 

“If he’s alive, we’ll find him.” 

“Good, because he’s alive.” 

Xander hung up before Angel could say anything 
else. He knew it wasn’t fair, pulling the guilt card on 
Angel. It’s not like Angel had known about that 
ridiculous happiness clause on his curse and it had 
been Angelus, not Angel, who had kidnapped and 
terrorized Xander. He didn’t care. He’d do a lot 
more than that to get Spike back.  

Running his fingers over his Claim mark, he wished 
there was some way he could use the mark to 
locate Spike. He’d asked Giles last night as Giles was 
driving him home if there was any way to find Spike 
by magic. Giles had reminded him with the careful 
patience that everyone was starting to treat him 



with that magic didn’t work well on or around 
vampires because they were non-living beings and 
magic was tied to life forces. There were no 
effective spells that Giles was aware of for locating 
a particular vampire although he had promised to 
look into it. 

It was another few hours until dark. He couldn’t call 
out the entire demon community to help him 
search the same ground all over again. He needed 
to think of new places to search, something else to 
do. Not that his friends wouldn’t help, but they 
would just be humoring him. It always came down 
to the fact that vampires turned to dust and no one 
expected to find a body. To them, a missing vampire 
was a dead vampire. Xander was stubbornly clinging 
to the hope that Spike had just disappeared, like the 
rumors Spike had been tracking down, the rumors 
of mysterious hunters who captured rather than 
killed.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“You want me to do what?” 

Angel had arrived at the apartment well before 
midnight and Xander, hearing booted feet climbing 
the outside stairs, had felt his heart lurch. He’d run 
for the door and flung it open, forgetting every 
ingrained rule about safety in Sunnydale, only to 
have his wild hope sent crashing to the floor at the 
sight of Angel’s bulky figure climbing the last few 
steps.  

Having asked Angel to come, it wasn’t exactly 
kosher to slam the door in his face but that was 
exactly what Xander felt like doing. Gritting his 
teeth, he reminded himself sternly that it wasn’t 
Angel’s fault that he wasn’t Spike or that Xander 
had just returned from hours of useless searching. 
So, instead of slamming the door, he stood back 
from the threshold and invited Angel in. It was a 
formality because it was Spike’s apartment and 
Angel didn’t need an invite to enter, but it seemed 
only polite. Fortunately, Angel had never been one 
for pleasantries because Xander so wasn’t in the 
mood.  



Leading the way into the kitchen, he outlined his 
idea to Angel, who didn’t take it well. In fact, Angel 
was staring at him like he’d lost his mind. Having 
had time to think this through, Xander just repeated 
calmly: “I want you to stand in for Spike at the Court 
until we find him.” 

Angel’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of 
water and his dumbfounded expression was 
beginning to tick Xander off. Crossing his arms 
stubbornly, knowing he was right about this, Xander 
glared right back at Angel. 

“You know as well as I do that if Spike doesn’t make 
an appearance soon, the Court is going to assume 
something’s happened to him. The first step is 
probably the minions storming this apartment. 
Then there’s going to be an all-out fight over who’s 
going to be the next Master. You need to get down 
there and take over for Spike before that happens. 
The last thing this town needs is a vampire turf-war. 
Who knows what a new Master will do but I doubt 
they will be as human- and Slayer-friendly as Spike 
is,” he finished pointedly. 



Angel finally seemed to get over his stunned 
disbelief and was shaking his head. “Xander, 
vampires don’t babysit each other’s Courts.” 

“Vampires don’t have souls or help Slayers either. 
You and Spike aren’t exactly traditional vampires, so 
why is this any different?” 

“If I take over the Court, the vampires will assume 
that I’ve dusted Spike and am taking over as his 
replacement. He won’t be able to step back in and 
run the Court again, Xander. The Court vampires 
will know he was defeated and won’t accept him.” 

Xander waved a dismissive hand. “We can deal with 
that when Spike’s back,” he said confidently. Spike 
could defeat any vampire in the Court. He’d kill 
every minion there and start all over if he had to. 
The minions knew that, that Spike was absolutely 
ruthless when he had to be. They respected that 
about him. Spike would dust a few troublemakers 
and be back on top in no time. Xander had no 
worries about that. “For now, tell them anything 
you want. Tell them Spike is out of town on 
business, tell them your doing your Childe a favor 



while he’s off fighting demons in Florida, tell them 
he’s questing for the Holy Grail - or whatever it is 
that vampires might quest for. Spike doesn’t let 
them question him, he just tells them how it is. You 
can do the same thing.” 

He could tell Angel was thinking about it. His eyes 
shifted away and his brows drew closer together as 
he scowled, not at Xander but at whatever he was 
thinking. 

“It might work,” he said slowly, obviously disliking 
the idea. “I thought you wanted me to search for 
Spike.” 

“I do,” Xander said promptly. “We’ve searched the 
tunnels, the cemeteries, everywhere Spike usually 
patrols, but we don’t really have anyone who can 
listen in on the gossip in the demon bars and you 
have a much better sense of smell than anyone we 
had on the search teams.” He bit his lip, knowing his 
anxiety was breaking free of the tight control he’d 
been keeping it under. “I’m hoping you can find him 
even if we couldn’t.” 



Angel’s face had gone expressionless as Xander 
spoke. Granted, the vampire didn’t exactly like to 
give his facial muscles a workout but Xander knew 
what it meant and he kept talking before Angel 
could say anything. “Angel, if someone killed Spike, 
the Court would know about it. If it was a vampire, 
the one that killed him would have been down 
there taking over and I’d have been dead before I 
woke up to learn that Spike hadn’t come home. If it 
was another kind of demon, the whole town would 
be talking about it. He’s not just an anonymous 
vampire, he’s Master of the territory.” 

Angel nodded thoughtfully, and his shoulders 
straightened slightly as if a burden he didn’t know 
he was carrying had just quietly slipped off his 
shoulders. He studied Xander intently for a minute. 
“You could be right.” 

Xander closed his eyes, almost sagging in relief, 
grateful beyond words for the slight 
encouragement. He had been fighting a silent battle 
against everyone else, everyone who was busily 
writing Spike off as dead, and having even one 
person on his side was a relief. 



“I’ll do a sweep through town for the next couple of 
hours. By myself,” he added sternly, but with 
understanding when Xander opened his mouth to 
volunteer. “I’ll be able to cover more ground alone.” 
Which was true. “I’ll be back an hour before dawn 
and will talk to the Court then. Most of the 
vampires will recognize me from the fight with the 
Mayor. That will help. No point in going down now,” 
he explained, somewhat unnecessarily in Xander’s 
opinion. “Most of the vampires won’t be at the 
Court until much closer to dawn. I’ll think of 
something to tell them while I’m gone. Wait here 
until I get back.”  

Despite his resentment at being given orders, 
Xander just nodded in agreement. He could use a 
few hours sleep and, for now, he’d done all he 
could do. With Angel’s help, Spike would have an 
intact Court to come back to. If he had to, Xander 
would take Jose into his confidence, but he wanted 
to wait until he had no other choice before he took 
that step. Right now, the less the Court knew, the 
better.  



 
 

Part Eight 

Consciousness returned slowly, grudgingly, sending 
complaining bursts of pain through his system. 
Every sense was screaming at him that the 
environment was hostile. Even through closed lids 
he could sense the overly bright light surrounding 
him, not the deadly yellow of sunlight but a cold, 
sterile white that felt as dangerous, even if not as 
instantly fatal. The air was antiseptic and recycled, 
far removed from anything natural. Sound battered 
him: metal clanging, the soft whimpering of a child 
in pain, snarls and growls and harshly barked orders 
sounding faintly in the far distance.  

None of the noises were coming from his 
immediate proximity and he cracked his eyes open 
warily, hoping to glimpse his surroundings and 
gauge the threat level. Even with his eyes open 
mere slits, he was nearly blinded by the harsh light 
that seemed to come from all directions. He 
slammed his lids shut and swore involuntarily. 



Knowing he’d blown any pretense of continued 
unconsciousness, he rolled quickly onto his side and 
pushed himself to his feet, slitting his eyes open 
cautiously until they adjusted to the light. 

What the fuck? 

He was in a small room. The floor, the ceiling and 
three walls were covered in white tiles. The fourth 
wall was glass, a floor-to-ceiling panel looking out 
onto an equally white hallway. Moving forward, 
Spike pressed his hands against the glass, trying to 
see down the hall, and lightning crackled in the air 
and he was jolted with enough electricity to throw 
him back a step or two. Bloody fucking hell, 
someone wasn’t playing games. That amount of 
electricity could’ve killed a human.  

Electricity. Spike frowned as memory returned. 

He’d been doing a sweep of the college campus 
when he’d heard humans approaching. A small 
group, three or four, wearing boots and carrying 
weapons - he could smell the oil they used on the 
mechanisms. Before he’d even had time to turn 
around, he’d been hit from behind by something 



that had sent electricity tearing through his body, 
dropping him instantly, muscles twitching 
uncontrollably as he fought unsuccessfully to stay 
on his feet. Unconsciousness had swamped him but 
he thought he’d heard approaching footsteps. 
Booted feet and a voice saying: “bag and tag it”. 

Waking up here. Wherever the hell that was. 

He moved forward again, careful not to come into 
contact with the glass this time, and looked outside, 
seeing nothing but the white tiled corridor and a 
row of identical cells across the wide hall. The cells 
across the hall were empty but he could hear faint 
sounds on either side of him: pacing footsteps and a 
quiet muttering, the soft whimpering he’d heard as 
he woke up. Cautiously edging closer to the glass, 
he attempted to see down the length of the hall but 
he could feel the electricity prickling against his skin 
and he wasn’t keen on being hit with the full effect 
again. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
He passed one hand cautiously over the glass, 
experimenting. He could move his hand to within 
about an eighth of an inch from the glass and then 
he could feel the static charge building. He stepped 
away from the glass, backing up three steps until his 
shoulders made contact with the rear wall. He took 
one moment to brace himself, then charged 
forward, leaping up and delivering a two-footed kick 
at the glass that had the weight of his entire body 
behind it.  

Pain crashed over him as he was thrown backwards 
by the electrical field, crashing to the floor and 
sliding along the cool tiles. Rolling slowly to his feet, 
he swore bitterly when he saw the glass wall hadn’t 
even been scratched by his attempt.  

There was nothing. No furniture, nothing on the 
walls, nothing that could be used as a weapon or 
tool. Not even a bucket for waste - which either 
meant they knew he wasn’t human or they didn’t 
expect to keep him here long enough to make a 
mess.  



Whoever ‘they’ were. 

Restlessly prowling the limits of the cell, Spike 
thought furiously. This setup smacked of humans. 
Demons who were into imprisonment and torture 
tended to have lairs like Dr. Frankenstein: medieval 
equipment and lots of old-fashioned cutting 
implements, or herbs and potions and bubbling 
cauldrons over open fires. This antiseptic, sterile 
environment said mad scientist of the human 
variety. Even from what little he could see he could 
tell it was huge and probably only recently open for 
business given the number of empty cells. 
Everything had the untouched, unused look of a 
new building. Nothing scratched or dented or worn. 
No inmates carving their names into the white tiles, 
no sign of wear from restless pacing.  

A line of empty cells across the way, and a half-full 
facility. Spike suspected he’d just stumbled across 
the solution to the demon disappearances in town. 
He could handle anything the demon world threw 
at him, but this setup made him cautious and, for 
now, he settled himself to wait, pacing the confines 
of his cell. He wanted more information about what 



was going on before he did anything to call 
attention to himself. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Angel returned as promised as the night was 
waning, just shaking his head in response to 
Xander’s anxious inquiry about whether he’d found 
anything.  

“I’ll go down to the Court from here,” Angel said, 
not looking enthusiastic. “You should leave, just to 
be safe.” When Xander just looked at him blankly, 
he explained: “This could go very badly. I don’t want 
you getting caught in the middle if it turns into a 
fight.” 

Xander felt a pang of guilt for having pretty much 
forced Angel to do this and opened his mouth to say 
something - he wasn’t sure what, but Angel cut him 
off with an upraised hand. 

“You were right. Something has to be done about 
the Court and I’m probably the only one who can. 



I’m not looking forward to this but it’s not anything 
I can’t handle.” 

Xander let himself accept that, he needed Angel’s 
help too badly to second guess himself now. 
“Thanks, Angel. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. 
There’s human blood in the frig.” He stood there 
awkwardly for a moment, not sure what to say. 
Angel looked equally uncomfortable and Xander 
finally just nodded his head, snagged the keys to 
Spike’s car and left the apartment.  

Driving away without any of Spike’s flair for burning 
rubber, Xander caught himself wondering if 
anything would ever be the same again. Hastily 
shoving that thought away, he signaled and spun 
the wheel to the left, heading for the Summers’ 
house. Mrs. Summers would let him park Spike’s car 
there for awhile, he was sure. He’d figure out what 
to do next on the way. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike was going out of his mind with boredom. The 



stark white cell offered nothing to distract him from 
endless fruitless speculation about his captors and 
their purpose. Humans just didn’t handle vampires 
this way. Disbelief and denial were the usual 
reactions. When they gave way to unwilling belief, 
fear and disgust followed. Humans in the know 
killed vampires, even if for most it was a one-time 
thing before they gladly sank back into their 
comfortable world of denial. Yeah, a few became 
obsessed, turned themselves into professional 
demon hunters and tracked down demonic prey for 
a few years until they in turn were killed by 
something bigger and badder than themselves. But 
demon hunters killed, they didn’t take prisoners.  

He’d spent some time wondering if the Watchers’ 
Council was behind this but, on the whole, he was 
inclined to rule them out. Not their style. When 
Watchers’ imprisoned vampires, he’d seen first 
hand that they did it in the old-fashioned way: 
chains and dungeons and boarded up manor houses 
- or as close as they could come. That vampire 
they’d planned to use to kill the Slayer had been 
kept in a bricked-up closet in an abandoned 



building. This high tech, laboratory sterility didn’t fit 
with what he knew of them. 

There was a faint mechanical sound and Spike 
looked up. A small hatch in the ceiling was swinging 
down and he ducked instinctively as something 
dropped. It was a bag of blood.  

Spike stared at it in disbelief for a moment, then 
looked back up at the closing door. Stretching up 
with both hands, he pulled down hard. There was a 
moment of struggle, and the smooth movement 
ground to a halt, the mechanism whining in protest 
as Spike strained against it, trying to force it back 
open. He couldn’t get a good grip on it and was 
forced to let go, dropping back down off his toes as 
he watched it snap closed. It had been far too small 
an opening for escape but right now even property 
damage would have felt good. 

He glanced down at the bag of blood, surprised 
again to see it was human blood, then shrugged and 
picked it up. If they were going to feed him, least he 
could do was keep up his strength so he was ready 
to kill them when they showed their faces. 



“Don't drink it. It's drugged.” 

The hoarse whisper came from the cell on his left 
and Spike dropped the bag in disgust, not even 
questioning the information. He should’ve known. 
 
“Wonderful. And who are you, mate?” 
 
“I'm a rat. I'm a lab rat, just like the others. They're 
gonna kill us, you know.” The voice grew a little 
stronger, but the owner was no less frightened 
sounding. 
 
“And how are they gonna do that?” 
 
“They starve you. Then when you're ready to bite 
your own arm, they shoot out one of those packets. 
You drink, and the next thing, you're gone. And 
that's when they do the experiments. 
 
“And ‘they’ are? The government? Nazis? A major 
cosmetics company?” Spike asked absently, his 
thought racing. 
 



“I don’t know. I’ve been lucky, they haven’t come 
for me yet.” 

“Got a brain still, don’t you? What do they look 
like?” he asked sharply. More than anything, he 
needed information. If he could get this vampire to 
pull his head out of his arse, he might be able to 
learn something useful. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander.” 

A hand on his shoulder gave him a gentle shake and 
he startled awake. He was on the sofa on the 
Summers’ front porch and the sun was well above 
the horizon. He must have fallen asleep as he was 
waiting for Mrs. Summers to wake up. The 
neighborhood was beginning to stir and Mrs. 
Summers looked worried as she studied him with 
concerned eyes. She was wearing a bathrobe and 
had a folded newspaper held absently in one hand; 
she must have stepped outside to pick up the paper 
and seen him there. 



“What’s wrong?” she asked, seeing he was awake. 
“Why didn’t you knock?” 

“Didn’t want to wake you up.” He shrugged, 
managing a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, I got 
here at dawn. I didn’t spend the night out here or 
anything.” He got to his feet, taking a moment to 
stretch the kinks out, then asked: “Do you have a 
few minutes? I don’t want to make you late for 
work or anything.” 
 
“It’s Sunday,” she pointed out, her eyebrows going 
up.  

“Oh yeah.” He felt stupid for missing the obvious 
but he was tired. 

“What’s wrong, Xander?” she repeated. 

His eyes dropped from her steady scrutiny. “Can I 
leave Spike’s car here for a few days?” he asked, 
avoiding the issue as if not putting it into words 
would make it go away. Which was stupid, given 
how many times he’d said it over the last two days. 



“Of course.” Mrs. Summers apparently decided not 
to push. “Come inside, I was just fixing breakfast.” 

He followed her inside, grateful she was letting him 
off the hook for the moment, and sat down at the 
kitchen island as she moved from refrigerator to 
cupboard to stove, beating eggs and frying bacon. 
The smells awakened his appetite and he realized 
how long it had been since he’d eaten. As she 
worked, Mrs. Summers talked lightly about the 
show she was working on for the gallery and the 
trip she was taking over Thanksgiving, avoiding any 
serious topics and carefully not asking any 
questions. He was grateful that she was willing to 
wait until he was ready to talk.  

Setting two plates down on the island, Mrs. 
Summers took the chair beside him and Xander ate 
hungrily. Finally, though, the dishes were stacked in 
the sink and he couldn’t put off reality any longer. 
“Spike’s missing,” he told her quietly, turning to 
face her. “He didn’t come home Friday morning and 
I haven’t been able to find him.” 
 
Mrs. Summers put a hand to her chest in shock. 



“Oh, Xander, I’m so sorry. What can I do?” 
 
“I’m not sure what any of us can do,” he said 
helplessly. “A bunch of us searched all the demon 
parts of town all night and didn’t find any sign of 
him. I went out again last night and so did Angel. 
There’s no sign of him and no sign that anything 
happened to him, he’s just… gone.” 

His voice broke on the last word and Mrs. Summers’ 
arms were suddenly around him, holding him close. 
He leaned into her embrace, hugging her back. 
After a long moment, he pushed back, looking up at 
her apologetically. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier 
but I was sure we’d find him and Spike would kill 
both of us if you’d gone out with the search 
parties.” 

“We’ll talk about you coddling me when we find 
Spike,” she said, giving him a level look that told 
him how serious she was. “Now,” she said, “tell me 
why you think he’s still alive.” 

Surprisingly, her brisk tone steadied him. “If he’d 
been killed by another vampire or demon, the news 



would be all over town. Anything strong enough to 
kill him would have to know he’s Master of the 
Hellmouth and they would be bragging about taking 
him down. A young, inexperienced demon that 
didn’t know who he is wouldn’t have been able to 
kill him. Same with a human hunter: if they’re good 
enough to kill Spike, we should have heard about 
them being in town.” 

“That makes sense,” Mrs. Summers said 
thoughtfully. “So, what’s your theory?” 

“Spike’s been trying to track down some rumors 
that have been floating around town about demons 
going missing. He hasn’t had any success but he 
thought there was something to them. It wasn’t just 
talk, an unusual number of demons have 
disappeared without explanation recently. If 
something’s happening to other demons, why not 
vampires? You can’t tell if a vampire’s disappeared 
because…” he faltered to a stop, unable to 
complete the sentence. 

“Because vampires don’t leave a body,” Mrs. 
Summers finished for him quietly. “Do you have any 



idea of what’s behind the disappearances? Has 
Buffy seen anything unusual?” 

“The only thing unusual anyone’s reported is there 
are a bunch of soldiers who’ve been seen around 
town a couple of times. A friend on the army base 
says they aren’t local troops.” 

“Sergeant Morgan?” 

“You know him?” he asked in surprise. 

Mrs. Summers’ smile had more than a touch of 
mischief. “Buffy has gotten a little better about 
telling me some of what goes on with her job as the 
Slayer.” The laugh lines at the corners of her eyes 
deepened as she continued. “Don’t worry, I suspect 
she still leaves a lot out.” 

“Well, then, yeah, Sergeant Morgan says that none 
of their soldiers are patrolling the town and 
definitely not out in force and armed. Buffy said the 
soldiers looked like they were hunting for 
something.” 

“You think the government is behind the 
disappearances?” To Xander’s surprise, Mrs. 



Summers didn’t instantly dismiss the idea. “It’s 
possible, I suppose. Heaven knows the government 
has been involved in a lot of shady and downright 
unethical projects over the years.” She bit her lip 
and looked at Xander, her eyes darkening with 
concern. “But, Xander, you have to know that if the 
government has learned about demons, they have 
the resources to make sure any bodies aren’t 
found.” 

“I know,” he said grimly. He was achingly aware that 
that was the most logical answer, if the government 
was involved: that they were killing demons and 
then disposing of the bodies to keep the general 
public happily ignorant. “But the soldiers Buffy saw 
have been armed with human weapons - guns and 
tazer rifles and stuff that doesn’t kill vampires.” 

It was weak but it was all he had to go on - bullets 
didn’t kill vampires and Buffy hadn’t seen any of the 
soldiers carrying vampire-type weapons: swords or 
axes or crossbows.  

“So, what do we do now?” 



He smiled, grateful for the ‘we’, even if he had no 
intention of letting Mrs. Summers get involved in 
anything crazy. “The only idea I’ve got right now is 
to try and find the soldiers and follow them to their 
base. They have to be stationed somewhere and 
then the question is: are they bringing prisoners 
back with them? If so, that’s where Spike is.” 

Mrs. Summers looked unhappy. “That sounds 
dangerous.” 

“If it was just soldiers on maneuvers, it’s not a 
problem and we can forget about them. If they’re 
based here, something’s up because otherwise the 
local base would know about them.”  

“Wouldn’t Sergeant Morgan know if there was an 
army unit using Sunnydale as their base, even for 
temporary maneuvers?” 

“He should. That means the mystery soldiers are 
the only unusual thing anyone’s seen and the most 
likely cause of the disappearances.” Selfish as it 
was, reminding himself that other demons had also 
disappeared was comforting and gave him hope 
that Spike had also disappeared, not been killed. 



“There’s no chance you’ll let me go with you is 
there?” 

“No. This has to be done at night and I won’t risk 
you getting hurt. That’s the only time the soldiers 
have been seen.” 

“Be careful, Xander. I’ll expect regular calls telling 
me that you’re ok and what’s happening.” 

“Promise.” Xander stood to leave, then hesitated. 
“Thanks, for everything,” he said inadequately, 
giving her an impulsive hug. She’d helped him figure 
out his next step by talking his way through the 
situation and he was no longer floundering and 
spinning his wheels. He had a plan now and could 
hardly wait for nightfall to put it into action.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
'The Initiative'  

 
 

Part Nine 



He hadn’t thought that Angel would be sitting up, 
waiting for him, when he got back to the 
apartment. Actually, he didn’t really know what 
he’d expected - it wasn’t like Angel could stay up in 
the third floor rooms with the minions. Even taking 
one of the second floor rooms reserved for Spike’s 
Lieutenants would be a problem, given how status 
conscious vampires were. While Angel was standing 
in for Spike, he probably really had to stay in the 
apartment, Xander realized, even if it made both of 
them uncomfortable. 

“How did it go?” he asked. Angel wasn’t showing 
any obvious signs of injury, which had to be a good 
sign. He was sitting at the kitchen table and barely 
even turned his head when Xander walked in. 
Brooding, Xander thought uncharitably. Angel 
seemed to feel that the only way he could convince 
people he had a soul was to spend most of his time 
acting depressed. He was the polar opposite of 
Spike, who enjoyed unlife to the hilt, sometimes in 
ways that squicked Xander but at least Spike was 
always fun to be around. Unlike Angel who lurked in 



the shadows and never seemed part of any group, 
Spike inhabited his world in a way Angel never did. 

“Better than I thought,” Angel said. “A couple of the 
minions asked questions and I channeled Spike and 
dusted them. Everyone else decided to accept that 
Spike was being Spike and had wandered off for a 
week.” 

Xander’s jaw dropped. Had Angel just made a joke? 
Not to mention knowing about channeling - a new 
age concept that seemed way too modern for Mr. I-
Don’t-Live-in-the-Human-World. “Angel?” he asked 
suspiciously, one hand going surreptitiously for the 
stake he always carried as he took a cautious step 
backwards. 

Angel saw the doubt in his face and sighed. “It’s me. 
I think some of Cordelia’s LA-speak has rubbed off 
on me.” 

“Cordelia?” Off-hand, Xander couldn’t remember 
Cordy ever talking to Angel. 

“She’s working for me.” 



“Cordelia Chase?” Xander clarified, just to be sure. 
At Angel’s nod, he repeated incredulously: “Cordelia 
Chase is working? For you? In what alternate 
dimension?” 

Angel gave him an exasperated look. “We ran into 
each other while I was on a case and she decided I 
needed an office manager.” He frowned. “Maybe a 
keeper,” he admitted. “Actually, I’m not really sure 
how it happened but yes, she’s working for me.” 

Xander laughed. “That sounds like Cordy. One 
minute, she’s insulting you and the next, you’re 
doing whatever she wants.” 

And did Angel really just mutter something about 
him getting that right? 

“Getting back to the subject,” Angel said pointedly 
and Xander’s smile died. “This is just a stopgap 
measure. It won’t work for long. Now that the Court 
knows that Spike isn’t here, they’re going to be 
watching. They’ll accept a short absence, but not 
anything longer. Vampires just don’t leave their 
territories and expect to return and still be Master.” 



“Spike will be back before then, if we’re lucky,” he 
said, with more confidence than he was actually 
feeling.  

He filled Angel in about the soldiers and his plan to 
follow them and find out if they had some sort of 
base in town. Angel listened silently, his frown 
growing steadily deeper.  

“Clandestine groups don’t generally like being spied 
on,” he said when Xander was through.  

“So, I’ll be careful. If they see me, I’ll just be a dumb 
local kid out late.” 

“You could find yourself a dumb local kid being held 
in a military stockade,” Angel warned. “I’ll go with 
you.” 

Xander shook his head. “No. If they’re hunting 
vampires and I’m seen with one, I really will end up 
in prison. I’m better off on my own. I can wander 
around, clutching a half-empty beer can, and 
pretend to be lost if anyone sees me.” 

“That will just get you killed the old-fashioned way,” 
Angel disagreed. “By vampires.” 



“I’m not helpless, you know,” Xander snapped. 
“Spike’s spent a lot of time training me so I can take 
care of myself.” 

Angel opened his mouth to object again but Xander 
got there first. “Besides, you can do something 
about that. Can you keep the vampires in the Court 
off the streets tonight? Ordinarily, none of them 
would touch me because they know Spike would kill 
them in ways I don’t even want to think about but I 
think it would be better if we didn’t give any of 
them a chance to get any ideas while they think 
Spike’s out of town.” 

Angel looked thoughtful. Or maybe constipated. It 
was sometimes hard to tell with him. “I can call for 
an inspection - a demonstration of their skills. That 
wouldn’t be unreasonable, since I’m not familiar 
with them and don’t know their strengths and 
weaknesses.” 

“Get the Lieutenants to help you organize it and 
make sure everyone’s there for at least the first part 
of the night,” Xander suggested. After a moment, 



he added: “I’ll make sure I’m back here by 2 a.m., 
can you keep them occupied that long?” 

Angel nodded absently, looking like he was already 
working out what hoops he was going to make the 
minions jump through. After a moment’s silence, 
Xander guessed the conversation was over. 

“Thanks, Angel,” he said quietly. “I’m going to get 
some sleep. Are you ok on the couch?”  

“I’ll be fine.” 

It would be politer, he supposed, to offer the guest 
the bed but Spike would go ballistic if Angel slept in 
their bed, even with Xander safely in another room. 
Vampire territoriality trumped Miss Manners every 
time, otherwise furniture tended to get broken. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The moron in the next cell didn’t know much, 
despite having been here for a couple of weeks. He 
was about the least observant git Spike had ever 
had the misfortune to question. As Spike had 



guessed, the place was run by humans. His neighbor 
had seen Spike and some others brought into the 
facility by soldiers. He’d seen two types of clothing 
in the facility: military uniforms and lab coats. 
Sometimes humans came for a prisoner, and after a 
great deal of prodding, Spike was able to get the 
idiot to remember that it would either be a mixed 
party of soldiers and lab coats or, rarely, just a 
couple of lab coats who did the fetching. Some of 
the demons didn’t come back, others came back 
unconscious and stinking of chemicals but the 
vampire had never tried to find out what had 
happened to him. 

Pacing agitatedly up and back in front of the glass 
wall of his cell, Spike made a note to kill the 
complete git as soon as he got the chance. He was 
giving vampires a bad name, cowering in his cell and 
not trying to escape or even learn about his 
surroundings. Not like there was anything else to do 
except study the humans, trapped in their tiny cells 
without even room to get a decent pace going. 
Periodically, humans in white lab coats would walk 
the length of the corridor, occasionally taking notes 



on pads of paper as they paused in front of one cell 
or another. Spike could hear the vampire next to 
him moving to the rear of his cell every time the 
humans walked by and smell the fear that rolled off 
him. If he was human, he’d have been pissing 
himself, Spike thought in disgust.  

His neighbor on the other side was a Klantosh 
demon. They were impressive looking - enormous, 
hairy things with huge curving horns - but they 
weren’t fighters. Unfortunately, he didn’t speak the 
language, so he couldn’t learn anything useful from 
it. 

He eyed the packet of blood he’d kicked to the 
corner, wondering if he should empty it and 
pretend to be drugged. It was a ploy that he’d 
prefer to save until there were no other options. 
The idea of lying sprawled on the floor of the enemy 
camp, faking helplessness, didn’t exactly appeal, 
especially when he knew so little about what went 
on here. He’d save that for a last resort. 

And he was nowhere near that level of desperation 
yet. 



When the soldiers came for him, Spike was on his 
feet at the back of the cell, waiting for them. He’d 
removed his coat and set it down on the floor while 
he paced the confines of his cell restlessly, waiting 
his chance through the long hours. The bright, 
never-changing white light was throwing off his 
sense of time and he wasn’t sure how long he’d 
been here or even if it was day or night - a serious 
handicap to any escape attempt but one he’d just 
have to deal with when the time came. 

Booted feet strode down the hallway, the steps 
echoing loudly down the hall. Not the quiet steps of 
the slow moving lab coats, these were likely the 
soldiers. Spike could hear both of his neighbors 
moving towards the back wall, the vampire 
whimpering in fear as he retreated to the false 
safety of the rear of his cell confirming his estimate. 
He wasn’t suicidal enough to call attention to 
himself deliberately, but he scooped up his coat in 
one hand and waited tensely to see if the 
approaching steps were going to walk past. Either 
way, they were his first chance to see the enemy 



face to face. The lab coats were minions, these 
were the real danger. 

Two soldiers stopped outside the glass wall of his 
cell and he glared at them, letting his features slide 
into his true face. They stared unemotionally back 
at him, both holding guns at the ready.  

“An armed escort. I’m flattered. Is this the point 
where I’m supposed to say ‘take me to your 
leader’?” Spike asked flippantly. “I only ask because 
I never watch those kind of movies except under 
duress, so I may have got the timing wrong.” 

The soldiers exchanged glances, the taller one 
looking surprised. The short, stocky one just shook 
his head and ordered quietly: “Open it.” 

The taller one nodded and stepped towards the 
lock. Spike got ready, his eyes watching carefully as 
the soldier took a card that was hooked to his 
uniform shirt and swiped it through the electronic 
lock on one side of the cell. The soldier immediately 
jumped back to where his partner waited and Spike 
continued chattily: “Of course, I could just stick to 



‘piss off, wankers’. Nice saying that one, gets the 
job done every time.” 

As he spoke, the lock beeped and the door began to 
slide open, moving at a smooth, steady pace that 
was faster than Spike would have preferred. He 
moved quickly, darting the two steps to the side 
wall, drawing the soldiers’ eyes and guns in that 
direction, so they remained pointed at him through 
the glass, trying to make it look like he was 
desperately trying to shelter behind the thick glass 
panes. 

He’d no sooner reached the side wall then he 
reversed direction with a speed no human could 
manage, launching himself at the now fully open 
door. His left hand, still clutching his duster, came 
up and he threw the coat ahead of him through the 
opening. As he’d hoped, the leather opened up, 
giving him at least the illusion of shelter for one 
second as he dove through the doorway.  

He swept his arms out, hoping to take both of the 
soldiers down, but only managed to hit one of 
them. Unfortunately, the taller one had realized 



what was happening and jumped back as Spike 
moved. Spike crashed to the floor in a tangle of 
black leather and flailing limbs, hearing the whoosh 
of air that said a human had just had the wind 
knocked out of them. He was grabbing for the 
soldier’s gun when lightning hit him from behind. 

As before, his whole body seized up, muscles 
twitching uncontrollably, unable even to keep his 
grip on the gun as he slumped unconscious to the 
tiles. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Buffy was waiting for him two blocks from the 
factory. She was perched on a crumbling concrete 
wall, looking like she’d been there for a while when 
Xander left the apartment a half hour before 
sunset. 

“Thought you’d be leaving about now,” she said, 
jumping down and dusting herself off. 



“What are you doing here?” Buffy had long ago 
accepted that it wouldn’t be a good idea for the 
Slayer to hang out at the apartment or even to stop 
by. A Slayer visiting would just not go over well with 
the Court. Now, Xander quickly urged her away, not 
waiting for an answer to his question. Buffy went 
willingly enough, and Xander relaxed when they had 
moved a couple blocks farther, into a more 
populated section of the warehouse district where 
she didn’t stand out quite so obviously. 

“Mom called,” Buffy said. “She told me what you 
were up to. And can I just say: this is not a good 
plan.”  

“You got a better one? ‘Cause this is all I got right 
now.” Xander couldn’t stop the desperation from 
showing in his voice as he stared her down. 

“No,” Buffy admitted, after a long tense silence. 
“Ok, let’s try and scare up some soldiers.” 

She turned and headed out in the ground-covering 
stride she only used when out on patrol. Xander 
took a moment, breathing deeply and getting 



himself under control before he moved to follow 
her. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Dragging himself up the stairs to the apartment, 
disappointment and fatigue dogged his steps until 
the climb felt like an impossible obstacle. He was 
almost unbearably tempted to just sit down half 
way and give in to it and was grateful for the 
knowledge that Angel was in the apartment. He’d 
done a lot of things in his life that he was 
embarrassed about but he was damned if he was 
going to break down in front of Angel. And yeah, he 
was an ungrateful asshole because Angel was trying 
to help and it was probably way past time that 
Xander got over his Angel issues but he didn’t like 
the guy and never had and he was way too tired to 
deal with this now.  

Rubbing a hand over his face, Xander thought 
wearily that he would have to call in sick to work 
tomorrow. He could hardly believe it was only 



Sunday - Monday morning now. It felt like weeks 
since he’d woken to find Spike gone but it had only 
been Friday morning. He hadn’t slept well since 
then and his brain felt like it was functioning at half 
speed just when he needed to be able to think 
clearly.  

Buffy and he had swept the usual hot spots and 
come up empty. Buffy had staked a couple of 
fledges more or less in passing but there had been 
no sign of the soldiers they were looking for. He 
needed to figure out a way to flush them out so he 
could follow them.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Angel left almost as soon as Xander arrived, saying 
he would do a sweep of the town, looking for both 
Spike and the soldiers. Xander just thanked him, 
heading for the bathroom and a hot shower.  

Something was nagging at him. He couldn’t put his 
finger on it but it felt like he was missing something. 
He let his mind drift under the warm spray as he 



soaped himself up, hoping whatever it was would 
make itself known. 

The water felt good and Xander found himself 
almost nodding off in the shower. He shook himself 
awake and finished shampooing his long hair, 
scrubbing vigorously at his scalp to keep himself 
alert. Stepping out of the shower, he toweled 
himself off and suddenly froze, hair dripping around 
his shoulders, staring at the mist-covered mirror. 

“Oz.” 

He swore sharply and automatically wrapped the 
towel around his waist, leaning against the counter 
as he thought furiously. The only night the soldiers 
had been out in force had been the night after the 
attack on one of Buffy’s professors, the attack that 
Buffy thought had been a werewolf. Not Oz, of 
course, but another werewolf, the one they hadn’t 
found even though werewolves weren’t exactly 
inconspicuous. Buffy had seen soldiers on campus 
Halloween night - or thought she had, although she 
admitted it could have just been costumes, and 
maybe one other time.  



If the soldiers were protecting the campus… No, 
that didn’t seem right. Spike had been patrolling the 
campus regularly this year and said there wasn’t 
much demon activity in the area. But if the soldiers 
responded in force to an attack on one of the 
professors, maybe he could stage a show that 
would draw them out. 

Turning the idea over in his mind, he stepped out of 
the bathroom and padded towards the bedroom. 
He didn’t want to put any of his demon friends in 
danger but maybe someone could do a “wild dog” 
type attack with a running, screaming victim then 
wait and see if soldiers responded. It was something 
at least and a better shot than just waiting to get 
lucky and stumble over them, especially if the 
soldiers weren’t patrolling or whatever it was they 
were doing every night.  

There was a knock at the back door, the one no one 
but Spike ever used, and Xander swung around, 
heart pounding as he stood frozen, not sure what to 
do. The door had been bolted as a precaution ever 
since Spike disappeared and it was the wild hope 
that it might be Spike that finally got him moving. 



“Who is it?” he asked cautiously through the door. 

“It’s Jose, Xander. I apologize for disturbing you. 
May I speak with you?” 

Xander hesitated for a long moment but, bottom 
line, he trusted Jose.  

“Yeah, give me a second.” 

He ran into the bedroom and yanked a pair of pants 
on. He hesitated, then shrugged into a shirt and 
tucked a stake into his pocket. Spike would kill him 
if he didn’t take at least minimal precautions. 
Returning to the back door, he struggled with the 
bolt until it slid back, opening the door to see the 
familiar figure of Spike’s senior lieutenant waiting 
on the other side. 

“Come in.” 

Jose dipped his head in the half bow with which he 
always greeted Xander, no matter how many times 
Xander had told him it wasn’t necessary, and 
stepped into the apartment. As always, he was in 
human guise and, despite his surface calm, Xander 
could see the tension in his frame. Jose came 



directly to the point, seeming a bit uneasy about 
being in the apartment, even though he’d never 
seemed nervous before on the rare occasions when 
Spike had permitted him to come inside. Jose was 
the only one of Spike’s lieutenants who had ever 
been allowed inside the apartment. 

“Xander, allow me to be blunt. I’m aware that 
Master Spike is missing and that you are covering 
his absence.” He smiled reassuringly as Xander went 
still and pale, continuing on with his usual calm 
deliberateness. “I can’t be positive but I don’t 
believe any of the other vampires in the Court are 
sure that Master Spike is not, as Master Angelus 
says, temporarily absent for his own reasons. 
However, they are suspicious and the deception 
cannot last for long.” 

“Do you know what’s happened to Spike?” Xander 
asked, his voice hard. 

Jose shook his head with genuine regret. “I’m sorry, 
I know only what I have just told you. I have been 
aware that you are searching for him, although you 
have done well in concealing your efforts.” 



“What do you want?” 

“You misunderstand. I have given my allegiance to 
Master Spike. That duty includes protecting his 
Claimed. I am concerned for your safety if the Court 
decides that Master Spike is no longer around to 
protect you.”  

The tension fled at the genuine concern in Jose’s 
eyes and Xander mustered a bleak smile. “I figure I 
have at least two more days. Angel will keep them 
busy until then.” 

Jose nodded. “I concur. However, it would be wise 
to be gone from here before suspicion becomes 
certainty. I will protect you to the best of my 
abilities, but I am far from being the most able 
fighter in the Court.” 

“I hope Spike will be back before it comes to that.” 

“You and me both, Xander. Can I help in any way, 
other than assisting Master Angelus to keep the 
Court under control?” 

Xander hesitated but only briefly. “Did you know 
that Spike was investigating reports that demons 



were disappearing in town?” Jose nodded. “I’m 
working on a theory that the soldiers that have 
been seen around town are responsible. I’ve been 
trying to track them but so far haven’t had any luck. 
Have you heard anything?” 

“Nothing of any use, I’m afraid. Master Spike was 
tracking down the rumors himself. To my 
knowledge, he hadn’t learned anything useful.” 

Which fit with what Xander knew but wasn’t exactly 
helpful. “Thanks, Jose. If you could keep an eye out 
for Spike, I’d appreciate it. Let me or Angel know if 
you find anything.” 

“There is one more thing,” Jose said slowly, almost 
as if he weren’t sure whether he should be saying 
anything. “Are you aware of what Master Angelus is 
doing?” 

“What do you mean?”  

“Forgive me, but it is apparent to me that Master 
Angelus is attempting to determine who would be 
the best vampire to inherit the Court.” 



“What?!” Xander felt a wave of anger. How dare 
he? Spike was his Childe. Angel could give him the 
benefit of the doubt for more than a few hours. 

“It it the logical step if Master Angelus doesn’t wish 
to take over the Court himself,” Jose pointed out 
reluctantly. 

“Only if Spike’s dead and he’s not,” Xander said 
stubbornly. 

“Master Angelus is asking many questions of the 
minions and the Lieutenants. He is watching 
sparring sessions closely, all under the guise of 
evaluating the Court he is temporarily in charge of. 
The presence of Master Angelus is unusual enough 
that the Court is uncertain of his motives. Keeping 
them off balance and seeking to impress him is 
helping to prevent them from speculating too much 
about Master Spike’s absence.” Jose shrugged 
apologetically. “Again, the situation will come to a 
head sooner rather than later.” 

There wasn’t anything he could do about it and, if 
Spike didn’t return, Angel was doing the best he 
could to prevent a war over the territory. Xander 



looked away from Jose’s sympathetic eyes. “Thanks 
for telling me,” he said quietly. “Angel’s right. We 
have to keep things under control at the Court. If…” 
he faltered, his throat closing on the words. He 
couldn’t say it, couldn’t give his fears substance by 
putting them into words. He cleared his throat and 
continued: “If Spike’s gone too long, we’ll figure out 
what to do about the Court then.” 

Jose left as quietly as he had come and Xander 
leaned against the again bolted door leading to the 
factory. The longer Spike was gone, the more things 
were spiraling out of control. “Damn you, Spike. 
Where the hell are you?” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
This was getting old. Coming to once on the cold 
tiles of the white prison cell had been more than 
enough. He really didn’t need to experience it again. 
He’d told Xander once that vampire bodies weren’t 
very conductive but apparently if you shot them 
with enough electricity, it worked just fine. The 



guns the soldiers were using were going to be a 
problem. With bullets, he could ignore the pain and 
keep going, but the tasers left him with no muscle 
control in the few moments before consciousness 
fled.  

He rolled over, more slowly than he’d intended and 
only just managed to suppress a groan as he 
became aware of aches that shouldn’t be there. 
Vampires didn’t get the aches and pains that 
humans got from sleeping on hard surfaces or 
working too hard. Strained muscles and joints 
healed instantly, if vampires got them at all. Spike 
wasn’t sure which and didn’t much care. But now, 
his muscles were trembling and spasming in a way 
he hadn’t experienced since he was human and he 
ached all over like Xander had complained about 
when he’d gotten the flu that one time. 

Staggering clumsily to his feet, Spike leaned against 
the wall and waited for the tremors to die down, 
not trusting his legs to hold him up without the 
wall’s help. He didn’t remember anything since the 
soldiers had taken him out of his cell. He was still 
wearing his clothes, which were undamaged and he 



could find no sign of injury on himself that could 
cause this weakness. He moved his arms and legs 
cautiously, testing them for injuries but there was 
just this over-all weakness and twinges of pain from 
over-stressed muscles.  

His strength gradually returned and slight tremor 
that shook his limbs faded, much to his relief. Spike 
found himself fishing around in his pockets, looking 
for his smokes. He could really use a steadying drag 
of warm, nicotine-laden smoke in his body right 
now. He cursed when he realized the pack had been 
in his coat and his coat was gone, tossed out into 
the hall in his useless escape attempt. 

Fucking hell. They’d stolen his duster. Bastards were 
going to pay for that.  

 

Part Ten 

There was a pattern to the movements in this high 
tech prison. The lab coats and soldiers seemed to 
work different shifts, presumably night versus day. 
The lab coats sometimes moved up and down the 



aisle of cells observing and taking notes. Once, 
Spike watched as they took an unconscious demon 
out of its cell on a gurney. The demon was the 
Drak’taash cub he’d heard whimpering down the 
hall since he’d arrived. Spike felt a flash of sympathy 
for the kid as it was wheeled past his cell but mostly 
relief that the near-constant crying would stop 
grating at his nerves for awhile. 

They didn’t bring the cub back, which made him 
wonder what exactly they did to the demons they 
took. He had no memories of the time he’d been 
gone from his cell. The vampire in the next cell said 
Spike had been gone for “awhile” - helpful that - 
which didn’t tell him anything. The only clue he’d 
been able to find about his absence had been a 
small shaved spot on the back of his head. If he 
hadn’t been specifically checking himself for injury, 
he never would have found it. He’d searched 
carefully all around the spot but found nothing else 
in the way of an injury, healed or otherwise, in the 
area. Which made absolutely no sense. If they’d 
done something to him, why make sure he healed 
up afterwards? Unless they’d inflicted only a very 



minor injury, they must have given him enough 
blood to remove all trace of it. It made him uneasy 
when he realized that he’d no longer felt hungry 
when he’d woken up again in the cell, indicating 
they must have given him blood during the time he 
was out. 

Unlike the lab coats, who handled only unconscious 
demons, the soldiers only entered the cell block 
armed with the taser rifles that had twice defeated 
him. Since he’d been here, he’d seen the soldiers 
bring in only one new prisoner, a Reet’tahk demon, 
dragging it unceremoniously down the tiled floor 
past his cell and dumping the unconscious body into 
a cell a few doors down from his own.  

He couldn’t figure out what they were up to. There 
seemed to be no common thread behind their 
selection of prisoners. Reet’tahks were reptilian, 
capable of short bursts of astounding speed and 
had poison claws that made them dangerous in a 
fight, but they had no stamina in a long fight and 
were easy enough to defeat if you avoided the 
lethal claws and kept them moving long enough to 
wear them down. They were barely intelligent, 



Spike didn’t even think they were capable of 
speech.  

Not that the people here seemed intent on 
interrogations - not a lot of conversation was 
happening when everyone who was taken out of 
their cells was unconscious. Spike had tried to get 
information from his fellow prisoners, yelling down 
the hallway, asking who was in here and what they 
knew. He’d only gotten a couple of answers before 
the area was flooded with soldiers. He’d timed his 
questions to the movement of the cameras in the 
hall, speaking when the cameras swung away from 
his cell but apparently the two demons who’d 
answered hadn’t had that much sense. Watching 
from his cell, he’d seen the soldiers enter two cells 
down the hallway. There were bursts of light from 
the taser rifles and the soldiers stepped back into 
the hall, looking satisfied.  

All that had gotten him was the information that 
there was a werewolf and a Laorg in here. Anyone 
else was either too cowed to answer or hadn’t 
understood him. Either way, it got him no further in 
understanding the reasoning behind the selection 



of prisoners. Was it just random, picking up 
anything they stumbled across? Laorgs were known 
only for their stupidity and werewolves were more 
human than demon. 

Spike wasn’t sure how long he’d been prisoner but 
he was close to losing it entirely and attacking the 
walls of his cell in mindless frustration and he 
couldn’t afford that. The first pangs of hunger were 
beginning to make themselves known, which meant 
it had been the better part of a day since he’d 
woken up in the cell for the second time. Having 
come up with nothing better, he’d have to use the 
drugged blood and see what happened. Anything 
was better than just waiting for them to come for 
him again. He had a growing certainty that this 
place meant final death unless he could find a way 
out of here. 

He was worried about Xander, so much so that he 
could hardly stop thinking about him. He worried 
about Xander living in the apartment without Spike 
there to protect him from the Court. Worried about 
what Xander would do with Spike missing. Pacing 
the small cell, unable to rest, Spike was driven by 



the certainty that Xander was in almost as much 
danger as Spike. Xander’s reckless bravery got him 
into all sorts of trouble when Spike was there to 
rein him in; no telling what Xander was getting up 
to without Spike there to keep an eye on him. 
Xander would be looking for him. Spike knew that 
as well as he knew his own name. Xander wouldn’t 
give up and that worried Spike as well. This bunch 
didn’t seem too fussy about who they kept in here - 
werewolves were barely demons, could hardly tell 
them from humans except at a full moon. It would 
be just like Xander if he found this place to simply 
bang on the front door and demand to see Spike. A 
human bearing a Claim mark and searching for a 
vampire might be enough for this lot, enough to get 
Xander locked up in here as well. He had to find a 
way out before Xander got himself killed trying to 
rescue Spike. 

He didn’t have anything like a solid plan, just a few 
ideas based on all too limited information. He’d just 
have to seize whatever chance came his way. The 
best shot at escape was during what he thought of 
as the day shift, past the unarmed lab coats instead 



of the soldiers. He’d just have to deal with the sun 
when he got outside. 

Impatient now to put his sketchy plan into action, 
Spike forced himself to stop pacing and sat down 
against the wall, waiting for the people in charge to 
drop blood to him.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He couldn’t do it. He’d turned it over in his mind, 
worked out a plan, had his hand on the phone to 
dial, then found himself hanging up before pressing 
the numbers.  

Xander let the phone drop onto the mattress and 
bowed his head, burying his hands in his hair, 
gripping hard enough to hurt to stop his hands from 
shaking. He couldn’t do it. Not even for Spike.  

He’d even thought of who he could ask to help him. 
A couple of the demons he’d met at the Z’bat’rryth 
birthday party he’d been invited to back in January 
had been part Brachen. Allen had gotten really, 



really drunk and at one point started laughing so 
hard that, if he were human, he probably would 
have had peed his pants. Instead, spikes had 
suddenly popped out all over his face. He’d been 
really embarrassed but his brother had just howled 
with laughter and let his own spikes come out. They 
were good guys and Xander had talked to them a 
few times since then. He thought he could persuade 
them to do the spikey-thing and scare a professor 
or two at the campus.  

Unfortunately, he’d come to his senses in time. In 
their demon-guise, the brothers didn’t look like 
anything that could be passed off as something 
normal. Allen and Doug had been among the 
demons who’d spent all night searching for Spike. 
He couldn’t ask them to put their lives at risk, bring 
their secrets out into the open, expose themselves 
to a hostile world on the off-chance that it might 
flush out the soldiers he was hunting for.  

The problem was, it was the only plan he had. 
Giving it up put him back at square one with 
nothing. Would Spike understand why Xander 
couldn’t do it, or would he think that Xander was 



wimping out on him? He’d always wondered about 
those movies where twenty people die trying to 
rescue one person. For the first time, he 
understood the impulse behind the rescue missions 
when logic and numbers said it was a stupid thing 
to do. A wry smile twisted his lips as he 
remembered discussing the issue with Spike while 
watching ‘Saving Private Ryan’ one night. Spike had 
taken the position that you should only get involved 
in that kind of rescue mission if you liked a good 
fight and were doing it for the fun of it. The rescue 
mission was just an excuse, to his way of thinking. 
Maybe Spike would understand after all. 

Sighing, Xander stood up and headed for the 
bathroom. Maybe a shower and some desperately 
needed sleep would get his brain working again. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
After what seemed like hours, the small hatch in the 
ceiling finally opened, dropping a bag of blood to 
the floor. Spike stared at it for a long moment 



before reaching down to pick it up. Aware of the 
security cameras in the hall, he bit into the bag and 
pretended to drain it. Keeping his back to the 
cameras, he squeezed the blood out onto the red 
silk shirt he’d taken off hours earlier and tossed 
onto the floor, then kicked the fabric into a ball to 
conceal the dark stain. His neighbor had been right: 
the blood smelled off, more than just the reek of 
preservatives and chemicals that all bagged blood 
carried. He tossed the now-empty packet away 
from him and leaned against the wall, before letting 
himself gradually slump to the floor as if 
unconscious. 

He was just beginning to think that they drugged 
the food on general principles when at long last he 
heard footsteps approaching down the hallway. 
Remaining still and limp, Spike waited, hoping they 
were indeed coming to his cell. The footsteps were 
quieter than the boots the military wore, two sets. 
The lab coats always seemed to travel in pairs. 

Thankfully, they stopped outside his cell and he 
heard the beep of the lock opening and the sound 
of the door sliding open. He stayed down, letting 



the two men pick him up and heave his limp body 
onto a padded surface. One of the men leaned over 
him and he felt a strap pulled into place across his 
chest. Time to move. 

Spike erupted into motion the instant he felt the lab 
coat’s hands fumbling to fasten the strap down 
across his chest. He tore the strap away with 
contemptuous ease, ripping it free from the gurney 
and reaching up in the same instant with his other 
hand, grabbing the man by the throat, shutting off 
his air with an iron grip, preventing him from 
shouting for help, buying himself an extra second 
before the second lab coat could react.  

Pain tore through his body and he screamed 
involuntarily, unable to stop himself. The pain was 
everywhere, battering at him, and his body arched 
in agony as he struggled to keep moving. His 
muscles seized up and that meant his grip on the 
man’s throat tightened rather than released. 
Gritting his teeth, Spike concentrated on the victim 
in his grasp. Whatever the other lab coat had done 
to him, he still had this one under control. The 
man’s face was turning a lovely shade of puce and 



his hands scrabbled frantically at Spike’s hand, 
trying to get air. 

The pain kept surging through him, waves of agony 
that threatened to drown him and Spike snarled his 
defiance, grabbing the man with both hands and 
throwing him away as hard as he could. The man 
slammed against the wall with satisfying force, 
sliding limply down, leaving a red stain on the wall 
and Spike rolled the rest of the way off the gurney 
and collapsed on the floor, shaking from the 
aftereffects as the pain ebbed with surprising 
suddenness.  

He used the gurney to haul himself to his feet, 
facing the other lab coat, who had backed up until 
he hit the far wall, and was now standing frozen in 
place, staring with wide terror-filled eyes at Spike. 
Not giving himself time to think, Spike leapt for the 
man. He couldn’t see the weapon the man had to 
be carrying but he had no other choice. The hallway 
was monitored, the alarm would sound at any 
second and this might be his only shot at escape.  



He crashed into the man, tackling him to the floor 
as pain flooded his system again. Spike roared in 
agony and rolled free, clutching his head. He’d 
never experienced anything like this level of pain 
and it was everywhere, enveloping him until he 
couldn‘t think, couldn’t move, could only pray for it 
to end.  

The pain stopped and Spike nerved himself, furious 
that he was flinching at the thought of facing the 
agony again, cursing, at himself as well as the lab 
coat who was doing this to him, Spike lurched to his 
feet and kicked the man in the head as hard as he 
could. 

The pain battered him again but his foot met the 
mark, snapping the man’s head back and dropping 
him limp and unconscious to the floor. Spike 
grabbed his own head in both hands, trying 
desperately to contain the agony as he dropped to 
his knees, unable to stand under the waves of pain. 
It stopped again as suddenly as if switched off and 
Spike let go gingerly. Avoiding touching the body at 
his feet - he still had no idea what the man had used 



on him - Spike ignored his still-trembling muscles 
and sprinted for the other body. 

All up and down the hall, he could hear the other 
demons: shouting, cheering, begging for release. 
Fuck ‘em, he thought viciously. Let ‘em find their 
own way out. Even as he thought it, he was yanking 
the card off the lab coat’s body. He needed a 
diversion. 

Belatedly, an alarm sounded and a red light began 
pulsing in the hallway. He could hear booted feet at 
a distance running towards the area and, closer, the 
vampire in the cell next to him demanding to be 
released, claiming to know the way out of the 
building. Spike doubted it, unobservant git hadn’t 
known anything when Spike questioned him.  

He took a handful of precious seconds to open the 
five nearest cells. Four of the demons ran for it, 
scattering both ways down the hallway. The fifth 
stayed huddled on the floor and didn’t move even 
when Spike snarled at it. He didn’t waste time trying 
to force the useless thing to move, just turned and 
sprinted down the hall in the opposite direction 



from the way the lab coats took their victims. His 
best guess was that that direction went deeper 
inside the facility.  

Whatever the bastard had used on him hadn’t 
injured him and he ran flat out, hearing shouts and 
the sound of guns firing behind him. Ahead, he saw 
that metal doors were sliding closed over the exits 
and somewhere he found an extra burst of speed, 
launching himself into a dive and sliding under the 
door, making it with no time to spare, barely 
yanking his feet clear before the metal slammed 
closed behind him.  

He rolled to his feet, and swore viciously. The 
corridor ahead of them was blocked by a heavy 
metal security doors, trapping him and two others: 
his neighbor and the Bratosh demon from the next 
cell down. They were both hammering uselessly at 
the metal door, the Bratosh using its considerable 
strength to dent the metal but the door was holding 
firm.  

It was a wonder he heard the ping of the elevator 
over the racket they were making. Spike grabbed 



the vampire unceremoniously by the back of his 
coat and flung him at the elevator doors just as they 
opened. The soldiers inside were braced and ready 
at the door and not expecting a vampire-shaped 
projectile. All three went tumbling to the floor and 
Spike and the Bratosh followed them inside. His 
neighbor was actually making himself useful for 
once, burying his fangs in the neck of one screaming 
victim and keeping him occupied as he fed with the 
hunger of incipient starvation. The Bratosh handled 
the other soldier, kicking him in the head and taking 
him out of the picture as Spike stooped and 
snatched up both guns. 

He tossed one of them to the Bratosh and grinned. 
“Let’s get the hell out of here, shall we?”  

The Bratosh hooted its agreement. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander was beginning to wish he hadn’t called in 
sick for work again. He wasn’t accomplishing 
anything, pacing around the apartment and thinking 



up increasingly wild schemes about what to do 
next. He hadn’t been able to sleep and had gotten 
up after an hour, sitting staring out the window at 
the sunlight that had begun to seem like an enemy, 
keeping him trapped in the apartment and 
impatiently waiting for night when he could be out 
searching for Spike.  

He couldn’t even watch tv to help pass the time. 
Not with Angel sleeping on the couch in the living 
room. Which thought made Xander scowl. 

Angel wasn’t helping. Ok, actually he was doing his 
best but that didn’t mean that Xander didn’t resent 
him being here. Which was completely unfair and 
he knew it. He was maintaining just enough control 
to not snap at Angel every time he did something 
differently than Spike - which was pretty much 
everything. It was like the time his aunt and uncle 
had come for a visit that had lasted for almost a 
month and his parents had made him move to the 
sleeper couch in the basement and given them 
Xander’s room. Only he wasn’t ten now and he’d 
invited Angel into the apartment for a reason and 
he really needed to get over it. In his more mature 



moments, he recognized that Angel was just as 
uncomfortable as he was. 

It was just that Angel was making it clear, without 
saying a word, that he thought Spike was dead. 
Xander hated the sadness in his eyes, and the 
pitying looks he couldn’t quite conceal, and his 
really lame efforts at encouragement. Most of all, 
he hated Angel’s attempts to subtly discuss 
Xander’s future plans “just in case”.  

He didn’t want to think of a future without Spike. 
He wanted Spike to come back. He wasn’t ready to 
deal with anything else. It’s was just that ‘missing, 
not dead’ was beginning to sound thin, even to his 
own ears. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
As tempting as it was, Spike didn’t dare take the 
elevator. A secure facility like this, no telling what 
kind of failsafes they had on the elevators and he 
didn’t fancy being trapped inside the thing. Instead, 
he'd taken off down the one remaining hallway 



before the last of the security doors came down, 
the Bratosh demon on his heels as he ran. Security 
doors were still coming down and Spike sprinted 
down the hall, not interested or caring if the 
Bratosh was keeping up. He was a diversion and 
would be more use falling behind or, better yet, 
going his own way. 

He held on to the gun as he ran. Ordinarily, he had 
very little use for the things. They took all the fun 
out of killing - made death distant and impersonal 
and boring. But he was willing to make an exception 
under the circumstances. He’d learned the hard 
way that the soldiers’ taser rifles were effective 
from a good distance and he’d just as soon keep the 
soldiers as far away as possible until he had them 
on his own turf.  

Diving under one more closing security door, Spike 
rolled clear and back to his feet in one fluid motion. 
The place was a labyrinth of twisting hallways and 
he was choosing his turns mostly at random, 
although he was trying to keep heading further 
away from the direction he thought of as the center 
of the complex. Behind him, he heard the Bratosh 



howling in frustration as it slammed into the metal 
door. Furious pounding noises and the clanging of 
metal under assault echoed loudly as he raced 
down yet another hallway, this one fortunately 
deserted. Turning a corner, the sounds faded 
behind him and he prayed he was getting to the 
outer edge of the building. 

If only he could find a bloody exit sign, he thought 
desperately. He could feel the hunters after him, 
even if it was more imagination than reality at the 
moment.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“We need to talk, Xander.” 

“No, Angel, we’re good.” Xander so did not want to 
talk. Angel had gotten up not long after noon, early 
enough to catch Xander still in the apartment. He’d 
been leaving in early afternoon each day, trying to 
minimize the number of hours he spent with his 
reluctant house guest.  



In the few days he’d been here, Angel had already 
established a pattern: spending the early evenings 
at the Court and, true to his word, doing a sweep of 
the town looking for Spike before returning to the 
apartment shortly before dawn. Xander and he 
would meet back at the apartment just before 
dawn and report their failures.  

Despite Angel’s disapproval, Xander continued to 
stay awake all night, searching the town, returning 
to the most likely spots over and over, hoping 
desperately that Spike would be there this time. He 
was aware that Buffy and Angel and even Jose were 
shadowing him - Buffy openly, Angel and Jose more 
surreptitiously and he was grateful for their 
concern, even if he knew they weren’t looking for 
Spike so much as safeguarding Spike’s boyfriend 
who was so clearly losing it and refusing to accept 
reality. 

Spike had been missing for five days now and it was 
becoming harder and harder to cling to the hope 
that he was just missing. 

“You can’t keep avoiding the subject.” 



“Trust me, Angel. When it’s something I don’t want 
to talk about, I can give whole new meaning to the 
word.” 

He could tell that Angel wasn’t going to let him get 
away with it this time. The vampire was standing 
with his arms crossed, planted immovably in front 
of the door and Xander suspected he wasn’t going 
to move until he’d had his say. He’d probably 
learned that trick from Cordelia.  

“You can’t stay here any longer,” Angel told him 
flatly. “It’s not safe.” 

“You said that three days ago and it’s been fine.” 

“That was three days ago. The Court isn’t buying 
Spike’s absence anymore. Like it or not, Xander, a 
new Master has to take over.” 

Xander shook his head stubbornly. “Just because 
you’re giving up, doesn’t mean I’m ready to. It’s 
only been five days, you can keep a lid on things a 
little longer.” 

“Nearly six,” Angel corrected. “You have no 
evidence that these mysterious soldiers have 



anything to do with his disappearance. You have 
nothing but blind optimism telling you that Spike is 
still alive.” 

“And you think your example of abandoning him 
when he needs you is something I’m gonna follow? 
Go to hell!” 

Xander threw a punch with all the pent-up 
frustration of the past days behind it. Angel blocked 
it effortlessly, knocking Xander’s fist aside. As Spike 
had taught him, Xander moved with the blow, 
spinning around and bringing his elbow up to slam 
into Angel’s ribs. He smirked in satisfaction as Angel 
grunted at the force of the blow. He kept turning, 
spinning around Angel, trying to get beyond his 
reach, knowing the vampire was far stronger than 
him. 

Angel’s long arms swept out, ignoring the punch 
Xander aimed at him, and wrapped him in a bear 
hug. “Xander! Knock it off, I’m on your side,” he 
roared in Xander’s ear. 

For one second, Xander struggled furiously in the 
inhumanly strong grip, then something seemed to 



snap inside him and his anger fled. For a long 
moment, they both stood where they were, 
Xander’s harsh breathing the only sound. Then 
Angel released him and stepped back. 

“Are you done?” he asked harshly. 

Xander nodded, feeling stupid. This wasn’t Angel’s 
fault and taking out his anger on Angel wasn’t 
helping anything. He closed his eyes and let out a 
long, shaky breath. “Two more days,” he said 
quietly. “You can cover a week’s absence.” 

Angel frowned but reluctantly nodded. “If we don’t 
find him by tomorrow night, you pack your stuff and 
get out the next morning. Agreed?”  

“Yes.” His heart ached as he gave his word, feeling 
like one more person who’d let Spike down. Moving 
out of their home felt like giving up, like he was 
accepting that Spike was dead. He turned and 
walked slowly towards the door, relieved when 
Angel just let him go. 

“He’s my Childe.” 



Halfway out the door, indifferent to the danger to 
Angel as he opened the door and the sun streamed 
in, Xander paused as he heard the low, painful 
words. He didn’t know if Angel was looking for 
forgiveness, understanding, maybe compassion. 
Whatever he was hoping for, Xander didn’t have it 
to give. He closed the door behind him without 
looking back. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Finding the exit had almost been anti-climactic. As 
he followed the twisting pathways inside the 
building, Spike had found a ladder of metal rungs 
bolted to the wall. It had the look of an emergency 
exit and he had no choice. His luck had held in 
finding this deserted section of the complex - Spike 
had wondered fleetingly if the empty cells and the 
empty offices he was sprinting past meant the 
facility was only about half-operational - but he 
couldn’t expect it to last much longer. 



Slinging the gun over his shoulder, he jumped up 
and began climbing rapidly. The ladder ran two 
stories up and ended in a metal hatch, not much 
bigger than a manhole cover. With no choice, Spike 
released the latch and opened it cautiously a bare 
inch. 

As he’d feared, it was daytime. The deadly sun 
shone down brightly with not so much a whisper of 
a vampire-friendly cloud in the sky. Mid-afternoon, 
he judged, and he didn’t have several hours to sit 
and wait for sunset. He probably didn’t have 
minutes before the pursuit caught up to him. The 
hatch was set in the grass in a grassy clearing and 
there were a lot of people around. Surveying the 
scene for another second, Spike realized he was in 
the middle of the Sunnydale U campus. Students 
were strolling past, carrying backpacks and books, 
and he recognized the field as one of the green 
spaces between the main buildings. Fortunately, 
the campus was generous with trees because 
staying put was not an option. 

Nerving himself, and cursing the loss of his duster, 
Spike threw back the lid and swarmed up the last 



three steps of the ladder, feeling the deadly heat of 
the sun as he flung himself across the grass towards 
the safety of the grove of trees thirty feet away. He 
could feel his skin blistering and flames ignited on 
the unprotected flesh of his head and hands in the 
few seconds it took to cross the open ground. 
Plunging into the shadows of the enormous old 
trees, Spike was already tearing his dress shirt off 
and using it to smother the flames.  

The immediate danger over, he leaned against a 
tree trunk and panted for unneeded air. Shock and 
pain were catching up with him now. He had burns 
on his hands, face and neck and he needed blood to 
speed the healing. He desperately wanted to head 
straight for the factory but he didn’t dare. The 
hounds would be after him and he wasn’t fool 
enough to lead them to his lair. He had to keep 
moving, lay some false trails in case they had any 
good trackers among them, throw them thoroughly 
off the scent before he could risk going home.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Leaving the sewer tunnels behind had been a relief, 
despite their dark sanctuary from the waning 
afternoon sun. Knowing that the soldiers had built 
their little prison directly under the college campus 
had made Spike twitchy about using the tunnels. 
The possibility that the soldiers used the tunnels to 
move around the campus had him on edge, 
straining to hear any hint of pursuit and anxious to 
be out in the open where his movements wouldn’t 
be so restricted if they found him.  

The dash from the cover of the trees to the nearest 
building had left him with more burns and his need 
for blood almost had him attacking the first student 
he happened across. He’d forced himself to wait, he 
was too near the facility, too sure he was hunted to 
leave such an obvious sign of his whereabouts. As it 
was, too many of the students stared at the livid 
burns on his face as he passed. If anyone asked 
questions, he’d be remembered. 

The scent of prey was all around him and his hunger 
almost overwhelmed him as he made his way down 
through the building to the basement and the 



tunnel access he knew was there from his previous 
explorations of the campus.  

He’d headed for the docks, wanting the anonymous 
prey of transients and hookers. They weren’t his 
prey of choice - no sport in them, but he wasn’t 
after sport tonight. He needed enough blood that it 
would take several humans to give him sufficient 
blood to heal his burns and bring him back to full 
strength. It would be easier if he could simply drain 
them and dump their bodies but he’d promised 
Xander. He’d just have to make do. 

The sun was below the horizon when he emerged 
from the tunnels. The wharfs were busy and it was 
easy to find a business woman trolling for 
customers. Spike kept to the shadows to hide his 
burns and offered her $50. She countered with $75 
and a hotel room instead of the alley. Perfect. She’d 
sleep off the blood loss and no one would be the 
wiser until morning. Not that she seemed the type 
to call the authorities.  

The deal made, Spike followed her up the dingy 
steps of the by-the-hour motel where she had “an 



arrangement” with the manager. He waited, 
tapping one foot impatiently as she fumbled with 
the key. He let her step inside and snap on the light 
before he pushed inside behind her, slamming the 
door closed and pushing her onto the bed.  

“Hey!” she complained. “Money first.” 

“Bugger that,” Spike told her, and pounced, pinning 
her to the mattress and yanking her head back to 
expose her throat. He rolled off her instantly, 
screaming as the pain returned again, even worse 
than before. He couldn’t think, couldn’t move, 
couldn’t do anything but curl up and scream until it 
stopped. 

“What the hell is your problem, psycho?” 

Spike stared at her dazedly as she climbed to her 
feet and jerked her clothes straight angrily. “I told 
you: money first. I’m not a charity, you know. No 
freebies.” She glared down at him as he remained 
frozen on the bed, unable to fathom what had just 
happened.  



What the fuck was going on? What had those 
bastards done to him? 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He tried to feed twice more and only blind 
unreasoning terror at what was happening made 
him try for the third time. Each time he tried to bite 
her, the pain shattered him, leaving him screaming 
in agony, unable to do anything but ride it out. The 
hooker punched him in the face for his second 
attempt and, when his third attempt left him 
crumpled, shaking on the floor, she kicked him 
twice, breaking one of his ribs with an audible snap.  

Swearing at him, she rifled his pockets, then kicked 
him again when she found nothing worth stealing. 
The pain of the broken rib wasn’t a fraction of the 
earlier pain and Spike didn’t move, even when she 
spat on him and cursed him for having no money. 
He didn’t even try to stop her when she stalked out 
of the room. 



He couldn’t stay here. The manager, or her pimp, 
would be here soon but it was hard to care. He’d 
been beaten up by a cheap tart, a human, and he’d 
been unable even to defend himself.  

They’d done something to him. The soldiers, the lab 
coats, they’d done something to him. The pain 
wasn’t a weapon, they’d done something to him to 
stop him from hurting things. In one fell swoop 
they’d taken everything: his pride, his territory, his 
brithright. And Xander. 

Bastards had taken Xander from him. How could he 
go back now? Go back and see pity instead of love 
in his Claimed’s dark eyes? Go back and live off 
Xander’s charity until his boy resented him for the 
useless cripple they’d made him. He couldn’t 
protect Xander now, couldn’t even renew his Claim 
mark. Bastards might as well have castrated him 
and pulled his fangs out with pliers. He wasn’t a 
vampire anymore. He wasn’t anything. Just a 
helpless cripple who couldn’t even feed himself.  



He wouldn’t let Xander see him like this, he’d greet 
the sun with open arms first.  
 

Part Eleven 

He just couldn’t face Angel again right now. Angel 
was pushing him to move on, to accept that Spike 
was gone, to deal, and that simply wasn’t an option. 
Spike was everything to him. Spike was love and 
home and safety and passion. Their lives were 
intertwined to an extent that he couldn’t even 
begin to think about taking up a life separate from 
Spike. 

Xander wasn’t really surprised when he found that 
his aimless wandering had brought him to the 
mansion. He’d been checking it every day in case 
Spike had gone there for shelter only to find the 
training mats and equipment undisturbed and the 
sparsely furnished rooms depressingly empty. 
Today was no different. The mansion was deserted 
as it had been since Spike went missing. 

Walking numbly through the empty rooms, Xander 
was forced to confront the possibility that he might 



never see Spike again. There was no one here to 
keep a brave face for, no one he needed to 
convince by a show of confidence he no longer felt 
to keep the status quo for just one more day.  

Standing in the living room, Xander wondered if he 
should move here when Angel’s deadline was up. 
The mansion had power and water, thanks to 
Spike’s maneuverings. None of the minions at Court 
knew about it, so he would be safe from anyone 
who wanted to use him in a power play. The 
mansion wasn’t someplace he’d choose to go under 
normal circumstances but it would do as a 
temporary shelter. He sure as hell wasn’t going back 
to his parents’ house and, although he knew Joyce 
would welcome him with open arms, he didn’t think 
he was up to the effort it would take to live with 
anyone else, especially someone as warm and 
sympathetic as Joyce. The mansion was cold and 
barren and lonely. It fit his mood perfectly. 

The afternoon sun was streaming in through the 
French doors opening on the back patio, making a 
rectangle of bright yellow light on the stone floor, 
and a small smile twisted at Xander’s lips as he 



recalled Spike’s numerous complaints about the 
mansion and how it wasn’t a fit place for a vampire 
to live. Which of course is why they’d used it as 
both a place to train and an emergency bolt hole - 
no vampire knew of the place or would covet it as a 
lair.  

Sighing, Xander walked downstairs to the master 
bedroom he had once shared with Spike. 

The bare mattress had long been stripped of Angel’s 
tacky red satin sheets. Xander stared at the bed 
where he’d first made love to Spike and wondered 
if he’d ever feel that cool, strong body against his 
again. If he’d ever again know the delicious pain of 
being stretched and filled, the shattering pleasure 
of his prostate being stimulated. If he’d ever be able 
to experience the exquisite pleasure of Spike’s fangs 
piercing his flesh as he renewed his Claim mark. 
Worse, what if he never again woke up, wrapped 
securely in Spike’s arms and love, never laughed 
and fought with Spike over the blankets, never 
again heard that soft rumbling purr that Spike made 
when he was particularly happy. 



Xander set his jaw and swallowed hard against the 
lump that threatened to choke off his breath. He 
felt like an old man as he slowly crossed the room 
and sank down on the mattress. Picking up one of 
the pillows, he held it to his chest with both arms 
and dropped his head, pressing his face against the 
pillow and inhaling deeply, hoping for a trace of 
Spike’s familiar scent. Like the room, there was only 
the faint odor of dust on the pillow. Spike’s scent 
had long since vanished from the fabric. He sighed 
and lay down, curling himself around the pillow, 
closing his eyes against the dim light of the 
basement room and letting his mind call picture 
after picture of Spike against the back of his eyelids: 
Spike laughing, smirking triumphantly as he won at 
pool, his head cocked to one side as something 
peaked his curiosity. The quiet moments when 
Spike sprawled comfortably in a chair, reading 
books he didn’t let anyone else know he enjoyed. 
Spike’s intense blue eyes soft with love as he looked 
at Xander like he was something precious. 



Clinging to his memories, Xander slipped into a light 
restless sleep, waiting for sunset so he could search 
for Spike again. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike pushed himself to his feet, using the cheap 
metal frame of the bed to haul himself upright, 
ignoring the pain from the burns on his face and 
hands and his broken rib. He had no intention of 
hanging about in this fleabag motel any longer, 
waiting for the manager or the girl’s pimp to arrive 
and start another round of kick the Spike.  

He needed somewhere to hole up for awhile. He 
couldn’t risk going anywhere near the factory, not 
in his current helpless state and with obvious 
injuries. Even without knowing what the soldiers 
had done to him, the burns and other signs of 
unhealed violence made him a target for anyone 
who thought he was too weak to defend himself. A 
Master Vampire who looked vulnerable generally 
ceased to be a Master in quick order, usually by 



meeting final death at the hands of a formerly loyal 
minion. He needed somewhere quiet, where he 
wouldn’t be found, somewhere he could lie low 
until his obvious injuries healed - which could take 
days without blood to speed the healing.  

The obvious answer came to him almost 
immediately: the mansion. The lack of tunnel access 
that he’d always derided would be a godsend now, 
even as it had been when he’d stayed there with 
Xander when he’d been injured in the fight with 
Angelus back when his Sire had been trying to raise 
Acathla. There should even be some blood there. 
Xander had put a number of bags in the freezer at 
the mansion as an emergency supply in case Spike 
ever needed it. 

Blessing his boy’s foresight, Spike left the hotel 
room, wishing he could leave his shame and 
humiliation behind as easily. He set out across town 
in something approximating his usual arrogant 
stride - the last thing he could afford to do was let 
anyone see him limping painfully through the 
streets.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander hadn’t returned to the apartment, despite 
knowing he was being an idiot and that he was 
going to catch hell from Buffy tomorrow. Actually, 
Buffy, Giles, and Mrs. Summers were all going to 
take turns chewing him out. But he was tired of 
being babysat, tired of the assessing looks everyone 
keep giving him - the looks that measured whether 
he was ready to stop deluding himself and start 
listening to reason. Even Mrs. Summers had given 
up and she’d been the one person solidly in his 
corner about Spike being alive. But that had been 
three days ago, and she was beginning to slip 
sensible little comments into their daily phone calls. 
Comments about how he should come and stay 
with her at her house and how he needed to 
remember to take care of himself and get some 
sleep. Maybe he was reading too much into it but it 
felt like she was trying to gently ease him into 
accepting that Spike wasn’t coming back. 



So, instead of going back to the apartment at 
sunset, even though he knew that Buffy would be 
waiting for him, he had simply set out to search for 
Spike on his own. Despite the fact that she thought 
it was a waste of time - an opinion she tried 
tactfully to hide - Buffy had gone out with him every 
night as he searched the town over and over again, 
looking for any trace of Spike or the elusive soldiers 
- although even he was starting to wonder whether 
the soldiers really existed or if he had just 
succumbed to the desperate hope of a government 
conspiracy. Going out alone was undoubtedly 
childish and stupid, but he honestly wasn’t sure he 
could deal with one more failure and, if he broke 
down, he wasn’t going to do it in front of anyone, 
no matter how good a friend. 

It wasn’t like he was suicidal or anything. Spike’s 
Claim Mark gave him a certain amount of 
protection and he had weapons and a cross with 
him, plus he wasn’t exactly helpless. Spike had seen 
to it that he could take care of himself.  

To his own surprise, he hit pay dirt after only a little 
more than an hour. He was checking crypts in the 



Peaceful Haven Cemetery, looking for any sign that 
they’d been recently opened when he heard 
stealthy movement nearby.  

He’d instantly crouched down behind the hedge 
that had been planted around the crypt he’d been 
checking, listening intently. There were several sets 
of footsteps approaching, three or four was his 
guess, and he wished he dared stick his head up 
above the brush to see who it was.  

They moved past without speaking and he was 
cautiously lifting his head to get a glimpse of them 
when he heard a crackling sound, familiar from a 
hundred war movies. One of them had a radio, 
which almost certainly meant they were human.  

Xander shifted position so he could see. There were 
three dark figures a short distance away. All three 
were carrying rifles and their faces were dark - 
masks or camouflage paint probably. One of them 
spoke: “B-team, checking in. Nothing to report.” 
There was a brief pause but, despite straining to 
hear, Xander couldn’t make out the response, then 
the man spoke again: “Roger that. B-team out.”  



“We keep looking,” the man said, this time to his 
two companions, signaling them to move out. 

Feeling the first glimmer of hope in several days, 
Xander waited until the soldiers had moved almost 
out of sight, then rose silently to follow them. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Keeping to the human areas of town nearly doubled 
the time it took Spike to reach the mansion. 
Walking openly down the sidewalks of residential 
neighborhoods was unnatural: he was a predator, 
not a sodding human out for an evening stroll. Or 
he had been a predator. Now he was just a 
wounded animal looking for a place to hide. He’d 
even nicked a baseball cap from someone’s front 
porch, yanking it on over his conspicuous white hair 
and despising himself and the soldiers equally for 
reducing him to this. 

The part of his brain that wasn’t keeping track of his 
surroundings was puzzling over what exactly they’d 
done to him and how and, most importantly, how 



he could fix it. He shoved aside the worry that it 
wasn’t fixable - it had to be fixable, there was no 
way he was going to go on like this: unable to feed, 
unable to fight, unable to protect his Claimed. Rage 
burned inside him every time he thought about 
what had been done to him. He wanted to wreak 
bloody vengeance on the soldiers and the lab coats 
and everyone associated with the facility. He 
wanted to burn the place down and piss on the 
ashes.  

He gave himself an impatient shake. Pleasant as it 
was to think about, revenge would have to wait. He 
had to concentrate on the immediate problem. The 
soldiers had taken him out of the cell for “awhile” - 
he cursed his former neighbor again for his inexact 
description. He’d fought them when they came for 
him without the crippling pain, so he’d been fine 
until then. When he woke up in the cell again, he’d 
noticed he was no longer hungry. Which meant they 
must have done something physical to him, then 
given him blood to heal all traces of their work. He 
could pretty much rule out mojo or some kind of 
post-hypnotic command, because neither explained 



the small bald spot on the back of his skull. Blood 
wouldn’t grow his hair back any faster, so the bald 
spot was the only remaining clue to their handiwork 

What the bloody hell could they have done to him 
physically to cause blinding pain when he tried to 
hit or bite someone? Some new form of 
electroshock? Dru had gone through a brief phase 
in the 30’s, when she’d been fascinated by the idea 
of getting electroshock therapy. She had seized on 
the idea when her visions overwhelmed her and she 
was tearing her hair out and desperate for relief. 
She’d thought it might burn the visions out of her. 
Spike had easily talked her out of it and he hadn’t 
thought about it again, ‘til now. Could the 
government have found a way to use electroshock 
to rewire his brain so that certain actions 
automatically caused pain? If so, was it something 
that could be reversed? 

Such fruitless speculations kept him occupied until 
he arrived at the mansion. The house was quiet and 
undisturbed and Spike headed directly for the 
kitchen. Opening the refrigerator, he almost sagged 
in relief at seeing nearly a dozen bags of human 



blood in the freezer compartment. He had no real 
hope that blood would do anything to fix what the 
soldiers had done but it would heal the burns and 
his broken rib.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The three soldiers were hunting something, not just 
randomly patrolling.  

Peaceful Haven Cemetery was mostly open fields 
with only a scattering of trees and Xander had 
quickly abandoned any notion of following the 
soldiers. Instead of trying to follow them, he had 
climbed to the top of one of the taller crypts and 
kept an eye on them from there. There was an 
enormous angel on the crypt and the soldiers were 
unlikely to see him as he stood next to the statue, 
even if they looked up.  

The soldiers were quartering the cemetery in a 
search pattern, consulting some kind of device as 
they went. Xander couldn’t help being reminded of 
landing parties on Star Trek using tricorders to scan 



alien planets but, even though he knew it was silly, 
he couldn’t dismiss the image. Whatever it was, it 
allowed the soldiers to cover ground quickly; they 
weren’t inspecting individual crypts, just checking 
the area from a central point with their equipment. 

It only took them about twenty minutes to cover 
the entire cemetery. He watched them as they 
talked briefly, wishing he could hear what they 
were saying, then head out of the cemetery with 
purposeful strides. Xander waited until they were at 
the gate before dropping down from the roof to 
follow. From the direction they were headed, it 
looked like they were going to the next closest 
cemetery, Shady Hill. 

He stayed well back, walking openly on the sidewalk 
like a regular pedestrian - ok, an insane pedestrian 
out for a midnight stroll but just a regular guy not 
interested in soldiers. Maybe he should whistle. 

Xander saw them turn in his direction from two 
blocks up. He tensed, ready to duck up a front walk 
as if going home if they approached, but they just 
stared in his direction for a moment, then turned 



and started walking again. One of them settled 
something over his shoulder as they moved off. He 
suspected they had just checked him with their 
equipment and was grateful that it apparently 
indicated he was harmless. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
A dozen empty bags of blood littered the counter as 
the microwave dinged one more time. Spike 
opened the door and pulled out the last mug, 
finishing it quickly. He could feel the warm human 
blood spreading through his body and the pain of 
his burns had already eased substantially as the 
blood boosted his healing ability. Fortunately, ribs 
were nothing and burns, no matter how painful, 
were surface wounds, both should heal fully by 
sunset tomorrow.  

Blood was the stuff of unlife itself for a vampire, the 
hot fluid was so much more than a necessity. 
Drinking it, hot and fresh from the veins of an 
unwilling victim, carried subtleties of taste and 



emotion that humans couldn’t understand. The 
taste of living blood was indescribable. It was food 
after famine, water in the desert, replenishing life 
and energy by stealing it from the still-living flesh of 
prey. Vampires had been known to keep killing 
beyond reason and caution, draining victim after 
victim in an uncontrollable orgy of bloodlust 
because of the ecstatic high that came with feeding. 
Spike himself had gotten lost in the rush of killing 
and feeding, draining dozens of victims until he was 
beyond sated.  

Now the taste of human blood was bitter in his 
mouth in a way that had nothing to do with the fact 
that it was bagged and not directly from the vein. 
Every swallow, no matter how needed and how 
necessary for healing, had choked him with bitter 
acknowledgement that this was all that was left to 
him now - artificial food, frozen and packaged, 
sterile and empty, something to keep his unlife 
going, not something to be savored. 

As the last drops slid down his throat, Spike flung 
the empty mug against the wall, unable to even 
take satisfaction in the destruction as the mug 



shattered into a million tiny pieces. The destruction 
just emphasized that this was all that was left to 
him: bagged blood and property damage. Fucking 
bastards had no right to do this to him. 

He slid down the counter to collapse on the floor, 
wondering why he’d even bothered to drink. He 
should have let his burns fester and remain 
unhealed - outward sign of the inward damage, the 
pain a reminder of that other, far worse, pain.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander groaned silently to himself as the soldiers 
entered the Restfield Cemetery, their third since 
he’d begun following them. Restfield was one of the 
older cemetery, with uneven ground and a lot of big 
trees. He wouldn’t be able to keep track of the 
soldiers from a central vantage point this time, he’d 
have to risk following them. Hopefully he’d be able 
to keep far enough back not to alert them to his 
presence while still being able to guess their 



movements. He couldn’t just wait at the entrance, 
since there were several exits they could use.  

He waited until they were out of sight before 
cautiously following them in through the gates. He 
kept close to the larger crypts, trying to move 
silently and invisibly from one to the next, tracking 
the soldiers more by guesswork than by following 
their actual movements.  

The night was quiet enough that their infrequent 
comments and the occasional radio message carried 
a long distance and helped him to keep track of 
their movements. He was concentrating exclusively 
on the soldiers and, as a result, he nearly jumped 
out of his skin when a hand closed firmly around his 
arm and yanked him around the side of the crypt he 
was standing next to. He yelled in shock and was 
almost grateful for the hand that clamped over his 
mouth smothering the sound before it could fully 
escape. 

“It’s me,” Angel said in his ear and Xander let out a 
long breath, sagging with relief. Angel released him 



and Xander turned to face him, scowling at him in 
the dim light. 

“Jeez, give me a heart attack already,” he 
whispered. “What the hell are you doing?” 

“What am I doing?” Angel hissed back angrily, 
obviously keeping his voice low only with an effort. 
“I’m not the one wandering around a cemetery 
looking for trouble.” 

Xander refrained from pointing out that it looked 
like that was exactly what Angel was doing. “I found 
the soldiers,” he explained instead, glad he finally 
had proof of their existence. 

“I saw. I suppose it didn’t occur to you that getting 
some help before going off on your own might be a 
good idea? Buffy was worried sick when you didn’t 
meet up with her. We’ve been looking for you.” 

The worst part about Angel’s lecturing tone was 
that he was right. Xander should have called Buffy 
but that would have led to Buffy-lectures and she 
didn’t mean it but when she was doing her “I’m the 
Slayer” routine, she came across as pretty 



condescending. Not as bad as Angel but hard to 
take for someone who had managed to stay alive 
on the Hellmouth past high school mostly on his 
own. 

Even he knew that was just an excuse. He’d 
deliberately not met up with Buffy and worse, not 
called her, because she was humoring him about 
searching for Spike, no matter how she tried to hide 
it. After Angel’s deadline, he hadn’t been ready for 
Buffy to take Angel’s side, even implicitly.  

“Look, we don’t have time for this. We’re going to 
lose them.”  

Angel’s face got that impatient look he’d had so 
often sophomore year when he was trying to 
convince Xander that Spike was bad for him. “Go 
home, Xander. I’ll take care of this.” 

“So not happening. You don’t even think there’s 
anything going on. I want to know where they go 
when they aren’t canvassing cemeteries.” 



“How is tipping them off by getting caught following 
them going to help Spike?” Angel asked 
sarcastically. 

Xander glared at him. “How is you disappearing 
going to help anyone?” he snapped back. “These 
guys are scanning the cemeteries with some kind of 
equipment. Whatever they’ve got, I bet they can 
tell vampires from humans.” 

Angel frowned. Xander knew the older vampire 
didn’t keep up with the modern world the way 
Spike did and he suspected that went double for 
new technology - ‘new’ as in post-dating the 
invention of the radio, he suspected.  

“I think they’re using something that senses body 
heat,” he said, “or maybe something that checks for 
the sound of a heartbeat.” Ok, so he was a little 
vague on the line between reality and science-
fiction, but he knew for sure that those two things 
existed. “Whatever they’ve got, if the military is 
hunting demons, you can bet it’s the most up-to-
date stuff there is.”  



They stared at each other stubbornly, neither giving 
ground and Xander knew they were risking either 
being seen or losing the soldiers if they kept this up. 
“How about we follow them together?” he 
suggested. 

“That’ll just double the chances of being caught,” 
Angel pointed out impatiently. 

“Not if we tag team them.” 

They settled on Xander staying back with Angel and 
Angel tracking them by sound. Vampire hearing 
should be able to follow their progress from outside 
visual range and, hopefully, beyond the range of 
their equipment. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
As the last of the pain from his burns faded to a 
dull, itchy sensation as the raw patches began to 
heal, Spike stirred and reluctantly considered his 
options. The night was half gone and he had to 
decide what to do. He wanted to see Xander, to find 



out if he was all right - wanted it so badly it was an 
ache far more painful than even the sun burning his 
flesh. He needed to think it through, make sure he 
wouldn’t be putting Xander in danger by returning 
to the apartment in his current state.  

He stared at the empty bags on the counter before 
sweeping them angrily to the floor. He was reduced 
to being Angelus now, worse, because Angelus 
bagged it by choice not because he couldn’t bite. 
Spike had been drinking bagged blood recently 
more than he would have ever dreamed barely a 
year ago. He did it to please Xander and, he 
admitted with a tiny self-mocking smile, because 
Xander went to so much trouble to make sure that 
there was always a ready supply of blood in the 
refrigerator, making it convenient. Spike didn’t need 
to ever feed off another human to survive but that 
wasn’t really the point. He didn’t want to be like 
Angelus had been for so long - just surviving, not 
living. Violence was who he was: he was the Big 
Bad, Master of the Hellmouth, and Xander was his 
Claimed human. He couldn’t have any of that if he 



couldn’t fight and again he wondered if there was 
any point in going on like this. 

Whatever his decision, he needed to see if Xander 
was alright. The fate of a fallen Master’s Claimed 
human was generally not pretty. The new Master 
often took them as playthings, symbols of their 
triumph over the human’s former Master. Their 
lives tended to be short and brutally violent and 
that was not happening to Xander. No matter what 
he had to do, whatever it cost him in pain and 
humiliation, he would protect Xander from that 
fate. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The soldiers hit three more cemeteries over the 
course of the next two hours, sweeping through 
them quickly but thoroughly and Angel had 
reluctantly been convinced that the men knew what 
they were doing. They weren’t on some random 
hunt for an AWOL colleague - it was obvious they 
were searching for a demon, and probably a 



vampire. Xander hated the fact that he felt like a 
tag-along, totally dependent on Angel’s reports 
because, once the vampire stretched out his 
hearing, he was able to track them from well 
beyond the range where Xander could see or hear 
them. Angel had overheard two additional radio 
reports and Xander estimated they were checking in 
every half hour. Both times, the soldiers had 
reported they hadn’t found anything, once referring 
to their target as “Hostile 17”.  

The fact that they were looking for a specific demon 
- Xander had to assume it was a demon - gave 
Xander a surge of hope he didn’t even try to 
suppress. If anyone was capable of escaping from 
the military, it was Spike. Regardless, whoever, or 
whatever it was the soldiers were hunting, Xander 
was ready to help. Mostly it was the hope that 
anyone the soldiers were looking for might be able 
to tell them about the soldiers, their base, and 
whether they were holding any prisoners, but it was 
also the fact that all the equipment the soldiers 
were toting made it seem a bit unfair. Buffy and 



Spike’s contempt for guns as weapons had 
apparently rubbed off on him. 

“They’ve been recalled.” 

Angel reported the news quietly. Xander had 
developed a healthy new respect for vampiric 
hearing in the last two hours. He’d known it was 
substantially better than human hearing but he’d 
never hunted with Spike this way and it was weird 
but useful to be able to follow someone he could 
neither see nor hear, trusting only that Angel 
actually could. 

“Like back to base?” Xander asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Good, we’ll finally see where they’ve been hiding.” 

Angel’s silent warning had them fading back into 
the shadows on the far side of a crypt as the three 
soldiers walked past. Although obviously still alert, 
they were more relaxed now. The stocky guy in the 
middle who’d been operating the thing that looked 
so much like a tricorder every time Xander had 
gotten a glimpse of it, had put it away, and they 



strode openly through the cemetery on a direct line 
to the gate, no longer moving surreptitiously and 
keeping to the shadows. 

He waited for Angel’s signal before following Angel 
out of the cemetery, well after the soldiers had 
moved out of sight.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander had been here recently.  

Once he’d left the kitchen, Spike had caught faint 
traces of Xander’s scent in the living room. It was 
stronger downstairs and Spike followed his 
Claimed’s beloved scent to the master bedroom.  

Xander had been here within the last day. The scent 
was strongest on the bed, clearly Xander had slept 
here within the last day and Spike couldn’t help 
picking up the pillow and inhaling the familiar spicy 
scent of his Claimed. For a long moment, he just 
stood there, inhaling deeply, drinking in the familiar 



smell, before he sat down on the bed, his fingers 
tightening convulsively in the fabric of the pillow. 

Xander’s scent was off. His natural scent was nearly 
overwhelmed by the bitter tang of grief and 
loneliness and the salt of unshed tears. His boy 
hadn’t smelled this way since shortly after Spike 
met him, when Xander had been so lost in grief for 
his friend that he’d been taking crazy risks, almost 
as if he was deliberately trying to get himself killed.  

Xander thought he was dead, that much was 
obvious. And maybe it would be better to let him 
think that, let him grieve and move on, but Spike 
knew that Xander didn’t let go of things, didn’t give 
up on the people he loved.  

Question was, where was Xander now and why had 
he been sleeping on the bare mattress at the 
mansion instead of back at the apartment? Did that 
mean that the someone had taken over the Court, 
that Xander had had to leave the apartment for 
safety?  

Spike felt a wave of fury wash over him at the 
thought of another vampire trying to take his place. 



Sunnydale was his town, he was Master here, not 
some jumped up pretender taking over the moment 
Spike’s back was turned. And if that pretender had 
threatened Xander, well maybe Spike just needed 
to figure out how to ignore the pain, just long 
enough to kill the vampire that was trying to take 
his place. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander felt a rush of both triumph and anger as he 
approached the metal doors set in the concrete 
bunker. The soldiers had disappeared inside and 
Angel had heard the sound of what had to be some 
sort of electronic lock. Angel hadn’t been able to 
see any cameras so Xander felt safe examining the 
entrance. 

The whole structure was obviously new. Set deep in 
the woods, the concrete building was less than ten 
feet square. Except for the fact that it was made of 
concrete and sitting in the middle of nowhere, it 
could have been a garden shed. There was nothing 



about it that spoke of the military or high tech or 
security. There had been some attempt to hide it by 
piling brush up around it, but the people who had 
put it here were obviously hoping that anyone who 
stumbled across it wouldn’t think anything of it. Just 
an old concrete structure left over from who knows 
what. High tech surveillance cameras guarding the 
entrance would have called attention to it, doing 
more harm than good. 

If the soldiers hadn’t gone inside, Xander himself 
wouldn’t have thought this was something worth 
bothering with. Undoubtedly, it was bristling with 
security on the inside but right now, all Xander was 
worried about was what this meant: that the army 
had some kind of secret base here. Secret base plus 
demon-hunting equaled the explanation for Spike’s 
disappearance, nothing else made sense. Even 
Angel had been sounding less skeptical as the night 
wore on. Xander didn’t give a damn about 
vindication, he was just relieved to finally have 
something to corroborate his gut feeling.  

As tempting as it was, Xander didn’t make any 
effort to open the doors, he knew it wouldn’t do 



any good. Walking away now was one of the 
hardest things he’d ever done but he had to do this 
right, had to plan his next move If he was going to 
storm an army base, he needed a lot more backup 
than Angel. 

Reluctantly stepping away from the door he was 
convinced was separating him from Spike, Xander 
rubbed his hands over his face tiredly. He’d call 
Sergeant Morgan in the morning. It was probably 
time for a summit meeting with Giles, Buffy, 
Sergeant Morgan and Mr. Olsen. If the military had 
a secret base in town and were capturing demons, 
that was Mayor-level bad. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Sitting on the bed, Spike found himself fingering the 
small bald spot on the back of his head. It was the 
key to what had been done to him. He had no proof 
but he knew. It was the only thing that made sense. 
They’d done something to his head to cause him 
excruciating pain whenever he hurt something.  



There was something… 

There was something about this whole set up that 
was ringing the faintest of bells. Something about 
this was sounding familiar. He’d heard something 
once, if he could just remember what.  

Closing his eyes, Spike lay back down on the bed, 
struggling to find the elusive memory. Soldiers, 
government, experiments… why did it all sound so 
familiar? 

And just like that, he had it. Spike sat up, bitter 
curses filling the empty room as the memory 
suddenly sprang into place. 

That Nazi on the fucking submarine in the 40’s. That 
blighter Lawson struggling to read the German 
document they’d found, saying: “It's technical. 
Something about stimulation and... control. They've 
been experimenting on them... and cutting into 
their brains.” There’d been talk about how Hitler 
wanted to create an army of vampire slaves and 
Angelus admitting the U.S. government was 
interested in the Nazi research. Spike had burned 



the report on the Nazi experiments but obviously 
the Americans hadn’t given up the idea.  

“Bastards. Took you fifty years but you finally 
figured it out, didn’t you?” he said out loud. “Well, 
I’m not going to be your guinea pig.” A grim smile 
crossed his face as he remembered the shattered 
mug in the kitchen. “Can still damage property, 
can’t I? We’ll just see if your little experiment in 
behavior modification let’s me burn your fucking 
building to the ground.”  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the Angel the 
Series episode ‘Why We Fight’  

 
 

Part Twelve 

Xander spent the walk back to the factory thinking 
furiously. He was aware that Angel kept sliding 
sideways looks at him but he didn’t have the time 
or energy right now to worry about what Angel 
thought of him.  



The soldiers were real. That was what he needed to 
deal with. After days of searching, he and Angel had 
proof that there was a group of soldiers operating 
out of a hidden base here in town. The local army 
unit didn’t know anything about them or Sergeant 
Morgan would have heard something. Whoever 
they were, they were sufficiently classified that the 
ranking officers at the local base didn’t know they 
existed. Which had to mean a seriously high level of 
secrecy.  

He needed more information to know how to 
handle this. If Sergeant Morgan stood outside the 
entrance they’d found and ordered a soldier to talk 
to him, would that do any good? Xander suspected 
it wouldn’t. Undoubtedly they would say something 
like “need to know only” and walk off laughing. 
Well, maybe not laughing but certainly not giving up 
any information about what the hell they were 
doing and why they were capturing demons and 
holding them prisoner.  

‘Hostile 17’. That’s what Angel had overheard them 
saying. What the fuck did that mean? 



Xander found he was practically vibrating with 
tension. He kept nervously tapping one hand 
against his leg and it was beginning to drive himself 
crazy, never mind how Angel was reacting. He took 
a deep, steadying breath and shoved both hands in 
his pockets to still them. He had to stay calm and 
figure out what the next move was. 

Break it down, Xander, he ordered himself. Think it 
through.  

‘17’ had to mean there was Hostiles 1 through 16, 
didn’t it? Did that mean that the soldiers had at 
least 17 prisoners? Spike had heard about five or six 
disappearances for sure and there were 
undoubtedly others. And that wasn’t even counting 
any vampires - besides Spike. No one thought 
anything about vampires who disappeared because 
everyone assumed they were dead.  

What the hell did the military want with a bunch of 
demons?  

“What the hell does the military want with a bunch 
of demons?”  



“What?” Xander realized he’d stopped abruptly and 
Angel was now walking the few steps back towards 
him. 

“Why would the military want to keep demons 
prisoner?” he repeated. 

“We don’t know that they are.” 

“Then what do you think is going on?” Xander asked 
reasonably. If reasonably meant keeping his voice 
low while gritting the words out between his teeth. 

“I just don’t want you to get your hopes up,” Angel 
said. 

“Angel, we’ve got soldiers hunting for a particular 
demon, a secret base that no one knows about, and 
information that they have almost 20 prisoners.” 

Angel shot him a dark look. “What we have is 
soldiers looking for someone or something they call 
‘Hostile 17’, and a concealed entrance to 
something. That’s all we have.” 

Xander glared at him. Angel was right, Xander was 
reading too much into the situation but that didn’t 



mean he wasn’t on the right track. Angel was being 
too cautious and cautious wasn’t going to get Spike 
back. “Fine, but you don’t call something ‘number 
17’ unless you went through numbers 1 through 16 
first, and those guys weren’t playing games. Plus,” 
he remembered suddenly, “they weren’t using that 
equipment to scan for humans. Whatever it is, they 
pointed it right at me and then walked away. They 
could tell I wasn’t what they were looking for from a 
couple of blocks away. There’s no way they’re 
looking for a human.” 

Angel nodded. “Good point.” His brows drew 
together and he frowned. “The strangest thing 
about this is them hunting for a particular demon,” 
he glanced at Xander, obviously conceding the 
demon part of the equation. “If the military has 
learned about demons…” he broke off, looking 
thoughtful, then continued slowly. “I would expect 
them just to kill them. The secrecy doesn’t seem 
unusual, they wouldn’t want anyone else to know 
what they were doing. The military is always 
worried about civilians panicking. The 



disappearances could simply mean that they’ve 
been burying the bodies.” 

“You don’t name things you’re just going to kill on 
sight,” Xander said confidently. “With kill on sight 
you just call them ‘the big, ugly thing over there’.” 

That actually got a small smile out of Angel and 
Xander was surprised to find himself grinning at the 
vampire. Hope, so long absent, had been rising 
steadily in him ever since they found the bunker. 
Spike was alive, he was a prisoner, and they were 
going to rescue him. And no one was going to 
convince him otherwise. 

“That actually makes sense in a peculiar way,” Angel 
said, after a moment. “But, Xander, the 
disappearances have occurred over several weeks. 
If they’re taking prisoners for some reason, they 
could be holding them…” Angel hesitated: 
“sequentially.” 

Sequentially. Xander took a moment to digest that 
and felt sick. “You mean that prisoners 1 through 16 
may be dead.” 



Angel nodded grimly. “Plus, I don’t like the idea of 
the military holding demons prisoner because I can 
only think of one reason why they would do that: if 
they were experimenting on them.” 

Xander fought back a wave of nausea. He’d been so 
focused on finding Spike that he hadn’t really had 
time to think about what might have been 
happening to him. He’d seen too many X-Files and 
Alien Autopsy shows not to have thought about the 
fact that there were a lot of people who would 
think nothing of cutting into something non-human 
to see what made them tick. Hell, there were a lot 
of people who’d done it to other people just 
because they could. The thought of someone 
experimenting of Spike made him sick to his 
stomach and he looked at Angel with stricken eyes.  

Angel looked like he was having similar thoughts 
and he laid a sympathetic hand on Xander’s 
shoulder. “We’ll find out what’s going on, Xander. I 
promise.” 

Xander just nodded and looked away for a long 
moment, struggling for control. Angel waited 



silently while Xander pushed his fears aside and 
deliberately let his anger taken over. When his eyes 
met Angel’s again, they were full of the stubborn 
determination that had gotten him through 
Graduation. “Let’s get back to the factory and figure 
out our next move,” he said. Without waiting for an 
answer, he strode off. 

If the soldiers had hurt Spike, they were going to 
seriously regret it, he vowed. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He needed information. He needed to know what 
had been happening in his Territory since he’d been 
gone. He needed to know the status of the Court 
and, above all, he needed to know if Xander was ok. 

The problem was, he didn’t know how to get 
information when he couldn’t back up his demands 
with threats.  

Pacing the mansion, Spike considered the problem. 
He hated the fact that he was having to figure out 



ways to hide the fact that he was as helpless as a 
day-old fledge. Even if he could hide his reaction to 
the crippling pain, he couldn’t count on being able 
to deliver more than one blow in a fight. The pain 
had literally driven him to his knees, blinding him to 
everything around him during the fight with the lab 
coats. The only reason he’d been able to escape 
was because they were humans and could be taken 
out with one blow.  

Fine. He’d just bluff his way through. He’d told 
Xander once that if you walked into a room as if you 
owned it, you were halfway to owning it. He needed 
to pull himself together. Very few demons 
challenged him because he had a well-deserved 
reputation for having a short fuse and extremely 
violent ways of dealing with people who didn’t do 
exactly as he said.  

Spike went to the weapons chest Xander had made 
for him. If he had only one shot at it in a fight, he 
was going to make sure it was a good one. At the 
sight of the deceptively simple chest with its inlaid 
design of dark and light strips, he smiled 
involuntarily. Running his hands lovingly over the 



polished wood, he could almost feel Xander’s 
presence in the painstaking workmanship. He 
needed to do this right, for Xander’s sake. 

Opening the lid, he selected several stakes and a 
small battle-axe, once more cursing the theft of his 
duster. In addition to everything else, it had been a 
great place to stash weapons. Sighing, he 
reluctantly went to the closet to grab an old coat 
that Angel had left there and shrugged into it to 
hide the weapons.  

Leaving the sanctuary of the mansion, which had 
begun to feel like almost as much of a prison as the 
white celled one he’d just escaped from, Spike 
headed for the factory. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They were nearly home when Xander put a hand on 
Angel’s arm, stopping him. “I’m sorry I’ve been such 
a jerk about all this. I really appreciate everything 
you’re doing to help.” 



Angel just looked steadily back at him. “I meant it 
when I said that I hope Spike’s alive. We’ve had our 
problems but he’s my Childe.” 

“Am I making it harder for you by staying in the 
apartment?” Much as he hated the idea of moving 
out, making Angel’s job harder wouldn’t help Spike. 
“I can go to the mansion if that would make things 
easier.” His lips twitched slightly in amusement. “If 
that’s ok with you,” he added somewhat belatedly, 
the smile escaping as he remembered that 
technically the mansion was Angel’s despite Spike 
having pretty much taken it over. 

“It’s dangerous,” Angel answered flatly. “The 
Court’s a powder keg and you’re sitting on top of it. 
It’s always been dangerous and I’m surprised Spike 
ever thought it was a good place for a human to 
live, much less his Claimed. But now…,” he shook 
his head pessimistically. “There’s a reason I told you 
to get out.” 

Xander’s reply was drowned out by an inarticulate 
roar of fury. He jerked around, hand going 
automatically to the stake in his back pocket, and 



saw Spike running towards them with a look of 
uncontrolled rage on his face and his hand dropped 
nervelessly to his side again in shock.  

Spike! 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
 
Bastard! Goddamn interfering know-it-all prick was 
at it again - criticizing him, belittling him, ordering 
Xander out of his own home and telling his Claimed 
that Spike had been putting him in danger all along.  

No more. He was not putting up with it ever again. 

He’d stopped short at his first sight of his Claimed, 
walking beside Angelus, clearly headed for the 
factory. His eyes drank in the sight of his boy for a 
moment. Xander was alive and well, and the 
crushing worry lifted a bit at the sight before his 
brows drew together in a frown as Xander put a 
hand on his Sire’s arm and stopped him.  



What the hell was his Sire doing here? Spike shifted 
to his demon face, anger growing in him as Angelus 
stepped close to his Claimed and they talked quietly 
and earnestly. Bloody, fucking hell, he’d kill Angelus 
for poaching on his territory. Not to mention for 
being so human-blind and deaf as to not notice 
another vampire within hearing distance. Angelus 
still hadn’t regained his predatory edge and that 
was dangerous for Xander. Bloody idiot couldn’t 
protect Xander if he didn’t hear danger when it was 
standing beside him. 

His eyes narrowed and he glared balefully. His Sire 
had no right to be standing so close to his Claimed 
and he stretched out his hearing to hear what they 
were saying.  

Fury tore through him and he was closing the 
distance between them in a sprint before he’d even 
realized he was moving. Xander and Angelus both 
turned to face him, their expressions equally 
stunned but, caught up in a wave of out of control 
rage, Spike couldn’t think beyond tearing his Sire 
limb from limb. 



Angelus really had lost his touch, he thought in 
triumphant satisfaction as Angelus made no move 
to defend himself in the critical second before Spike 
was on him, his fist connecting solidly with his Sire’s 
smug face and sending Angelus reeling backwards 
from the force of the blow. Blood spattered and 
Spike followed up instantly, raining blow after blow 
down on Angelus who was off-balance and on the 
defensive when he belatedly moved to defend 
himself. 

“Stupid fucking bastard, I’ll show you,” Spike 
snarled savagely. “You ever touch my Claimed again 
and you’ll beg for final death. I’m Master here, not 
you. Never you.” 

“Spike!” 

Xander’s voice finally penetrated the rage that filled 
his entire being, his repeated calls cutting through 
the pent up fury and frustration that had suddenly 
found an outlet, reaching him when nothing else 
could. 

“Spike! Stop!” 



His Claimed’s voice called to him and he let the 
longed for sound of his boy’s voice override the 
nearly overwhelming need to crush his opponent. 
He finally registered the urgent hands pulling him 
away from his victim and he stepped back from his 
prostrate Sire and looked around. 

Xander’s face was stunned and disbelieving as Spike 
turned to face him, the disbelief transforming 
slowly to relief and pure joy. “Spike!” he said again, 
his voice barely a whisper now as he reached for 
Spike with shaking hands. 

Taking a step forward, Spike flung his arms around 
his Claimed and hugged him close, dropping his 
head to bury his face in the crook of Xander’s neck, 
inhaling deeply and filling his senses with the 
sounds and scents and tastes of his Claimed. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander clung to Spike, hiding his face against Spike’s 
shoulder as he slowly absorbed the reality of feeling 
the lean, wiry body against his own. This was real, 



he gradually realized. It wasn’t a dream. Spike was 
here and whole and everything was going to be all 
right. There was nothing they couldn’t deal with 
now that Spike was back. 

He was vaguely aware of Angel lurching to his feet 
beside them, but Angel could have been singing and 
dancing and he wouldn’t have moved or so much as 
batted an eye. Spike was all that mattered.  

Eventually, spurred on by Angel’s increasingly 
impatient noises, Xander lifted his head. “We 
should go inside,” he said, not moving to separate 
himself from Spike. “Sun’s almost up.” 

“What the hell was that about?” Angel asked 
crankily, not without cause, Xander admitted to 
himself, biting back a near-hysterical giggle. Spike 
was back! Was all he could think. Why Spike had 
decided to beat Angel up was way too complicated 
an idea for a brain that was totally occupied with 
repeating giddily: “Spike’s here!” over and over. 

Spike turned just enough to look at Angel, not 
letting Xander go for an instant. Not that he had a 
chance. Xander’s arms were wound so tightly 



around the familiar slim, muscular body that he was 
pretty sure they were fused together. “Teach you…” 
Spike began, then broke off sharply with what 
sounded like a shocked gasp. Except Spike never 
gasped like that. 

“Spike? Are you ok?” he asked worriedly, leaning 
back an inch or two to see his face. 

Spike looked like he’d been struck dumb, like he’d 
just been given his own personal guarantee of life-
long bliss and he was suddenly laughing out loud: a 
triumphant, joyful sound such as Xander had never 
heard from him before and Xander’s own more 
than a little giddy laugh joined Spike’s. He had no 
idea what was so funny but the happiness and relief 
at Spike’s sudden, miraculous return made him 
want to dance and sing. Laughter was probably safe 
compared to the reaction if he suddenly started 
turning cartwheels and handsprings in the street 
like he felt like doing. 

“Better than ok, luv. That's right, I’m back and I’m a 
bloody animal!”  



Spike’s triumphant roar set him laughing again even 
as Spike lifted him off his feet and spun them 
around in a whoop of delighted laughter. 

Xander heard Angel’s booted feet stomping off and 
ignored the older vampire’s snort of disgust at their 
antics. “Love you, Spike. Missed you so much,” he 
whispered, knowing Spike would hear him. 

“Love you too, Xander. Never leave you.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“What the hell was that about?”  

Typical. His Sire was putting on the innocent act, 
like he had no idea what he could possibly have 
done to piss Spike off. Used to pull that same shite 
with Dru: be standing there, trousers around his 
ankles, his seed dripping off her flesh and asking 
what Spike’s problem was. 

“Teach you…” Spike began furiously and then reality 
hit and the world screeched to a halt. 



Angel was climbing to his feet, blood dripping from 
a split lip, one eye already going puffy and swollen 
from damage that Spike had inflicted and there had 
been no pain.  

No pain.  

Elation filled him. The bastards had failed. 
Whatever they’d done to him had worn off, or 
broken down, or just plain stopped working. Hell, 
maybe it had been the blood. Whether chemical, 
electrical, or psychological, whatever they’d done 
wasn’t working any more and he was whole again.  

He was dimly aware of Xander asking him anxiously 
if he was ok and Spike laughed out loud at his 
sudden, unexpected victory. His boy never needed 
to know about his humiliation. Xander would never 
find out about how they’d crippled him. How he’d 
been reduced him to a pathetic, sniveling wreck. It 
was over. He was better now and could take back 
his life, his Claimed, his Territory…, and his revenge. 

He was laughing like a maniac as he swept Xander 
into a hug, holding his boy in his arms as he’d 
feared he might never have the chance to again. He 



felt like partying, like going to a bar and thrashing 
every demon in the place, just because he could, 
like shagging his boy ‘til Xander couldn’t stand up. 
But that would all happen soon enough. For now, 
he settled for lifting Xander off his feet and spinning 
him around in sheer exuberance, loving the sound 
of his Claimed’s laughter and the feel of Xander’s 
warm body in his arms again where he belonged.  

It was over. He was back and the soldiers were 
going to pay in ways they couldn’t even begin to 
imagine for what they’d done. They were going to 
learn the hard way just how badly they’d screwed 
up by fucking with William the Bloody, Master of 
the Hellmouth.  

A/N - Snippet of dialogue borrowed from the 
episode 'Doomed'  

 

Part Thirteen 

Reluctantly unpeeling himself from Spike just 
enough to let them walk, Xander kept one arm 
wrapped firmly around Spike’s waist, half afraid 



that if he let go for even a second, Spike would 
disappear again. 

“So,” he said as they moved slowly in the direction 
of the factory, trying for normal despite the sappy 
grin he knew was plastered all over his face. “Angel 
and I are working on a rescue plan, want to help?” 

Spike lifted an eyebrow, obviously struggling a bit to 
regain his own cool demeanor. Probably chanting to 
himself ‘vampires don’t giggle’ or some such 
mantra, Xander thought fondly. 

“How’s that going for you?” Spike asked. 

“Pretty good,” he said judiciously. “Although we’ve 
run into a little snag - it seems our rescue-ee has 
already saved himself.” 

“Ah. Pity,” Spike agreed, wicked amusement 
dancing in his eyes. 

“Well, it means I’ve got some free time now. Any 
suggestions?” Xander knew he was deliberately 
ignoring everything they should be talking about. 
But Spike was clearly healthy and as giddily happy 
as Xander was, despite his efforts to hide it, and he 



just couldn’t bear to break the euphoric mood by 
questioning Spike about where he’d been and what 
had happened. Now that Spike was back, they had 
plenty of time and Spike seemed to be totally on 
board the denial train with him. 

“Have a couple of ideas,” Spike purred in his smoky, 
bedroom voice, sending an anticipatory shiver up 
Xander’s spine. “What say we kick my Sire out and 
shag like bunnies.” It was clearly not a question. 

“Oh, yeah,” Xander agreed wholeheartedly. 

Spike pulled him in for a kiss which he 
enthusiastically returned, letting himself get lost in 
the taste and feel of his lover, so miraculously 
restored to him. Spike’s strong hands slid into his 
hair, holding him as their tongues dueled and their 
bodies pressed against each other and it was like 
Spike had never been gone. Like the lonely days of 
worry and aching loss were some horrible 
nightmare that he’d just woken from. It was only 
after long moments that Xander’s brain reluctantly 
kicked into gear again and he remembered that 



making out with a vampire outside when dawn was 
rapidly approaching was a bad idea. 

He ignored Spike’s protest and pushed himself back 
just enough to speak, remembering as he did that 
they had another problem. “We can’t kick Angel 
out. It’s almost dawn.” 

“He can sleep downstairs,” Spike muttered 
unsympathetically, still kissing his way along 
Xander’s neck, his tongue tracing along the veins in 
a way that made Xander’s toes curl. 

“Ok, if you keep doing that, we’re never going to 
make it inside.” 

Spike laughed and lifted his head and Xander 
immediately regretted putting a halt, even 
temporarily, to Spike’s assault on his senses. 
“C’mon, luv.” 

They walked up the outside stairs, arms still 
wrapped around each other and Spike grinned as 
Angel’s voice greeted them at the door. “Are you 
two finished behaving like children?” 



“Nope,” Spike said cheerfully, smirking at his Sire as 
he blatantly slid a hand down to grab Xander’s ass. 
Mindful of the fact that they were on the verge of 
doing it in front of Spike’s dad, Xander seized 
Spike’s hand to stop it from wandering further, 
reluctantly moving it to a less compromising area. 

“We’ll be good,” he told Angel, trying to sound like 
he meant it. 

“Speak for yourself.” Ok, so Spike wasn’t on board 
with the don’t have sex in front of Angel plan. 

“Spike, what happened? Where have you been?” 
Angel scowled, “And why the hell did you attack 
me?” 

“Were interfering with my Claimed, weren’t you?” 
Spike answered unrepentantly. “Don’t be a baby, I 
hardly touched you.” His pleased grin gave the lie to 
his words. 

Xander sobered somewhat, realizing that Spike 
didn’t know what had been going on while he was 
gone and curious himself about why Spike had 
attacked Angel. “Spike, Angel’s been great. He’s 



been out looking for you every night and keeping a 
lid on the Court.” 

To his surprise, Spike greeted his explanation with a 
growl, his features shifting as he glared in yellow-
eyed outrage at Angel. “He’s been doing what?” he 
demanded. 

Angel held up a calming hand. “Xander asked me to 
cover your absence with the Court.” Spike shot a 
disbelieving look at Xander but Angel continued 
before Spike could say anything. “I thought it was a 
crazy idea, but it worked. I told the Court you were 
looking for the Gem of Amara and…” 

“You told them what?” Spike roared. “That child’s 
fairy-tale? Why didn’t you tell them I was looking 
for the lost continent of Atlantis while you were at 
it? Or the fucking tooth fairy? Bloody hell! Were you 
trying to make me a laughing stock? How am I 
supposed to take control again without dusting half 
the Court?” 

“Spike, it’s my fault, I made him,” Xander said 
anxiously, inserting himself between the two 
vampires. Angel really didn’t deserve getting beat 



up again for something he’d wanted no part of. 
Plus, this time he could see that Angel was ready: if 
Spike attacked him again, it was going to be a real 
fight and he really couldn’t deal with that now. 

“Besides,” he put both hands on Spike’s shoulders 
and looked him straight in the eye, “we both know 
that you’re gonna go downstairs, tell them it’s none 
of their fucking business what you were doing this 
past week and if they’re thick enough to believe 
what Angel told them, then that’s their problem; 
and that’s going to be the end of it.” Angel let out 
an amused snort at his imitation of Spike’s accent 
and, to his relief, Spike started laughing.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Maybe it was just reaction, maybe he was still high 
from the rush of elation he’d felt at realizing that 
whatever the soldiers had done to him no longer 
worked, or maybe it was the sheer absurdity of the 
situation, but he couldn’t help laughing at his boy’s 
reasoning. Trust Xander to come up with a plan as 



crazy as having one Master vampire stand in for 
another and to actually pull it off. He felt a surge of 
pride in his Claimed as he pulled Xander into a hug. 
“Only you, luv. You’re as crazy as I am.” 

“Hey!” Xander protested although his eyes were 
dancing with mischief and his full-wattage grin was 
back. “I’ll have you know it was a brilliant plan. 
Worked too,” he pointed out smugly. 

“Probably because the minions were too bloody 
confused to know what the hell was happening.” 
Spike shook his head in disbelief. “Vampires don’t 
babysit other vampires’ Courts, luv.” 

“That’s what I said,” Angelus muttered. 

Spike was surprised to find his initial fury at the 
revelation that Angelus had been interfering with 
the Court had vanished in the rush of amusement at 
Xander’s hasty explanation. Xander came up with 
the weirdest ideas sometimes because he didn’t 
think about things in the same way demons did but 
a lot of his plans actually worked despite how crazy 
they seemed. 



The Court could very well have erupted in his 
absence - in fact, he’d expected to find that there 
had been trouble and someone else had taken over. 
Less than two hours ago, he’d been arming himself 
in the hope that he could bluff his way through long 
enough to learn what had happened to Xander. 
Now, thankfully, none of that was an issue. He 
didn’t even have to fight to regain control of his 
Court - Xander’s summary of how he was going to 
handle his return had been very nearly spot on. 
Which didn’t mean he wasn’t still annoyed at being 
made to look like a complete idiot. The Gem of 
Amara indeed. Where the hell had Angelus come up 
with that old chestnut? 

Despite the fact that only Xander could have come 
up with such a bizarre plan and somehow managed 
to convince his Sire to go along with it, Angelus 
babysitting his Court in his absence had been a 
good thought. A show of authority, a couple of 
dustings, and he would be back in control without 
even breaking a sweat - and he was looking forward 
to kicking some ass after the humiliations of the 
past week. Just let any of those wankers question 



him and they’d see who they were dealing with. He 
was still Master here. 

No, he’d give this one to his Sire. It seemed that 
Angelus really had been trying to do right by him, 
no matter how it looked on the surface. Angelus 
had protected Xander by his actions and by his 
mere presence in the apartment and Spike owed 
him for that. It really had been good of his Sire to 
step in to protect Spike’s Claimed. 

More importantly, the idea had kept Xander out of 
danger although he was sure that hadn’t been his 
Claimed first priority. Or even his fifth, Spike 
thought in fond exasperation, smiling at Xander and 
pulling him in for another hug. It felt like far longer 
than it could possibly have actually been since he’d 
been able to touch and smell his Claimed. After the 
worry and frustration and agony of the last few 
days, he just wanted to take his boy to bed and feel 
Xander’s warm body next to him as he buried 
himself in the taste and smell of his Claimed.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander watched Spike’s face anxiously, relieved 
when he slid back into human face, obviously 
getting over his sudden flare of anger. He’d known 
that Spike would freak over having Angel at the 
apartment but hadn’t anticipated that he’d be so 
upset over Angel babysitting the Court. Which was 
probably really dumb on his part - of course Spike 
would resent his Sire covering for him. Not only 
were vampires territorial by nature but Spike had 
Angel issues that went way back, most of which had 
to do with the power dynamics between the two of 
them. 

Well, he’d created the situation, so it was up to him 
to smooth it over. “How about we sit down and talk 
about what’s been happening without destroying 
the furniture,” he suggested brightly. “Deal?” 

Ignoring the way both vampires rolled their eyes at 
him, he tugged Spike over to the couch and pulled 
him down to sit beside him, wrapping his arms 
around the slim, strong body - partly because he 
wasn’t ready to give up physical contact with his 
miraculously returned lover and partly because 



entangling Spike in his arms made it harder for him 
to attack Angel. Angel prudently sat down in a chair 
halfway across the room as Xander began his 
explanation. 

“Spike, when you went missing, I asked Angel to 
help find you. He’s been staying here on the couch. 
I was worried about what would happen with the 
Court without some sort of cover story for your 
absence so I asked him to cover for you.” 

“What did happen?” Angel asked. “Where have you 
been?” 

Xander’s lips tightened at Angel’s blunt questions 
but he knew they’d have to deal with this sooner or 
later. He’d just been in the later camp himself. 

“Bunch of soldiers and lab coat types got an 
enormous base set up underneath the college 
campus,” Spike said flatly. “They’re holding 
prisoners, mostly demons, and they’re 
experimenting on them.” He shrugged, “Didn’t like 
the accommodations, so I left.” 

“What do you meant ‘experimenting’?” 



“Are you alright?” 

Angel’s and Xander’s questions overlapped and 
Spike smiled reassuringly at Xander. “’m fine, luv.” 
He turned to face Angel. “Don’t know exactly what 
they’re doing but it looks like they’re trying to find a 
way to control demons.” He looked back at Xander. 
“It’s alright, luv. I’m fine.”  

Xander realized that his arms had tightened 
convulsively around Spike and forced himself to 
relax his anxious grip. “Sorry,” he muttered. 

“Nothing to worry about, pet.” Spike said 
reassuringly, rubbing his thigh comfortingly. 

“What do you mean, ‘mostly demons’,” Angel 
asked. 

Xander’s head snapped around at that and he 
stared at Spike. Not that holding demons and 
experimenting on them was a good thing since he 
doubted the government was making any 
distinctions between good and bad demons, not to 
mention that kidnapping the Master Vampire of a 
Territory was absolutely guaranteed to start a 



vampire war - something they’d avoided only by the 
skin of their teeth and the fact that Angel and Spike 
were distinctly not your average vampires - but he 
could see the government justifying it to 
themselves since demons weren’t human. But they 
were holding humans as well? That went way 
beyond anything he thought the government would 
let itself get involved in. 

Spike shrugged. “Don’t have a list but they had a 
werewolf locked up and they’re barely demons.” 
Seeing Xander’s sudden flash of worry, he added: 
“Not your wolf, pet. Was a female.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He ended up giving Angelus and Xander a rundown 
on everything he’d seen while he was held prisoner, 
although he didn’t tell them what they’d done to 
him. It hadn’t taken very long to summarize what he 
knew and guessed about the place. He’d been 
unconscious during his time out of the cell when 
they’d messed with him and his escape had been 



largely through deserted hallways. Despite itching 
to pull Xander into the bedroom, or to go knock 
heads together downstairs, he stifled his impatience 
and answered their questions, knowing it was 
important. Above and beyond what they’d done to 
him, this was an organized, government-backed 
action against demons, not something they could 
ignore or take lightly. 

Once or twice while he was talking, Xander had 
given him a sharp look but hadn’t questioned his 
edited account. Spike simply told them that he’d 
escaped in the daytime, gotten burned and had to 
feed before going to the mansion to find Xander 
gone, then heading here. 

He hadn’t even lied to his Claimed, he thought 
virtuously. He’d just left out a few details like the 
fact that the blood he’d drank was bagged not fresh 
and exactly who had had something done to them 
that left them unable to fight. Nothing they needed 
to know now that it had worn off. He’d even told 
them that he didn’t know if what they’d done to the 
demon had been permanent or temporary, just that 



the poor bugger had seemed to be in a lot of pain 
whenever he tried to fight. 

Both Xander and Angelus grasped the larger 
implications at once and all of them sat silently for a 
moment after Spike had finished, thinking about 
what he’d said. Xander’s arms tightened around 
him again, and Spike pulled him closer, resting his 
head on top of Xander’s dark hair as his boy thought 
about what he’d learned. 

Xander was the first to speak, and he filled Spike in 
on what he and Angelus had learned that night 
while following the soldiers who must have been 
hunting for Spike. While it was possible that some 
of the others he’d set free had gotten away, Spike 
doubted it. The two demons with him had been 
recaptured for sure and the other two had run in 
the direction of the center of the base and Spike 
assumed they hadn’t gotten far. 

It was good to learn there was more than one 
entrance to the base. If it came down to an assault 
on the place, multiple entrances would make things 
easier. 



“We need to talk to Giles and Buffy and Mr. Olsen 
and Sgt. Morgan about this,” Xander finished. “They 
need to know what’s going on.” 

“Agreed.” Angel looked troubled, staring down at 
his clasped hands as if they held the secrets of the 
universe. “Spike, would you mind if I stay here until 
the meeting? I don’t like the sound of this.” 

Spike was pleased to be asked. “Good idea. You can 
have the mansion back while you’re here,” he 
offered graciously and Xander fought back a laugh. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike strode down the long hallway past the rooms 
set aside for his Lieutenants. He’d taken time for a 
shower and change of clothes before heading 
downstairs to the main Court. The clothing he’d 
been wearing for far too many days had reeked of 
sewers and chemicals and the humans who had 
handled him. If he’d been thinking clearly, he would 
have washed up at the mansion before returning 
home and it rattled him a little to remember just 



how low he’d sunk - he hadn’t even noticed his 
appearance until he was getting ready to go 
downstairs. 

For Xander’s sake, he needed to deal with the Court 
before anything else. Angelus had admitted frankly 
that the Court was restless and that, if Spike hadn’t 
returned so fortuitously, he couldn’t have kept 
things under control for much longer without 
actually taking over as Master. Spike had surprised 
them all by simply nodding in agreement - although 
a good idea, Angelus covering for him had never 
been anything more than a stopgap measure. No 
Court would put up with a temporary Master for 
long. He suspected that the situation was so 
unusual that the Court had been slow to react and, 
he thought smugly, too wary of Spike’s return to act 
precipitously, especially against Spike’s much older 
Sire. Spike grinned as he opened the door at the top 
of the stairs leading down to the factory floor, the 
Court vampires must have been desperately trying 
to figure out what was really going on the entire 
time Angelus had been there. Masters were either 



in control or they were dust. Vampires didn’t share 
power. 

He’d hated leaving Xander so soon, without even 
time for a proper greeting but Xander had 
understood and he blessed the fact that his Claimed 
had such a firm grasp of strategy. Xander himself 
had pointed out that, if Spike delayed going 
downstairs, it would be mid-day and the vampires 
would all be sleeping. Appearing at dawn, before 
any hint of his return could filter through the Court, 
would catch them off guard and unprepared, giving 
Spike a distinct advantage. Not that he really 
needed one but a dramatic return when no one was 
expecting him would be much more effective than 
letting rumor precede him and steal his thunder. In 
addition, returning at sunset from the apartment 
would tell the Court that he had lingered with his 
Claimed before returning to deal with the Court. It 
would send the wrong message - that he was weak 
and sentimental, and vulnerable through his 
Claimed. It was true, but he couldn’t let the Court 
know that. 



Xander had also pointed out, with a throaty chuckle 
that nearly sent Spike’s resolve out the window, 
that Spike would be better off coming back home to 
an impatient and horny lover instead of returning 
from the Court full of adrenaline when Xander was 
already thoroughly sated and sound asleep. 

Couldn’t fault Xander’s logic on that on. 

He descended the stairs quietly, not stealthily just 
not calling attention to himself, wanting to make as 
dramatic an entrance as possible. He was almost to 
the factory floor when a minion, obviously headed 
up to the third floor rooms to sleep, caught sight of 
him and froze, staring in shock. 

Spike ignored him, although he was gratified to see 
the minion jump hastily out of his path, pressing 
himself against the wall as Spike swept past. 
Michael met him at the foot of the stairs and Spike 
saw his other Lieutenants converging on them, Jose 
moving with calm deliberateness as suited his 
senior Lieutenant, the others with a bit of nervous 
scurry to their approach. He stopped on the last 
step, leaving himself clearly visible to the minions 



who were rapidly becoming aware of his presence 
as silence fell over the Court and the minions all 
turned to watch him greet his Lieutenants. 

“Anything to report?” Spike asked, with as little 
concern as if he’d seen them all the night before, 
and had to fight back a smirk as his Lieutenants 
exchanged nervous glances, obviously unsure if 
Angelus was something to report or not. Not 
surprisingly, Jose took the lead. 

“Nothing of note, Master Spike,” he said calmly, his 
voice carrying just a bit farther than usual in the 
pool of silence surrounding them. “Master Angelus 
put the minions through their paces to evaluate 
their strengths and weaknesses. We can give you a 
report on the results for those minions new to the 
Court, if you are interested.” 

Spike waved a dismissive hand. “I assume my Sire 
dusted anyone not up to my standards. Let me 
know if anyone showed any useful talent.” He gave 
Jose an approving nod. Xander had told him about 
Jose’s actions during his absence. He’d chosen well 



when he’d made Jose his senior Lieutenant and his 
unswerving loyalty to Xander was gratifying. 

“Master Spike, were you successful?” Michael asked 
eagerly. 

“Successful?” he asked blandly. 

“Yes, Master Angelus said that you were looking for 
the Gem of Amara.” Michael’s voice trailed off as he 
met Spike’s raised eyebrow and amused look. 

“And you believed him?” Spike shook his head 
disapprovingly. “Gonna have to do better than that, 
Michael if you want to keep your position. Had 
some business to take care of but it most certainly 
was not hunting for magical objects that don’t 
exist.” 

He let his gaze sweep the others Lieutenant, 
amused by how quickly their expressions changed 
from interest to disapproval, trying to show that 
they had never been taken in by that ridiculous 
story and couldn’t believe Michael had been. 
Arkady actually edged away from Michael a step or 



two as if afraid of being contaminated with his 
disgrace. 

“Anything else?” He was met with head shakes all 
around. “Good. Full Court session the day after 
tomorrow to take care of any business. Jose, who’s 
the best we’ve got with a quarterstaff?” 

Jose considered for a moment. “I would suggest 
Guillermo.” He glanced at Anthony who gave a 
confirming nod. 

“Right.” Spike smiled ferally. “Let’s see what he’s 
got.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Taking the steps back to the apartment two at a 
time, Spike couldn’t help grinning. The minion had 
been good and had given him an honest fight - 
minions had long since learned that “letting” Spike 
win was bad for their health. Anyone he sparred 
with fought to win or they didn’t survive the match. 



He’d always liked the quarterstaff for practice bouts 
- only partly because he was better than most with 
the weapon. The rapid-fire blows and parries the 
weapon called for suited his fighting style, and 
quarterstaffs were a flashy, stylish weapon when 
used properly. 

A good opponent could do serious damage with one 
and Guillermo had been one of the better fighters 
Spike had faced with the weapon. Thrashing him 
soundly had been extraordinarily satisfying, like 
every blow struck was a blow against one of the 
soldiers or lab coats, every crack of wood meeting 
wood as they had parried and blocked a reminder 
that he had beaten them and was himself again. 

He’d sent the minion crashing to the floor with a 
series of rapid moves that had first knocked him off 
balance and then swept him off his feet, his weapon 
sent flying as he lost his grip. Spike had laughed and 
spun his own staff in a flashy move before reaching 
down to help the minion up, much to the younger 
vampire’s astonishment. “Good job,” he told the 
surprised minion. “Gave me a workout.” The minion 
had been smugly pleased with the rare compliment, 



despite the broken arm the last flurry of blows had 
given him. Spike was not generous with his praise 
and the broken arm and the compliment would 
make him the envy of the Court for a few days. 

Having made his presence indelibly felt again, Spike 
was able to relax, knowing his absence wouldn’t be 
questioned and he was still firmly in control. The 
Court might wonder, but they wouldn’t do it out 
loud. He paused for a few private words with Jose, 
quietly letting him know how much he appreciated 
Jose’s loyalty to his Claimed before bounding up the 
stairs to return to Xander and reap the rewards of 
homecoming. 

Angelus met him at the apartment door, having 
heard him approaching. “Everything go alright?” he 
asked. 

“’Course,” Spike assured him breezily. “You expect 
anything else?” 

Angelus shook his head and Spike was secretly 
pleased at his Sire’s confidence in his ability to 
handle things. “You off somewhere?” he asked. 



Angelus shrugged, looking a little sheepish. 
“Thought I’d head out through the tunnels, let you 
have your apartment back.” 

Spike couldn’t help smirking. “That for your own 
comfort or Xander’s?” 

“Both,” his Sire answered and started to walk past. 
He hesitated and then said quietly: “Spike, I’m glad 
you’re back.” 

He almost said something flippant but found he was 
genuinely touched by the sincerity in Angelus’ voice. 
“Thanks. For everything,” he said. Feeling 
unaccustomedly awkward, he added: “Don’t be a 
stranger.” 

Equally awkward, Angelus nodded and strode off 
without another word. Spike watched him go, until 
he turned the corner at the end of the hall. It felt 
surprisingly good, to have Angelus’ approval, 
unspoken though it was. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander looked exhausted. He was stretched out on 
the couch and had fallen asleep while watching 
television. Spike took a moment to study him, 
seeing the fatigue in the lines of his face that the 
earlier glowing happiness had concealed. He looked 
drawn and pale underneath his tan and his eyes, 
even closed, had the pinched, sunken look that 
came from not eating or sleeping properly. He’d 
been eagerly anticipating taking his boy to bed and 
renewing his Claim, but now he hesitated. Xander 
obviously needed sleep more than he needed 
shagging. 

Repressing a sigh at the general fragility of humans - 
they just didn’t bounce back the way vampires did - 
Spike gently lifted Xander’s head off the arm of the 
couch couch and sat down beside him, settling 
Xander down again with his head resting on Spike’s 
thigh. 

“Spike?” 

“Hush, luv. Go back to sleep.” 



Typically, Xander didn’t do as he was told. Instead, 
he shifted until he was looking up at Spike, giving 
him a drowsy welcoming smile. “How’d it go?” he 
asked, stretching in a way that made him look 
unbelievably hot - like a dark-eyed harem boy, all 
sleepy sensuality and beckoning promise. Spike’s 
resolution to not ravage his boy immediately was 
seriously put to the test. 

“Nothin’ to it,” Spike told him smugly, shifting so 
they were both lying a bit more vertically. Xander 
made a contented sound and snuggled closer. 

“Told you,” he mumbled and Spike chuckled as he 
realized Xander was waking up a bit, turning his 
head and beginning to nuzzle into Spike’s stomach, 
muttering about inconsiderate vampires who wore 
shirts to bed. 

“Not in bed, luv,” he pointed out, running his own 
hand down the length of Xander’s back loving the 
feel of warm skin and solid muscle beneath the 
fabric of his shirt. 

“Why not?” 



“’Cause someone fell asleep on the couch.” 

Xander smiled up at him again. “Did not,” he lied 
shamelessly. “I was just resting my eyes.” 

“‘Course you were,” Spike mocked gently. “The 
snoring and the drooling were just a coincidence.” 

“I don’t snore,” Xander countered. “You just think I 
do because you don’t breathe.” 

Spike chuckled, stroking his hand through Xander’s 
wavy hair. “Missed you, luv. More than I can say.” 

Xander hitched himself upright and looked 
searchingly at him. “Are you really ok? You look like 
it was a rough week.” 

“Had better,” Spike admitted quietly. “How ‘bout 
you? You look like you haven’t been taking care of 
yourself.” 

“Everything’s good, now that you’re back.” 

He pulled Spike to him, kissing him gently on the 
lips. Not the wild, desperate kisses from earlier, this 
was a quiet coming home. Lips and tongues tasting 



and exploring, learning each other all over again, 
reassuring each other that they were back together, 
that all was right in their world again. 

Gradually, the kisses grew deeper and hungrier and 
Xander twisted around until he was straddling 
Spike’s lap, his hands fumbling to pull up Spike’s t-
shirt, searching for the smooth, cool flesh 
underneath. Spike leaned back into the couch, 
letting Xander take control of the kiss, his own 
hands cupping his boy’s ass as he pulled him closer, 
grinding their rapidly hardening erections together. 

Xander suddenly reared back and glanced wildly 
around the room. “Oh god, are we doing it in front 
of Angel?” 

“No. Had a sudden attack of consideration and left 
us alone.” 

“Oh.” Relieved, Xander settled back down. “That 
was nice of him.” 

“Gone a bit prudish, Angelus has,” Spike said 
judiciously. “Guess voyeurism doesn’t go with his 
shiny new soul. Certainly used to get off on it.” And 



who would have thought that he’d ever be making 
casual jokes about Angelus’ soul? When had it 
ceased to be a mark of shame and a point of 
permanent division between them and become just 
another fact: his Sire had brown eyes, used too 
many hair products, and had a soul. 

Xander made a face, collapsing limply against Spike 
and dropping his head against Spike’s shoulder. 
“Great. Way to kill the mood, Spike. That’s 
something I did not need to know.” 

Spike laughed and flipped them both in one swift 
move so that they were lying full length on the 
couch, himself on top, staring down into Xander’s 
face, drinking in the sight of his Claimed, still 
flushed and aroused and staring back up at him with 
loving eyes, like Spike was the most important thing 
in his life. 

More than anything, he needed to renew his Claim. 
Beyond the intense pleasures of sex, the joy of 
feeding from living flesh, the heady rush of power 
that came from dominating his Court, or the 
exhilaration of defeating an opponent, renewing his 



Claim would banish the humiliation and shame of 
the past week. The worst moments, the lowest ebb 
had been the realization that he couldn’t protect or 
hold Xander in his crippled, helpless state. Against 
all odds, he had beaten them, escaping when no 
one else had and winning free of whatever they had 
done. He proved to himself and the rest of the 
world that he was whole and strong and capable of 
defending his Territory and, most importantly, his 
Claimed. He was still William the Bloody, Slayer of 
Slayers and Master of the Hellmouth, still worthy of 
his Claimed. 

Settling himself comfortably between Xander’s legs, 
Spike began rocking their hips together in a 
maddening rhythm, a pleased smirk growing on his 
face as he watched Xander’s eyes dilate and felt him 
pushing up with his own hips as he sought more 
contact. Spike drove his hips down harder, pressing 
Xander into the cushions as their arousal grew and 
their movements came faster and more frantically. 

Xander arced his head back against the cushions, 
exposing the long line of his neck with the visibly 
throbbing pulse and Spike couldn’t wait any longer. 



Sliding into his true face, he lowered his head, 
letting his needle-sharp fangs penetrate the freely 
offered flesh, anticipating the heady taste of his 
Claimed’s blood filling his mouth after the long 
absence. 

His fangs had barely pierced the skin when lightning 
tore through him and he screamed uncontrollably in 
pain, his muscles convulsing, arcing his body 
backwards as the horribly familiar pain burned like 
holy water in his veins, until he couldn’t see, 
couldn’t hear, couldn’t feel anything except pain. 
He wasn’t even aware when he rolled off the couch 
in an ungainly sprawl, his hands clutching his head 
as he rode out the pain. 

“Spike! Spike! What’s happening?” 

Xander’s panicked voice was the first thing he was 
aware of as the pain ebbed abruptly, leaving him 
shattered and broken on the floor, unable to even 
try to cover or pass this off as something trivial. 
Xander rolled off the couch, landing with a thud 
beside him then his arms were around Spike, 
holding him and he leaned into the warm embrace, 



his body shaking with reaction, his mind unwillingly 
adding up the evidence. 

He hadn’t beaten them at all, he realized dully. And 
now Xander knew. There would be no hiding his 
humiliation. Humans had leashed him, 
domesticated him like a dog brought to heel on a 
choke chain. He should have known. Why would 
they care if he could hurt, even kill demons? That 
might even be their goal - creating tame demons 
who would hunt other demons on command. 

He could still be Master, still control his Territory, 
still tackle demons three times his size for the sheer 
fun of it, but they’d taken Xander from him as 
effectively as if they’d killed him. He couldn’t renew 
his Claim, couldn’t protect him from human threats, 
couldn’t sink himself deep inside his warm body and 
take him. A Claiming bite was much like sex: an 
exquisitely erotic journey along the knife-edge of 
pain. Whatever they’d done to him clearly didn’t 
stop him from fighting or biting, it stopped him 
from hurting humans. Stopped him regardless of 
whether that pain was desired or not. The pain had 
been the same, neither more nor less intense, when 



he’d tried to bite Xander with Xander’s full and 
joyful cooperation as when he’d tried to feed from 
an unwilling victim. 

Could he bear to be with Xander knowing he 
couldn’t mark him, couldn’t take him sexually? Was 
it fair to Xander to make him live such a colorless, 
joyless existence? 

Grateful for Xander’s silent support, Spike buried 
himself in the strong arms holding him and 
mourned the loss of everything in his life that had 
meaning.  
 
 

Part Fourteen 

WARNING:  THIS CHAPTER CONTAINS EXPLICIT SEX 
Spike bent his head and Xander felt the familiar 
exquisite pain of needle sharp fangs piercing his 
skin, marking him, showing the world that he 
belonged to Spike. As always, the mingled pain and 
pleasure of the moment brought him to the brink of 
orgasm and his grip tightened on Spike’s back, 
clinging to his lover’s whipcord body as he arced 



upwards, pressing closer to Spike’s cool strength, 
his hips bucking up against Spike’s body, desperate 
for that little extra something to send him over the 
edge. 

He yelped in astonishment as Spike suddenly jerked 
away from him with an agonized scream, his 
movement tearing his fangs out of Xander’s neck 
with a careless roughness that was completely 
unlike him. He pushed himself up on his elbows, 
and froze in disbelief, his surprised complaint dying 
on his lips. 

Spike looked like he was having a seizure of some 
kind: his body had snapped upright, arching 
backwards, every muscle clenched in pain, his 
expression one of pure agony. For one second, a 
flash of time that seemed to last for an eternity as 
Xander stared in shock, unable to move, as Spike 
collapsed to the floor, landing in a heap with none 
of his usual cat-like grace. 

Xander frantically rolled off the couch after him, all 
thoughts of carnality gone in his sudden terror. 

“Spike! Spike! What’s happening?” 



Spike curled into a ball, hands clutching his temples, 
his whole body shuddering with pain. Xander 
hovered over him, scared to touch him, afraid of 
somehow making things worse. Then it just… 
stopped. The corded tension in Spike’s body 
released and he slumped against the couch and 
Xander didn’t hesitate any longer. He pulled Spike 
into his arms, holding him as Spike curled up in his 
embrace like a wounded child, his body still shaking 
from whatever had just happened. 

For a long moment, Xander just held him, crooning 
wordless comfort, waiting for Spike to recover. He 
didn’t ask any questions, too shaken himself by the 
sudden shock, the abrupt shift from arousal to fear, 
to do anything but hold Spike protectively in his 
arms and thank god whatever it was had stopped. 

As he waited for Spike to talk to him, Xander’s brain 
started adding up random bits and pieces and he 
couldn’t help putting two and two together. Spike 
had told him and Angel that the soldiers had done 
something to one of the demons in the cells, 
making it so the demon couldn’t fight, couldn’t hit 
anything or defend itself. Spike had been vague on 



the details and Xander had suspected that Spike 
was holding something back. Now he knew what 
Spike had been hiding. 

When Spike’s tremors had faded to nothing, Xander 
said quietly: “The demon you told us about, that 
was you.” 

It wasn’t really a question but Spike sighed, the 
nearly inaudible sound telling Xander everything he 
needed to know. 

Spike shifted in his arms and Xander loosened his 
hold, letting Spike push free without trying to stop 
him. Spike wasn’t good about accepting comfort - 
he saw it as being weak, and it was pretty much 
hardwired into vampires to never admit to any kind 
of vulnerability. Now, he rose off the floor and 
moved away from Xander, moving restlessly around 
the room, not pacing so much as avoiding Xander’s 
eyes. 

“Bastards did something to me. When I hit Angel 
and nothing happened, I thought it had worn off or 
something. Turns out they were a bit cleverer than 



I’d guessed. I can fight demons, just can’t hurt 
humans.” 

Xander frowned, getting slowly to his feet as his 
mind raced. Something about Spike’s explanation 
was off, or else he was missing something. Spike 
still wasn’t looking at him and his voice was flat 
without any of the anger Xander would expect from 
anyone, much less Spike who wasn’t exactly famous 
for his even disposition. Spike sounded almost… 
defeated. Which was crazy, Spike never admitted 
defeat. Situations that made others lie down and 
quit just made Spike fight twice as hard. Spike not 
only laughed in the face of danger, he kicked its ass 
and insulted its mother. He never gave up and the 
fact that he sounded like that was what he was 
doing now shocked Xander and he had no idea what 
to say or do to help. 

Spike never reacted to pain the way he just had 
either. He fought his way through it, ignored it, 
coped with it, did whatever it took. He never let 
pain incapacitate him like that. Xander had seen 
Spike continue fighting after Angel had stuck two 
feet of sword in his gut, and despite gaping wounds 



that would have killed a human, Spike had beaten 
the older, larger vampire and still had enough fight 
left in him afterwards to shred Buffy verbally. But 
tonight, Spike had been brought to his knees by 
something that hadn’t left a mark on him. 

The implications shook him. The pain Spike had 
been in had to have been worse than that of 
multiple near-fatal wounds. Xander couldn’t even 
imagine the level of pain Spike must have felt to 
cause the reaction he’d seen. 

After way too long dithering, he closed the distance 
between himself and Spike, pulling him around until 
Spike was facing him and somehow found his voice. 
“Spike, whatever it is, whatever they’ve done, we’ll 
find a way to fix it,” he said quietly but with utter 
conviction. 

Spike just looked at him with despairing eyes. “Can’t 
protect you, luv.” He ran his thumb over the still 
slightly bleeding bite mark on Xander’s neck, the 
older bite mark sloppily overlaid by the new one, 
the mark only partially renewed before the pain had 
forced Spike to stop. “Can’t mark you, can’t make 



love to you, can’t do anything.” He looked away, 
unable to meet Xander’s eyes. “I’m beyond 
pathetic,” he said harshly. “You’re better off 
without me.” 

He started to pull away again and Xander tightened 
his grip, holding him in place. “Don’t you think 
that’s for me to say?” he asked sharply. 

“’m not human, Xander. I’m not going to do the 
noble martyr thing and neither are you. Not going 
to be the cripple you chain yourself to for life.” 

“Fuck you, Spike!” Xander almost yelled, his cold 
fear that Spike was planning on leaving him 
morphing into furious anger at Spike for giving up. 
“You try and quit on me now and I will chain you to 
the wall until you get your head out of your ass. We 
haven’t even had five minutes to figure out what’s 
happened, much less what we can do to fix it, and 
you’re already saying it’s hopeless. I’ve just spent 
the worst week of my life thinking you were dead 
and I am not going through that again because you 
want to give up.” 



Spike’s own gaze sharpened until he was glaring 
back at Xander. “You don’t understand, Xander. The 
minute word gets out, every demon in town will 
know exactly how to take me out. Fifty quid on the 
docks will be enough to hire humans I can’t fight. 
I’m not going to be the laughingstock of the demon 
world - the pathetic has-been who let humans leash 
him,” he snarled, shifting to demon features but not 
before Xander saw the humiliation and the flicker of 
fear in his blue eyes. 

Xander met him glare for glare, his hands tightening 
unconsciously around Spike’s arms as if he could 
hold Spike there by brute force. The sound of his 
breath was harsh and unnaturally loud in the room 
as he shook Spike to emphasize what he was saying: 
“Nobody knows about this and nobody is going to 
find out until we fix it. Do you hear me? You are not 
leaving me.” 

His voice broke on the last word and he took one 
step forward, his grip on Spike’s arms shifting, his 
arms sliding around to hold Spike, clinging 
desperately, his face buried in Spike’s neck as he 
continued brokenly: “You’re the one who told me a 



Claim was permanent, remember? You’re renewing 
your Claim mark even if I have to take valium or a 
local anesthetic when you do it. I can’t lose you, 
Spike.” 

After what seemed an eternity, Spike sighed and his 
own arms lifted to wrap around Xander, holding 
him. “Love you, Xander,” he said quietly. “Never 
leavin’ you. We’ll figure it out.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Still shaken by Xander’s outburst, Spike gently 
steered his boy to the couch and settled the two of 
them down in the cushions, holding Xander close to 
his side, wondering if this would be enough if they 
couldn’t fix what was wrong. His fingers traced his 
Claim scar on Xander’s neck, running over and over 
it, lips quirking slightly in reluctant humor as he 
thought about Xander’s suggestion to use drugs to 
make him able to bite Xander. It only lasted a 
moment before all trace of amusement vanished 
before the reality of the situation. 



Numbing the inevitable pain through drugs wasn’t 
the answer. It would probably work both for biting 
and for sex but it would make the experience 
meaningless for both of them. Anything strong 
enough for Xander to feel no pain would be in his 
blood, ruining the experience for Spike too and 
Spike didn’t want even a willingly drugged partner. 
Not when that partner was Xander. 

But that was the long term. For now, Xander wasn’t 
wrong, they needed time to figure out what to do. 
Spike was a demon. He was used to solving his 
problems violently. A human who crossed him was 
a dead human and that pretty much took care of it. 
Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option right now. He 
would have to find another way of dealing with 
things. 

Well, he wasn’t a minion and he’d been bending the 
rules since the day he was turned, even more so 
since he’d met Xander. For Xander’s sake, he was 
already only rarely hurting and never killing 
humans. He could handle Xander knowing what had 
happened to him. If no one else found out, there 
wouldn’t be any reason for them to guess that 



anything was wrong. Certainly there was no reason 
anyone at Court would suspect anything. He’d 
never hunted with anyone from the Court, no one 
would notice if he shifted fully to bagged blood for a 
short time, just long enough to find out what had 
been done and how they could fix it. 

That realization helped. If no one knew, he wouldn’t 
lose his status. He could still kick the ass of any 
demon in town and that was more than a little sop 
to his badly shredded pride. 

Resting his head on top of Xander’s, feeling his 
boy’s warm weight leaning against him, Spike felt 
the despair that had been knotting his gut ease 
slightly. Xander didn’t see him as crippled, that was 
obvious. He saw Spike as wounded, a temporary 
condition, not something to be pitied. Viewed in 
that light, it was something he could live with for 
awhile. Just long enough to fix it and take bloody 
revenge on the people who had done this to him. It 
was the thought that this was permanent that had 
really been defeating him. The idea of a life half 
lived; the thought of never being able to feed off 
living prey and, more importantly, never being able 



to truly Claim Xander again, in any way, that had 
sent him spiraling into suicidal depression. 

Holding Xander, feeling the warm breath, the 
steady heart beat, smelling his familiar rich spicy 
scent, Spike found something close to contentment 
again. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander stirred, feeling the softness of worn denim 
under his cheek. He’d fallen asleep on the couch, his 
head pillowed in Spike’s lap. He turned his head, 
wincing a little at the stiff muscles in his neck, and 
Spike’s strong fingers were there, sliding through 
his hair to knead the tight muscles and easing the 
crick from the awkward position he’d been in. 

Looking up at his lover, Xander frowned at the 
harsh lines of the face looking back at him. Spike’s 
face was naturally thin and angular, the sharp 
cheekbones and strong jaw defining his face under 
the intense blue eyes, but now, the hollows under 
Spike’s cheekbones were deeper, his eyes slightly 



dull and cloudy instead of their usual bright blue. 
Spike had lost weight and his face showed the 
unmistakable signs of having recently healed burns. 
Xander sat up abruptly, his sleepiness vanishing in a 
tidal wave of worry. 

“When did you eat last?” he asked. 

Spike raised his brows at him, lips quirking up into a 
puckish smile that made him seem almost normal 
for a moment, but Xander’s questing hand could 
feel every rib far too easily. Spike hadn’t been 
feeding properly and Xander cursed himself for not 
noticing it earlier. 

“Don’t fret, luv. Drank the emergency supply at the 
mansion last night.” 

Xander swung his legs off the couch and headed for 
the kitchen. “Well, I’m guessing they weren’t 
feeding you at the military hotel, right?” He didn’t 
wait for an answer, pulling several bags of blood out 
of the freezer and putting the first one in the 
microwave. Unable to fight, the odds were good 
that Spike had been injured escaping from the 
prison and he had obviously gotten burned by 



sunlight. An injured vampire needed a lot more 
blood than a healthy one and there had only been a 
dozen or so bags in the freezer at the mansion. He 
wasn’t going to press for details, Spike’s pride had 
taken enough hits and admitting that a human had 
been able to injure him wasn’t something he was 
going to force Spike to do. “You’re obviously a few 
pints low,” he said, carefully keeping his eyes on the 
microwave as the bag slowly rotated inside. Let 
Spike think he was just being his usual 
overprotective self on the subject of Spike’s eating 
habits. 

Spike drank the blood without protest, and Xander 
made him drink eight bags before he judged it was 
enough, watching Spike carefully and seeing the 
burns fade to nothing, the faint flush of borrowed 
color in his cheeks and the grey that had shadowed 
his eyes clearing. The gauntness disappeared from 
his face and Xander blessed the rapid healing of 
vampires. A half-starved human could never be 
brought back to health with a single meal in the way 
a vampire could. 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander turned toward the sink to rinse out the mug 
he’d been filling and re-filling for Spike and Spike 
watched him as he washed it and set it in the drain 
board, taking far too long to complete the mundane 
task. 

Even before they’d become lovers, Xander had 
always fussed over him, worrying about Spike’s 
wellbeing in a way no-one had since - well, since his 
human mother. It was annoying and endearing and 
such an ingrained part of Xander’s caring nature 
that Spike felt nothing but gratitude and a trace of 
wonder that he had someone in his unlife who 
loved him the way Xander did. 

From anyone else, he would have viewed the 
solicitude lavished on him with suspicion, sure the 
giver wanted something from him. But that simply 
wasn’t an issue with Xander. Xander quietly took 
care of the people he loved, not expecting anything 
in return and the person he loved most was Spike. 



Granted, sometimes Xander’s ideas of how to take 
care of him meant that he would adamantly oppose 
Spike: arguing with him, even going behind his back 
to do something he thought was in Spike’s best 
interest, but mostly it showed itself in the way 
Xander saw below the surface: seeing when Spike 
was hungry, tired, or hurt, despite his best attempts 
at hiding it and, like now, quietly insisting on dealing 
with the problem. 

Which, of course, was what made it so mystifying 
that Xander could also be so oblivious to some 
things and so pig-headed stubborn that at times it 
made Spike want to scream with frustration, he 
thought with a grin. 

This time, though, Xander was worried about him 
with good reason. Spike hadn’t been feeding 
properly, the bloody soldiers had nearly starved him 
in that prison cell and he hadn’t fed enough since 
then to make up for it. The supply of blood at the 
mansion had been enough to heal him, but not 
enough to bring him back to full strength. 



He was jolted out of his thoughts when Xander 
turned back to face him, bracing his hands behind 
him against the countertop, his face set in grim, 
determined lines. 

“Do you know what they did to you?” 

The abrupt question took him by surprise and 
despite his reluctance to describe the details of his 
humiliating captivity, Spike was relieved that Xander 
was dealing with the issue with his usual straight-
forward, get-to-the-bottom-of-it, attitude. Not like 
someone coddling a cripple, just looking for 
answers to a fixable problem. 

Spike shook his head. “I was unconscious. Didn’t 
know anything had happened ‘til I hit one of them 
when I got out of my cell. Thought the top of my 
head had blown off. Same thing happens any time I 
try and hurt a human.” His jaw tightened, 
remembering his inability to even bite the woman 
in the cheap hotel room and the searing agony that 
had accompanied his attempts. “Like you saw, don’t 
have to intend to kill, or even to hurt, just causing a 
human pain triggers it.” Xander’s brow furrowed at 



that information and he looked like he was 
unsuccessfully trying to put things together into a 
cohesive whole. “Haven’t found anything, ‘cept a 
bald spot on the back of my head,” Spike finished. 

Xander reached up and explored, finding the small 
spot easily. It was the size of a 50-cent piece and 
just beginning to grow stubble. “I don’t feel a scar 
or anything, but if they shaved your skull…” he 
broke off, not liking the implications. 

“Wasn’t there before. They fed me while I was out,” 
Spike told him, remembering how he’d no longer 
felt on the edge of starving when he’d woken up in 
his cell afterwards. “Enough blood would heal a lot 
of damage.” 

“You think they put something in your head? 
Something physical?” 

“Yeah. Government doesn’t usually mess with 
magic, and it doesn’t generally work on vampires 
reliably anyway. Hypnosis and the like doesn’t call 
for shaving people, so, yeah, I think they did 
something physical. Just don’t know what.” 



He moved away from Xander restlessly, needing to 
pace, the anger at what they’d done rising 
uncontrollably. Bloody cowards, all of them. Not 
willing to face demons unless the demon was caged 
and helpless. 

He glanced in the direction of the windows, tightly 
closed and curtained against the deadly sunlight of 
the late morning. “Why aren’t you at work?” he 
asked, deliberately changing the subject. 

“It’s Sunday,” Xander answered briefly, still thinking 
hard, clearly not ready to switch topics yet. 

Spike made a noncommittal noise. Days of the week 
meant very little to him, except that they controlled 
so much of Xander’s life. Human things, first school 
and now work, happened to a calendar rhythm that 
hadn’t been part of Spike’s life since Queen Victoria 
was on the throne. Silence fell as he paced and 
Xander stood immobile, arms folded, leaning 
against the counter, lost in thought. 

“If it’s something physical, it’s got to be small,” 
Xander said slowly, obviously thinking out loud. 
“Small and able to tell the difference between 



hurting a human and hurting a demon.” He looked 
at Spike, eyes dark with worry. “That says computer 
technology to me.” 

“Yeah.” Spike didn’t have much use for computers 
but he knew enough about them to know that 
Xander was right. Nothing else would be small 
enough and smart enough to fit the bill. “You think 
they stuck some kind of computer control in me?” 

“If they did, it’s way ahead of any technology I’ve 
ever heard of. That’s really sophisticated 
programming to make those kind of distinctions.” 

“Governments usually give their best toys to the 
military first,” Spike noted grimly and they both fell 
silent for a minute. 

“Why would someone want a vampire that can’t 
hurt people?” Xander asked eventually, sounding 
baffled. “What possible use can that be to the 
military?” 

“Can think of several things offhand, luv,” Spike 
answered. “Pure sadism, science for its own sake, a 
better form of animal experimentation - using 



intelligent subjects instead of animals. Most likely, 
they’re trying to control demons, classic carrot and 
stick, this is just the stick part of the equation.” 

“Oh,” Xander blinked at Spike’s matter-of-fact list. 
“Ok,” he said slowly, “So what do I do with my 
controlled demon now that I’ve got one?” 

“Anything you want, isn’t that the point of control?” 
Spike answered flippantly. “For starters, you’ve got 
yourself a better-than-human killer, always useful 
to have around. Most demons are stronger, faster 
and have better senses than humans. That’s a solid 
stealth advantage. Lots of security devices are 
based on body heat: vampires, repplandi, and 
kobarien demons all have lower body temperature 
than humans and both vampires and kobarien can 
pass for human, just to name a couple.” He 
shrugged. “Won’t know until we find someone to 
tell us what’s going on,” he finished. 

Xander looked at him worriedly. “Have you felt 
anything except pain?” He made an apologetic 
gesture at Spike’s dark look. “I mean, any sense 



that… you aren’t behaving like yourself?” he 
explained. 

Spike shook his head. “Seems just to respond to my 
actions. Thinking about hurting humans doesn’t do 
anything. Don’t seem like a finished product yet.” 

Xander gave him a half-smile. “Well, that’s good, or 
you’d never be able to be in the same room with 
Buffy again.” His tentative smile died almost 
immediately and he looked searchingly at Spike: 
“Are you going to be ok talking about this tonight?” 
he asked. 

Spike folded his arms and gave him a sideways look. 
“Not talking about anything that happened to me, 
am I?” he reminded Xander. “Don’t mind giving 
everyone the skinny about something that 
happened to some other poor idjit.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander decided to accept that. When Spike had his 
defenses up, his surface armor was impenetrable. 



He was just grateful that Spike was usually so willing 
to drop his guard around Xander. There were still 
times, like now, when Spike retreated behind his 
walls even from Xander, but it happened 
increasingly rarely these days. He couldn’t blame 
Spike for pulling back now - whatever they’d done 
to him had shattered Spike’s confidence and torn 
his self-image to shreds. It was going to be a long 
time before Spike recovered even if they were able 
to fix what they’d done to him. Right now, figuring 
out what was going on and how to stop it was 
important enough to put Spike through a re-hashing 
of what had happened. He just hoped Spike was a 
good enough liar to fool Angel. More than anyone 
else, Spike wouldn’t want his Sire to know what had 
happened to him. 

Realizing a change of subject and a distraction was 
badly needed, Xander moved so he was standing 
face to face with Spike. More than anything else, 
Spike needed to get back on the horse again - 
figuratively speaking anyway. Settling his hands on 
Spike’s hips, Xander leaned in to his lover, bending 



his head and drawing in Spike’s scent as Spike slid 
his arms around Xander’s waist, holding him lightly. 

For a long moment, he just stood there, letting his 
warm breath feather out over Spike’s skin, tasting 
the familiar scent, letting the rest of the world fall 
away. After a long moment, he stirred, his hands 
trailing along the supple leather of Spike’s belt, 
finding the buckle and beginning to undo it. 

Spike’s hands caught his and he looked into the blue 
eyes, seeing the hint of wariness in them for a 
fleeting moment. He just grinned lasciviously at 
Spike, fingers nimbly drawing the belt through the 
loops and off and unbuttoning and unzipping 
Spike’s jeans before reaching inside and drawing 
Spike’s penis out through the opening. 

“You goin’ somewhere with this?” Spike asked, 
giving Xander one of his almost unbearably sexy 
looks, his brow lifting in amused inquiry, as Xander’s 
warm palms closed around his cock. 

“Thinking about it,” Xander answered cheerfully, 
glad that the flash of nervousness had vanished 
from Spike’s eyes. Given what had happened just a 



few hours earlier, it wasn’t surprising that Spike had 
been momentarily hesitant to let him start 
anything. Fortunately, Spike had obviously 
remembered that there were lots of things they 
could do that wouldn’t trigger the pain and Xander 
intended to remind him, as graphically as possible, 
that their sex life was alive and well and only slightly 
altered. 

He shifted his hold, one hand beginning to stroke up 
and down the length of the shaft, the other hand 
concentrating on the head, his thumb rubbing 
around and over the end in teasing circles. He 
grinned when Spike inhaled sharply, his cock 
hardening rapidly in Xander’s grip. He loved it when 
his actions made Spike forget he didn’t have to 
breathe. 

Moving slowly, deliberately drawing it out, he sank 
down onto his knees, nuzzling into Spike’s groin as 
he tugged Spike’s pants further down, giving 
himself room to work. Rocking back on his heels, he 
took a moment to admire the picture in front of 
him: Spike’s strong, slender thighs trapped in the 
worn denim that still covered him from just above 



the knees, his cock jutting proudly from its nest of 
light brown curls, drops of pre-cum already forming 
at the tip. 

“Oi, you planning on doing anything down there?” 
Spike complained and Xander laughed. 

“Patience is a virtue,” he reminded his lover 
teasingly. 

“Never been big on virtue,” Spike grumbled, 
threading his hands through Xander’s hair and 
giving him urging little tugs. 

He didn’t give in immediately, running his hands 
caressingly up Spike’s thighs. Spike’s pale skin was 
always a revelation: an astonishingly smooth, soft 
covering for the corded muscle lying underneath 
and Xander could lie for hours tracing his hands 
over the flawless white skin. He didn’t linger this 
time, his hands continuing towards their goal, 
bypassing Spike’s eager cock and beginning to rub 
lightly at Spike’s perineum and playfully fondling his 
balls, lifting them as if judging their worth and 
rolling them within the sac. Spike made a half-
pleased, half-frustrated sound, spreading his legs 



wider and pushing his hips forward, his fingers 
tightening in Xander’s hair. Xander chuckled and 
leaned forward, beginning to lave his tongue along 
the length of Spike’s erection, slow, teasing swipes 
that promised more to come. 

Spike’s hips were moving restlessly as he tried to 
push closer and Xander put both hands on Spike’s 
hips to hold him back, concentrating on what he 
was doing: teasingly licking all around Spike’s cock, 
swiping over the head and mouthing along the 
throbbing length, dropping down to lap at his balls. 

“Bloody hell! Get on with it,” Spike demanded and 
Xander laughed and relented, taking Spike’s 
straining cock into his mouth and sliding down 
along the length as far as he could manage 
comfortably. For a long moment, he didn’t move, 
staring up into Spike’s eyes, feeling the heavy 
weight of his erection resting on his tongue, loving 
that he was able to do this for his partner. Spike’s 
cock was twitching eagerly and he laved his tongue 
around as much of it as he could reach, opening his 
mouth and exhaling hot breath down along the 
length in his mouth, watching as Spike through his 



head back, hips bucking up into Xander’s restraining 
hold. 

He tightened his hands on Spike hips and began to 
suck hard, closing his mouth around Spike’s cock, 
intent in pushing him over the edge. It didn’t take 
long before Spike exploded into orgasm, his seed 
pulsing out and filling Xander’s mouth, spilling over 
his lips as he continued to suck, trying to drain him 
completely. 

He pulled back finally, feeling Spike softening within 
his mouth, coughing just a little, and smiling up at 
Spike. Spike dropped to his knees beside Xander, 
gathering him into his arms and Xander leaned into 
his body, feeling the dampness at his own crotch 
that signaled he’d found his own release in helping 
Spike reach his. 

They stayed there without moving for a long 
moment, then Spike turned his head, burying his 
nose in the crook of Xander’s neck, his tongue 
darting out to rasp over his Claim mark. 

“Love you, Xander.”  



A/N - Snippet of dialogue borrowed from the 
Episode ‘Doomed’  

 

Part Fifteen 

Xander hung up the phone with a sigh and stood 
leaning against the kitchen cabinets for a minute, 
wondering if he should take a shower or just go 
back to bed. His boss was not a happy camper. He 
hadn’t taken the news well that Xander wouldn’t be 
in to the job site this week either. Apparently, the 
company was starting a new job at the college 
campus tomorrow, finally breaking ground for the 
long talked about new community center and 
splitting the crew between two major job sites was 
leaving them seriously shorthanded. His boss had 
been upfront about the situation, telling Xander 
that he might not be able to hold Xander’s job any 
longer if Xander didn’t come back to work 
immediately. 

It wasn’t a surprise. He’d known the company 
wouldn’t wait for him indefinitely but Spike was the 
important thing here and Spike needed him right 



now. If his job couldn’t wait a little longer, he’d just 
have to find another job. 

One more problem to deal with later, he decided 
and found himself wondering idly if the excavation 
work at the college campus would dig up the 
underground military base. Probably not, he 
decided. It would be a pretty stupid covert 
government operation that couldn’t manage to 
delay or halt planning permission for a job that was 
going to dig up their secret base. 

Glancing at the clock, he reluctantly decided on a 
shower over returning to bed. His first call of the 
afternoon had established that Angel had been 
busy. They were expected at Giles’ shortly after 
sunset for a planning meeting and that was only a 
couple hours from now. He wanted to get 
something to eat and he needed to get more blood 
for Spike. Now that Spike was completely 
dependent on bagged blood, Xander wanted to 
make doubly sure they always had a good supply on 
hand. And how wrong was it that he hated that 
Spike couldn’t feed normally and despised the 
people who’d done this to him, even though what 



they’d done was ensure that Spike had lost all 
capability to hurt humans and only humans. He’d 
long ago accepted the guilt of loving someone who 
frequently harmed other people, living with the 
unspoken compromise that Spike fed from humans 
but didn’t kill them for Xander’s sake. 

What kind of person did it make him that he wasn’t 
happy that Spike could no longer hurt people? And 
how much of his anger at what they had done to 
Spike was because of he resented being reminded 
of ethical issues he’d allowed himself to put behind 
him? 

Xander gave himself a mental shake. Spike was a 
vampire, he’d accepted that a long time ago, 
accepted that he lived in a world inhabited by 
demons and humans and each had a right to exist. 
Every time Spike voluntarily drank bagged blood 
instead of hunting was a gift and a silent declaration 
of his love for Xander. It was meaningless now 
because it had been forced on Spike and they’d 
taken away his ability to choose what he did and 
why. They hadn’t even left Spike the ability to 
defend himself when attacked, leaving him 



completely defenseless against humans. When it 
came down to it, he didn’t trust that the military 
was doing this for the benefit of humanity and he 
was going to do everything he could to make sure 
that Spike was restored to his old self. 

Feeling somehow lighter for having admitted his 
doubts and having settled the issue once and for all, 
Xander straightened up and headed for the 
bathroom only to stop short at the sight of Spike, 
arms folded across his chest, leaning naked against 
the door jamb. He wasn’t surprised by the nudity - 
Spike never wore clothes to bed - but because the 
vampire was out of bed and had obviously been 
eavesdropping on Xander’s call. 

“Not goin’ to work tomorrow?” Spike asked, far too 
casually. 

“Nope. I'm spending the day with my vampire,” 
Xander answered cheerfully. 

Spike's eyes narrowed. “Thinkin' I need a 
babysitter?” 



“Of course not. Where did that come from?” How 
had the conversation gotten off track so quickly? 
Spike hated Xander being gone during the days and 
now he wanted Xander to go to work? 

“Xander, your job is important to you. Don’t want 
you losing it because of me.” 

“You’re more important than my job,” he answered 
simply. 

Spike just gazed at him levelly, still planted 
immovably in the doorway, clearly not intending to 
budge until he’d made his point. “Gonna call your 
boss right back and tell them you’ll be there in the 
morning,” he ordered flatly. 

“Why would I do that?” Xander could do stubborn 
too. 

“Because you’ll regret it if you don’t. You’ll wish you 
hadn’t lost the job for no reason.” Spike cocked his 
head, seeing Xander wasn’t making a move to pick 
up the phone. “Best way to keep a secret, luv, is if 
no one knows you have one. You start hovering 



over me like I can’t take care of myself anymore, 
everyone’s going to wonder why.” 

Xander sighed, conceding the point. Plus, staying at 
home obviously wasn’t the right move to convince 
Spike that he didn’t see Spike as any different now, 
which wouldn’t help either of them. “Ok,” he said, 
picking up the phone again and hitting re-dial. 
Listening to it ring, he looked back at Spike, smiling 
in relief. “Thanks, Spike.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“I thought she was going out of town for 
Thanksgiving?” Xander asked in surprise as Spike 
hung up the phone. He was sure he remembered 
Mrs. Summers saying something about that but he 
had forgotten that Thanksgiving was this week. At 
least it would be a short week at work. 

Despite knowing that Angel had begun to spread 
the word already, Xander had spent a chunk of time 
after his shower making calls to let people know 
Spike was back, stressing that Spike was fine and 



thanking them for their help in searching for him. 
He’d deliberately waited until last to call Mrs. 
Summers, knowing she would already have heard 
the news from either Giles or Buffy, and had happily 
passed the phone over to Spike after a short 
conversation. Spike had actually settled down to 
talk, something he didn’t do with anyone but 
Xander and Mrs. Summers. Spike had little use for 
telephones, grudgingly using them when necessary 
and generally limiting his conversations to bare 
essentials. When asked, Spike just said that phones 
were human things but Xander suspected it was 
because he liked to see the person he was talking 
to, watching their eyes and body language and 
testing their scent. Without the input of his other 
senses, Spike didn’t feel he could read the person 
on the other end of the line. With Xander and Mrs. 
Summers, that wasn’t an issue. Spike trusted both 
of them and could rely on what their voices were 
telling him. 

“Said she changed her mind.” Spike seemed 
inordinately pleased by that fact and Xander hid a 
smile, realizing that Mrs. Summers had undoubtedly 



changed her plans because of Spike and Spike knew 
it. Now that he thought about it, of course Mrs. 
Summers wouldn’t have left town without knowing 
if Spike was alright. 

“So, Thanksgiving at the Summers’ house,” he said, 
pleased that Mrs. Summers had invited them. 
“Buffy will be thrilled.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander’s steps slowed unconsciously the closer they 
got to Giles’ house. He hated the fact that they 
were going in planning to lie to everyone, especially 
considering how angry he’d been with Buffy and 
Willow when they’d lied about the re-souling spell 
and had almost gotten Spike killed. This wasn’t the 
same thing, he told himself uneasily. They were 
going to tell everyone everything they knew about 
the soldiers and the secret base and the 
experiments on demons, they just weren’t going to 
mention that Spike had been a victim. 



Yeah, right. He couldn’t even convince himself that 
it wasn’t the same thing. Knowing Spike couldn’t 
hurt humans right now was significant information 
that they were going to conceal from their allies. 
Which was exactly what he’d been so angry with 
Buffy and Willow for doing. 

“You ok, luv?” Spike looked over at him and Xander 
realized his arm had tightened around Spike as his 
steps lagged. 

“I’m good,” he said. “Just thinking about the 
meeting.” 

Bottom line, Spike’s welfare was the most 
important thing. If he thought they were putting the 
group in danger by not telling them about Spike’s 
vulnerability, he and Spike would find a way to stay 
out of the fight but he wasn’t going to humiliate 
and endanger Spike by letting people know what 
had happened to him. Besides, he reminded 
himself, Spike was incredibly valuable to the group 
as unquestioned Master of the Hellmouth. If they 
were going up against the government, they really 
didn’t need a demon war on top of everything else 



and, if word got out that Spike couldn’t hurt 
humans, Spike would be vulnerable; too busy 
fending off threats to be of any use to anyone. 

It didn’t help. Giles and Buffy and Sgt. Morgan 
needed to know the truth, needed to know the 
capabilities of the people they would be relying on 
and, right now, Xander wasn’t willing to tell them 
the truth. He’d just have to keep track of the 
situation and somehow get himself and Spike out of 
things if they were putting the others at risk. It 
wasn’t perfect but it was the best he could do for 
now. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Giles’ warm greeting to Spike earned a grateful 
smile from Xander as the Watcher stepped back 
from the door, letting Xander and Spike in to his 
apartment. Xander stopped short in surprise as he 
entered the room, seeing who all was inside. 

“Wesley? Cordy? What are you guys doing here?” 



Cordelia gave him a quick, hard hug then 
abandoned him immediately to hug Spike. Wesley 
met him halfway across the room, hand 
outstretched. “Xander, it’s good to see you again.” 

They shook hands in the slightly awkward way of 
guys who weren’t quite good enough friends to 
hug. “It’s good to see you too, Wesley. Are you back 
to stay?” Behind him, he could hear Cordelia’s 
scathing comeback to Spike’s insinuating question 
about whether she liked working under Angel. 
Nothing had changed between those two. 

Wesley looked different. More confident, not nearly 
so prim and buttoned down and, best of all, like he 
finally was becoming comfortable with himself. He 
was dressed almost casually in jeans and a dress 
shirt, not wearing one of the three piece suits that 
had seemed to make up his entire wardrobe last 
year. His trip must have been good for him. 

“No, no. I’m working with Angel now. He didn’t 
mention it?” Some of the old uncertainty was in 
Wesley’s voice as he glanced at Angel. 



“Angel and I haven’t really had the chance to talk 
about anything other than Spike,” Xander told him 
diplomatically, although he wondered why Angel 
hadn’t said anything, he’d certainly found the time 
to mention that Cordelia was working for him. He 
hoped that didn’t mean that Angel wasn’t giving 
Wesley the credit he deserved. 

“Well, I’m a rather new addition to his team,” 
Wesley said philosophically. “I stumbled across 
Angel in Los Angeles a couple of weeks ago and 
have been helping him out doing research. Oh, I’m 
sorry. Xander, you haven’t met the last member of 
Angel Investigations. Xander, this is Doyle.” 

Behind Wesley’s taller form, a small man with curly 
hair and bright, curious eyes stepped forward. He 
shook Xander’s hand, studying him with interest. 
“So, you’re the Xander that can order Angel around. 
You’ll have to tell me your secret.” 

The Irish accent was familiar. “You’re the one I 
talked to on the phone when I called Angel, right?” 

“One and the same.” 



“You all work for Angel?” Angel had said something 
about people who needed him when Xander had 
forced him to return to Sunnydale but Xander 
hadn’t realized he’d meant employees. “Sorry about 
hijacking your boss.” 

“Not at all, Xander. I’m just glad he was able to 
help.” 

“Gave me a chance to show Wes here around the 
bars,” Doyle said cheerfully. “He needed to loosen 
up and learn how to have fun.” 

“Yes, well…” Wesley looked embarrassed and 
Xander helped him out by changing the subject. 

“How come you guys are all here?” 

“Ah, that’s a story for the entire meeting, if you 
don’t mind, Xander,” Wesley interjected. “It will 
save us from having to repeat ourselves.” 

Giles cleared his throat, attracting everyone’s 
attention. “Now that we’re all here, why don’t we 
get started.” Giles remained standing while 
everyone else obediently found seats. Spike flung 
himself down in a vacant armchair, his eyes 



watchful as he studied the others in the room but 
otherwise the picture of idle unconcern. Xander 
perched casually on the arm of the chair Spike had 
chosen, wanting to be near him and hoping he 
didn’t look like he was hovering. To his surprise, 
Giles nodded to Doyle. “Mr. Doyle, perhaps you 
should begin?” 

Looking around, Xander saw that only he and Spike 
were clueless about what Angel’s group from L.A. 
had to say and he wondered what could be more 
important than Spike’s information. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Angel’s little Brachen hybrid was prattling on about 
visions and Buffy being in danger. The whole thing 
seemed unbelievably vague to Spike and he 
wondered why they’d felt it necessary to make the 
drive to Sunnydale to deliver the message in person 
and why the Watcher was taking it so seriously. Not 
like the Slayer wasn’t involved in fights most nights 
of the week. 



“I know it sounds pretty vague, but the visions don’t 
come to order. More like come, deposit general 
information, then leave me with a killer headache,” 
Doyle explained, seeing the skeptical expressions on 
the faces of the Sunnydalers. 

“Actually, if Mr. I-Don’t-Understand-Technology 
over there was willing to join the modern world, we 
would have just called him with the information on 
the cell phone he refuses to buy,” Cordelia said, 
ostentatiously examining a perfect nail for flaws. 
Spike smirked, noticing she hadn’t explained why 
she had felt it necessary to make the drive with the 
others. 

Wesley put in hastily: “Actually, Angel had not had a 
chance to let us know if Spike had been found, so 
we wanted to come in person to offer assistance.” 
He smiled at Spike and Xander. “We’re all very 
pleased to find that Spike has returned and is 
obviously in good health.” 

“Worried about me, were you?” Spike purred, lifting 
a mocking eyebrow at Cordelia. 



“You wish,” she shot back. “I just tagged along 
because my parents wanted to see me.” 

Angel cleared his throat, looking like he’d already 
had a lot of practice at cutting Cordelia off. “The 
visions Doyle gets are accurate, even if they aren’t 
very specific. He only gets them about situations 
that are serious enough that the Powers want me to 
intervene. Don’t dismiss this as just another 
Tuesday night in Sunnydale. Buffy, you need to be 
careful.” 

“Got it. I’m careful girl, although it would be nice if I 
knew what I was being careful of,” Buffy answered, 
obviously torn between frowning at Cordelia and 
smiling at Angel’s concern. She looked at Doyle. 
“Danger? Fighting? Nothing else?” 

Doyle shrugged. “Sorry, believe me, I’d rather the 
Powers just faxed me the information.” 

“Since the Powers obviously want me to be 
involved,” Angel declared. “I’ll stay in town until 
whatever it is has happened. Doyle’s visions tend to 
be in fairly close proximity to the event, so we’ll 
know soon.” 



“We’ll stay as well,” Wesley said, getting a nod from 
Doyle. “In case there’s anything we can do to help.” 

Cordelia gave a put-upon sigh but didn’t contradict 
them, which was Cordy-speak for agreement. 

Sgt. Morgan spoke for the first time. “If the danger 
is specifically directed at Buffy, as your vision 
suggests, perhaps we should take over patrolling 
entirely this week.” 

Buffy sat up straight, shaking her head. “I’m not 
going to hide from this,” she began when Xander 
interrupted. 

“Why do I get the feeling that whatever we do will 
just make the vision come true?” he said gloomily. 

“Because it’s the Hellmouth, pet,” Spike answered, 
“Murphy’s bloody Law was written on a 
Hellmouth.” 

“Xander and Master Spike have a point,” Mr. Olsen 
interjected. The cheerleader gave a little snort of 
derision at Mr. Olsen’s use of Spike’s title and Spike 
glared at her. “Instead of trying to avoid the 
situation, I would suggest someone patrol with 



Buffy this week, doubling our forces and giving fate 
less chance to play games.” 

Giles looked relieved at the suggestion and Buffy 
nodded her agreement. 

“I suspect that all we can do is stay alert until we 
know what exactly the danger from Mr. Doyle’s 
vision is,” Giles said. “Thank you, all of you,” he 
added, looking around the circle. “Your help is 
greatly appreciated.” 

Spike shared the Watcher’s obvious dubiousness 
about the usefulness of Angel’s team. The 
replacement Watcher had been fairly useless last 
year and the Brachen-hybrid was an unknown 
quantity. Advance warning of danger was only 
helpful if there was enough information to act on. 
The cheerleader had hidden depths but Spike still 
thought it would take turning her to bring the 
strength he could sense in her to the surface. 

Giles had remained standing during the discussion 
and now he addressed the three from Los Angeles. 
“As you three know, Spike went missing last week. 
He’s returned with some disturbing information.” 



He turned to face Spike: “Spike, what can you tell us 
about what happened to you?” 

Not surprisingly, all eyes shifted to Spike as Giles sat 
down, yielding the floor, the LA people curious and 
the Sunnydalers, who had some idea of the size of 
the problem, worried, especially Sgt. Morgan and 
Mr. Olsen, the representatives of the demon 
community. 

“Bunch of soldiers in town are hunting demons and 
have some idea of how to go about it. They have 
tasers that can drop a vampire in his tracks and they 
can tell the difference between humans and 
vampires from a good distance off.” 

“Angel and I saw them scanning the cemeteries 
with some kind of equipment,” Xander filled in. “My 
guess is they’re checking for body temperature or 
heart beats or something. It was obvious they were 
hunting vampires and they could tell I wasn’t one 
from over a block away.” 

“Got a big facility under the college campus,” Spike 
continued. “Holding cells and laboratories. They’re 
doing experiments on demons.” 



“What kind of experiments?” Sgt. Morgan asked, 
frowning at the mention of a military base in town. 
A soldier himself, he’d take it personally that there 
was a hidden base he didn’t know anything about. 

“Not sure.” Spike was aware of Xander listening 
tensely beside him but he kept his own voice casual, 
as if this had nothing to do with him personally. 
“There was a demon that made a run for it and was 
screamin’ in pain when he tried to fight the 
soldiers.” 

“What kind of demon?” 

“Vampire,” Spike answered truthfully, having 
expected the question. 

“Spike said they had a bunch of different kinds of 
demons in the cells, including a werewolf and a 
baby Drak’taash demon,” Xander added, getting the 
pronunciation almost right. 

Mr. Olsen, Giles, and Wesley all looked deeply 
troubled by that piece of information, trading 
worried glances. 



“Why would anyone imprison a Drak’taash cub?” 
Wesley asked the room at large. “They aren’t 
capable of hurting anyone and the parents only 
cause trouble if their cubs are in danger. And last 
week wasn’t a full moon - why imprison a werewolf 
during the human part of their cycle?” 

“Didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the 
prisoners,” Spike answered. “There were twenty or 
so that I saw and half of ‘em weren’t particularly 
dangerous. Yeah, they had four or five vampires in 
the cells, but they also had a couple demons known 
only for their stupidity: a Reet’tahk and a Laorg. Not 
worth fighting, either one of them.” 

“Why would anyone want to keep demons 
prisoner?” Buffy asked, not surprisingly. Her world 
was as black and white as Spike’s. You kill your 
enemies, you don’t keep them prisoner. That didn’t 
stop Spike from giving her a withering look. 

“Seems pretty simple to me, Slayer. Someone’s got 
themselves funding for a private little lab, wantin’ 
to know what makes demons tick. Slice and dice has 
always been the government’s style.” 



There was a brief silence as everyone worked 
through the implications of that. Spike glanced 
around the room: they were evenly split, five 
humans and five demons. The demons looked 
downright alarmed. The humans were more uneasy 
than frightened - they weren’t going to end up 
prisoners in that little hell-hole. 

Xander was the first to break the silence. “If the 
government’s behind this, they’re either finding 
ways to kill demons or trying to figure out how to 
make use of them, probably both, and they 
obviously aren’t distinguishing between peaceful 
demons and dangerous ones.” He looked grimly 
around the circle of faces. “We have to find a way 
to stop them.” 

“Xander, that’s a little over the top, don’t you 
think?” Buffy said hesitantly. “I mean you’re talking 
about fighting the U.S. army. That’s a bit out of our 
league.” 

Spike couldn’t help wondering if the Slayer had 
gone soft, turning over half her job to the other 



demons the way she had. “Getting’ soft, Slayer?” he 
challenged. 

“No, it’s a fair question,” Mr. Olsen said. “This 
sounds both bigger and more organized than the 
Mayor who, no matter how dangerous, was only 
one demon. He never used the power of his office 
against us.” 

“Sheesh, let a guy blow up one high school and next 
thing you know he wants to take on the entire 
government,” Cordelia mocked almost absently, her 
brows drawn together in thought. 

“Not the government, just one covert base. If we 
succeed, they’re never going to admit it existed in 
the first place,” Xander countered. 

Sgt. Morgan shook his head. “That’s a bit simplistic, 
Xander, although not entirely inaccurate.” 

“At the very least, we need a great deal more 
information before we decide what to do,” Giles put 
in. “Spike, you said they were experimenting on 
demons? What, exactly, did you see?” 



Xander shifted unhappily on the arm of his chair 
and Spike casually laid on hand on his leg, stilling 
him. He knew Xander didn’t like lying to his friends 
but he knew Xander wouldn’t betray him 
deliberately. “Demons were taken out of the cells 
unconscious by humans wearing lab coats. Most of 
‘em were brought back a few hours later smellin’ of 
blood and chemicals. The lab coats would walk the 
aisle takin’ notes. The one vampire who got out of 
his cell was fighting two soldiers. The vampire 
would scream in pain and grab his head every time 
he hit one of the soldiers. The soldiers were caught 
by surprise when he got out. They didn’t have any 
weapons out that could have caused that reaction 
in a vampire.” He shrugged. “Looked to me like 
they’d done something to the vampire so he 
couldn’t hit people anymore.” 

Xander was looking down, studying his toes. 
Angelus was watching the two of them, frowning, 
and Spike gave him a bland look. Everyone else was 
silent, considering the new information and Spike 
added one more detail. “The place was big. I only 
saw one section of it but everything was brand new, 



like it had only just opened for business. Across 
from the cell I was in was a row of empty ones. The 
cell block I was in was less than half full. Whatever 
they’re up to, they’re plannin’ on expanding.” 

Xander looked up, scanning the circle of faces. 
“When Angel and I were following the soldiers, we 
heard them talking about hunting something they 
called “Hostile 17”. That says to me that they think 
they’re at war. At war with demons.” 

Giles raised a cautioning hand. “You may be reading 
too much into that, Xander, but I agree that it’s a 
very disturbing term.” He sighed, pulling his glasses 
off and rubbing at the bridge of his nose, looking 
very tired all of a sudden. 

“See, in general, I don’t give a piss if a bunch of 
tossers want to declare war on demons,” Spike said 
into the silence. “Demons and humans have been 
killing each other for thousands of years. It’s the 
way it is. Killing your enemies is natural and let the 
best demon win and all that rot.” Cordelia scowled 
at him and Wesley’s eyebrows had long since hit his 
hairline during this speech. Spike just grinned ferally 



and continued. “Difference here is that they’re 
playing at science, cuttin’ demons open to learn 
what’s inside. Now, I’ve never been one to turn my 
nose up at a spot of torture now and then,” he 
ignored Angel’s ostentatious sigh, “but torture 
should be a free-lance thing, not organized and 
sterile and in the name of science.” 

Angel was the first to break the appalled silence and 
Spike thought with an inward grin that he was 
certainly going to hear about this from Xander 
tonight. 

“I think what Spike is trying to say is that the 
military getting involved in demon hunting is a 
threat to every demon in town, not just the 
dangerous ones.” 

“Especially when they aren’t distinguishing between 
good and bad demons,” Xander said grimly. “From 
what Spike saw, nearly half the demons they’re 
keeping prisoner aren’t a danger to anyone. And I 
can’t think of anything good coming from the 
government experimenting on demons.” 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“That went well,” Spike said cheerfully, hoping to 
provoke a reaction from Xander who had been 
silent for far too long. 

The meeting had broken up not long after Spike’s 
little summation. Not much had been accomplished 
except that everyone had agreed they needed more 
information about what was going on. Sgt. Morgan 
promised to see if he could learn anything about 
the base, find any official record of its existence. 
Spike had very little hope that would turn up 
anything. Xander was going to ask around at his job 
to see if he could find anyone who’d been involved 
in the massive construction work needed to build a 
base that size. Everyone else was going to “keep 
their eyes open” which meant that they would 
probably have squat to show for it when they met 
as agreed in one week. 

“After your little Ode to Torture, I’m surprised we 
were invited back.” 



Spike looked over at his boy. Xander had a smile 
tugging at the corners of his mouth and Spike could 
tell he wasn’t really upset. 

“Slayer was halfway to thinking that the 
government fighting demons was a good thing,” he 
pointed out. 

“So - what? You wanted to push her from halfway 
to all the way?” 

“Needed to remind some of ‘em that if demons 
torturing humans for fun is a bad thing, then 
humans doing it for science isn’t any better.” He 
stopped and pulled Xander around to face him. 

“Xander,” he said seriously. “There’s a lot of 
humans who won’t see anything wrong with the 
government trying to solve the ‘demon problem’. 
There’s going to be even more who don’t like 
what’s happening but aren’t willing to kill humans 
to save demons. This could come down to demon 
against human and I don’t know which side the 
Slayer and her Watcher are going to end up on. If 
this comes down to a war between demons and 
humans, a lot of people will side with their own 



species. I’d rather know right now who’s going to 
take which side. Don’t want to count on someone 
who won’t be there at the final showdown.” 

Xander searched his eyes for a long moment. “So, 
you were trying to provoke a negative reaction?” 

“I’m a demon, Xander. Humans have crossed a line 
that shouldn’t have been crossed. If we don’t find a 
way to shut that place down, I’ll take care of the 
problem myself by declaring war.” 

Spike was deadly serious. This wasn’t even about 
revenge - not entirely. He’d meant it earlier when 
he’d said that humans had just as much right to kill 
demons as demons had to kill humans. But humans 
didn’t have the right to use demons as lab rats, 
altering them chemically or electronically until they 
weren’t demons any more. 

Xander closed his eyes, taking a deep, steadying 
breath and Spike watched him worriedly, 
wondering if he’d gone too far. But Xander’s eyes 
were filled with determination and anger when they 
finally looked at him again. 



“I’m with you, Spike.” There wasn’t the slightest 
hesitation or doubt in his voice or eyes. “They aren’t 
making any distinctions between demons. They 
can’t justify keeping fifty demons prisoner because 
twenty of them are dangerous and they’re too lazy 
or stupid to know the difference. Next week, it 
could be Mr. Olsen, or Sgt Morgan, or Oz being held 
prisoner and experimented on. We have to shut 
them down.”  

 

Part Sixteen 

Xander neatly stowed his tools in the on-site 
storage building for the night. The familiar sounds 
of the job site shutting down for the day 
surrounded him as he worked: car doors slamming, 
joking banter as people headed for the parking lot, 
one-sided conversations as others called home on 
their cell phones. 

Being back at work had helped everything settle 
down, as if he unconsciously felt that nothing could 
be too crazy if he was still getting up and going to 
work, and he was so glad that Spike had insisted. 



The concentration needed for the detailed finishing 
work he was doing kept him from constantly 
worrying over what to do about the multitude of 
problems facing them and the on-going danger to 
Spike from the military goons. 

He’d called Buffy on his morning break both 
yesterday and today, catching her between classes 
and getting reports on the previous night’s patrol. 
Nothing that seemed to fit Doyle’s warning had 
been spotted but they had caught glimpses of 
soldiers around town several times and Xander 
could only assume they were still looking for Spike. 
Both nights, Buffy and her patrol partner had 
steered clear of the soldiers, shifting immediately to 
a different part of town as soon as they saw them, 
not wanting to risk the soldiers finding out that the 
person accompanying the attractive blonde was a 
little less than fully human. Xander was just glad 
they were being so cautious. The last thing they 
needed were more of their friends disappearing. 

Snapping the storage shed’s lock closed and double-
checking it, he waved at Jim and Rick and turned 
down their invitation to join them for a beer. Spike 



had been patrolling the territory every night and 
the early evening was the only time they had 
together. 

It was driving him quietly insane, letting Spike leave 
every night without protest, knowing that his lover 
wasn’t just risking danger, he was actively seeking it 
out. Oh, Spike wasn’t taking on the soldiers - Spike 
knew all too well that was a lost cause right now. 
But Spike seemed driven by a need to prove 
himself, to show everyone that he was still the 
same bad-ass he’d always been. The problem was, 
Spike was mostly proving it to himself. Spike hadn’t 
known what fear was for over a century and he was 
not dealing well with having been reintroduced to it 
now. Both his pride and self-confidence had been 
shaken to their foundations and, no matter how 
much he hated it, Xander knew he had to let Spike 
find them again in his own way. Even if that meant 
Spike risking his life every night, looking for trouble. 

His cell phone rang and he checked the display, 
frowning when he saw it was Buffy. He’d talked to 
her only a few hours ago and that made him 
wonder if something had happened. 



“Hey, Buffy,” he greeted, “What’s up?” 

“You up for some detective work?” 

Ok, that wasn’t what he’d expected. “What kind?” 

“The kind where we break the law by crossing police 
lines trying to find out if we should let the police do 
their job or if it’s my job.” 

“Huh?”  

“Professor Gerhardt from the anthropology 
department was murdered last night.” 

“Not wanting to sound callous, because murder is 
bad, but why is that your problem?” 

“Among other things, her ear was cut off,” she 
reported and Xander winced. Yeah, that image 
wasn’t going away soon. 

“Ok, gross, but it still sounds like a police thing to 
me.” 

“I think so, too but Giles wants me to check it out 
and find out if it’s a normal sicko or something a 
little more demonic.” 



“Why does a missing ear make it demonic?” Off 
hand, Xander couldn’t think of any demons that had 
a thing for ears. “I’m still kind of stuck on gross.” 

“Professor Gerhardt was the one responsible for the 
new Cultural Center, you know, the one you 
weaseled your way out of working on so I couldn’t 
make fun of you when I walked by the site on my 
way to class.” Xander could hear her grin. 

“My boss needed me here.” Xander felt a surge of 
pride even as he said it. His boss had really been 
pleased when Xander had called him and told him 
he was coming back to work. The guys on the crew 
had also been glad to have him back and it was 
great to be appreciated. Getting back to the subject, 
he asked: “You said ‘other things’?” 

“Yeah. Her body was found in the old mission you 
guys dug up.” 

“Hmm. A little weirder but that’s what 
anthropology people do, right? Poke around in 
ruined buildings someone dug up by accident?” And 
boy he’d been disappointed to learn that it was just 
an old church not a military base they’d stumbled 



over. For one moment, hearing the news anchor 
talk about the ‘surprising discovery’ under the UC 
Sunnydale campus, he’d thought the construction 
crew really had dug up the military base and their 
troubles were over. Covert ops types tended to 
relocate when accidentally exposed in front of 
television cameras. Pity that all John had fallen into 
was the crumbling remains of an old mission. 

“They don’t usually get murdered and have parts of 
their bodies hacked off after they’re dead.” Buffy 
sounded like she was trying to convince herself that 
this wasn’t just a waste of her time. “So anyway, I’m 
going to poke around tonight and see if I can find 
anything.” 

“Sounds like lots of fun. And I would go along 
because…?” 

“Because you’re bored?” Buffy suggested hopefully. 

“I’m not sure I’ve ever been that bored. What 
exactly will you be looking for?” 

“Clues, I guess.” Buffy sounded vague. “I think Giles 
is mostly just still wigging about Doyle’s warning 



and jumping at shadows. I mean, didn’t Jack the 
Ripper cut off someone’s ear? Like you said, it’s 
disgusting but unfortunately human.” 

“Wasn’t it Van Gogh who did the ear job?” 

“Van Gogh did that to himself. I’m pretty sure 
Professor Gerhardt’s in the clear on this one.” Buffy 
was silent for a second and Xander could almost see 
her little grimace. “Sorry, that came out a bit more 
insensitive than I intended. It’s been a hard week.” 

“I can imagine.” Between Angel being in town and 
personalized warnings from beyond, Buffy had to be 
stressing. “I don’t know what I can do, but if you 
need a second pair of eyes, I’m happy to tag along.” 
He was lying through his teeth about the happy part 
because if he went, Spike would insist on going with 
them, and he really didn’t want Spike getting on 
anyone else’s radar and violating crime scenes was 
probably a good way to do that. Spike and the 
Sunnydale police were just not a good combination. 

“No, it’s ok. Like I said, it’s been a bad week. I just 
needed to bitch to someone. Much as I appreciate a 
warning, this one is so vague it’s not helping at all.” 



That was sure true. Xander liked Doyle, he seemed 
like a good guy, but frankly the Lost in Space robot’s 
“Danger, Will Robinson” had been a more useful 
warning than Doyle’s vision. At least the robot only 
said it when the danger was two seconds from 
attacking. 

“You sure? Seriously, if you need me, I’ll be there.” 

“One person is probably better than a crowd,” Buffy 
said judiciously. “But I’m counting on you for bail 
money if I need it.” 

“You got it. Be careful. Call me when you get back, 
would you?” He was spending enough time 
worrying about Spike, he didn’t need to worry 
about Buffy too. Although, he was pretty sure she 
was mostly at risk of being busted by the police. 
Dead Anthropology professors seemed pretty 
mundane, not the kind of thing that lead to mystic 
warnings from beyond. 

“Will do,” Buffy promised cheerfully and hung up. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander looked around the dining room, at the white 
tablecloth and the candles and the little pilgrim 
dolls that Buffy had set on the table with such 
loving hands. The rich aromas of roasted turkey and 
homemade gravy filled the air and Giles and Mrs. 
Summers were presiding over their motley 
collection of charges like proud parents. He’d never 
seen a Thanksgiving like this outside of tv shows. 
For as long as he could remember, Thanksgivings at 
his house had consisted of his mother plunking a 
frozen turkey dinner down in front of each person 
at the table. On the rare occasion when someone 
like his Uncle Rory joined them, the alcohol flowed 
freely during the inevitable football games on tv 
and, more often than not, the evening ended in a 
loud argument. 

Angel’s people had stayed in town at Mrs. 
Summers’ insistence, and they were all seated 
around the table now, laughter and the tangled 
snippets of multiple conversations filling the room. 
Xander smiled as he watched Doyle shamelessly 
flirting with Cordy, who had chosen to have dinner 



with them rather than endure the dismal 
atmosphere at her parents’ house. Earlier tonight, 
she’d told Xander that her father had lost all his 
money and her parents’ marriage was disintegrating 
as a result. She’d put a brave face on the situation, 
as if it really had nothing to do with her, but she 
hadn’t quite been able to hide the fear and 
uncertainty in her eyes. Xander had to give her 
credit; she’d had more money than she could 
possibly spend - and that was saying a lot for Queen 
C - all her life and now she was starting over in Los 
Angeles, without the comfortable safety net her 
father’s money had always provided. Although she 
insisted she was just temping with Angel until the 
right acting job came along, Xander could see the 
bonds of friendship that were already knitting the 
unlikely group together. Xander grinned, listening as 
Doyle called Cordelia “Princess”. Doyle had his work 
cut out for him if he hoped to date Cordelia but he 
was making her laugh and it looked like there 
wasn’t enough of that in her life these days. 

Wesley had been amazing this past week. He’d 
spent days wading through volumes of California 



history, reading about the Chumash Indians and had 
done more than anyone else to figure out what was 
happening: that the accidental discovery of the old 
Sunnydale mission had released a vengeful 
Chumash spirit trapped inside. 

He looked down the table at Spike, glad to see that 
he was talking with Mrs. Summers and finally 
seemed to be enjoying this patched together 
dinner/welcome home/survival celebration. Mrs. 
Summers had diplomatically seated Spike and Angel 
as far apart as possible but that hadn’t stopped 
Spike from glaring at his Sire, although it had cut 
down on the number of cutting remarks Spike could 
make. Spike was furious with Angel for “forgetting” 
to call him to let him know that the big fight was 
happening. Personally, Xander didn’t mind having 
missed the ridiculous showdown. Ok, potentially 
lethal but any fight involving a dozen spirit warriors, 
a bear, and a lot of crawling around on the floor to 
avoid arrows had a certain ludicrousness to it that 
Xander was just as happy to have not had to 
participate in. Cordelia was still complaining about 
the damage to her sweater from a close miss with a 



knife and Doyle had kept them all laughing as he 
described his attempts to take out an unkillable 
spirit with a shovel. Xander found himself grinning 
again as he pictured it: Doyle flailing away, 
repeatedly knocking down a guy who just kept 
getting up again. He’d have to remind Spike that it 
wasn’t exactly a fight that would go down in the 
record books for style. 

Xander’s gaze lingered on Angel, who was regarding 
the plate of food in front of him dubiously, gingerly 
poking at it with his fork like he had no idea what to 
do with mashed potatoes and string beans. Why 
had Angel “forgotten” to call them? Xander didn’t 
buy Angel’s explanation that he’d gotten distracted 
trying to get to Buffy in time and simply forgotten 
to make the call. He couldn’t help wondering if 
Angel suspected that something had happened to 
Spike. It seemed unlikely - Spike had pounded on 
Angel without any difficulty the first night he was 
back. Spike himself hadn’t realized that what they’d 
done to him only applied to humans until later on, 
so how could Angel have figured it out? 



No one else seemed to have any suspicion that 
anything was wrong. For which Xander was both 
grateful and guilty. Buffy certainly didn’t. She was 
treating them both normally: snarking at Spike and 
talking casually with Xander about her classes and 
the guy she’d just begun dating. When Spike had 
been missing, Buffy had known Xander wasn’t 
interested in trivial stuff and she’d stuck to the 
issues at hand. Giles, too, had reverted to his 
normal self, no longer giving Xander sympathetic 
looks and awkward reassurance. No, as far as he 
could tell, everyone was treating them normally. 

Still… If anyone was going to figure it out, it was 
Angel. Angel had known Spike longer and better 
than anyone and had those damn vampire senses. 
Spike was trying to behave normally but he was 
seething with suppressed rage and had no outlet for 
it. He was still going out every night, finding some 
comfort in killing the largest, most dangerous 
demons he could find. If Angel had deliberately kept 
them out of the fight this week because he was 
protecting Spike, Xander was grateful. But he was 
also glad that Angel and company were going home 



tomorrow. He really appreciated that Angel had 
come when he’d asked, and he’d enjoyed seeing 
Wesley and Cordelia again but he selfishly admitted 
he was glad they were leaving. Spike was having 
enough problems dealing right now, the last thing 
they needed was for Angel to figure out what had 
happened. 

Spike already wasn’t being careful, he was 
deliberately seeking out the largest, most 
dangerous demons he could find and challenging 
them to fights. Worse, the soldiers were out in 
force, apparently still hunting for Spike. They’d been 
spotted several times by the doubled patrols that 
had gone out every night until they’d discovered 
that the murder of the professor was the danger 
Doyle’s vision had predicted. Xander was just 
grateful that so far he’d woken each morning to find 
that Spike had come home and was in their bed, 
relatively unscathed. He would wrap his arms 
around Spike, holding him and thanking whoever 
was listening for bringing Spike home safely. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike gave up on the factory district and headed for 
the nearest cemetery. He hadn’t been to Shady Hill 
in a couple days, maybe something would turn up 
there. 

He’d gone out hunting most nights since his escape 
from the soldiers, driven by the need to vent his 
frustrations and to remind himself that he wasn’t 
completely crippled. The Slayer had complained 
half-heartedly that he was doing her job for her and 
the demons who were backing her up had done the 
same, but he didn’t care. 

Xander had been telling his demon friends to lie low 
until they knew more about what the soldiers were 
up to, and pushing the ones who patrolled for the 
Slayer to stop for awhile, especially now that they’d 
figured out the half-breed's warning and the 
number of people patrolling had dropped back 
down to their normal level. His boy was worrying 
himself sick about anyone who went out hunting 
demons and put themselves at risk. Xander had 
even had a talk with the Slayer about how exactly 
she was going to prove she was human if someone 



saw her using her Slayer skills to fight demons. As 
concerned as he was about the Slayer and his 
demons friends, it wasn’t a tenth part of how much 
Xander worried whenever Spike left the safety of 
their apartment. It showed in his eyes, in the casual 
“be careful” that was the last thing Spike heard 
every time he left the apartment. Xander’s knuckles 
might show white from his convulsive grip on 
whatever he was holding and his whole body be 
rigid with carefully-hidden tension whenever Spike 
left, but he never asked Spike not to go, knowing, 
without Spike ever having to tell him, how much 
Spike needed to be out patrolling his territory. 

After the first few nights, Spike had taken to going 
out well after midnight, after the Slayer and her 
sidekicks had gone home. He was out later even 
than the soldiers who, like the Slayer, seemed to do 
most of their work in the early part of the evening 
judging from the fact that Spike hadn’t had so much 
of a glimpse of them even though Xander reported 
that the Slayer had spotted them several times 
while on patrol. Leaving Xander asleep in their bed, 
and avoiding awkward leave-takings, Spike would 



leave the apartment in the wee hours, restlessly 
patrolling his territory and seeking out fights until 
dawn threatened. 

Even in that, the soldiers were interfering. The 
territory was abnormally quiet: the demon bars 
mostly empty, all but the stupidest demons keeping 
a very low profile. The rumors Spike had been 
tracking before he’d learned first hand the reason 
for the disappearances in town had only grown in 
the intervening time. The peaceful demons were 
keeping their heads down, much more so than 
usual. Granted, Spike didn’t usually hunt every 
night, but the aggressive demons he sought were 
either making themselves scarce or had decided to 
visit the hellmouth some other time. All of which 
was bloody inconvenient for a Master Vampire 
actively looking for trouble. 

Shady Hill wasn’t quiet and Spike felt a feral grin 
quirk his lips. There was an Entakkin demon 
gleefully tearing apart a crypt, tossing the stones 
around like they weighed nothing, and that was 
enough of an excuse for Spike. 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Provoking a fight was as simple as a few pointed 
insults. The Entakkin were known for their hot 
tempers and within moments of first encountering 
it, Spike was concentrating on not getting his own 
ass kicked. Losing himself in the joy of battle, Spike 
spun and dodged and kicked, battering away at his 
opponent, rejoicing in the strength and speed of 
combat and the sharp-edged awareness that comes 
from the effort to survive and triumph over a 
stronger opponent. 

The Entakkin was good. Larger and stronger than 
Spike, with tough scaled skin and a love of fighting 
that almost equaled Spike’s. Ducking under the 
blows the Entakkin was throwing, bouncing back to 
his feet when one of the blows connected, Spike 
taunted the creature, insulting its looks, its fighting 
prowess and its personal hygiene, relishing the 
anger he was provoking and letting his own bottled 
up rage and frustration come out with every blow 
he landed on the lizard-like skin. 



The Entakkin swiped at him with a roundhouse 
swing, its claws glinting in the moonlight and Spike 
jumped back just in time. The blow missed him by a 
hair’s breadth and he laughed recklessly, launching 
a two-footed blow at the demon’s side as it opened 
itself up to him. His booted feet slammed into the 
thing’s side, the impact jarring his legs all the way 
up and knocking him off his feet, even as the 
Entakkin stumbled back several feet, only barely 
managing to remain upright. Spike bounced back 
upright, grinning like a madman as he spun around, 
aiming another kick at the creature. 

This was more like it. This was strength pitted 
against greater strength, speed and skill against 
something with greater mass and a longer reach 
and the outcome in serious doubt. This was what 
he’d been seeking: a truly epic fight. One that would 
quell his own doubts and remind him of who he 
was. Let him know those bastards hadn’t taken 
anything from him he couldn’t take back. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike was panting like a human and both fighters 
were riding the edge of exhaustion, their blows 
coming more and more slowly as they both tired. 
The Entakkin was staggering, still on its feet and 
fighting but growing less and less coordinated as it 
tired. Its blows were increasingly going wild even 
though Spike’s own ability to dodge had slowed to 
little more than human levels. No longer bouncing 
back to his feet when the Entakkin connected with 
one of its massive paws, by now Spike was 
scrambling slowly and painfully upright, his ribs 
bright slashes of pain from a lucky blow that had 
slammed him back into a tree a few minutes earlier. 
Blood dripped from his arm where the claws had 
connected and his shirt hung in tatters, shredded by 
the razor-sharp tips of those same claws. 

A wisp of… something shivered through him for a 
moment, and he shook his head sharply to clear it, 
forcing himself to focus. The Entakkin lumbered 
forward clumsily, clearly intent on overwhelming 
Spike by sheer mass and Spike stumbled backwards 
away from it, struggling to stay on his feet. The 



Entakkin snarled silently and mouthed what looked 
like curses. 

Spike laughed. “Cat got your tongue?” he asked 
tauntingly, and almost got killed for his pains, 
completely distracted for an instant when no sound 
emerged from his throat as he spoke. Swearing 
silently, he threw himself down, under the reach of 
the massive arms, and rolled away ungracefully, 
tumbling over the uneven ground until he was clear, 
then pulling himself upright by means of a handy 
tree branch and cursing himself for an amateur for 
letting himself get distracted during a fight. 

The Entakkin was looking surprised, still opening 
and closing its mouth uselessly, obviously trying to 
form words. It had backed away after its last failed 
attack and was watching Spike warily while it tried 
to force volume back into its voice. Spike growled 
silently and swung his full weight against the 
branch, breaking it off with a loud crack that was 
doubly loud in the artificial quiet. Roaring with 
silent fury, putting every once of his flagging energy 
into it, Spike charged the demon, bringing the 
branch down in a series of punishing blows, 



battering at the Entakkin until it dropped to its 
knees, shielding its head with its arms. 

Spike heard the massive bones cracking under the 
force of his blows and snarled triumphantly, shifting 
the angle of his attack so that the punishing blows 
fell on the demon’s back and sides. A minute later, 
he stood panting over the limp body, only keeping 
himself from collapsing to the ground by leaning 
against the blood-soaked branch. 

For a long moment, he did nothing but stand there, 
waiting for his strength to return and listening to 
the harsh rasp of air as his body reverted to old 
instincts for how to handle exhaustion. He 
straightened up at last, muscles trembling with 
fatigue and prodded the unmoving body at his feet. 
He tried to speak, to sneer his defiance at his 
defeated enemy one more time, but no sound 
emerged. 

“Bloody hell,” he mouthed silently. “What the fuck 
is going on?”  
 
 



Part Seventeen 

Spike moved as quickly as his injuries allowed 
through the waning night, cursing himself for what 
now seemed like an incredible fit of self-indulgence. 
Oh, in general, he was all for self-indulgence but the 
fight with the Entakkin had left him battered and 
injured and not at his peak for dealing with an 
emergency. 

‘Course, it wasn’t necessarily much of an 
emergency. Not like there was a rain of toads going 
on or a plague of prraata demons. Granted, he’d 
been deprived of a well-deserved roar of triumph as 
the Entakken had crumpled to the ground, bloody 
and beaten. And he had wanted to scream his 
victory to the skies. The Entakken had been just 
what he’d needed, despite the battering he’d taken 
in the fight and, in hindsight, the inconvenient 
timing. Every blow he’d landed had bled a little 
more of the frustration and humiliation out of him, 
every kick and punch had assuaged the pent up 
need for revenge that had been building inside him 
until he’d felt like he was going to explode if he 
didn’t take action immediately. 



It went against his grain to have to be patient, to 
wait for the retribution that was rightly his, to bide 
his time until he could eviscerate the enemy who 
had defeated him, however temporarily. Every 
instinct he possessed had been yammering at him, 
demanding that he seek revenge NOW, leaving his 
gut and his brain in a constant state of war ever 
since he had escaped. With tonight’s battle, that 
internal conflict had finally eased to tolerable levels. 
The blood on his hands, the bones that had cracked 
under his fists may not have belonged to the 
soldiers who had crippled him but it would do until 
he could take his revenge against the ones who 
were responsible. And he would have his 
vengeance, he vowed, no matter how long it took 
or what it cost him to get it, he would have it. 

But first, he had to deal with what the Hellmouth 
was currently throwing at them. He needed to find 
out if the loss of his voice was something that had 
just affected himself and the Entakkin or if it was 
happening to everyone. How far did the pool of 
silence extend? Did it cover the whole town or only 
an isolated section? Had it silenced humans or only 



demons? It was unlikely in the extreme that 
whatever it was extended beyond the town - this 
was the Hellmouth after all and town-wide hi-jinks 
did happen here but he had yet to see them go past 
the city limits. He was just glad that he’d seen the 
Entakkin lose its voice as well. If he’d been alone, he 
probably would have assumed it was some kind of 
side effect of whatever the lab coats had done to 
him. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike slowed his pace as he neared the factory, 
slipping into the shadows and easing his way closer, 
concealing his movements. He needed information 
more than anything else right now. Most of the 
Court would be up and about still and Spike did not 
want to appear in front of them without having a 
chance to clean up. Not unless he had to. 

Stopping across the street from the factory, he kept 
close to the side of the building, hidden from casual 
sight and stretched out his senses. In the hour 



before dawn, the Court should be nearly full, the 
minions back from their night’s activities but still up 
and about, not yet ready for sleep. He should be 
able to hear them from where he stood: gossiping, 
boasting, gambling. 

The pre-dawn air was quiet. Not a single voice 
carried to his ears, no sound of weapons impacting 
against each other as minions sparred to the 
accompaniment of the jeers or encouragement of 
onlookers. There was the faintest noise of bodies 
moving restlessly inside the building and nothing 
else. The Court had been silenced as well. 

Spike weighed his options for less than a second, 
then strolled across the street and mounted the 
stairs to the apartment as if he hadn’t a care in the 
world, careful to conceal any hint of a limp in his 
confident stride. 

Once inside, he blessed Xander for the over-stuffed 
refrigerator as he hurriedly heated and drained bag 
after bag of blood, feeling the warm flow warming 
him from the inside, his torn flesh beginning to heal 
and his ribs to knit back together. Xander had 



always made sure there was fresh blood on hand 
and an emergency supply in the freezer but since 
Spike’s return, he had been going overboard, 
keeping enough blood in the apartment to satisfy 
three vampires. 

Drinking with his right hand and writing quickly with 
his left, Spike scribbled a rapid series of short notes 
before pushing back his chair. He drained the last 
mug of blood and stood for a moment, his senses 
turned inward, taking stock. 

He’d drunk far more than he usually would have for 
such minor injuries and his system was responding 
rapidly. The surface injuries had already healed 
enough not to cause comment. The ribs were still 
sore and would need more time but they would do - 
he wasn’t really expecting trouble. Slipping quietly 
into the bedroom, he pulled a fresh t-shirt and over-
shirt out of the bureau and closet and slid into 
them, tossing the shredded, bloody ones into the 
trash. 

He hesitated for a moment at the door, looking 
back at his Claimed. Xander was on his back, one 



arm flung out across the space Spike usually 
inhabited, and his not-quite-a-snore breathing 
sounded loudly in the otherwise silent room. Spike 
was tempted to take the time to wake Xander and 
find out if he had been affected but knew that his 
boy could wait for a little while. The Court needed 
to be dealt with immediately. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Barely five minutes later, flanked by his Lieutenants, 
Spike descended the stairs to the main floor. 
Outwardly ignoring the confused minions milling 
around, he crossed to the front of the room and 
jumped up onto the small platform that had been 
set there as the Court’s numbers grew and it 
became harder to see Spike over the crowd. 
Frowning, Spike glanced around the room. Less than 
half of the minions were present, the more sensible 
ones having obviously headed for bed to see if they 
would wake at sunset, the problem with their 
voices already fixed as mysteriously as it had begun. 
The minions in the main room had all seen Spike 



enter and were already clustered around him, some 
mouthing urgent silent messages at him, others just 
waiting for him to speak. 

Idiots. ‘Course, maybe it was a compliment, figuring 
the Master of the Territory wouldn’t be affected 
along with everyone else. This whole situation just 
screamed of magic, which was odd since magic 
didn’t usually work on vampires. 

He needed to get the attention of every vampire in 
the Court and that was going to be a problem, at 
least for the ones who’d already left the main floor. 
He looked around, spotting a couple of lengths of 
one inch metal pipe that the minions sometimes 
sparred with lying over by the wall. Hopping down 
from the platform, Spike strode over and picked 
one up, hefting it as he looked up at the long metal 
pipes that snaked overhead, leftovers from the 
building’s days as a manufacturing company. He 
smirked and stepped back up onto the platform, 
swinging the six foot length in an arc over his head, 
metal clanging loudly against metal as the two 
connected, the sound echoing through the large 
space, carrying easily to every corner of the 



building. Xander was the only one in the building 
who would be able to sleep through the racket, 
Spike thought with a fond smile. 

He kept swinging in a steady rhythm, like a clock 
striking the hour, the noise drawing the remaining 
minions down from the third floor. 

When the Court had gathered, Spike lowered the 
length of pipe and used it as a pointer, gesturing 
towards the words Jose had just written on the 
wall, following Spike’s orders. 

COURT’S LOCKED DOWN. 

He spun the pipe and used it to point to each of the 
exits where his lieutenants waited. As instructed, 
for the benefit of the minions who couldn’t read, as 
he pointed to each exit in turn, the Lieutenant at 
the exit made a show of slamming the doors shut 
and bolting them. The seldom-used bolts and 
barricades dropped heavily into place, the echo of 
wood and metal sliding home the only sound in the 
cavernous space. 



Spike spun the pole again and pointed back to Jose, 
who was writing a second message on the wall: 

DON’T KNOW WHAT’S HAPPENING 

INVESTIGATING 

He looked deliberately over the members of the 
assembled Court, one eyebrow raised inquiringly, 
twirling the length of pipe idly in a way that made it 
clear without words that it was a lethal weapon in 
his hands. He scanned the crowd, seeking anyone 
who looked like they might disobey or even 
question his order, then nodded sharply in approval 
when he saw no sign of rebellion or disagreement. 
He’d never needed words to convey naked menace, 
he thought in satisfaction. 

A sudden attack of speechlessness wouldn’t drive 
vampires to panic and despair. Most of them would 
simply go to sleep and wait to see if their voices had 
returned when they woke at sunset. Tonight would 
be the bigger test. If the unnatural silence hadn’t 
ended, humans would be panicking in droves and 
their fear and misery would be perfuming the air for 
miles - a vampire’s perfect feeding ground. Spike 



had tasted it before, lost himself in the frenzy of 
human misery and fear, feeding mindlessly, gorging 
himself on blood and emotions as human society 
broke down and chaos reigned openly in the 
streets. There was nothing quite like it. He doubted 
many of the court minions were old enough to have 
tasted that kind of ecstatic madness, although the 
60’s had come close at times. Problem was, feeding 
openly on the streets during riots and revolutions in 
the last century had been one thing. Doing the 
same thing in 21st Century America, with its wall-to-
wall live television coverage, was strictly for fools 
and his Court was not going to bring that kind of 
attention down on itself especially when there was 
a fucking demon research facility run by the military 
under their feet. 

If they didn’t fix this before dark tonight, the 
government would most likely be declaring martial 
law and sending in troops to keep order. Spike 
spared a reminiscent thought for the old days, 
when there weren’t enough local troops to keep 
things from spiraling out of control, when the 
troops were undisciplined rabble more likely to join 



in the riots than stop them. Today, martial law 
usually came with curfews and shooting violators on 
sight so that tended to keep the fun and games off 
the street, which would help keep the Court calm. 

Satisfied the Court would sit tight for now, he 
dropped the pipe, creating a ripple of noise in the 
silent building and crossed the room to the bolt 
hole leading to the sewers. Michael was already 
opening the trap door and Spike dropped down into 
the sewers. He needed to check his contacts to see 
if any of them had any idea what was happening. 
He looked up at Michael as the Lieutenant looked 
back down at him, the trap ready to slam shut and 
the Lieutenant nodded reassuringly. Michael would 
stand by the exit until he heard the signal knock 
that Spike had arranged during the hurried meeting 
upstairs with the lieutenants. Michael would remain 
at his post for as long as it took but Spike had no 
intention of being gone for long. Xander would be 
getting up in a little over an hour and Spike planned 
to return before then. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
He was back well under the time he’d allotted. 
Nobody knew anything and all the silent mouthing 
and flailing gestures were already getting to be 
bloody annoying. He shook his head at Michael’s 
silent question and waited pointedly while the trap 
door was slammed closed and bolted shut before 
taking the stairs up to the apartment, glad that the 
blood he’d drunk earlier had had another hour to 
work its healing magic on his wounds. Xander didn’t 
need to know how close a thing the fight had been. 

Once back upstairs, he glanced at the clock on the 
microwave. Xander’s alarm would be going off in 
just under half an hour. Taking the time to write a 
note, Spike carried the pad of paper and a pen into 
the bedroom and sat down on the bed. He shook 
Xander gently but Xander just rolled over, his lips 
moving silently in what was undoubtedly a sleepy 
protest against getting up. Spike shook him again, a 
bit more firmly and kept it up until Xander rolled 
back towards him, a silent grumble of complaint on 
his lips. 



That clearly got through to Xander’s sleepy brain 
and he sat up abruptly, one hand going to his throat 
as he tried to say something. He looked up at Spike 
in alarm, lips moving silently, heartbeat 
accelerating, and Spike shook him gently and thrust 
the note in front of him. He’d written it on the 
assumption that the unnatural silence wasn’t 
limited to demons but he couldn’t help feeling a 
flicker of relief that this wasn’t something 
happening courtesy of the military base, something 
aimed specifically at demons. If humans were 
affected too, it was unlikely the lab coats had 
cooked this up and more likely that it was some 
kind of mojo. He firmly quashed the little voice that 
said the military goons were amateurs and could 
have muffed up something intended for demons. 

As Xander read the note, Spike sat down next to his 
boy and put a reassuring arm around him, his 
thumb stroking absently over the point of his 
shoulder. His gaze went to the far wall as he waited 
for Xander to finish the summary he’d jotting down 
of everything he knew about what was happening - 
which wasn’t much. He was still turning ideas over 



in his head when Xander tweaked the pen out of his 
fingers. 

He glanced down as Xander turned the page and 
wrote his own note: We need to talk to Giles. 

Spike nodded and took the pad of paper back. Sun’s 
nearly up. Soon as it is, go to his place and tell him 
what’s happening.  

Xander looked at him, eyebrows raised, lifting his 
hands in a helpless gesture. Spike glared at him 
briefly then wrote rapidly. I know we don’t know 
what’s happening but the sooner he starts 
researching the better.  

Xander drummed his fingers against his leg for a 
moment, then made a beckoning motion. He stood 
up and went to the living room, switching on the tv 
and channel surfing rapidly till he found a morning 
news show. He looked at Spike and tapped the back 
of his wrist. 

Spike shook his head, not understanding and 
Xander reached for the pad of paper and wrote 
quickly. 



Let’s see if there’s anything on the news. Giles has 
Olivia staying with him, he’s not going to be up 
yet. If this is all over town, there may be something 
on the news that will give us a starting point. 

Spike nodded. There were enough official types 
who worked in the hours before dawn: hospital, 
police, and the like, that it was likely there was 
some official version being put out already. Most 
humans were starting their day about now and all 
over town, if his suspicions were correct, alarm 
clocks were going off and humans were getting a 
nasty shock, It wouldn’t hurt to take a few minutes 
to find out what story the humans came up with, no 
matter how useless or off base it was likely to be. 
Giles and his bird could sleep in a little longer 
before Xander rousted them out of bed. 

He sat down on the couch, tugging Xander down to 
sit in front of him, enfolding his boy in his arms as 
he tuned out the television, knowing Xander would 
alert him if anything useful came on. His thoughts 
turned inward, puzzling over the problem from 
every angle. Being unable to speak was annoying, 
but what harm did it do? What was the point in 



inflicting this on a large population? Of course, it 
was possible the only point was to cause panic. The 
demon that Xander referred to as the “Hansel-and-
Gretel demon” wasn’t the only demon that fed off 
strong human emotions. A number of others did as 
well, to a greater or lesser extent, vampires among 
them. Vampires didn’t sustain nourishment from 
negative human emotions but they drank them in 
greedily anyway. Pain, terror, hysteria, panic all 
enhanced the normal taste of blood. Which was 
why someone like Dracula was such a prat for 
entrancing his victims before he fed. Like living on 
vanilla pudding and white bread - no taste at all. 

They’d never learned whether the Hansel-and-
Gretel demon - Spike really wished they’d been able 
to identify the species, referring to it that way was 
embarrassing - had been able to directly manipulate 
minds and emotions or if it had simply stirred the 
pot using ingredients already present. It had 
certainly been able to use illusion to change its own 
appearance. Joyce had told him afterwards that 
she’d thought she was seeing ghosts, spirits that 
were calling to her for help. Illusion was mind 



manipulation, getting a victim to see what you 
wanted them to see but Spike suspected that the 
demon had been able to plant ideas and emotions. 
Certainly Joyce wouldn’t have gone so far off the 
deep end as to try and burn two of her daughter’s 
friends without a lot of outside influence. It was 
possible they were dealing with a similar species 
here. In which case, there wasn’t much of a 
problem. The demon had been big but not a 
particularly good fighter. Too many centuries 
relying on illusion to hide it, Spike thought with a 
disapproving snort, albeit a silent one. 

He shook off his thoughts, knowing they needed 
more information before they could figure out who 
was doing this and why. He tightened his arms 
around Xander, ignoring the lingering pain in his 
ribs, and pulled his boy in closer, listening to the 
steady beat of his heart and, unable to resist, he 
lowered his head and tasted the skin on Xander’s 
neck. His tongue trailed up the line of his Claimed’s 
throat and he could feel the pleased hum rumbling 
in Xander’s chest even if no sound emerged. 



Maybe they should let the Watcher sleep for a bit 
longer after all. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander knocked a second time, a bit louder this 
time but trying to avoid sounding like he was 
pounding on the door. Waking Giles when he had a 
sleep-over friend was bad enough without beating 
his door down. Besides, that just might bring Giles 
to the door with a weapon and he really didn’t need 
a crossbow in his face first thing in the morning, he 
thought with a slight grin, especially when he 
couldn’t make jokes about it. 

Spike had gone back to bed when Xander left the 
apartment. Xander hadn’t said anything, not 
wanting to get into a written argument with his 
lover, but he could tell that Spike was hurt. 
Ordinarily, Spike was fluid, unthinking grace 
personified but this morning there had been a 
touch of stiffness in his movements, the slightest of 
hesitations before standing up or sitting down; 



things that spoke volumes about his health. It had 
obviously not been a serious injury and Spike had 
fed well, given the hint of color in his pale skin and 
the slightly warmer than usual temperature of his 
body as he’d held Xander. A few hours of sleep 
would undoubtedly finish healing whatever wounds 
he’d sustained last night. 

The main reason he’d let it slide was that Spike 
seemed less on edge this morning. Despite the 
current problem, Spike had seemed more relaxed 
than he’d been since he’d returned from being held 
prisoner. Like he’d finally found a way to deal with 
the doubts and fears that had been haunting him. 
He hoped so. Spike’s way of dealing so far had 
meant putting himself in danger night after night, 
risking his life and the possibility he could be 
recaptured. 

Realizing he’d been standing there waiting for an 
answer for awhile now, Xander knocked again. It 
was past time for Giles to be up and researching. 
Sunnydale had made the morning news: the outside 
world was still trying to decide if it was a hoax or 
not, and the streets were filled with closed 



businesses and freaked out people. Xander was a 
bit on the freaked side himself because he had that 
gnawing, we-live-on-the-mouth-of-hell, sensation in 
the pit of his stomach that this wasn’t just 
someone’s idea of fun and games. This had bad 
written all over it and he had a feeling they needed 
to figure out what was going on and fast. Giles was 
just going to have to get his butt out of bed and 
start with the research. He knocked a fourth time 
and finally heard movement behind the door. 

Giles opened the door cautiously, most of his body 
concealed behind the swing of the door, his right 
hand conspicuously out of view though sadly his 
bathrobe was not. Xander liked Olivia and all but he 
really didn’t need to think about Giles doing it with 
someone. He gave Giles a little wave and mouthed 
hello, just so Giles knew they were both in the same 
boat - the silent one. 

Giles gave him the ghost of a smile back and Xander 
fished out the note that Spike had woken him up 
with and handed it to Giles. He stepped inside and 
smiled at Olivia, who was peeking around the 
corner of the stairs, hands clutching an obviously-



borrowed robe closed at her throat, her eyes huge 
and worried. The door shut behind him and Giles 
brushed past him absently, reading Spike’s 
summary of what had happened. Giles laid his 
crossbow down on the kitchen counter and 
hesitated for a moment, then shrugged and passed 
the note to Olivia. Obviously, it was way too late in 
the game to be pretending in front of the out-of-
town guest that all was completely normal in 
Sunnydale. 

Giles headed to the kitchen and Xander heard the 
familiar sounds of him filling the tea kettle and 
setting it on the stove. He smiled. Tea was Giles’ 
drug of choice and clearly Giles was needing a hit 
right now. He moved to the living room and 
switched on the small television that Giles liked to 
pretend he didn’t own. Olivia jumped at the sudden 
sound of voices and Xander turned the sound down 
a bit. He found a morning news program and left it 
on, hoping for updates, then turned to the 
bookshelves. 

He’d helped Giles shelve the books, so he knew 
where most of the familiar volumes were but he 



scanned them helplessly now, not sure what to look 
for. Demons? Spells? Hell, maybe the news anchor 
was right and this was just an outbreak of laryngitis. 
Except vampires didn’t catch human diseases.  
 
Not that he intended explaining that to the CDC 
people when they got here. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Can't even shout; Can't even cry; 

The gentlemen are coming by; 

looking in windows, knocking on doors; 

They need to take seven and they might take 
yours; 

Can't call to mom; can't say a word; 

You're gonna die screaming but you won't be 
heard. 
  

Charming. Xander read it again and was happy to 
pass the paper on to Olivia. Buffy and Giles already 



knew what it said. Buffy had explained, via the 
white message board she’d shown up wearing on a 
string around her neck, that she’d heard the words 
in a dream. She’d called Giles, yesterday when 
phone calls were still possible, and he’d been 
looking into it, in case it was one of the prophetic 
dreams she got sometimes. Yesterday, neither she 
nor Giles had been sure if it meant anything or not. 
Of course, they were pretty sure this morning that it 
hadn’t just been a weird dream. 

Unfortunately, like Doyle’s vision, it didn’t really tell 
them anything about what was happening. Xander 
couldn’t help thinking that whoever was 
responsible for sending these messages should get 
their heads out of their asses and send something 
useful. If they could send visions to Doyle and 
dreams of little girls chanting gross poems to Buffy, 
they could surely send a plain message in English: 
Monsters coming. Kill them by stabbing through the 
heart with a blade made of gold. But no, they got 
messages that were full of more blanks than useful 
information. You’d think whoever was trying to 



hinder them rather than help for all the good their 
cryptic messages did. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Two hours later, they hadn’t found anything even 
remotely useful. 

They had all, including Olivia, been looking through 
Giles’ books ever Buffy arrived, searching for 
anything that could be causing this enforced silence 
or any mention of “the Gentlemen”. Except for the 
small sounds of pages being turned and the 
occasional creak and rustle as someone shifted in 
their chair, the room remained eerily silent. Only 
the quiet murmur of the tv in the background 
providing relief from the oppressive silence, a lack 
of noise that pressed almost tangibly against the 
room. Xander had never realized how many idle 
comments a group of people made, even when they 
were all reading. A dozen times already, he’d 
opened his mouth to say something, only to subside 
with a frustrated sigh as he remembered. 



Mr. Olsen had stopped by about an hour after Buffy 
arrived, giving them a short break from reading. 
He’d come with a note, letting them know that the 
entire demon community was similarly affected and 
that they were also looking for answers. It was clear 
he’d been hoping that Giles had something useful 
to go on but he’d hidden his disappointment well 
and in turn had shaken his head in response to their 
written questions about the Gentlemen. 

They’d shown him the poem from Buffy’s dream 
and he’d copied it down and left shortly afterwards, 
indicating he was going to take it back to his group 
of researchers to see if it meant anything to them. 

It was good to know they had so many people 
looking for answers but Xander was uncomfortably 
reminded of the weeks of futile research into the 
Mayor’s ascension and could only hope they 
wouldn’t be that long solving this problem this time. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike left the Court, satisfied that everything was 



under control. The Lieutenants would guard the 
exits all night, senior minions having taken over the 
watch during the day per Spike’s orders. Keeping 
vampires at home during daylight hours wasn’t 
really a problem and the guards had been for show 
more than anything but he didn’t want some 
wanker with more bravado than sense defying him 
and using the silence as an excuse for claiming they 
hadn’t understood his orders. 

Xander had come home in the late afternoon and 
let Spike know that they were no closer to solving 
the problem than they had been when he’d left this 
morning. He’d shown Spike the Slayer’s poem but, 
other than appreciating the imagery, it had meant 
nothing to Spike. Communicating in writing had 
long since become unbelievably frustrating and 
Xander’s solution had been a long, slow make-out 
session on the couch. 

Spike had always known his boy was brilliant. 

Spike had reluctantly torn himself away and headed 
down to the Court an hour before sunset, promising 
to return shortly but needing to make his presence 



felt downstairs. He had initiated several sparring 
matches with different minions as a way to pass the 
time and to remind them how much better a fighter 
he was. As he had known they would, others had 
followed his example, using the enforced lock down 
as an opportunity to train. Minions were so 
predictable: the ones who weren’t looking for any 
opportunity to cause trouble spent all their time 
fawning over and imitating the more powerful. 

With everything secure and under control, Spike 
had signaled his lieutenants to keep an eye on 
things and left not long after sunset. He’d made 
enough of a show of his presence by then, given 
that he wasn’t really expecting trouble from the 
Court tonight. The vampires had simply slept 
through the day as usual, not particularly worried 
by the unnatural silence or the lock down. One 
night locked down in the Court wouldn’t bother 
them. When the minions got bored with sparring 
with each other, they would play cards or dice or 
read, depending on their inclination. Tomorrow 
night would be harder if the lock down continued. 
Some of the Court would be hungry and wanting to 



feed but hopefully the Watcher would find answers 
soon or Spike would find them himself when he 
patrolled later tonight. 

According to Xander, the Slayer was mostly going to 
spend the early part of the night in town, keeping 
order among the humans. Spike had snorted silently 
at that plan. Given the time his own voice had 
stopped working, whatever was responsible 
wouldn’t move until well after midnight. The Slayer 
would be all tucked up in bed by that time, having 
settled a few fist fights between humans and miss 
the real party entirely. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
There was movement in the clock tower of the old 
courthouse. 

The old building had been abandoned and boarded 
up for years while the town squabbled over 
whether to tear it down or repair it. Sentiment had 
kept the city maintaining the clock itself and its soft 
white glow was a beacon in the night, the hands 



currently pointing to 3:12 a.m.. The town was under 
quarantine and had had a curfew imposed but there 
wasn’t much of an official presence to be seen in 
the deserted streets. A cautious check at the edge 
of town had shown the town was encircled by 
military vehicles, the soldiers wearing haz-mat suits 
and looking like complete gits. 

According to the news, there was a team from the 
Center for Disease Control working at the local 
hospital, trying to find a medical solution and the 
official explanation was that recent flu vaccinations 
had caused an outbreak of laryngitis. Spike had just 
shaken his head over that one. Humans could find a 
rational explanation for anything. Including, he 
remembered with a smirk, a sixty-foot snake 
munching on people during a high school 
graduation. 

The movement in the tower wasn’t shadows. It 
wasn’t human either, not guards stretching 
themselves for some relief after long hours 
watching from the high windows. This was jerky and 
spastic and bore investigation. 



Spike crossed the green and circled the building 
once. Seeing no sign of an opening in the boarded 
up windows and doors, he simply made one of his 
own, tearing the boards off of a window that had 
long ago lost its glass and making an opening large 
enough to enter quickly. The screech of the nails 
pulling free was almost unbearably loud in the 
unnatural silence of the night and he worked 
quickly, hearing stumbling movement descending 
from the clock tower. 

Leaping in through the opening, Spike saw nothing 
but a nearly gutted building, dim light filtering in 
through the gaps between the boards that covered 
the large windows on all sides of the open space. A 
scattering of old barrels, lumber and wire littered 
the floor but there was nothing to show that 
anything was living here. 

Upstairs then. 

He gauged the movement and decided to wait, not 
wanting to meet an unknown enemy in the tight 
confines of a potentially unstable staircase. He 
moved back, giving himself room and a moment to 



see what was approaching, just as two bodies 
lumbered clumsily down the last turn of the stairs. 

They looked mostly human: two stocky figures 
wearing…. straightjackets? Spike let out a silent 
bark of laughter at the unexpected sight as the two 
reached the main floor and stopped, looking 
around, their arms continuing to move, flailing 
through the air as if they were unable to stand still. 
Their bandaged faces were close enough to pass for 
human in dim light to human eyes anyway, but the 
slightly ridged, hairless eyebrows and the pointed 
teeth in their lipless mouths gave them away. 
Whatever they were, they weren’t human and that 
meant they were fair game. 

Spike charged them, smashing solidly into the one 
that had taken a few steps to the left, slamming it 
backwards and off its feet until they both crashed to 
the floor. With one quick move, Spike twisted its 
head, hearing the sharp crack of a neck breaking. 
Dropping the smelly thing contemptuously, he 
bounced to his feet and whirled, just in time to 
meet the other one’s rush. 



They were stronger than human. The impact of the 
second creature sent Spike stumbling backwards 
until his back hit the wall, dried boards and ancient 
plaster crumbling under the impact of two bodies. 
He snarled silently and wrestled with the thing, 
bringing his legs up and heaving it back and off of 
him. He levered himself out of the wall and kicked it 
again, crunching its kneecap and dropping it to the 
floor. 

He kicked it viciously in the head and suddenly 
found himself facing a third. Swearing, even if it was 
only in his head, Spike spun and brought his leg 
around, sweeping the thing off its feet. He pounced 
and broke this one’s neck too. 

Stepping back, he glanced around quickly. No 
others were lurking in the corners and the one he’d 
first killed… was no longer lying near the foot of the 
stairs. 

What the hell? 

A movement near his feet made him jump back 
cautiously and, to his disbelief, he saw the two 



creatures getting to their feet, seemingly unfazed 
by a fractured skull or a twice broken neck. 

Ok, maybe they were going to be a bit more trouble 
than he’d figured. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Bloody hell! 

He was no nearer to killing these things than he’d 
been twenty minutes ago and they were still fresh 
as the proverbial daisies while he was seriously 
regretting not bringing something sharp with him. 
Of course, like the Mayor, maybe they were 
immune from being cut to pieces but he’d be more 
than willing to give it a try. For now, breaking their 
necks, stoving their skulls in, strangling them - none 
of it worked. 

Fortunately, they weren’t particularly good fighters, 
relying on strength and overwhelming their 
opponents instead of any finesse. Still, it was 
unbelievably frustrating to defeat the same 



opponent over and over again without actually 
stopping them. He needed to come up with another 
plan, one that probably involved sharp cutting 
weapons, and start over. 

The fight had ranged all over the building, from the 
ground floor to the top of the clock tower and he’d 
seen unmistakable signs on the top floor that there 
were more of these things and that did give him 
pause. He could fight these two all night, and it felt 
like he already had, but seven or eight of them 
might be a problem. Plus, these two had obviously 
been left to guard home base. Spike had a feeling 
these things weren’t the cause of the silence in the 
town but they were clearly connected to it. 
Hopefully the Watcher had some information on 
how to kill these annoying things. 

Right. Time for a tactical retreat. No sense in 
fighting these things until the sun came up or until 
their friends came home. 

Spike landed a spin kick on the closer of the two, 
driving it back momentarily and followed up by 
slamming his fist into the other one’s face. 



It took them a moment or two to recover from 
having their necks snapped and he used the time to 
leap down to the main floor and sprint out of the 
building through the opening he’d made earlier. He 
ran for another block, then skidded to a halt in the 
shadow of an enormous shade tree, peering around 
the trunk at the abandoned building. Nothing 
moved in the again-quiet night and after a moment, 
Spike melted back into the shadows and moved on. 

Dawn wasn’t far off. He toyed with the idea of 
rousting the Court and having the vampires deal 
with these things but abandoned the thought 
almost immediately. Too many in the Court 
wouldn’t understand why he wanted them to kill 
the things and he couldn’t explain without his voice. 
All too soon it was going to occur to some of the 
vampires in the Court that a quarantined town was 
a perfect feeding ground. They could kill every 
human in town and there wouldn’t be enough noise 
to alert the soldiers, waiting safely outside the town 
limits, there solely to keep people from spreading 
an unknown disease, not to protect them from 



monsters who might take advantage of the humans’ 
inability to scream. 

He stopped abruptly, struck by a sudden thought. 
The soldiers and lab coats under the campus should 
have been rendered mute as well. For a moment, 
he let himself bask in the vision of leading the Court 
against the underground base, tearing their throats 
out and blowing up the facility. God, it would be 
sweet. 

He sighed, a silent puff of air past frozen vocal 
chords. The military would be doubly on alert right 
now, undoubtedly viewing the loss of their voices as 
an attack. Every entrance would be guarded and 
those tasers would drop too many of the vampires 
before they got close enough to do anything. He 
wouldn’t care if the entire Court got slaughtered if 
he could be sure they would take the soldiers out 
first but this wasn’t the time. It would need a solid 
plan, not a half-baked, all out assault born of 
impulse, to take that facility down. 

He started walking again, putting his revenge back 
on the back burner. He’d round up the Slayer and a 



few others and come back at sunset. Once they’d 
killed those creatures and lifted this annoying 
silence, he might just go somewhere and scream for 
awhile. 

A/N - Buffy’s poem borrowed from the episode Hush  

 
 

Part Eighteen 

Spike cursed silently as he stared down at the note 
Xander had just handed him and braced himself for 
an argument. A really frustrating argument in 
pantomime. He was going to tear those things limb 
from limb tonight for making him go through this. A 
written argument had to be the most ridiculous 
thing he’d ever gotten himself involved in. Maybe 
sign language would work on his stubborn Claimed. 

Standing up abruptly, he tore the note in half and 
let the two halves drift to the floor of the 
apartment, folding his arms over his chest and 
shaking his head emphatically. No way in hell was 
Xander coming along when they were fighting 



something that, from Spike’s experience last night, 
wasn’t able to be killed or even damaged 
permanently. No, Spike was recruiting the Slayer 
and a couple of the better fighters among the 
demons into this fight and that was it. Xander was 
bloody well going to stay put at the Watcher’s place 
and continue doing research into how to get their 
voices back so Spike could yell at him for wanting to 
put himself in danger. 

Xander didn’t have the decency to look even slightly 
impressed. He glanced down at the torn up note for 
a second, then looked back up at Spike. Little 
bastard looked like he was suppressing an indulgent 
smile - like he was thinking that Spike was doing 
that cute overprotective thing again. “I’m going,” he 
mouthed silently, repeating his now torn up written 
declaration and to Spike’s annoyance, Xander 
simply got up, stepped around Spike and headed for 
the living room, acting as if the discussion was over. 
Which it bloody well wasn’t. 

He never should have told Xander what he was 
planning for tonight. But he’d hoped a description 
of the things hanging out in the clock tower at the 



old courthouse would give the Watcher some 
guidance in his research. Spike intended to take 
along a couple good fighters for backup and put to 
rest his curiosity about whether the things would 
stay down after they’d been hacked to pieces. At 
the very least, it ought to make them a bit slower to 
get back up. 

Xander had read Spike’s description of the creatures 
and the difficulty in killing them, his speculation 
that they were not the actual cause of the silence 
that enveloped the town but that they were related 
to it in some way, and the request to pass the 
information on to Giles so he could focus his 
research while Spike took some fighters with him to 
take on the things. Instead of following the plan, 
Xander had taken a long minute to digest the 
information, then, like it was the most obvious thing 
in the world, had picked up a piece of paper and 
written matter-of-factly that he would go to the 
clock tower with Spike. 

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Xander to watch his 
back - his boy could hold his own in any fight and 
had proven it more times than Spike liked to think 



about. It was just that he didn’t want Xander risking 
his neck in a fight with something they had no idea 
how to kill. It drove him nuts that Xander insisted 
on putting himself on the front lines of every major 
battle. Sure, he was content to stay home and miss 
out on all the little stuff, Xander had no interest in 
the day-to-day patrolling, but let some unstoppable, 
unkillable demon show its ugly face in town and 
suddenly Xander was demanding to be in the thick 
of things with no concern for the risk to himself. 

One of these days, Spike was going to remember to 
chain him to the bed before he let Xander know 
about the latest pack of invulnerable demons. 

He followed Xander into the living room, 
determined for once to talk some sense into his 
Claimed and found him kneeling beside the 
weapons chest, pulling out a selection of axes and 
swords and placing them carefully in the duffle bag 
they used to carry weapons across town 
inconspicuously. He completely ignored Spike’s 
agitated presence, examining the weapons and 
making selections that Spike had to approve. Give 
Xander the smallest amount of information about a 



situation and he seemed to have an instinct for how 
to approach it. Tell him there were demons in town 
who couldn’t be killed by normal means and Xander 
calmly pulled out the heavy axes and the weighted 
broadswords, clearly channeling Spike’s ideas about 
simply hacking the things to pieces and seeing if 
they could reassemble themselves. 

Watching his boy, Spike lost track of his original 
plan to shake some sense into him and was caught 
off guard when Xander turned to look up at him. He 
mouthed a question that Spike didn’t catch and 
Xander looked as frustrated by the on-going silence 
as Spike felt. Xander pulled out the pad of paper he 
had taken to carrying in his back pocket and 
scribbled a quick note. 
 
Do you have any chains downstairs? 

Caught completely off guard by the nonsequitor, 
Spike gave him a raised eyebrow smirk and Xander 
snatched the pad back with mock huffiness. Later, 
maybe, he wrote with his own salacious look, then 
added: If we can’t cut them to pieces, maybe we can 
chain them to a wall or something. 



Spike gave him a feral grin and a quick hard kiss. He 
pulled back just enough to see his boy’s face, close 
enough to still feel Xander’s warm breath, and he 
stared into his Claimed’s brown eyes, his hands 
buried in the thick waves of his hair, holding him 
steady. “Be careful,” he mouthed, shaking him just a 
little for emphasis, and Xander nodded. 

“Chains?” he reminded Spike silently and Spike 
nodded, swooping in for another kiss, this one as 
slow and tender as the first had been quick and 
hard. 

Oh, hell, he couldn’t talk sense into Xander when he 
had his voice. Not like he was going to be able to do 
it now. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Mrs. Olsen greeted him at the door with a warm 
smile but the strain that was beginning to tell on all 
of them as the town-wide silence stretched on had 
left its mark in the shadows under her eyes. Unable 
to say anything to reassure her, Xander impulsively 



gave her a hug. Mrs. Olsen gave him a surprisingly 
strong hug in return before stepping back so he 
could enter the house. 

Xander quickly wrote a note. How are you holding 
up?  

Mrs. Olsen shrugged, making a waggling motion 
with her hand. 

Well, so-so was about the best any of them could 
claim today. It was surprising how quickly the 
silence had become oppressive, weighing on 
everyone’s nerves. It seemed like everyone in town 
was either so depressed they’d retreated to their 
beds or else their nerves were jangling until they 
just wanted to fight someone, anyone. Of course, 
from the line outside the liquor store before the 
police had forced the store to close, some were 
choosing a third option for dealing. 

Fortunately, Xander was at the Olsens’ house as the 
bearer of good news. Sort of. 

We think we know what’s causing this, he wrote. 
Where’s Mr. Olsen? We’re gonna need help.  



Giles had found the answer this morning. When 
Xander had arrived at his apartment with Spike’s 
information, he learned that Giles had found the 
answer in, of all the crazy places, a book of fairy 
tales. Granted, the fairy tales in Giles’ book weren’t 
the modern, Disney-ized stories. The book he had 
shown Xander had been seriously old and 
conspicuously lacking in cute, talking animals. The 
stories were heavy on blood and guts and people 
getting their just deserts in really gruesome ways. 
The Gentlemen were an old story about monsters 
who come to a town and steal everyone’s voices, 
then collect the living hearts from seven people. In 
the fairy tale, a young princess - Xander had 
wondered idly as he read why it was always a 
princess and never the princess’ scullery maid who 
saved the day - screams and kills the monsters. 

Given the headlines in the newspaper this morning 
and what Olivia had seen outside the window last 
night, the story fit all too well. According to the 
paper, there had been two murders in town last 
night and both victims had had their hearts 
removed. If the fairy tale was right and The 



Gentlemen needed to collect seven hearts, they 
would most likely be out again tonight looking for 
more victims. Unfortunately, the book was seriously 
lacking in details like how The Gentlemen managed 
to steal the voices and why the princess had 
apparently conveniently not lost hers. Not to 
mention what they wanted with seven hearts. 

Giles hadn’t been sure where Spike’s “half-mummy, 
half-lunatic” creatures fit in to the picture but had 
agreed that it was unlikely that two unconnected 
groups of monsters were in town at the same time, 
both unable to be hurt by any conventional means. 
Which was why Xander was currently in charge of 
rounding up a posse to deal with the things. 

With Giles’ warning that the stories said that The 
Gentlemen couldn’t be killed except by a human 
scream, Xander had a feeling the bag of axes and 
swords he’d carried over to Giles’ this morning was 
going to prove useless. They would have to rely on 
the ropes and chains he’d brought in the second 
bag, using them to restrain the things until they 
could find a way to get their voices back. Actually, 
he was hoping that with the new information, 



either Giles of Mr. Olsen’s researchers would be 
able to come up with some way to get their voices 
back. Killing someone by screaming at the top of his 
lungs sounded like a really satisfying plan right now. 

   

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The humans and able-to-pass for humans met up at 
Giles’ apartment an hour before sunset. Spike and 
the more obvious demons were traveling through 
the tunnels and would meet them at sunset in the 
park two blocks from the old Courthouse. Mr. Olsen 
had arranged for a couple of people to keep an eye 
on the building during the day but based on the last 
two nights, The Gentlemen didn’t move until well 
after midnight and they were hoping to be able to 
contain them inside the old Courthouse until they 
could figure out how to kill them. So far, it seemed 
they’d been right. The people watching had been 
instructed to call to alert them with a pre-arranged 



number of rings and their phones had remained 
silent throughout the day. 

Despite knowing who was responsible, they were 
no closer to finding a solution to getting their voices 
back than they had ever been. Still, they had almost 
twenty fighters and Xander was fairly confident that 
they would outnumber The Gentlemen and their 
lunatic sidekicks. 

Looking around the group in Giles’ living room, 
Xander couldn’t help being reminded of graduation. 
Most of the people there had been at graduation, 
which was both reassuring and worrisome. Not 
everyone had survived graduation and he prayed 
that they wouldn’t lose anyone tonight. He really 
missed Sgt. Morgan’s calm presence but the military 
base was under strict quarantine and Sgt. Morgan 
hadn’t been able to leave. 

Giles’ had been keeping watch out the window and 
now signaled that it was time. The sun was almost 
down and they needed to leave now to rendezvous 
with Spike and the others. Taking a deep, steadying 
breath, Xander picked up his bag and headed out 



behind Giles, hearing the whisper of cloth and the 
muffled clank of weapons behind him as the others 
followed suit.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike swung his axe, using the back side of the 
weapon, slamming it sideways against the 
creature’s side. Experience had quickly proved that 
blunt instruments were more effective than blades 
against the things and Spike had reluctantly given 
up his plan to hack the things to bits. Their flesh was 
resistant to blades but they could be knocked off 
their feet and temporarily put out of the fight with 
blunt instruments. All of the fighters with them had 
quickly grasped that fact and an all-out battle was 
currently raging inside the old building, as bodies 
were slammed into walls and thrown across rooms. 
Despite the racket of splintering wood and of blows 
connecting with flesh, the fight was eerily silent, 
completely devoid of the typical yells and grunts 
that normally accompanied battle. 



They outnumbered the things and Xander’s plan to 
neutralize them was slowly working. Three or four 
fighters would gang up on a single creature until 
they were able to pin it down through sheer 
numbers and wrap sufficient lengths of rope and 
chain around it to restrain it. Even then, the damn 
things proved remarkably resilient, flopping about 
and getting into everyone’s way as they struggled to 
get free. The first one had gotten free but they had 
learned from their mistake, and now they were 
wrapping them in a ludicrous number of restraints 
and taking the time to drag the tied up creature to 
the wall where they wound the excess lengths of 
chains through sufficient nails and boards to hold 
the thing in place. 

The Gentlemen themselves had hovered - literally - 
on the edges of the fight. The damn things were a 
menace, gliding up behind fighters occupied by 
their minions and stabbing them with the razor 
sharp scalpels they had produced from old 
fashioned doctor’s bags. The perpetually grinning 
skeletons would then drift back, leaving their 
minions to follow up with the wounded fighter. 



Fortunately, the scalpels were too small to kill with 
a single blow and for the most part, the fighters 
were ignoring The Gentlemen. They’d learned the 
hard way that the well-dressed skeletons were too 
quick, gliding away from attacks and making their 
attackers chase them around the room in a futile 
dance as their minions redoubled their efforts to 
keep the fighters away from their masters. Despite 
the way they seemed to drift, their feet hovering a 
few inches above the floor, they could move 
remarkably quickly out of danger. Having learned 
the uselessness of trying to attack the Gentlemen 
while the minions were active, the fighters were 
now concentrating their efforts on the remaining 
minions and doing their best to avoid the skeletal 
figures. 

It was hard to adjust strategy in the middle of battle 
when you couldn’t yell orders and suggestions to 
your allies. Bad enough he couldn’t taunt his 
opponents in his usual fashion but they were taking 
too many casualties, too many of the fighters were 
going down, at least temporarily, as the Gentlemen 
moved up unseen behind them. They couldn’t keep 



on ignoring them like this, they needed to do 
something about the drifting figures with their little 
scalpels that slid so easily into flesh. 

Spike nearly lost it when he realized that Xander 
had seen the problem and apparently decided to 
appoint himself the defender of the other fighters, 
stationing himself between the Gentlemen and the 
groups of fighters and doing his level best to ward 
them off. Xander had long since abandoned his axe 
in favor of a length of pipe he’d picked up inside the 
building. He was swiping at the Gentlemen with it 
now, concentrating more on keeping them back 
than on actually connecting with them, the metal 
splitting the air as over and over again Xander flung 
himself between one of the shining scalpels and the 
unprotected back of a fighter, leaving himself open 
as he defended everyone else. 

When this was over, Spike was going to kill him. 

As more and more of the minions were successfully 
restrained, the fight began turning in their favor and 
other fighters joined Xander, forming a line of 
defense between the knots of struggling fighters 



and the Gentlemen, using baseball bats, axes, and 
lengths of pipe and wood to fend off the grinning 
skeletons. 

Spike finished wrapping a length of chain around a 
wildly struggling minion, restraining the flopping 
arms with the thick links while another fighter used 
the rags of a dustsheet to gag the thing. They’d 
learned the hard way that the damn things bit. He 
turned the thing over to the rest of their group and 
looked around. The line of defenders was thick 
enough by now that they’d been able to herd the 
Gentlemen away from the action. Only one minion 
was still being restrained and Spike was moving 
towards Xander, wondering where they were going 
to get enough chain to restrain the floating 
skeletons when a sudden scream split the air. 

It shredded the unnatural silence, slicing through it 
like a knife, and Spike whirled instinctively, seeing 
the Slayer standing by the window, screaming 
herself hoarse. 

Something brushed past him and he spun back to 
face the Gentlemen, cursing himself for the lapse, 



and was surprised to realize he could hear the 
words coming out of his mouth. The Gentlemen 
were no threat to anyone right now. They were 
rigid in pain, hands raised to cover their ears, as 
their bodies stiffened and jerked. A quick glance at 
the minions showed them similarly affected, their 
bodies convulsing as the piercing scream went on 
and on. Suddenly, unbelievably, the Gentlemen’s 
heads began literally exploding. Everyone ducked 
instinctively as the heads splattered a stinking 
yellow pus around the room, coating the nearest 
fighters with gobs of the disgusting stuff. The 
Gentlemen’s bodies toppled like nine-pins, their 
minions simply collapsing like broken dolls as the 
Slayer let her scream die away. 

There was a stunned silence. Even the splattered 
fighters seemed too shocked to move. Spike shook 
himself, glad he had been out of the range of the 
yellow goo, and said calmly: “Well, that was 
interesting.”  

 

Part Nineteen 



“Not complaining or anything because talking is a 
good thing but why am I talking?” 

Great, his first words in two days and he sounded 
like a gibbering idiot. Maybe he was better 
off without his voice. 

“Nice lungs, Slayer.” Spike raised a sardonic 
eyebrow in Buffy’s direction. “Thought my head was 
going to explode if you kept it up any longer.” 

“Hey, so not my fault that those things can only be 
killed by screaming. I don’t make the rules,” Buffy 
defended herself. 

Taleea, the half-Ferschiff demon, laughed. 
“Whatever works,” she said philosophically, her 
claws retracting as she relaxed from battle 
readiness. “I for one am grateful they are dead.” 

There was a general murmur of agreement and, 
now that the tension had relaxed, those who had 
been splattered with the smelly yellow remains of 
The Gentlemen were making complaining noises 
and peeling off outer layers of clothes. 



Spike drifted over to Xander. “Smell worse than a 
Groymin, pet. Gonna have to burn those.” 

“I agree.” Xander gave a disgusted shiver as he 
looked down at himself. He tugged off his jacket 
and tossed it into an empty corner. “Buffy? How did 
you get your voice back?” 

Buffy gestured towards the small table with the jars 
of hearts sitting on it. Xander fought back the 
nausea that rose at the sight of the bloody hearts 
filling the jars and looked away hurriedly. 

“Our voices were apparently stored in that box.” 

Curious, Xander couldn’t resist taking a second look, 
letting his eyes flit quickly past the gory sample jars 
to a small, carved wooden box with the lid open. He 
boggled. “You just opened the lid…?” 

“Yep, and hey presto, instant voice refund.” Buffy 
grinned, obviously pleased with herself. 

“How did you know?” As far as Xander could tell, 
there was nothing about the box to suggest it was 
anything special. 



Buffy gave him a wry look. “Remember the little girl 
in my dream? She was holding the box.” 

Ok, maybe he was going to have to dial back on his 
complaints about the uselessness of visions and 
mystic dreams. “Not bad.” He looked around the 
group, relieved that there weren’t any obvious 
injuries. “Is everyone ok?” 

All of them were going to be stiff and sore and 
limping tomorrow but, thankfully, no one was 
seriously hurt. Xander himself was thinking 
longingly of a long hot shower to get the smell off, 
followed by a long hot tub to soak his muscles in 
and he could tell the others were having similar 
thoughts. 

He didn’t know what to say. Thanking them felt 
almost like an insult - like he was implying that the 
others were only there as a favor to them, the real 
fighters against evil. Like saying that their group 
were the real players and the others were just 
hobbyists and that hadn’t been true in a long time. 
The demon community had become an 
indispensable part of their group, filling a crucial 



role in the ongoing struggle to keep things under 
control in the town. 

Unable to think of the right words, Xander 
mustered a weary grin and settled on: “Drinks on 
me at Tashi’s on Saturday,” he promised and got a 
laugh and a couple of mock cheers as the group 
began descending the staircase, all of them intent 
on going home, getting cleaned up and going to 
bed. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Bloody hell, now what?” 

Spike pulled a pillow over his head, annoyed at 
having been woken up and did his best to ignore 
the earthquake that was shaking the apartment. It 
wasn’t a serious quake, just a trembler that rattled 
the dishes and rocked the chairs for a minute. Still, 
he kept a wary ear out for structural damage - he 
wasn’t looking to spend the day hiding under the 
covers if the shutters broke loose. 



Nothing so dramatic happened. The earth stopped 
shaking and Spike shut his eyes against the ungodly 
mid-morning hour, determined to go back to sleep 
again, out of sorts because he was alone in the bed. 

Despite how tired he’d been last night, Xander had 
set the alarm and gone to work this morning. He’d 
given Spike an apologetic kiss, explaining that, after 
losing two days of work due to the enforced 
quarantine, his boss wouldn’t accept anything less 
than a notarized death certificate as an excuse for 
not being at the job site. He’d given Spike’s staying 
hands a playful smack and slipped out of bed, 
showering quickly before heading out the door with 
the sun still barely over the horizon. 

He really hated Xander’s job. It took him away from 
Spike for too many hours every day. 

‘Course, he had to admit that Xander never 
complained about Spike’s responsibilities at the 
Court. That was different though. He was Master of 
the Hellmouth. Xander was his Claimed and not a 
bleedin’ day laborer. 



Spike pitched the pillow across the room and 
scowled at the world in general. How the hell had 
they’d gotten here anyway? When he and Xander 
were together, everything was right with his world. 
It was these separations that were the problem and 
he needed to put a stop to it. 

A reluctant grin creased his face as he thought of 
Xander’s reaction to Spike laying down the law and 
insisting Xander behave like a normal Claimed 
human. 

Right. That’s how they’d gotten here. He wasn’t 
willing to force Xander to do things that would 
make him miserable. Stalemate. 

He put the issue aside, shoving it to the back of his 
mind. He’d be bored silly in a week by a typical 
Claimed human anyway. Xander’s stubbornness and 
loyalty and misplaced bravery kept Spike on his 
toes. Arguing with Xander, training with him, 
laughing with him, watching him mature and 
develop had brought more joy to Spike’s unlife than 
he would have ever believed possible a few short 
years ago and that far outweighed the desire to 



keep Xander with him every minute like he was a 
typical Claimed human. Xander was as unique a 
Claimed as Spike was among Master Vampires. They 
suited each other. 

The Court was quiet, the vampires long since 
asleep. Spike had gone downstairs and lifted the 
lock down last night, shortly after he and Xander 
had gotten home, warning the minions sternly to 
keep a low profile for the next couple of nights. 

The town was still crawling with police and soldiers, 
both the ones from the town and outsiders sent in 
to enforce the quarantine, bad enough that the 
more obvious demons among the fighters had 
ended up taking the tunnels back to their homes. 
There had been a few sightings of the soldiers in the 
tunnel systems in the past weeks but they were 
relatively rare. Like most humans, the soldiers 
apparently disliked the tunnel systems with their 
perpetual dampness and the myriad foul odors. 
Spike wasn’t fond of them himself but he wasn’t 
human squeamish, having the advantage of not 
having to breathe and therefore being able to avoid 
the worst of the smells that permeated the tunnels. 



After two nights of idleness, the Court minions had 
poured out of the doors of the factory like school 
kids at recess. Spike had met briefly with his 
Lieutenants, pleased to learn that there had been 
no problems in his absence. He’d told them little 
more than that he’d dealt with the problem, which 
they’d assumed anyway since their voices had 
returned. He hadn’t felt it necessary to mention 
that he’d had help in killing The Gentlemen. None of 
the others who’d helped him cared what the Court 
thought and it was better for his image as Master 
not to share the credit. 

Returning to the apartment after dismissing his 
Lieutenants, letting them know they’d done well, 
he’d found Xander, clean and still damp, sound 
asleep in their bed. Spike hadn’t been tired and had 
considered waking Xander up, preferably in a way 
that would leave his boy aroused and eager for 
more, but, on second thought, had let Xander sleep, 
knowing he was exhausted and sore from the fight. 
Wrapping himself around the warm body, Spike 
drank in the smell of his boy, grateful that the 
yellow pus had washed out without leaving its stink 



behind. Head pressed against Xander’s back, he’d 
let the steady rhythm of his Claimed’s heartbeat lull 
him into sleep. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Buffy coaxed. “Porter Dorm 
is THE party dorm on campus. Besides, I want you to 
meet Riley.” 

“Who?” Xander asked absently, most of his 
attention on his lunch. Buffy had called during his 
lunch break and he was trying to both eat and talk 
without being incredibly rude about it. He 
suspected he wasn’t pulling it off but he didn’t want 
to hang up, he was enjoying talking with Buffy 
instead of exchanging notes like they had for the 
last couple of days. 

“Riley. I told you about him at Thanksgiving,” she 
reminded him. 

“Oh. right.” Xander didn’t want to admit he’d just 
labeled the man Buffy had talked about as ‘New 



Guy’ in his head, waiting to see evidence that the 
relationship would last longer than a week before 
bothering to learn his name. Buffy’s track record 
with men sucked. “Aren’t you patrolling tonight?” 
he asked, taking a bite of his sandwich. 

“No, Ramon’s got it. I checked with Giles and he’s 
sure it was just an earthquake, nothing portent-y, 
so I’m free to party. You’ll come, right?” 

“Not tonight. We’re working late cleaning up, the 
quake did some damage at the site.” Nothing major 
but it was a handy, and mostly true, excuse. 

He could see Buffy’s mock scowl over the phone. 
“One of these days, you’re going to have to stop 
making excuses, Xander. Dorm parties are fun.” 

Xander couldn’t resist. “Tell you what, bring Riley to 
Tashi’s bar on Saturday. You can introduce him to 
the whole gang at once.” 

“Yeah, that’s going to happen. It took a ‘laryngitis 
outbreak’ to get him to kiss me, he’s so not ready 
for a crash course in welcome to my life.” 



“Finally got some action out of him, did you?” He 
vaguely remembered Buffy complaining that she 
and the new guy hadn’t seemed to be able to get 
past the talking stage. Although, he couldn’t help 
thinking that if the new guy had bought the 
authorities’ laryngitis explanation, he wasn’t very 
bright. 

“And how,” Buffy answered. Xander could almost 
hear her licking the cream off her whiskers. 
Fortunately, she remembered that she was talking 
to a guy and left it at that. She’d learned the hard 
way that too many girly details about her love life 
just caused Xander to retaliate by describing his and 
Spike’s activities. Buffy claimed she wasn’t old 
enough to hear about their ‘escapades’ as she put 
it. 

He must have lost track of the conversation for a 
minute because Buffy sighed. “I should let you go, I 
can tell you’re busy.” 

“Sorry, you caught me at lunch. But have I thanked 
you for the fact that I’m talking today?” 



She laughed. “My pleasure. Tell you what, I’ll let 
you off the hook about the party this time, mister, 
but you are going to come to the next party I invite 
you to.” 

“I will,” Xander promised although he didn’t really 
want to go to the campus parties Buffy had been 
inviting him to. He suspected he wouldn’t fit in and, 
while he didn’t really care what a bunch of college 
students he didn’t know thought of him, he didn’t 
particularly want to spend an evening getting drunk 
and defending himself for not going to college. 

Hanging up, he stared into space, chewing 
thoughtfully on his sandwich. He’d met several of 
Buffy’s friends and they were ok, but they all 
seemed to start out talking down to him 
unconsciously, as if he had to be stupid because he 
was a townie and not a student. Most of them got 
over it when they learned he could string a 
coherent sentence together but mostly they talked 
about classes and assignments and dorm life, topics 
he couldn’t really contribute to. Probably he should 
just be grateful that he and Buffy had remained 
friends but then there were a lot of things she could 



talk to Xander about that she couldn’t discuss with 
any of the other students. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Thanks, Mr. Olsen, I’ll head over there and see 
what’s up. Keep looking.” 

Xander hung up the phone and looked at Spike. 
“Turns out the Word of Valios isn’t a book after all. 
Mr. Okolo had heard of it. He says it’s a talisman. 
Last he knew, it was owned by a sorcerer in 
England.” Once again, Mr. Okolo had come through 
for them. It was great having a nearly immortal 
demon on their side. 

Giles had called this morning to fill them in. At the 
Porter dorm party Xander hadn’t gone to, a student 
had been killed. His blood had been drained and a 
mystical symbol carved into his chest. Giles had 
found a reference to the symbol and the ritual, 
which required a sacrifice and three ingredients: the 
blood of a man, the bones of a child, and something 
called the Word of Valios. Giles had been seriously 



freaked, saying that the ritual was intended to open 
the Hellmouth. Xander was completely on board 
with stopping that from happening - he still had 
nightmares from the last time he’d seen it open. 

“Well, that puts it nicely out of reach. Sounds like 
we can knock off and stop worrying about this 
ritual.” 

“Unless it was the first thing they picked up before 
coming to town,” Xander pointed out gloomily. “Mr. 
Olsen said he couldn’t reach Giles or Buffy.” 

“And you want to head over and see if he’s alright,” 
Spike guessed. 

“Want to come?” The sun had set not long ago. 

“Sure. Need to give the Watcher a piece of my mind 
for sending you on a wild goose chase looking for a 
book that isn’t a book.” 

“It’s possible I might mention it myself.” Giles had 
asked Xander to check out the museum book 
archives on the off chance the Word of Valios was 
there. Granted, it wasn’t an unreasonable 
assumption that something with that name was a 



book but it had apparently been a complete waste 
of four hours in a room filled with musty, really dull 
books. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Wait up, luv.” 

Spike put a staying hand on Xander’s arm and 
Xander obediently halted, knowing Spike had 
sensed something. Spike was listening intently, his 
whole body tense as he tried to pin down what had 
alerted him. 

“Watcher’s hurt,” he reported. “Something’s been 
and gone. Can’t quite place the smell but it’s 
familiar.” 

Xander tried to hurry forward and Spike tightened 
his grip, keeping Xander at his side as they 
cautiously approached the sunken courtyard to the 
Watcher’s ground floor flat. As they got closer, 
Spike was positive the attackers were gone and let 
Xander run ahead of him. 



Typically, Xander sprinted ahead anxiously, barely 
remembering to check that the flat was clear before 
entering through the kicked open door. Spike shook 
his head. He would never be able to convince 
Xander to be cautious when someone he cared 
about was hurt. 

The Watcher was lying on the floor of the living 
room, books and knick-knacks scattered around 
him, the furniture tossed about, a few of the chairs 
broken. It looked like the Watcher had put up a 
good fight and Xander was already kneeling by his 
side, checking him carefully for injuries. 

“Spike, call 911. He’s hurt.” 

“It’s my fault.” The Watcher stirred and tried to sit 
up, blood covering the side of his face and dripping 
steadily onto the ground from the claw marks that 
had sunk deeply into his cheek and shoulder. 

“Don’t move, Giles. An ambulance is on the way.” 
Xander looked around at Spike impatiently and saw 
that the phone had been torn out of the wall. He 
yanked his cell phone out and tossed it to Spike who 
fielded it neatly, using it to call 911 as instructed, 



feeling vaguely embarrassed as he did so. Calling 
911 was something that vampires simply didn’t do. 

“The Word of Valios is the name of a talisman, not a 
book,” Giles told them, fighting back the pain. “I 
had it here.” 
 
“We know…,” Xander began then stopped short as 
the Watcher’s words sank in. “You had it here?” 
Despite his surprise, his hands remained steady, 
supporting the Watcher as he struggled to sit up, 

“I bought it at a sorcerer's estate sale. I really only 
glanced at it once. I thought it was a knock off.” 
Giles’ faltering voice was full of self-recrimination. 

Spike had been looking around as he listened and 
now he bent down to scoop up a book off the floor, 
looking at the marked page. There was a drawing of 
the demon the Slayer had seen on patrol last night. 
The one collecting the bones of a child from a crypt, 
sending the Watcher into a tizzy, saying the end of 
the world was near and the demon was planning on 
opening the Hellmouth. 



“Vahrall demon, eh?” he commented. “Nasty 
buggers. Big on religious mumbo-jumbo. Always 
chanting rituals and sacrificing things, trying to bring 
back the good old days. Dead boring really.” 

“The good old days?” Xander asked, leaving Giles 
propped up against the couch and heading for the 
kitchen. 

“When demons outnumbered humans ten billion 
to, well, none really.” Spike grinned cheerfully at 
Xander’s appalled expression. 

“Spike’s right,” Giles said faintly. “They're on their 
way to perform the sacrifice now.” 

“With all the ingredients to open the Hellmouth,” 
Xander finished for him, returning to his side with a 
couple of dishtowels and an ice tray. 

“Yes.” 

“Then we stop them.” 

Buffy’s voice came from the open doorway. She had 
obviously overheard enough to know what had 
happened and was looking grimly determined. “We 



should be able to get there before they finish the 
ritual. Are you guys in?” Her harsh look softened as 
her worried glance went to Giles. “Will you be ok?” 

“Yes. Go, stop them.” Giles reached up and took the 
makeshift icepack from Xander’s hand. “Go,” he 
insisted. “The ambulance will be here in a minute.” 

Spike strode over to Giles’ weapons chest and 
selected an axe which he tossed to Xander, who 
caught it easily. “We’re in.” Ordinarily, he loved a 
good apocalypse but they were hard on humans. 
Plus, he hadn’t forgotten what had tried to come 
out of the Hellmouth when the Sisterhood of Jhe 
had opened it. He had a score to settle with that 
little beastie. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“That’s it, we’re out of here.” 

Spike grabbed Xander’s arm and began pulling him 
bodily from the shaking ruins of the old high school. 
The second demon had just fought clear and made 



a run for it, dropping into the Hellmouth with the 
talisman clutched firmly in one clawed hand. The 
earthquake was exponentially stronger this time 
than when the first one had dived into the hole. 
Beams were crashing down and the building didn’t 
look like it was going to remain standing much 
longer. 

“Spike! What about Buffy?” 
 
“She’ll be fine,” Spike answered brusquely. “But the 
sooner we get their little toys away from the great 
bloody hole in the ground, the less chance there is 
of something going wrong.” He hefted the little sack 
containing the child’s bones that they’d taken from 
the third demon, the one Buffy was now fighting. 
The first demon had had a little jar of blood and his 
self-sacrifice had clued them in to what the 
“Sacrifice of the Three” really meant. Not three 
others but the demons themselves. 

“Right.” Reluctantly, Xander realized there was 
nothing they could do. Buffy’s boyfriend had better 
be up to the task of getting her out of here. He 
stopped resisting the pull of Spike’s grip on his arm 



and started running, jumping over fallen beams and 
ducking as plaster and wood broke free from the 
collapsing ceiling, raining down around them. 

The town really needed to condemn this place, he 
thought. The whole building is going to come down 
sooner rather than later. Besides, covering the 
Hellmouth with a nice thick layer of concrete 
seemed like a good plan to him, especially after this 
week’s shenanigans. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They waited anxiously near the front entrance. At 
least Xander did. Spike wasn’t particularly worried. 
The Slayer was a survivor, she’d be fine. 

It wasn’t long before he heard the sound of two 
sets of footsteps approaching. “Told you, luv,” he 
said comfortably to Xander. “Here she comes.” He 
cocked his head, listening. “Someone’s with her.” 

“Her new boyfriend,” Xander filled in and Spike 
made a noncommittal noise. He’d been peripherally 



aware that someone else had entered the ruined 
library and joined in the fight, but it had obviously 
not been an ally of the demons they were fighting 
and Spike’s attention had remained on demons. The 
man hadn’t really registered. 

As the Slayer approached, Spike stood up from 
where he had been idly leaning against the wall. 
Xander had point-blank refused to leave the 
building once the shaking had stopped until he 
learned if Buffy was ok. Spike had refused to let him 
return to the unstable library so they had 
compromised by waiting in a more stable area not 
far from the front doors. “Something’s up,” he told 
Xander. “Slayer’s got her knickers in a knot over 
something.” 

Xander had dropped the axe back in the library 
when they’d figured out the Vahrall demons 
weren’t interested in fighting and their goal had 
changed from killing the demons to taking their 
trophies away and preventing them from jumping 
into the open crack in the floor that was the 
Hellmouth. Now he straightened up and readied 
himself in case there was a problem. The Slayer 



wasn’t running or fighting, but Spike could smell her 
nervousness and her voice sounded tense as she 
talked to the man with her. 

The Slayer appeared around the corner, a large 
sandy-haired man at her side, and Spike found 
himself growling almost before he registerd that he 
recognized the uniform the man was wearing. 

“Riley, this is Xander and Spike,” the Slayer began 
nervously but Spike was beyond listening. 

“YOU BASTARD!” 

Spike was on the man before any of them saw him 
move and the force of the impact sent them both 
crashing to the ground. Pain seared across his 
consciousness as they tumbled over in a tangle of 
limbs and he screamed involuntarily, rolling away 
from the soldier as the familiar pain tore through 
him, leaving him helpless on the ground, unable to 
see, unable to fight, unable to do anything but 
suffer the punishing agony. 



When the pain retreated enough to allow him 
awareness of his surroundings again, the first thing 
he heard was Xander’s anxious voice. 

“Spike! Are you ok? Talk to me.” 

He sat up with Xander’s assistance, then climbed 
slowly to his feet. Despite the trembling in his 
muscles from the debilitating pain he was not going 
to stay down like a dog in front of the enemy. 

“What’s going on?” Buffy was helping the soldier to 
his feet and he was staring wide-eyed at Spike. 

“Hostile 17.” 

Soldier-boy sounded stunned. Xander’s head 
snapped around and he stared in shock at the 
Slayer’s boy toy. “You’re one of them,” he 
whispered, barely audibly. 

Xander moved so quickly he left Spike staggering at 
the sudden loss of support. His fist connected with 
the man’s face and the soldier stumbled backwards, 
caught completely off guard, knocked off his feet 
for a second time by the force of the blow. Xander 
pounced on top of him, holding him with one hand 



fisted in the front of his vest and punching the man 
over and over again until the Slayer finally broke out 
of her frozen shock and grabbed his arm as he lifted 
it to strike yet another blow. 

“Xander, stop!” 

Xander snarled at her and jerked free but the 
distraction had already done its damage. As he 
turned back the soldier blocked his next blow, then 
threw himself forward, grappling with Xander. The 
two wrestled, muscles straining as each tried to gain 
advantage over the other, then the soldier 
succeeded in shoving Xander back and off him. 
Xander rolled with the force of the shove as Spike 
had taught him, using the momentum to disengage 
and regain his feet. 

“Knock it off, both of you!” the Slayer yelled, just as 
the soldier aimed a solid punch at Xander’s head, 
which Xander barely avoided by dodging 
backwards. 

Spike roared in fury and charged the soldier, 
beyond caring about the consequences as the man 
attacked his Claimed. The crunch of their bodies 



slamming into the wall was completely overwritten 
by the agony that flared instantly, sending him 
crumpling helplessly to the ground, unaware that 
he was screaming and mindlessly clutching his head 
in a desperate attempt to contain the pain. 

The pain faded and Spike found himself held in 
Xander’s arms. The Slayer’s angry voice sounded in 
the background, arguing with her soldier boy. He 
could smell Xander’s anger and fear and feel the 
tenseness in his muscles, even as he cradled Spike 
protectively. 

“They’re nothing but dangerous animals,” the 
soldier was saying in clipped, angry tones. “Hostile 
17 is an escaped government prisoner and I am 
taking him back into custody.” 

Before Spike could tell him exactly how unlikely that 
was, Xander’s furious voice sounded over his head: 
“You’ll take him over my dead body.” His arms 
tightened around Spike and, obviously sensing that 
Spike had recovered, he pulled them both to their 
feet, using the wall for support as they rose. “We’re 



leaving and if you make one move to follow us, I 
swear to God I will kill you.” 

“Xander, go. I’ll handle this,” the Slayer said, 
blocking the move the soldier made towards some 
kind of weapon. “Riley, we need to talk. Now.” 

It went against every instinct he had but Spike let 
Xander pull him away, backing them slowly down 
the corridor towards the doors, keeping a wary eye 
on soldier-boy the entire time. The Slayer moved to 
stand between them and the frustrated soldier, 
blocking him from pursuing and Xander picked up 
the pace of their retreat. 

What Spike wouldn’t give for the chance to tie 
soldier-boy up and torture him until he told Spike 
exactly what had been done to him and how to fix 
it. For now, no matter how much he hated it, he 
was going to have to wait and see how the Slayer 
handled things.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Doomed’  
 



Part Twenty 

As they stepped out of the crumbling high school 
and into the night air, Spike shrugged off Xander’s 
supporting arm, not wanting to appear injured or in 
need of help in case anyone was watching. He 
scanned the area for threats and relaxed slightly 
when he sensed no trace of anyone else in the 
immediate vicinity. Breaking his own rule about 
smoking around Xander, he reached into his pocket 
for his cigarettes and lighter and lit up, taking a 
deep steadying drag, letting the warm, nicotine 
flavored smoke fill his empty lungs and calm him. 

The Slayer knew. Or if she didn’t, she would soon. If 
she hadn’t figured it out for herself from what had 
just happened, her boy toy would be happy to fill 
her in on the details. Let her know that, in a fight 
with humans, ‘Hostile 17’ was weaker than the 
most pathetic day-old minion. Spike felt the 
impotent fury that he had struggled to control since 
his escape from the underground cell boiling up 
inside him again. 



He took another deep drag, yellow eyes glaring into 
the night as his thoughts raced. He and the Slayer 
had a working relationship and he wasn’t worried 
about her attacking him but it stung that she knew 
about his weakness. She was close to being his 
equal, a fellow warrior, and it was humiliating that 
she knew that he had been taken out of the game 
so far as the soldiers went. She would regard him 
with contempt, with ridicule, or worse, with pity. 
Warriors judged each other based on strength and 
the Slayer would see him as weak now, an 
unreliable ally, unable to carry his fair share in a 
fight. 

Scowling, Spike thought about what to do now, 
grateful for Xander’s continued silence as he walked 
beside him, giving Spike the time he needed to 
think. His options were non-existent. He couldn’t 
leave town - his only chance in finding out what had 
been done to him was with the people who had 
done it. He knew the face of one of his enemies 
now, a name, a lead to pursue, but what good did it 
do him when he couldn’t force them to tell him 
what they knew? 



Should he even return to the factory? The Slayer 
knew where they lived. If she had let it slip to her 
boy toy, they could have soldiers at their apartment 
by dawn. That would put Xander in danger and 
expose Spike’s vulnerability to the Court, which 
would be fatal one way or another. He didn’t think 
the Slayer would deliberately put Xander in danger, 
but she didn’t always think things through and 
certainly not when she was in love. Angelus was 
unliving proof of that. 

“Spike.” 

Xander broke his long silence and Spike was glad for 
the chance to focus on something other than his 
own uselessly circling thoughts. “Yeah, luv?” 

Xander’s brows were knit together and he looked 
beyond worried, almost frantic. Only the fact that 
Spike had been lost in his own thoughts had kept 
him from sensing how nervous Xander was 
becoming. 

“We shouldn’t go back to the apartment.” Spike 
smiled involuntarily, Xander’s thoughts had 
paralleled his own exactly. “Angel’s mansion is out 



since Buffy knows about it and the same goes for 
any of my friends, plus we can’t lead the soldiers to 
anyone not fully human. We should hole up tonight 
in a crypt and figure out what we’re going to do.” 

“Bit over the top, don’t you think, luv?” It surprised 
him that Xander was that worried about the Slayer 
telling her soldier everything. Personally, he didn’t 
think she would have, not deliberately. Spike was 
more worried about what she might have let slip 
accidentally than that she would deliberately sell 
them out. 

“No, I don’t,” Xander answered flatly. He pulled out 
his cell phone and held it up in demonstration. 
“We’re dealing with the government, Spike. If 
Buffy’s boyfriend tells his superiors about you, it 
won’t take long for them to figure out that pulling 
Buffy’s phone records will lead them to me. What if 
they can trace the phone itself?” 

Spike plucked the cell phone out of Xander’s hand 
and crushed it effortlessly, dropping the splintered 
pieces on the ground. “Problem solved.” He did the 
same with his own phone, the one Xander had 



bullied him into carrying everywhere after the week 
Spike had been held prisoner. 

Xander gave him an exasperated look. “I wish it was 
that easy. You don’t exist officially in this town, 
Spike, but I do. My work; I’ve used both Giles’ 
apartment and my office as a mailing address, if 
they want to, they can find me. I don’t want to put 
you at risk, Spike. All it would take is one person 
following me back to the factory…” 

“Xander, stop.” Spike needed to put an end to this 
because Xander’s next move was going to be saying 
he needed to leave to keep Spike safe. He flicked 
away his cigarette and put both hands on Xander’s 
shoulders, shaking him slightly until Xander looked 
at him, the first traces of panic lurking in the back of 
his brown eyes. “Only two humans in town know 
where our apartment is and they won’t betray you. 
Think about it, luv. The soldiers have been working 
this town for at least a couple of months, that base 
of theirs has been under construction for a lot 
longer, maybe years. You don’t build something like 
that overnight, especially in such complete secrecy 
that no word gets out. They’ve been planning this 



for a long time. If they had any idea what they’re 
doing, they’d have twigged the location of the Court 
a long time ago.” 

The incipient panic in Xander’s eyes retreated under 
the weight of Spike’s logic and Spike moved his 
thumbs soothingly, the right one stroking over his 
Claim scar. Even through the material of Xander’s 
shirt, he could sense how faded the mark had 
become since he’d been unable to renew it and that 
thought added fuel to the anger still burning barely 
checked inside him. It felt like things were slipping 
away from him: Xander, his status as Master, his 
control over his Territory, and it was all he could do 
not to scream his fury into the night skies. 

With an effort, he kept his voice reassuring and his 
touch gentle. “The soldiers aren’t trying to get 
information out of the demons they’re taking 
prisoner, Xander. Bloody idiots don’t give us credit 
for having enough intelligence even to be worth 
interrogating. We’re fine where we’re at. If they 
knew where the Court was, they would have tried 
to take it out already. Too many vampires living 
there for them to resist.” 



Xander closed his eyes, his hands moving up to grip 
Spike’s arms as he leaned his forehead against 
Spike’s and stayed that way for a long moment. 
Spike waited, his own hands steady and comforting 
on Xander’s shoulders, until Xander’s heartbeat 
steadied and he lifted his head, his brown eyes calm 
and resolved. “What do we do now?” 

“We go home.” He overrode Xander’s protest 
firmly. “Not running from those gits, luv. Not tuckin’ 
my tail between my legs and giving them the 
victory. If they want me, they’re going to have to 
come for me.” Still in his true face, his lips quirked 
up in a smile that held nothing of humor in it. “We’ll 
see what those blighters can do against nearly a 
hundred vampires.” 

Xander’s jaw tightened and he nodded slowly, 
accepting Spike’s decision. Spike flung an arm 
around his boy’s shoulders and started walking 
home. Whatever was coming, they’d meet it side by 
side. This time, he wasn’t going to even try talking 
Xander into staying out of it. 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander, I’m so sorry. I swear, I only found out that 
Riley was one of the soldiers the night before last. 
We ran into each other on patrol when I was 
fighting the Volvo demon.” He shot her an 
exasperated look. Buffy’s habit of renaming demons 
to something easier to say didn’t exactly clarify her 
references, and she explained quickly: “the one 
stealing the bones of the child from the crypt.” 

He suspected he wasn’t looking either amused or 
patient and she hurried on. “Anyway, Riley was out 
on patrol for the Initiative and saw me. He could tell 
I wasn’t just your average co-ed being attacked and 
he was wearing his soldier suit so everything kind of 
came out.” 

“You should have told us,” he said accusingly. That 
was the thing he’d kept coming back to all night. 
Why hadn’t Buffy told them she knew one of the 
mysterious soldiers? 



“I was going to,” she insisted. “But - Giles hurt, 
world ending - there wasn’t time. I never expected 
Riley to show up at the school and see you and 
Spike.” 

Fair enough, there really hadn’t been much time 
and they had been in the middle of at least a minor 
apocalypse, but still… “So, what? Were you hoping 
we could all just be friends?” That came out more 
sarcastically than she probably deserved 

She gave him a tired look. “Xander, when we first 
met, I thought you were a complete loser.” 

“Gee, thanks. And this is relevant, how?” 

“Shut up and listen. You were running around, 
getting in everyone’s way, insisting on learning 
about demons and making friends with the scariest 
vampire in town. But, if you hadn’t gotten to know 
Spike and Mr. Olsen, I don’t know if we would have 
survived Angel losing his soul or Graduation.” Her 
eyes met his earnestly. “It taught me something. I’m 
not naïve enough to think that Spike and Riley could 
ever be friends but maybe we can be allies.” She 



gave him a lopsided smile. “After all, you made it 
work for me and Spike when we hated each other.” 

It wasn’t the same and it worried him that she 
didn’t see that. He didn’t doubt Buffy’s sincerity. 
She was practically wringing her hands she was so 
upset, but he had less confidence in where she 
stood in this war. He didn’t think that she would 
deliberately hurt Spike but she had been too much 
on the fence about the soldiers’ activities to make 
him sure about which way she would jump if it 
came to a choice between Spike and her boyfriend 
and his group. 

Biting back the words he wanted to say, he settled 
for information. “The Initiative?” he asked 
pointedly, wanting to learn as much as possible 
about what she knew. 

He’d rolled out of bed first thing this morning and 
left the apartment, calling Buffy from the phone 
booth at the donut shop halfway across town. He 
knew he was probably being paranoid, but he 
wasn’t taking any chances on her phone being 
tapped. He didn’t care how rude it was to call 



someone at 6:30 in the morning on a Saturday: he 
wanted an explanation of just what the hell Buffy 
thought she was doing and he wasn’t about to wait 
for a civilized hour. It was obvious that Buffy had 
been expecting the call, she’d agreed to meet him 
without a word of protest about the early hour. 
Twenty minutes later, they’d met on the lawn in 
front of the library, the area deserted at this time of 
the morning, giving them privacy and open space 
around them to be sure they wouldn’t be 
overheard. 

Now Buffy just shrugged in answer to his question. 
“That’s what they call themselves but that’s about 
all I got out of him. He wouldn’t tell me anything 
else, he just kept saying it was classified. I think the 
only reason he told me that was because he 
thought it would be less conspicuous than having 
me keep calling them ‘the Monster Squad’.” 

“How hard did you try?” 

“I didn’t beat him up, if that’s what you’re asking,” 
she said flatly. “Xander, he’s a good guy and the 
Initiative are demon hunters, just like me. I really 



thought if we could all sit down and talk, we could 
work something out. I still think that. If Riley has a 
chance to get to know you and Spike, he’ll 
understand that the Initiative needs to be more 
careful, that all demons aren’t the same, that they 
don’t all deserve to be killed on sight.” 

Xander scowled, not liking the emphasis she put on 
the word “all”. “He’s a Nazi, Buffy. You don’t talk to 
Nazis, you fight them or you might as well join 
them.” 

“He’s not a Nazi,” she flared. 

“His group wants to exterminate demons, Buffy. 
They’re experimenting on them in that 
underground base of theirs without the slightest 
interest in sorting out who’s guilty and who’s not. 
They’re doing it because they’re not human and not 
for any other reason.” 

“Riley’s a soldier, not a scientist. There’s no way 
he’s part of any experiments. He’s fighting demons 
just like I do,” she repeated. “They’re amateurs and 
they’re screwing up but that doesn’t make them 
Nazis. If you give them a chance, I think we could be 



allies,” she said persuasively. “We have a lot of the 
same goals. The Initiative is just trying to control the 
threat demons pose. I know they’ve made mistakes 
but we can teach them, show them that there are a 
lot of demons they don’t have to worry about. And 
frankly, we could use the help. You know how close 
it’s been sometimes - the Master, the Mayor, the 
Sisterhood of Jhe - We could have lost any of those 
battles and been responsible for the world ending. 
We could have used a bunch of trained, heavily 
armed soldiers as back up.” 

The anxiety that she hid so well most of the time, 
the fear that she wouldn’t be good enough, strong 
enough, fast enough to stop the latest threat was 
showing openly for once. Buffy had had the weight 
of the world on her shoulders since she was fifteen 
and sometimes that burden came close to crushing 
her. How tempting it must be for her to see a 
chance to share the burden with an official group 
assigned to help her. Volunteers could disappear as 
fast as they had signed up, friends could die or 
move away, but the government would be there. 



Which just went to show that Buffy was a little too 
enamored with the idea of having professional 
backup to have taken ten minutes to think this 
through. Xander rubbed his eyes tiredly, he hadn’t 
had enough sleep to cope with this conversation. 
He’d spent most of the night staring at the ceiling, 
aware of Spike lying equally awake beside him, 
unable to sleep because of the gnawing anxiety that 
Spike wouldn’t survive the looming confrontation 
with the soldiers. 

“Do you really think the military is ever going to see 
this as anything other than a war? Us against 
them?” 

“When Riley has time to think it over for awhile…” 
she began, then hesitated. “I admit, he’s pretty 
upset right now but I know him. He’ll think things 
through and see how this will benefit all of us.” 
Buffy chewed her lip, her gaze falling from Xander’s 
for the first time as she looked away uncomfortably. 
“I… I know what they did to Spike, Xander. That he 
can’t hurt humans now.” He took a half step 
forward and she held up a hand to stop him. “I 
don’t know what they did exactly or how to reverse 



it, Riley went all classified on me when I asked. I 
didn’t know. Honestly, I didn’t take that part of 
Spike’s story very seriously.” Her gaze swung back 
to him suddenly, her eyes intent. “It would have 
helped if I’d known what really happened,” she said, 
her voice just short of accusing. 

“Spike didn’t want anyone to know,” Xander said 
unapologetically. 

“So, that’s it? If Spike doesn’t want us to know 
something, you don’t tell us? It could have made a 
difference. Xander.” 

“We made the decision not to tell anyone together. 
I wouldn’t have allowed it to endanger anyone,” 
Xander said flatly, refusing to feel any guilt. He’d 
already considered this from every angle and he 
wasn’t going to second guess their decision now. 

“Xander, if I had known, it would have changed 
things.” 

“How?” he challenged. “You knew the Initiative was 
experimenting on demons, we even told you they’d 
made a vampire unable to hurt humans.” 



 
“You didn’t tell me it was Spike.” 

And that was the answer. Buffy made exceptions for 
the people in her circle but not for anyone outside 
it. An anonymous vampire wasn’t going to arouse 
any sympathy but Spike would have. Buffy hadn’t 
cared about the imprisonment and experimentation 
in anything more than an abstract way because she 
didn’t know anyone who’d been affected. Or 
thought she hadn’t. If she’d known it was Spike 
they’d experimented on, she would have been 
more concerned. 

“Well, now you know. Do you think Riley is going to 
tell us how to fix it?” he demanded, already 
knowing the answer. He read the answer in her 
eyes before she looked away again. 

“I don’t know,” she said after a long moment and 
Xander’s jaw tightened, looking down at her bent 
head and averted gaze. Spike hadn’t said anything 
but Xander knew he’d hated the fact that Buffy now 
knew what had been done to him. As the Slayer, 
Buffy tended to see things in coldly practical terms: 



could it help her do her job? If the answer was yes, 
the person or thing got a lot of attention and 
respect. When the answer was no, she tended to be 
dismissive. She’d lost a lot of that attitude with the 
start of college. She had a lot of friends now that 
didn’t know she was the Slayer and a lot more 
freedom from the nightly routine of patrolling. With 
Willow in England and Xander a townie, she’d had 
to reach beyond her small circle of insiders for 
friends. As just Buffy, she was a lot less judgmental 
and accepting than she was as the Slayer. 

He shook his head, this wasn’t getting him 
anywhere. And right now, he needed the Slayer’s 
cold calculation of risks, not Buffy’s longing for a 
normal life complete with Teutonic boyfriend. 

“Why do you think they’re doing it?” 

“What?” Buffy looked up at him, confused by the 
non-sequitor. 

“Why do you think the Initiative is trying to control 
demons?” he spelled out. 



“To stop them from hurting people, of course.” 
Buffy said as if it was the most obvious thing in the 
world. 

“Really? You think the government is going to 
spends thousands, maybe tens of thousands of 
dollars on every two-bit vamp when it takes a 
twenty cent piece of wood to solve the problem 
permanently?” Xander shook his head in disbelief. 
“Why would they bother? What are they going to 
do with the vampires when they’re through with 
them - get them jobs as night watchmen? Use your 
head, Buffy. The government isn’t doing these 
experiments because they’re trying to reform 
demons and turn them into upstanding, tax paying 
citizens. They’re testing hardware on live subjects 
that no one cares about, that’s the only explanation 
that makes sense. So the real question is, who or 
what are they really trying to control and what 
exactly are they trying to get those people to do for 
them?” 

Buffy stared at him, disbelief slowly turning to 
doubt in her eyes. “You think they’re planning on 
using what they learn on people?” 



“Maybe. Or maybe they’re trying to learn how to 
control demons so they can turn them into 
assassins or something.” 

Buffy shook her head, like she was trying to reject 
what he was saying. “Come on, Xander. You’re 
sounding like you’ve watched too many episodes of 
the X-Files.” 

“Then explain it to me. What did your boyfriend tell 
you about what he was doing that could explain 
what they’ve done to Spike? Why they would even 
want to do that to him?” 

“He didn’t tell me anything really,” she admitted. 
“He can’t, it’s classified. But, Xander, you’re wrong. I 
know Riley. He wouldn’t be part of something like 
you’re talking about. He wouldn’t hurt peaceful 
demons, not if he knew they were harmless, much 
less humans.” 

“How well can you possibly know him, Buffy? He’s 
been lying to you the entire time you’ve known 
him.” 



“And I’ve been lying to him. It’s not like I told him I 
was the Slayer. Riley is a TA in my Psych class and 
I’ve known him since the first day of classes. I know 
him, Xander.” 

“Buffy, it’s not the same thing. You’re a person who 
happens to be the Slayer. You don’t talk about what 
you do because you can’t. He’s a soldier, not a 
civilian. You know his cover, not him.” 

“You’re wrong, Xander. It is the same. I’m the 
Slayer. That’s who I am all the time. I lie to everyone 
because I have to, but that doesn’t mean people 
who don’t know I’m the Slayer don’t know what 
kind of person I am.” 

“Maybe,” he said grudgingly, not really convinced. 
“But you don’t imprison demons and experiment on 
them. He may not be doing it himself but he knows 
its happening.” 

Buffy looked uncomfortable and Xander could tell 
that that had hit home. There was a long silence 
and Xander became aware that the area was no 
longer as deserted. Early morning joggers, no one 
jogged after sunset or before the sun was fully up in 



Sunnydale, were passing by on the sidewalks and 
customers were coming and going from the bakery 
across the street. 

“What do we do now?” she asked finally. 

“You tell me. What’s Riley’s position on you 
knowing ‘Hostile 17’,” he used the soldier’s term 
bitterly. 

“I’m not sure. He said he needed time to think. I 
told him that Spike has been helping me and that he 
doesn’t kill humans, and hasn’t for a long time, 
because of you.” She hesitated. “I don’t think they 
knew that Spike could still hurt demons,” she said, 
making an apologetic gesture. “Sorry. He asked how 
Spike could possibly still help me and I told him 
about the Gentlemen. Apparently, whatever they 
did to Spike was supposed to make him unable to 
hurt “any living thing” as he put it.” 

Xander clenched his fists, fighting against the rage 
that flooded him at Buffy’s words. What they’d 
done to Spike was bad enough but it was 
understandable if the plan was to make a vampire 
harmless to humans. The idea that their actual goal 



had been to make Spike completely helpless against 
everything filled him with an inchoate fury that left 
him shaking with the need to strike out. It was clear 
the soldiers didn’t view Spike or any of their other 
captives as anything other than vicious animals that 
they had carte blanche to treat however they 
pleased. 

Whether through malfunction or oversight, Spike 
had escaped that fate by the skin of his teeth. 
Without that bit of luck, Spike would have been left 
helpless, prey to every demon in town that wanted 
to take down the Master of the Hellmouth. That 
thought hardened the resolve in Xander’s heart. 
The Initiative had to be stopped. Spike was right, 
they couldn’t leave town. They were going to find 
out what had been done to Spike and fix it, then 
they were going to bring their underground base 
down around their ears. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Nothing had really been resolved. Buffy promised to 



keep them posted on anything she learned and 
Xander hoped she hadn’t just dismissed his 
concerns. With luck, Buffy would think about what 
he’d said and not hurry to jump on the Initiative 
bandwagon. 

They’d parted on good terms and Xander just hoped 
it would stay that way. He really didn’t want to have 
to fight Buffy for all sorts of practical, as well as 
personal, reasons. He supposed it was possible that 
she could bring her boyfriend around but he was 
skeptical. Riley had seemed awfully by-the-book 
even in the two minutes of acquaintance they’d 
had. He might be a good guy but Xander wasn’t 
willing to bet he didn’t accept the government’s 
position that all demons were to be killed. He’d sure 
sounded like a true believer with his ‘dangerous 
animal’ remark. 

It was almost eight now and Giles tended to be an 
early riser. Xander turned his steps in the direction 
of the familiar apartment. He wanted to check that 
Giles was ok. The Watcher was tough but the 
Vahrall demon had left him fairly battered and 
between the surprise of finding out Buffy was 



dating one of the soldiers and Spike’s destruction of 
their cell phones, there hadn’t been a chance to 
check on him. Plus, the walk across town would give 
him a chance to cool the anger that still raged inside 
him. He didn’t want to lose the anger but he 
needed to control it until he could turn it loose on 
the Initiative. 

Arriving at the apartment, he knocked quietly, 
belatedly realizing that Giles might be sleeping in 
given that he’d been injured yesterday. After a 
short pause, he heard movement inside and the 
door swung open. 

“Hi…,” he broke off in surprise. “You’re not Giles.” 

“No, I’m not.” The man was short and slender, with 
curly dark hair, an English accent and the wickedly 
sparkling eyes of an imp. “Ripper is a bit under the 
weather this morning, maybe you’d do better to 
come back later. Tomorrow, perhaps.” 

“How is he?” Xander tried peering around the man 
to see into the apartment but the door wasn’t open 
far enough. 



“He’ll survive. Ripper always does.” 

Ripper. The name struck an uneasy chord in Xander. 
He’d heard someone calling Giles that before. The 
memory was hazy, accompanied by feelings of mild 
revulsion and strong embarrassment. Oh. Mrs. 
Summers had called Giles that while under the 
influence of the Band Candy. That was not a good 
association and it worried him that this guy was 
using the name. He’d never asked Giles, and 
certainly not Mrs. Summers, about the nickname. 
As far as he’d been concerned, the quicker they all 
forgot that night the better. 

“How do you know Giles?” he asked suspiciously, 
casually wedging his foot in the door so it couldn’t 
be closed unexpectedly. The man blocking the door 
was making him decidedly uneasy and he wasn’t 
leaving until he was sure Giles was ok. The man saw 
the gesture and smirked knowingly. 

“Oh, Ripper and I go way back,” he said, his voice 
filled with suggestive overtones. 

“Ethan?” Giles’ voice sounded from inside the 
apartment. “Who is it?” 



“He hasn’t introduced himself,” the man answered 
provokingly, not taking his eyes off Xander. 

“It’s me, Giles,” Xander called inside. “Is everything 
ok?” 

“Yes, Xander. Come in.” 

Xander narrowed his eyes challengingly at the man, 
who hesitated, then shrugged, opening the door 
wider and stepping back. 

Giles was on the couch, looking pale and tired, 
bandages covering the side of his face and 
disappearing beneath his shirt collar. “Hello, 
Xander.” 

He perched on the chair across from Giles, acutely 
aware of the stranger’s presence, hovering nearby 
as if he didn’t want to leave the two of them alone. 
Xander suspected he was doing it on purpose. There 
was an air about the stranger as if he enjoyed 
causing trouble. “How are you feeling.” 

“A bit like I was surprised by a Vahrall demon,” Giles 
said with a slight smile. “I daresay I’ll survive.” 



Xander shot a surprised look at the stranger and 
Giles lifted an unconcerned hand. “Don’t worry 
about Ethan. He is quite aware of the world of 
demons. One might almost call him an expert.” 
There was more than a hint of censure in his voice 
and Xander looked between the two men, 
wondering what was going on. 

“Careful, Ripper, that was almost a compliment.” 
The man settled down on the other end of the 
couch from Giles, cocking his head at Xander. “And 
who is this young man who you talk so casually 
about demons to?” 
 
“Sorry. Xander, this is Ethan Rayne, and 
old…acquaintance. Ethan, this is Xander Harris, a 
young student of mine.” 

Ethan Rayne lifted a suggestive eyebrow. “As you 
were once a pupil of mine, Ripper? 
How…intriguing.” 

A wave of color flooded Giles’ face and Xander’s 
eyebrows shot up. “Nothing like that, Ethan,” Giles 



said sharply. “I’ll thank you to keep such 
insinuations to yourself.” 

“My, my, Ripper. How stuffy and proper you’ve 
become. Pity.” 

“Do I want to know what’s going on?” Xander 
asked. “Because if you’re all right, Giles, I can go. 
Really.” He could tell Giles about Buffy’s new 
boyfriend another time. Easily. 

“Actually, Xander, what Ethan has to say concerns 
you as well. If you don’t mind, why don’t you stay 
and listen.” He sent a sharp look in Ethan’s 
direction. “Ethan will behave.” Somehow, despite 
the bandages and the pallor, Xander had no doubt 
about Giles’ ability to enforce that. 

He turned his attention to the stranger, studying 
him. The man had assumed a more serious 
demeanor at Giles’ warning but he still looked put 
out, as if explaining something to a teenager was 
beneath him. Seeing Xander’s scrutiny, the man 
gave Xander an assessing look of his own. “So, 
you’re a student of the dark arts?” 



“No. I study demons with Giles, not magic,” Xander 
returned flatly. The man couldn’t seem to help the 
insinuations wrapped around every word he 
uttered. Giles rolled his eyes but didn’t say 
anything. 

“Tell me you’re not recruiting this boy into the 
Watchers, Ripper. Look what that bloody group has 
done to you.” 

“Just get on with it, Ethan.” Giles closed his eyes 
wearily and leaned his head back. Ethan shot him a 
worried look before he saw Xander watching and 
the mocking amusement returned to his gaze. 

“Something happening in the dark worlds, young 
man. Something's harming demons and it's not the 
Slayer. Know anything about it?” 

Xander didn’t know what he’d been expecting but it 
wasn’t that. “I’ve heard rumors,” he said cautiously.  
 
“Oh yes, there’s plenty of those around,” Ethan 
confirmed, looking interested that Xander had 
heard anything at all. “Demons are scared. The kind 
of scared that turns to angry. There’s a new outfit 



operating in town and it's blundering into new 
places it doesn't belong. It's throwing the worlds 
out of balance. And that's way beyond chaos, mate. 
We're headed quite literally for one hell of a fight.” 

The man’s words paralleled Spike’s so closely that 
Xander could only stare at him dumbly, unable to 
utter a word. The fact that a human - he assumed 
Giles would have told him if the man wasn’t human 
- thought a race war was coming was a confirmation 
of his worst fears. 

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode ‘A 
New Man’  

 
 

Part Twenty-One 

“Do you have anything specific, Ethan, or are you 
just peddling vague rumors?” Giles prodded 
impatiently. 

Ethan shrugged. “You know demons. It’s all 
exaggeration and blank verse. ‘Pain as bright as 
steel,’ things like that. As I said, they’re scared. 



There’s something called ‘314’ that’s got them 
scared most of all.” 

He paused a moment, watching them, the cynical 
laughter gone from his eyes. “I know we’re not 
particularly fond of each other, Rupert, but we are a 
couple of old mystics. You should be able to read 
the signs as well as I can.” He shifted position, 
leaning carelessly back against the arm of the 
couch, and said with deliberate offensiveness: “Or 
have you lost your touch entirely, old man?” 

Giles didn’t answer, frowning and looking off into 
the distance. Ethan seemed content just to sit 
there, watching Giles, a small, mocking smile on his 
lips. It was Xander who finally broke the long 
silence. 

“That’s pretty much how Spike has it figured,” he 
said to Giles. “That it may come down to a war.” 

Ethan lost his air of casual insolence, jerking upright 
in sudden alarm. “Bloody hell, Ripper! Are you 
trying to get me killed?” 

Giles glanced at him. “Not at the moment.” 



“Then this isn’t Master Spike’s Claimed human?” 

“Oh, yes. Spike Claimed Xander some time ago.” 

“You know Spike?” Xander asked in surprise. 

Ethan was looking very nervous all of a sudden. “We 
met briefly,” he said. “I’m afraid your vampire was a 
tad miffed at me.” 

Giles just looked amused. “’A tad miffed’?” he 
repeated. “As I recall, Spike mentioned something 
about evisceration if he ever saw you again.” 

“You’re not helping,” Ethan told him. 

“Well, for Spike, that does actually qualify as being 
just a little miffed,” Xander pointed out which 
earned him a glare from Ethan. “His threats tend to 
be a bit more serious when he’s really ticked off. 
What did you do?” 

“You don’t know?” Giles looked surprised. “Ethan is 
the one responsible for tampering with the Band 
Candy last year. Not to mention the Halloween 
costume stunt the year before.” Giles’ eyes 
darkened. “As well as a number of other things.” 



“I feel obliged to point out that I was a mere 
subcontractor in the candy business…” Ethan began 
when Xander interrupted. 

“That was you?” He looked at Giles. “So, how come 
you’re sitting here talking to him like he’s an old 
friend? Shouldn’t you be… I don’t know, slamming 
the door in his face or calling the police or 
something?” 

“Oh, Ripper’s not going to call the coppers on me, 
are you, old mate?” 

“Haven’t ruled it out,” Giles told him, then looked at 
Xander and sighed. “I don’t trust Ethan but he does 
have connections in places I don’t, sources of 
information that differ from mine.” 

“Careful, you’ll hurt my feelings, Ripper,” Ethan 
drawled sarcastically, then rose to his feet. “Well, 
given that I value my body parts exactly where they 
are, this is probably a good time for me to leave 
town. Wouldn’t want Master Spike to get cranky 
over a little misunderstanding.” He looked down at 
Giles who had remained seated on the couch. “Do 



take care of yourself, Rupert. You’re getting a bit 
old for this.” 

Giles scowled at him. “Stay where you are, Ethan. 
We’re not done talking.” 

“I think not. Not without Master Spike’s permission. 
That was a fairly serious mention of evisceration 
and I really don’t want to experience it first hand.” 
He headed for the door, then stopped with his hand 
on the knob. The notepads they had all been using 
when the Gentlemen stole their voices were still 
stacked neatly on the table just inside the door and 
Ethan picked one up and wrote something on it. “If 
you get lonely, you may be able to reach me at this 
number,” he said, tossing the pad back on the table. 
“No promises, of course.” 

Giles rolled his eyes but made no further attempt to 
stop him and Ethan opened the door, glancing back 
at Giles with one more mocking comment: “By the 
by, Ripper. Do keep an eye out for the demon 
Prince Barvain. He is scheduled to rise soon.” 



Ethan closed the door behind him and Xander gave 
Giles a raised eyebrow look. “Interesting guy,” he 
said finally. 

“Yes. He always was.” There was a world of mixed 
emotion in the brief statement which Xander 
decided he was a lot better off not asking about. 

“Giles, are you up for talking or do you need to 
rest? I can come back.” 

Giles straightened up from where he’d begun to list 
a little sideways on the couch. “Despite Ethan’s 
cracks, I’m not that old, Xander.” 

“Of course not, but you only just got out of the 
hospital, Giles. You’re entitled to a little down 
time.” 

“I suspect from your expression that we don’t have 
time for that right now,” Giles said, raising his 
eyebrows expectantly. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Despite Giles’ obvious fatigue, he listened carefully 
as Xander outlined what little he’d learned from 
Buffy about Riley Finn and the Initiative. Knowing 
Buffy would tell Giles soon anyway, Xander told him 
what had happened to Spike, admitting frankly that 
it had been a joint decision not to tell anyone that 
Spike was temporarily helpless against humans. He 
was grateful that, other than a frown and a sharp 
look, Giles didn’t comment on the fact that Xander 
and Spike had concealed the information until now. 

“So, Buffy is dating one of our mysterious soldiers 
and thinks she can convince him of the error of his 
ways and, from Spike’s condition, we know for 
certain they are experimenting on demons with 
some degree of success,” Giles summed up 
thoughtfully when Xander finished, flicking him an 
apologetic look at referring to Spike’s helplessness 
as being a successful experiment. “I take it you 
don’t agree with Buffy.” 

“No. I mean, even if Riley suddenly becomes best 
friends with Spike, what good is it? He’s not going 



to convince his superiors to stop what they’re 
doing.” 

“I agree. Bureaucracies are notoriously inflexible. 
They’ve obviously been planning this for some time, 
I don’t see them changing their position because 
one soldier has allowed his girlfriend to persuade 
him that their mission is flawed. On the other hand, 
if Buffy is able to convince this boyfriend of hers, he 
could prove extremely useful.” 

“You mean as a spy?” Xander asked, frowning. 

“I was thinking more along the lines of telling us 
what they are up to. What troubles me the most 
about these people, Xander is the idea that they are 
trying to control demons. What has been done to 
Spike is… unprecedented. Killing demons, even 
indiscriminately, is one thing and understandable.” 
At Xander’s protest, he raised a staying hand. 
“Don’t get me wrong, I don’t approve. I merely said 
it was understandable. Governments do tend 
toward overkill especially when they are frightened. 
But for an organized group to be experimenting on 
demons, trying to control them…” Giles paused, 



looking very disturbed. “The implications are 
frightening.” 

“Like they’re planning on using what they learn on 
people?” Xander said grimly, voicing the fear that 
had haunted him ever since he’d learned what 
they’d done to Spike. 

“Possibly,” Giles said slowly, “but I’m rather more 
concerned with the idea that the military is seeking 
a means of controlling demons. There are far too 
many demons capable of wreaking carnage on a 
scale humans can barely comprehend for me to be 
comfortable with the idea of the military trying to 
harness that power.” Giles made a frustrated 
gesture. “We need to find out what they are 
planning and Buffy’s new boyfriend may be our best 
chance at finding that out.” 

Xander drummed his fingers nervously against his 
leg as he thought that over. He had a hard time 
picturing the straight-laced soldier he’d met briefly, 
the man who’d wanted nothing more than to take 
‘Hostile 17’ back into custody, acting as a willing spy 
for them. From what Buffy had said, he’d been 



pulling the confidentiality card about anything 
useful. Still, he’d told her the name of his outfit, 
something he probably hadn’t been supposed to. 
Covert military operations tended to deny they 
even existed. Which meant that maybe Riley would 
slip up again. “I wouldn’t put a lot of money on him 
agreeing to help us,” he said finally, “but I guess 
we’ll have to see what Buffy can talk him in to.” It 
always worked in spy movies for the girl to get 
secrets out of the guy. “What about your friend? 
You said he had different connections…?” 

“Not military ones.” Giles looked amused at the 
very idea. 

“Do you think he’ll help us?” Xander asked 
dubiously. Giles was giving off so many mixed 
signals about this Ethan Rayne guy it was hard to 
keep up and the man had obviously not left his 
phone number thinking Giles would call him for sex, 
as he’d implied. It was obvious there was a lot of 
history between the two Englishmen but the 
slender man with the mocking eyes didn’t impress 
Xander as someone they could rely on. 



Giles had let his head drop back against the couch, 
closing his eyes, and now he smiled slightly. “I don’t 
know.” He lifted a staying hand and Xander waited, 
his eyes on Giles, worried about how tired and 
drawn he looked. After a long moment, Giles sat up 
and faced Xander, his tired eyes meeting Xander’s 
steadily. 

“Ethan’s not a very reliable source but the fact that 
he felt it was important enough to come here 
openly to warn me is significant. Especially since his 
information fits with what we already know.” He 
took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his 
nose as he continued. “Ethan’s a chaos mage, 
Xander. Probably the thing he would hate most in 
the world is the government interfering in the ‘dark 
worlds’ as he calls them.” 

“What do you think 314 means?” Xander asked, 
wondering if the numbers had any meaning for 
Giles that he wasn’t aware of. 

“I have no idea. However, the demon Prince Barvain 
is something I’ve heard of. Would you be so kind as 



to fetch me Van Wyck’s Compendium Demonicae? I 
believe it’s on the shelves under the window.” 

Xander got up obediently. “He was serious about 
that?” he asked over his shoulder. “I thought that 
was a joke.” 

“Unfortunately, Ethan’s jokes run more along the 
lines of waking up and discovering he’s turned you 
into a demon while you were asleep,” Giles said 
darkly. 

Giles had to be exaggerating about that, Xander 
thought, returning to the couch with the requested 
volume and preparing for research. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Twenty minutes and three books later, Giles put 
down the last of the volumes he’d had Xander get 
for him and took his glasses off again, rubbing 
tiredly at his eyes. 



“Honestly, the thing that really alarms me is the fact 
that Ethan has given us a timely warning of the 
demon’s rising.” 

Xander looked up from the notes he’d been jotting 
down for Giles. “You mean he’s making it up about 
this demon?” 

“No. No, it’s clear his information about the demon 
prince is accurate and, believe me, I am kicking 
myself for not remembering the significance of the 
date. What I meant was that it’s much more like 
Ethan to tell you about something like this five 
minutes after it’s happened, not more than a week 
in advance. As Ethan would say: where’s the fun in 
that?” 

Xander raised his eyebrows at the dead-on mimicry 
of the other man’s voice and the softly reminiscent 
smile curving Giles’ lips but stuck to his earlier 
decision not to ask. So not going there. Giles 
continued after a moment. 

“Ethan’s visits usually involve finding out he’s in 
town because all hell is breaking loose. For him to 
arrive in town openly and warn me of a real danger 



- even if it’s a fairly minor one - well, frankly, I’d say 
Ethan is very worried about the rumors he’s hearing 
and wanted me to know he was serious. And 
something bad enough to worry Ethan, terrifies 
me.” 

Xander didn’t know how to answer that. Giles afraid 
meant the danger was apocalypse-level bad. A five-
hundred year old demon capable of destroying half 
the town rising soon, that was a minor 
inconvenience in Giles’ view. 

Giles’ point of view was a scary place sometimes. 

For now, Xander settled on dealing with the 
immediate problem. “So, the third new moon after 
the…” he checked his notes “nine-hundredth feast 
of Delthrox or, in new world talk, Tuesday of next 
week at sunset.” 

“Which gives us plenty of time to prepare and won’t 
interfere with Buffy’s birthday,” Giles said in weary 
satisfaction. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander headed home shortly after that, having 
reminded Giles that Buffy hated birthday parties 
and putting in his vote for not organizing one. He 
left, fairly sure he’d convinced Giles to just buy her 
a CD or something. Buffy had mentioned more than 
once how horrible her birthday parties tended to 
be. Between Angelus and run of the mill family 
issues, her last several birthdays had apparently 
sucked big time, featuring everything from death 
and mayhem to an absent, indifferent father. 
Xander could relate and was completely on board 
with her wanting to break the pattern of her 
birthday being associated with destruction and 
disappointment. 

He also hoped he’d convinced Giles to take it easy 
for the next couple of days, pointing out that they 
had well over a week before they had to worry 
about the demon prince guy. Giles had acquiesced a 
little too easily, which spoke volumes about how he 
was really feeling despite his efforts to appear fine. 
Xander promised that he and Spike would keep an 
eye on the crypt the demon was going to rise in - for 



a wonder there was an actual, specific reference in 
the texts and they wouldn’t have to hunt all over 
town for the right spot. He didn’t think Spike would 
mind doing a sweep during the night and Xander 
could stop by during the day to make sure nothing 
was happening on the demon-rising front. The ritual 
Giles wanted to perform to bind the demon and 
prevent its rising could wait a few days until Giles 
was feeling better. 

Xander glanced at his watch. It was barely noon and 
Spike would be sound asleep. He’d make a swing 
through the cemetery on his way home, find the 
right crypt, and see how easy it was to get inside. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike was sprawled out on Xander’s side of their 
bed as usual. He wasn’t a covers stealer or a bed 
hog when they were sleeping together but he 
automatically moved over to Xander’s side the 
minute Xander got up in the morning, stealing 
Xander’s pillow and burying his face in it. He 



claimed it was to shut out the cracks of light that 
slipped in around the edges of the window no 
matter how many times they adjusted the shutters 
and blackout curtains. 

Watching him from the doorway, Xander smiled. 
Spike hated to admit that he gravitated to Xander’s 
side of the bed to hold on to the warmth and smell 
of Xander that lingered on the sheets and 
pillowcase. He knew Spike wished Xander would 
adopt a completely nocturnal lifestyle, sleeping 
during the days and staying up all night, but he 
wasn’t ready to make that change and didn’t know 
if he ever would be. 

He could be happy forever with this, Xander 
thought. If there was some way to hang on to what 
they had now - living together as human and 
vampire - he would take it. An eternity of Spike, 
rumpled and crabby in the mornings when he got 
up, fighting against every normal vampire instinct 
so he could keep Xander company while he ate 
breakfast. Of Spike’s rapid mood swings and flaring 
temper and possessiveness. Of his biting wit and 
the quieter moments when he would unexpectedly 



quote snatches of poetry. Of training in the early 
evenings and lying together on the couch, mocking 
the television and squabbling over the remote. An 
eternity of passionate sex and just sleeping 
together, Spike’s strong arms around him, his head 
resting against Xander’s back, listening to Xander’s 
heartbeat as he slept. 

“Thinking awfully hard, luv.” Spike’s muffled voice 
sounded from the pillow. “Everything ok?” 

“Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep.” 

He crossed to the bed and sat down on the empty 
side. Spike’s side was closest to the door. Xander 
smiled involuntarily, one hand reaching out to slide 
over the smooth pale skin of Spike’s naked back. 
Spike’s instinctive need to protect his Claimed 
meant that he automatically slept between Xander 
and any possible danger that might come charging 
through the door. 

The sheets were twisted around Spike’s hips, the 
blanket had long since been kicked to the floor. 
Since they weren’t paying for the heat - Spike 
having had a former electrician who was a member 



of the Court hook up the entire building untraceably 
to the electric grid - they never bothered to turn the 
heat down in the winter. Which meant that Xander 
had an enjoyable view right now of Spike’s lean 
muscular backside with its narrow waist and 
prominent shoulder blades. 

He trailed his fingers down the line of Spike’s 
backbone, tracing each vertebrae, then bent over 
and reversed direction, kissing his way back from 
waist to neck. He took his time, bracing himself on 
his hands and paying attention to each individual 
vertebrae, his tongue darting out to taste the cool 
skin as he kissed and nibbled his way up. 

Spike made a low, almost purring sound, arching his 
back a little. “Thought you wanted me to go back to 
sleep,” he said, his voice sounding a lot more 
awake. 

Xander lifted his head. “I’m not stopping you,” he 
pointed out innocently. “Don’t mind me, I’m just 
amusing myself while you sleep.” 

“Wouldn’t want you to be bored, luv.” 



“So considerate,” he mocked lightly, then dipped his 
head again, exploring Spike’s shoulder blades this 
time, nibbling and licking his way from one side to 
the other, leisurely tracing the path of the bones 
lying so close beneath the skin. Spike murmured in 
appreciation of his efforts. 

By mutual unspoken agreement, they had kept their 
lovemaking slow and gentle ever since the night 
Spike had returned. It was so easy for Spike to 
accidentally hurt Xander and neither one wanted to 
risk Spike being hit with the punishing pain for 
accidentally gripping hard enough to leave a bruise. 
And it was fine, but Xander missed the wild passion 
of the nights when they would tear each other’s 
clothes off and go at it like crazed weasels, heedless 
of the bruises and aches that would follow in the 
morning. Worst of all, they hadn’t dared risked 
fucking. They’d learned that first night that Spike 
didn’t have to mean to hurt him. If Spike caused 
Xander pain, even inadvertently, he paid for it in 
agony and Xander refused to risk that. He missed it 
though - the almost unbearable pleasure of Spike 
pushing inside him, stretching him to the limit, and 



the shattering pleasure of hard thrusts against his 
prostate. 

But really, it wasn’t anything that Spike hadn’t been 
putting up with from Xander all this time. As a 
vampire, Spike had stamina that made a mockery of 
Xander’s. From things Spike had let slip, Xander 
knew that Spike had been used to having sex 
sometimes a dozen times a night. Two vampires 
could go at it for hours without stopping and be 
ready for round two five minutes later. Xander 
couldn’t keep up that pace and Spike had never 
once reproached him for it. Waiting until Spike was 
cured wasn’t a hardship, well, not one he couldn’t 
put up with anyway. Unfortunately, they couldn’t 
just switch to Xander being on top as a solution. 

He’d long since accepted the fact that Spike fucked 
him, never the other way around. For demons, 
relationships were all about power and, even 
though Spike was about as atypical a vampire as 
you could imagine, Xander had figured out pretty 
early on that Spike had issues - giant, unresolved 
issues - with being in any way what he perceived as 
the weaker partner. As the youngest member of a 



seriously dysfunctional vampire family, it was hardly 
surprising. Once Spike had struck out on his own 
with Drusilla, he had made sure he was never again 
in a position where he wasn’t top dog. Although 
Drusilla was technically Spike’s Sire and Spike had 
loved her to the point there was nothing he 
wouldn’t have done for her, he had still been the 
dominant one in the relationship. Drusilla had been 
too damaged - too freaking insane - to dominate 
anyone. 

And it was fine. Xander didn’t have any issues about 
being the “bottom” in their relationship. Spike had 
been the experienced one in the relationship when 
they had started and it had not only been normal 
but useful to have Spike take the lead. Xander 
hadn’t had the first clue about gay sex, any sex 
actually, when they’d begun dating. It had been 
awhile before he’d even realized that he always 
bottomed in their sex life. 

Although he would love to fuck Spike, and had all 
sorts of plans for talking Spike into it one day, now 
was not the time to broach the subject. There was 
no way he was going to suggest that Spike start 



bottoming for him, not when Spike already felt out 
of control and barely able to deal with the fact that 
humans had effectively crippled him. Someday 
though, his lips curved in a smirk worthy of Spike 
himself, someday when Spike was better, he was 
going to convince Spike to let Xander fuck him and 
learn for himself what it felt like from the other end. 

“If you’re goin’ to fall asleep back there, take your 
clothes off and do it proper.” Spike’s voice 
interrupted his woolgathering and Xander realized 
that he was staring into space, his thoughts having 
distracted him from what he had started. 

“Well, since you put it so nicely,” he answered, 
sitting up and peeling his shirt off. 

“Oi!” Spike rolled over with the fluid grace that was 
so much a part of him and pounced, pushing Xander 
down against the sheets underneath him and 
glaring down at him. “Not nice to start somethin’ 
you don’t plan to finish.” 

Xander laughed, reaching up to pull Spike’s head 
down. They kissed slowly, deeply and Xander felt 
Spike’s hands at his waist, unfastening his jeans. He 



dropped his hands to help, shimmying the pants off 
his hips as Spike growled against his lips, kicking at 
the sheet which had gotten tangled up between 
them. 

Xander rolled them onto their sides, laughing as 
Spike struggled to get free to the sheet, which had 
wrapped itself around him as if possessed, finally 
losing patience entirely and tearing it off him with 
the sound of ripping cloth. 

“Laughin’ at me, luv?” he accused, his voice a silken 
purr of menace. 

“Absolutely not,” Xander denied. “I was laughing at 
the sheet.” 

Spike swooped down and stopped his laughter by 
the simple expedient of covering Xander’s mouth 
with his own. Their tongues dueled as Spike shifted 
so he was on top again, this time with no annoying 
fabric between them. They were both fully erect 
and Spike began a maddening rhythm, rocking their 
bodies together slowly so their cocks slid against 
each other. Xander gasped into Spike’s mouth and 
pushed up, wanting more and Spike obliged by 



pressing down harder, trapping their erections 
between their bodies as they moved. Pleasure built 
rapidly as their hips thrust and parried, faster and 
harder, the pressure and motion driving Xander 
wild and he came with a yell, his semen spurting out 
between their bodies as Spike continued to thrust 
against him until he too came hard. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Looking down at Xander lying beneath him, flushed 
and panting and beautiful, Spike’s own afterglow 
faded rapidly. Xander deserved more than this. He 
deserved a lover who wasn’t such a sniveling 
coward he was afraid to have sex with his Claimed. 
If they were careful, if they went slowly… 

Even as he thought it, Spike felt his still erect penis 
soften. He was so afraid of the pain, he couldn’t 
even maintain an erection and he despised himself 
for letting humans do this to him. Xander hadn’t 
complained and Spike knew he never would. Xander 



would take what he could get and be happy but it 
wasn’t fair to him. 

Worst of all, Spike knew he was endangering 
Xander because of his fear. His Claim mark hadn’t 
been renewed in nearly two months and it was 
faded to the point where it wasn’t protecting 
Xander any more. Demons wouldn’t know Xander 
was Spike’s, if anything, they would assume Spike 
had discarded him since he wasn’t renewing his 
Claim. 

He felt a wave of possessiveness sweep over him. 
Xander was his and he wasn’t going to let fear stop 
him any longer. 

Spike dipped his head and began laving his tongue 
over the faded Claim scar. Xander made a pleased 
sound and pushed his head back into the pillow, 
exposing more of his neck to Spike’s attentions. 

He had to do this. Once again, Spike had the 
helpless feeling of things inexorably slipping away 
from him. There was a battle coming and Xander 
would be at his side. Spike knew that, knew it 
beyond the slightest doubt but he needed the world 



to know that Xander was his, Claimed and marked 
by a Master Vampire. While the Mark made no 
difference to most humans, it was both warning and 
proclamation of ownership to demons. 

“Do you trust me?” he asked. 

Xander gave him an unreadable look. “Of course I 
do,” he said. “But, Spike, most people only ask that 
when they’re about to do something they know the 
other person won’t like. What’s up?” 

“Need you to hold still, Xander, no matter what 
happens. Just for a minute,” he added reassuringly 
as Xander’s brows drew together and he looked 
uneasy. “Promise me?” 

“Why?” 

Spike lifted his scarred eyebrow and Xander sighed. 
“That’s what the ‘trust me’ was about, right? All 
right, Spike, I won’t move.” 

This was going to hurt and Spike braced himself as 
well as he could. The pain he could, and had, 
survived. What worried him was hurting Xander. A 
Claim mark was supposed to be clean, not the 



sloppy scar left by feeding. If Spike couldn’t hold 
himself steady while he did this, his fangs would 
tear Xander’s flesh. 

Spike took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the 
warmth and scent of his Claimed. Xander’s scent 
was tainted with nervousness but he lay motionless, 
his head tilted back, his eyes on Spike, nothing but 
trust filling the brown depths. Xander knew what 
Spike intended and Spike felt a rush of love that 
Xander wasn’t arguing, wasn’t going to try and talk 
him out of this. His boy knew how much Spike 
needed to renew the mark that proclaimed to all 
the world that Xander was his. 

Shifting to his true face, Spike took hold of Xander’s 
shoulders, pinning them down, then hesitated for 
one more second. Fast or slow? Both held risks and 
Spike decided that, no matter how much he longed 
for the taste of Xander’s blood, drawn hot and 
willing from the source, he needed to do this 
quickly to minimize the risk to Xander. 

Lowering his head, he drove his fangs into the faded 
scar in the spot between neck and shoulder where 



the blood vessels ran so thick and close to the 
surface. Pain tore through him, blinding him and he 
felt the almost uncontrollable urge to fling himself 
away, tearing his fangs free in an effort to stop the 
agonizing pain that filled him, seemingly coming 
from everywhere at once. Shaking with the effort to 
stay put, Spike concentrated on not moving, his 
hands clenched convulsively tight on Xander’s 
shoulders as he drove his fangs home. The pain 
built unbearably inside him as he continued sinking 
his teeth inside the warm human flesh until he was 
blind, deaf and barely able to cling to the awareness 
of what he was doing. A scream filling his lungs, his 
muscles twitching and spasming even as he fought 
to hold himself steady and disregard the searing 
agony. 

Almost sobbing in relief at accomplishing his goal, 
Spike carefully began withdrawing his fangs. He felt 
it the moment they cleared the precious flesh they 
were buried in and flung himself away from Xander, 
the withheld scream bursting free as he curled up in 
agony and let the pain consume him. It was an 
eternity before the pain ebbed and his nerve 



endings stopped feeling as if they’d been dipped in 
acid. 

Shaking with the aftermath, Spike felt Xander’s 
arms gathering him up, holding him against his 
warm body. Drops of blood slid along the tanned 
skin and Spike licked them up carefully, cherishing 
each drop for the gift it was. He licked soothingly at 
the fresh bite mark, his tongue lingering as it 
lovingly traced every inch of the mark. His mark. 

He’d done it. Spike felt a flush of victory. Despite 
what they’d done to him, he’d succeeded in 
renewing his Claim mark on his boy. They’d taken 
almost everything else from him, but hadn’t been 
able to take Xander. 

The muscles in his arms stopped trembling and he 
slid them around Xander to hold him close. 

“I love you, Spike.” Xander whispered fiercely in his 
ear, his arms tightening around Spike. “They won’t 
beat us.” 

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode ‘A 
New Man’  



Part Twenty-Two 

There were soldiers and technicians crawling all 
over the crypt. Watching from his vantage point a 
hundred yards away, Spike had at first wondered if 
the Watcher had gotten his dates wrong, but the 
soldiers were standing guard, most of their 
attention focused outward on the cemetery and not 
toward the crew working inside the crypt. They 
were there to prevent interruptions, not defending 
against a newly risen demon. 

Lying motionless, full-length on the marble roof of a 
crypt, Spike had been watching for over an hour as 
the technicians went in and out, hauling equipment 
and lights. Bright light streamed from the interior of 
the crypt and the whole operation was surprisingly 
noisy as they broke through the stone floor and 
began digging underneath. Spike had been straining 
to hear what was being said over the noise the 
workers were making unearthing the demon before 
he was ready to rise. It was the middle of the night 
and the crypt they were interested in was deep 
inside Fairhaven Cemetery. Under cover of the hour 
and the remote location, the crew wasn’t making 



any effort at being discrete. They weren’t even 
being professional. He’d already overheard far more 
than he was interested in about one of the lab 
coats’ girlfriend’s excess spending habits and one of 
the laborer’s futile efforts to quit smoking. 

It was with relief that he heard the excited 
exclamations of having reached their goal. The 
soldiers rearranged themselves, the majority 
moving inside the crypt and only a few remaining 
on guard outside. Spike considered moving closer 
but discarded the idea. He had a fairly good view 
from where he was and none of the closer crypts 
offered the cover and vantage of this one, especially 
with the bloody soldiers lighting up the joint like it 
was a disco. 

Finally, the Initiative people stopped talking about 
their personal lives and started saying things worth 
hearing. 

“Careful! Professor Walsh wants it undamaged.” 

“No one said anything about moving a two-ton 
sarcophagus. We don’t have the equipment to 



move something that heavy. We’ll just have to open 
it and see what happens. B-Team, stand ready.” 

“Everyone not involved in lifting - get back.” 

The sound of stone grating on stone followed and 
Spike wondered idly whether the demon prince was 
going to sleep through his early wake up call. 
Demons that had a particular, mystically significant 
date for rising tended to be unwakeable before that 
date. 

Pity. Here he was with a front row seat and the 
chances of mayhem were slim to none. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The whole operation was a huge anti-climax. The 
technicians succeeded in placing the slumbering 
demon into a large steel box without so much as a 
fluttering eyelid to alarm them. The humans 
chatted happily about how well the new sensors 
had performed in finding this spot and how pleased 
Professor Walsh was going to be with the night’s 



work. A crew remained behind to erase all traces of 
their work and Spike slipped away into the dark. 

Once well clear of the area, Spike lit a cigarette and 
considered what he’d overheard. This Professor 
Walsh seemed to be in charge of the lab coats, 
which made sense. Civilians on the science side of 
things, Spike figured, and a military unit to back 
them up and do all the collecting/protecting. 
Probably a military commander at least nominally in 
charge of the base and the soldiers, but the mission 
directed by the civilian side. Given the base’s 
location on top of the college campus and the 
Slayer’s boy toy being a Teacher’s Assistant, it was 
likely a lot of the soldiers and lab coats had cover 
jobs on the campus. Shouldn’t be too difficult to 
find out if there was a Professor Walsh on campus. 

The lab coats had been speculating about the 
demon’s physical makeup in a way that reminded 
Spike of the mad scientist movies from the fifties 
that Xander sometimes watched. Like they couldn’t 
wait to get the demon back to their lab to dissect it. 
Too bloody scientific about their torture plans for 
Spike’s taste. You didn’t cut things to pieces to find 



out what made them tick, you did it because it was 
fun. There was just something unnatural about the 
whole business. 

Probably the mysterious ‘314’ the Watcher’s friend 
had mentioned. He grinned, remembering Xander’s 
description of his encounter with Ethan Rayne. It 
was gratifying to learn that the man had nearly wet 
himself at finding out he was talking to Spike’s 
Claimed and how hastily he had left town again, not 
having had Spike’s permission to return. He might 
give that permission, he thought now, wondering 
what kind of havoc a chaos mage could wreak on 
the Initiative. He’d have to think about that. 

Didn’t take a chaos mage’s warning to know that 
the Initiative had a hidden agenda. No one captured 
demons, held them prisoner and experimented on 
them without some kind of plan, no matter how 
harebrained and crackpot it might be. He and 
Xander had talked about it a lot, picking away at the 
scanty evidence, searching for the real purpose 
behind the seemingly meaningless activity. Xander 
was sure they were using demons as test subjects, 
intending to use what they learned on humans. 



Spike disagreed. For one thing, demons and humans 
had very different physiologies for the most part. 
Even ones that looked human didn’t work the same 
way as humans. 

Vampires might look human but they weren’t just 
animated corpses - that was a zombie, and they 
were a whole different thing. Vampires were 
demons that inhabited once-living human bodies. 
Once the demon took over, the entire physiology 
changed. The demon made the heart, lungs, liver, 
kidneys and what not obsolete. Vampires didn’t 
age, didn’t need any food but blood, didn’t sweat, 
didn’t shit. How could anything learned about their 
physiology apply to humans? 

It was clear that the lab coats were studying 
demons. Know your enemy was one thing and Spike 
approved of someone who studied their opponents. 
But these gits didn’t seem interested in learning 
anything about demons other than how their 
bodies worked. That wasn’t studying your 
opponent. Yeah, sure, learning what an enemy 
could do physically was important but it was even 
more useful to figure out how they thought, how 



they reacted. Knowing if an enemy was going to 
attack in groups or alone, whether they were 
cautious by nature or reckless, if they were 
someone that defended territory or a nest, was all 
significant in knowing an opponent. These humans 
were so oblivious to anything except the physical, 
they didn’t even distinguish between harmless and 
dangerous demons. 

The Initiative did have gadgets they were relying on 
and that might be something that could be used 
against them. They’d obviously known about the 
demon’s scheduled rising in a few days. Given what 
he’d overheard tonight - and the fact that so far 
these idiots didn’t seem to have any real idea of 
how the demon world worked - somehow they’d 
been able to scan for… something. Something that 
told them Barvain was due to rise. No way these 
wankers had figured it out the way the Watchers 
did: with research and laboriously compiled 
volumes of information and prophecy. And that was 
something they could use. Get the soldiers where 
and when they wanted them. 



Dropping his cigarette butt, Spike strode out of the 
cemetery intending to finish patrolling his territory. 
Tomorrow, he’d follow up on Professor Walsh and 
sound out the Watcher about that friend of his. A 
tame chaos mage might come in handy in the days 
ahead. 

He might even tell the Watcher the soldiers had 
taken care of Barvain for him, he thought with a 
grin. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It felt almost like he was arranging to meet Buffy on 
neutral territory, like they had in the days before 
they were friends, when they had only a fragile 
truce keeping them civil to one another. 

This time, his concern wasn’t so much meeting on 
neutral ground so much as it was meeting 
somewhere where they wouldn’t be overheard. 
Living without a phone again sucked but having a 
potentially traceable phone was a risk he wasn’t 
willing to take right now. It had never been a good 



idea to have Buffy come to the apartment, even 
Spike could only ad lib his way around his 
relationship with the Slayer to the Court for so long. 
Now, worried that the Initiative might follow Buffy 
to Spike, Xander had arranged to meet her at the 
Bronze, probably the last place in town anyone 
would expect to see him. 

Sitting inconspicuously at a small table on the far 
side of the dance floor, Xander kept a wary eye on 
the customers but, to his relief, no one seemed to 
be paying attention to him. Buffy was late, which 
was no surprise. Give her an apocalypse and she 
was Miss Punctuality, otherwise she was a bit less 
reliable. Which was fine, he was still working out 
what he was going to say to her. 

“Xander, there you are.” 

“Hey, Buffy.” He gestured with his own glass. “Can I 
get you something?” 

“I’m good.” She slid onto the stool across from him, 
wearing jeans and an orange halter top, her hair 
carelessly pinned up. Xander wondered vaguely 
how Buffy managed to always look good even when 



it looked like she’d just gotten out of bed and had 
dressed in the dark. 

“How’s it going?” he asked, settling for the small 
talk approach. 

“I’ve had better weeks,” Buffy admitted. 

“Me too.” They both fell silent, watching the 
couples dancing, Buffy wistfully, Xander searching 
for something to say that wouldn’t sound incredibly 
awkward. So much for small talk. “How’s it going 
with Riley?” he asked finally, proud that he’d 
managed to sound casually interested and not 
paranoid on the subject of her Initiative boyfriend. 

“It’s not.” Buffy shrugged her bare shoulders, trying 
to appear indifferent and failing miserably. “He 
won’t even talk to me.” She leaned her elbows on 
the table, looking tired and defeated. “It didn’t faze 
him at all finding out I was the Slayer, I don’t 
understand why he’s having such a problem with 
my defending Spike.” 

“Because he doesn’t believe that there’s any such 
thing as a good demon,” Xander said flatly, hoping 



Spike never found out he’d called him a ‘good 
demon’. “Buffy, that’s what’s wrong with the whole 
program, that they don’t see that there’s different 
kinds of demons. They’d kill Mr. Olsen, or Oz, 
without any more concern than if they were the 
Mayor in full snake mode.” 

“Don’t start with the Nazi comparison again, 
Xander. You don’t know Riley. I’ve met some of his 
friends that I’ll bet anything are Initiative soldiers 
and they’re just normal guys as well.” 

Xander stiffened and sat back, shocked that she 
hadn’t told any of them about knowing other 
Initiative soldiers. Before he could gather his wits to 
say anything, Buffy continued: “They’re just a little 
too…you know?” A vague gesture finished her 
sentence. 

“Too what?” 

“Clean cut, buff, old.” Buffy enumerated. “I thought 
they were just, you know, TA’s, grad students. That 
Riley just happened to have some really hot friends, 
but now that I know that Riley’s in the Initiative…” 
her expressive face finished the sentence for her. 



Might as well get all the bad news out at once, 
Xander thought. “Yeah. I meant to tell you. Um, 
looks like Professor Walsh may be the person in 
charge.” 

“Professor Walsh? My Psych teacher?” Buffy 
groaned. “This is not happening.” 

“Spike overheard them talking,” Xander explained. 
“She’s the only Professor Walsh on campus and, 
what with Riley being her TA…” 

“Great, the evil, bitch monster from hell is in charge 
of the secret military operation.” 

“The what?” Xander couldn’t believe she’d just 
called Professor Walsh that. Buffy had been raving 
about how great her professor was all semester. 

“She called herself that on the first day of classes,” 
Buffy said carelessly. She frowned at his shocked 
look. “It was a joke, Xander. All the profs try and 
scare their students during the first class.” 

“Nice. This happen everywhere or just on the 
Hellmouth?” he asked. 



“Just on the Hellmouth,” Buffy assured him. 

They both relaxed at that, grinning at each other, 
the unspoken tension from their last meeting 
dissipating, the initial awkwardness between them 
fading. 

“So, you think you know some of the other Initiative 
soldiers?” Xander asked, getting back to her 
surprising announcement. 

Buffy nodded. “Pretty sure. They’re all in Lowell 
House with Riley.” She hesitated. “Xander, they’re 
good guys. Normal. Funny. Nice.” 

“And if you’re right, they spend their nights hunting 
demons indiscriminately.” 

“I didn’t say they weren’t idiots,” she pointed out. 
“Well, not dumb so much as ignorant. If they knew 
how many demons there are and how many are 
harmless…” 

“You think they’d come around?” he asked 
skeptically. Her own boyfriend didn’t seem to be 
able to deal with her being friends with Spike. 
Granted, there was the whole helping an escaped 



prisoner issue there as well, something that never 
went over well with law enforcement types. 

“It’s worth a try.” She sighed. “I’ll try and talk to 
Riley again. See if I can make him listen.” 

She looked so unhappy at the idea that Xander felt 
a pang of guilt and abruptly changed the subject. 
“Hey, this is supposed to be a birthday celebration. 
Late, true, but still a birthday thing. Want to 
dance?” 

Buffy perked up at his suggestion, probably because 
she’d never seen Xander dance, and he gamely led 
her out onto the floor despite knowing he was 
about to make a fool out of himself. She was soon 
laughing at his ungainly moves, shouting over the 
music that she was avoiding injury only because her 
Slayer reflexes let her duck his flailing limbs. He was 
glad to see her lightening up, not wanting her to 
suffer through yet another boyfriend fiasco, and 
wondering how she could have such awful taste in 
men. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
“What do you think?” Xander looked at Mr. Olsen. 
“Am I crazy?” 

His talk with Buffy had started him thinking and 
he’d spent all day at work turning the germ of an 
idea over in his mind, wondering if there was any 
point and struggling with his own admitted 
prejudices against the tentative plan. 

He’d needed a sounding board, someone he could 
bounce the idea off of and Spike was out. It 
wouldn’t be fair to even ask him about it since the 
whole concept went against Spike’s nature. Instead, 
he’d gone to see Mr. Olsen after work. The elderly 
man was unflappable by nature and would tell him 
what he thought without a lot of dramatics. If Mr. 
Olsen turned thumbs down on his vague plan, then 
Xander would drop it. He’d been meaning to visit 
Mr. Olsen anyway - Giles had taken responsibility 
for keeping the demon community apprised of 
anything they learned about the soldiers and 
Xander hadn’t seen Mr. Olsen since their last 
summit meeting. 



“Crazy is a bit strong,” Mr. Olsen said with a smile. 
“Overly optimistic perhaps.” He looked curiously at 
Xander. “Why are you asking me?” 

“Because you have to have dealt with this before. I 
mean, you were nervous when you told me you 
were part demon, right? You were worried I’d freak 
out.” 

“Which you didn’t.” 

“Actually, I did, it just didn’t last very long,” Xander 
admitted. “Something Buffy said the other night got 
me thinking. She made me wonder if we could 
make the soldiers listen. I’d known you for…, what? 
about a year when you told me and my first 
reaction was still to be kind of scared of you. Jut for 
a second,” he added hastily, relieved when Mr. 
Olsen just twinkled at him, showing the little gold 
sparks in his eyes for a moment. 

“Maybe these guys aren’t as hopeless as I’ve been 
thinking,“ he continued. “If Buffy’s right and the 
soldiers are just ignorant, or brainwashed into just 
seeing one side of things… What if we showed them 
some of the most harmless demons around and 



tried to explain that not all demons are something 
to be afraid of?” 

“How are you planning on doing that?” Mr. Olsen 
asked, looking at him over his glasses, his bushy 
eyebrows raised. 

“I haven’t really worked that part out yet. No point 
if this is a really stupid idea. What I was thinking 
was doing a show and tell with some of the soldiers. 
Show them a Bryjuul demon, or a k’thyssn or a 
Mimtoi, or something similar.” 

Mr. Olsen began to look slightly less skeptical. “A 
show and tell of clearly harmless demons?” 

“Exactly, the fluffy bunnies of the demon world. The 
kind of demons you can tell immediately couldn’t 
hurt a fly. I mean, no one could be afraid of a 
k’thyssn and Bryjuuls look like little girls.” He looked 
at Mr. Olsen hopefully. “It might at least get them 
to think about what they’re doing and that’s half 
the battle.” 

It was working with Greg hauling supplies together 
this afternoon that had finally convinced him that 



his idea might be worth a shot. It had gradually 
become known on the construction site that Xander 
was gay. He didn’t flaunt it, Spike had never visited 
the site, and he certainly didn’t talk about his male 
lover, but he talked about his roommate and his co-
workers had figured it out eventually. Most of them 
had accepted it without much of a problem, a few, 
Greg in particular, had given him a hard time until 
the foreman and some of the others had forced 
them to back off. Greg had been the worst: 
belittling Xander whenever they were working in 
the same part of the job site, calling him names and 
making veiled threats when no one else was 
around. Xander had avoided him as much as 
possible and been relieved when Greg gradually 
seemed to lose interest in harassing him. They’d 
worked together silently and efficiently today and 
Xander had realized how long it had been since 
Greg had insulted him and felt a reluctant stab of 
shame. If Greg could get over his prejudices about 
fags, at least to the point where he could be civil, 
maybe Xander should get over his prejudice 
towards the soldiers. Wasn’t he lumping them all 



together in just the way he despised them for 
treating demons? 

Mr. Olsen had been silent for awhile, sipping his 
coffee and turning the idea over in his head. Xander 
shook off his own thoughts and waited patiently for 
Mr. Olsen to be ready to talk. 

“What does Spike think about this idea of yours?” 

“He doesn’t know yet.” Xander admitted sheepishly. 
“I didn’t want him to get upset for nothing if you 
think it’s a stupid idea.” 

“Translation: he’s going to hate it.” Mr. Olsen filled 
in. 

“Well, he’s not real big on the diplomacy side of 
things.” 

“I can imagine,” Mr. Olsen said with a short laugh. 
“Tentatively, I think that it’s an idea worth pursuing. 
Cautiously, however. I haven’t told all that many 
people over the years about my heritage and the 
reactions have been mixed. Somewhat similar to a 
person coming out as gay, I imagine.” He gave 
Xander a pointed look, reminding him that he’d 



never really come out to Mr. Olsen, it had just 
gradually become obvious that he and Spike were a 
couple. “Even long term friends can react in ways 
that surprise you. However, in general, people have 
been very understanding.” He set his coffee cup 
down, sitting back in his chair. “You know who you 
really need to talk to? Sergeant Morgan. He’s 
military, he knows how soldiers think. He could give 
you a better idea than I can about whether this is a 
good idea or not.” 

That made sense. “Thanks, Mr. Olsen. I’ll do that.” 

As he got up to leave, Mr. Olsen added one note of 
caution. “Xander, I would strongly recommend 
telling Spike what you are considering before you 
talk to anyone else about it. You really wouldn’t 
want him to find out about this from anyone but 
you.” 

“My thoughts exactly,” Xander answered, having 
intended to talk to Spike anyway and knowing that 
Mr. Olsen would never mention he’d been 
consulted first. 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Spike couldn’t 
believe what Xander was suggesting. 

“Probably.” 

Spike glared, not mollified in the least by Xander’s 
agreement. “You want to have a friendly little sit-
down with the enemy and explain the error of their 
ways?” He had to have heard that wrong. Not even 
Xander would suggest something that insane. 

“Well, I was more thinking of luring them 
somewhere and forcing them to listen, but yeah, 
pretty much.” 

“And just who are you planning to endanger with 
this little stunt? Yourself?” Spike seethed. 

“Hey, no danger….” Xander began when Spike cut 
him off. 

“You’re talking about capturing soldiers and holding 
them prisoner while you parade demons in front of 



them. That’s going to endanger everyone involved.” 
Not that Spike cared about the danger to anyone 
but Xander but he knew Xander would insist on 
being in the thick of things. 

“Spike, we need information. We need to know 
what these people are up to. The only way we’re 
going to get it is to get at least one of these guys on 
our side. I know it’s a long shot but, if it works, 
maybe we can find out what they’re up to.” Xander 
argued, keeping his voice calm. Spike just needed 
some time to think this through. “I really think we 
can do this safely.” Actually, he hadn’t really worked 
out the mechanics yet, but he was sure they could 
come up with something. 

Spike scowled. “’m not against taking the soldiers 
prisoner. I like that part. But if we’re going to 
capture them, should just torture them and get the 
information the old fashioned way.” 

Xander grinned at him. “We’re trying to convince 
them demons are harmless, Spike,” he pointed out. 



Spike’s sniff said what he thought of that idea. 
“Why don’t you invite Buffy’s professor for tea 
while you’re at it?” he asked sarcastically. 

“I think we’re better off starting from the bottom,” 
Xander answered seriously. “I was thinking more 
along the lines of inciting a mutiny, not converting 
the command structure.” 

Spike made a scoffing noise but didn’t object 
immediately, which was a good sign. 

“Come with me to talk to Sgt. Morgan,” Xander 
said. “If he vetoes the idea, that’s fine, we’ll think of 
something else. I know this goes against the grain, 
Spike,” he added more softly. “And I know you 
deserve the right to take revenge on them for what 
they did to you. But, if it comes down to it, I would 
trade your revenge in a heartbeat for the chance to 
find a way to undo what they’ve done.” 

He knew Spike would make that trade as well, even 
if he didn’t want to admit it. Xander hurried on, not 
giving Spike the chance to say anything. “I really 
think this is our best shot at getting some answers, 
getting someone on our side. Even one could make 



a difference. Let’s at least see what Sgt. Morgan 
thinks, ok?” 

“Only you, Xander,” Spike said, shaking his head. 
“Fine, we’ll talk to the Sergeant. If he thinks it’s 
worth trying, we come up with a safe way to do 
this, or it doesn’t happen. Got it?” Spike gave him a 
steady, warning look. “We’re talking about trained 
soldiers with lots of fancy weapons, not your 
average prat off the streets. Lot easier to kill them 
than to capture them safely.” 

Xander nodded. “Got it.” He blew out a silent sigh 
of relief hoping that, at worst, this would be a waste 
of time, not an unmitigated disaster. The fact that 
Spike hadn’t pointed out any flaws except the 
soldiers’ not listening made a curl of optimism go 
through him. There had to be some among the 
soldiers who would be appalled at murdering 
something like, say a hr’ashlek demon, with their 
soft, silvery-grey fur and enormous black eyes. Of 
course, given their tusks and claws, maybe they 
weren’t the best demon for show and tell. 



They’d have to plan this carefully, like an advertising 
firm pitching to a client, nothing half-assed and 
slapped together at the last minute but a fully 
choreographed presentation. Giles and Mr. Olsen 
would be good at picking the best demons to be 
show and tell material. He thought Buffy would get 
on board with the plan if Sgt. Morgan gave his 
approval. She was the one who’d kept saying that 
the soldiers would listen to reason. 

They’d have to figure out a way to do this safely for 
everyone, soldiers and demons alike, or it wasn’t 
worth the risk. Injuring the soldiers while trying to 
get them to listen to reason wouldn’t help their 
case and he didn’t want anyone on their side to get 
hurt either. 

Still, if he could convince Spike, Xander thought 
with unwarranted cockiness, conveniently ignoring 
Spike’s obvious opinion that this was going to be a 
complete waste of time, the soldiers ought to be a 
snap.  
 
 



Part Twenty-Three 

Sergeant Morgan shook his head slowly. “It’s a good 
idea, Xander, but I don’t think it would work.” 

Spike leaned against the wall, carefully out of 
Xander’s line of sight. He’d been ready to take a 
shot at intimidating the big half-Kobarien demon if 
necessary but it had been obvious from the start 
that the drill sergeant wasn’t enthusiastic about 
Xander’s plan and Spike relaxed, knowing Xander 
wouldn’t be taking his crazy notion any further. 
Xander had promised that if Sgt. Morgan didn’t 
think it was a good idea, then he’d drop it. 

Sergeant Morgan had shown no surprise at their 
unexpected arrival on his doorstep, welcoming 
them into his small house and listening without 
comment as Xander explained his plan to convert 
the heathen. He had listened calmly until Xander 
finished, not showing any overt signs of rejecting 
Xander’s idea but Spike had seen the way he hadn’t 
reacted - not leaning forward in his chair, no gleam 
of interest or excitement in his eyes, his heart rate 
not altering even slightly - and knew that the 



experienced mentor was simply letting a promising 
recruit have his full say before shooting him down 
gently. 

“To begin with, I did a records check on Riley Finn 
when Rupert called us with his name. He had an 
exemplary record, was picked for Special Ops 
training, and then…nothing. There is no record of 
any current assignment, posting, rank, not even pay 
records. He simply vanishes from any records I can 
track.” 

“Does that mean something?” Xander asked. “Isn’t 
that standard for someone assigned to a covert 
mission?” 

“This is beyond the normal. There should be some 
records showing he’s still in active duty status.” Sgt. 
Morgan waved a hand. “What’s important about 
the records is that I think we can assume that he is 
typical for the Initiative, that they hand-picked men 
out of Covert Ops for this assignment.” He gave 
Xander a long, measuring look. “What your idea 
doesn’t take into consideration is the nature of the 
soldiers chosen for this kind of operation, Xander. 



These are men who have been trained to not ask 
questions, to follow orders without hesitation. They 
have been told that anything else will lead to deaths 
in the unit and the failure of their mission. Don’t 
doubt that they believe it, Xander. If they were the 
type of people who questioned authority, who 
wouldn’t blindly obey orders, they wouldn’t have 
been chosen for this assignment.” 

From his position flanking Xander, Spike carefully 
suppressed a grin. As he’d hoped, Sgt. Morgan had 
been able to logically explain the flaw in Xander’s 
plan. Spike knew he wasn’t able to respond 
rationally to discussions about the Initiative. He was 
just glad that Sgt. Morgan was able to do it for him. 

“But if we got them somewhere and forced them to 
listen…” Xander began, obviously not ready to give 
up at the first sign of discouragement. 

“You would have an unreceptive, hostile audience 
who will assume they are being tricked by the 
enemy.” Sgt. Morgan finished for him. “Xander, you 
don’t get into covert ops without at least some 
training in resisting captivity, including torture and 



brainwashing.” He smiled at Xander’s appalled look. 
“That’s how they are going to view any new 
information given to them while being held 
prisoner: as an attempt to brainwash them or as a 
prelude to extracting information.” 

Xander’s shoulders slumped and Sgt. Morgan 
patted his knee kindly. “It’s a good idea,” he 
repeated, “and I wish I thought it would work. But 
it’s not worth the risk. There’s too much chance of 
someone getting hurt or killed and too little 
possibility that any of them would listen.” 

Spike put his hands on Xander’s shoulders, rubbing 
them reassuringly and Xander sighed, leaning back 
into his touch. “I guess I knew I was grasping at 
straws but we know who two of them are now, I 
thought that would help.” Which reminded him, he 
needed to get the names from Buffy of Riley’s 
friends, the one’s she suspected were in the 
Initiative as well. 

“I’m not saying the soldiers aren’t good men,” Sgt. 
Morgan was saying. “If you could have a few drinks 
with them, one on one, and just talk to them about 



your experiences, you might be able to get through 
their conditioning and get them to thinking. The 
problem is, you can’t do that. Even in Sunnydale, 
you can’t bring up the subject of demons in casual 
conversation.” He smiled crookedly. “Not to 
mention that they would instantly be suspicious and 
on guard if you did bring up a subject that’s the core 
of their mission.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
That had pretty much ended the discussion about 
Xander’s plan to make the soldiers see reason. 
They’d stayed for awhile, comparing notes and 
coming to the depressing conclusion that they still 
had way too little information about the Initiative. 
Sgt. Morgan had confessed that he had exhausted 
his resources without much success. 

“I’ve been unable to find anyone who knows 
anything, or that will admit to knowing anything. 
Whoever is behind this group, they have done an 
excellent job covering their tracks,” he told them. 



“I’ve traced every recent transfer from our base and 
confirmed the soldiers are where they are supposed 
to be. They’ve shut the local base out of this 
completely.” 

“The construction companies too,” Xander told him. 
“No one I’ve talked to has heard of any job on the 
college campus, except for the new community 
center and that’s definitely unrelated.” 

“Learned anything about this Professor Walsh?” 
Spike asked. He’d given the name to the Watcher 
but he wasn’t good with contemporary information 
retrieval. The Watcher had passed the name on to 
the demon community to research. 

“Enough to fit the pattern. Maggie Walsh has a 
reputation as a brilliant scientist and Sunnydale U 
considers themselves unbelievably lucky she agreed 
to come here. She made her reputation with her 
studies on Operant Conditioning,” Sgt. Morgan 
finished grimly. 

“What’s that?” Xander asked for both of them, 
knowing Spike wouldn’t. 



“Behavior modification through the use of positive 
and negative reinforcement,” Sgt. Morgan 
summarized crisply. “It fits with the information you 
gave us about what you saw in their facility,” he 
added, looking at Spike. “The question is: are they 
experimenting on demons as a side project, or is it 
the main focus of their operation?” 

Seeing the shuttered look on Spike’s face at the 
blunt description, Xander hurriedly shifted the 
subject. “So, what do we do about these guys?” he 
asked. 

“We sit tight and continue to gather information. 
We’ve done everything we can to warn the peaceful 
demons in town to be cautious, to stay off the 
streets, to not rely on the usual Sunnydale blindness 
to cover slips. That’s all we can do for now.” 

“Sit on our arses and wait for Armageddon to come 
knocking?” Spike asked him in disbelief. “That’s 
your plan? Sure you don’t want us to drop our 
trousers and bend over while we’re at it?” 

“Spike!” 



“It’s ok.” Sergeant Morgan told Xander. He looked 
at Spike and spoke strongly: “No, I’m not suggesting 
we wait for an attack before defending ourselves. 
I’m saying we’re not ready yet. In my experience, 
waiting is always preferable to going off half-
cocked. Something is bound to break loose: another 
demon will escape like you did and be able to tell us 
what happened to them, or someone will get drunk 
and talk out of turn. Who knows? Right now, the 
situation is relatively contained. Their need for 
secrecy hampers them, they have to be cautious or 
they risk exposing their operation. We don’t want 
to provoke a situation where they feel justified in 
declaring martial law and simply taking over the 
town.” 

Xander’s heart sank as he thought about that 
possibility. A group able to hide themselves for as 
long and as well as the Initiative had - especially 
considering that they had built an enormous base in 
town without anyone knowing about it - had to 
have enough power to control the media. 
Sunnydale had been quarantined and surrounded 
by federal troops during the “laryngitis epidemic”. 



All the Initiative had to do was say something like 
that had broken out again. Then no one would get 
in or out while they cleaned up. He didn’t like to 
think of what an Initiative ‘clean up’ would 
encompass. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Satisfied, pet?” Spike asked as they left. 

Xander flashed him a quick look. “We’ll think of 
something, Spike. This can’t just keep going on the 
way it is. Sgt. Morgan is right, something’s bound to 
give.” 

Spike nodded sharply. He’d seen the wisdom behind 
Sgt. Morgan’s advice, it was just that it was hard to 
wait instead of taking the war to the enemy. It went 
against the grain, this sitting around waiting. Still, 
he wasn’t an inexperienced fledgling anymore. He’d 
long since learned to wait for the timing to be right. 
He could do it now. 

Not like he had a choice. 



“So, disappointed you didn’t get to intimidate Sgt. 
Morgan?” Xander asked, dark eyes sparkling with 
mischief. 

“I never…” he began indignantly and Xander just 
laughed at him. 

“Please, like I don’t know the way you think?” 

“Not fair,” he grumbled, pulling Xander in for a kiss. 
“Shouldn’t be able to read me that way.” 

Xander kissed him again, pressing his body full 
length against Spike’s so he could feel his boy’s 
burgeoning erection. “Your deviousness is one of 
your most attractive qualities,” he breathed huskily. 

“Yeah? What are the others?” Spike’s arms held the 
strong body to his own. 

“Let’s go home and I’ll make you a list,” Xander 
offered, rubbing against him. 

Oh yeah, patrol could definitely wait, Spike thought 
as he slid his arms down to cup Xander’s ass and 
grind his boy against him. 



Fuck patrol. He had some other territory to claim. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Waiting for Buffy in the ground floor lobby of her 
dorm, Xander wondered if there was some magical 
difference between college and high school or if 
there was just something about the fact that the 
dorm was the students’ home that made it so 
different. He could, and had, sat for hours in empty 
classrooms and in the courtyard at the high school 
without anyone noticing him. Not so here. In the 
hour he’d been waiting for Buffy, no less than five 
women had stopped to talk to him. 

In his opinion, he stuck out like the proverbial sore 
thumb, with his long hair, work clothes and lack of 
books but the women in Buffy’s dorm didn’t seem 
to mind his obvious “townie” status. Maybe it was 
the mysterious lure of being ‘taken’ that had 
suddenly and unexpectedly turned him into a chick 
magnet. How else to explain the fact that these 
women seemed to find him interesting and 



attractive when he was doing nothing but sitting in 
a battered but comfortable armchair waiting for 
someone? Probably it was because he was feeling 
pretty damn good, all things considered. Work was 
going well, it was a beautiful sunny day, and, oh 
yeah, he and Spike had spent all night last night 
trying to prove who had more stamina between the 
sheets. 

He hadn’t minded at all that Spike had won, he 
thought with a reminiscent smile that made Sue? 
Susie? blush and smile back at him. 

“Xander?” 

“Hey, Buffy. Got a minute?” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Buffy had agreed to call Riley with surprisingly little 
resistance. As he’d suspected, she was tired of 
waiting for Riley to either shit or get off the pot and 
was ready to confront him. She hadn’t really 
planned on Xander being there but she’d been 



willing to be flexible on that point. Well, willing 
once Xander pointed out that, as a neutral third 
party, he could keep the conversation on track. 

Ok, she’d looked a little skeptical but she hadn’t 
called him on his self-proclaimed status of being 
Switzerland. Or maybe Sweden. One of the S 
countries. 

At Xander’s suggestion, Buffy had asked Riley to 
meet her at the little diner where Xander had had 
his first real conversation with Spike and where 
Spike and Joyce had made up after the Hansel-and-
Gretel demon had almost destroyed their 
friendship. It was ridiculously superstitious of him, 
but he thought of the place as lucky. Still, it was a 
good place for a wary meeting: quiet, frequently 
empty - he sometimes wondered how they 
managed to stay in business - neutral territory, and 
with a lazy staff that had no interest in 
eavesdropping on conversations. 

They hadn’t told Riley that Xander was going to be 
joining them. Buffy had just insisted that she and 



Riley needed to talk and, as Xander hoped, Riley 
had reluctantly agreed to meet her. 

One casual conversation over beer, or in this case, 
hot chocolate, coming up. 

It wasn’t cheating. As promised, he’d completely 
given up on his idea of capturing the soldiers and 
forcing them to listen. This was a completely new 
plan, one suggested by Sgt. Morgan, Xander told 
himself virtuously. A friendly sit down, one on one, 
to point out the facts of life to Riley Finn. Buffy was 
there to back him up on the off chance her 
boyfriend got any ideas about dragging him off 
anywhere for questioning. Not that he was really 
expecting anything like that to happen but, if Spike 
ever found out about this, he wanted to be able to 
assure his overprotective lover that he had been 
perfectly safe the entire time. 

He waited down the street as Buffy entered the 
diner. They’d set the meeting time for early 
afternoon, knowing that meeting after dark would 
make Riley suspicious and Xander and Buffy arrived 



a good ten minutes early, giving Xander time to 
check the area while Buffy went in first. 

Riley arrived exactly on time and alone. Circling the 
block casually, Xander found no sign of any 
watchers. He entered the diner ten minutes after 
Riley got there, wanting to give them some time for 
personal issues, and saw that Buffy and Riley were 
sitting stiffly across from each other in a booth. 
They didn’t seem to be talking at all. Buffy was 
staring out the window and Riley’s face was a 
frozen mask. Obviously, the personal stuff hadn’t 
gone well. 

Sighing, Xander ordered three hot chocolates at the 
counter and carried them over to the booth. 

“Hi, guys,” he greeted them casually, ignoring the 
brittle atmosphere. “Hope you like hot chocolate, 
Riley.” He set the three mugs down on the table 
and snagged a nearby chair, spinning it around and 
sitting down so he straddled the seat, his arms 
crossed over the back of the chair, joining them but 
not sliding into the booth with them. “We didn’t 
really get much of a chance to meet the other day,” 



he said as affably as he could manage. “I’m Xander 
Harris.” 

Riley stared at him with unfriendly eyes, then 
looked at Buffy. “What’s going on here, Buffy? I 
thought you said you wanted to talk to me.” 

“I did. I do. I…” 

“We thought it might clear the air if we all talked,” 
Xander filled in when Buffy stumbled to a halt. 

“You mean you’re going to explain why you’re 
helping a demon?” Riley looked poised to leave at 
any second. “Or are you going to claim that wasn’t 
Hostile 17?” 

“It’s complicated, Riley. Things aren’t as black and 
white as you think.” Buffy began. 

Riley began sliding out of the booth. “It’s not 
complicated, Buffy. You told me you were the 
Slayer. You’re supposed to kill demons, not cover 
for them.” 

Xander shifted his chair to block Riley and leaned 
forward, one arm on the table one on the back of 



Riley’s seat, staring eye to eye with the soldier. “She 
does kill demons. She’s probably killed way more 
than you ever will. But she knows the difference 
between harmless demons and dangerous ones. 
Something you seem to have a problem with.” 

“Are you claiming Hostile 17 isn’t dangerous?” Riley 
gave a short bark of disbelieving laughter but 
thankfully didn’t try and push past Xander to get 
out. “He put two men in the hospital during his 
escape - and that was with the chip. He shouldn’t 
have been able to hurt anyone at all.” 

With an effort, Xander kept his face expressionless. 
Riley had just confirmed what they had suspected, 
that something physical had been done to Spike. A 
“chip”. It had to mean some sort of computer 
hardware, he couldn’t think of any other use for the 
term. 

“Actually, I meant the werewolf and the baby 
Drak’taash you’re holding prisoner, among others. 
You have to know that werewolves are normal 
humans twenty-seven days out of thirty and you 



must be aware that a Drak’taash cub isn’t capable 
of hurting anyone.” 

“I’m not at liberty to discuss…” 

“Riley,” Buffy interrupted, her voice quiet but 
intense. “I know you guys have done a lot of good 
but there’s a lot of things you don’t understand 
about the demon world. They’re not all dangerous. 
Some of them are completely harmless.” 

“And your proof of that is something that kills and 
infects humans, a baby whose parents took two 
teams to subdue, and Hostile 17?” Riley shot back 
at her. 

“Yes,” Buffy answered strongly. “God, don’t be such 
a bigot, Riley. No one asks to become a werewolf 
but getting bit shouldn’t be a death sentence either. 
Werewolves just have to be contained for three 
nights a month, the rest of the time they’re 
completely human. The only thing that makes a 
Drak’taash hostile towards anyone is if someone 
threatens their babies. You created the problem by 
taking their child. And by taking their baby, you 
made sure they were dangerous to anyone and 



anything they ran into while they were searching for 
their kid.” Buffy had regained her normal 
confidence and she wasn’t cutting Riley any slack as 
she pointed out the facts to him. 

“I’m the Slayer. This is my turf you’re playing on, 
Riley. You people are in way over your heads. 
You’re messing with things you don’t understand 
and causing problems you won’t even see coming.” 

“Among other things,” Xander added, so proud of 
Buffy he could hardly keep track of the 
conversation. He should never have doubted which 
side she’d come down on. “Among other things, 
you’re risking an all out war. Demons who would 
never hurt anyone, who wouldn’t even show 
themselves in public under ordinary circumstances, 
are going to band together to stop you if you keep 
this up.” 

“Is that a threat?” 

“It’s a warning, you idiot,” Xander said flatly. “You 
push this town too far and, sooner or later, the 
town is going to push back.” 



“Both of you, back off.” Buffy ordered as Xander 
and Riley glared heatedly at each other. “I’m 
choking on the testosterone here.” 

Xander sat back and was surprised when, after a 
moment, Riley did too. Ok, so they had been just 
one second shy of pawing dirt at each other but the 
other man just got his back up. And, hey, it wasn‘t 
like Buffy wasn’t sweating some testosterone too 
with her “I’m the Slayer” speech, he thought with a 
carefully suppressed grin. 

Buffy took a deep breath. “Riley, I don’t expect you 
to just take my word about this but I’m hoping 
you’ll at least think about what I’m saying. You guys 
have no idea of what you are stirring up in this 
town.” 

“How is what we’re doing different from what you 
do?” Riley asked resentfully. 

“The Slayer helps keep the balance, Riley. If demons 
aren’t causing problems, I don’t hunt them. The 
harmless demons know that. Your group has every 
demon in town scared.” 



“The kind of scared that turns to angry,” Xander 
added, remembering Ethan Rayne’s words. “Even 
harmless demons will fight back eventually.” 

Xander couldn’t tell if they were getting through at 
all. There was no expression on Riley’s face or in his 
eyes but he hadn’t left and he was listening. Maybe 
that counted for something. 

“When we ran into each other on patrol that night,” 
Buffy said quietly. “I hoped we could work together. 
Things had been going so well up ‘til then. Finding 
out that we were in the same line of work - it just 
seemed to give us more in common. I was glad I 
didn’t have to lie to you anymore about what I am - 
what I do.” 

She shot a quick glance at Xander who tried to look 
like he wasn’t listening as she continued. “I don’t 
think you’re the kind of person who would 
deliberately hurt something that wasn’t dangerous, 
Riley. I hope I’m right because, if I’m wrong, you’re 
not the man I thought you were.” 

Riley was silenced by that. Buffy waited for him to 
say something, then slid out of the booth with a 



nearly inaudible sigh. “Thanks for agreeing to meet 
with me,” she said. “Let’s go Xander.” 

Riley didn’t make a move to stop her and Xander’s 
jaw tightened. 

“Give us a minute, Buffy. I’ll be right behind you.” 

Buffy hesitated, looking suspiciously between 
Riley’s puzzled face and Xander’s noncommittal 
one, and Xander gave her a reassuring smile. “I 
promise, we’ll be cool. Just need a few minutes of 
guy time,” he said lightly. 

“Ok,” she said slowly, “I’ll be right outside.” 

It wasn’t clear which one of them her words were 
aimed at but Xander suspected it was him. He 
watched as she walked to the door, glancing back 
over her shoulders, not saying anything until the 
door closed behind her. Then he turned to Riley. 

“You’re an idiot,” he said pleasantly, enjoying the 
other man’s surprise at his bluntness. “Buffy’s an 
amazing person. She’s strong, she’s got more 
courage than anyone you will ever know, she’s 
funny, not to mention beautiful. Most guys would 



kill to have someone like that in love with them and 
all you’re interested in doing is breaking her heart. I 
don’t give a damn what you’re involved in or how 
important you think it is, get your head on straight 
or get the hell out of her life. She’s in love with you 
but she’s not going to wait forever for you to get 
your head out of your ass.” 

He shoved back his chair, standing and staring down 
at the other man, who just gaped at him. “And by 
the way, you should ask yourself what your little 
group would do to the Slayer if they ran across her 
in a cemetery doing her job. I’m guessing that if 
anyone but you had seen her fighting, she’d be in 
one of your little cells right now, waiting to be 
experimented on to find out what makes her 
different from other girls.” He waited for that to 
sink in and added: “Are you really sure you’re on 
the right side when your people would do that to 
your girlfriend?” 

Leaving Riley at the table, Xander strode out of the 
room without looking back. 
 



Part Twenty-Four 

The polgara launched another roundhouse swing 
and Spike ducked under it, the massive arm 
brushing the top of his head before he bounced 
back up and swung his doubled fists into the thing’s 
back, careful to avoid the sharp growths that jutted 
from the bones of its shoulder blades, spine and 
hips. Fighting a polgara required more stamina than 
finesse, their scaly hides and solid bones made it 
hard to land a blow the damn things even felt, much 
less something that would actually hurt them. If the 
ridiculous looking things had possessed even half a 
brain, Spike thought, dancing backwards out of its 
reach as it swung at him again, they’d be 
unstoppable. Fortunately, they were dumber than 
shit, barely sentient, and relied completely on their 
strength and mass to overpower their opponents. 

And speed, he reminded himself, forced to drop and 
roll away as it moved with the startling quickness of 
its species, nearly catching him with one of the two-
foot skewers it was waving about like a human 
flagging down a taxi. Too bloody stupid to even use 
a stake properly, he thought, reaching up and 



grabbing the skewer, using it to pull himself back to 
his feet and then forcing the skewer down toward 
the ground, stomping on it with his boot and 
breaking off the lethally sharp point. 

He let go immediately and leapt clear - the polgara 
was too strong for close quarters fighting, if he got 
caught where it could grab him, it could tear his 
head off as easily as Spike could a human’s. Not to 
mention, it could still power the jagged end of that 
broken skewer straight through his body, Spike 
reminded himself as the demon sought to do just 
that. 

He circled it warily, shifting sideways to keep it 
moving, needing a breather before he attacked 
again. They’d been fighting for a while now and the 
broken arm skewer was the first significant damage 
he’d done to the massive demon. Knocked it 
sprawling once or twice, he thought in satisfaction, 
but it had done the same to him more than once 
and it still looked fresh as a daisy - well, a seven-
foot tall, grayish-green, smelly daisy anyway. 



Polgara reminded him of nothing so much as the 
Creature from the Black Lagoon, the monster in a 
science fiction movie that he and Dru had watched 
back in the fifties. He grinned, remembering that 
night, even as he continued to circle the demon 
cautiously. He and Dru had slipped into the theater 
and drained several teenagers, their actions 
completely ignored by the rest of the audience 
sitting mesmerized by the movie, wearing those 
ridiculous 3-D glasses. Drusilla had put on a pair of 
the cheap cardboard glasses and clapped her hands 
in childish glee, exclaiming rapturously along with 
the rest of the audience over the 3-D effects, finally 
standing on the chair, as she tried to touch the fish 
that seemed to be swimming off the screen above 
the audience’s heads. Watching her standing tiptoe 
on the armrests, balancing with effortless grace, her 
long black dress drifting around her slender form as 
she reached above her head, her lips red with the 
blood of her victims, not even the ridiculous glasses 
able to disguise the wonder on her face, Spike had 
loved her so much he’d thought his non-beating 
heart would burst. 



Almost made him want to let the polgara go, for 
reminding him of that night. 

Still, he needed to take the thing down. Polgara fed 
too often and too conspicuously to have one 
wandering his territory and he’d tracked this one 
from the messy remains of its last kill, something he 
suspected had been a large dog before the polgara 
ate all the meaty bits. If too many German 
Shepherds and what not went missing in town, that 
would draw the attention of the authorities. More 
so than if the thing stuck to eating demons. Polgara 
weren’t fussy, animal, demon, or human: if it 
moved, they’d eat it. 

Right, back to business. 

He kept moving, staying out of the thing’s reach, 
and made a note to do some research on how to kill 
polgara demons when he had the chance. Because 
as far as he could tell, the damn thing had very few 
vulnerable spots. Trying to knee-cap it had almost 
crippled Spike: the polgara’s joints were protected 
by solid bone spurs. Ditto the groin. Its bony chin 
shielded his neck and hitting its chest with both feet 



in a kick that had the entire weight of his body 
behind it had been like crashing into a solid 
concrete wall. Spike had felt the shock of impact all 
the way from his heels to the top of his head and 
the thing had staggered back two steps as a reward 
for his efforts. Yeah, it had gone down but only 
because there was a fallen tree behind it when it 
staggered backwards. 

He smirked to himself. When he was describing how 
he’d kicked this demon’s ass, he probably wouldn’t 
mention that the damn thing had just tripped, not 
actually knocked off its feet. 

And that’s what he got for letting his own thoughts 
distract him. Spike spun away as the polgara lunged 
for him, slamming the remaining length of the 
broken skewer into his side. Swept off his feet by 
the force of the blow, Spike was hurled backwards 
across the clearing, crashing into the thick bushes 
and thankfully missing the tree trunks as he landed. 

He rolled instinctively, struggling to get clear of the 
bushes and back on his feet, knowing that to stay 
down was to die. The ground dropped out from 



under him unexpectedly and he cursed as he found 
himself tumbling down a hill, unable to stop, 
completely out of control as he crashed through 
bushes and bounced painfully off a tree. 

There were shouts from above and a sharp buzzing 
sound and the smell of ozone in the air as he came 
to rest at the bottom of the small ravine. Ignoring 
the pain in his side, he scrambled to his feet and 
moved for deeper cover. Looking back up the slope, 
the darkness was split by a flash of blue lightening 
and that crackle of electricity sounded again. There 
was a moment’s silence, then voices called to each 
other, clearly audible in the otherwise quiet woods. 

“It’s out.” 

“Good work. Bag and tag it.” 

Spike melted back into the black shadows under the 
trees, sliding down along a trunk until his white hair 
was under the cover of the waist high undergrowth. 

Figures appeared at the top of the slope and 
powerful flashlights shone down in his direction, 
playing along the walls and floor of the ravine. 



“Did you see what it was fighting with?” 

“Negative. Shall we pursue?” 

There was a pause as the flashlight continued to 
search the bushes. Spike held his position with the 
unblinking, unbreathing stillness of vampires until 
the flashlight finally snapped off. 

“Too risky,” the second voice declared. “Let’s get 
this thing back to base.” 

The figures at the top of the ravine disappeared and 
Spike listened as the soldiers readied the polgara to 
be carried back to the command center. He smiled 
mirthlessly as he heard them talking. Apparently 
“mother” wasn’t going to be happy that one of the 
arm skewers was damaged. When it was clear that 
the soldiers were occupied and truly not interested 
in the second fighter, Spike slipped away moving 
silently along the bottom of the ravine until he was 
well clear of the area. 

The polgara was taken care of and that was one 
demon he didn’t give a rat’s arse if the soldiers 
played with. With luck, the damn thing would wake 



up on the way to the base and take a few of them 
out. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Sitting at the kitchen table late Sunday morning, 
Xander frowned over his notes for the upcoming 
week. Which was more important: Mrs. Walter’s 
paint job or the Johnsons’ yard work? The Griffins’ 
fence was the top priority for the week, but which 
job should come next? 

He still had the same three high school kids working 
for him and he was seriously considering upping it 
to four. All of his demon customers were nervous, 
wanting everything about their houses and 
businesses to be “normal” looking, afraid to let 
things go even a little in case it called attention to 
them. As a result, Xander’s business had nearly 
doubled in the last couple months and he hated the 
fact that the demons in town were so frightened of 
being conspicuous that they were having work done 
that ordinarily they wouldn’t have bothered with. 



He hated that he was profiting from their very 
justifiable fear and tried to compensate by factoring 
it into his bidding process. If he was sure the job 
would have been done regardless of the Initiative, 
he bid it as a normal job. If he thought that the 
customer was having work done because they were 
afraid that it was something that might call 
attention to them, he bid those jobs at cost, like he 
had when he was learning. The customer paid for 
the materials and the exact amount it cost Xander 
to pay his employee to have the work done. His 
workers were good kids. This was their family and 
friends they were working for and they knew the 
score. All three of them were consistently turning in 
fewer hours than they could possibly have actually 
worked on jobs where the customers were having 
work done because they were afraid and not 
because they could afford it or it really needed to 
be done. 

Just one more reason to hate the Initiative, he 
thought grimly, deciding the Johnsons’ yard work 
should be the second job his crew tackled. People 
got weird about their neighbors’ yards. Plus, they 



should be able to at least start painting Mrs. 
Walter’s house this week and getting the front 
painted would ease Mrs. Walter’s mind. She’d been 
almost shaking with fear when he’d gone to her 
house to bid the job, ashamed because she couldn’t 
control the bristling spikes that flared on her arms 
as she served him tea. The spikes were a defense 
mechanism, a way to make the small Q’oniik demon 
look bigger and scarier than they were, like a cat 
arching its back and puffing up its fur when faced 
with a dog. He’d been glad to see she was finally 
able to control the reaction by the time he’d left, 
promising to do the job as soon as possible. 

It really made him wish he could introduce her to 
the Initiative soldiers and see if they still felt good 
about themselves knowing that they’d terrified the 
tiny widow to the point where she was afraid to 
leave her house. Mrs. Walter had lived in Sunnydale 
her entire life and she was just a nice lady who 
made killer brownies and grew weird vegetables in 
her backyard garden behind the privacy of the tall 
fences. 



Almost growling to himself, Xander finished filling 
out the schedule - which of the guys to which jobs 
according to their skills and their availability for the 
week. He used to like this part of his business, it was 
like fitting a jigsaw puzzle together but now, having 
to balance the clients’ fear level against how much 
the job actually needed to be done, the fun had 
gone out of the weekly chore. With a relieved sigh, 
he set the papers aside. He’d take them to the 
office later this afternoon and call his workers and 
give them their assignments. The phone in his office 
was now the only one anyone could reach him on, 
thanks to the Initiative, and it was annoying that he 
had to stop by the tiny converted storage shed that 
served as his office several times a week to pick up 
messages now that he no longer had a cell phone. 

Stuffing everything into an envelope, Xander 
headed for the fridge. He’d have lunch, then go to 
the office. As he contemplated the interior of the 
refrigerator, someone knocked on the outside door. 

It was so rare for anyone to come to the apartment 
that he almost didn’t recognize the sound at first. 
For one second, his heart raced and panic flooded 



him. Then he forced himself to calm down. If it was 
the Initiative, he doubted they would have the 
courtesy to knock. Moving slowly to the door, he 
checked through the peephole. 

There was a single figure on the other side, 
someone wearing a heavy buckskin coat lined in 
wool, the kind of thing designed for much colder 
climates than southern California. He was partially 
turned away, apparently looking out toward the 
street and the abandoned buildings surrounding the 
factory. As he turned back toward the door, raising 
his hand to knock again, Xander gasped in shock 
and flung the door open. 

“Oz!” 

Oz looked the same. Standing there on the landing, 
hands thrust deep in his pockets, a smile lurking in 
his eyes, he was still the same quiet, self-contained 
individual Xander had known. Recovering from his 
surprise, he stepped forward and hugged the 
smaller man. Oz gave him a brief, tight hug in return 
and they stepped back again, studying each other. 



“When did you get back in town?” 
 
“Pretty much now,” Oz answered with a slight 
smile. “I was worried about you.” His eyes still 
watched Xander intently as he continued: “I haven’t 
heard from you in nearly two months.” 

“Oh god, Oz, I’m sorry. Things got kind of crazy in a 
Hellmouthy way and I stopped checking my email.” 
He made a face, realizing how lame it sounded. “I 
guess I never got back into the habit of checking it - 
email’s kind of a new thing for me. I’m really sorry. I 
mean it’s great that you’re here but I’m sorry I 
worried you.” 
 
Oz shrugged. “Not the issue. Just wanted to be sure 
you were ok.” 

“There’s a lot going on, but mostly I’m ok.” 
Remembering himself, he stepped back. “Come in. 
Spike’s…” 

“Awake.” Spike’s voice finished for him from the 
bedroom door as Oz stepped inside the apartment. 
Xander spared a quick glance behind him and was 



relieved to see that Spike had pulled on a pair of 
jeans. The vampire was leaning one shoulder 
against the wall, arms folded across his bare chest, 
his head tilted to one side as he studied Oz 
curiously. “Wolf,” was all he said in greeting. 

Oz dipped his head slightly in response. “Master 
Spike.” 

Xander’s eyebrows rose. No one except members of 
the demon community used Spike’s title. Oz 
certainly never had. He looked curiously between 
the two, wondering what he was missing. 

Oz gave him a slight, reassuring smile. “I’ve learned 
a lot while I’ve been away,” he said. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander was reeling. Oz was the same and yet, 
completely different. 

Spike had sat with them for about twenty minutes, 
spending the entire time silently listening to their 
conversation and studying Oz intently. Finally, 



having obviously decided that Oz didn’t pose a 
threat, he’d simply gone back to bed, leaving them 
alone to catch up. As he’d left, he’d given Oz a long, 
warning look and Oz had dipped his head again, 
deliberately. Xander made a note to ask about it 
later, because it was obvious there was a great deal 
of unspoken communication going on between his 
friend and his lover. 

Oz had gotten control of his wolf. The woman in 
Colorado recommended by Mr. Okolo had turned 
out to be, not a werewolf herself but mated to one. 
Xander cocked a curious eyebrow at Oz for that 
term, wondering why he didn’t just say they were 
married or living together. Oz just did that 
mysterious thing where he smiled without moving a 
single muscle in his face and continued his story. 
Her mate - Oz repeated the term deliberately - was 
the leader of the local werewolf pack and Oz had 
spent the last few months learning how to be a 
werewolf. 

“Ok, seriously confused. How do you learn to be a 
werewolf? You kinda just change at the full moon, 
right? I thought you didn’t remember anything 



about what happened when you changed so, what’s 
to learn?” 

Oz smiled at him, showing teeth this time, his eyes 
going black as he held out one hand. Xander 
watched in fascinated horror as the fingers 
lengthened and claws grew and the shape of the 
fingers changed, the bones longer and more slender 
and the knuckles more prominent before coarse 
brown hair covered them. 

Heart pounding, he scrambled to his feet. “Oz?” he 
yelped. 

The hand shifted back to human and Oz’s hazel eyes 
looked back at him, a hint of a smile in them. “As I 
said, I learned how to be a wolf.” 

“And that means scaring the crap out of me?” 
Xander asked, only half jokingly. 

“No. Sorry.” And Oz did look apologetic. 

“You’ve been around a lot of people where 
changing is normal, haven’t you?” Xander guessed, 
sitting back down. 



“Yeah. Turns out, werewolves live a long time, if 
they make it through the first couple years, and the 
pack I’ve been staying with is an old one. I’ve 
learned a lot from them, but mostly, I’ve learned to 
accept the wolf.” 

“What does that mean, exactly?” Xander asked 
curiously. 

“It means I don’t lock myself in a cage anymore.” 
Xander frowned, wondering if Oz resented them for 
keeping him locked up every month. Oz shook his 
head fractionally. “My choice. It was the right thing 
to do - then.” 

“What about now?” 

“If I’m somewhere safe, I change. If I’m not, I 
control the change until it’s safe to let the wolf 
out.” Oz looked at Xander and a hint of a smile 
appeared in his eyes at Xander’s calm acceptance of 
that statement. “When I left, I thought the answer 
was learning how to suppress the wolf. Turns out 
suppression and control are two different things.” 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They talked for a long time, and Xander learned 
more about werewolves than he had in all their 
research sessions back when Oz had first become 
the wolf. Like vampires, Giles’ books didn’t know 
the half of it when it came to werewolves and he 
was fascinated by the glimpses he got into Oz’s new 
world. 

Oz was no longer afraid of his wolf, that was the 
biggest change. He’d left Sunnydale looking for 
answers because he was afraid he was going to hurt 
someone and he’d found those answers in 
Colorado. The pack he’d joined let their wolves run 
free in the mountains, far from any humans. In 
freeing the wolf, Oz had learned control even when 
changed. 

“I’m still learning,” he admitted. “My control isn’t 
perfect and full moons will be difficult for a long 
time but getting to know the wolf has been… 
amazing.” 



“How so?” Xander asked. Oz’s tone had been 
almost wondering. 

Oz smiled. “I can… ‘borrow’” he sounded hesitant, 
like that wasn’t the right word but as close as he 
could get to the concept, “the wolf’s attributes in 
human form.” 

“You mean like strength, speed, that kind of thing?” 

“Some. That will mostly come later as I mature as a 
wolf. For now, I can tap into the wolf’s hearing, 
scent, eyesight, even taste, as a human.” He looked 
amused. “Taste can backfire, I don’t use that one 
very much.” 

In turn, Xander filled Oz in on the Initiative and 
everything that had been happening since he’d left 
town, ending with the warning that Sunnydale 
wasn’t safe for anyone with any demon in them. 

“It’s great to see you, Oz but I gotta warn you. 
These guys aren’t fussy about what makes a demon. 
There was a werewolf in their cells when Spike was 
there and it wasn’t a full moon.” 



Oz’s eyes darkened, literally, his eyes going solid 
black and the bones around them seeming to shift a 
little until his face was almost alien looking. 
“They’re holding a wolf prisoner?” he growled. 

“Yeah. A female, that’s all I know.” 

“What are you doing about them?” Oz was gripping 
the table with fingers that were just a little longer 
than normal. 

Xander shrugged uncomfortably. “Not nearly as 
much as we want to. We still don’t know what 
they’re up to, how many of them there are, you 
name it. We’re flying practically blind.” 

Oz shivered convulsively, then his death grip on the 
table relaxed and he was suddenly Oz again, all 
traces of the wolf hidden. “Sorry. The wolf’s 
emotions sometimes catch me off guard and he 
does not like the idea of a werewolf being held 
prisoner.” 

“I don’t blame him,” Xander offered. “We’re not 
ready but we do plan on doing something -as soon 
as we can figure out what,” he finished candidly. 



“You need help?” 
 
Xander hesitated. “Are you sure, Oz? Sunnydale’s 
dangerous right now and, like I said, we’re still at 
the trying to find a way to fight back stage.” 

“I’m sure,” Oz answered grimly. “And I can bring 
nearly thirty wolves to the fight, if it comes to that.” 

He wasn’t surprised when Oz stood to leave shortly 
afterwards. It had been a draining conversation for 
both of them. 

“Do you need a place to stay?” 

Oz gave him a raised eyebrow look of surprise and 
Xander finished with a slight grin: “because I’m sure 
Giles wouldn’t mind letting you stay in his spare 
bedroom.” 

Oz shook his head. “I’m good. I’ll crash at Devon’s 
place.” 

“How is he?” Wow, he hadn’t even known Devon 
was still in town. Not that he’d ever really hung out 
with Devon, but still. 



“He’s Devon,” Oz said, which pretty much seemed 
to cover it. 

Xander hugged him at the door. “God, it’s good to 
see you again, Oz.” 

“You too, Xander.” 

“Be careful. Seriously, Oz. Don’t let anyone know 
you’re a wolf while you’re here in town.” 

Oz just nodded, pulling on his coat and giving him 
an unreadable glance. Xander watched him go, torn 
between gladness and worry at his return. 

Spike’s voice sounded from behind him. “Thirty 
wolves. That will come in handy.” 

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from ‘New Moon 
Rising’  

 

Part Twenty-Five 

The small hill overlooking the UC Sunnydale campus 
had a good view of the quadrangle where Spike had 
escaped from the Initiative. The area was well-lit 



and clearly visible from where he stood, although 
the metal hatch he’d climbed out of no longer 
existed. No trace of it remained; the grass that had 
been planted over the inconspicuous metal 
trapdoor looked as if it had been there as long as all 
the other grass in the courtyard. He suspected that, 
if he went down there and dug up the turf that now 
covered the spot, he would find that the access 
shaft had been filled in as well. 

The bunker in the woods that Xander and Angel had 
discovered was the only entrance into the Initiative 
that they knew of now and that was sure to be 
heavily guarded. Spike narrowed his eyes as he 
stared down at Lowell House, wishing his gaze could 
penetrate brick and mortar and see what lay hidden 
inside. The fraternity was one of the buildings that 
bordered the open courtyard and its proximity to 
the access shaft was just one more reason to 
suspect that Lowell House wasn’t quite what it 
seemed. 

Pulling the pack of smokes out of his shirt pocket, 
Spike felt a stab of renewed irritation at the loss of 
his duster. Above and beyond the trophy value, the 



coat had a multitude of pockets and was an 
excellent place to stash things. Lighting up, he 
tucked the cigarettes back into his pocket and 
considered what they knew about Lowell House. 

According to Xander, the Slayer suspected that 
several of Maggie Walsh’s Teaching Assistant’s were 
soldiers in the Initiative and that they all lived in 
Lowell House. It made sense that the military would 
keep all their eggs in one basket. If Lowell House 
was the Initiative’s on-campus cover, then there 
should be a way into the base inside the fraternity. 
There had to be a damn big entrance somewhere 
for them to move their equipment in and out of and 
it wasn’t the bunker in the woods. That entrance 
was too inaccessible for anything but foot traffic. 
The fraternity would be perfect cover: trucks could 
go in and out all day and nobody would bat an eye. 
Slap a caterer’s label on the side of a van and no 
one would suspect it actually carried military 
equipment and supplies. 

Xander had checked into the fraternity’s history but 
hadn’t found anything useful. Lowell House had 
been in the same spot long before the rest of the 



campus buildings. It had started out life as the 
Lowell Home for Children and been turned into a 
fraternity when the state built UC Sunnydale on the 
grounds of the former group home. From his 
position on top of the small hill, Spike could see the 
front of the building, the warm yellow light shining 
from the windows belying the secrets hidden inside. 
If Lowell House was the lid covering the 
underground base, the soldiers must have taken 
over the existing fraternity, chasing out the real 
students and filling it with their own people. 

Once again, Spike found himself wondering how the 
base could have been built in such secrecy that no 
whisper of its existence had reached anyone in 
town - demon or human. They hadn’t carved the 
facility out of solid rock, Sunnydale was riddled with 
natural caves and sewer tunnels and underground 
passages and many of them were occupied. How 
could all those underground lairs and pathways 
have been taken over without the entire demon 
community being aware that something was going 
on? 



It argued for magic and magic on an epic scale, not 
some two-bit practitioner who shopped for love-
spell supplies at the magic store in town. Yet 
everything they had learned about the Initiative 
said they were completely oblivious to the mystic 
side of the demon world. The underground facility 
was white and sterile and filled with science, not an 
environment conducive to working mojo. 

Frowning down at the fraternity, Spike took a deep 
drag of his cigarette, letting the warm smoke fill his 
lungs as he turned the problem over in his mind 
again, wondering if, in solving it, it would put him 
any closer to destroying the Initiative. If nothing 
else, it would be nice to know if the soldiers had 
some powerful witches on their side who could fry 
the bollocks off him before he got close enough to 
do any damage. 

The only answer that made any sense was that the 
Mayor - ex-Mayor, he reminded himself with a 
smirk - was behind it. The timing was right, the 
Mayor had had enough power to work the 
necessary mojo to cover something this big, and the 
Mayor would undoubtedly have found the idea of 



helping set up a base for demon hunters in the very 
town he was about to destroy amusing. Hell, Spike 
appreciated the irony of the idea. Problem was, if 
the Mayor was the answer, then it was a useless 
one. The Mayor was dead and no longer a player on 
anyone’s side. 

Still, if the Mayor was the reason the Initiative had 
been able to build their base in such complete 
secrecy, it was doubtful the government knew he’d 
used mojo to achieve his ends: clearing out the 
demons from the area and making sure no one 
involved remembered anything. The Mayor had 
been a talkative git but not about anything useful 
and the military was arrogant enough to figure 
they’d kept the lid on their project themselves. 
Which meant that the Initiative was exactly what it 
appeared to be: a bunch of cocky amateurs who 
didn’t believe in magic and thought they knew what 
they were doing and the “chip” soldier-boy had 
referred to - Spike had been pleased to learn that 
he’d put two men in the hospital despite the “chip” 
- had to be technological, not magical. A computer 
chip undoubtedly. And the one thing Spike knew 



about computers was that they always seemed to 
be breaking down. He just needed to find a way to 
bollocks up the one in his head and he was back in 
business. And, bonus, it was unlikely they were 
going to have to deal with any mojo when they 
attacked the Initiative. 

Flicking the butt of his cigarette away, Spike spun 
on his heels and left the area. It was past time he 
started readying the Court for war.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Meeting Oz and Buffy for lunch, Xander was 
surprised to see that Oz had a folder of information 
on UC Sunnydale with him. Oz hadn’t said anything 
about staying in town for long, certainly not long 
enough to enroll in classes. After they had ordered, 
he tapped the folder which Oz had set on the table. 

“What’s going on?” 

“Getting into the part,” Oz answered cryptically, 
which just left him even more puzzled. 



Buffy filled him in: “Oz is going to check out Lowell 
House for us. He’s been talking to the registrar 
about signing up for classes and poking around the 
campus as a cover story.” She mock glared at Oz. 
“It’s a cover story because I haven’t been able to 
talk him into moving back for real.” 

Oz gave her a slight shrug. “Got commitments.” 

“Whoa!” Xander held up both hands. Oz and Buffy 
had gotten together yesterday but he’d assumed 
they were just catching up with each other, not 
making plans for taking on the Initiative. When Oz 
had offered to help, he’d sort of figured Oz was 
volunteering to help them in an attack on the 
Initiative, if it came down to that, not for recon into 
enemy territory. Sending someone not fully human 
into Lowell House to ask questions about where 
they were keeping the demons struck him as both 
unnecessarily reckless and dangerous. “Doesn’t 
anyone but me think that is a seriously bad idea? As 
far as we know, Lowell House is filled with people 
who don’t like demons - and let’s not forget, they 
don’t see a difference between werewolves and 
demons.” 



Oz gave him an unreadable look. “Xander, we need 
information. I’m the best person for the job.” 

“Hello? These people will lock you up and torture 
you. You need to stay away from them.” 

“As long as I don’t change, they won’t know I’m a 
werewolf,” Oz said calmly. 

Buffy put up a hand to stop him as he drew breath 
to argue the point. “Xander, he’s just going to 
wander into Lowell House and the other buildings in 
the area, just like any other prospective student.” 
She gave Oz a sideways, half skeptical look. “He says 
he can just smell things to check for anything 
unusual.” 

“You’re going to walk around sniffing things?” 
Xander asked in disbelief. 

“Werewolves have a really powerful sense of 
smell,” Oz told him. 

“What exactly do you think you’re going to be able 
to smell? We’re talking underground base here. 
Asking for a tour of the cellars is going to raise 
eyebrows.” 



“We’re looking for people who are in regular 
contact with demons and who frequently use 
weapons,” Oz pointed out. “I’ll be able to tell if 
Riley’s friends are soldiers too. And I’ll know if 
there’s a way into the Initiative without leaving the 
main floor.” Xander was surprised by his certainty 
and Oz shrugged. “Air circulates. If one of the 
buildings has access to the underground base, I 
should be able to smell the demons in the cells 
anywhere in the building.” 

“It’ll be ok, Xander,” Buffy said reassuringly. “Oz and 
I talked about it. He won’t do anything to call 
attention to himself, he won’t even have to ask a 
single suspicious question.” 

“I’ll just be another new student wandering around, 
checking out the campus,” Oz said with a hint of a 
smile. 

Xander bit back his objections. He didn’t have the 
right to tell Oz what he could and couldn’t do and 
the two of them did sound convincing. “Ok,” he said 
reluctantly, “but either Buffy or I should be there as 
backup.” 



It didn’t surprise him that Oz was insisting on being 
in the thick of things, despite the risk. Xander had 
spent well over an hour in the library yesterday, 
reading the accumulated emails Oz had sent over 
the last two months and it had shown just how 
much Oz had changed, even if he seemed the same 
calm, self-contained person on the surface. Oz had 
found a home and acceptance with the werewolf 
pack - people who’d been through the same 
struggles he had and who were teaching him how to 
not only live with being a werewolf but to embrace 
it as a gift. It was clear that Oz had begun to think of 
himself as a werewolf and as a member of the pack. 
Before he left town, Oz had always thought of 
himself as human, infected by a disease, but still 
human. Back then, Oz had been searching for a way 
to control or exorcise the wolf. Instead, he’d found 
something he hadn’t even known he wasn’t looking 
for. 

Oz’s emails hadn’t been the only surprise waiting 
for him in cyberspace. Willow had continued to 
email him regularly despite not having gotten any 
response from him in weeks. His inbox had held a 



dozen or so messages from Oz and nearly twice as 
many from Willow, the most recent having been 
sent yesterday. Scrolling through the messages, 
Xander had been ashamed that he’d let himself get 
so overwhelmed that he’d completely stopped 
checking in with both of them. Some friend he was. 

After reading Oz’s emails, he’d tackled the ones 
from Willow and, skimming through them, Xander 
had felt his stomach tying itself in knots. Buffy had 
kept Willow abreast of what was happening in 
Sunnydale, including what the Initiative had done to 
Spike and Xander had been furious that Buffy had 
shared that with someone Spike despised. 

Reading through Willow’s emails, he’d felt most of 
the anger drain out of him. Willow’s messages ran 
the gamut from worry over Spike’s disappearance 
to relief at his return and what seemed like genuine 
sympathy for his suffering. Reading them, Xander 
could tell that Willow had chosen her words 
carefully, trying to convey her feelings. 

She’d done a better job than she probably intended. 
It was clear she was hurting for Xander’s pain, not 



for Spike. She may have brought herself to accept 
his and Spike’s relationship, especially from 5,000 
miles away, but reading between the lines, he could 
tell she was no more fond of Spike now than when 
she’d left. Not surprising, given that she thought 
Spike was going to hurt Xander, even turn him one 
day, and Spike had made no secret of his hatred and 
contempt for Willow. He supposed it was too much 
to ask that they would ever get along. 

Of course, Buffy and Spike had started out with a 
negotiated, mutual no-kill pact as their only point of 
agreement and they were almost friends now. 
Certainly they had long since arrived at mutual 
respect and were able to work together even if they 
only ever hung out together for Xander’s sake. 

Willow’s last email, sent yesterday, was a summary 
of her research into Professor Walsh. He’d skimmed 
over that part as Willow was talking about Maggie 
Walsh’s brilliant reputation and her expertise in 
operant conditioning - which they already knew. 
Willow speculated that her involvement with the 
Initiative meant that they were trying to control 
demons psychologically. She reminded Xander how 



difficult it was to work magic on vampires and 
emphasized strongly that Maggie Walsh would be 
seeking a scientific control system - one that could 
be implemented on a broad scale. In addition to 
what was in the public record, Willow had somehow 
gotten her hands on some classified articles written 
by Professor Walsh that talked about the benefits of 
using operant conditioning on military personnel. 

I’ve sent this all to Buffy as well, Willow had written. 

Based on what we know about Maggie Walsh and 
how Buffy described Spike’s reaction to hitting 
someone, my guess would be that Prof. Walsh has 
found a way to put her theories into practice. The 
problem with behavior modification is that it wears 
off and it can be overcome, especially if the person 
knows what’s been done to them. It sounds like 
she’s found a way to make the negative stimulus 
that punishes the undesirable behavior permanent. 
Sorry - I know that sounds clinical. 

The theory behind behavior modification is that you 
are punished or rewarded for good and bad 
behavior. You spank a child for stealing cookies so 



they won’t steal them again. But the child knows if 
you aren’t home, or if they can blame the dog or 
their sister, then they won’t get spanked. If the child 
knows they would be spanked EVERY TIME, without 
exception, they probably wouldn’t dare risk stealing 
the cookies ever again. 

There are only two ways I can think of that would 
make that work: either magic or computers. Magic 
isn’t likely because scientists mostly don’t even 
believe in it. That leaves computers. It would take a 
really sophisticated program but a computer has the 
automatic response that seems to be happening to 
Spike. I can’t figure out how they could program a 
computer chip so it would recognize actions and 
respond properly but, if they’ve figured out that 
problem, they could wire it directly into the pain 
centers of the brain so that the chip causes pain 
without physical damage to the body. 

If that’s what they’ve done, Xander, I don’t know 
how it can be fixed other than by the surgeon who 
implanted the chip to begin with. I’ll check with the 
coven but magic and vampires generally don’t mix 
well. They’re hard to affect magically, either to help 



or hurt them, and generally you can only use magic 
against them indirectly. For example: you can use 
magic to create sunlight and the sunlight will kill 
them but you can’t just use magic to make a 
vampire turn to dust. 

Xander, I won’t lie and tell you that my first reaction 
wasn’t: good, he can’t hurt Xander now, but I want 
you to know I’m not thinking that anymore. I’ve 
thought a lot about Oz and Sgt. Morgan and Mr. 
Olsen and where you draw the line between human 
and demon. And I’ve been thinking about all those 
demons who came to help us against the Mayor. 
Some of them died trying to help us. They didn’t 
care that we were humans. Maybe most demons in 
Sunnydale are the kind that Buffy needs to kill, but 
they aren’t all that way and it sounds like these 
Initiative people don’t understand that. I might feel 
different about the chip they put in Spike if I could 
make myself believe that he was the only one it was 
going to happen to, but that just isn’t possible. 
Whatever their intentions, I don’t see their long 
term goals as being anything good. 



It’s not a secret that I have a hard time accepting 
you and Spike, and I worry that things will end badly 
for you, but I haven’t forgotten that Spike was one 
of the demons who fought with us at Graduation. 
Even if he was just doing it for you, he risked his life 
to help keep a bunch of high school kids alive. For 
that reason alone, he deserves our help now. 

I’ll keep looking and see if there’s anything else I can 
find that might help. If the coven has any ideas, I’ll 
let you and Buffy know right away. I hope to hear 
from you soon, 

- Willow 

Staring at the computer screen, the letters blurring 
in front of his unseeing eyes, Xander had turned her 
words over and over in his head, examining them 
from every angle. He and Willow had been trying to 
reconnect and Spike had remained the stumbling 
block they couldn’t seem to get past. Their 
electronic exchanges had grown more and more 
comfortable as they cautiously got to know each 
other again. Willow had trusted him with some big 
stuff: her relationship with Amy, sharing her 



exchanges with Buffy when she thought Buffy was 
losing it over her roommate, but they had both 
tiptoed around the existence of Spike, which meant 
they weren’t really communicating at all. Willow 
just couldn’t let go of her concern that Spike was 
going to turn Xander one day, even if she seemed to 
grudgingly accept that Spike wouldn’t hurt him for 
now. This was the first time that Willow had really 
been honest about her feelings about Spike and 
Xander couldn’t help but believe in her sincerity. It 
sounded like Willow had been thinking about the 
Initiative for a long time, cycling through a lot of the 
same worries that Xander had about what their 
ultimate purpose was. 

Finally, he’d shut down the computer without 
answering, needing time to think about what to say, 
wanting to be as honest with Willow as she had 
been with him. It had given him a lot of hope for 
their future. 

In the meantime, Willow might not be able to do 
much from England, but it was nice to know she 
was on their side.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“How many members of the Court have gone 
missing in the last couple months?” Spike asked. 

His Lieutenants looked at each other and, not 
surprisingly, deferred to Jose, who took a moment 
to think. 

Spike gave him the time he needed. He hadn’t given 
his Lieutenants any warning about this meeting, or 
Jose would have the information ready. 

“Nearly a dozen,” Jose said finally. “The Slayer and 
her helpers probably accounted for at least half of 
them, but that’s more than they would usually kill in 
that time. The members of the Court generally 
know where she hunts and only cross her path 
when they are hunting her.” He frowned, looking at 
Spike thoughtfully. “Most of the vampires killed by 
the Slayer are not members of the Court.” He 
dipped his head respectfully. “More and more, the 
Court is following your lead, Master Spike, and 



hunting humans for sustenance and demons for 
sport.” 

Spike nodded curtly. “There’s more demons than 
vampires in town, ever since we took out the ones 
working for the Mayor.” He let a smug grin cross his 
face, remembering how smoothly that fight had 
gone, but didn’t mention that the fact that he’d 
forbidden the members of the Court to create 
fledges was the primary reason for the decrease in 
the number of vampires. “Got some quality in the 
Court now and that’s too many gone missing to be 
the work of the Slayer.” 

“The soldiers?” Anthony suggested. His Lieutenants 
all knew there was a group of soldiers in town 
hunting demons. They’d passed the word on to the 
Court, along with instructions to bring any sightings 
to their attention. Spike had put Michael in charge 
of tracking the information, looking for patterns, 
but the soldiers didn’t seem to patrol to any regular 
pattern. Instead, they acted with frustrating 
randomness. There would be no sightings for four 
or five days, then they’d be spotted three nights in a 
row. Sometimes they seemed to be following a 



specific target, other times they appeared to be just 
roaming around town hoping to stumble across 
demons. 

“Most likely.” With an effort, Spike kept his fingers 
from tapping restlessly against his leg, showing 
nothing but outward calm to his Lieutenants despite 
the frustration roiling inside. “Right. ‘bout time we 
did somethin’ about these wankers. Been lettin’ ‘em 
have free run in our town for too long.” 

He smirked as his Lieutenants exchanged shocked 
looks. “Master Spike,” Marc said hesitantly, “we 
will, of course, follow your orders but are you 
suggesting we take on the army?” His tone strove 
for neutral but the suggestion that Spike had lost his 
mind was clear and Spike let his displeasure show. 

“Not talkin’ about the army, now are we? Just a 
small, self-contained base that the rest of the army 
doesn’t even know exists.” Marc sat straight in his 
seat, accepting the blistering reprimand in Spike’s 
tone without flinching. “Not talkin’ about a suicide 
mission, so you can stop pissin’ yourself.” He let his 
gaze scan the faces of his five Lieutenants. “Not 



goin’ into this half-cocked. I want you to start 
preparing the Court. From now on, every member 
of the Court trains every day. Pick the best with 
every type of weapon and have them work with 
anyone who’s not an expert with that weapon. 
Have them trade off: teaching one day and learning 
the next. Don’t care if they’re the best knife fighter 
in the world,” his glance lingered on Arkady, who 
relied exclusively on her expertise with knives, 
“have them learn the crossbow and using an ax as 
well. I want every member of this Court up to speed 
on every weapon we have.” 

He stood, signaling the end of the meeting. “Don’t 
care how many questions they ask, no one but us 
knows what they’re training for.” He stared at Marc 
for emphasis, “don’t want the Court scarin’ 
themselves, thinking they’re in over their heads. 
We’ll lose half the Court to desertion. I’ll tell them 
what I’m planning just before we attack. They don’t 
need to know until then.” 

“Master Spike? How long to prepare?” 
 
Trust Jose to ask the sensible question. “Not sure,” 



he admitted. “Depends on when the Court is 
ready.” And when he had a workable plan, but they 
didn’t need to know that.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Lowell House is Initiative Central,” Oz reported 
when they all met up at Devon’s apartment. 

Oz was the last to arrive, he and Buffy having taken 
different routes from the campus to Devon’s place. 
Buffy had hung out in the quadrangle while Oz was 
checking out the buildings, making sure that Oz 
actually came out of every building he entered, 
while ostensibly having an outdoor study date with 
her friend Eddie as her own reason for hanging out 
in the area. Xander was just grateful that his 
paranoia was catching as the other two hadn’t 
balked at taking what felt a little like spy movie 
precautions but they had all agreed that it was 
better if Oz wasn’t associated with either Xander or 
Buffy. Xander was worried about the Initiative 
taking an interest in Oz, afraid that Oz might show 



some sign that he wasn’t quite human at the wrong 
moment. 

Staying with Devon was the next best option to Oz 
leaving town - which Oz had already refused to do. 
Devon didn’t know that Oz was a werewolf and was 
one of the few people in their graduating class who 
had missed graduation. Not because he’d been 
scared, but because he’d been stoned and had slept 
through the ceremony. He’d also managed to miss 
the planning meeting where Buffy, Giles and Sgt 
Morgan had explained the facts of Hellmouth life to 
the senior class and, as a result, was one of the few 
people in their graduating class who was still mostly 
ignorant about what went on in Sunnydale after 
dark. Devon was as safe as it got from the soldiers. 
He wasn’t interested in anything but music and 
getting stoned and anyone who tried to question 
him would figure out immediately that he wasn’t 
smart enough to be hiding anything. 

“I checked every building around the area where 
Spike escaped,” Oz told them. “Lowell House is the 
only one that smells of demons. The smell is faint 
but it’s pretty much everywhere in the building. 



Either the underground base is ventilated through 
the House or there’s regular traffic in and out. I 
didn’t see any signs of an entrance but I was limited 
to the public areas on the ground floor.” 

“Ok,” Xander said, feeling like they were finally 
making some progress. “So, is everyone in the 
House part of the Initiative, or just some of them?” 
He looked at both of them questioningly: “Can we 
get a list of everyone in the House? Sgt. Morgan 
found Riley’s army records, maybe he can check out 
the rest of them for us.” 

“There ought to be some kind of a list somewhere,” 
Buffy agreed, chewing on her lip thoughtfully. “Sure 
would help if…” she stopped abruptly and glanced 
apologetically at both Oz and Xander. It was obvious 
she’d been wishing that Willow and her computer 
skills were here and had only remembered at the 
last second that it was less than tactful to say so in 
front of Willow’s ex-boyfriend and Xander with his 
uneasy, semi-relationship with Willow. “It would 
help to know how many of them are just college 
students, if we have to storm the place,” Buffy 



finished, trying to cover her slip. Xander gave her a 
reassuring smile. 

“There’s another problem,” Oz said grimly. 

 
“Great, because the ones we’ve already got are 
such piddling little things I was getting bored,” 
Xander said sarcastically. 

 
“There’s something… off about Lowell House.” 

“You mean besides being filled with soldiers instead 
of students?” Xander asked. 

 
“There’s a chemical smell in the house. It’s not 
coming from the labs downstairs. It’s in the food, on 
their breath, in their sweat. It’s everywhere.” Oz’s 
voice had grown a little more sure as he spoke, like 
things were falling into place in his own mind while 
he was explaining it to them and he finished with 
quiet certainty: “Best guess: they're taking some 
kind of drugs.” 



Buffy reacted first. “No way. Riley's like Mr. Corn-
Fed Iowa Boy, no way is he taking drugs.” 

Oz lifted an eyebrow. “Not that kind of drugs,” he 
said flatly and Buffy looked a little less positive. 

 
“You mean like steroids or something?” Xander 
asked, remembering how Buffy had described 
Riley’s friends as all being big and buff. 

 
Oz hesitated. “Maybe, but I doubt it's that simple. 
The smell was strongest in the kitchen. I think the 
drugs are in their food.” 

They were silent for a moment, thinking that over. 
After a moment, Xander said quietly:  
“That doesn't sound like something people do to 
themselves. Not unless you also smelled brownies.” 

“No on the brownies,” Oz confirmed. 

“Okay,” Buffy asked slowly. “What does that 
mean?” 



“You’re asking us?” Xander shook his head. “Try 
asking the mad scientists with the hidden agenda 
instead.” 

“It says everyone in the House is in on it, for one, 
including the kitchen staff,” Oz pointed out, staying 
on track, which was more than Xander was 
managing to do. 

It felt like there were a thousand questions swirling 
around in his head and they didn’t have answers to 
any of them. “When you have eliminated all other 
possibilities, the remaining answer, no matter how 
illogical, is the right one,” he muttered to himself. 

Oz gave him a fleeting grin. “Mr. Spock,” he 
identified, “but I think he said: ‘if you eliminate the 
impossible, whatever remains, however 
improbable, must be the truth.’” 

Xander couldn’t resist: “That was from one of the 
movies. I was thinking the shuttle episode where 
Spock logically decides it’s time for desperate 
measures.” 



Buffy rolled her eyes. “Guys? This isn’t Star Trek. 
Captain Kirk isn’t just going to beam the Initiative 
out of our lives.” 

“That would violate the prime directive,” Oz 
pointed out and Xander laughed at Buffy’s 
disgusted look. 

“Is there a point to any of this or is this your way of 
saying we should take a break?” she asked 
impatiently. 

“Sorry, Buffy.” Xander’s grinned faded as he 
continued. “What I was thinking was kind of a ‘what 
do we know’ thing, trying to figure out if any of this 
adds up.” He started ticking points off on his fingers, 
more thinking out loud than anything. 

“One - the Initiative is experimenting on demons. 
Two - the scientist in charge is an expert on 
behavior modification. Three -” he faltered, then 
cleared his throat and continued: “Three - their 
experiments seem aimed at controlling demons, 
making them unable to hurt humans. Four - it looks 
like they may be drugging their own people.” 



He looked at the other two. “And that’s it, right?” 
Which was unbelievably depressing. That that was 
all they knew after weeks of trying. 

Buffy frowned, obviously trying to think of whether 
they knew anything else significant. “Five, the 
soldiers at least, don’t seem to know the ultimate 
purpose behind the Initiative.” She scrunched up 
her face, looking doubtful, “which may be 
something called 314.” Buffy had been highly 
skeptical of Ethan Rayne’s information, pointing out 
sarcastically to Giles that a man who poisoned 
candy and magicked Halloween costumes was 
obviously a man you could trust. 

They mulled that over for a minute. Xander spoke 
first. “I come up with two theories about the 
drugging. Either it’s a steroid-type thing, and the 
soldier’s are doing it voluntarily to help them go up 
against things that are stronger than humans, or it’s 
involuntary, in which case there’s something else 
going on.” He shrugged helplessly. “And that’s all 
I’ve got. How about you two?” 



“None of this makes any sense. Riley and the others 
seem totally on board with what the Initiative is 
doing, drugging them makes no sense at all.” Buffy 
looked angry and frustrated and completely thrown 
by this new piece of information. 

Oz said thoughtfully: “I think the fact that Professor 
Walsh’s specialty is behavior modification is key. 
The question is: what are they doing with what 
they’re learning from these experiments?” 

“And who are they intending to use it on,” Xander 
added darkly. “Can we get a sample of their food 
and get it tested?” he asked. Seeing their blank 
looks, he added defensively: “They do it all the time 
on tv, how hard can it be to find a lab? If we know 
what’s in the food, maybe that’ll tell us what 
they’re doing.” 

“And whether the soldiers’ know about it,” Buffy 
added, perking up a bit. “If they don’t, that may give 
us a way to get through to them.” 

“Yeah, because drugged-up, brainwashed soldiers 
are likely to be so reasonable,” Xander muttered. 



Buffy’s lips tightened. “I’d be pissed as hell if I found 
out someone was drugging me…” her voice trailed 
off and she looked away and Xander winced, 
remembering that last year she had been drugged 
without knowing about it. 

“Sorry,” he said quietly. 

Buffy shook her head. “Old news.” She got to her 
feet, putting an abrupt end to the meeting. “I’ll call 
Giles about getting a lab test done. Oz, can you get 
yourself invited to lunch at Lowell House?” 

Oz nodded. “Yeah. I think so.” 

“Can’t you just make friends with a cute cook or 
something?” Xander suggested. “Invitations to 
lunch usually involve eating.” 

“Have you seen the cafeteria cooks on campus?” 
Buffy shuddered. “They make the high school lunch 
lady look good.” 

“I’ll think of something,” Oz promised. 

“Be careful.” 



Oz’s smile had a hint of the wolf in it. “Always.” 

A/N - slightly mangled quotes borrowed from the 
Start Trek episode: The Galileo Seven and STAR TREK 
VI: The Undiscovered Country  

 
 

Part Twenty-Six 

The television was on when Xander opened the 
apartment door cautiously, checking as he always 
did to make sure Spike wasn’t standing anywhere 
the rays of the sun would reach when the door 
swung open. Spike was on the couch, watching a 
soap opera - something that always amazed Xander, 
no matter how many times he saw it. There was just 
something weird about a vampire being hooked on 
a cheesy soap opera that featured a witch and a 
talking doll. Even worse, Xander had been there the 
day Spike and Joyce Summers discovered they both 
watched the show. He’d listened with open 
mouthed incredulity as the two them had discussed 
plot twists and character relationships with the 



same serious interest with which they debated 
trends in art and theater. 

And they had the nerve to make fun of his liking for 
Patsy Cline and classic science fiction. 

He vaulted over the back of the couch, reaching 
casually for the remote as he landed on the 
cushions. Spike’s hand flashed down with that 
unfair vampire speed, snatching it away before he 
could get a grip on it and he grinned as Spike 
stuffed it underneath his far leg without ever taking 
his eyes off the screen. 

“Not nice, luv.” 

“Can’t blame a guy for trying.” Oh well, the show 
would be over soon anyway. Xander leaned against 
Spike’s shoulder staring in the direction of the TV 
without actually watching it, his brain still puzzling 
over the meaning of what Oz had discovered about 
the soldiers being drugged. Spike put an arm 
around him, pulling him in closer as he watched his 
show. 



When the end credits rolled, Spike switched of the 
TV and shifted slightly so he could look at Xander. 
“What’s got you all worked up, luv?” 

It was almost scary sometimes, how well Spike 
could read him. Of course, he had all those vampire 
senses going for him, which meant he could listen 
to Xander’s pulse and breathing and even smell 
some of his stronger emotions. Spike could always 
tell when Xander needed some time to collect his 
thoughts, as opposed to something he needed to 
talk about right away. 

“Did you know that werewolves have an even 
better sense of smell than vampires?” he asked. Not 
really the point but, given how good Spike’s sense 
of smell was, it had blown him away when Oz told 
him that werewolves had an even better one. 

“Everyone knows that,” Spike told him, cocking his 
head and studying Xander. “That really what you 
wanted to talk to me about?” 

“No, I was just surprised.” And he had been. 
Although the research they’d done on werewolves 
back when Oz had first been bitten had mentioned 



that werewolves had a good sense of smell, they 
hadn’t said that their olfactory abilities put a 
vampire’s to shame - and vampires could smell a lot 
of things that humans couldn’t. Just one of those 
things that was common knowledge in the demon 
world that humans had no clue about, he thought. 

Sitting up straight, he quickly filled Spike in on what 
Oz had learned at Lowell House. Spike’s eyebrows 
rose in disbelief when he heard that there were 
drugs in the soldiers’ food supply. 

“Well, in’t that interesting,” Spike said after Xander 
finished, his eyes narrowing as he considered what 
the information meant. 

“Oz is going to try and get a sample so we can test 
it.” 

“Good thinking,” Spike said absently, his thoughts 
obviously still elsewhere. “Be nice to know what 
they’re taking, ‘specially if the wolf doesn’t think it’s 
steroids.” 



“Buffy thinks they don’t know they’re being 
drugged.” Xander wasn’t as sure about that as 
Buffy, but she’d made a pretty strong case. 

Spike made a scoffing sound. “Slayer would think 
that. Still wantin’ her toy soldier to be a good guy, 
isn’t she?” 

“That’s part of it,” Xander agreed slowly, “because 
she doesn’t think he would take drugs voluntarily.” 

“Surprising what people are willing to do if they’ve 
convinced themselves it’s for the greater good,” 
Spike said before he could finish. “If his bosses told 
him it was for truth, justice and the American way, 
soldier boy would probably open wide and swallow 
anything they gave him. Git.” 

“Yeah, but they could just be telling them it’s 
vitamins and stuff,” Xander argued, not really sure 
why he was taking on the devil’s advocate role. 
Maybe Buffy wasn’t the only one who wanted the 
soldiers to be the good guys at heart. It would sure 
make things easier if it was true, no question. “If we 
can find out what they’re taking, we’ll have a better 
idea.” 



“Don’t really care if it’s voluntary,” Spike said. “But 
what they’re takin’, that’s important. Need to know 
if it’s going to make them better fighters.” He 
looked at Xander’s steadily. “Lots of stuff out there 
to make you stronger, faster, tougher, even it most 
of it doesn’t last long. An army of drugged up 
soldiers feelin’ no pain is a whole different thing 
than fighting regular humans.” 

Xander met his gaze, not flinching from the 
summation. He still clung to the hope that they 
could avoid an all-out war but Spike was right - they 
needed to know what they were facing, either way. 

“Oz is pretty sure he can get a sample,” was all he 
said. “But, Spike, if they’re being drugged without 
knowing about it, and we can prove it, maybe we 
can get through to them.” 

Spike didn’t even try and rein in his skepticism. 
“Xander, whatever they’re taking, it’s not the 
reason they’re doing what they’re doing. Telling 
them about the drugs isn’t going to make them feel 
bad about what they’ve done and release all the 



demons they’re holding.” He held up a staying hand 
and Xander bit back his response and let him finish. 

“The drugs aren’t stopping them from living their 
lives, teaching classes, handling weapons, obeying 
orders. We’re not talkin’ about dribbling idiots in 
padded cells. Their brains are clear enough that you 
and the Slayer didn’t suspect anything and the 
Slayer’s known soldier boy for months.” 

Spike waited, his scarred eyebrow raised in silent 
question and Xander nodded reluctantly, Spike’s 
logic having silenced his arguments. 

“Not saying that some of them aren’t going to be 
pissed as hell, luv. But don’t count on it making a 
difference. If they’re drugging soldiers without 
them knowin’ about it, their superiors would be 
dumb as posts if they didn’t have a plausible 
explanation all ready to trot out in case they need 
to bring their boys back in line.” 

“I suppose. Still, maybe enough of them will be 
pissed off to at least start to ask question.” 



“Long as you’re careful, feel free to start any 
insurrections you can, luv.” Spike smirked at him 
and Xander had the depressing feeling that Spike 
was humoring him. He sighed, feeling like they had 
stepped one step closer to war, not one step 
further away, like he’d hoped since Oz told him 
about the drugs. 

“Something I need to tell you, luv.” Spike’s voice 
interrupted his gloomy thoughts. He ran his hand 
down Xander’s thigh, caressing him absently as 
Xander looked at him inquiringly. “Gonna have to 
spend more time downstairs for at least the next 
few nights, probably longer.” 

“Is everything ok?” 

For a minute, he thought Spike was going to duck 
the question, then Spike pulled him in for a one 
armed hug. “Getting the Court ready, luv. I’ve given 
orders that everyone is to train every night.” He 
shrugged. “Don’t need to be there, the boys will see 
my orders are carried out, but things will go better 
if I’m around to supervise.” 



Xander felt new fear curling inside him and he 
licked suddenly dry lips. “You’re getting them ready 
to attack the Initiative, aren’t you?” 

“Not going to let things go on like this indefinitely, 
Xander. This is my Territory and I’m going to take 
back control, one way or another.” 

He’d known it was coming a long time, Xander 
thought. It wasn’t a surprise even if he’d been trying 
to avoid thinking about it. Vampires were about 
power and status and Spike liked being top dog. The 
Initiative weren’t just a threat, they were a 
challenge to his status and that was the reason that 
Spike wouldn’t agree to just leave town. Spike had 
accepted the chip as a temporary setback only 
because he viewed it as temporary. He wasn’t 
willing to ride out the Initiative’s presence in his 
territory because they were a rival claimant to his 
control and it wasn’t likely they were going to just 
fold their tents and leave. 

Bottom line, even if it came to a war, he knew 
which side he was on. Spike had kept the number of 
vampires down lower than they had been at any 



time since the Master had artificially built up their 
numbers. Fewer humans were being turned and 
more were surviving vampire attacks due to Spike’s 
subtle encouragement for the vampires of his Court 
to go after more difficult prey. Sunnydale was safer 
under Spike’s control and the Initiative was the one 
endangering harmless beings. The Initiative was the 
one stirring things up to the point where war was 
beginning to seem inevitable. Even without Spike, 
the demons in town would eventually turn on their 
attackers. 

None of which made it anymore likely that Spike 
would survive the attack. Unable to fight humans, 
the chances that Spike would both make it through 
the attack unscathed and survive the aftermath 
were slim to non-existent. It was all too likely that 
some of the vampires would figure out that Spike 
was crippled and try to take over the Court. As 
Spike had pointed out once, not all vampires were 
above hiring a human to take Spike out. 

Without a word, Xander practically threw himself at 
Spike, pushing him back down into the cushions and 



kissing him hungrily. His mouth devoured Spike’s, 
desperate to hold onto him for as long as possible. 

Spike returned the kiss with enthusiasm, opening 
his mouth under Xander’s, as Xander’s tongue 
darted in aggressively, tasting, exploring. Spike’s 
fingers curled in his hair, holding him firmly as they 
kissed until Xander pulled back a little, eyes almost 
black with arousal, breath coming in short pants as 
he stared down into Spike’s eyes. 

“I love you, Spike.” 

He didn’t give Spike time to answer, his mouth 
closing the narrow gap as he kissed Spike again, 
softly, nibbling and licking and memorizing the 
tastes and textures of his lover. Spike’s hands slid 
from his hair down to his back, stroking, tracing the 
outlines of his shoulder blades and dropping to his 
waist, holding him firmly and tenderly as they 
kissed, tongues dueling lazily, advancing and 
retreating, lips sliding against each other, both lost 
in sensation. 

Only gradually did Xander become aware of a 
competing sensation and he shifted slightly to 



better align their erections, never breaking the 
contact of mouth on mouth as he began rocking 
their hips together in a slow maddening rhythm 
that was guaranteed to drive them both out of their 
minds before long. 

Spike’s hands slid to his ass, cupping him and 
encouraging the rocking motion, even as he sucked 
on Xander’s tongue and groaned into his mouth. 
Xander felt himself speeding up, hips jerking against 
Spike’s narrow hips, even as he tried to stop their 
accelerating rush towards orgasm, wanting this to 
last as long as possible as if he could stave off the 
outside world as long as they remained in the magic 
circle of their love and desire for each other. 

With a harsh cry that was as much defeat as relief, 
he lost the battle and came, his cock jerking inside 
his jeans, spurting his release all over himself, 
feeling Spike buck up beneath him as he also 
reached orgasm. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Oz answered Xander’s knock in worn sweat pants 
that hung low on his hips and a faded t-shirt, which 
had surprised Xander. They weren’t clothes Oz 
would have worn to the fraternity, not in his role of 
a prospective student wanting to make a good 
impression, which implied that Oz had been back 
for awhile. Which didn’t bode well for the success 
of their plans. 

Oz led the way to the messy living room, taking the 
one open spot on the couch and picking up the 
guitar he’d obviously just put down to answer the 
door. 

“Clear off a chair and have a seat,” he said, his 
fingers already fitting themselves to the strings. 

It was like revisiting their senior year, when he 
would sit in the studio behind Oz’s house and listen 
to Oz practice and for a short space. Outside time 
and their looming problems, Xander relaxed and 
just watched Oz’s fingers shaping chords and let the 
music wash over him. Buffy would be there in a 



little while and that was soon enough to find out 
what had happened at Lowell House. 

He sighed when he heard the knock on the door, 
and reluctantly went to answer it. Buffy came in 
with a smile and the smell of cookies and coffee and 
they moved to the folding table that served as 
Devon’s kitchen table and settled down for caffeine 
and chocolate chips and news. 

“Something big is going down at the frat,” Oz told 
them. “The place is deserted, just a couple of guys 
keeping an eye on things and they aren’t really 
hiding the fact that they’re guarding the place.” He 
gave them a moment to let that sink in before going 
on. “Something’s made them take the gloves off. I 
was stopped at the door by two guys who were so 
obvious they might as well have been wearing 
uniforms, demanding to know what I was doing 
there.” 

“Did they suspect anything?” Buffy asked worriedly, 
frowning at that news, setting her third cookie 
down untasted. 



Oz shook his head. “I just told them I’d been invited 
to lunch by Graham and they said to come back 
another day. Made up some excuse about the 
kitchen being closed because of a problem.” He 
shrugged. “They weren’t the best ad-libbers, 
couldn’t come up with what the problem was on 
short notice.” 

“Graham?” Xander asked. 

“One of the guys at the fraternity,” Oz explained. 
“He’s the one who invited me to eat with them.” 

“He’s a friend of Riley’s,” Buffy added. Her lips 
quirked up in an impish smile as she glanced at him. 
“He’s really cute, Xander. You might like him.” 

“Oh, yeah. ‘Cause the military is definitely a safe 
place to troll for dates,” Xander answered 
flippantly. 

“The guys at the door weren’t big with the welcome 
mat.” Oz looked at them soberly. “They were upset 
and worried, but mostly, they were angry. Fists-
clenched, teeth-gritted, barely-holding-it-together 



angry. And not at me. So, no luck on the food 
samples. I bailed.” 

“Good,” Xander told him. 

“What could make them so angry?” Buffy asked. 
“And where do you think everyone was.” 

“Down in the basement?” Xander suggested, only 
somewhat facetiously. 

“I’d guess that one of the demons killed someone,” 
Oz said, “except, I didn’t get a grief smell, just 
anger.” 

Xander considered that, tapping a finger nervously 
against the table. Out of control anger and lots of 
weapons were a really bad mix. “The brotherhood 
in blue?” he suggested. 

“Could be,” Ox answered, looking thoughtful. 

“I hate it when you guys do the cryptic thing,” Buffy 
complained. 



“When a cop gets shot, every cop in the area reacts, 
even if they never met the guy who was killed,” 
Xander explained. 

“You think the Initiative is reacting to someone 
being killed, because it’s a member of their group.” 
Buffy’s lips tightened and she looked stricken. 

“Someone like one of the scientists,” Xander 
hastened to reassure her. “All the soldiers probably 
know each other, so Oz would have sensed grief 
too. But if one of their captives killed someone in 
the labs, that would be enough to set them all off.” 

“In which case, we better lay low for awhile,” Buffy 
said after a moment. “You, especially, should stay 
clear of them, Oz.” 

Xander was relieved to see Oz nod. If the Initiative 
had lost one of their own, they were likely looking 
for revenge. He looked grimly at the other two. “I’m 
going to call Mr. Olsen and tell him to warn 
everyone to stay off the streets tonight.” 
 
“Good idea. I’ll take patrol, I think Pyotr’s 
scheduled.” Pyotr was half E’tofskoni. He could pass 



for human from a distance but the shape of his ears 
and the color of his eyes gave him away up close. 

“Let it go for tonight,” Oz suggested and, after a 
moment, Buffy nodded. 

“I can use the study time. I’ll call Giles and Pyotr.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Lounging in the high backed seat that he so rarely 
used because it was so bloody pretentious, Spike 
watched the minions sparring with critical eyes. 
He’d spent at least half the night in the Court over 
each of the last few nights, watching, sparring, and 
receiving reports from his Lieutenants on the 
Court’s state of readiness. 

With Spike’s frowning regard on them, grumbling 
about the training he was insisting on had been 
almost non-existent. Most vampires didn’t see any 
need to improve their skills, minions were reborn 
arrogant and sure of themselves. It generally took a 
few decades of unlife before they realized that 



there were things in the world that could kick their 
ass without breaking a sweat. Not humans, of 
course, but Slayers and older vampires, and some 
demons. One good scare and, if they survived, the 
smarter ones re-thought their assumption of 
invincibility and started training. Spike had 
“demonstrated” moves to some of the less 
enthusiastic minions over the last few nights that 
had given them that scare - a stake in their chest, 
stopping barely an inch from their heart, an ax 
buried two inches deep in the side of their neck 
before it was jerked back, and suddenly the minions 
were putting some effort into it and actually 
listening to the vampires assigned to train them. 

He estimated the Court would be ready in another 
two or three weeks. Target practice just couldn’t be 
hurried - aim improved with practice and repetition. 
It was easy enough to be good when you were 
standing in a well-lit area with a stationary target, 
but he needed his troops to be good against moving 
targets who were shooting back at them and that 
took a bit more work 



Which reminded him of another problem he 
needed to deal with. 

He stood up abruptly and paced to the edge of the 
small platform that allowed him to be seen by the 
entire Court, his eyes seeking out Anthony and 
Arkady among the shifting bodies on the factory 
floor. He’d prefer to use Jose, but Jose’s strengths 
were his loyalty and his intelligence, not his fighting 
ability. Arkady’s nearly unmatched skill with knives 
and Anthony’s steadiness and experience were the 
best combination for this assignment. He signaled 
them to follow him and jumped down from the 
platform, stalking out of the factory into the quiet 
street outside. 

They followed him silently, although he could feel 
their curious looks behind him as he strode through 
the poorly lit area until they were well clear of the 
factory and not at risk of being overheard. He 
stopped and, under cover of lighting a cigarette, 
made a quick scan of the area, listening for any 
sound that didn’t belong in the deserted business 
district. 



“Got a job for you two.” He kept his voice casual, 
like he was asking for nothing more than a beer run, 
studying them through the smoke of his cigarette as 
they stood before him. 

“The soldiers have been out in force the last few 
nights. Looks like they’re hunting something in 
particular and they’re angry. Angry enough that 
they don’t seem to care too much what they’re 
hunting. Angry enough to be making mistakes.” He 
grinned at them, his fangs gleaming in the light of 
the crescent moon, eyes glowing yellow in a way 
that even humans could have seen. “I want one of 
their weapons - a tazer rifle. You two are going to 
get it.” 

He gave them a moment, taking another drag then 
flicking the cigarette away in a glowing arc before 
looking back at them. “Don’t want it to be obvious 
that a vampire took the weapon. If you can make it 
look like an accident, even better. They’ve searched 
the town from one end to the other in the last two 
nights and yesterday they moved further out into 
the woods. Push one of them down a hill, if that’s 
what it takes. Arkady, if you have to use your 



knives, try and make the wounds look like they 
were caused by somethin’ else. Don‘t want ‘em 
knowing we’ve got one of their weapons, or they 
may start using something’ else.” 

Anthony and Arkady exchanged looks then Anthony 
said: “We’ll take care of it, Master Spike.” Arkady 
nodded in agreement and Spike was pleased that 
both of them looked grimly serious about the 
assignment. There was no glory and nothing to 
boast about with this job, just a necessary task and 
he emphasized that now. 

“Careful is better than fast, but we can’t count on 
them being out in force forever. Even that bunch of 
wankers is bound to stumble across whatever it is 
they're looking for sooner or later.” 

The Slayer’s reports coincided with his own 
observations. Something had the soldiers spitting 
mad and it was making them careless about being 
seen. At least a dozen of them had been out 
prowling the cemeteries for the last two nights and 
early this morning, he’d seen unmistakable signs 
that they had shifted their search to the woods. He 



was the only one patrolling the territory right now, 
the Slayer wasn’t patrolling so much as venturing 
out for a short while to keep an eye on the soldiers. 
The volunteers who’d been helping the Slayer were 
staying home - with the soldiers on a rampage, it 
wasn’t safe for them. 

Wasn’t particularly safe for him either, Spike 
admitted to himself, but he wasn’t willing to 
surrender his town to the bastards, even for 
however long it took for them to find whatever it 
was that had them so riled up these past couple 
days. 

He needed to know the range of the tazer rifles if 
they were to have any chance in an attack. His 
vampires had to be accurate with a crossbow and 
throwing weapons from outside the range of those 
damn tazers or the soldiers could take them down 
before they ever got close enough to do anything. 
He’d been desperate enough to even consider guns, 
but the theft of enough guns to make a difference 
would likely tip their hand. Plus, guns were best for 
the center of a target - shooting a person in the 
head was Hollywood bollocks. You aimed for the 



center of the body and the soldiers wore vests. 
Which was going to be a problem for crossbows as 
well, but he was willing to bet that a hand axe 
thrown with vampire speed and power would do a 
lot of damage, vest or no vest. 

“You two are relieved of any other responsibilities 
until this is done. There’s a lot of them out now, 
which gives you a choice of targets. If the soldiers 
go back to their regular numbers, stick with them 
until you can get one of those weapons. If you can’t 
make it look like an accident, break their necks or 
stab them, or fucking beat them to death. No 
feeding. Don’t leave any clear sign that a vampire is 
responsible. If others see you, stay in human guise. 
Clear?” 

“Yes, Master Spike,” they said in unison. 

“Good.” He started to walk off, then turned back. 
“And do keep in mind I need the weapon 
undamaged. I won’t be happy if you bring me one 
that’s broken.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
He could sense’s Xander’s agitation from the second 
the apartment door opened. Spike was off the 
couch and halfway to the door by the time Xander 
had crossed the threshold. 

“What’s wrong?” 
 
Xander thrust a newspaper at him in answer and 
Spike hastily scanned the headline as Xander went 
to the sink and splashed some water on his face. 
‘Local Boy Brutally Murdered’ and Spike frowned, 
skimming the article quickly, wondering why Xander 
was so upset by something so mundane. 

After a moment, he looked up. Xander was 
watching him, drying his face on a towel, droplets of 
water clinging to his hair and dripping onto his shirt. 

“Says the boy was skewered,” he commented. “You 
thinkin’ there’s another polgara around?” 

“Or the Initiative let the one they caught escape,” 
Xander answered. He balled up the dishtowel and 
threw it onto the counter with unnecessary force. 
“Fucking idiots. They can’t even manage to hang on 



to the one dangerous demon they did manage to 
catch.” 

Spike looked down at the newspaper again. 
“Dunno, luv. Paper says the boy was mutilated. 
Doesn’t sound like a polgara.” He shrugged, “‘less 
by ‘mutilated’ they mean half-eaten. Polgara’s don’t 
generally play with their food, but if it was 
interrupted while eating, it could have left a fairly 
messy body behind.” 

Xander looked sick and Spike could have kicked 
himself. Humans were so bloody squeamish about 
other humans being eaten and Xander had been 
vibrating with tension for days now. “Want me to 
check it out tonight?” he offered, not really 
interested but wanting to make it up to Xander. 

Xander shook his head. “Oz called me before I left 
the job site. I’m going to meet him at the crime 
scene in an hour to see what we can find out.” 

“Why isn’t the Slayer doing this?” Spike demanded. 
“It’s her job, not yours.” 



“She’s got two mid-terms,” Xander explained and 
Spike grumbled under his breath. Bloody Slayer 
needed to be a whole lot less part-time about doing 
her job. “Oz is doing all the work, I’m just going to 
watch his back.” 

“Wolf can take care of himself.” 

It didn’t help that Xander just smiled at him 
indulgently and ignored that. “She’s meeting us at 
Giles’ afterwards. Meet me there?” 

Spike hesitated, his first reaction was to forbid 
Xander to go. But it was daylight and the killing had 
been hours ago and there was no reason to think 
whatever had killed the boy would return. The 
soldiers had not been making a nuisance of 
themselves during the day, and weren’t likely to be 
at the crime scene. A meeting at the Watcher’s was 
bound to be a waste of time, rehashing stuff he 
already knew, and he needed to be at the Court. 
Anthony and Arkady hadn’t had any luck last night 
and would be going out through the sewer entrance 
just before sunset, hoping to get a jump on any 
patrols by going out early in the evening instead of 



later. Still, Xander sounded like he wanted Spike’s 
company and Spike could tell Jose and the others 
that he was patrolling during the early part of the 
night and would be in the Court afterwards. 

“Want you away from the area well before dark, 
luv,” he said, the brief hesitation going almost 
unnoticed. “I’ll meet you at the Watcher’s right 
after sunset.” By taking to the sewers, he could get 
within a block of the Watcher’s apartment and be 
there within minutes after the sun was done. He 
was glad for the decision as Xander’s face lightened 
at bit. 

“I’ll be there by sunset,” Xander promised. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“It wasn’t a demon attack,” Oz said quietly as soon 
as he and Xander were out of earshot of the police, 
reporters, and onlookers still milling around the 
crime scene. 



Xander stopped short. “What?!” He twisted around 
to look over his shoulder back at the hillside closed 
off with yellow tape, incongruously cheerful given 
what it marked. “A human did this?” It almost made 
him physically ill to think of a person could have 
done something so sick to a little kid. Oz tugged him 
back around and Xander remembered belatedly 
that they were trying to be inconspicuous. There 
weren’t any soldiers obviously at the scene, but 
they still didn’t want to draw attention to 
themselves. 

Oz was shaking his head. “I don’t know what it was, 
the smell was… wrong.” 

“What do you mean?” On the way here, Xander had 
relayed Spike’s opinion that the killing was not 
typical for a polgara, but Spike had also pointed out 
that there wasn’t a lot of information on how 
polgara would behave after being held prisoner and 
probably starved. Polgara had to eat every two 
hours and it was highly unlikely the Initiative would 
have fed it that frequently. 



Oz was silent for a moment, his brows furrowed and 
his eyes a little darker than usual. Xander blinked, 
wondering if he was imagining that Oz’s sideburns 
were longer and bushier than they had been a 
minute ago. 

“Oz?” he prompted after a minute. 

“Either someone’s laying a false trail, or… Or, I don’t 
know what.” Oz looked puzzled and a little uneasy. 
“I smelled faint traces of a couple different types of 
demons, a human, and something metallic, almost 
like a computer.” 

“Computers have a smell?” Xander couldn’t help 
asking. 

“Everything has a smell,” Oz said flatly. 

“Could it have been a bunch of things working 
together?” And wasn’t that a fun thought. 

Oz looked unsure, glancing back at the taped-off 
crime scene. “Maybe, but I didn’t get a sense of 
different trails, just the same mixed scents all over 
the area. Even walking close together, a group that 
big will leave different scent trails.” 



“Oz, don’t take this the wrong way, but can you 
track the scents well enough to follow them?” 
Xander really didn’t want to make Oz sound like a 
bloodhound. 

This time, Oz’s eyes were definitely black and a feral 
grin curled his lips, showing teeth that were a bit 
longer and pointier than human. “Why do you think 
we’re circling around? The crowd has tracked over 
any scent near the scene but I’m hoping I can pick 
something up further out.” 

Xander nodded and let Oz do his thing without any 
further comments. If they could find where this 
thing was holed up, they’d have something useful 
for Buffy and Spike when they met up at Giles’. 

Hell, to stop something that would do that to a little 
kid, he’d go to the damn soldiers themselves and 
tell them to clean up their mess or he’d blow their 
cover to the entire world.  

 
 

Part Twenty-Seven 



It took circling the crime scene twice, each time 
further out before Oz found the smell he was 
looking for. Following his lead, Xander couldn’t help 
feeling like the dumb tenderfoot in all those old 
westerns, the one who couldn’t see the trail the 
tracker was following even when it was pointed out 
to him. It was weird because Oz wasn’t doing 
anything obvious. As far as Xander could tell, Oz 
wasn’t even breathing in harder than usual, much 
less bending over and sniffing the ground. At one 
point, he just stopped and said “got it” quietly, then 
began walking diagonally away from the taped off 
crime scene as if he was simply going for a stroll. 
The boy had been killed on the edge of town and 
now Oz led the way uphill and into the woods, 
following the trails that wound through the sparse 
underbrush. 

After nearly twenty minutes steady walking, they 
were well into the range of hills that ran almost 
north-south, between Sunnydale and the coast. 
Growing up, Xander had hiked these woods almost 
every weekend with Jesse, and now he wondered 
when they had stopped. Somewhere around 8th 



grade, he figured, his thoughts in the past as his 
feet automatically followed the once-familiar trails, 
when Jesse had developed his crush on Cordelia 
and had wanted to spend the weekends going to 
movies and playing basketball and swimming: 
activities he might run into Cordy doing. 

Following silently in Oz’s footsteps, lost in his 
memories, Xander almost ran into the other man’s 
back when Oz came to a sudden stop outside a cave 
entrance. From what he remembered of the caves 
in the area, it was one of the larger openings, easily 
tall enough for a person to walk inside without 
having to duck and Xander squinted at it 
suspiciously as Oz spoke for the first time since he’d 
found the scent trail: “I can tell it went in here but 
the scent isn’t particularly strong. Whatever it is, it’s 
not real close.” 

Xander chewed his lip, looking around the area and 
struggling to remember old landmarks. “I think this 
is one of the entrances to the old World War II 
bunkers.” Oz looked blank and Xander explained: 
“They built them all along the west coast in case the 
Japanese invaded. There are tunnels and caves all 



through these hills, and the army fortified a bunch 
of them.” He moved closer and began pushing aside 
the vines that grew in tangled profusion, flowing 
down the sides of the low cliff and softening the 
ominous look of the dark opening. “There used to 
be metal doors closing off the entrances but they 
got worried about people being trapped inside, so 
they took them down years ago.” 

“I’ve read about that but I didn’t know Sunnydale 
had any.” Oz said absently, his eyes studying the 
opening. “You up for going on?” 

“A lot of these caves and tunnels connect together 
and their pretty extensive. If this thing’s got a nest 
or something in here, pinning down the location 
would help a lot, or we could be searching these 
caves for days,” Xander said thoughtfully. He see 
any trace of the rusty metal hinges the army had 
left in place, the hinges that invariably signaled the 
cave was one of the old bunkers “You think you’ll be 
able to tell when we’re getting close?” 

“I think so.” Oz gave him an apologetic look. “This is 
still a bit new to me.” 



“You’re not the only one,” Xander muttered, then 
added more loudly. “Let’s try it. But - ready to run 
at the first sign of trouble?” he questioned. 

“Maybe the second sign,” Oz said, once again 
looking a little wolfish around the edges. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Following Oz’s nose, they moved from chamber to 
chamber cautiously, alert for any sign of the 
whatever-it-was that they were tracking. Some of 
the rooms were simply caves, others had concrete 
and steel reinforcing the stone walls. The army corp 
of engineers had done a fairly slap-dash job setting 
up these bunkers, working in the panicked months 
following the attack on Pearl Harbor. In a lot of 
cases, they had simply enlarged existing caves, 
shoring up the ceilings with concrete walls and 
blasting connecting tunnels through what had once 
been solid stone. 

Xander had a sinking feeling that all these chambers 
hadn’t connected this neatly when he and Jesse had 



been exploring these caves ten years ago. Maybe as 
kids, they had deliberately made the caves seem 
more labyrinthine and complicated than they really 
were, but he distinctly remembered circling and 
backtracking and encountering dead-ends and 
blocked passages with Jesse that he and Oz simply 
weren’t running into now. 

The caves were cool and damp. Enough light filtered 
through from the entrances and air shafts the army 
had installed so they could see where they were 
going. Roots had forced their way through the dirt 
ceiling in places and moss and lichen grew 
everywhere. The quiet was oppressive, broken only 
by their muffled footsteps and his own thundering 
heart. Oz was seeming less and less sure of himself, 
saying the enclosing stone walls were concentrating 
the smell, making it seem to come from all 
directions. Whatever they were following had either 
been using these caves for awhile, long enough for 
the scent to permeate the walls, or something 
about being indoors was interfering with his sense 
of smell. 



There was no sign that anything had been using 
these caves, so they pressed on. Xander was 
beginning to wonder if the thing they were 
following had simply taken shelter in the caves and 
it was just passing through, when Oz came to an 
abrupt halt. 

Looking over his shoulder, Xander blinked in 
surprise. In one corner of a concrete reinforced 
room, someone had set up what looked like nothing 
so much as a home office. Granted, the desk was an 
old door resting on sections of metal pipe, but there 
were two computers on it and a couple of metal 
storage cabinets had been set up against the walls. 
There were small lights mounted on the wall and 
the computers were on, the monitors powered 
down but the hard drives had red power lights 
glowing on their faces. 

“Well, this is unexpected.” 

His voice sounded unnaturally loud after the long 
silence and he winced. 

“I agree.” Oz crossed over to the computers and 
switched on the monitors, while Xander checked 



the other two entrances to the room, relieved to 
find no signs of life in the connecting chambers. 
Finding none, he returned to the makeshift desk 
and watched over Oz’s shoulder as Oz settled into 
the chair and typed a command into the computer. 

Eyes narrowed intently, Oz flicked rapidly through 
several screens and Xander began trying to figure 
out where the power was coming from, following 
the tangle of cords to a single extension cord that 
snaked along the floor, leading to a small generator 
in the next chamber. Xander was liking this less and 
less and he hastily returned to the first room, 
thinking it was high time he and Oz got the hell out 
of here. Before he could suggest doing just that, Oz 
sat back in the chair he’d appropriated. 

“Whoa.” Oz sounded shocked and Xander looked at 
the gibberish on the monitor screen. 

“What?” 

“Someone’s hooked into a lot of places.” Oz rolled 
the chair across to the second computer and began 
typing and clicking on the second keyboard while 
Xander puzzled over what Oz had found on the first 



computer, wondering what Oz had seen in the lines 
of code. Oz’s low whistle brought his attention to 
the second computer and Xander saw he’d opened 
a picture file. 

“Are those…?” 

“Security feeds,” Oz told him. He frowned. “That 
looks like City Hall.” They watched for a minute 
more. “I don’t think these are live, just stored 
backups.” Oz flicked a glance in Xander’s direction. 
“These computers have firewalls and encryptions 
like I’ve never seen before. It would take someone a 
lot better than me to crack the system. This is one 
of the few files that doesn’t require passwords to 
access.” 

“I’ll have to fix that.” 

Xander’s head snapped around at the sound of the 
intruding voice, and he stared appalled at the thing 
standing at the entrance to one of the tunnels. 
Peripherally, he was aware of Oz coming to his feet, 
but time seemed to freeze as his mind tried to come 
to grips with what he was seeing. 



A combination of demon, human and metallic, was 
how Oz had described the scent at the crime scene. 
There was no question in Xander’s mind that they 
were looking at the source of those smells. He just 
had no idea of what it was. Tall, well over six foot, 
and built like a line-backer, was his first thought. 
That is, if linebackers came in shades of green and 
grotesque. Seven of Nine looked hot with her metal 
implants, he thought dazedly, this thing had chunks 
of metal grafted onto its head, its shoulder, its arm 
and metal staples holding together things that 
weren’t ever meant to be joined. It was wearing 
boots and army fatigue pants and nothing else 
unfortunately. One side of its face was human, a 
good looking man with short cropped dark hair, the 
other side was green with a red eye that almost 
seemed to glow in the dimly lit room. 

Xander realized he was clinging white-knuckled to 
the back of Oz’s chair at about the same time he 
heard Oz growling. Dragging his eyes away from the 
monster, he saw that Oz was changing, the growl 
becoming a full-out snarl as Oz shifted fully to wolf 
form before Xander could blink. 



“Oz, NO!” 

He was a lifetime too late, his reaching arms closing 
on empty air as Oz sprang at the monster, his wild 
snarl echoing loudly in the room, matched by the 
laughter of the monster as it casually batted Oz 
away, with no more effort than a child swatting an 
annoying mosquito. 

Oz yelped as the thing’s arm connected, flinging him 
away with unbelievable speed and power. He 
crashed into one of the storage units, the metal 
giving way under the force of the impact and Oz 
crumpled to the floor, lying unmoving as his body 
morphed back into human form, his bare flesh pale 
against the dirt floor. 

“Interesting.” 

Xander tore his gaze away from Oz’s body, and 
swallowed hard as he saw the thing was looking at 
him curiously. 

“A werewolf, I believe,” it said. “Are you one also? It 
will be interesting to learn if there are internal 
differences between the wolf form and the human.” 



The thing looked back at Oz’s unmoving body. “Its 
form reverts to human when dead or unconscious. 
That will be an interesting challenge.” 

Xander was not liking the sound of this. His mouth 
was too dry to form words and all he could think 
was to run. With luck, the thing wasn’t as fast as it 
was strong. 

With adrenaline-fueled desperation, Xander picked 
up the chair and flung it at the thing, turning to run 
even as he threw it with every ounce of strength in 
him. He heard the thing laugh again and the clatter 
of the chair hitting the far wall but he didn’t look 
back. Racing to Oz, he scooped Oz up and shoved 
him through the opening into the next chamber. 
Heart pounding, he whirled around and saw the 
thing striding towards him. Praying it wasn’t 
fastened to the wall, Xander overturned the dented 
metal cabinet, pulling it over so it blocked the 
opening, falling to the floor with a deafening crash. 

Already hearing the thing shoving the cabinet out of 
its way, Xander yanked Oz up by one arm and 
hoisted him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, 



thanking every god he could think of that Oz was 
fairly small and Xander had nearly a year’s practice 
carrying heavy loads at the construction sites. 

He took off down the tunnel in a lumbering run. It 
wasn’t the way they’d come in but that was less 
important than getting the hell away from that 
thing as fast as possible. He didn’t know if Oz was 
alive or dead, didn’t know how badly he might be 
exacerbating Oz’s injuries, but all of that was 
unimportant in the face of a Frankenstein monster 
that talked so casually about studying “internal 
differences”. 

His breath was rasping in his lungs and sweat was 
pouring down his face when he slowed his steps, 
knowing he wouldn’t be able to go on if he kept up 
this pace. He was three chambers away from the 
thing’s lair when he slowed by necessity to a walk. 
He looked behind for the first time and was relieved 
to see nothing following him. Shifting his grip, he 
was able to circle Oz’s wrist with one hand and the 
wave of relief almost sent him to his knees as he felt 
a pulse thumping against the pale skin. 



He didn’t dare set Oz down to examine him, he 
couldn’t risk being caught by that thing. He’d just 
have to hope that Oz wouldn’t be harmed by being 
carried over his shoulder, that Oz could hang on 
until he could get him to a doctor. 

For now, Xander put his head down and 
concentrated on putting one foot in front of the 
other, on putting distance between them and the 
nighmare behind them, hoping to find an exit 
before he collapsed under Oz’s weight. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Giles! Give me a hand here,” Xander called as he 
pushed open the door of the apartment. He helped 
Oz inside, the older man leaning heavily against him 
now. 

Oz had come to not long after Xander had found an 
exit to the caves and Xander had lowered him to 
the ground, his back to a tree as Oz looked around 
with bleary, confused eyes. They hadn’t dared rest 
for long, and, when they moved on, Oz had insisted 



on walking. Xander’s trembling muscles had forced 
him to agree, even as he hastily tore his shirt into a 
makeshift sling for Oz’s badly swollen arm. 

They’d stopped again at the edge of the woods, and 
Xander had left Oz long enough to steal a pair of 
pants for him, kicking open the door of an empty 
house without shame and rifling rapidly through 
drawers, finding a pair of sweat pants and a couple 
of tee-shirts for both of them. Oz’s clothing had not 
survived the transition from human to wolf and 
half-carrying a battered, bleeding naked man 
through the streets of Sunnydale was just asking for 
trouble they hadn’t been prepared to deal with. 

“What happened?” Giles asked, moving to Oz’s 
other side and helping him into a chair. 

“I think we found out what 314 is,” Xander said 
grimly. 

Giles reached for the phone. “We should call an 
ambulance.” 

“No.” Oz’s voice was faint but adamant. 

“My dear chap, you’re badly injured.” 



“I don’t want to be on that thing’s radar.” 

“What thing?” Giles turned to look at them, the 
phone receiver forgotten in his hand. 

“It’s half human, half demon, half machine,” Xander 
said. “Some kind of science fiction cyborg. It threw 
Oz thirty feet like he was made of paper. It’s the 
scariest thing I’ve seen in my life and that includes 
the Mayor post-transformation.” 

“I couldn’t even touch it,” Oz said, still sounding 
dazed. “Not even in wolf-form. Attacking it was like 
crashing into a brick wall.” 

“Are you sure you don’t need to see a doctor?” 
Giles asked again, gesturing with the phone. 

“No.” Oz was adamant and Giles reluctantly put the 
phone down. “Got any aspirin?” Oz asked and 
Xander was relieved to see of hint of his usual dead-
pan humor return. 

“Yes, I should have that at least. Why are you so 
concerned about going to hospital?” Giles pressed. 



“Giles, this thing has set up shop in a cave. He had a 
couple of computers going and it looked like he was 
tapped into just about every system in town. Oz’s 
right, he can’t risk there being records of Daniel 
Osborn checking into the hospital with exactly the 
injuries you’d get from being slammed into a wall 
by a monster. If that thing goes looking for him…” 
Xander looked bleakly at Giles and let the silence 
speak for itself. 

“Well, then. Tea and aspirin it is,” Giles said, moving 
briskly to the kitchen. 

Xander followed him and opened the freezer. “How 
are you fixed for ice packs?” They’d have to figure 
out something to do about Oz’s arm, which he 
suspected was broken. Maybe drive to Los Angeles 
and go to a hospital there? 
 
The kettle was whistling and Oz was settled on the 
couch with an ice pack to the enormous bruise on 
his face, having swallowed several aspirin. He’d 
moved stiffly the few steps to the couch, obviously 
in a lot of pain, although he hadn’t said anything, 
and was lying with his eyes closed, lines of pain 



darkening his face. He needed to see a doctor, 
Xander thought worriedly, just the door swung 
open. 

“Buffy?” Giles said, sounding surprised. 

Xander looked up from fixing a second ice pack and 
saw Buffy at the door, one arm around Riley as she 
steered him inside. He swore sharply and dropped 
the ice on the counter, practically running out of the 
tiny kitchen to block them before they got more 
than three steps inside. 

“What the hell is he doing here?” he demanded. 

“Xander, get out of the way. I’ll explain.” 

“This isn’t a good time,” he hissed, hoping she 
would get the message. Damn Buffy anyway, she 
knew Oz was supposed to be here and still, she’d 
brought the one guy they had all agreed shouldn’t 
associate the three of them together. 

“Sorry, Oz,” Buffy said, looking over Xander’s 
shoulder at Oz, who’d sat up enough to see over the 
edge of the couch. And be seen. “I didn’t have a 
choice. Riley’s sick.” 



“And you bring him here?” Xander asked harshly. 
This was not the time to be mother-henning the 
enemy. 

“I didn’t have a choice.” 

“Of course you did.” 

“Xander, it’s ok,” Oz said. “Calm down.” 

Realizing he was making things worse by being so 
obvious about not wanting Riley here, Xander 
backed down and tried to cover. “Fine. But Oz got 
hurt playing basketball and we’ve got enough 
problems without giving him Riley’s flu or 
whatever.” 

As uncharitable as he was feeling towards all of the 
soldiers right now, Xander had to admit that Riley 
looked really ill. He was flushed and sweating, his 
hands shaking uncontrollably and he looked 
unsteady on his feet. He was resisting Buffy’s efforts 
to get him to sit down though, looking suspiciously 
from one to another of them with blood shot, red-
rimmed eyes. 



“I don’t know why she brought me here,” he 
complained, trying to pull out of Buffy’s grip and 
ending up having to cling to her to keep from 
stumbling when she refused to release her grip on 
his arm. “I should be with my friends.” 

“Riley, I told you, you can’t trust them. They’ve 
been drugging you.” 
 
“They wouldn’t do that,” Riley said stubbornly. It 
sounded like they had been arguing about this for 
awhile. 

“It’s true.” Oz sat a little straighter, wincing as he 
did and Riley stared at him suspiciously. 

“How would you know?” he began, then said: “Wait 
- I know you. You’re the guy that was hanging 
around our House the other day.” He looked 
accusingly at Buffy. “You’re sending people to spy 
on us now?” 

“No, Riley…” 

Riley cut her off. “Who’s side are you on? You said 
you kill demons but every time I see you you’re with 



them. First the vampire, then that bar, and now - 
what? Who are these guys.” 

And suddenly Xander was staring down the barrel 
of a gun. Riley had pulled his weapon with 
surprising speed and was pointing it in Xander’s 
face with one shaking hand. “Are you people even 
human?” 

“Riley, don’t.” Buffy’s voice was somehow both 
soothing and commanding. “Xander’s human, I 
promise. Put the gun down.” 

With slow, easy movements, Xander put both hands 
up in a surrender gesture. “Riley, we’re not a threat. 
Everyone’s human here.” 

For a long, tense moment no one moved, no one 
even seemed to breathe. Xander sure wasn’t. He’d 
never had a gun pulled on him before and it was 
scaring the crap out of him, especially a gun in the 
shaking hands of someone who looked like they 
were on the verge of losing it entirely. He could see 
Buffy’s muscles tense, judging her moment and was 
worried that if she knocked the gun away, Riley 



would end up shooting Giles instead. Or all of them. 
Buffy was fast but not bullet fast. 

Riley spun away suddenly and slammed his hands 
down on the dining room table and Xander 
breathed again for the first time in what felt like 
hours. He leaned against the back of the couch, his 
legs trembling and unable to hold him up. Buffy had 
her arm around Riley and was speaking softly, 
reassuringly in his ear. Screw comforting him, 
Xander thought. Get the damn gun away from him. 

“Riley, you’re sick. You’re not thinking straight.” 

Giles cleared his throat. “Buffy’s quite right,” he said 
in his most reassuring British tones, “I’m afraid you 
do look rather ill.” Moving slowly and calmly, 
keeping within Riley’s line of sight at all times, he 
approached the two of them, his eyes mild behind 
his glasses, librarian personality front and center. “I 
have a spare room upstairs, if you would like to lie 
down for a few minutes.” 

“Come on, Riley. Let’s get you to bed.” 



His body racked with tremors, Riley straightened 
slowly, moving like an old man. Xander’s lips 
tightened as Riley automatically re-holstered his 
weapon but he didn’t say anything to break the 
fragile spell that Buffy and Giles had created 
between them. With Buffy gently urging, they 
mounted the steps to the second floor together, 
Buffy’s arm around Riley’s waist as she supported 
his shaky steps. 

Just before they were lost to sight around the 
corner, she looked back and mouthed: “Wait for 
me” at them. 

Xander wasn’t the only one who breathed out a 
silent sigh of relief as the two of them disappeared 
into the guest bedroom.  

 

Part Twenty-Eight 

The tension in the room faded at the sound of the 
bedroom door closing behind Buffy and Riley Finn. 
Oz slowly lowered himself back down on the couch 
with a stifled groan and Xander went into the 



kitchen to pick up the ice tray he had dropped on 
the counter when Buffy had walked in. He finished 
dumping the ice cubes into a plastic bag and carried 
the bag and a dishtowel back into the living room. 

Oz’s arm was swollen and hot to the touch. Bruises 
were rapidly darkening along his jaw and forehead, 
spreading beyond the coverage of the icepack Oz 
had been holding pressed against his cheek with his 
good arm. As gently as he could, Xander spread the 
dishtowel over Oz’s arm and did his best to 
distribute the ice cubes along the length of the 
swelling. Oz breathed in sharply, his face going 
white, but made no sound. 

“Hang on, Oz. I’ve got an idea,” Xander told him. 

He picked up the phone and dialed a familiar 
number, waiting impatiently as the phone rang on 
the other end. 

“Mrs. Olsen? It’s Xander. We’ve got a problem. Do 
you guys know a doctor who can handle Hellmouthy 
things unofficially?” 



He breathed a sigh of relief as Mrs. Olsen assured 
him that there was a doctor the demon community 
had relied on for years. 

“Umm, is it someone who can pass?” he asked. “We 
have kind of a situation here.” 

He gave her a quick, bullet point summary: an 
injured werewolf who needed medical attention 
and an Initiative soldier on the premises, one 
probably going through drug withdrawals. As 
always, he was amazed by her calmness as she 
listened to his explanation without interruptions or 
comments. Mrs. Olsen was just as unflappable and 
practical as her husband and Xander was just 
grateful to have both of them on their side. 

“Thanks, Mrs. Olsen. I owe you one.” 

He hung up the phone and met Giles’ inquiring look. 
“She’s sending someone over. She says there’s a 
doctor in town they’ve been using for years to treat 
demons who can’t go to the hospital. The good 
news is, he’s human.” He gestured toward the stairs 
in silent reminder of their in-house problem in olive 
drab. 



“Well done, Xander,” Giles said quietly. “Frankly, I 
really don’t feel capable of setting a broken arm.” 

“You and me both,” Xander agreed wholeheartedly. 

“While we’re waiting, why don’t you fill me in on 
what happened?” 

Xander went back into the living room and sat down 
on the coffee table next to Oz. Oz’s eyes were 
closed but from the pinched look to his face, he was 
still conscious and hurting. Keeping his voice low, 
Xander described the setup in the caves and the 
Frankenstein monster they’d found. He found he 
was clenching his fists to keep them from shaking as 
he did his best to describe the monster seemingly 
pieced together from bits and pieces of demon, 
man and machine. 

Giles looked deeply troubled as he finished. “I 
suspect you are correct in saying that the creature is 
the ‘314’ that Ethan warned us about. Most likely, it 
is also what the soldiers have been searching for so 
actively these last few days.” 



“Which means the soldiers have probably known 
about that thing this whole time,” Xander said 
bitterly, remembering Riley’s vehement protests 
that the Initiative was just trying to do good. Funny, 
how he hadn’t mentioned they were playing Dr. 
Frankenstein in their spare time. 

“It’s strong, Giles. It tossed Oz thirty feet without 
breaking a sweat.” He looked down at Oz, lying so 
still and battered on the worn couch. “It’s my fault 
he’s hurt. I talked him into following that thing into 
the caves.” 

“My fault.” For a moment, Xander thought he’d 
imagined the soft disagreement, then Oz turned his 
head just enough to meet Xander’s eyes. “I lost 
control. Shouldn’t have attacked it.” 

“Might I suggest that we place the blame where it 
belongs - on the creature that attacked you?” Giles 
suggested tartly. 

“Works for me.” Oz closed his eyes again and 
Xander looked at the clock, willing the hands to 
move faster. 



“The doctor should be here soon, Oz.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Dr. Bradley was tall and heavy-set, with graying hair 
and a neatly trimmed beard. He introduced himself 
and shook hands with Giles and Xander. Maybe it 
was just relief that help had arrived, but Xander 
couldn’t help thinking he projected an air of 
competence that boded well. Not that he’d thought 
that Mrs. Olsen would send an incompetent idiot or 
anything but still, it was nice to know the guy didn’t 
come across as a quack. 

Xander was vaguely disappointed that Dr. Bradley 
wasn’t carrying one of those little doctor bags that 
doctors who show up at the door on tv always 
seemed to have. Instead, he had an ordinary 
suitcase that he pulled into the apartment behind 
him, the wheels sounding loudly on the tile floor. 

“This way, Doctor,” Giles said, leading him toward 
the couch. “We suspect a broken arm, but hopefully 
that is the worst of the damage.” 



“How old is he?” Dr. Bradley asked, setting the 
suitcase flat on the floor and unzipping it to reveal a 
wide variety of medical equipment. 

“Twenty-one,” Xander answered, exchanging a 
puzzled look with Giles, wondering why that had 
been the doctor’s first question. 

“Sorry, I should have been clearer. How long has he 
been a werewolf?” 

“Oh. Uh, a little over two years.” 

Dr. Bradley looked up sharply. “Then why didn’t you 
take him to a hospital? Even a two-year old wolf 
shouldn’t have problems with shifting during 
medical treatment.” 

“He’s afraid of being found by the thing that hurt 
him,” Xander explained briefly. 

Dr. Bradley accepted that without comment, 
continuing to examine Oz as Xander and Giles 
hovered somewhat uselessly in the background, 
Xander answering the doctor’s questions about how 
Oz was hurt. After a few minutes, the doctor looked 
up from his patient. 



“The arm is broken but it’s just a simple fracture 
and I can set it here. Three of his ribs are cracked 
but there isn’t any displacement and, so long as he 
is careful, they should heal without any difficulty. 
It’s likely he has a concussion and someone will 
need to monitor him for the next twenty-four 
hours. The rest is essentially just extensive bruising. 
It’s painful but not life-threatening. I’d be happier 
with x-rays and a CAT scan but I’ve gotten used to 
doing without.” He smiled reassuringly at Oz, who 
had opened his eyes to hear the verdict. “You are by 
far not my first patient with concerns about going 
to the hospital. I’m afraid you are going to be quite 
stiff and sore for the next few days, but as you 
know, you will heal more quickly than a human.” 

With unhurried competence, he set Oz’s broken 
arm and put a light-weight removable cast over the 
bandages, telling Oz it would have to be adjusted as 
the swelling went down. He advised ice, rest, and 
for Oz to stay off his feet, and handed Oz a bottle of 
pain pills. 



“Now,” he said, standing up and stretching to ease 
the crick in his back. “I believe there is a second 
patient?” 

“That’s… tricky,” Xander said. 

Dr. Bradley simply waited, his eyebrows raised 
interrogatively. 

“Doctor, the young man in question is a soldier in 
the Initiative - are you familiar with them?” 

The doctor nodded, his expression unreadable. 
“Yes.” 

“While it is possible he is simply ill, we believe the 
soldiers have been drugged and we are concerned 
that Riley is going through some sort of withdrawal. 
He was acting quite paranoid and hostile when he 
arrived.” 

“It might not be safe,” Xander said bluntly. “He was 
accusing us all of being demons and waving a gun 
around.” 

Dr. Bradley just nodded again. “I will keep that in 
mind. Where is he?” 



Xander stayed downstairs with Oz while Giles took 
the doctor up to see Riley. Helping Oz swallow two 
of the pills, Xander wondered if it would be better 
to move Oz. If Riley flipped out again or called his 
buddies to come get him, Oz needed to be 
elsewhere. On the other hand, Oz looked like he 
was already three-quarters asleep and the doctor 
had said not to move him. Given the lack of 
shouting and furniture breaking upstairs, he 
decided to wait and see for now. 

Not long after, Giles and Dr. Bradley came back 
down the stairs, talking quietly. 

“Until I get a blood test done, I can’t say for sure, 
but he does appear to be suffering from classic 
withdrawal symptoms. Until we know what drugs 
are in his system, I’m afraid the safest thing is to 
continue giving him nothing but water or juice in 
hopes of flushing his system. Once I’m sure it won’t 
do any harm, I may be able to give him a sedative, if 
he still needs one.” 



Dr. Bradley headed for the door and Giles hastily 
wrote his number down. “Please call if you learn 
anything from the blood tests.” 

Dr. Bradley took the number and handed Giles a 
business card. “I will. And call me anytime if either 
of them takes a turn for the worse.” 

He collected his suitcase, shook hands, reminded 
them to wake Oz every 4 hours to check that he 
wasn’t experiencing any increased symptoms, and 
left before Xander could find words to thank him. 

“How did it go with Riley?” 

“Surprisingly well. The blood sample was the only 
tricky part and Dr. Bradley managed to convince 
Riley it was necessary with a minimum of fuss. I 
expect it helped that Riley is feeling sick enough 
that seeing a doctor made sense to him.” Giles 
rubbed at his eyes tiredly. “We should perhaps 
move Oz to my bedroom,” he suggested. “I can tell 
you from personal experience that the couch is not 
the most comfortable place to spend the night.” 

“What about Riley?” 



“He’s sleeping.” Buffy came down the stairs, looking 
as tired as they all felt. 

“What exactly are we supposed to do with him 
now?” Xander asked, his anger rising again at 
Buffy’s idiocy in bringing him here. “Spike’s going to 
be here shortly and do you remember the plan to 
keep Oz off his radar?” 

“I didn’t have a choice.” 

“Of course you did.” 

“You don’t understand…” Buffy began heatedly, 
then looked in Oz’s direction, somewhat guiltily. 

Xander reined in his own anger, realizing a loud 
argument wouldn’t help Oz. “Sorry,” he muttered. 
“Let’s get Oz into the bedroom first.” 

Buffy and Xander were able to move Oz without 
waking him, Giles hurrying into his bedroom ahead 
of them to hastily clear off the bed and yank the 
covers on straight. Between them, they got Oz 
settled on the bed and they returned to the living 
room, collapsing into chairs and onto the couch. 



“I went to Willy’s bar to see if he’d heard anything 
about the thing that killed that boy,” Buffy told 
them. “Riley came in while I was there. He was 
acting half-crazy: accusing me of socializing with 
demons and Willy of harboring them, threatening to 
take Willy back to the lab to find out what kind of 
demon he was.” 

“And that made you think it was a good idea to 
bring him here?” Xander asked in disbelief. 

“What was I supposed to do?“ Buffy flared back at 
him. “Call his friends and let them pump more drugs 
in him? You saw how sick he is, Xander. It’s the 
drugs making him act this way.” 

“It doesn’t make him any less dangerous,” Xander 
pointed out, but with a little less heat. He really 
didn’t like the thought of the Initiative hauling off 
demon-sympathizers just because they could. He 
thought Buffy was giving Riley too much credit, but 
he had to admit it probably wasn’t fair to hold 
things said under the influence against someone. He 
just wished he was a bit more convinced that Riley 
wouldn’t say the same thing sober. 



“He’s better now,” she offered quietly. “He was 
rambling on upstairs about not knowing who the 
good guys were anymore, saying maybe he was a 
bad guy.” She looked at both of them and Xander 
saw the shock and mixed emotions in her eyes. 
“Maggie Walsh is dead.” 

“What? When did that happen?” 

“Three days ago,” Buffy said. She looked away for a 
moment and Xander was reminded that Professor 
Walsh was - had been - Buffy’s Psych professor and 
Buffy had practically had a crush on her she 
admired her so much. Despite what they suspected 
about Walsh’s activities, learning that she was dead 
had obviously been a blow. Buffy shook her head 
impatiently and continued: “That’s why the 
Initiative has been out in force these last few days. 
Apparently something got loose and killed her - 
probably the polgara demon that killed the little kid 
yesterday. The soldiers have been hunting for it 
since they found her body in the labs.” 

“It’s not the polgara,” Xander said slowly, 
wondering what it meant that the lead scientist in 



the Initiative had been killed. “It’s something else 
entirely.” 

“If Maggie Walsh is dead, and Riley, at least, is 
clearly not receiving the drugs anymore, then it 
would seem likely the soldiers do not know they are 
being drugged.” Giles was frowning at the ceiling, 
thinking out loud. “If they are hunting for an 
unknown demon, then perhaps they don’t know 
about the creature you found.” Giles slipped his 
glasses back on, his eyes becoming sharp and 
focused once more. “It would appear there are 
secrets within secrets inside the Initiative.” A slight, 
self-mocking smile crossed his lips as he looked at 
Xander. “Spike once pointed out to me that people 
belonging to a secret society always believe they 
are privy to all the secrets of that group. I believe 
the soldiers may in fact be ignorant of what Maggie 
Walsh was doing.” 

“No.” Xander’s head snapped around at the sound 
of Riley’s hoarse voice at the top of the stairs and 
they all shot to their feet, Xander desperately 
hoping Buffy had remembered to throw Riley’s gun 
out the window. He really wasn’t up for another 



round of stare down the barrel. “You’re making her 
sound like some kind of psychopath. She wasn’t like 
that! She was a brilliant woman, a scientist.” 

“From everything I’ve heard, she was an extremely 
intelligent woman,” Giles said soothingly. 
“Unfortunately, it’s not uncommon for scientists to 
get caught up in their work….” 

“All she was doing was trying to help people . . . You 
admired her! This is the way you want them to 
remember her?!” he said accusingly to Buffy. 

“Riley…” 

Gun or no gun, it was time for Riley to have a reality 
check. Overriding Buffy’s attempts to calm Riley 
down, Xander said harshly: “Stand down, soldier.” 
He bit back a grin, silently blessing the drill 
sergeants of afternoon television as Riley snapped 
his mouth shut, unconsciously straightening to 
attention before he shot Xander a glare as he 
became aware of his automatic response. 

“Riley. I’m sorry, I know Professor Walsh was 
important to you. But we can prove she was 



drugging you and your friends,” Xander told him 
flatly, hoping it was true and the drug test would 
come up positive. “I don’t know if she was under 
orders or what, but if you will listen to us for just 
one minute, we can prove what we’re saying.” 

The silence stretched out for a long, tense minute 
before Riley nodded curtly. “Fine. I’ll hear you out.”  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
To give Riley credit, he did listen. Not with a 
particularly open mind, but he heard them out 
without interrupting as they told him what they 
knew, guessed, and had pieced together about the 
Initiative, Maggie Walsh, and the Frankenstein 
monster in the caves. 

Buffy was as shocked as Riley to learn about the 
thing in the caves and Xander realized belatedly 
that he hadn’t actually told her about it yet. Under 
other circumstances, he might have pointed out 
that that’s what happened when you dragged the 
enemy into a status conference but it turned out 



that her obvious surprise at hearing about the 
monster helped convince Riley that they weren’t all 
conspiring against him. Buffy just wasn’t that good 
an actress and Riley obviously knew her well 
enough to know that. The suspicion and hostility 
he’d been radiating cranked down a few notches 
and Riley actually uncrossed his arms and looked 
like he was finally really listening to what they were 
saying. 

“The thing in the caves isn’t natural,” Xander 
summed up. “Something - someone - created it.” 

“And you just assume Professor Walsh was playing 
Dr. Frankenstein, creating monsters in her secret 
laboratory?” 

Ok, maybe he’d overestimated the lowering of the 
hostility levels. 

“How do you know it isn’t just some demon you’ve 
never seen before?” Riley challenged. “Demons 
aren’t natural. Some of the things I’ve seen…” 



“Don’t flatter yourself, mate. Demons are more 
natural than humans - we’ve sure been here for a 
hell of a lot longer than you lot.” 

Xander cursed himself silently for losing track of the 
time. He turned with the others, seeing Spike 
leaning casually against the doorjamb, arms folded, 
wearing his usual tight black t-shirt and black jeans, 
looking predatory and dangerous and unbelievably 
sexy. Although outwardly he seemed completely at 
ease, Xander could tell Spike was tense and wary 
and practically vibrating with suppressed anger. 

Great. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Well, well, the gang’s all here.” Spike smirked, 
sauntering inside, pleased at having caught both the 
Slayer and her toy soldier off guard. 

He’d been standing at the door long enough to 
overhear Xander’s description of what he and the 
wolf had found in the caves in the hills. The only 



thing that had kept him from exploding was the fact 
that Xander was obviously unhurt but they were 
going to talk about this as soon as they were alone. 
From what he’d overheard, Xander hadn’t been 
satisfied with staying at the nice, safe crime scene. 
Instead, he’d followed the bloody werewolf into the 
woods without bothering to tell anyone what they 
were up to or even taking the time to pick up a 
weapon. 

Eavesdropping in the open doorway, Spike had 
barely been able to control his anger at both the 
wolf and himself - he hadn’t thought about the fact 
that the wolf’s sense of smell would let him track 
what they found at the murder scene. Of course, 
Spike had assumed it was a human that had done 
the killing. Most demons didn’t artistically mutilate 
corpses unless it was part of some ritual and this 
clearly hadn’t been - demons doing a ritual sacrifice 
generally didn’t dump the body by the side of the 
road for humans to stumble over once they were 
done. No, he’d assumed it was a human doing the 
killing and, as a result, he’d let Xander walk 



unprotected into a situation in which he could have 
been killed. 

They were definitely going to have a talk about that. 

“So, you think something put together out of bits 
and pieces is just a new type of demon, eh?” he 
asked. “Just how thick are you? Demons got better 
things to do than play in laboratories. Your 
Professor Walsh, on the other hand, that sounds 
right up her alley.” 

“She wasn’t like that,” the soldier insisted, jaw set 
stubbornly. 

Spike watched how slowly he moved as he rose to 
his feet, gripping the back of his chair to keep from 
swaying, his face going pasty white under the flush 
of fever and knew the soldier wasn’t a threat. His 
holster was empty and right now, soldier boy wasn’t 
fit to go two rounds with a kitten. Spike could take 
him out with one punch, assuming the Slayer didn’t 
stop him. Which was good, he thought bitterly, 
since that was all he would get before the chip 
incapacitated him. 



“You really going to try and tell me that your little 
group doesn’t do the mad scientist bit?” he asked 
incredulously. 

“That’s different.” 

“How?” Xander demanded. “How is what you 
people did to Spike different from creating that 
thing in the caves?” 

“He’s a vampire,” Riley answered, as if that 
answered everything. For him, it probably did. 

“Yeah, I’m a vampire. It’s you bloody lot that tried 
to turn me into something else.” 

“They made you incapable of hurting humans,” 
Riley shot back. “I don’t see you convincing me 
that’s a bad thing.” 

“Stop it, all of you,” the Slayer snapped loudly. 
“We’ve been over this before.” More quietly, she 
said: “Riley, sit down before you fall down. Spike, 
you’re not helping.” 

“Wasn’t trying to,” he pointed out. But he 
reluctantly gave in to Xander’s silent plea and 



crossed to join Xander, as far from the soldier as he 
could get and still be in the same room. He threw 
himself with seeming casualness into the chair 
Xander had been sitting in, not surprised when 
Xander immediately perched next to him on the 
arm. With an effort, Spike stopped himself from 
touching Xander, not wanting to display where his 
weakness lay more than he had to. If they were 
going to learn anything from the soldier, it would be 
now while Finn was weak and sick and off balance. 
He reeked of chemicals and grief, and a blind 
Fhiovar demon could see the man’s confusion and 
uncertainty. 

“Riley,” the Watcher had waited until the soldier sat 
down, now he stepped into the center of the group 
and everyone’s eyes turned to him. “You must 
admit that all the evidence points to the Initiative 
not being quite what it seems. I’ve heard rumors 
that secretly they’re working towards some darker 
purpose. Something that might harm us all.” 

“No, that’s not what we’re about.” Spike smirked at 
the automatic denial, thinking the soldier sounded 



like he was fighting a rear guard action and one he 
was losing. 

“Then what is 314?” Xander asked. 

“I don’t know.” More’s the pity, that one sounded 
like the truth. 

“Riley, think about it for a minute. They told you 
some unknown demon had escaped and killed 
Professor Walsh.” Oh, bloody hell, the Slayer was 
holding her soldier boy’s hand, giving him wide-
eyed concerned looks as she tried to reason with 
him. She really had gone soft over the git. “They 
couldn’t describe what killed her, or give you any 
idea how it got out of the lab. Does that sound right 
to you? Don’t they have security cameras? Doesn’t 
she have lab assistants? How could something have 
killed her without anyone seeing it, or having it on 
film?” 

Good point, Spike thought grudgingly. “Certainly 
had cameras everywhere I turned when you had me 
down in your little shop of horrors.” 



Finn looked slightly rattled by that argument and 
didn’t answer. 

“Riley, most demons have a fairly medieval level of 
technology. They aren’t interested in computers or 
sophisticated machines. Xander said he found the 
creature in a makeshift office, with a sophisticated 
computer system set up.” Giles shook his head. “I 
can’t even begin to tell you how unusual that is for 
a demon.” 

Spike rolled his eyes. Lots of demons used 
computers and kept up with modern technology. 
They were just the boring ones who didn’t cross the 
Watchers’ radar. They were going to be here all 
night at this rate. He was beginning to think this 
overgrown farm boy was too bloody stupid to be of 
any use to them. “Look, you unbelievable twit, 
Xander said the thing was grafted together from 
bits of human, demon and machine,” he glanced up 
at Xander. “Right?” 

“Right.” 

Shifting his gaze back to Finn, Spike continued: 
“Demons don’t want human parts. We don’t need 



‘em. We’re stronger, faster, and frequently smarter 
than humans. Why would we want to muck about 
adding human qualities? Not like you lot got much 
to offer.” 

“Gee, thanks,” Xander muttered and Spike grinned 
up at him unrepentantly. 

“Despite Spike’s lack of tact,” the Watcher said with 
a sigh. “He is essentially correct - although not 
about demon superiority, of course. You must know 
that something with machine parts grafted onto its 
body can’t possibly be born that way. Someone 
must have manufactured it. Do you honestly believe 
there is another sophisticated laboratory capable of 
creating something like that in a town this size? Or 
anywhere else for that matter? You must recognize 
that the only possible place that creature could 
have come from is the Initiative.” 

“Which means the Initiative created it.” Xander said 
when Finn’s shoulders slumped and he looked 
unwillingly convinced. “In that case, don’t you think 
you owe it to the people of this town to help stop 
it?” 



A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the Episode 
‘Goodbye Iowa’  

 
 

Part Twenty-Nine 

Riley had appeared reluctantly convinced by their 
arguments and had agreed to ask questions inside 
the Initiative, both about Maggie Walsh’s death and 
about 314. With one of the Initiative’s own asking, 
Xander was hopeful they might actually learn 
something useful about what really going on. It had 
been a struggle, but he hadn’t demanded that Riley 
produce the Initiative files on Spike and the chip. He 
didn’t think Riley was ready for that step yet but 
Xander thought Riley might get there, once he’d 
proven to his own satisfaction that the people he 
worked with had been concealing information from 
the soldiers on the team. 

Buffy put a stop to the conversation at that point, 
insisting that Riley go back to bed before he passed 
out. By then, Xander felt a lot better about Riley 
and Oz remaining under the same roof even if only 



because Giles promised quietly, as soon as Buffy 
had helped Riley back up the stairs and out of 
earshot, to make sure to keep an eye on both of 
them. 

Buffy asked them to wait for her and Xander used 
the time to fill Spike in on what he’d missed: Riley’s 
breakdown at Willy’s bar and the details of what he 
and Oz had found in the caves. Hoping Giles and 
Buffy would have enough sense not to mention it 
themselves, he left out the part where Riley had 
pointed a gun at him, knowing Spike would tear 
Riley apart for that, chip or no chip, at destructive 
cost to both himself and their tentative alliance 
with Riley. 

“Spike, you up for a monster hunt?” Buffy asked, 
reappearing at the top of the stairs. 

“Thought you’d never ask,” Spike drawled, getting 
to his feet. 

“What?” Xander demanded in disbelief. “No.” 

“Xander, it’ll be fine.” 



The amused condensation in her voice infuriated 
him. “Like hell it will. Weren’t you listening when I 
described that thing?” 

“Not to worry, pet. Just because it tossed your mate 
around like a nine pin doesn’t mean it can do the 
same with me, or even the Slayer,” Spike said 
complacently. “Both of us are a bit stronger than a 
werewolf.” 

Xander was going to kill them both. 

“I’m inclined to agree with Xander,” Giles 
interjected. “We’re dealing with a complete 
unknown.” 

“Dealing with somethin’ half human and half 
demon,” Spike pointed out, cutting Giles off. 
“Neither one is really a problem.” 

“Giles, we know where it is. We could lose it if we 
don’t go after it now.” Buffy was already 
rummaging around in Giles’ weapons chest and 
now she straightened, tossing an ax to Spike, who 
fielded it easily, and taking a second one for herself. 
“I am not letting that thing kill another little kid.” 



There was nothing but grim determination and 
bitter regret in her eyes. She was taking the boy’s 
death personally, blaming herself because a demon 
had killed him. As a result, she wasn’t thinking 
clearly, acting on emotion and her thirst for 
revenge. 

“Buffy, will you excuse me and Spike for a couple of 
minutes?” Xander asked tightly. Not giving anyone 
time to object, he snatched the ax out of Spike’s 
hand and set it down on the table, hauling Spike out 
the door after him, hoping Giles would take the 
opportunity to talk some sense into Buffy while he 
tried to do the same with Spike. 

He didn’t stop in the little sunken courtyard outside 
Giles’ door. He had a feeling this conversation was 
going to involve some yelling, so he kept walking, 
marching up the stairs and across the street, where 
he turned and confronted Spike, folding his arms 
over his chest and glaring at his lover. 

“You can’t go after that thing without more than 
just the two of you,” he said flatly. “and don’t give 
me that crap about being able to take it because it’s 



half human. That thing isn’t more than about 
twenty percent human. The rest is demon and 
machine parts. No way are the human bits in 
control of that thing. It’s some kind of reanimated 
corpse and I for one would like to know what the 
hell is keeping that thing alive before we try and 
fight it.” 

“Reanimated corpses aren’t exactly something new, 
luv. I’m one. So are zombies and they’re barely 
worth fighting.” 

“Yeah, but your demon is providing the power that 
has you up and walking around. There’s no way that 
bits and pieces of demons sewn onto a human 
corpse are keeping that thing going. Maybe it’s 
magic, like zombies but what if it isn’t? I seriously 
doubt that thing is running on two AA batteries. We 
have no idea what’s powering it or why it’s even 
alive. Don’t you think we need some answers 
before you guys go off and try and kick its ass?” 

Spike glared right back at him, his voice a low, 
dangerous purr. “Seems to me someone isn’t 
following his own advice.” 



“What?” Spike’s accusation threw Xander off track. 
“What are you talking about?” 
 
“Talking about you following that thing into the 
middle of nowhere without weapons or backup,” 
Spike growled angrily. 

“Don’t you dare start with me over that, Spike. I am 
not listening to a lecture from you when you're on 
your way out the door to do the exact same thing 
you’re mad at me about.” Spike began to say 
something and Xander practically snarled as he cut 
Spike off. “You even think about saying it’s different 
for you, and I swear to god I am walking away and 
not coming back.” 

Spike snapped his mouth shut so quickly it was 
obvious that that had been exactly what he’d been 
about to say, even as he closed the distance 
between them and grabbed Xander by the 
shoulders, gripping so tightly he was just shy of 
hurting Xander. “You’re not going anywhere,” he 
snarled. 



Even in game face, his eyes were stricken and 
Xander felt a wave of shame that almost drowned 
out his anger. Spike would rather be dunked in holy 
water than have Xander leave him and Xander knew 
it. He’d been lashing out, angry that Spike wasn’t 
listening to him, pushing Spike’s buttons, and now 
Spike was on the verge of losing control because of 
words spoken in haste and anger. He wouldn’t leave 
Spike, never - not for longer than it took to calm 
down. Spike had to know it was an empty threat but 
the words had hurt him more than Xander had ever 
intended and he regretted saying them. 

He forced himself to relax, unclenching his fists and 
taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.” 

Spike wasn’t even slightly mollified, his grip didn’t 
slacken in the least. “You’re mine, Xander. My 
Claimed. It’s my responsibility to protect you.” 

“I understand that, Spike. I know you want to 
protect me, I know how important it is to you but 
you can’t wrap me in cotton wool and keep me safe 
from everything. We live on the Hellmouth, things 



are going to happen. Sometimes you just have to 
trust me to do what I think is necessary.” 

“I trust you, Xander.” 

“Then stop treating me like I’m helpless! You have 
to let me protect you, let me watch your back, as 
much as I trust you to watch mine. If you’re going 
after this thing, then I’m going with you.” 

“No!” 

“Why not? If you and Buffy can take it down with no 
problem, then there’s no reason for me to stay 
behind.” 

Spike glared in yellow-eyed outrage at having his 
own words thrown back at him. Xander stared 
adamantly at his lover, not willing to back down. 
They either did this together or neither one of them 
went. 

After a long moment, Spike relaxed his grip on 
Xander’s shoulders and pulled him in for a hug, 
clinging to him fiercely. “Couldn’t bear to lose you, 
Xander,” he said, his voice muffled in Xander’s hair 
as he buried his face in the crook of Xander’s neck. 



“You can’t have it both ways, Spike,” he said softly 
into Spike’s ear, his own arms coming up to hold 
Spike close. “Either this thing is too dangerous for 
any of us, or I’m going with you.” 

He counted it a victory when Spike didn’t 
immediately refuse, although he could feel Spike’s 
body tense and knew Spike was struggling against 
his own instincts. Xander pulled back just enough 
that he could see Spike’s eyes, seeing the conflict in 
them. He put his hands on Spike’s face and met the 
yellow eyes squarely. 

“I love you, Spike. You make me happier than I have 
ever been in my entire life but you can’t always 
protect me, no matter how much you want to.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
As the trail got steeper and they got close to their 
destination, Xander finally figured out who was to 
blame for this situation. 

Hollywood. 



If Hollywood had, even once in its entire history, 
been able to make a scary Frankenstein, they 
wouldn’t be in this fix now. 

It was a lot more comforting than the thought he’d 
started out with, which was that this was his fault. 
Somehow, he’d been unable to convey the 
overwhelming sense of menace he’d gotten from 
the Initiative’s version of Frankenstein’s monster. 
The thing should have been a joke - a side-show 
monster as bad as any every dreamed up by 
Hollywood. Between the randomly grafted bits of 
shiny metal, the mismatched arms - one green and 
one almost flesh-colored, just enough off to be clear 
that it wasn’t human flesh even if the bulky but 
slightly odd distribution of the muscles hadn’t 
already given it away, but instead it had been 
terrifying. Xander couldn’t remember ever seeing a 
demon that had frightened him more and it was 
seriously ticking him off that Buffy and Spike 
weren’t taking him at his word about the threat 
level. 

Of course, Giles hadn’t done any better than Xander 
at convincing Buffy to wait for more information 



about the thing’s capabilities. Buffy was on a 
mission: she wanted to kill the creature responsible 
for the little boy’s death. Between Slayer arrogance 
and her burning need to avenge the mutilated child, 
Buffy wasn’t listening to reason. Spike was more 
difficult to figure. He wasn’t much affected by the 
child’s death - Xander knew that the death of most 
humans didn’t mean much to Spike, Spike hated to 
see Xander upset but it was strictly for Xander’s 
sake. He suspected that Spike just needed to kill 
something. The vampire was still upset and angry 
after their confrontation and the thing that had 
endangered Xander was the closest target. He 
wouldn’t take his anger out on Xander and he 
couldn’t take it out on Oz - not with Oz unconscious 
and injured and being Xander’s friend. Which pretty 
much left the monster in the caves for working off 
his unresolved issues with a spot of heavy duty 
violence. Which officially made this a sucky time for 
them to have gotten into a fight. 

Admittedly, Buffy and Spike hadn’t completely 
disregarded his warnings, it was just that they were 
overly confident the thing wasn’t a match for them. 



Xander was clinging to the hope that he was being 
over-cautious and this wasn’t going to end in 
disaster. Giles had been overruled when he planned 
to accompany them, and had reluctantly agreed to 
remain behind to keep an eye on Oz and Riley. 
Xander had simply picked an ax out of the weapons 
chest and, ignoring Buffy’s arguments and Spike’s 
disapproval, had led the way out of the apartment. 

Reaching the entrance to the caves, Spike pushed in 
front of him, giving him a look that brooked no 
argument as he and Buffy entered the cave first, 
moving quietly and cautiously into the dimly lit 
interior, Xander treading close on their heels. 

“How far in?” Buffy asked quietly. 

“Maybe a dozen rooms,” Xander answered, equally 
quietly, gesturing in the direction he and Oz had 
gone. 

Maybe the thing had privacy issues, disliking having 
people enter his lair without knocking, maybe it was 
just out for a stroll, but they had barely left the 
connecting tunnel into the fourth cave when Buffy 
came to an abrupt halt. 



Buffy and Spike hadn’t exactly been talkative as 
they were journeying through the caves but the 
dead silence now as they both, more or less 
obviously, gaped at the Initiative’s monster made 
Xander think he was so going to say ‘I told you so’ - 
if they survived this. Because now, seeing the thing 
again, Xander was as struck dumb as both of the 
other two. You’d think he’d have an advantage, him 
on his second viewing and all. 

The thing faced them calmly from across the cave 
and Xander got the impression it was cataloging 
them in some way. Filing them away for future 
reference. And wasn’t that a lovely thought. 

“You returned. Interesting.” 

That same eerily calm voice, simply noting the fact 
that it recognized Xander. 

“He brought friends,” Buffy said, hefting her ax with 
hands that gripped a little too hard. 

“Human. And vampire.” The mis-matched eyes 
returned to Xander for a moment. “You are human 
as well.” The eyes swung back to Spike, who was 



studying the creature intently and without the 
horrified disgust that neither Buffy nor Xander 
could hide. “Hostile 17, I believe.” 

Oh, that couldn’t be good. How much did this thing 
know about them? 

“I’ll show you hostile,” Spike snarled and launched 
himself in a blur of motion, Buffy a split second 
behind him. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He despised being called that. ‘Hostile 17’ was the 
Initiative’s prisoner, the helpless, chipped vampire. 
He was Spike, William the Bloody, Master of the 
Hellmouth, and he was going to take this thing’s 
measure. 

He leapt forward, peripherally aware of the Slayer a 
half step behind him and they moved in a 
coordinated attack, spreading apart slightly to take 
the thing from both sides. Xander was right, this 



thing was an abomination against demon and 
human and needed to be killed. 

He swung his ax in a low deadly arc, perfectly timed 
to strike the thing’s side just before Spike was on it. 
The Slayer had her own ax swinging, cutting 
through the air in a shining blur on the edge of his 
vision and Spike was already tasting victory when 
his ax was blocked, a thick forearm lashing out and 
meeting the wooden handle, stopping the ax 
seemingly effortlessly, as Spike was sent stumbling 
to the side, struggling to stay on his feet as his 
momentum was so abruptly knocked off kilter. He 
heard the clash of metal on metal and saw the 
Slayer’s ax blade had been blocked by the metal 
plate on the thing’s right forearm. 

In the half-second that followed, the creature 
snatched the ax from the Slayer’s grip and back-
handed her with it, flinging her across the cave with 
one sweep of its arm. Using its momentary 
distraction, Spike swung his weapon again, aiming 
for the thing’s unprotected back. The blow landed, 
hard enough to briefly stagger the creature, but 
Spike cursed as he saw the blade had been stopped 



by the ragged line of metal staples marching up the 
thing’s back like an enormous centipede. The two-
inch, heavy metal staples connected two different 
types of flesh, neither human, and the blade barely 
penetrated the tough scaly hide of either. 

In his surprise at the failure of his attack, Spike 
made the amateur mistake of stopping to assess the 
damage for a fraction of a second too long. The 
thing twisted sharply and Spike clung to the ax 
handle, his feet leaving the floor as the blade pulled 
free of flesh and he was flung to one side with 
contemptuous ease. He landed on his side and was 
back on his feet in a blink, the demon turning to 
look at him curiously. 

“It seems the files were wrong. You are able to hurt 
other living things. The chip would appear to not be 
functioning properly.” 

“Bugger the chip. No one controls me!” 

The Slayer was back on her feet, a thin trickle of 
blood running down from a cut above her eye 
attesting to just how hard she’d hit the wall. Slayers 
were almost as hard to mark as vampires. This thing 



was bloody strong and Spike had the uneasy feeling 
that Xander had been right and they should have 
waited before attacking it. The Slayer was disarmed, 
the creature now examining her ax with curious 
interest, and Spike saw that Xander had taken 
advantage of the thing’s back being turned and was 
charging across the cave, his own ax raised. 

“Xander, no!” 

He was fucking killing the Slayer for that, Spike 
thought viciously. Her yell did nothing but warn the 
thing that it was about to be attacked. He sprang 
toward the creature, determined not to let it hurt 
Xander, and saw with disbelief that Xander wasn’t 
attacking the monster. His boy was attacking the 
computers. 

What the hell? 

The thing met Spike’s blow with the Slayer’s ax, the 
two blades meeting and Spike’s blade shattered at 
the impact, splinters of metal spraying outward as 
the blade snapped in half, almost drowning out the 
sounds of smashing glass and plastic as Xander used 
his ax to destroy the computers, smashing the 



heavy weapon down on the putty colored boxes 
over and over again. 

As a distraction, it worked beautifully. Too well. The 
thing swung away from Spike and the Slayer at the 
sound, and made an annoyed sound, dropping the 
Slayer’s ax and striding across the room, even as 
Xander’s ax reduced the second computer to 
useless scraps. 

“Xander!” 

Xander spun around at Spike’s yell and threw 
himself to the side just as the creature swung its 
arm up, a familiar skewer appearing suddenly from 
its wrist. Running flat out, Spike was too late to stop 
what happened next and Xander screamed as the 
skewer caught him in the side, slicing along his 
flesh, missing the center of his body only because of 
his sideways momentum. The skewer was sliding 
back into the thing’s forearm as Spike slammed full 
tilt into the creature’s back. 

The creature lurched forward a single step and 
Spike was almost stunned by the impact. It had 
been like crashing at full speed into a solid wall. 



Spike snarled and grabbed one of the thick metal 
staples protruding from the thing’s mismatched 
flesh, yanking on it, trying to tear it free, willing to 
tear this thing apart, metal stitch by metal stitch if 
necessary. 

The u-shaped piece of metal was solidly lodged and 
didn’t come free. 

What the fuck was this thing made of? 

Riding the thing’s back, it was having trouble 
reaching him, but Spike couldn’t find a vulnerable 
spot and wasn’t doing any damage. The Slayer was 
there, kicking the thing, landing a solid punch in its 
mid-section, just where the jagged seams of flesh 
met together and the creature didn’t even flinch at 
the blow. It smacked her away like a human 
slapping at an annoying insect and Spike gave in to 
desperation, burying his fangs in the thing’s neck, 
nearly gagging on the chemical taste and stench as 
his fangs penetrated, even as the Slayer was sent 
flying across the cave to smash into the wall for the 
second time. 



The thing growled and reached up, grabbing at 
Spike’s head and shoulders and tearing him free, 
tossing him across the cave with effortless strength. 
Spike tucked his head in and tried to judge his 
landing but there wasn’t time. He slammed into the 
wall and slid down to the floor. Only his fear for 
Xander, lying motionless and unprotected on the 
floor, the smell of his blood strong in the room, got 
Spike up and moving, swaying drunkenly as he 
lurched back to his feet. 

The thing had turned to its computers, crossing to 
the makeshift table and surveying the damage as 
Spike limped quickly across the floor towards 
Xander. He bent down and pulled Xander up over 
his shoulder, something that should have been easy 
but wasn’t as Xander’s limp body rested heavily on 
Spike’s battered torso. 

The Slayer was stirring but Spike had no time for 
her. He needed to get Xander out of here while the 
creature was ignoring them. He pushed his aching 
body, moving as fast as he could out the door of the 
cave, ignoring the pain, ignoring the screaming of 



torn muscles, not stopping or looking back until he 
was clear of the caves entirely. 

At some point, the Slayer caught up with him, 
moving almost as stiffly as he was. Limping heavily, 
blood still dripping down her face and onto her 
shirt, she was as grimly silent as he was. Spike felt a 
surprising kinship with her in this moment - neither 
of them were used to fleeing the scene of battle, 
neither used to being beaten, much less defeated 
so easily it had made them appear weak as normal 
humans. 

Xander had done better in the encounter than 
either of them, Spike thought. For whatever reason, 
Xander’s destruction of the computers was the only 
thing that had seemed to faze the creature, even 
for a moment. The Slayer and he had been nothing 
to it and Spike burned with humiliation at the 
thing’s obvious contempt for their fighting abilities. 

He could still smell a worrying amount of blood and 
there was no sign of pursuit. Spike gently lowered 
Xander to the ground, ignoring the pain in his own 
body as he concentrated on not hurting Xander any 



further. He leaned Xander up against a tree and 
checked him over quickly. 

The skewer had grazed Xander, carving a deep 
trench in his side but not actually penetrating his 
flesh, Spike saw with relief. The wound was 
bleeding messily but wasn’t life-threatening. Spike 
tore his own shirt off, and quickly ripped it into 
strips, wrapping the longest around Xander’s lean 
waist in a makeshift bandage. Xander had blood in 
his hair and the beginnings of a lump, Spike found, 
running gentle fingers over his scalp. Like both Spike 
and the Slayer, he’d hit the cave wall but, unlike 
them, he’d been knocked unconscious and Spike 
was once again reminded how fragile humans were. 

This was what Xander never understood. That it 
tore Spike apart to see his love injured and bleeding 
and so frighteningly still and pale. Xander was so 
easily hurt, compared to a vampire, and he didn’t 
heal as quickly or completely. Xander could have 
easily been crippled in the fight, something he 
never seemed able to make Xander understand, no 
matter how hard he tried. He should never have 
permitted Xander to come along and he cursed 



himself for his own over-confidence that had 
caused Xander to be hurt. 

“How is he?” 

“Don’t know,” he said worriedly. “He needs a 
doctor.” 

To his overwhelming relief, Xander stirred, his eyes 
opening slowly and gazing blearily around the dark 
woods. 

“Xander? You ok, luv?” Spike put a shaking hand 
against Xander’s face, watching the confused gaze 
turn in his direction. 

After an endless moment, Xander’s eyes cleared 
slowly and he focused on Spike. “Did we win?” he 
asked dazedly after a minute. 

“We got our asses kicked,” the Slayer reported 
truthfully, bitter self-recrimination in her voice. 
“Sorry, Xander, we should have listened to you.” 

“Bit tougher than I thought it would be,” Spike 
admitted, his finger caressing Xander’s cheek with 
gentle fingers. “Nice work on the computers,” he 



complimented, although still puzzled by why Xander 
had chosen that target. 

“Guess, I’m the only one here not stupid enough to 
attack that thing,” Xander said with the ghost of a 
smile. 

Spike could tell he’d meant it as a joke, but he 
couldn’t help feeling the sting of the unspoken 
accusation. Xander had warned them, told them he 
had a bad feeling about the Frankenstein monster 
in the caves, and they had ignored him. Xander 
shouldn’t have had to pay for their arrogance and 
overconfidence. 

Xander tried to move and winced, looking down in 
puzzlement at the bandage around his midsection. 
Spike shook off his bitter thoughts, as he steadied 
Xander. 

“Easy, luv. Got a bit skewered.” 

“Oh. Yeah. Think we found the polgara,” Xander 
said. 



“Bits of it anyway,” the Slayer put in, wrinkling her 
nose in disgust. Spike shook his head at her 
squeamishness. 

It was just one more humiliation that he didn’t dare 
carry Xander. No matter how gentle he was, 
movement would hurt Xander now that he was 
conscious. He would have to recruit the Slayer’s 
help getting his boy safely back home. 

“Can you walk, luv?” he asked quietly. “Need to get 
you to a doctor.” 

“And getting further away from that thing seems 
like a good plan,” the Slayer put in. “You up for it, 
Xander?” 

He nodded. “Yeah.” 

Surprisingly, the Slayer took the lead, helping 
Xander to his feet. Watching helplessly as his boy 
winced and bit his lip to keep from crying out, Spike 
wondered how much she knew about the 
limitations imposed on him by the chip. With relief, 
he found he could sling Xander’s arm over his 
shoulder and, careful to keep his hand away from 



the wound on his side, take most of Xander’s weight 
as they made their slow retreat out of the woods 
and away from the abomination in the caves.  

 
 
 

Part Thirty 

“Twice in one night is a record for me,” Dr. Bradley 
told him sternly. “Let’s try not to do this again.” 

“Sorry.” 

He wasn’t apologizing for the inconvenience of 
having called Dr. Bradley out to Giles’ apartment 
twice in the same night, Xander thought, so much 
as for the doctor having to treat a patient with a 
psychotically over-protective boyfriend hovering 
nearby, growling every time Xander flinched or 
even looked like he was in pain. For the doctor’s 
sake, Xander had tried really hard to act like the 
wound in his side wasn’t hurting him, and that 
having the torn strips of shirt that Spike had first 
bandaged him with removed didn’t hurt like hell. He 



was pretty sure, given the increasing loudness of 
Spike’s growls, that he hadn’t been able to hide the 
fact that it hurt like hell when the doctor had 
cleaned the matted blood out of his hair so he could 
examine the fast growing lump on his scalp. 

Fortunately, it was obvious that Dr. Bradley was 
used to dealing with possessive demons, furious at 
the necessity of letting someone else touch their 
Claimed. He hadn’t batted an eye at Spike’s vampire 
features, serenely ignoring Spike as he went about 
his work, although Xander suspected that the 
reassuring running commentary he kept up the 
entire time was as much for Spike as it was for 
Xander. 

“I can give you something for the pain,” Dr. Bradley 
said now, “but I’m afraid I can’t risk a sedative, not 
with the head injury.” He’d already told them that it 
didn’t appear to be anything more serious than a 
mild concussion. 

They hadn’t dared risk going to their own 
apartment. With both Spike and Xander injured, it 
was just asking for trouble from the Court. So, once 



again, they had imposed on Giles, who was 
bandaging the cut on Buffy’s forehead with some of 
Dr. Bradley’s supplies. 

Xander was lying on the couch in the living room, 
much to Spike’s dissatisfaction but Xander had 
refused to oust either Oz or Riley from their beds 
and Giles’ apartment just didn’t have any more 
rooms for stashing wounded bodies in. Giles really 
needed a bigger place at the rate this year was 
going. Spike had given in ungraciously rather than 
fight with Xander while he was injured but it was 
clear his lover resented that Xander wasn’t getting 
the best available accommodations and “that 
fucking soldier” was. 

Getting to his feet, the doctor said: “As long as I’m 
here, I’ll check on my other patients.” He handed 
Spike a bottle of pills. “Give him two of these every 
six hours until they’re gone.” 

Spike brought him a glass of water and Xander 
swallowed the pills gratefully. His head was 
throbbing and his side ached, but he ignored that as 
he peered up at Spike. “Are you ok?” 



“Fine, luv. Nothing that won’t heal in a day or two.” 
Spike caressed his cheek gently, perching cautiously 
on the edge of the couch next to him. “Go to sleep, 
Xander. I’ll be right here.” 

Either it was the medicine or exhaustion from the 
long hike back from the caves - he’d lost enough 
blood that he had been dizzy and weak, his muscles 
trembling with fatigue, Spike’s support the only 
thing keeping him upright during what should have 
been an easy twenty-minute stroll, but Xander felt 
his eyelids drooping, even as he fought to stay 
awake for a little longer. “Giles?” 

“Yes, Xander?” 

“You remember Angel’s mansion?” 

“The one on Crawford street?” he could hear Giles’ 
surprise, feel it in the way Spike’s fingers stilled on 
his face. 

“There’s blood in the freezer there. Would you get a 
dozen bags for Spike?” 

“Of course, Xander.” 



Satisfied, Xander let himself slump back down on 
the couch. Spike would ignore his own needs in 
favor of fretting over Xander’s injuries and Giles 
didn’t have any blood in the apartment. Spike 
needed blood, he thought, surrendering to the 
nearly overwhelming tiredness. His vampire 
shouldn’t look so bruised and battered. 

“Don’t worry about me, luv. Just rest and get 
better.” 

Xander fell asleep, Spike’s cool fingers entangled 
with his own. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The Slayer was giving her Watcher a report, and 
Spike spared just enough attention to listen in. He 
scowled as she bluntly described their complete 
failure, hating to hear the detail of their 
embarrassing defeat repeated. Looking down at 
Xander, his scowl faded at the sight of his Claimed’s 
bandages and the minute tremors that shook his 



muscles, even in sleep. He deserved to be 
humiliated for letting Xander come to harm. 

“You mustn’t blame yourself, Buffy. You had no way 
of knowing…” 

“Don’t make excuses, Watcher,” Spike growled 
softly, keeping his voice low so as not to disturb 
Xander. “We fucked up. Went in like a pair of 
bleedin’ amateurs, so sure of ourselves we didn’t do 
our homework. Deserved what we got.” 

“That’s a little harsh…” 

“He’s right. You and Xander both tried to warn us.” 
The Slayer looked at her Watcher helplessly, “I 
could barely fight him, Giles. It’s like the Initiative 
designed that thing to be the ultimate warrior. It's 
unbelievably strong. It’s fast and smart. I don’t 
know how we’re going to take it down.” 

“It’s just that you were unprepared,” the Watcher 
said reassuringly, though Spike could tell from the 
way his eyes shifted away that he didn’t believe his 
own comforting words. “We just need to find out 
more about this thing. I’m sure there must be some 



vulnerability we can exploit, some flaw in the 
design.” 

“I think the part where it’s pure evil and kills 
randomly may have been an oversight,” the Slayer 
said wryly. 

“We need the design schematics,” Spike interjected 
harshly. “Need to know what makes that thing tick. 
And your boy better be prepared to get them for 
us,” he glared at the Slayer. The time for 
pussyfooting around was over. It was past time the 
soldier either proved he was useful or stopped 
being a distraction. 

Looking down at Xander’s battered features, Spike 
made a silent promise, to himself and to Xander. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The taser rifle was surprisingly small, an ugly, 
graceless weapon, completely lacking the elegant 
beauty of a good sword or ax. Which was beside the 



point because Spike’s sole interest in it was learning 
its limitations. 

“Good work,” he told Anthony and Arkady, not 
looking up from the weapon they’d delivered 
proudly the moment he’d descended the stairs into 
the Court. Much as he’d hated leaving Xander 
alone, he’d known he couldn’t be absent from the 
Court for two nights in a row without causing 
problems he wasn’t in a mood to deal with. Xander 
was still tucked away safely at the Watcher’s, after 
spending all day yesterday drowsing on the couch, 
watching tv, and trying to hide from Spike the fact 
that he was hurting. 

With the blood the Watcher had fetched from the 
mansion for him, Spike was almost fully healed. The 
Slayer healed almost as quickly as a vampire and 
she had taken her soldier back to the campus, so at 
least they hadn’t had to put up with him all day. 
Extracting a promise from Xander that he wouldn’t 
set foot outside the Watcher’s until Spike returned, 
Spike had left shortly after sunset, heading for the 
Court. 



The mechanism on the weapon was easy enough to 
figure out, safety here, trigger there, no sign of 
anything to regulate the intensity of the electricity. 
Either one jolt fits all or tied to the trigger 
mechanism. “Were you able to get it without raising 
an alarm?” He looked up for the first time since 
Anthony had approached him, with the weapon in 
his hands, fixing his Lieutenants with a piercing 
look. 

“Yes, Master Spike,” Anthony answered proudly. 
“The soldier carrying this lost his footing and 
‘accidentally’ fell into the ravine, dropping his 
weapon somewhere on the slope,” Anthony 
reported. “He may suspect he was pushed, but I am 
positive he didn’t see us.” 

“Good.” Spike rose, the gun in his hands, tempted 
to try it out on the minions but, although amusing, 
it would serve no purpose. “Gonna take this thing 
out and see what it can do. You two can come 
along, if you like,” he added generously. The two 
had done good work and had earned a reward. He 
suppressed a grin. Of course, they might not like 
what he had in mind as a reward. 



He signaled to Jose and Mark that he was leaving 
and that they should keep the minions training in 
his absence, then jerked his head at Anthony and 
Arkady to follow him, leading them out into the 
night, heading for the DeSoto. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Giles slammed down the phone in irritation and 
stood with his back to the living room for a 
moment, obviously struggling to get his anger under 
control before he turned to face them. 

“No help?” Xander took a wild stab at the problem. 

“Bloody, useless idiots,” Giles snarled. “Can’t see 
danger when it’s standing in front of their faces.” 

“Who’re we talking about?” Oz asked from the 
hallway. 

“The Council,” Giles answered bitterly. “They aren’t 
willing to help because ‘the creature you describe 
isn’t a natural demon’” he quoted sarcastically. 
“Berks!” 



“How’re you feeling?” Xander asked him, changing 
the subject quickly as he saw the question on Oz’s 
lips and realized that Oz had already left town and 
wasn’t aware of the huge problem between Giles 
and the Council. 

Giles had never been officially reinstated as Buffy’s 
Watcher by the Watcher’s Council and he 
understandably resented it. They used him as 
Buffy’s Watcher, giving information when he called, 
but refused to pay him or give him the respect he 
deserved, treating him like a petitioner every time 
he contacted them. Privately, Xander suspected 
they knew Giles would never abandon Buffy and 
were getting a little petty payback for Giles’ part in 
Buffy’s increasing independence and Wesley’s 
defection. They really were a heartless bunch of 
unbelievably cold fish. 

He’d fill Oz in later, when Giles was out of the room. 
Giles didn’t need to hear it being talked about, no 
matter how much he dismissed it as politics, it had 
been a severe blow to his pride that the Council 
refused to reinstate him. 



Oz took the cue from him. “I’m good.” He graciously 
refrained from mentioning his faster-than-human 
healing abilities to the one fully-human, injured 
party. 

Having already spent most of the day lying on the 
couch, not trying very hard to suppress his 
resentment of the fact that Oz, Buffy and Spike all 
had an unfair advantage in the healing department, 
Xander wished he hadn’t promised Spike he 
wouldn’t go home. He wasn’t up for much, it still 
hurt to change position and Xander had been 
wistfully thinking of the big tv and unlimited 
channels at their apartment. You could only sleep 
so long and Giles’ tv just wasn’t worth watching - 
small and hidden away in a cabinet like a shameful 
secret, it was too much trouble to pull it out, not to 
mention the man didn’t have cable, which limited 
the choices. Without Spike to provide commentary 
and play with his toes as they watched, it just 
wasn’t worth turning on and, now that Spike had 
left for the night, Xander was bored. 

Oz, on the other hand, was in heaven ever since 
he’d discovered Giles’ record collection late in the 



afternoon, and promptly began putting one album 
after another on Giles’ surprisingly good stereo. 
Xander didn’t know enough about any of the bands 
to participate in Oz and Giles’ discussion about the 
glory days of rock and roll, and Giles’ enthusiastic - 
almost rapturous - descriptions of concerts he’d 
attended twenty-some years ago was reminding 
Xander of Band Candy Giles - a night which Xander 
worked hard at repressing because of his own 
embarrassing conduct. 

It hadn’t gotten any better when Spike woke up not 
long before sunset and added his opinions to the 
ones already being bandied about the room. Xander 
had ended up simply lying on the couch, his head in 
Spike’s lap, feigning sleep, letting the voices wash 
over him and feeling Spike’s fingers running through 
his hair. Thanks to the blood packets that Giles had 
brought over from the mansion, Spike was almost 
completely healed and, at sunset, he’d extracted 
the promise from Xander not to leave Giles’ 
apartment until Spike returned, and had left to 
check on the Court. 



Oz had also decided to spend one more night, 
saying something about how Devon had a party 
going more nights than not. Oz’s ribs were already 
giving him a lot less trouble and his bruises looked 
like they’d been healing for a week, not just over a 
day. 

Buffy had called and let them know she would be 
spending the night in her dorm room, so it was a 
surprise when the door pushed open and she 
walked in just as Giles was serving dinner, with Riley 
Finn trailing behind her. 

Riley looked better - physically anyway - than when 
he’d left this morning. Buffy had walked with him 
back to the campus and Xander had taken it as a 
good sign that Riley hadn’t said anything about 
Spike, who’d finally let himself fall asleep after the 
sun was up and he resigned himself to being 
imprisoned at the Watcher’s all day. He’d given 
Spike, who was sprawled on one end of the couch, 
Xander’s feet on his lap, his arms resting on 
Xander’s legs, one sharp glance on his way out the 
door but, other than his jaw tightening a bit with 
disapproval, he hadn’t said anything. Xander had 



decided to take it as homophobia rather than 
demonphobia and had ignored him. He was in full 
uniform and clearly still on an emotional roller-
coaster, but his face no longer had the flushed, 
feverish look and he looked steady on his feet and 
grimly determined. 

Standing immediately inside the door, Riley looked 
distinctly uncomfortable about being there and 
Xander didn’t miss his quick glance around the 
room, obviously checking for Spike. He reminded 
himself firmly that they were trying to get Riley on 
their side and bit back the rude comment that rose 
to his lips at the soldier’s obvious relief that Spike 
wasn’t there. 

“You guys were right, the Initiative created that 
thing.” 

Riley’s opening remark surprised Xander and he 
exchanged a hopeful look with Giles and Oz. “Does 
that mean you found the Initiative’s files on it?” 

Riley shook his head, looking grim. “No. It means it 
came ‘home’,” Xander could hear the distasteful 
quote marks. “To the Initiative.” 



Xander’s lips formed a silent ‘oh’ and Giles set the 
pot back down on the stove. Wiping his hands 
absently on a dishtowel, he moved into the dining 
room to join them. “What happened?” 

“It overrode our security and got into the facility 
somehow.” Riley looked angry and helpless and 
grief-stricken. “It killed two of my men and 
wounded another.” 

Buffy put a sympathetic hand on his arm and Giles 
said quietly: “I’m very sorry to hear that.” 

Riley nodded and continued. “It calls itself ‘Adam’.” 

“It has a name?” Xander interrupted. Ok, that 
wasn’t really the issue but, for some reason, that 
surprised him. 

“Apparently Maggie Walsh named him.” Riley’s jaw 
tightened as he said the name, though his voice 
remained emotionless, a soldier giving a report. 

“Adam - as in Adam and Eve?” Oz suggested quietly. 



“Maybe,” Riley’s formal tone relaxed slightly. “It 
was apparently intended to be a prototype. Except 
no one figured it would go rogue.” 

Buffy gave him a quick glance and stepped in, 
summarizing crisply: “It killed Dr. Engleman, the 
scientist who was second in seniority behind 
Professor Walsh. And Riley says it had some 
computer disks from the Initiative. It was plugging 
the disks directly into its body.” 

“That doesn’t sound good,” Oz said. 

“If he can do that, why does he need computers in 
his home cave?” Xander asked. Granted, computers 
weren’t his strong suit, but if ’Adam’ was a walking 
laptop, why did it need other computers? 

“It’s one thing to read a disc,” Oz told him. “He was 
downloading an awful lot of information on those 
computers. He’s probably using the computers to 
store the data until he can process it. There’s a lot 
of useless information on security feeds, the excess 
can really clutter up a database.” 



“I took an ax to the computers in the caves,” Xander 
told him, having forgotten to mention it earlier. 

Oz lifted an eyebrow and Xander gave him a small 
grin. “Seemed like a good idea at the time. I didn’t 
like what you’d said about how those computers 
were hooked into so many places,” he explained. 
Sunnydale had far too many secrets for him to be 
comfortable with the idea of big brother watching. 
Especially when big brother was a six-foot-four 
Frankenstein monster with psychotic tendencies. 

“Good thinking.” 

“Oz, from what you saw, could those computers 
have been hooked into the Initiative?” Xander 
asked, as a thought suddenly struck him. “Enough 
to open doors?” 

Oz thought back. “Maybe. It was all encrypted, so I 
don’t know exactly what he was getting in to, but 
it’s possible.” 

“The Initiative isn’t accessible from outside,” Riley 
told them. 



“Except Adam was built inside the Initiative and 
given computer bits,” Buffy reminded him. “That 
might have given him a way around your security.” 

“I thought you destroyed the computers,” Riley 
asked Xander. It didn’t sound hostile, and Riley was 
frowning thoughtfully. 

“Trust me, those computers aren’t doing anything 
for anyone,” Xander answered confidently. 
“Problem is, he’s had almost twenty-four hours to 
set up new ones.” Although where Adam would 
shop for computers even in Sunnydale was an 
interesting question. The guy wasn’t exactly 
inconspicuous. 

“If this Adam has access to the Initiative’s 
computers, it is even more vital that we get any 
information on him immediately,” Giles said. 
“Otherwise we run the risk of the data being 
erased.” 

Xander smiled fondly at him, remembering a time 
not so long ago when Giles regarded computers 
with fear and willful ignorance. Now he was even 
familiar with the terminology. 



“I agree.” Xander’s gaze swung back to Riley in 
surprise. 

“Washington is sending in a team to do an internal 
investigation of the Initiative, but I’m still in charge 
until they get here. I’ve got people going through 
every file in the place, computer or paper, and 
compiling every scrap of information they can find 
about Adam and Project 314.” He glanced briefly at 
Buffy. “We have men with taser rifles guarding the 
caves’ entrance but their orders are not to engage 
unless Adam tries to leave the caves. Given Buffy’s 
lack of success against Adam, we’re going to try and 
find out what its vulnerabilities are before we take 
it on.” 

“You may need help,” Giles said and Riley shook his 
head firmly. 

“As Xander pointed out, we created this problem, 
it’s up to us to deal with it.” 

Ok, that hadn’t been what he’d meant, Xander 
thought with a sigh but let it alone for now. Maybe 
the Initiative had weapons that would work against 
that thing, he thought optimistically. 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The taser rifle was effective at close range only, 
Spike discovered immediately. He driven ten miles 
outside town, into the coastal hills and pulled over 
in a day-use picnic area. The level clearing was 
perfect for his purposes and Spike let loose a few 
experimental shots, finding that the weapon was 
limited to one intensity. All or nothing, no way to 
ramp up the voltage on the electricity. 

The discharge lit the clearing like tamed lightning, 
lashing out and fizzling into nothing when it didn’t 
find a target. It wasn’t very accurate either, Spike 
learned, aiming at a clump of decorative boulders 
and finding he had to be within ten feet before he 
could reliably hit a specific spot. Accuracy didn’t 
really matter that much, he supposed. If the 
electricity hit any part of the target, the lightening 
spread out instantly, enveloping the entire body. 
Twenty feet was the furthest he could stretch the 
range, beyond that, the blue lightning just fizzled 



out uselessly, leaving nothing but a lingering smell 
of ozone. 

“Right,” he said after a few minutes, turning to his 
Lieutenants with a feral grin. “Let’s have some fun 
with this.” His grin widened at their uneasy looks. 
“The enemy is armed with these things. Let’s have a 
bit of target practice, shall we? Don’t worry,” he 
threw them a disgusted glance, “it won’t kill. Just 
hurts like hell, which gives you a bit of incentive not 
to let me hit you,” he informed them cheerfully. 

“Need to know how fast this thing is and how well 
we can dodge it.” He let the grin slip, wanting them 
to know this was serous business. “If you two can’t 
avoid it, then for damn sure minions won’t be able 
to, and we’ll have to plan accordingly. Ready?” 

Give them credit, they didn’t look happy, but they 
nodded willingly enough. “Remember, you’re 
attacking, not running away. Start about fifty yards 
out and see if you can take me.” He didn’t need to 
warn them to give it their best effort. Every vampire 
in the Court knew that holding back was a sure way 
to get themselves dusted. 



He hefted the gun as Anthony and Arkady moved 
out, curious as to how they would handle this. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Driving back to the factory an hour later, his 
Lieutenants’ unconscious bodies dumped carelessly 
in the back seat, Spike frowned to himself. 

Anthony in particular had acquitted himself well: 
ducking, weaving, dropping to a sudden roll before 
springing upright again, he had avoided three shots 
from the weapon, the electrical discharge burning 
scorch marks into the grass where he’d been a 
second earlier, but when he’d gotten within ten feet 
of Spike, he was simply too close to miss. Arkady 
hadn’t done nearly as well and Spike had dropped 
her five times before she got within fifteen feet of 
him. 

It would have be different if they’d been armed. 
Arkady could stand thirty feet away and take out a 
half-dozen soldiers with her knives while staying out 
of range of the tasers. And it was good to know that 



vampires could withstand multiple hits from the 
tasers - something he hadn’t been entirely sure of 
before tonight. The recovery time was too slow 
though. It took five to ten minutes for a vampire to 
shake off the effects - longer after repeated hits - 
and that meant they were effectively out of the 
battle at the first shot. 

He’d need to work out covering fire, concentrate on 
crossbow training with the minions, he thought. Get 
at least thirty, preferably fifty or so, up to 
acceptable accuracy levels and use them to cover 
for a wave of shock troops. Right now, he had 
probably ten minions who were any use with a 
crossbow. Most minions trained with axes and 
knives and other hand weapons - it was a lot more 
satisfying to do your killing within arm’s reach of 
your victim. Crossbows put you too far away, so 
most minions didn’t like them. Plus, they took more 
skill and inexperience showed in a way that was 
difficult to hide. 

Fucking hell, he thought, furious with himself. He’d 
forgotten the damn vests the soldiers wore. 
Crossbow bolts wouldn’t penetrate vests designed 



to repel bullets. Could he get enough minions good 
at throwing a hand-ax from a distance with 
sufficient force and accuracy to keep the soldiers 
busy? Throwing an ax accurately was more difficult 
than throwing a knife. Axes made a better 
distraction than knives though. An airborne ax, 
spinning as it flew, made a visible threat, the blade 
catching any light and shining in a deadly arc, 
cutting the air with an audible sound, as it flew 
towards the target. Knives were much less 
conspicuous in the air, which meant they had a 
better chance of actually hitting the target, but a 
soldier ducking an ax was just as unable to fire a 
weapon accurately as one actually taken out by a 
knife. 

A combination attack? Knives and crossbows aimed 
at the vulnerable head and neck by a handful of 
actual marksmen, paired with a group of minions 
throwing axes as fast as they could? 

Drumming his fingers impatiently on the steering 
wheel, lips mouthing the lyrics of the music 
pounding from the speakers, Spike considered the 
options as he drove back to Sunnydale with his 



usual reckless disregard for the niceties of human 
speed limits. 

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from ‘Goodbye Iowa’  

 

Part Thirty-One 

“Well, that’s something you don’t see every day.” 

The Lhrrasyn demon was suspended in mid air, tied 
spread-eagle between two trees and rather 
thoroughly dead. Spike had found the body while 
on patrol - the smell of meat and fresh blood 
alerting him to something recently and messily 
dead. The body was so mutilated, it had taken a 
moment to recognize the species but only Lhrrasyn 
had that dark red skin and the prehensile toes at 
eye level had clued him in to what he was seeing. 

Lighting a cigarette, Spike looked up at the remains 
of the Lhrrasyn, studying it with curious eyes. 
Lhrrasyn kept to themselves for the most part. 
Boringly pretentious, they had an arrogant belief 
that they were better than other demons - some 
twaddle about being descended from the last of the 



pure demons to walk this dimensional plane - as if 
vampires couldn’t make that same claim. They were 
good fighters when provoked, but this one didn’t 
look like it had had much of a chance to defend 
itself. 

This was a dissection not something ritual, Spike 
decided. He couldn’t see anything missing as if 
removed for sacrifice to some demon or other. 
Heart, lungs, sex organs, all there. Not exactly 
intact, but there. Someone had gone to a lot of 
trouble to dissect this thing. 

He could almost admire the exquisite delicacy of the 
display: the way the dark-red skin had been kept 
whole even as it was peeled back from the chest 
cavity displaying the bony skeletal structure 
underneath. The surgical neatness with which the 
internal organs had been removed. The 
mathematical precision with which the body was 
suspended exactly halfway between the trees. 

Almost. 

If he hadn’t been so sure who was responsible, 
Spike would have taken a moment to admire a 



fellow artist’s work, but he couldn’t give credit to 
something that he suspected went about this sort 
of thing with nothing but scientific curiosity driving 
him and that was too reminiscent of the Initiative 
scientists for Spike’s comfort. This Adam was more 
machine and human than demon: cold and 
calculating, taking no pleasure in the kill, just 
mechanically butchering things with robotic 
precision. 

Which was why he found it so bizarre to find the 
demon strung up this way. The body was displayed 
with the intent to frighten, to warn others away 
from something bigger and badder then 
themselves. Maybe Adam did take pleasure in his 
work after all, Spike conceded, and had hung the 
bloody thing up so others could admire his efforts. 
Adam didn’t think like a demon, or a human, and 
Spike was finding him frustratingly difficult to figure 
out. 

The Slayer’s toy soldier had gotten word to them 
that the soldiers had located Maggie Walsh’s files 
on her pet project. Adam had been created from a 
single human, half a dozen demon species, plus 



machine and computer parts. From the notes they’d 
found, the goal of Project 314 was to create an 
unstoppable fighter, a ruthlessly efficient killer, one 
that was obedient to the will of its controller - in 
this case, Maggie Walsh. 

Two out of three wasn’t bad for a first try, Spike 
thought with a flash of malicious amusement. 

He’d taken morbid pleasure in the fact that the 
prototype had apparently killed its maker within 
minutes of being activated. Served the bitch right 
for creating that thing in the first place. Problem 
was, he was the one who now had to deal with the 
unstoppable monster she’d created and he didn’t 
know how to kill the thing - yet. 

Adam was stronger than both Spike and the Slayer. 
It had kicked both their asses and made it look easy 
and Spike didn’t let anything get away with that. He 
needed to find a way to take Adam down and that 
meant figuring out what Adam was up to. He 
obviously had some kind of agenda, even if Spike 
had no clue what it was yet. When Adam broke into 
the Initiative, he’d reportedly said something about 



wanting to learn about itself. Somehow, Spike 
doubted the creature was merely seeking 
enlightenment. 

Spike flicked another glance up at the flayed demon 
over his head, wondering what Adam was trying to 
accomplish with these kills. First, he’d killed and 
mutilated a human child. Now a demon. What was 
the point? Adam was only days old, two weeks at 
the outside, activated full grown, programmed with 
basic information and apparently with the desire to 
learn more - about demons, humans, and itself. 
Was this just some bizarre quest for knowledge 
about different species? A hands-on practicum 
instead of book learning? 

Something about the situation made Spike think 
back to his own awakening after human death in 
that alley in London. Power such as he’d never 
known surging through his body, his senses 
overwhelmed, bombarded by input he had no 
words to describe, a thirst for blood and an 
insatiable craving to know and explore the limits of 
his new existence. If he could have found a way, he 
would have taken over the world in that first week 



of unlife, so cocky and arrogant in his newfound 
strength. Instead, he’d settled for taking bloody 
revenge on every person who had insulted or 
belittled him during his human existence. If he had 
possessed Adam’s power in that first week of unlife, 
Spike wouldn’t have settled for goals that petty. He 
would have wreaked havoc on a scale that would 
still be being talked of in hushed voices now, a 
century later. 

Spike dropped his cigarette butt and strode away 
from the display, leaving the carcass to the waiting 
scavengers. Adam was a bigger threat than the 
Initiative and Spike was not willing to let a demon 
stronger than himself move in on his Territory. The 
Initiative had first created Adam, then been careless 
enough to let him escape. Scowling, Spike realized 
he might just have to delay his plan to attack the 
Initiative until they had a go at taking out Adam. 
While he doubted they would be successful, they 
had weapons and expendable fighters in droves. He 
had no doubt that the soldiers would make an 
attempt and it seemed only fair to let them have a 



chance to find out for themselves just how 
unstoppable the thing they’d created was. 

If a bunch of soldiers got killed trying - well, bonus. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“So, this is it?” Xnader shoved the papers aside in 
irritation. 

“What do you mean?” Buffy was hiding her worry 
well. She and Oz had met Xander at the job site at 
the end of his shift and dragged him off to the 
Espresso Pump, ostensibly for coffee but really to 
share the latest information on Adam. 

“I mean what good is it to have the list of parts that 
Adam is made out of? Didn’t they have a plan for 
shutting him down if things went wrong? Some kind 
of off switch?” What kind of idiots didn’t put in a fail 
safe, he thought, once again furious at the 
Initiative’s short-sighted arrogance. 

“I guess not.” 



“Of course, because that would make sense,” 
Xander said bitterly. 

Oz leaned forward and tapped the drawing Buffy 
had brought with her. 

Riley either couldn’t, or wouldn’t - Xander had his 
suspicions about which word was more accurate - 
supply them with copies of the actual blueprints 
they’d found, but he’d given Buffy a rough sketch of 
the crucial information. Part of Xander couldn’t 
believe they were losing sleep over an amateur-
looking anatomical sketch of body parts, even if the 
parts were labeled: “left arm - polgara - skewer” 
and “legs - shinzik” and so on. And how tired was he 
that he found himself wondering if the reason there 
was no neat little circle and label for the groin area 
of the sketch was because Riley was embarrassed or 
because Adam wasn’t an “anatomically correct” 
Frankenstein monster. 

He really needed to stop trying to save the world at 
the end of his work shift. 



“What worries me most,” Oz said in that calm way 
of his, “is Riley’s information about Adam’s power 
source.” 

Riley had told Buffy that Adam’s power source was 
a uranium core embedded inside his chest. The 
diagram showed a neat little circle near the spine, 
labeled ’uranium core’. Riley was irritatingly anal 
about his diagram labels, Xander decided, knowing 
he was being petty and unreasonable and not 
caring. Hey, he hadn’t said it out loud, had he? 

“Why?” Buffy asked, looking down at where Oz’s 
finger was pointing on the diagram. 

“Because it implies almost infinite power,” Oz told 
her. 

Buffy frowned, digesting that. “So, Adam was 
designed to be both really hard to kill and he’s the 
Energizer bunny of demons?” 

“Yeah, I’m guessing wearing him down enough to 
hurt him isn’t really going to be an option.” Xander 
couldn’t help remembering the desperate hours of 
research into how to kill the Mayor, when they had 



poured over every scrap of material they could find, 
looking for an answer about how to kill something 
impervious to harm. There really ought to be a limit 
to how many impossible to kill things you were 
required to tackle in one lifetime, he thought 
grumpily. 

“Which leaves…what? Beheading? Removing his 
power core?” 

“Somehow I suspect he’s not going to agree to just 
lie down quietly while we do some exploratory 
surgery,” Xander pointed out. “Who votes for total 
annihilation?” 

 
Oz raised his hand and Xander grinned at him, 
feeling a bit more cheerful for some reason. 

“Which leaves us with the question: how do you 
totally annihilate something you can’t even dent?” 
Buffy asked grimly. 

No one had an answer. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike woke instantly, rolling to his feet as his eyes 
shot open at the sound of his Claimed’s distress. 
Xander’s muffled exclamation and accelerating 
heartbeat were clearly audible over the sound of 
the television, volume turned low as it always was 
when Spike was sleeping. Xander wasn’t giving off 
signals of imminent danger but it was more than 
just a normal reaction to an upsetting news item. 

Spike crossed the room in three rapid strides, 
jerking open the door to the living room and saw 
Xander, on his feet, a bowl of cereal forgotten in his 
hands as he stared wide-eyed at the television. 
Spike moved to stand beside him, wondering what 
was on that had provoked this reaction. He 
frowned, seeing the Breaking News logo on the 
screen, as the announcer, standing in front of what 
looked like half the Sunnydale police force milling 
around in front of a church, finished her 
description: 

“There is no report on the condition of the 
parishioners still trapped inside, but their assailants 



have vowed to kill all of them if police attempt to 
storm the church.” 

Xander gave him a look in which worry and 
puzzlement were mixed. “Three or four vampires 
have barricaded themselves in a church and are 
holding a bunch of people hostage,” he explained, 
shaking his head in disbelief. “It’s broad daylight. 
That’s just not normal behavior for vampires.” 

“Got that right.” Spike didn’t wait for more details, 
spinning around and heading back into the 
bedroom. He needed to deal with this right away. 
And those bloody idiots in the church were going to 
pay for the fact that they were rousting the Master 
of the Territory to deal with their foolishness during 
the middle of the day. 

“Spike?” Xander had followed him into the 
bedroom where Spike was already yanking on last 
night’s jeans. 

“Toss me a shirt, luv.” 

Obviously still bewildered by Spike’s reaction to the 
news, Xander did as asked and Spike caught the 



black t-shirt that Xander tossed to him, pulling it on 
over his head. He grumbled under his breath as he 
pulled it on, promising himself exactly what he was 
going to do to those idiots the moment he got his 
hands on them. 

“Spike?” Xander’s voice was a little more insistent 
this time and he was standing planted in the 
doorway, making it clear he wasn’t moving until 
Spike explained himself. 

“Got to deal with this personally, luv. Only two 
explanations for what they’re doing: either they’re 
challenging my control or they’re too stupid and out 
of control to follow the rules. Either way, if I don’t 
deal with it immediately, it’s as good as admitting I 
can’t control what goes on in my Territory.” 

He snagged the leather coat he’d nicked from a 
store a week ago out of the closet and pulled it on. 
It wasn’t the same as the beautiful coat he’d worn 
for nearly three decades as a souvenir of his second 
Slayer but it was serviceable: pockets to hold 
weapons and made of finely worked leather that 
could serve as shelter against the sun in a pinch. 



The pockets already held an assortment of items: 
stakes, knives, a pack of smokes, and Spike took a 
second to check they were all in place. 

Xander was no longer blocking the door and Spike 
knew that his boy understood the necessity of Spike 
leaving. Xander hated Spike having to move around 
during the day, always worried that something 
would go wrong and Spike would be burned by the 
unforgiving light of the sun but Xander had a clear 
understanding of how fast things could spiral out of 
control if the vampires of the Court thought Spike 
was losing his edge. 

He paused long enough to give Xander a quick, hard 
kiss, then Xander pulled back. 

“The police are in a holding pattern for now, 
according to the news. I’ll take the car and pick up 
Giles. He and I will work on damage control from 
the outside, try to keep anyone from getting ideas 
about storming the place until you get a chance to 
take care of the vamps.” 

Spike considered that for a quick second. “Doubt 
it’ll be necessary, luv. The police aren’t going to be 



in a hurry to get inside, not with that many nice 
church-going voters at stake. Everyone’s going to be 
wanting someone else to give the order, just in case 
things go wrong.” Xander’s jaw set stubbornly and 
Spike could tell that Xander just wanted to be there, 
in case Spike needed help. 

He wasn’t worried about it himself. Granted, the 
training he’d been putting the Court through had 
kept the vampires off the streets more than usual 
lately, but he would have heard about it if anyone 
strong enough to seriously challenge him had 
arrived in town. 

Any vampire who thought this stunt was a good 
way to challenge the Master of a Territory wasn’t 
working with a full deck, or else they were worse 
than Angelus at the peak of his religious phase. 
Spike shook his head at the thought. At least 
Angelus hadn’t been getting his rocks off in 
churches during a century in which television 
cameras had been invented. Unlike these wankers. 

“Still, can’t hurt,” he conceded and was rewarded 
by Xander’s smile. “Know where this place is at?” 



Spike wasn’t familiar with the church but it was 
obvious it had a sewer entrance. Vampires stupid 
enough to pull this shite weren’t going to have the 
patience for an ambush job. 

“It’s the Sunnydale Presbyterian, corner of Third 
and Myrtle, two blocks down from the elementary 
school.” Xander told him, grabbing a pair of his own 
pants and pulling them on as Spike headed for the 
back stairs and the entrance to the tunnels. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike hoisted himself up through the trap door and 
took a quick look around. He was in the dust 
shrouded crypt of the church and it was deserted. 
Only the need for stealth kept him from snorting 
out loud. What kind of idiot set up a public hostage 
situation and then didn’t bother putting a guard on 
the entrance they’d used themselves? 

Climbing the flight of wooden stairs leading up to 
the ground floor, Spike stretched out his senses. A 
lot of humans, all of them stinking of fear, at least a 



couple of whom had soiled themselves in their 
terror, and one voice, raised to address them all. 

“…been avoiding this place for so many years, and 
it’s nothing. It’s nice! It’s got the pretty windows, 
the pillars . .. lots of folks to eat. Where’s the thing I 
was so afraid of? You know, the Lord? He was 
supposed to be here. He gave us this address.” 

The speaker paused long enough to heave a 
dramatic sigh. “Well, we’ll just have to start killing 
off His people. See if He shows up.” 

The noise the humans were making in response to 
the threat completely covered the sound of Spike 
entering the main part of the church. He took in the 
situation with one sweeping look: three vampires, 
young ones from the feel of them, were grouped 
near the alter, backs to him as they focused on their 
prey. Nearly thirty humans, at least half of them too 
old or two young to be any kind of threat, all of 
whom were staring with wide, terror-filled eyes at 
the three vampires. None of them, vampires or 
prey, noticed Spike’s arrival. 



The third vampire’s dust was turning colors in the 
light from the stained glass windows before the 
other two vampires realized anyone was there. The 
leader spun around to face Spike and blinked 
momentarily in shock at the dusting of one of his 
companions before he recovered his arrogant 
assurance. 

“I told the cops: they send anyone in, I start the 
whole massacre thing,” he said. 

“Like I’m the bleeding cavalry,” Spike snorted, 
offended by the suggestion that he was an errand 
boy for the police. “Don’t give a damn about these 
people, I’m here to kill you.” 

He could see it the moment it sank in and the other 
vampire realized Spike wasn’t human. 

“I’m not afraid of you,” he blustered. “I’m not afraid 
of anything anymore!” 

“Good for you, mate. Can’t stand gits who whine 
when faced with final death.” 

The second vampire took that moment to attack, 
obviously assuming that Spike couldn’t keep track 



of both of them at the same time. He’d been 
perched on the wooden railing that ran the length 
of the alter and now he launched himself in a flying 
tackle aimed at Spike’s back. Spike could have given 
him some pointers about telegraphing his moves if 
he’d been in a better mood. As it was, he spun away 
from the attack, bringing his leg around in a spin-
kick that landed squarely in the vampire’s back, 
adding considerable momentum to his original leap. 

Spike was already turning to face the leader when 
he heard the sound of wood splintering as the 
vampire crashed into the carved wooden railing in 
front of the first set of pews. He grinned and ducked 
the furious blow launched at him by the leader, 
springing back up and hammering the vampire 
backwards with a series of lightning fast punches. 
The vampire was a bit taller than Spike which gave 
him the reach and a better fighter than Spike had 
been expecting, given the idiocy of the vampire’s 
actions in taking over this church. After his initial 
surprise, he gave as good as he was getting, 
throwing a series of rapid blows of his own. 



They lunged and parried, trading blows and shifting 
quickly up and down the length of the aisle as they 
struggled to gain the advantage, humans scrambling 
out of the way in a panicked rush for the exit. Spike 
was peripherally aware that the second vampire 
had grabbed somebody’s coat and was making for 
the exit, obviously hoping to escape in the crowd. If 
he hadn’t been fully engaged in a fight, Spike would 
have rolled his eyes. The idiot had obviously 
forgotten all about the tunnel entrance in his 
panicked flight from Spike. Hopefully, Xander was 
outside by now. His boy wouldn’t miss a supposed 
hostage running out of the church and covering 
himself from the sun’s rays. 

The momentary distraction let the other vampire 
get in a lucky blow and Spike staggered back, 
tripping over a fleeing human, sending them both 
sprawling to the floor, tangled in a mass of flailing 
limbs. Spike snarled furiously as he rolled clear, 
pushing the heavy-set man away from him and 
scrambling ungracefully to his feet. The other 
vampire had used the time to good purpose, 



breaking off the corner of a pew, and now he hefted 
the makeshift stake threateningly. 

“I have strength you can’t dream of,” he gloated. 
“Adam has shown me the way, and there is nothing 
that can stop us.” 

He flung himself at Spike, the stake stabbing 
downwards, aimed at Spike’s heart. Spike leapt 
backwards, his foot flashing out and catching the 
vampire squarely between the legs and Spike 
grinned at the pain-filled sound that escaped the 
vampire. He snapped off another kick, this one 
landing in the vampire’s stomach, then whirled 
around, bringing his foot up and around in a 
devastating blow at the vampire’s head. 

The vampire crumpled to the ground, the stake 
flying free to land, clattering on the stone floor, well 
out of reach and Spike glared down at the vampire. 

“We’re vampires, you pathetic twit. We don’t work 
for other demons. And we sure as hell don’t work 
for a pasted-together collection of spare parts like 
Adam.” 



If he hadn’t already intended to kill this idiot, he 
would now. The knowledge that Adam was 
recruiting vampires infuriated him. It was the Mayor 
all over again and Spike had had it with vampires 
who would whore themselves out to other demons. 
Vampires hired other demons, not the other way 
around. Vampires like this gave other vampires a 
bad name. 

The vampire was struggling to rise and Spike kicked 
him again, his booted foot catching the vampire in 
the side and flipping him over. Spike kicked him 
once more in the head for the satisfaction of 
hearing bones crack then pulled out a stake and 
stabbed downwards, jerking the stake back before 
it dusted along with the vampire. 

As the dust settled to the stone floor of the now-
empty church, Spike swore softly and vehemently 
to himself. 

Adam was recruiting vampires. 

An unstoppable, essentially immortal demon was 
setting up shop in Spike’s Territory. 



Just great. 

Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episodes ‘Who 
Are You?’ and ‘Primeval’  

 
 

Part Thirty-Two 

“You should have called me,” Buffy repeated. 

“Like I need your help to take care of a couple of 
fledges, especially ones so young they can’t tell a 
vampire from a human at twenty feet,” Spike 
scoffed. 

“That’s not the point,” Buffy leaned back in her 
chair and gave Spike an exasperated glare. “There 
were witnesses. The last thing we need is a bunch 
of people telling the world that vampires are real.” 

“Not like I’m the one sent those vampires into the 
church now, is it?” Spike pointed out. 

Spike had been more than a little worried about the 
fact that Adam had apparently sent the vampires 



into the church. It infuriated him that Adam was 
recruiting vampires, even if his recruits were idiots 
and too young to be a threat to anyone other than 
humans, and Spike had been frustrated that he 
couldn’t find any reason for Adam wanting a church 
full of ordinary people killed by vampires in a public 
spectacle. If Spike had been able to convince 
himself that Adam had done it for kicks, that he 
would have understood but, as he’d pointed out to 
Xander, killing for the thrill of it was a hands-on 
business. Adam had had some other reason for 
setting up that little scenario and Spike had spent 
too much time already trying to puzzle out what 
Adam had been trying to prove. 

However, that didn’t mean that Spike was going to 
share his uncertainty with the Slayer or let a little 
thing like that get in the way of a Buffy-Spike snark 
fest, Xander thought with a grin. 

He pushed his chair back quietly and began to stack 
plates before carrying them out to the kitchen, 
biting his lip to stop himself from smirking - 
something neither Buffy nor Spike would 
appreciate. 



Buffy and Spike had been sniping at each other all 
through dinner. The real problem, the one they 
weren’t actually talking about, was that they both 
thought of themselves as the town sheriff. Both of 
them had a more than healthy ego - which, to be 
fair, they had a right to, neither one of them was 
exactly your average, run of the mill person - and 
they both had a tendency to believe that they were 
solely responsible for keeping a lid on the town. 
Buffy had been more than a little annoyed that 
Spike hadn’t even bothered to let her know he was 
going to the church this morning. Spike telling her 
cheerfully that people who shagged their boyfriends 
into the wee hours tended to miss the early 
morning fights hadn’t helped. 

Buffy had blushed crimson at Spike’s comment and 
hotly protested that she hadn’t even seen Riley last 
night. Joyce Summers had simply raised one 
eyebrow and told Spike firmly that there were some 
things a mother just didn’t want to know about her 
college-age daughter’s activities. 

Anyone but Joyce would have gotten a sneering 
comeback but Spike had actually looked abashed 



and, to Xander’s relief, immediately dropped the 
subject of Buffy finally getting physical with Riley. 
Xander himself was still boggling over the fact that 
Spike had known instantly, as soon as Buffy opened 
the door to her mother’s house, that Buffy and Riley 
were sleeping together. Being Spike, he’d felt 
compelled to share his knowledge with Buffy, who 
had not taken it well. Fortunately, Joyce had been in 
the kitchen at the time and hadn’t heard the 
comment, as Buffy’s panicked look over her 
shoulder had confirmed, and Spike hadn’t 
mentioned it again. 

Until now. 

The swinging door between the kitchen and dining 
room opened again and Joyce Summers came in 
with her own small stack of dishes. She met his eyes 
just as Buffy’s voice floated in from the dining room: 

“You being all rescue-vamp didn’t exactly help with 
the low profile.” 

Xander clapped a hand over his mouth to stifle his 
laugh as Joyce mouthed “rescue vamp?”, her own 
eyes sparkling with laughter. 



“Please, like I needed to suit up to handle those 
wankers. All the humans know is that they were 
saved by a devilishly handsome mystery man.” 

Xander’s shoulders were shaking with suppressed 
laughter as Buffy made a clearly audible gagging 
noise in the next room. An indelicate snort escaped 
Joyce as she struggled to control her own 
amusement. 

“I can hear you two,” Spike said loudly. 

“We both can,” Buffy added her own complaint. 

Mrs. Summers just laughed and pitched her voice so 
it would be clearly audible in the dining room. 
“Xander, what do you think? Should we leave those 
two alone to continue their bickering or offer them 
pie if they'll stop?” 

“I vote we split the pie between us and leave them 
to it,” Xander answered immediately. Mrs. 
Summers made great pies. 

“Oi! 

“Hey!” 



Xander and Joyce exchanged grins as Buffy and 
Spike forgot their argument and joined forces in the 
face of imminent pie theft. 

Sunday dinner at Joyce’s house happened at least 
once a month. Joyce always served what Xander 
thought of from television as a traditional holiday 
meal: a roast of some kind, potatoes, vegetables, 
desert; the whole sitcom family dinner scenario. 
From comments Buffy had made, Xander knew this 
wasn’t something Joyce had done when it was just 
her and Buffy eating and by now, he’d figured out 
that Joyce was doing it for Spike. 

Spike didn’t like talking about his human family and, 
from the little he’d let slip in unguarded moments, 
there was something huge that had happened with 
his mother. It was clear that he’d loved his mother 
but Xander had enough family issues of his own to 
respect Spike not wanting to talk about his own. 
Still, something in the way Spike had gotten quiet 
the first time Joyce served them roast beef and 
Yorkshire pudding for Sunday dinner made Xander 
think that Joyce knew something he didn’t. 



It might be nothing more than the feeling of family 
that Joyce created through the magic of food and 
warmth and laughter. Xander just hoped that she 
got as much out of the dinners as the rest of them 
did. Both Spike and Buffy seemed to let down their 
guards more at Joyce’s house than anywhere else 
and Xander no longer envied people who had 
parents who loved them and gave a damn about 
them. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“So, you and Riley are back together?” Xander 
asked casually. 

He and Buffy had settled on the living room couch, 
leaving the dishes to Joyce at her insistence. Xander 
could hear the low murmur of voices in the kitchen 
as she and Spike talked quietly over the sound of 
water running and china rattling. Oz had been 
invited to join them but he had taken Devon up on 
his offer to play with the band in Los Angeles this 
weekend and Xander suspected Oz had just needed 



some time away and the familiar solace of his 
music. The encounters with Adam had shaken all of 
them so it hadn’t been surprising that Oz needed 
some time to deal. Sometimes Xander thought that 
he was the only one of them who could handle 
being pummeled by something stronger than 
himself. It was an all too frequent occurrence in his 
life but it was always a shock for the stronger than 
human members of the group when something 
bigger and badder kicked their asses. He wasn’t 
worried. Oz’s way of dealing with things had always 
been to take off for awhile and Oz would be back 
tonight, or whenever he was ready. 

Buffy shot him a measuring, sideways glance as she 
continued leafing through the magazine she’d 
picked up from the coffee table. 

“Yeah. Riley’s had some time to think and he’s not 
as freaked out by my crazy life any more. He told 
me he trusted me and that was the bottom line for 
him.” Buffy sounded shyly pleased and like she was 
braced for disapproval. 



Riley was still trying to find a middle ground 
between the Initiative and Buffy and Xander had to 
give the guy credit for keeping his word and sharing 
information about Adam. Riley seemed to be trying 
to walk a line between his duty to the military and 
helping them: like the way he’d given them the 
information from, but not actual copies of Adam’s 
schematics. Still, it was an improvement over how 
he’d first reacted to Buffy’s non-human and human-
adjacent friends, but Xander would be happier if he 
was able to convince himself that Riley wasn’t just 
covering his bases. From what Xander could tell, 
Riley was boy scout enough to want to have a 
fallback plan for saving the world, just in case his 
team wasn’t successful in handling it themselves. 

“So, he’s ok with you hanging out with me and 
Spike?” was all he said. 

“Well, ok is probably a stretch but he has agreed 
not to tell his friends about you two unless Spike 
becomes a threat to them,” Buffy hedged. 



Xander wondered if Spike training a hundred 
vampires to attack the Initiative would be 
considered a threat. Probably. 

“What changed his mind?” 

Buffy smiled ruefully. “It didn’t hurt that the blood 
sample Dr. Bradley took proved that there was a 
scary mix of drugs in his system. And Adam 
acknowledging Maggie as his ‘mother’ made denial 
pretty hard to hang on to.” 

“Convinced him his superiors hadn’t exactly been 
upfront about what they were doing?” 

“Something like that.” She hesitated, then said: 
“Riley hasn’t been talking much since the new 
commander arrived. Just said the guy was taking a 
look at the whole operation and would be making a 
report to his superiors.” 

Xander sat up straight. “You mean they might be 
shutting the Initiative down?” he asked hopefully. 

Buffy shook her head. “I didn’t get that feeling. 
More like cleaning house, getting rid of Maggie 
Walsh’s mad scientist bits or something. The 



government may be in the demon fighting business 
to stay.” 

She didn’t sound any happier about that than 
Xander felt. 

“Any chance cleaning house will mean they’re 
willing to listen to outside advice?” Xander 
wondered if there was any possibility that Sergeant 
Morgan could talk to the new commander. He was 
pretty low rank in the military but he was one of 
their own and well-respected, unlike Buffy, the 
outsider freak girlfriend of one of their own. 

The phone rang before Buffy could answer and she 
got to her feet, heading for the hall phone, calling to 
her mother: “I got it.” 

Xander’s understanding of politics was pretty much 
non-existent and he had no idea who the new 
commander of a covert army base would report to. 
Someone high up, probably back in Washington 
D.C., he supposed, wondering if there was any way 
they could send their own report to the same 
source. Riley wasn’t an ally that Xander put a lot of 
faith in but he was better than an unknown military 



type, especially one with delusions of making the 
Initiative a permanent fixture in Sunnydale. If the 
new guy shut down the science side of thing, that 
meant they’d be killing demons instead of 
imprisoning and experimenting on them and given 
the Initiative’s track record of not caring whether 
the demon was dangerous or not, that wasn’t really 
an improvement. 

He thought about the harmless demons trapped in 
the cells and his demon friends in town and knew 
that Spike was right. Unless the Initiative shut down 
completely or left town, they would have to attack 
the base. Even a reformed Initiative was a danger to 
every non-violent demon in town. 

In the hall, Buffy’s voice was rising as she became 
more and more upset and Xander got to his feet, 
eavesdropping shamelessly. Something had gone 
seriously wrong. The water shut off in the kitchen 
and Joyce and Spike came into the hall, listening as 
well. 

Buffy hung up the phone and stayed facing the wall 
for a long moment, shoulders tense, hands curled 



into fists on the telephone table as if she was 
forcibly restraining herself from punching through 
the wall. 

“Buffy?” Joyce moved forward, putting her hand on 
Buffy’s shoulder. “What is it? What’s happened?” 

Buffy turned to face them, moving slowly with a 
tight control in which Xander read both anger and 
misery. “That was Riley. The Initiative attacked 
Adam in the caves.” 

“Idiots!” Spike exclaimed contemptuously. Xander’s 
only slightly more diplomatic: “Are they crazy?” 
came at the same time. 

“They had a theory that Adam wasn’t fully charged 
up yet, that that’s why he hasn’t really done much 
of anything up ‘til now. They went in with tasers 
and hit him with multiple blasts at the same time.” 
A muscle jerked in Buffy’s jaw and she closed her 
eyes for a second, folding her arms around herself 
tightly as she continued. “Riley said Adam seemed 
to feed off the taser energy, absorbing it and 
growing even stronger. He killed almost half the 
soldiers before the rest could retreat.” 



“Serves them right. Bloody amateurs,” Spike said. 
Joyce laid a staying hand on his arm and he 
continued, less abrasively: “Walsh was building a 
perfect soldier, stands to reason she’d make it 
invulnerable to weapons her own side is using.” 

“Why didn’t Riley talk to us first?” Xander couldn’t 
help asking, even though he knew the answer. 

“He’s a soldier, Xander. He’s been trained not to 
question orders. The only reason he called is 
because he’s worried about what his superiors will 
do now.” Buffy fixed Xander with a challenging 
stare. “He risked a lot to call me and give us a heads 
up. If anyone finds out, his career is over and he’d 
probably be court martialed.” 

“He won’t find out from any of us,” Joyce reassured 
her and Xander smiled inwardly at her inclusion of 
Spike in that, knowing Spike would have thoroughly 
enjoyed the idea of Riley in a prison cell. Joyce had 
effectively stopped Spike from even joking about it 
by her serene confidence that he wouldn’t do 
something like that. 



“What does Riley think his superior are going to 
do?” Xander asked, not liking the idea of something 
that worried Mr. By-the-Book so much he was 
willing to break orders to contact them. 

“Gonna want to save face now they’ve botched the 
mission so badly, yeah?” Spike answered for Buffy. 
“Soldier boy’s worried about escalation, isn’t he?” 

“Something like a rocket launcher, maybe?” Xander 
wondered if that would be enough to stop Adam 
and if it was, where they could get their hands on 
one. 

“Think bigger, luv. Adam’s got that nuclear power 
core, remember? I’m guessing Finn is worried about 
them fighting fire with fire.” Despite his outward 
calm, Xander could see sparks of demonic gold 
flickering in Spike’s blue eyes and knew that Spike 
was a lot more edgy about the possibility than he 
was letting on. 

“Hitting Adam with a nuke? No way. Sure, it might 
kill Adam but it’s going to leave a big smoking crater 
where Sunnydale is.” Xander was appalled. 



Buffy looked at them with worried eyes. “It all 
depends on how dangerous they think Adam is. If 
they think he’s going to destroy the town anyway, 
they might think it’s worth the risk.” 

“Plus, getting rid of all us demons in one fell swoop 
might seem worth a little radioactive fallout.” 

“But people would know,” Joyce protested. “They 
couldn’t hide something like that.” 

Spike shrugged. “Accidents happen. Oops, an 
explosion caused by an unknown gas pocket set off 
a nuke in an underground silo. Lot of fingers 
pointed, a few million paid in damages, and the 
government moves on.” 

The three humans stared at Spike, appalled, all the 
more so because he’d made the unthinkable sound 
so plausible. Given some of the things the 
government was known to have covered up, Xander 
could easily see things playing out exactly as Spike 
had described. After all, who would ever believe the 
government had authorized extreme measures 
against an out of control demon? Especially a 
demon the government had created themselves. 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Walking Xander home a short time later, Spike 
considered the latest stupidity on the part of the 
soldiers and what it would mean for him. He wasn’t 
about to let the soldiers destroy his Territory, if 
that’s what they were planning. Despite what he’d 
said back at Joyce’s, the possibility of the soldiers 
using nuclear weapons was fairly unlikely. The 
government might get that desperate eventually, 
but not until they’d exhausted all other possibilities 
and had had time to cover their arses in twelve 
different layers of paperwork. Still, there were a lot 
of conventional weapons that could do enough 
damage that there wouldn’t be a whole lot left of 
the town afterwards. 

Sunnydale was on the map now in a way it hadn’t 
been before. The fucking Gentlemen and their 
‘laryngitis epidemic’ had made Sunnydale headline 
news across the nation. The government, or at least 
the portion of it behind the Initiative, had to be 
worried about something like that getting out again. 



And Adam had their serial numbers on him. Now 
that they’d realized that Adam wasn’t going to be 
an easy target, they might get to the point where 
taking out the entire town and all its problems in 
one strike had a certain appeal. One big disaster 
instead of a series of small ones. 

Spike shook his head impatiently, letting that worry 
go for now. The army wasn‘t going to nuke the 
town tonight or tomorrow. Which brought him back 
to his own problems. Tempting as it was, Spike 
couldn’t hit the Initiative now while so many of 
their people were in hospital. He wasn’t ready. He 
needed a workable plan for getting in, his minions 
needed more training, and he needed a way to get 
the fucking chip out. 

Which brought him back to Adam and what he was 
planning. 

The vampires in the church had said they were 
working for Adam. None of them had been 
members of the Court, but the fact that Adam was 
recruiting vampires was worrisome. Adam knew 
Spike had been chipped and he had access to the 



Initiative’s files. Even if Adam hadn’t figured out by 
now that the chip only prevented Spike from 
hurting humans, he could do a lot of damage by 
spreading the word that Spike had been imprisoned 
for nearly a week and experimented on. Having that 
spread around would lead to stupidity on the part 
of vampires in the Court, thinking Spike was 
vulnerable to challenge. He needed to find out as 
soon as possible if Adam had just recruited a couple 
of vampires he’d stumbled across or if he was 
deliberately undermining Spike’s status as Master. 

“Everything ok?” Xander asked and Spike realized 
he’d been growling quietly to himself. 

“Yeah, just a bit tired of dealing with morons.” 

“What do you think about having Sergeant Morgan 
meet with the Initiative’s new commander?” 

“Thought you gave up that idea?” Spike countered, 
surprised by the non-sequitor. 

Xander waved a dismissive hand. “This is something 
entirely different. I’m not talking about kidnapping 
soldiers, I’m thinking about a one-on-one with an 



army Sergeant.” He grinned at Spike. “You know, 
with an appointment and everything.” 

“Have Morgan tell him he knows all about demons 
and has never reported it to his superiors?” Spike 
raised an eyebrow, amused by Xander’s persistent 
optimism that somehow the Initiative could be 
made to see reason. “Can’t think of a quicker way to 
make them suspicious, luv. The Sergeant probably 
doesn’t deserve to be dissected,” he said 
judiciously. 

Xander’s shoulders slumped and Spike laughed, 
putting his arm around his boy and pulling him 
close. “We’ll figure it out, luv. We always do,” he 
told Xander with more confidence than he was 
really feeling at the moment. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The evening practice session was wrapping up as 
Spike went downstairs to the Court to have a talk 
with his Lieutenants. Xander was already headed for 
bed as Spike left and, knowing his boy would be 



leaving for work at dawn, Spike couldn’t help feeling 
frustrated and annoyed that their schedules were 
so out of kilter again. It was as good a reason as any 
for killing Adam, he thought as he descended the 
steps to the factory floor. 

He stopped a moment on the balcony overlooking 
the factory floor, watching the sparring matches 
going on below. He could tell instantly which 
minions were aware of his presence and which 
weren’t and made note of the ones so caught up in 
their individual fights that they were oblivious to 
their surroundings. He signaled Michael to 
approach and pointed out the minions in question, 
telling Michael to arrange to have another minion 
attack the careless ones from the side during their 
next sparring session. 

“Toss a knife at them,” he ordered. “If they get hit 
by it three times, make the fourth one a stake. Can’t 
afford to put all your focus on the person in front of 
you.” 

That taken care of, he left Michael fixing faces and 
names in his memory and strolled over to join Jose 



who was circling the edges of the factory floor, 
occasionally making comments to the minions. 

“How’s it going?” 

“Well enough. I estimate another week before they 
are ready.” 

“I make it two, at least,” Spike said disparagingly, 
although progress had definitely been made and 
the minions were improving rapidly. That wasn’t 
what he wanted to talk about right now though and 
he told Jose to follow him upstairs to the deserted 
third floor, where he led the way into one of the 
empty rooms and closed the door.  
 
“Heard anything about a new player in town?” he 
asked. Jose generally had a good feel for what was 
happening in the Court and was by far the most 
reliable of his Lieutenants and the safest to bring a 
tricky problem to. 

Jose shook his head. “No, Master Spike. The training 
has kept the minions in the Court more than usual 
so there is less gossip about the town.” 



That made sense. Spike’s thoughts raced, 
considering the implications of several courses of 
action, then made a quick decision. “Want you, 
Anthony and Marc to head out. Spend the rest of 
the night checking out the bars and other hangouts. 
Let me know if you hear anything about a demon 
recruiting other demons - especially vampires.” 

Jose dipped his head, acknowledging the order. “Is 
there any information in particular you seek about 
this demon?” 

“Anything and everything. Goes by the name of 
Adam. Doubt you’ll see him in person but I want to 
know if he’s recruiting and, if so, who he’s after and 
what his pitch is.” 

“Understood. The three of us should be able to 
check every gathering place in town before 
sunrise.” 

“See that you do,” Spike told him. 

Jose bowed in acknowledgement of Spike’s orders 
and left to collect the other two lieutenants. Spike 



was confident that he would know soon whether or 
not Adam was actively recruiting vampires. 

He just wished he knew what the hell Adam was up 
to and whether it was a threat to Spike or his 
Territory.  

 
 

Part Thirty-Three 

Spike listened closely to Jose’s report, weighing the 
information carefully, even as he pretended 
indifference, toying idly with the taser rifle lying on 
the table in front of him. For the past two nights, his 
senior Lieutenants had visited the town’s gathering 
spots, watching, listening and asking discrete 
questions. What they‘d learned was disturbing. 

Adam was up to something, that much was obvious. 
He was recruiting heavily among the aggressive 
demons: Crynt’ks, Klantosh, Nyntakkii, even 
vampires. From what his Lieutenants had learned, 
Adam had half the demons in town thinking he was 
some sort of fucking messiah and the idiots were 



apparently lining up to throw themselves on the 
pyre for him. Adam was somehow convincing 
demons who normally wouldn’t give a member of 
another species the time of day to work together. 
Spike wasn’t particularly interested in controlling 
those kinds of demons himself - it was a lot more 
fun to kill them - but he couldn’t help wondering 
how Adam was doing it. 

Putting the snippets of information together, Spike 
suspected Adam was working on his own plan for 
attacking the Initiative. If that was really what Adam 
was planning, and if Spike hadn’t been dead set 
against Adam poaching in his Territory on general 
principles, he’d be half tempted to sign up with 
Adam himself - second in command of course, not 
the cannon fodder Adam was recruiting. The 
species being most heavily recruited all tended to 
be vicious and dumber than dog shit. Which 
explained how Adam was convincing them to be 
sacrificial lambs for him. From a conversation 
Anthony had overheard, Adam may have actually 
talked some of the demons he was recruiting into 



allowing themselves to be captured by the 
Initiative. 

Which begged the question - why did Adam want all 
those demons filling the cells of the Initiative? 
Attacking from within? Which meant that Adam 
was confident he could open the cell doors when 
the time came. Either that, or he didn’t care if his 
recruits died in the cells. 

Something wasn’t adding up and it bothered Spike 
more than he was willing to let on. From what he’d 
seen of Adam, he should be capable of taking down 
the Initiative himself, without needing a bunch of 
trench fighters to back him up. Was there 
something in the Initiative they didn’t know about? 
Or was Adam up to something else entirely? 

He realized that Jose had finished his report and his 
Lieutenants were looking at him for a response. 

“Right,” he said, getting to his feet. “Good work, all 
of you. Check around the Court, make sure anyone 
gullible enough to fall for that tripe doesn’t survive 
the experience. Stake anyone who even sounds like 
they admire Adam. We can’t afford that kind of 



stupidity in the Court.” He tossed the taser rifle to 
Anthony, who caught it smoothly. “Take the 
minions out in groups of ten or so, give ’em a taste 
of what that can do. Might as well give ’em some 
practice in ducking taser fire. Soldiers seem to have 
a bit of a one track mind when it comes to 
weapons,” he ordered, thinking about the stupidity 
of attacking something like Adam with a taser and 
conveniently ignoring the fact that he’d attacked 
Adam with his bare hands. “Questions?” 

Not surprisingly, there weren’t any and Spike strode 
out of the room heading for the apartment. The 
Court would be ready soon. The question was, 
could he use what Adam was doing to help him take 
down the Initiative? As tempting as it was to make a 
temporary truce, he was not giving Adam the 
chance to establish a powerbase in his Territory. 
Especially if there was something inside the 
Initiative that Adam wanted. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Xander was sprawled across most of the bed, face 
half buried between two pillows, leaving only his 
shock of dark hair visible, the tangled waves curling 
down to brush against his shoulders leaving Spike, 
as always, with the nearly irresistible urge to bury 
his fingers in the thick, dark mass, stroking and 
playing with the brown waves. 

One arm was flung out across Spike’s side of the 
bed, the other curled underneath the pillows and 
Spike sat down on the mattress, unable to resist 
running his hand up the toned muscles of his boy’s 
back, feeling the warmth of the suntanned skin 
under his palm and the steady beat of his Claimed’s 
heart. 

Not for the first time, Spike marveled in the changes 
that construction had wrought in his once gangly, 
awkward boy. Xander had filled out in the past year, 
especially through the shoulders and arms, having 
gained considerable muscle mass from hours of 
heavy lifting on construction sites. His torso tapered 
down to a narrow waist and flat abdomen, and his 
long, muscular legs were beautiful. His boy had 



become a confident man, not only physically but 
emotionally as well. Xander was everything Spike 
had wanted when he’d first set out to make the 
lonely, uncertain boy his own: loyal, generous and 
loving, with sunlit laughter and dark undercurrents 
that drew Spike like a magnet. Of course, he hadn’t 
forseen that Xander would also be as stubborn as 
the proverbial mule and would drive Spike nearly 
mad by his insistence on putting his own life in 
danger to protect others - usually others who were 
stronger and faster and better able to survive 
danger than Xander. Xander made Spike laugh, 
made him so frustrated he wanted to scream but, 
above all, he made Spike feel loved and wanted as 
no one else ever had, either as a human or a 
vampire. For the first time in his restless existence, 
Spike had learned what contentment was. Having 
Xander by his side made everything else bearable. 
Without Xander, Spike wouldn’t be alive now. He 
would have staked himself in frustration and 
despair over the chip a long time ago but Xander’s 
refusal to accept the chip as anything more than a 
temporary problem had given Spike hope and the 



will to carry on until he could find a way to get the 
damn thing out. 

His hand traced idly over Xander’s back as his 
thoughts wandered. Even without being able to see 
it, Spike knew his Claim Mark was fading and 
overdue for renewal. He needed to renew it soon 
before the building tension in town exploded into 
violence. A Claim scar wasn’t of much use in a 
pitched battle but even the slightest hesitation as 
an opponent realized the human they were facing 
had been Claimed by the Master of the Territory 
could make the difference between a blow that 
landed and one that was successfully blocked. 

“You know, you could use the other hand and make 
it a real massage,” Xander mumbled sounding still 
half-asleep and Spike realized his hand had 
continued running over Xander’s skin on its own, 
the slow, soothing motions more for his own peace 
of mind than anything else. Coming back to himself, 
Spike glanced towards the darkened windows. The 
sun hadn’t risen yet, but dawn wasn’t far off and 
Xander would be leaving for work not long after. 



Plenty of time, Spike thought with a smirk. 

“And what possible reason could I have for doing 
that?” he purred, his voice dark and sensual. As he 
spoke, he lifted his free hand off the mattress, 
beginning to run both hands over Xander’s tanned 
back in a way that had nothing to do with massage. 

“I’m willing to offer cash incentives,” Xander 
suggested, sounding more awake now, awake and 
shifting under Spike’s hands in a way that told Spike 
he was not adverse to a little pre-dawn dalliance 
before work. 

“Hmmm,” Spike said judiciously. “I like money.” 

He let his hands slide away from the warm skin 
beneath him, bracing himself against the mattress 
as he bent down and began kissing his way across 
Xander’s back from one shoulder blade to the 
other. His tongue darted out, tasting that sun-
touched flesh and he inhaled deeply, drinking in the 
rich scents of his Claimed. Xander tasted like the 
almost-forgotten sunshine of his human years, he 
thought, not for the first time. Xander’s natural 



scent began to take on the musky smell of arousal 
as his kisses moved further south. 

He took his time, laving his tongue over every inch 
of his boy’s skin, swirling the tip over and around 
the bumps and hollows of Xander’s spine, giving 
each vertebra individual attention before moving on 
to the next, loving the way Xander arched his back 
into his touch, wordlessly asking for more, his 
breath coming more rapidly as his arousal 
deepened. 

Spike sat up abruptly as he reached Xander’s waist, 
ignoring Xander’s protesting “hey!” as he straddled 
Xander, resting his weight on Xander’s thighs and 
turning his attention to his boy’s firm, strong 
buttocks. 

“Said you wanted a massage, luv,” he reminded 
Xander innocently, deliberately kneading and 
working the muscles in a way guaranteed to not be 
relaxing, bending down to kiss and nip playfully at 
both cheeks as Xander squirmed under his 
attentions, beginning to rock his hips down into the 
mattress, seeking friction. Spike could tell from the 



heady scent that Xander was fully aroused and he 
breathed in sharply, inhaling Xander’s spicy scent 
made deeper and richer with his arousal. His own 
cock was reacting to his efforts, but he ignored his 
need to plunge deeply inside his boy, knowing the 
chip prevented that for now. 

The flash of furious resentment, the helpless rage 
that simmered constantly beneath the surface of his 
mind helped keep his arousal in check even as he 
worked to insure that Xander lost control. 

Spreading Xander’s cheeks with his thumbs, 
disguising the movement in his massage, Spike 
dragged his tongue up the exposed crack, swirling it 
teasingly around the entrance and chuckled as 
Xander yelped and squirmed beneath him at the 
sudden shift. Spike laved his tongue back and forth 
over the tight entrance, loving the way it twitched 
and fluttered under his attentions. 

Xander was gasping now, his hips riding up off the 
mattress as he thrust back against Spike, wanting 
more, moaning as Spike obliged him working the tip 
of his tongue inside the opening, losing himself in 



the taste and scent and sound of his Claimed’s 
arousal. His own erection was screaming for 
attention and he pulled back with a sudden 
movement that had Xander practically keening a 
protest, folding himself over his boy’s back and 
pulling their bodies tightly together. He slammed 
his hips forward, fitting his erection into the crack of 
Xander’s ass, feeling the heat and moisture 
surrounding him as he rutted furiously against his 
boy, reaching one hand around and encasing 
Xander’s weeping erection in his strong palm. He 
thrust hard, his hand pumping Xander’s pulsing cock 
in rhythm with his own movements as they both 
approached the precipice together. 

The sudden shrill of the alarm and Xander’s bark of 
surprised laughter sent them over the edge 
together, Spike’s seed erupting over Xander’s ass 
and Xander coating Spike’s hand as he exploded 
into his own orgasm and they collapsed on the bed 
together, Xander’s sweat-soaked limbs tangling 
with Spike’s cool flesh, the alarm blaring 
obnoxiously on the bedside table as Xander panted 



heavily and Spike inhaled their mingled scents 
rapturously. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Sitting in his usual spot, perched on the arm of 
Spike’s chair, Xander watched curiously as Giles 
went to answer the knock on the door. Everyone 
had already arrived for the meeting, as far as he 
knew. Oz was there, his usual quiet composed self, 
back from a long weekend with Devon and the 
band, having dealt with the issues that had made 
him seek space and music and time away. Buffy had 
obviously been at Giles’ for awhile, munching on a 
cookie, a discarded text book on the table at her 
elbow. 

As usual, he and Spike had been the last to arrive. 
Spike hated being summoned to appear anywhere 
and scored some kind of point by making his 
entrance last. It had something to do with sweeping 
in and starting the meeting as if he’d been the one 
to call it, but Xander had decided a long time ago 



that he wasn’t going to get involved in Slayer-
Master Vampire one-gunmanship, except to 
prevent it from turning violent. 

He was surprised to see Mr. Olsen and Sgt. Morgan 
follow Giles into the living room and he 
straightened up alertly, wondering what was up. 
Mr. Olsen and Sgt. Morgan didn’t usually come to 
their periodic gatherings at Giles’ apartment, 
attending only the big meetings and he hadn’t had 
the impression that this was anything more than 
their usual state-of-the-Hellmouth update. 

Mr. Olsen smiled at him and Sgt. Morgan gave the 
room a half-wave, half-salute greeting and Xander 
relaxed back against the wing of the chair. Neither 
of them seemed worried, so they probably just had 
some news. They were all being paranoid about 
talking on their phones these days, so it made sense 
they would have come in person to deliver any 
news. 

As Giles courteously found them chairs, Xander 
thought idly that, if the meetings got any bigger 
they were going to have to find another place to 



meet. Just their usual four - now five with Oz back, 
pretty much filled Giles’ small living room. Which 
was always Xander’s excuse for sitting on the arm of 
Spike’s chair rather than claiming one of his own. 

Of course, if Spike had his way, Xander would be 
sitting in his lap but that was so not happening. Lap 
sitting was a naked activity, thank you very much. 
He was bigger than Spike and, unless nakedness 
was involved, he felt ridiculous perched on top of 
Spike’s smaller body, no matter how much Spike 
loved it. He leaned over and dropped a kiss on top 
of Spike’s platinum hair, grateful as always that 
Spike understood which points were non-
negotiable. Spike had the strength and the instincts 
to enforce a lot of things that Xander wouldn’t like 
and it always amazed and humbled him that Spike 
fought his own instincts for Xander’s sake. 

Spike glanced up at him, eyes smiling although his 
face was impassive and slid his arm around Xander’s 
waist. Xander put his right arm across Spike’s 
shoulders, one finger slipping beneath the neck of 
Spike’s black t-shirt to trace patterns on the cool 
skin underneath. Despite his casual sprawl in the 



chair, Spike was watching the others take their 
seats with a wary intensity unusual for one of their 
periodic meetings and, as Buffy started to speak, 
Xander wondered what Spike was sensing that 
made the meeting unusual. 

Certainly, her report didn’t seem that serious on the 
face of it. Twice in the past week, different species 
of demons had been seen traveling in pairs. A 
vampire and “something with horns and a bad case 
of the hairy backs”, and two similar looking demons 
with “weird tattoos on their faces”. Fortunately, 
Giles was able to clarify Buffy’s typically less than 
helpful descriptions with the information that the 
mixed pairs had consisted of a vampire and a 
Klantosh demon, and two Dakram sub-species that 
were usually mortal enemies. Xander looked at 
Spike for confirmation of that assessment as Buffy 
summed up - Spike was a much more reliable 
source than even the best of Giles’ books. Spike 
didn’t say anything and didn’t seem surprised, 
which made Xander narrow his eyes, staring down 
at Spike and wondering what he knew about this. 



“Extraordinarily odd,” Giles commented when Buffy 
finished. “As a rule, demons have no empathy for 
any species other than their own.” He gave Sgt. 
Morgan and Mr. Olsen an apologetic look which Sgt. 
Morgan waved off, looking amused. “Particularly 
the vampire-Klantosh pairing. Most demons think of 
vampires as abominations. Mixing with human 
blood and all.” His gaze went briefly to Spike and 
Xander frowned when Spike didn’t take the 
opportunity to make a snarky response. 
 
“What do you think brought them together?“ 
Xander asked. 

“Not what,” Oz answered. “Who.” 
 
Giles’ eyes widened behind his glasses. “Adam,” he 
said grimly. 

There was a moment’s silence as they all digested 
that, then Buffy said flippantly, but with an 
underlying seriousness: “Well, who better to bring 
together a bunch of different demon types than 
someone who's made out of a bunch of demon 



types?” Buffy looked around at them all. “But why? 
What’s Adam up to?” 

“That’s the question we all have been trying to 
answer,” Mr. Olsen pointed out. “Uniting different 
species would seem to indicate that he’s building a 
power base.” 

“How much good is it going to do if his foot soldiers 
are all in a cell?” Buffy asked. “These guys were 
being way obvious and they have to know…” 

Her voice trailed off and Sgt. Morgan finished for 
her tactfully: “That since their losses against Adam, 
the Initiative soldiers have been out in force and not 
in a friendly mood.” 

Which was an understatement. The surviving 
members of the Initiative were grieving their losses 
in the only way they knew how: by seeking revenge. 
Since Adam wasn’t available, they were taking out 
their frustration and anger on any demon they 
could get their hands on. They had all seen Initiative 
patrols around town and it worried Xander - 
worried all of them - that they were becoming so 
obvious, like they had decided the time for hiding 



was over. Mr. Olsen had reported that half the 
demons in town were scared to leave their houses 
and Xander had gotten a list from him and his three 
employees had spent the last two days running 
groceries to the frightened demons. 

Buffy was freaked because Riley wasn’t returning 
her calls and she hadn’t heard from him since he’d 
called after the disastrous raid on Adam’s cave. 
Only the remnants of common sense had kept her 
from accosting the soldiers on patrol when all 
attempts to talk to people at Lowell House had 
failed and Xander was worried that her patience 
was going to end and she was going to do 
something stupid and reveal her Slayer strength to 
people less understanding than Riley. Even Buffy 
couldn’t handle taser blasts and Xander was afraid 
that, in their current mood, the soldiers might just 
decide to find out why Buffy was so strong. 

“We’re in the difficult position of having two 
opponents: the Initiative and Adam,” Giles said 
crisply, drawing Xander’s attention away from his 
depressing thoughts. “Among other things, we need 



to decide which is the greater threat, and therefore 
the one we must move against first.” 

“Adam,” Buffy answered decisively. Spike’s watchful 
expression didn’t change in the slightest but Xander 
could sense his disagreement. 

“No question,” she continued, looking around at 
them all. “We need to deal with Adam first. The 
Initiative may even help us take Adam down but 
Adam’s sure not going to be helping us stop the 
Initiative.” 

“Don’t be too sure, Slayer,” Spike spoke for the first 
time since they’d arrived. “Wouldn’t be surprised if 
Adam didn’t want the people who created him out 
of the picture.” He gave her a deliberately offensive 
smirk. “Most vampires make their first kills in the 
family. Don’t like the reminder of where they came 
from. Adam’s bound to have some vampire bits in 
him. Could be he’ll help us take down the 
Initiative.” 

Xander gave him a sharp look. Spike was the one 
who’d told Xander that vampires often killed their 
families because they were the easiest prey for 



confused fledglings just risen and not sure what to 
do with their new existence. He let it go without 
comment for now because Spike had a good point. 
The Initiative had Maggie Walsh’s files and Adam 
certainly knew it. It was a logical assumption that 
the ones with the most information on what made 
him tick had the best chance of defeating him, 
which meant they probably were first on Adam’s to-
do list. 

“We don’t need that kind of help,” Buffy told Spike 
sharply who just gave her a mocking smile. 

“I’m inclined to agree with Buffy,” Giles said. “Adam 
is an unknown and that makes him terribly 
dangerous, simply because we cannot predict 
where or when he will strike.” 

“Isn’t that kind of a reason to tackle the Initiative 
first?” Xander asked. “We know what they’re doing 
and we need to stop it.” 

“And what if Adam attacks while we’re in the 
middle of a fight with the Initiative?” Buffy asked. 
“Besides, if we can work with the Initiative to take 
down Adam, maybe we won’t have to fight them at 



all.” 
 
“Still hoping boy toy is going to come through for 
you?” Spike sneered and Xander put a warning 
hand on his thigh. Buffy was more than a little 
volatile on the subject of Riley, especially now. 

Sgt. Morgan spoke up before Buffy could draw 
breath to answer - just as well, Xander thought, 
given the anger on her face. The last thing they 
needed was for Buffy and Spike to seriously get into 
it. While frequently entertaining, it wasn’t always 
productive. 

“We know where they are, Xander but we don’t 
have a plan for getting inside,” Sgt. Morgan 
reminded him. “They appear to be well fortified and 
we don’t have a way in that they wouldn’t see 
coming and be ready for us. An all-out assault 
would be extremely costly on both sides.” 

“Adam has a way in,” Giles reminded them all. 
“According to Riley, he’s already gotten inside their 
base once, without them seeing him coming.” He 



shifted his gaze to Buffy. “Did they ever find out 
how he did it?” 

She shook her head. “No. He overrode their security 
somehow but they’ve never figured out how.” 

“Sounds like someone should ask him,” Spike said 
and it worried Xander that he didn’t sound like he 
was being sarcastic. 

Buffy said up abruptly, looking way more interested 
than Xander thought the remark deserved. She 
stared at Spike thoughtfully. “Spike, do you think 
you could pretend to team up with Adam? If he’s 
recruiting demons, wouldn’t he want you more 
than anyone?” 

“What?!” Xander began, outraged, but Spike was 
way ahead of him, shooting Buffy a withering look. 

“Just how thick are you, Slayer? Not like he didn’t 
see me invading his home in the company of the 
Slayer and my Claimed.” 

“He doesn’t know Xander’s your Claimed,” Buffy 
argued, obviously annoyed at having her idea so 
summarily shot down and Xander shook his head, 



surprised as always by how little Buffy understood 
about demons. Anything except how to kill them 
simply didn’t interest her. 

“‘Course he does,” Spike shot back. “Got his nose 
from the demon side of the spare parts bin, didn’t 
he? That’s the whole point of a Claim mark - so 
other demons are warned off. Enough bits of him 
are demon to know that.” 

Spike didn’t mention the Claim scar was fading 
again but Xander knew Spike was aware of it. Spike 
spent an inordinate amount of time recently licking 
at the Claim scar, as if willing it to stay fresh. It 
wouldn’t be long before Spike felt compelled to 
renew it and Xander hated how much that cost 
Spike to do it. It didn’t matter for now, even if the 
mark had faded to the point where other demons 
couldn’t sense it anymore, Spike’s scent was all over 
Xander, as Xander’s was all over him - among other 
things they slept together every night. If Adam had 
any sense of smell at all, he knew that Xander and 
Spike were lovers. 



“So, how do you stop an unstoppable demon?” 
Xander asked, wanting to break the tension 
between them. 

“If both guns and our weapons are useless, I’m 
beginning to wonder if the military isn’t right. 
Maybe a nuke is the only way to stop Adam,” Buffy 
said, slumping down a bit. 

Xander’s eyebrow shot up, although he knew Buffy 
couldn’t be serious. He hoped. “Well, since that 
pretty much leaves Sunnydale as just a big smoking 
hole in the ground, I vote we think of something 
else.” 

“In addition to everything else, a blast that size 
would create seismic activity which could open the 
Hellmouth,” Mr. Olsen told them. Which was a new, 
and charming thought. 

“So, nuclear radiation and demons overrunning the 
earth? Suddenly, Adam isn’t sounding so bad 
anymore.” Xander was beginning to sympathize 
with Buffy’s gloomy attitude. Spike trailed his 
fingers over Xander’s hip and Xander straightened 
his shoulders, taking comfort from the small touch. 



“Ok, if we can’t attack Adam physically, that pretty 
much leaves us with magic, right? Is there some 
kind of spell for killing an unkillable demon?” 

“Not that I’m aware of,” Giles said patiently. 
“However, I am not much more than a dabbler 
when it comes to magic.” 

“How about your friend Ethan?” He seemed like the 
kind of guy who knew about the down and dirty 
side of magic. 

“What? Halloween guy? Band Candy man? Are you 
crazy?” Buffy exclaimed. 

“Desperate actually. If we don’t come up with a 
viable alternative and fast, the military is going to 
be explaining to the general public how a nuke 
‘accidentally’ detonated in the hills just outside of 
town and we’ll all have to choose between glowing 
in the dark or demons overrunning the town.” 
Xander rubbed his hands over his face and tried to 
think outside the box. Trouble was, in Sunnydale 
everything was outside the box. The box was 
outside the box. He shook his head, trying to clear 
his thoughts. 



“Basically, we need to do what we did to the 
Mayor,” he said slowly, thinking out loud. “Get him 
somewhere by himself and destroy him, right?” He 
looked around the circle of faces, seeing both 
amusement and exasperation at his simplification of 
the issue. “So, how do we do that?” 

“The problem with that is we knew where and 
when the Mayor was going to be at the school and 
we knew how to kill him,” Buffy pointed out. “We 
don’t have any of that here.” 

“Ok, right, but we didn’t have any of that when we 
started. We pooled our resources and came up with 
a plan. So what do we have now?” 

“We have a psychotic, unkillable demon and no way 
to kill him,” Buffy said. Xander shot her an 
exasperated look and she held up an apologetic 
hand. “Sorry. Ok. We have a lot of fighters and we 
know where Adam is.” 

“Was.” 

Everyone looked around at Oz, who had been 
listening quietly to the debate. 



“Oz?” 

“Adam’s not in the caves anymore. Given enough 
time, I can probably track him but there’s a lot of 
traffic in and through those caves. It’s not going to 
be easy.” 

“And we’re back to square one,” Giles murmured, 
looking discouraged. 

“From my perspective,” Sgt. Morgan volunteered, 
his deep rumbling voice making them all sit up just a 
bit straighter, like recruits who had disappointed 
him. Xander still didn’t know how he managed to do 
that when, as far as he could tell, the man’s 
expression hadn’t changed in the slightest. “The 
problem is relatively straightforward. The 
intelligence we have says that Adam has an atomic 
power source. Remove the power source and it 
seems likely that Adam will cease to function. 
Something artificially created like that is going to be 
dependent on their power source to keep running.” 
He looked around at the others. “My suggestion 
would be for us to focus our attention on how to do 
that, rather than how to defeat him.” 



Xander considered that. The shift in perspective was 
small but somehow it made the job seem more 
doable. “Ok, so how do we take out his power 
source? Can we shut him down or black him out 
somehow? Or are we back to exploratory surgery?” 
He saw Sgt. Morgan’s amused look at the last 
suggestion and just shook his head. “Don’t ask,” he 
advised. 

“I wasn’t going to,” Sgt. Morgan assured him, lips 
quirking a little. “As for your first two suggestions, 
my understanding is the Initiative didn’t put in any 
kind of emergency override that would allow us to 
shut him down. Once activated, he was apparently 
intended to remain that way. And, although we 
don’t know for sure, I believe it would be safe to 
assume that they shielded his power source. The 
Initiative apparently intended him to be the 
ultimate weapon and he would be useless if an 
enemy could short him out.” 

“Which leaves us with removing his power core?” 
Buffy sighed. “Xander’s exploratory surgery is 
beginning to sound like our only option.” 



“Got about seventy-five vampires we could pile on 
top of him. That might hold him down long enough 
for me to rip his heart out.” 

“Power core,” Xander reminded him and Spike just 
shrugged. 

“Same difference.” 

“Can we trust the vamps not to side with him?” 
Buffy asked, lifting a challenging eyebrow. 

“They’ll do what they’re told,” Spike shot back 
immediately, a flicker of gold showing in his eyes at 
the suggestion that he couldn’t control his Court. 

“I would rather have one or two fighters who can 
physically overpower him,” Giles said practically. “If 
it takes one hundred to hold him down, we won’t 
be able to get near him to remove the power core.” 

“So how do we get a couple of fighters that are 
stronger than Buffy and Spike?” Xander asked, then 
looked at Giles. “Can we use magic to enhance their 
strength?” 



Giles leaned back in his chair and slowly removed 
his glasses letting them dangle by one earpiece as 
he considered. “It is possible to magically enhance a 
person’s strength for a short period,” he said slowly. 
“But such spells are inherently dangerous. They are 
not something I would wish to perform on another 
without a competent magic user to back me up.” 

“How about contacting the Devonshire coven?” Mr. 
Olsen suggested and Giles looked at him, eyebrows 
raised. Mr. Olsen smiled. “I can’t imagine they 
wouldn’t be willing to help. Even if the Initiative 
didn’t use magic in constructing him, Adam is a 
fundamentally unnatural being. I think the coven 
would be willing to make an exception and 
intervene, don’t you?” 

Giles’ expression cleared and he looked interested. 
“Put that way, you may very well be right. They 
might see this as a matter they are willing to 
intervene in.” He checked the time and frowned, 
obviously calculating time differences. “I’ll contact 
them later tonight and see if they are willing to 
help. At the very least, they might have some useful 
suggestions.” 



He got to his feet, signaling the end of the meeting 
and Xander frowned, wondering whether they had 
actually decided anything. Mr. Olsen, Sgt. Morgan 
and Giles moved toward the door, talking together 
quietly and Xander wondered if he should say 
something before they all went their separate ways. 
Oz beat him to it. 

“Stopping Adam isn’t enough.” 

The quiet voice sounded unusually loud in the room 
and Xander felt Spike’s tension in his sudden 
motionlessness. 

“We have to stop the Initiative as well.” 

“Oz, we can tackle the Initiative, if necessary, after 
we take out Adam,” Buffy said, having obviously 
decided that her ‘Adam first’ argument had won the 
day. 

“Strategically, taking the Initiative down while 
Adam is around to distract them is our best chance 
to succeed.” Oz met her eyes steadily. “There’s a 
werewolf down in those cells, if she’s still alive. I’m 
not leaving her down there indefinitely to be 



experimented on.” He glanced around the group. 
“And neither will the pack.” 

“The pack?” Buffy repeated blankly. 

“I contacted them while I was out of town last 
weekend,” Oz told her calmly. “They’re on their 
way.” 

“What?! No. Call them off. I’m sorry, Oz, but the last 
thing we need right now is a bunch of angry 
werewolves in town.” 

“Not your call,” Oz told her flatly. His eyes had 
turned black as she spoke and Xander watched the 
confrontation uneasily, knowing that Oz sometimes 
lost control in the heat of intense emotion. 

He got to his feet, holding both arms out in a 
placating gesture. “Guys? I’m calling a truce. 
Buffy…,” Xander hesitated trying to come up with 
the right words, which was a mistake as that 
allowed Mr. Tactful to get there first. 

“Wolf’s got a right to look after his own. Not your 
business, Slayer.” 



“Of course it’s my business,” Buffy flared, jumping 
to her feet. “I’m the Slayer.” 

Oz cocked his head slightly, slowly standing and 
staring at her with those black, impenetrable eyes. 
“Are you slaying werewolves now?” he asked 
quietly and Buffy looked at him, shocked. 

“Of course not! But, Oz…” 

“Slayer’s always been an us against them kind of 
gal,” Spike began provokingly and Xander glared at 
him, cutting him off with a sharp gesture. 

“This stops - Right Now. This is not about demons 
versus humans - that’s what Adam’s trying to do. 
He’s trying to pit humans against demons. If we act 
like that, we’re playing into his hands.” He glared at 
all three of them impartially and saw that he had 
their attention. More calmly, he continued: “This is 
about defending ourselves. It’s really that simple. 
The Initiative is threatening everyone in this town, 
human and demon alike. They started this. And yes, 
humans are probably going to die in this fight. But 
so are demons. And I am not going to say that Mr. 
Olsen’s or Pyotr’s lives are worth less than my own 



just because some of their ancestors weren’t 
human. That’s the Initiative’s line. We’ve tried to 
talk to them, to get them to see what they’re doing, 
and it hasn’t worked.” 

“Bravo, Xander,” Giles said. He and Sgt. Morgan and 
Mr. Olsen had stopped at the open door, listening 
to the argument with concerned faces. “You’re 
absolutely right. We can’t afford to be divided 
amongst ourselves. If we can’t work together, we 
won’t succeed.” 

Buffy and Oz nodded and Xander was relieved to 
see they had both taken a metaphorical step back 
and weren’t bristling at each other any more. 
Spike’s eyes were shuttered and Xander could tell 
he was thinking rapidly, weighing and discarding 
options. Well, that was the best they could expect. 
Getting this group to work together had always 
been an exercise in herding cats. They all had their 
own agendas, the trick had always been to convince 
them that their agendas overlapped. 



“Might not need to choose who to attack,” Spike 
said abruptly. “Adam’s recruiting demons to attack 
the Initiative.” 

“What?!” “Perfect.” “What are you talking about?” 

Spike shrugged, indifferent to the hostile attention 
he was now receiving from nearly everyone, though 
his eyes flickered briefly, apologetically, in Xander’s 
direction. Much as he would have liked to have 
known that little tidbit of information before the 
meeting, Xander had to admit that they’d gotten a 
bit distracted this morning and hadn’t had a chance 
to talk. 

“Been having some of the boys check around 
town,” Spike explained. “Mr. Bits is playing messiah 
and a lot of demons are lining up to do his bidding.” 

“What exactly is he asking them to do?” Giles asked. 

“Work together. May even be deliberately planning 
to let themselves be captured. Far as I can tell, he 
wants the demons showing themselves around 
town.” Spike’s smile had nothing to do with 
amusement. “Got them hanging ‘easy prey’ signs 



around their necks, just waiting for the soldiers to 
scoop them up.” 

“Why didn’t you say something before?” Buffy 
demanded. 
 
“Not sure I disapproved. Having a lot of demons on 
hand to kill those buggers sounds like my kind of 
party.” 

“Damnit, Spike!” 

“Let it go, Buffy,” Xander told her sharply. “Spike 
has a responsibility to his Court, same as Oz does to 
another werewolf, and you do to humans.” 

Giles had moved back to the living room, flanked by 
Mr. Olsen and Sgt. Morgan. “If Adam is planning on 
attacking the Initiative, having demons he can count 
on inside would be extremely useful - assuming he 
can get them out of their cells.” 

Sgt. Morgan nodded thoughtfully, crossing his arms 
over his massive chest, his eyes calculating. “A 
Trojan horse scenario,” he said. “Fill up the enemy 
camp with your soldiers, then strike from within.” 



He looked around the circle, meeting each of their 
eyes in turn. “From what I understand, Adam is too 
intelligent to try this unless he is confident he can 
release his demons at the proper time. I think we 
must assume he believes he can override the 
Initiative’s security.” He frowned. “I dislike the idea 
for many reasons, but our best bet may be to use 
Adam’s attack as a cover for our own. Attack both 
Adam and the Initiative simultaneously.”  

*A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode 
‘Where the Wild Things Are’  

 

Part Thirty-Four 

Pacing furiously back and forth in front of the 
couch, Spike couldn’t help repeating his objections 
as if he thought it would actually make an 
impression this time. “Don’t trust the Witch. And 
I’m not letting her anywhere near you.” 

Xander just gave him that infuriating tolerant look. 
The one that said he thought Spike was being 
paranoid and overprotective and he thought it was 



cute. Spike bit back a snarl, knowing Xander would 
just find that cute too. He was a Master Vampire. 
He wasn’t cute. 

“You really think she’s going to be able to fool 
Maggie? It didn’t take Maggie thirty seconds to 
make you back down and you’re a lot tougher than 
Willow.” 

“Oi! She’s the one backed down,” Spike retorted 
indignantly. 

“Keep telling yourself that,” Xander smirked and 
Spike did growl at him this time. 

Despite his denial, he knew Xander was right. 
Maggie Apsford-Burns was a formidable woman 
and Spike had been unwillingly impressed by her at 
their first meeting. Despite her physical frailty, she 
hadn’t been even slightly intimidated by Spike’s 
threats and she’d done alright by Xander in 
removing the memory spell. Grudgingly, he 
admitted that, if anyone could control the redhead, 
it was probably Maggie. 



“Shouldn’t be bringing her,” was all he said, flinging 
himself down on the couch next to Xander. 

“We need all the help we can get,” Xander 
reminded him. 

Which didn’t help his mood. He hated that he had a 
problem in his Territory that he didn’t know how to 
deal with, much less one he needed outside help 
with. Especially outside magical help. 

“Don’t trust the kind of help where people hold 
secret meetings behind our backs,” he complained. 

“Please, like you really want to go to something like 
that anyway. They’re just going to sit around, 
talking about all the ideas they have that won’t 
work. I don’t know about you, but I’m sick of talking 
about how we can’t defeat Adam - let someone else 
do it for a change.” Xander shifted sideways on the 
couch, grinning at him cheerfully. “All we need to 
know about is the plan they decide is going to 
work.” 

Xander had a point, not that Spike was going to 
admit it out loud. The whole bleeding lot of them 



did way too much talking and not enough doing. But 
that wasn’t his only concern. Something about the 
planning meeting made him suspicious. It might be 
nothing more than the fact that a number of very 
powerful people, at least one of which he despised, 
were setting up shop in his Territory and holding 
meetings he was excluded from but it felt like 
something more. Like the magic workers were 
deliberately hiding things from them. 

He’d been surprised and suspicious when the coven 
had consulted and then, a couple days later, 
announced that they were going to fly out to 
America. From what Spike understood about the 
coven’s history and the Watcher’s own deep 
surprise at the announcement, it was a very unusual 
move for the group. Hell, the Watcher hadn’t even 
thought to call them for help until someone else 
talked him into it, he’d been that sure they didn’t 
muck about in problems that weren’t strictly 
magical. The fact that they were coming in person 
meant they thought Adam was a big enough threat 
they were willing to help deal with it and in person 
no less. 



Then he’d learned that the Witch was returning 
with them and only the spectacular set-to with 
three Minbarii demons he’d sought out and killed in 
a protracted, exhausting and satisfyingly bloody 
fight had allowed him to discuss the Witch’s 
imminent arrival calmly with his Claimed. 

To top it all off, learning that the people from the 
coven were meeting with Giles upon their arrival, 
and that none of the rest of them were invited to 
the meeting had turned suspicion into certainty that 
they were up to something. Only the news that the 
Witch wasn’t invited to the meeting either stopped 
his plans for meeting the plane at the airport and 
killing them all on the tarmac. Ok, he’d have had to 
use members of the Court to do it, but it would 
have been worth it, he thought sulkily, except 
Xander had obviously recognized he was thinking 
along those lines and called him on it. It was fucking 
annoying that Xander could read him so well, Spike 
thought, even as he pulled Xander against him, 
needed to feel the living warmth of his Claimed 
beside him. 

Bloody witches. Can’t trust any of them. 



  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Given the lack of loud music coming from the 
apartment, Xander guessed that Devon was either 
sleeping or not there. He knocked, wondering if it 
was wrong to want the Initiative gone just so he 
could get another cell phone without worrying that 
the government was monitoring his calls. Having a 
phone sure made it easier to find out if people were 
home before you dropped in on them. He didn’t 
regret his somewhat paranoid decision to go 
without a phone for now, but it really made life 
more complicated. 

He assumed that Oz had heard that Willow was 
returning and he wanted to find out if the other 
man was ok with that. Willow and Oz’s breakup had 
been full of almost as many emotional landmines as 
Xander’s and Willow’s parting of ways. Xander 
himself was mostly fine with the idea of seeing 
Willow again. He and Willow had done a lot of 



emailing last fall and he thought they’d do ok face 
to face. He wasn’t sure how they felt about each 
other any more but he found he was almost eager 
to find out. He’d been right last year when he’d 
thought that having Willow gone would make it 
easier for them to find their way back to being 
friends. Having an ocean between them had made it 
easier for both of them to communicate again, 
something they had lost the ability to do after 
Jesse’s death. 

Sometimes he couldn’t help wondering: if Jesse had 
lived, would he and Willow have remained close? 
Would Xander and Jesse have jumped on the Slayer 
bandwagon and become loyal Slayerettes, or 
hopefully something slightly more manly sounding, 
he thought with an inward smile. Would they have 
simply transformed from the Three Musketeers into 
the Four Musketeers, integrating Buffy seamlessly 
into their inseparable trio? 

It saddened him how scary he found the idea. He 
couldn’t imagine that alternate version of himself 
becoming Spike’s Claimed and the person he was 
today. It really sucked that losing his best friend was 



the necessary first step in the chain of events that 
had led to him losing Willow almost as thoroughly 
as he’d lost Jesse and yet, at the same time, giving 
him more happiness and satisfaction with his life 
than he’d ever known before. 

The door swung open, interrupting his thoughts, 
and Oz nodded at him from the doorway. 

“Hey, Xander.” 

“Hi, Oz. You busy?” 

Oz hesitated for just a second, then swung the door 
all the way open in invitation. “Not really. Got some 
friends here.” 

Xander stepped inside the small apartment, seeing 
two people sprawled on the couch and a third in the 
kitchen, pulling things out of the refrigerator. 

“Everyone, this is Xander,” Oz said generally. 
“Xander, this is Terry,” he gestured to the tall, lean 
blonde woman who waved a beer can at him from 
the couch, “Matt” the solidly built black man in the 
kitchen who had the most amazing dreds Xander 
had ever seen cascading down nearly to his waist, 



“and Dean,” Oz finished, gesturing to the third 
person who had risen from the couch and was 
approaching them. “Dean’s my pack leader.” 

Xander could see that Oz was watching him closely 
from the corner of his eye, waiting for his reaction, 
and he gave Oz a quick reassuring smile before 
meeting Dean halfway, hand extended. 

“Xander Harris,” he introduced himself formally, 
suspecting that pack leaders had some of the same 
status issues that Master Vampires did. Small signs 
of respect for their position generally went a long 
way. 

“Dean McNair,” the other man responded. They 
shook hands, each sizing the other up openly. Dean 
was shorter than Xander by a couple of inches, 
probably at least ten years older, with weather-
beaten features that made Xander think of tv 
cowboys. He had sandy hair and brown eyes with 
deep-set lines around them and there was a just a 
hint of the wolf in the length of his sideburns and 
the rough texture of his hair. 

Which might be just his imagination, of course. 



“Thanks for coming,” he said. “We really appreciate 
the help.” He meant it sincerely, even though Spike 
was going to be furious that there was only three of 
them. Spike had been anticipating having thirty 
werewolves in town helping to attack the Initiative 
with a kind of murderous glee. 

Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Oz relax his 
tense stance and knew he’d said the right thing. 

“You owe us nothing,” Dean said. “We’re grateful 
you steered Oz in our direction.” He straightened to 
his full height and Xander could almost see the 
power radiating from him. “As Daniel Osborn’s 
pack-leader, I offer you formal apology for your life 
being placed in danger by a member of my pack.” 

“Excuse me?” Xander asked blankly. He had no idea 
what the man was talking about. Peripherally, he 
was aware the other two newcomers had moved to 
stand behind their leader, off to one side but clearly 
backing him up. Xander shot a puzzled glance at Oz 
who stood beside his pack leader, one pace to the 
rear, eyes fastened unwaveringly on Xander. 



“I lost control of my wolf in Adam’s cave,” Oz 
reminded him. 

Grateful for some of Spike and Jose’s explanations 
of Court protocol, Xander kept his eyes on the pack-
leader as he answered. “There’s no need for 
apology. The circumstances were unique and Oz 
didn’t hurt me.” 

“Nevertheless, I misunderstood the situation in this 
town. I permitted Oz to return without truly 
understanding the challenges he would face here. 
He was not yet ready to return. The error was 
mine.” 

“Sunnydale is different from other towns.” That 
seemed a fairly safe thing to say. 

“I give you my word this will not happen again. 
When Oz explained what you were facing and what 
had happened, I brought only my most senior pack 
members.” Dean glanced at Oz. “Oz is not yet 
mature enough to take part in this fight. He will be 
allowed to remain in town but not to join in the 
battle.” Dean relaxed his formal stance slightly as he 
continued. “We three are not the only members of 



the pack who have come. There are four more out 
exploring the town.” 

Xander nodded, his eyes straying to Oz, wondering 
how he felt about this but not daring to ask. Oz met 
his eyes steadily. 

“Dean is my pack-leader,” he said calmly. “It’s his 
call.” 

Xander nodded. He couldn’t help thinking that Dean 
was probably right, although he intended to ask 
about it in more detail as soon as he could get Oz 
alone. He’d been wondering how werewolves could 
help without risking attacking the wrong people, 
and now he suspected that Dean and the others 
had complete control over their wolves during the 
change, something that Oz hadn’t yet mastered. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He ended up having lunch with the four 
werewolves. Matt made up an extra sandwich and 
they all sat comfortably in the living room munching 



on sandwiches and chips, drinking beer and talking. 
It was clear the three newcomers liked each other 
and liked Oz and Oz was as relaxed and open as 
Xander had ever seen him. 

He tried to not ask them about what it was like 
being a mature werewolf and about pack dynamics, 
worried that they might think it was rude, and for 
the most part, thought he had been successful in 
hiding his curiosity. That notion was blown when 
Matt laughed at him and told him to just ask his 
questions before he died of curiosity. 

Embarrassed, Xander looked around at the others. 
Dean nodded permission, Terry gave him a friendly 
grin, and even Oz smiled. “Just ask, Xander. I don’t 
think you can think of a question I didn’t ask when I 
first met these guys.” 

Dean leaned back against the cushions behind him 
and grinned at Xander. “Just keep in mind, we have 
a few questions of our own about the Master of the 
Territory and the politics in town. Oz isn’t as up to 
date as you are.” 

Xander grinned back at him. “That seems fair.” 



Trading information about their groups not only 
seemed fair, it was a good idea. Yeah, he was 
curious to learn more about werewolves and Oz’s 
new pack but he wanted to know what kind of 
backup these guys could give Spike since it might 
very well come down to the wolves and the Court 
attacking the Initiative, depending on what the 
coven was planning. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander couldn’t help drumming his fingers quietly 
on the table as he waited nervously for Willow to 
arrive. He’d thought he was going to be fine with 
seeing her again but, as the time approached, he 
found he was getting more and more nervous. 
Unlike Oz, he hadn’t been able to put Willow behind 
him and move on. 

Spike had gone ballistic when he found out that 
Xander intended to meet Willow alone and it had 
taken some fast talking to convince Spike not to 
accompany him to their meeting. In her emails, 



Willow had been upfront about the fact that she 
still couldn’t bring herself to really trust Spike and 
Spike was equally sure that Willow remained 
dangerous, especially to Xander. After a lot of 
arguing, Spike had grudgingly agreed that Xander 
would be safe meeting Willow in a public spot 
during daylight. Xander had carefully chosen a 
restaurant that he knew had sewer access in its 
basement so a certain overprotective vampire could 
be there just in case. 

Xander smiled to himself, looking down at the tiled 
floor of the sandwich shop and the vampire he just 
knew was down in the basement below him pacing 
and smoking and muttering threats about what he 
would do if the witch put one toe over the line. 

“Hello, Xander.” 

Willow’s voice sounded shaky with emotion and 
looking up, Xander saw she was as nervous as he 
was. He slid out of the booth, and stepped towards 
her hesitantly. Then he was hugging her and her 
arms went around him, hugging him back hard and 
he felt his nervousness disappear. 



Willow gave a funny little laugh and stepped back. 
“I’ve missed you,” she said fiercely, stepping back. 
“You look great.” 

“You, too.” 

It wasn’t just empty words. Outwardly, Willow 
looked a little different - her hair shorter and a 
lighter red than he remembered, wearing a long 
skirt that looked vaguely like something from the 
60’s. But the real change showed on her face. 
Underneath the nervousness of seeing him again, 
she looked happy and - lighter somehow, like she’d 
found a way clear of all the burdens and 
temptations that magic had put on her and in doing 
so had found herself again. She looked like 
someone who’d learned to like themself, like she’d 
grown out of the arrogance and selfishness that had 
begun to taint so many of her actions. 

“England’s been good to you,” he said without 
thinking and was glad when Willow just gave him a 
beaming smile. 



“It has. The coven’s been great and I’ve learned so 
much, and I love Oxford and I’ve even gotten used 
to the rain, but it’s good to be home.” 

And just that easily, they were sitting and talking in 
a way they hadn’t done since freshman year, and 
something inside Xander, an emptiness he’d almost 
convinced himself didn’t really exist, ached with 
bittersweet longing for what once had been. Willow 
seemed to fee it too and at times her eyes shone 
with what he suspected were blinked back tears as 
they caught each other up on their lives, staying by 
mutual unspoken consent to the safe areas for now, 
but still, communicating more in this one 
conversation than they had in the last three years. 

There was one subject he was surprised that Willow 
didn’t cover and Xander couldn’t help asking 
curiously: “How’s Amy?” No one had even 
mentioned Amy in talking about the coven and 
Willow’s arrival. 

Willow just shook her head. “She’s struggling,” she 
said. “She’s had some relapses. The coven’s still 



working with her.” She sighed, looking away for a 
minute. “I hope she makes it,” she said quietly. 

“Are you two still…” Xander made a vague back and 
forth gesture, not really sure how far their 
relationship had gone. 

“Dating?” Willow supplied, obviously amused at his 
circumspection. “No. Turns out we were a textbook 
lesson in why two people in the early stages of 
recovery shouldn’t get together.” She looked down 
again, gripping her hands together under the table 
and Xander regretted asking. “When she 
relapsed…” Willow faltered for a moment, then just 
said: “It was bad. I almost followed her lead.” 

“I’m sorry,” Xander said, not sure what else to say 
to fill the awkward silence that followed Willow’s 
words. 

Willow sighed. “We stopped seeing each other after 
that. It was the right thing for me but Amy took it 
badly and let’s just say things got pretty crazy for 
awhile.” Willow met Xander’s sympathetic gaze. 
“She’s doing better now, not great, but better. 
Maggie is optimistic that she’ll make it one day.” 



“Sounds like it was tough.” 

“It was.” She hesitated, then added quietly. “It was 
like looking into a mirror and seeing what you could 
have become. Like the Soul Mirror spell Maggie did 
on me, only showing the future not the present. 
Seeing a friend change into something I barely 
recognized,” her eyes were steady on his, “gave me 
a new perspective on what I put you through. I 
don’t think I’ll ever get over being ashamed for 
what I did.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Below them, Spike made a scoffing sound. Leaning 
against the wall at the foot of the stairs to the 
basement, he dropped his latest cigarette and 
crushed it out beneath his heel. He’d been able to 
hear them clearly, it was late afternoon and they 
were almost the only customers, listening in over 
the clatter of dishes and running water in the 
kitchen, he’d shaken his head in disbelief more than 
once. Witch had gotten better with words, that was 



for sure. And there was Xander, right on cue, 
patting her hand and telling her that all was 
forgiven. Couldn’t hold a grudge worth a damn, that 
boy of his. 

Witch sounded sincere, he’d give her that. He 
wouldn’t kill her unless she made a false move but 
he wasn’t going to trust her just because she did the 
big eyes and tearful apologies thing. He’d seen that 
before from her without it changing her behavior. 
He didn’t trust her now any more than he ever had. 
Whatever the coven was planning, he just hoped 
she wasn’t part of it.  

 

Part Thirty-Five 

Two days after the coven arrived, everyone 
gathered at the Olsens’ house to learn what the 
magic workers had come up with. Giles’ apartment 
was far too small for the size of the full group and 
Mr. Olsen’s house was as close as it got to neutral 
territory in Sunnydale. There was a reason Mr. 
Olsen had been chosen to be the liaison between 
the demons and Giles, Buffy and the rest of them - 



because everyone who knew him liked and 
respected the elderly man and, although he was 
something of a leader among the friendly demons 
in town, he didn’t have the touchy sense of pride 
and territoriality that Buffy, Spike and even the pack 
leader, Dean, did. Plus, he had a large basement 
room that could hold all of them without the kind of 
crowding that could lead to problems. 

Glancing around the room, Xander saw they were 
almost the last to arrive. Mr. Olsen had produced a 
collection of mismatched chairs and set them in a 
loose circle around the large, nearly bare room. 

Spike was practically vibrating with tension as he 
stalked across the room, although he hid it so well 
that Xander was sure hardly anyone in the room 
would be able to tell. The vampire had been on 
edge ever since learning that the magic workers had 
met for a second time and Xander could tell Spike 
was regretting having let Xander talk him out of 
renewing his Claim Mark before this meeting. 

His arguments had made sense or Spike wouldn’t 
have agreed - the actual attack might still be days, 



possibly even weeks off, and Xander hadn’t wanted 
Spike to have to go through the pain of renewing 
the mark twice. He’d pointed out that the members 
of the coven were human and wouldn’t be able to 
sense the mark, and anyone like the werewolves 
who could, accepted and honored Spike’s Claim, 
with or without a mark. 

Of course, logic failed in the face of a roomful of 
allies, many of whom Spike didn’t trust. Xander 
really wished the coven hadn’t thought it necessary 
to have their secretive meetings. Either they didn’t 
know, or maybe they just didn’t care, that it would 
drive Spike, and to a lesser extent Buffy, crazy, 
feeding paranoid thoughts that really didn’t need to 
be fed. 

Xander obligingly stayed close, knowing Spike 
needed his solid backup when he was this twitchy, 
letting Spike’s possessive hand on his back steer 
him towards a defensible corner of the room 
without pausing to greet any of the assembled 
people. 



The corner Spike had chosen was already occupied 
by Oz and Dean, who were there representing the 
Pack. Spike’s quiet “shove over, mate” to Dean, 
allowed them to settle into the chairs the two 
werewolves had been sitting in without fuss. Xander 
gave them an apologetic smile but Dean just 
inclined his head, obviously understanding Spike’s 
need for a secure location where he could protect 
his Claimed, if necessary. 

Spike had been disgruntled to realize that only 
seven wolves had arrived in town to help but 
fortunately, he’d been impressed by Dean when the 
two of them had met earlier to discuss strategy and 
how to coordinate their fighters. Unlike Xander, 
Spike didn’t really get that having younger wolves, 
who might lose control during a battle, was a 
liability. Spike thought it would be fun to watch 
them rampage. 

Xander unobtrusively edged his chair closer to 
Spike’s, so that their legs and shoulders touched, 
then glanced around the circle. 



Maggie Apsford-Burns looked the same: still tiny 
and frail, her braided white hair wrapped around 
her head, her bright eyes belonging to a much 
younger person. Willow and three strangers were 
sitting next to her, two on each side of Maggie and 
Xander eyed them curiously, wondering why 
Elizabeth hadn’t come back with them. Elizabeth, 
who’d helped them stop the Mayor, had the 
advantage of being familiar to the core group from 
Sunnydale and they were dealing with far too many 
unknowns already. Willow had told Xander the 
coven members’ names but they’d pretty much 
gone in one ear and out the other and he couldn’t 
remember them right now. None of them were 
nearly as impressive as Maggie, he thought, 
studying them critically, but then few people were. 

To his surprise, Mr. Okolo was there, sitting quietly 
next to Sgt. Morgan, gazing around the room at the 
others with mild curiosity. Xander’s brows shot up 
and he nodded respectfully to the dark-skinned 
man who could pass for someone in his 60’s, not 
the four hundred-some years he actually was. Mr. 
Okolo, more than most of the demons in town, kept 



to himself and guarded his privacy carefully and 
Xander wondered how bad a sign it was that the 
reclusive Teer’ah demon was here. He reminded 
himself to tell Oz that Mr. Okolo was the one who’d 
given Xander the information about the werewolf 
pack. He suspected Oz would like to thank the man. 

Sitting on Mr. Okolo’s other side but half behind 
him, almost as if she was trying to hide from the 
rest of the room, was a young woman, probably 
about his own age, head bent so that her dark 
blonde hair swung forward over her face, 
everything about her just screaming that she 
wished she was invisible. Her bowed head was 
giving Xander a good look at the odd zig-zag part in 
her hair and he couldn’t help wondering why 
someone who seemed so shy would want to do 
something like that to her hair, something that 
seemed designed to make people to look at her. 

Just then, Mr. Olsen came down the steps, Buffy 
and Giles following behind. Xander watched as they 
took the last vacant seats, completing the circle. 
Giles smiled impartially around the circle, nodding 
in greeting to everyone while Buffy’s wary eyes and 



tense posture betrayed her on-going annoyance 
with Giles and the coven. Buffy had been nearly as 
paranoid as Spike that the magic workers were so 
obviously not sharing their thoughts with the rest of 
them. From the way she shifted her chair a bit 
further from Giles’ and the fact that she gave 
Willow only a single, brief glance, Xander assumed 
she hadn’t been able to wheedle any information 
out of either of them and was not happy about that 
fact. 

Frankly, he sympathized and thought that the coven 
had blown it big time with that stunt. He’d reserve 
judgment for now since it was possible they had a 
good reason for their actions, but pissing off your 
allies immediately after arriving in town was just 
not a good move on their part. 

As Buffy, Giles and Mr. Olsen took their seats, Sgt. 
Morgan glanced at Mr. Olsen, then rose to his feet, 
commanding silence with one sweeping glance 
around the circle. “Most of us know each other,” he 
began, “but I think it would be wise to begin by 
introducing ourselves so that the newcomers have 
some understanding of who we all are.” He squared 



his shoulders, drawing himself to his full, impressive 
height, and began: 

“I’m Sergeant Geoff Morgan, half Kobarien demon. 
I’m a sergeant in the US Army, stationed here in 
Sunnydale for the last twelve years. I am not a 
member of the Initiative, nor are they affiliated with 
the regular army base here in town.” 

He sat down then and nodded to Mr. Olsen and the 
introductions began to circle around the group, 
each person rising to introduce themselves in turn. 
The only interruption in the smooth flow was when 
Mr. Okolo introduced first himself and then the shy 
blonde woman beside him. “This is Tara Maclay, she 
is a student at UC Sunnydale and a powerful witch, 
although her training is not yet complete.” The 
woman lifted her head and gave them all a quick 
look and a nervous smile before subsiding into near 
invisibility again. Xander wondered why Mr. Okolo 
had wanted her here. She didn’t seem like someone 
who was going to be able to work in a group. 

The coven members introduced themselves as 
Abigail Hartness, Helen Bridge, and Michael 



Stafford, listing their magical proficiency levels and 
how long they’d been practicing and that pretty 
much completed the introductory phase. 

Not surprisingly, it was Maggie who began the 
meeting in earnest. She rose to her feet, one hand 
gripping her cane tightly, her voice carrying easily to 
all of them. 

“Some of you are familiar with our group and no 
doubt you were surprised when we agreed to come 
here. This creature who calls himself Adam is not a 
magical being and we do not usually become 
involved in issues that are not strictly magic related. 
However, only fools bind themselves to inflexible 
rules that cannot be altered to meet new situations 
and I do not consider myself a fool. As Mr. Giles 
pointed out when he first contacted us, Adam is an 
unnatural being and worse, he is threatening to 
cause a war between demons and humans. Such a 
conflict would not remain confined to this small 
town and the coven has chosen to act because we 
view this as a serious threat - one that could spread 
beyond Sunnydale and potentially activate the 
Hellmouth itself. 



“As you are all aware, you are confronted with two 
issues: the second being the group that calls itself 
the Initiative.” Maggie paused, and her voice grew 
even firmer. “The coven will not provide magical 
assistance against them.” Xander could feel Spike 
growling almost inaudibly and slid his hand over to 
rest on Spike’s thigh, hoping to forestall an outburst 
as Maggie continued. 

“The Initiative is a strictly human group, no matter 
how misguided, and we will not use our power 
directly against them. However, recent 
developments indicate that the two problems are 
becoming one and we are willing to provide 
assistance against Adam, despite the fact that it 
may lead to magic power being used against 
humans.” 

“As many of you know,” her gaze swept the room 
and Xander had no doubt she was aware of the 
suspicion and resentment their private meetings 
had caused. “We have held meetings since our 
arrival in town and, among other things, we have 
learned that your suspicions are correct: the 



Initiative’s holding cells are dangerously crowded 
with demons.” 

“How do you know?” Buffy asked sharply. 

“There are spells that can track the location of 
demonic energy, even pinpoint specific life 
signatures.” For some reason, she shot an impish 
look at the shy blonde standing by Mr. Okolo, who 
blushed crimson, ducking her head even lower and 
hunching in on herself. “From the patterns of 
demonic energy signatures, it was easy to track the 
locations of the underground cells and many of 
them appear to have two and even three demons in 
them, often of different species.” 

That information brought a flurry of low-voiced 
comments and exclamations, primarily among the 
demons in the group. Considering that Xander had 
been worried about overcrowding at this meeting 
where everyone was at least nominally allies, he 
could only imagine the kind of fights that were 
going on inside the Initiative’s cells right now. If 
Adam wanted to use the demons he’d sent out to 
be captured, he would have to act quickly or his 



recruits would end up tearing each other to pieces. 
They didn’t have weeks, or even days, they had to 
move now despite the fact that they still had no 
idea what Adam was up to. 

“We also believe we have located Adam,” Maggie 
said, her voice carrying over the others and 
commanding their attention again. “There is a 
single, highly unusual energy signature, very close 
to the holding cells, but apart. Given that none of us 
have ever seen this type of signature before, we 
believe this to be Adam,” she said dryly. 

Maggie’s eyes touched briefly on Spike and Buffy. 
“Adam has strength substantially beyond that of a 
Slayer and a Master Vampire. Mr. Giles asked if 
there were spells which could enhance a fighter’s 
strength so that they could defeat something 
otherwise too strong and seemingly immune to 
weapons. There is such a spell. Put simply, the spell 
gathers power from other sources and temporarily 
re-directs that power into another. That other 
serves as a vessel, and for the duration of the spell, 
has access to that power as if it was truly their 
own.” 



Buffy’s eyes were shining, looking like a kid on 
Christmas who had just been told that every 
present under the tree was hers and Xander smiled, 
knowing without looking that Spike would be 
scowling at the idea of the Slayer getting more 
power. They were more evenly matched now than 
when Spike had first arrived in town, Buffy had 
grown stronger as she got older and, although 
Xander would still bet on Spike if it came down to it, 
he suspected Buffy would give Spike a serious run 
for his money these days. With a power boost of 
the kind Maggie was talking about, Buffy would 
definitely be able to kick Spike’s ass. Even if it was 
temporary, Spike clearly hated the idea. 

“Mr. Harris, are you willing to be the vessel and 
fight Adam?” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike shot to his feet with an outraged roar before 
Xander had gotten over his astonished disbelief. 
“No. Fucking. Way.” His voice was cold and deadly, 



matching the anger inside him. He pulled Xander 
behind him, putting himself physically between 
Xander and the rest of the room. “Get yourself 
some other sacrificial prat. You’re not using my 
Claimed as your cannon fodder.” 

He was beyond furious. This was what they’d been 
planning in those secret meeting, to sacrifice 
Xander for the greater good. No doubt the Slayer 
was too important to risk. Well, they weren’t 
getting near Xander with their fucking spells. 

Looking infinitely regretful, Maggie met his eyes 
squarely. “We did not come to this conclusion 
lightly, William. Nor was it a random decision. And I 
can assure you, we are not intending to use Xander 
or anyone else as ‘cannon fodder’.” She gestured 
around the room at the diverse group gathered 
there. “Xander is the focus. The heart of the group. 
He is the one who has consistently drawn you 
together, and the energy of the group flows toward 
him. It must be him.” 

The Slayer jumped to her feet, shoving her chair 
back out of her way as if preparing for action. She 



looked furious and betrayed, like someone had 
taken her toys away from her. “No! Xander’s good 
but he’s not our best fighter by far. We can’t put 
him on the front lines, Adam will kill him. I’m the 
Slayer, it’s my job. I’ll do it.” 

The witches and the Watcher exchanged glances 
and Maggie silently deferred to Giles. “Buffy,” Giles 
began, then hesitated. His eyes sought Xander but 
Spike shifted, preventing him from making eye 
contact. Rallying, Giles again addressed Buffy. 
“There is a spell which can draw on the power of 
the Slayer line,” he admitted. 

“Problem solved then.” “We’ll use that one.” 

Their voices overlapped but the Watcher just shook 
his head. 

“We can’t. The source of the Slayer’s power is 
demonic.” 

“What?” The Slayer’s shocked question interrupted 
her Watcher. 

“The Slayer line was created by tapping into the 
power of demons, their energy, and feeding that 



power to the original Slayer. Strength, speed, 
enhanced reflexes, healing powers; those are all 
demonic traits. The ones who created the Slayers 
intended to fight fire with fire.” Mr. Okolo explained 
with the authority of one who’s grandfather had 
been there to witness it. Unlike the others, he 
remained seated, a calm, commanding presence in 
the stormy room. 

“Adam has power over demons,” the Watcher 
reminded them all. “Whether it is a power that was 
built into him or simply that of a charismatic leader, 
we don’t know. But there is a risk that, if we use the 
power of the Slayer line, then Adam may be able to 
control that power. In addition, the coven has found 
irrefutable evidence that the Slayer power is in 
some ways almost a living thing. Invoking the 
essence of the first Slayer would be taken as an 
insult to the source of that power and there would 
be dire consequences.” 

“Like what?” Buffy pressed, still not looking happy. 
“You say that about a lot of things.” 



“And I’m generally right,” Giles answered waspishly. 
“In this case, it appears likely that anyone 
participating in such a spell would be hit with a 
magical backlash that may very well kill them all.” 

That silenced the Slayer but it wasn’t going to 
satisfy Spike. “So, you’re settling for just killing 
Xander, is that it?” he snarled. 

“Of course not,” Willow burst out, then lapsed into 
silence when Maggie put a staying hand on her arm 
and Spike growled at her. Only the need to stay 
between Xander and the rest of the room, all 
watching the confrontation intently, kept him from 
attacking the red haired Witch. Invited to the secret 
meetings or not, she’d clearly known about this 
plan to put Xander on the firing line before now and 
she hadn’t seen fit to warn him. 

“The spell we intend to use calls on the power of 
the earth. Instead of fighting fire with fire, we 
intend to fight fire with water,” Maggie explained. 
“If you will pardon the simplistic metaphor,” she 
added with a small quirk of her lips. “While invoking 
the power of the Slayer line might very well work, 



as Rupert has said, there are unacceptable risks 
involved. This way is much safer for everyone, 
including Xander.” 

“Guys?” Xander had been gripping Spike’s arms 
tightly, restraining him and providing a welcome 
bulwark against the reckless fury that made him 
want to attack them all, consequences be damned. 
Now he spoke for the first time since Maggie’s 
astonishing request. Hearing the determination in 
his Claimed’s voice, despite the nervousness he 
could sense in his boy, Spike reluctantly moved so 
he was beside Xander, no longer blocking 
everyone’s view of his Claimed, including his own. 

Xander had used the confrontation to steady 
himself but Spike could hear his thundering 
heartbeat and see the fear in his eyes. It wasn’t 
physical fear, Spike was certain of that. Xander had 
never let fear of being injured, or even dying, stop 
him. But magic had rarely done anything good for 
him, and his boy associated magic with the Witch’s 
violation of his mind and memories. Spike slid one 
arm around Xander’s waist, pulling him close to his 
side and glared around the circle, making it clear 



that no one touched his boy except by going 
through Spike first. He felt and heard Xander take a 
deep, shaky breath. 

“I think you guys got something wrong. I’m pretty 
much backup guy. Really not point-man material.” 
He looked around the room. “I mean, this is me 
we’re talking about. Not a great fighter, not a magic 
worker, not our best thinker. I guess what I’m 
saying is: have you all completely lost your minds? 
Do you really see me as someone who can handle 
superpowers?” 

Spike growled at Xander’s description of himself but 
didn’t contradict him. Now was not the time to be 
singing Xander’s praises, given that he wanted this 
idea squelched as quickly as possible. 

“Xander,” Willow said earnestly. “That’s actually 
one of the main reasons why you’re the best 
choice.” 

“What? Because I’m not good at anything?” 



Willow smiled at him fondly. “No. Because you 
don’t want it. You can be trusted with power, 
especially the level of power we’re talking about.” 

“We’ll all be there backing you up, Xander,” Giles 
added reassuringly. “Every one of us has a role to 
play.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Why me?” 

Xander knew he was being a wuss about this, knew 
he should probably be excited about getting a 
power boost, even a temporary one, but all he felt 
was dread. The spells Willow had done on him last 
year had made him extremely leery of magic in 
general and not bit with trusting people who used 
magic. The idea of having a bunch of foreign stuff 
dumped into him was too much like having his mind 
and memories tampered with and he was feeling 
sick at the mere thought of going through that 
again. 



“Tara,” Mr. Okolo said quietly, glancing down at the 
shy girl beside him. “Would you be so kind as to 
explain.” 

The new girl shot her head up in alarm, looking 
wide-eyed around the circle of strangers, her gaze 
flinching away from Spike’s yellow-eyed glare. 
Ordinarily, Xander would have elbowed him for 
intimidating the obviously frightened woman but 
right now he was too freaked out to care. Willow 
gave Tara an encouraging smile, and she swallowed 
nervously and began to speak. 

“P-p-power isn’t stationery,” Tara began hesitantly, 
seeming to draw courage from Willow’s gentle 
smile. “It’s m-more like a river. It has a, a flow to it, 
a direction, c-currents and eddies.” She faltered, her 
eyes flicking in Xander’s direction before dropping 
to her clasped hands again. “W-w-we charted the f-
flow of power in the group.” 

Maggie gave her an approving look and took over, 
to Tara’s obvious relief as she immediately ducked 
her head and slipped into the background again. 



“Xander, I’m afraid we’ve charted the power three 
times already, both here and while we were still in 
England. Not,” she said tartly in Buffy’s direction, 
“because we had doubts but because we wanted to 
be absolutely sure we hadn’t overlooked anything. 
The power in this group all flows in your direction.” 
Buffy opened her mouth and Maggie held up a 
stern hand. “It has nothing to do with physical 
strength or fighting abilities, Ms. Summers. It has to 
do with cohesion. Xander is the one who keeps this 
group together and functioning.” 

“No, I don’t.” He shook his head, remembering all 
the times when he had created conflicts in the 
group because of Spike and Willow. Something had 
to be off with their magic. “Buffy and Giles , they’re 
the center of this group.” Spike’s outraged growl 
brought a tiny smile to his lips as he glanced at his 
lover. “Spike is my center and the focus of his Court. 
Oz is tied to the pack now, and Mr. Olsen, maybe, 
for the demon community,” he wasn’t really sure 
who the demons looked to as a leader, they had 
different people for different tasks. “And Willow…” 
he looked at her, still feeling guilty, despite her 



ready understanding of his long email silence. 
“She’s connected to Buffy if anyone…” 

It really annoyed him that Maggie, Willow and, hell, 
even the new girl from behind the curtain of her 
hair, were all smiling at him indulgently. 

“Xander,” Maggie said, her eyes conveying both 
amusement and sympathy, “those are eddies, as 
Tara put it so aptly. Places where power circles 
around different, lesser focuses. You are what 
brings the entire group together - humans, demons, 
magic users, werewolves,” her eyes went to each 
one as she named them and Xander was horrified to 
see them all nodding in agreement. Her smile was 
mischievous as she looked lastly at Spike, “even the 
Master of the Territory is brought into the group 
because of your influence.” 

“But…” he began helplessly. 

“Xander, she’s right,” Buffy said reluctantly. “I hate 
it because, well for both good and bad reasons,” 
she admitted, “but you are the one who ties us 
together. You’re the reason Oz is back,” she smiled 
at the werewolf as she spoke, “without you, none of 



the rest of us would ever have even met all the 
demon-hybrids in town, and god knows Spike 
wouldn’t be part of the group if you hadn’t dragged 
him with you.” 

“Damn right,” Spike agreed, arms tightening 
possessively around Xander. “I’m not anywhere 
near convinced this is the way to go, but you are the 
center of this mismatched group, luv,” he admitted 
quietly with obvious reluctance. Then he lifted his 
head and glared challengingly around the room. 
“Gonna have to prove it’s safe before I allow this,” 
he said flatly. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He needed to stop this, right now, before it went 
any further. 

Damn them for springing this on them. He could tell 
that Xander was going to agree to this, going to let 
them mojo him despite his fear, going to volunteer 
to tackle something they didn’t even know could be 
killed just because they said he was the only one 



who could do it. No explanations, no research into 
other possibilities, just putting this burden on 
Xander because they knew his boy would shoulder 
it without complaint. 

Didn’t even have the decency to tell them in 
private. He glared furiously at the Watcher, who 
was looking everywhere but at Spike, then at the 
Witch, shifting to his true face as her green eyes 
met his. He didn’t fucking care if she was under the 
authority of the coven, she claimed to be Xander’s 
friend and she should have warned him what was 
coming. 

Xander was going to agree any second if Spike 
didn’t do something and Spike was not willing to 
talk about this with his Claimed in front of 
everyone. And they were going to talk about this 
before Xander did the stupidly heroic thing and 
agreed to this latest piece of insanity. 

He stepped forward abruptly, one hand sliding 
down Xander’s arm to wrap his fingers around 
Xander’s wrist in a firm grip that was a long-time 



signal that Xander was to follow him without 
question. 

“I’m taking my boy home,” he said flatly. “You 
fucking people had no right to just spring this on us 
and now you can bloody well wait for my decision.” 

Without waiting for an answer, not caring if anyone 
protested, he strode forward, tugging Xander 
behind him, not surprised to see that people were 
moving out of his way. He wasn’t sure how many 
people in the room were aware of the chip, but at 
least half of them weren’t human and he almost 
hoped someone tried to stop them so that he could 
vent his fury on them. 

Xander didn’t say a word until they were outside, 
following Spike obediently as he walked with long 
agitated strides away from the house and everyone 
in it. Grateful for his Claimed’s silent understanding, 
Spike released his grip on Xander’s wrist and fished 
around for his cigarettes, desperately needing the 
calming sensation of the warm narcotic smoke 
inside him. 



He didn’t break stride as he lit up, inhaling deeply as 
he angled their steps towards the human section of 
town, the quiet residential streets where the 
soldiers never hunted. 

“Bastards,” he said finally, after they’d walked in 
silence for nearly a half mile. He stopped and 
turned so he and Xander were face to face, 
dropping his cigarette butt. “You ok, luv?” 

Xander nodded but Spike saw the fear hidden in his 
eyes and cursed Maggie and the rest of them as 
Xander wrapped his arms around himself, looking 
vulnerable and frightened despite his attempt to 
look fine. 

“Don’t have to do this, Xander. They have no right 
to ask you to be the subject of a spell, not after 
what the Witch put you through.” 

“I don’t like it. It scares the crap out of me to think 
about having people do magic on me,” Xander 
admitted. “And I don’t know if I really am the heart 
of the group. I mean, sure, I’m the one who met Mr. 
Olsen, and you and me, but..” 



“No, that’s the one thing they got right,” Spike 
acknowledged reluctantly. Because if they were 
right about that, Xander probably would end up 
agreeing to do this. “Remember when me and Joyce 
had our falling out? Wasn’t the Slayer who tricked 
the two of us into meeting so we could patch things 
up.” 

“Well, yeah, but…” 

“It’s what you do, luv. Drives me crazy at times, but 
you don’t let people fall away from you. You’re the 
one who kept in touch with the Wolf and Watcher 
Junior when they left town. Hell, you even managed 
to drag Angelus’ enormous arse back here when he 
was needed. No, they got that bit right, like I said. 
I’m just not convinced that they haven’t picked this 
particular spell because it’s convenient. And I want 
to know a lot more about what exactly ‘gathering 
power from other sources’ means before we agree 
to anything.” 

“Maggie said it was safe.” Xander sounded like he 
was trying to convince himself. 



Spike snorted. “Safe means she doesn’t think you’ll 
die. Doesn’t mean you won’t be changed. Like you 
the way you are, pet. Got long terms plans for you. 
Not going to let them muck about with that by using 
you as a power dump.” 

“Long term plans?” Xander smiled at him, a shadow 
of his sultry, heated smile that said he wanted to go 
to bed. Now. Spike opened his mouth to answer 
and was interrupted by a slyly familiar voice. 

“Sounds like you two are in need of some expert 
advice from a neutral party.” 

Furious at the interruption and furious with himself 
for allowing himself to get so distracted he hadn’t 
noticed there was anyone nearby, Spike whirled 
around, pulling Xander behind him instinctively. 

A slender figure stepped out from behind a tree, 
moving to the sidewalk where the glow from the 
streetlight down the block illuminated the dark hair 
and arrogant smirk of the Chaos Mage Spike had 
ordered out of town last year. 



A/N - Slightly mangled bits of dialogue borrowed 
from the episode ‘Restless’  

 
 

Part Thirty-Six 

Ethan Rayne. That was all they needed, someone 
who enjoyed causing trouble for no other reason 
than because it was fun. 

Ethan smirked at them, strolling towards them as if 
the idea that they might not welcome his presence 
hadn’t even crossed his mind. He was wearing a 
black and grey silk shirt that shimmered under the 
glow of the streetlights, tight black jeans and a 
smug air of knowing more than everyone else - of 
course, as far as Xander could tell, that was how he 
always looked. 

Spike’s arms dropped from around him and Xander 
cursed bitterly, recognizing what was happening 
one second too late. He tried to grab Spike as the 
vampire launched himself at Ethan with a furious 
roar, crossing the space between them in two leaps. 



Ethan’s expression showed only astonished terror 
as Spike crashed into him, hands closing around 
Ethan’s throat as they hurtled to the ground, 
slamming down onto the concrete sidewalk with 
Ethan underneath. 

“Spike, NO!” 

Spike screamed as the chip activated, his body 
convulsing, muscles straining, yellow eyes blazing 
fire as he fought to keep his grip on Ethan’s throat, 
trying to snap his neck with hands that wouldn’t 
obey him. He screamed again and his arms dropped 
nervelessly to his side just as Xander reached them, 
pulling Spike clear of Ethan and into his arms, 
holding him as he spasmed through wave after 
wave of pain. 

He was peripherally aware of Ethan’s shuddering 
gasp, as the man hitched his body out of reach, then 
collapsed back down onto the sidewalk, cradling his 
head in his hands and complaining bitterly about 
being attacked for no reason. Xander ignored him. 

“Spike? Are you ok?” 



Shielding Spike in his arms as the pain ebbed, 
Xander simply waited for Spike to recover, hating 
how many times he’d had to sit there helplessly 
while Spike was in agony, unable to do anything to 
ease Spike’s pain. This time, given the way Spike 
had fought the pain, still trying to kill Ethan even 
after the chip fired, he suspected that Spike hadn’t 
just lost it and forgotten about the chip, . He was 
worryingly aware that Spike was on edge, facing too 
many enemies, with too many things he couldn’t 
control being thrown at him at once. Ethan had 
been the proverbial last straw and it had obviously 
infuriated Spike beyond caution that Ethan had 
defied him by reappearing in town. 

Spike stirred, lifting his head and glaring at Ethan. 
Xander helped him scramble to his feet, being as 
unobtrusive as possible, knowing Spike wouldn’t 
want to appear weak in front of an enemy. 

Ethan obviously had no such concerns, gingerly 
checking his head for blood and continuing to 
mutter about the unfairness of people who shot the 
messenger. Fortunately, the ludicrous sight amused 
Spike and he relaxed his wary stance, pulling out a 



cigarette and sneering down at Ethan over the 
flame of his lighter. 

“Don’t be a baby. I barely touched you,” he said 
smugly obviously pleased that, even with the chip, 
he’d been able to take Ethan down. 

Granted, from everyone’s descriptions of past 
encounters, Ethan wasn’t big with physical courage, 
but it was a testament to Spike’s strength of will 
that he could deliberately act against the chip when 
the situation called for it, despite knowing in 
advance he would pay for it in unbearable agony. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” Xander asked. 
Ethan had obviously not expected Spike to attack 
him, which meant he knew about the chip. It wasn’t 
like Ethan had any illusions about Spike’s peaceful 
nature. 

Ethan climbed to his feet and brushed himself off, 
fingering a tear in the sleeve of his shirt with 
irritation. “Believe it or not, I’m here to help you.” 



“Try another one,” Spike scoffed. “And I thought we 
were clear on what would happen if you ever came 
back to town.” 

“Ah, but the situation has changed since then, 
hasn’t it?” Ethan smirked, recovering some of his 
normal cockiness. “You’re no longer capable of 
eviscerating me or we wouldn’t even be talking.” 

Spike didn’t react beyond giving Ethan a narrow-
eyed glare through the smoke of his cigarette. “Still 
Master here. Don’t need to kill you personally,” he 
said flatly. 

While it was true that Spike could easily send a 
member of his Court to kill Ethan, it would lead to 
awkward questions that Spike really didn’t need 
right now. Ethan held up placating hands, losing a 
little of his confident air as he said hurriedly: 
“Which is why I thought we might be able to come 
to an agreement. Especially since I have something 
you rather desperately want.” 

“Yeah? And what would that be?” Spike asked, his 
tone making it clear he didn’t care what the mage 
was peddling. 



Right on cur, Ethan’s smirk reappeared. “I can take 
care of your little evisceration problem, mate.” 

Without having moved in the slightest, Spike felt 
like he’d turned to stone beside him and Xander’s 
hands tightened convulsively around Spike’s arm as 
he realized that Ethan was talking about the chip. 
He felt his heart beating faster and fought to keep 
his expression neutral, even as he wondered if 
there was any chance that Ethan was telling the 
truth. For a long frozen moment, the three of them 
just stared at each other. Xander was the first of the 
three to break. 

“How?” he burst out unable to play it cool even a 
second longer as hope flooded through him. 

“My dear boy, I am a wizard and a very experienced 
one. Ask Ripper if you don’t believe me.” 

“You know a spell that can remove the chip?” Spike 
sounded no more than mildly curious but Xander 
could still feel the rigid muscles under his hands. 

“You mean none of the coven members offered to 
help?” Ethan’s attempt at astonishment was 



patently unreal, his smirk growing as he made a 
disapproving tsk-ing sound. “Not very friendly of 
your allies, is that?” 

“What are you talking about?” Xander demanded 
after a moment. Did Ethan know the coven was in 
town or was he fishing? 

Ethan raised a mocking eyebrow. “You don’t think a 
group as powerful as the Devonshire Coven can 
arrive in town without every magic worker for a 
hundred miles being aware of it, do you? We do 
tend to keep track of each other.” 

“Are you saying they could remove the chip if they 
wanted to?” he asked faintly. Willow had lied to 
him, he thought numbly. She’d told him she’d been 
researching ways to get rid of the chip and hadn’t 
found any. She’d lied to him. He fought for control, 
forcibly shoving thoughts of Willow to the back of 
his mind. That wasn’t the issue right now. He’d deal 
with it later when he didn’t need to concentrate on 
what was happening now. 

“Powerful group like that one? I’d think it would be 
child’s play for them, wouldn’t you?” 



Xander was getting really tired of Ethan’s smarmy 
smile. 

“You’re offering to take the chip out?” Spike asked, 
still absolutely calm to all outward appearances. 
“And why would you be willing to do that?” 

“As I said, I think we can come to a mutually 
beneficial agreement. I remove the chip, and you lift 
your ban on my visiting Sunnydale.” 

“That’s it?” Xander asked suspiciously. 

“That’s it.” Wow, even Ethan’s sunny smile was 
smarmy. “Free and clear access, no killing me 
yourself, a word in the right places that I’m not to 
be touched and that I’m under your personal 
protection,” he shrugged. “The usual.” 

“And it’s just coincidence that you happen to show 
up in town now?” Xander asked. 

“Of course it’s not coincidence. You think I’d miss a 
magical showdown between Adam and the coven? 
With that much power being tossed about, there’s 
bound to be plenty of spillover for innocent 
bystanders to tap into.” 



“What do you know about Adam?” Xander asked, 
relief swamping him as Spike stirred beside him. 
Spike had been too quiet for too long, which just 
showed how shaken he’d been by Ethan’s offer. 

“Enough to know that you people had better get 
this right, or we’re all going to be in a world of 
hurt.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“You people may be all noble and self-sacrificing,” 
Ethan continued when neither of them said 
anything, “but I do value my skin. If Adam has his 
way, there won’t be much left of this world. As I 
said before, that’s way beyond chaos, mate.” 

“Got something useful on Adam, or you just pissing 
in the wind?” Spike challenged. 

The offer to remove the chip had made him feel like 
a human who’d been hit over the head, dazed and 
barely able to, and he was grateful that Xander had 
covered for him. Well, he was over the shock and 



thinking clearly again, and he wouldn’t trust Ethan 
Rayne if the Founder of his Line himself returned 
from dust to vouch for the man. 

Ethan smirked. “I’ve heard things around town,” he 
said. “Demons like to talk. Adam’s convinced them 
to do a Trojan horse on the Initiative. Trouble is, 
they don’t know what they’ve really signed up for.” 

“And what would that be?” Spike asked, 
deliberately letting his skepticism show. 

“Adam’s going to set them all loose, inside the 
Initiative. Let the soldiers and the demons tear each 
other apart.” Rayne didn’t seem very troubled by 
the idea but then, he was a chaos mage. 

Spike shrugged. “Why would I care about that?” he 
said indifferently, watching the mage intently while 
seemingly occupied with staring at the glowing end 
of his cigarette. “Kill all the soldiers myself if I could, 
and any demon stupid enough to follow Adam 
deserves what they get.” 

“Unfortunately, it’s what comes after the massacre 
that the real problem.” 



Spike just lifted an eyebrow and waited, wondering 
where the mage was going with this. 

“Adam is going to take all those lovely body parts 
and create more hybrid monsters like himself,” 
Ethan told them, folding his arms and staring at 
them challengingly. “Now I don’t know about you, 
but I really don’t fancy living in a world where there 
are fifty or a hundred Adams running things. 
Wouldn’t be my cup of tea at all.” 

Obviously sure he had them with that piece of 
information, Ethan lifted his eyebrows and waited 
smugly for their verdict. 

If that really was Adam’s plan, the mage was right. 
Even if it meant rescuing every living being from the 
Initiative base to avoid giving Adam body parts to 
work with, they would have to do it. Of course, 
Spike thought more cheerfully, if Adam was dead, a 
nice pile of mixed bodies was still a highly 
satisfactory answer to the Initiative problem. 

Question was, was the mage telling the truth? 
Rayne lied so frequently, his scent didn’t change 
much. And really, what were the chances that Adam 



could lay his hands on fifty, much less a hundred, 
nuclear power cores? As far as Spike could tell, 
without his power core, Adam was just a collection 
of spare parts, half of them probably rotting by 
now. The power core was the key, it was what 
made Adam dangerous, made him even possible, 
given the lack of mojo in creating him. 

Spike flashed a look at Xander, wishing they’d 
worked out a signal for “hurt this wanker for me” 
and furious that they even needed that kind of 
signal. To his complete disbelief, Xander nodded 
slightly, then, with no warning of any kind, stepped 
forward and landed a solid punch on the chaos 
mage’s jaw, dropping him almost as neatly as the 
Slayer could have done. The effect was only slightly 
ruined by the way Xander shook his sore hand 
afterwards, cradling it for a moment in his other 
hand as Ethan gaped up at him like a fish. 

“Care to try that again, mate?” Spike told him, 
letting a feral smile cross his lips. “Had my 
Lieutenants covering this town recently. You didn’t 
get that kind of information from a few drinks in the 
local bars.” 



“Oh my god,” Xander exclaimed in sudden 
realization. “He’s working with Adam.” 

You’d think a chaos mage would be better at 
keeping a poker face, Spike thought idly. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Ethan’s sudden appalled silence didn’t last longer 
than it took to scramble back to his feet. 

“‘Working with’ is a bit harsh,” he said, having 
obviously decided that denying it was a waste of 
time. “Coerced labor more like. After all, when 
something that can kill you as easily as swatting a 
fly asks you to do a job for him, a prudent man does 
what the monster wants.” 

“And what job would that be?” 

“He wanted me to nudge you lot in the right 
direction. Make sure the Slayer was there for his 
little dust up in the Initiative.” 



“And it didn’t occur to you to warn us instead?” 
Xander asked in disbelief. 

Ethan shrugged. “Like I said, long as I’m not caught 
in the middle, I don’t really care if a bunch of 
soldiers and demons kill each other.” 

“What about Giles?” Xander asked pointedly and 
something flickered in Ethan’s eyes for just a 
second. 

“Ripper can take care of himself,” was all he said. 

“If Buffy’s the one Adam wants inside the Initiative, 
why come to us? Why not go to her directly, or 
Giles?” 

“Now, don’t feel insulted. Adam wants Master Spike 
there as well.” 

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Xander told 
him. 

“Believe it or not, I thought you two would be the 
easier sell.” 

“Because of the chip,” Xander finished flatly. 



Ethan smiled. “That’s right. Didn’t have anything to 
offer the Slayer. Or Ripper. And Ripper’s gotten very 
cynical these days.” 

“So, you dangle the chip in front of me and you 
think I’ll dance to whatever tune you play, is that 
it?” Spike said in a low, dangerous voice. He shifted 
slowly to his true face with unmistakable menace. 
“Counted on me being so desperate I wouldn’t ask 
questions, were you?” 

Ethan looked like he was trying to figure out which 
answer wouldn’t get him killed and didn’t say 
anything. 

“Well, since that plan’s out, I think it’s about time 
you picked which side you’re on. And believe me, 
you don’t want to choose the wrong side.” Spike’s 
quiet, deadly anger was more terrifying that any 
screaming, cursing rage could ever hope to be and 
Ethan swallowed hard. 

“I tend to prefer the winning side, in general,” he 
admitted frankly. He gave what Xander supposed he 
thought was a disarming smile. “With the coven 
here, I’m guessing that will be you lot.” 



“Convenient,” Xander muttered snidely. He forced 
himself to stay away from the subject of the chip for 
now, despite desperately wanting to know if Ethan 
had been telling the truth about being able to 
remove it. There were others questions that had to 
be answered first. “Why does he want Buffy there? 
Isn’t he afraid Buffy will kill him instead?” 

Ethan looked at him in disbelief. “It’s going to take a 
lot more than Slayer strength to hurt Adam, much 
less kill him. He’s not worried about her at all. Adam 
thinks she’ll even the kill ratio. Make sure as many 
demons as humans are killed. He wants as wide a 
choice of body parts as possible.” He shrugged, 
indifferent to the carnage he was describing so 
blithely. “If Adam wins this, he’s going to be busy 
for quite some time stitching bodies together,” he 
mused with a malicious smile, then looked 
pointedly at them. “Understand, if it saves my neck, 
I’ll be first in line to volunteer to help him create his 
hybrid monsters. However, I’d really prefer to be 
given another option.” 

“Like, you help us and we let you live?” 



“Precisely.” 

“And what do you think you can do for us?” 

“You mean in addition to all this lovely information 
I’m giving you?” Ethan looked disappointed at their 
lack of appreciation. “Well, I suppose that just 
leaves us with the chip.” 

“You telling us you weren’t lying about the chip 
removal spell?” Spike asked scathingly. “Why would 
I believe you? Not been exactly truthful so far, ‘cept 
when your life is on the line.” 

“Are you saying my life isn’t on the line now?” 
Ethan asked hopefully. 

“Oh, it’s very much on the line,” Spike told him, 
wondering again if there was any chance this would 
work. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
According to Ethan, the spell wouldn’t remove the 
chip, it would just permanently scramble the signal. 



“The chip itself doesn’t actually hurt you, you know 
that right? It just sends a signal directly into the 
pain receptors in your brain.” 

“And how do you know that? Drinking buddies with 
one of the scientists, I suppose?” Spike scoffed, 
fighting against the hope that was rising in him. 

Ethan gave him an exasperated look. “Adam told 
me, of course.” 

Xander’s jaw dropped and he stared in open 
outrage at Ethan, who just shrugged. “I had to have 
something good to offer you if I was going to 
convince you to listen to me. Adam told me about 
the chip and I pointed out that I needed to know 
how it worked before I could sell you on my ability 
to remove it.” He smirked oblivious to Xander’s 
growing anger at his cavalier attitude. “Adam’s 
been watching you, trying to understand why your 
chip doesn’t work and he figured out that it did 
work but only on humans.” He lost his smile for a 
moment, scowling as he rubbed his head again. “He 
didn’t mention you were stubborn enough to attack 
humans anyway.” he complained then continued. 



“Seems Adam used to have a chip of his own. When 
he left the Initiative, he deactivated his control chip, 
which is how I know it can be done.” He smiled 
triumphantly at them and Spike and Xander 
exchanged looks. 

It actually sounded plausible. If they could trust 
Ethan. 

If. 

“You figured out what to do because of the 
information you got from Adam?” Xander asked. 
“So the coven doesn’t know how to get rid of the 
chip?” He wondered if they could ask the coven to 
do it. They were certainly more trustworthy than 
Ethan despite their recent actions. On the other 
hand, he was pretty sure they could be trusted not 
to do the spell. What had been done to Spike wasn’t 
magical and it stopped Spike from hurting humans. 
He had a sinking feeling the coven wouldn’t lift a 
finger to help. 

“It’s possible I may have exaggerated a bit on that 
point,” Ethan said without the slightest hint of 
apology. “Even if they were willing, I doubt they 



could help. Surely Ripper has told you that earth 
magic doesn’t tend to work on vampires.” 

Xander nodded, ashamed that he had so readily 
believed that Willow was lying. He remembered 
both Giles and Spike explaining that earth magic 
worked by drawing on the interconnectedness of 
living things and how vampires weren’t part of that, 
so spells reacted unpredictably on them. “So how 
come you can do it when they can’t?” he asked 
suspiciously. 

“I’m a chaos mage,” Ethan reminded him. 
“Scrambling signals is almost a specialty of ours.” 

“And we’re supposed to trust you, just because you 
say so.” 

“Well, there is the fact that I’m all you’ve got.” 

Spike was going to agree. Xander was sure of it. 
Despite the fact that Ethan was about as 
untrustworthy as it got, despite the fact that they 
wouldn’t know if he was doing this on Adam’s 
orders until after it was too damn late, Spike was 
going to agree. 



And there was nothing he could do to stop it. It was 
Spike’s decision. He didn’t even have the right to 
ask Spike not to go through with it. He’d known for 
a long time that Spike would rather die than have to 
bear the chip for the rest of his unlife. The chip was 
a continuous presence effecting everything he did 
and a constant reminder of his defeat and 
humiliation by people he considered unworthy 
opponents. It was one thing for Spike to voluntarily 
give up killing humans to please Xander, it was 
another thing entirely to have that choice taken 
from him. With the chip, Spike was a leashed 
predator, a chained prisoner - not because Xander 
saw him that way but because Spike saw himself 
that way. Spike had been surviving on hope ever 
since he’d escaped from the Initiative, the hope that 
something would turn up and he’d find a way to 
remove the chip, and Xander had been afraid for a 
long time, that Spike wouldn’t want to go on if he 
ever lost that hope. Spike had been counting on the 
Initiative scientists, hoping that one would be 
captured in the attack on the Initiative, someone 
who could be forced to undo what they had done. 



If that didn’t work… Xander had been scared for a 
long time about what would happen then. 

He met Spike’s eyes steadily, knowing his own eyes 
were showing both his fear and his support for 
whatever Spike chose, and Spike gave him a tiny 
nod. 

Only one thing left to do. 

Xander took a long step forward and his hands shot 
out, grabbing Ethan with both hands, fisting them in 
the front of Ethan’s shirt and hauling him closer 
until they were almost touching. 

“Let’s get one thing perfectly clear,” he said coldly, 
staring directly into Ethan’s slightly pop-eyed gaze. 
“If you are lying, if you mess this up, if you harm 
Spike in any way, there will be no place in this world 
you can hide. I will hunt you down if it takes me the 
rest of my life. And I won’t just kill you, I will 
obliterate you. And it will be long and excruciatingly 
painful.” He gave Ethan a shake for added 
emphasis, then released him, shoving him away 
contemptuously so hard that Ethan staggered. “Are 
we clear?” 



“Bloody hell! Thought you were supposed to be the 
good one in this crowd.” 

Xander gave him a tight lipped smile. “As long as 
we’re clear.” 

“Oh, we’re clear. Don’t worry, I know what I’m 
doing.” 

“You better.” 

Stepping back, Xander slid an arm around Spike, 
who looking over at him, a hint of a smile showing. 
“Nicely done, luv.” 

Maybe other couples didn’t measure the strength 
of their love by the seriousness of their death 
threats, but it worked for them.  

 

Part Thirty-Seven 

Xander rolled his eyes. “Tell you what, Spike,” he 
said patiently. “I won’t play the ‘I’m fine’ game if 
you don’t.” 



Spike’s head snapped around, affronted, and he 
glared at Xander. Xander sighed. 

“Spike. The least trustworthy person on the planet 
has just offered to give you the thing you want most 
in the world. You can’t tell me you don’t have some 
mixed feelings about that. I sure as hell do.” He 
stepped forward, blocking Spike’s pacing and 
grabbing him by both upper arms when the vampire 
tried to swerve around him, pulling him around so 
they were face to face. 

They’d arranged to meet Ethan at 9:00 tomorrow 
night to do the spell. Spike had been silent on the 
walk home, his face unreadable, his strides long and 
agitated. Xander hadn’t tried to get him to talk 
then, too busy with his own racing thoughts to even 
begin helping Spike with his, but now that they 
were home, they were going to talk about this. 

“Ethan’s magic could kill you and I wouldn’t know 
the difference until it’s too damn late. Are you sure 
we shouldn’t try to find a better way? Ethan can’t 
be the only Chaos Mage out there, maybe they 
aren’t all as completely unreliable as Ethan.” 



That brought a hint of a smile to Spike’s face. 
“Comes with the territory, pet. Never met a Chaos 
Mage who wasn’t untrustworthy and out to stir up 
trouble.” The smile faded almost immediately and 
Spike met his eyes squarely for the first time. “Gotta 
try this, luv. Can’t go on forever with this thing 
inside me.” 

Spike pulled him in for a hug, and Xander clung to 
him desperately, wrapping his arms around his 
lover as if he could stop the world from hurting him 
as long as Spike was inside the circle of his arms. 

“This is our best shot, Xander,” Spike said quietly. 
“There’s risks any way we go. We don’t even know 
if the bloody chip can be removed physically. If the 
choice is between a human with a scalpel and a 
Chaos Mage with a spell, I’ll take the mage.” 

He pushed back just far enough so he could look at 
Xander, his hands coming up to bury themselves in 
Xander’s hair, holding him as blue eyes stared into 
brown, letting Xander in, letting him see Spike’s 
hope, his determination, even his fear and 
desperation. 



Xander kissed him. Pulling their mouths together, 
his lips moved hungrily over Spike’s, his own hands 
coming up to frame Spike’s face, thumbs stroking 
tenderly over the sharp planes of his cheeks. 

For a long moment, their mouths moved together, 
letting lips and tongues and teeth express their fear, 
their worry, and their love. 

“Be all right, Xander,” Spike said after they’d pulled 
apart. “If nothing else, we can trust the mage to act 
in his own self interest. He may be working with 
Adam but I don’t think it’s by choice.” Spike flashed 
him an amused look. “Doesn’t hurt that he’s got you 
to deal with if he mucks this up. Nearly pissed 
himself when you threatened him, luv.” 

“Good. Because I meant every word.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Giles opened the door at his knock. While his sleep-
mussed hair, bathrobe and bare feet looked as if 
he’d just rolled out of bed, his eyes were clear and 



he looked as if he’d been up for awhile. Despite the 
early hour, he didn’t seem surprised to see Xander 
at his door. 

“Hello, Xander.” 

Xander stepped inside, just far enough to let the 
door swing closed behind him, feeling for the first 
time like Giles’ apartment was hostile territory. He 
didn’t bother with pleasantries, blurting out the 
question that had been nagging at him since the 
previous night: “Why didn’t you guys talk to me 
first? Give me some warning, maybe even a little 
time to deal before having to make that kind of 
decision? What the hell were you thinking, just 
dumping that on me in front of everyone?” 

“For what it’s worth, I am truly sorry, Xander.” Giles 
stood facing him awkwardly, looking regretful and 
very tired all of a sudden. “The coven was worried 
that Spike would forbid it, would possibly even take 
you out of town to avoid the situation if you were 
given any advance warning.” He sighed, removing 
his glasses and polishing them absently with the 
belt of his robe. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “Knowing 



how protective Spike is, I was afraid they might be 
right. It wasn’t about you, I knew that you would be 
willing to help.” He pushed his glasses back on and 
met Xander’s eyes squarely and Xander was 
surprised to see the approval and respect in Giles’ 
eyes. 

Some of his irritation with the coven drained away 
at the explanation but conversely, his annoyance 
with Giles grew into full-blown anger. “I thought 
you knew me well enough by now to know that 
Spike doesn’t control me,” he said, keeping his tone 
level with an effort. “I make my own decisions, I 
don’t have to have Spike’s permission to act. And 
frankly, I’m insulted that you think that Spike has a 
snowball’s chance in hell of dragging me out of 
town when I don’t want to go. Yes, Spike is a 
demon, and sometimes it’s hard for him, but he has 
bent over backwards to let me live my own life 
when his every instinct tells him that isn’t the way 
his Claimed human is supposed to behave. After 
everything we’ve done to help this town, how can 
you have so little faith in both of us?” 



There was a long pause, during which his eyes 
continued to bore into Giles’, before Giles looked 
away, pulling out a chair and sitting down heavily. 

“You’re quite right. If you were the type of person 
to let Spike drag you out of town, you wouldn’t 
have risked your life fighting zombies, or the Mayor, 
or any one of a dozen other threats. I really am 
sorry, Xander. I allowed my fears to override my 
common sense.” 

His remorse and regret were obviously sincere and 
Xander let his confrontational stance slide, enough 
to let him pull out a chair for himself and settle into 
it stiffly. He supposed even really smart people 
could be incredibly stupid sometimes. 

“So, tell me about this spell,” he asked, trying to 
pretend like they were starting at the beginning, the 
way they should have in the first place. 

“The coven might be better for that,” Giles began 
and Xander interrupted. 



“I’m asking you. Because until last night, I would 
have said I could trust you completely. I don’t know 
them as well as I do you.” 

Giles nodded, accepting the rebuke. “What do you 
want to know?” 

“When Willow did the soul-restoring spell, you said 
the magic would change her. I think we all saw the 
results of that. Is this going to do the same thing to 
me?” 

That was his biggest fear, the concern Spike had 
mentioned, that letting them do this spell would 
change him. Giles was already shaking his head 
firmly. 

“The magic that Willow channeled to do the soul 
restoring spell was very old, very powerful and very 
dark. And you are correct, I believe that spell was a 
significant factor in her behavior last year. The 
magic we are talking about here is also very old and 
powerful, but it is profoundly light magic. Unlike the 
gypsies’ soul-restoring spell, which compelled the 
return of a soul into an unwilling body, this spell 
channels freely given power into a willing recipient. 



That is why your consent is essential and why only 
volunteers will be invited to participate in the 
spell.” 

Giles gave him a long, steady look. “What you 
should know is that, while you are by far the best 
candidate to be the vessel for the reasons explained 
last night, you are not the only option. If you are not 
comfortable with this, it will be possible, although 
considerably more difficult, to do the spell using 
another person as the vessel.” 

Xander took a deep, shaky breath, feeling the 
weight that had been pressing down on him since 
Maggie had asked him to agree to the spell ease up 
a little. “Buffy?” 

“Only as a last resort.” Giles said slowly, looking like 
he was choosing his words carefully. “As a Slayer, 
Buffy’s first instinct is to hold on to power. Buffy 
may be willing to return the borrowed power to its 
rightful owner, but the Slayer will instinctively try to 
hold on to that power because it makes the Slayer a 
stronger warrior. I suspect that is at least part of the 
reason that tapping into the power of the Slayer 



line is so dangerous, because the power resents 
being given to another, even temporarily and in a 
good cause,” Giles finished, with a quick smile. 

“Oh.” That made sense to him in a weird way, 
especially the part about the soul spell being dark 
magic. The whole idea of forcing a soul back into a 
demon-inhabited corpse had always creeped him 
out. If it wasn’t the magic itself but the fact that it 
was dark that caused Willow to change so much, 
then he should be ok. And grimaced inwardly even 
as he thought it. Despite what he’d said to Spike last 
night, despite the fact that he’d come here to ask 
questions and make up his mind, obviously he’d 
already decided he was going to do the spell. 

“Do you think the spell will change me? Or will the 
spell end, the power go back to where it belongs 
and I’ll just be the same old me?” 

Giles hesitated and Xander’s heart sank. “That’s a 
more difficult question, Xander. I believe that you 
will remain unchanged but it is possible that the 
amount of power we’re talking about could change 
you in some way. You will be using abilities you 



don’t naturally possess, it is possible that there 
could be some residual effects. If there were any 
changes, I suspect they would be very minor.” 

“Like what?” 

Giles made a helpless gesture. “As far as the coven’s 
research shows, the last use of this spell was over a 
century ago. I’m afraid the records don’t say much 
about what happened afterwards, just that the 
vessel returned to his home and lived a long and 
honored life.” 

“Sounds like a fairy tale,” Xander complained. 

“Exactly. For all we know, it may be true but it does 
have a bit of ‘and they all lived happily ever after’ 
about it.” 

Xander pushed himself to his feet, suddenly 
unwilling to sit here and discuss this any longer. 
“Fine. You can tell them I’ll do it. Spike and I will 
meet you all at Mr. Olsen’s tonight at sunset. We’ll 
talk about plans then.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  



 
Spike came alert, hearing the sound of feet climbing 
the outside stairs to the apartment. Given their 
location above the factory, visitors were almost 
non-existent and he stretched out his senses, 
relaxing slightly as he identified the two people 
ascending the steps. 

It was only late afternoon, which made opening the 
door a bit less than an impressive performance, 
given that he had to hide behind it to avoid being 
disintegrated. He nudged Xander, who had fallen 
asleep during the early scenes that were supposed 
to make you care about the characters the 
monsters were about to eat, leaving Spike free to 
channel surf. 

“Wake up, luv. Got company.” 

“Hmmm?” 

“Get the door, will you? Sun’s still up.” 

“Right.” 

Amused, Spike watched his half-asleep boy shuffle 
to the door, only seeming to recall this was an 



unusual occurrence when his hand actually closed 
around the knob. He snapped awake then, shooting 
Spike a questioning look. Spike smirked at him and 
nodded for him to open it as he took a position well 
clear of the path the late afternoon sun’s rays 
would take as the door swung open. 

Still puzzled, but trusting him, Xander swung the 
door open in response to the knock, blinking for a 
moment in surprise at the sudden brightness and 
the identity of their visitors. 

The wolf stayed behind his pack-leader, giving 
Xander a nod but remaining silent. The pack-
leader’s eyes sought out Spike in the dim interior 
and for a long moment they stared at each other. 

“I think we need to talk,” Dean said. 

Spike nodded, “Yeah. Think we do at that.” He kept 
his face expressionless but felt a surge of reckless 
glee at what he sensed. The werewolves weren’t 
happy. The pack-leader smelled of anger and bitter 
disappointment and Spike guessed the meeting 
hadn’t gone well after they’d stormed out last 
night. 



Xander invited them in and Spike was pleased to 
hear the wolf quietly asking his boy if he was all 
right. Good to know the wolf recognized that the 
coven had been way off base in how they’d handled 
things. Xander assured him he was fine and Spike 
could tell that both the werewolves took that with 
the skepticism it deserved. 

They settled down in the living room, Spike and 
Xander on the couch, the werewolves across from 
them in the two armchairs. 

“We’ve located Adam, or at least close,” Dean said 
without preliminaries. “Oz took us to Adam’s old 
lair and we spent the afternoon tracking him.” He 
gestured for Oz to take over. 

“There’s a tunnel, about half a mile from the 
campus, that dead ends in a concrete wall with a 
really sophisticated door in it. It looks new, like 
something built in that last year or two. It’s got to 
be the Initiative. And Adam’s smell is all over it. My 
guess, his new base is behind that door.” 

“Remember what the coven said? That there was a 
single weird demon signature near the Initiative but 



off by itself? You said that Adam was built inside the 
Initiative. I’m betting he knows a back door no one 
else knows about.” 

Xander and Spike exchanged glances. 

“Got some new information last night,” Spike told 
the werewolves casually. “Seems Adam’s got a bit 
more on his mind than just destroying the place. 
Turns out, he wants the demons and humans to kill 
each other and use the bodies to make more things 
like him.” 

Dean whistled. “That’s a scary thought.” He shot Oz 
a look. “This town is as weird as you said.” 

Oz just shrugged. “That’s Sunnydale.” 

Xander grinned, thinking that, even for Sunnydale 
natives, Oz had blasé down to an art form. “You 
think Adam making more of his kind is the weirdest 
it gets?” he asked Dean. “Didn’t Oz tell you about 
our Mayor, Mr. I-Want-to-be-a-Big-Snake Wilkins? 
Or the swim team?” 

“Forgot about the swim team,” Oz said, looking 
amused. 



Dean held up his hands. “Let’s keep focused for 
now. I have a feeling you three could tell stories 
about this town all night and barely scratch the 
surface.” 

“Right. Sorry,” Xander said apologetically and 
immediately got back to business. “Oz, remember 
how Adam was wired in to everything?” He barely 
waited for Oz’s confirming nod before continuing. 
“The good news is, he’s waiting for us to act before 
he makes his move. He wants Buffy and Spike there 
when he sets the demon loose, so they’ll make sure 
as many demons as humans are killed.” 

Dean’s brows drew together in a frown. “That’s 
pretty specific information,” he said slowly. “You 
got someone in Adam’s camp?” 

Spike had made up his mind some time earlier. He 
trusted the pack-leader, Dean had a good head on 
his shoulders and had a right to know what he was 
facing, so he answered frankly. “Got the word from 
an untrustworthy git that Adam’s trying to use 
against us. Don’t think the man wanted to be 
working for Adam but he’ll go with whichever side 



he thinks is going to win.” He smirked. “Right now, 
he’s more scared of us than Adam.” He shrugged. 
“Enough of his information fits with what we 
already know that I think he’s telling the truth.” 

“He’s the one who first warned us about 314,” 
Xander filled in, then glanced at Oz. “It’s Ethan 
Rayne.” 

The wolf frowned, obviously trying to recall the 
name. 

“Halloween costumes?” Xander prompted. “Band 
candy?” 

“Oh.” 

The pack-leader could obviously read his wolf. From 
the long steady look he sent the younger man, Spike 
could tell the wolf would be telling at least those 
stories tonight. 

“Like we said, not exactly a reliable source. Man’s a 
Chaos Mage,” he clarified voluntarily, and saw the 
frown as the pack-leader assimilated that little 
tidbit. “But he doesn’t like the government mucking 



about on his turf, and he doesn’t want Adam takin’ 
over either.” 

There didn’t seem to be much more to say on that 
topic and for a long minute, they all fell silent. Spike 
idly traced the vein on Xander’s neck, feeling the 
blood pumping so close to the surface, and he 
fiercely suppressed the hope surging in him that he 
would soon be able to taste that blood again, be 
able to Mark his Claimed, be a vampire again. 

Xander turned his head to look at him, and Spike 
could see the desire simmering in the brown 
depths. Xander wanted him whole as much as he 
did and he rejoiced that his boy accepted him for 
who and what he was. Any other human would 
have been glad for the chip, glad that Spike wasn’t 
able to hurt humans, wouldn’t have seen the need 
to remove the chip. 

Xander cleared his throat suddenly, dragging his 
gaze away with an effort as he remembered they 
weren’t alone, and shifted back to face their guests. 

“So, what happened after we left last night?” he 
asked them. Spike looked at them as well, curious 



despite himself about how the group had handled 
their best hope walking out. 

“Lot of useless talk, some arguing, a few pointed 
comments about how unfair they’d been to you,” 
Dean summarized. “They hadn’t told any of us what 
they were up to,” he said, shaking his head in 
disapproval. “Shitty thing to do to you.” 

“I wasn’t thrilled to have that just dumped on me, 
but Spike and I have talked about it.” Spike scowled 
but let Xander finish, knowing it was inevitable. “I 
told Giles this morning that I’ll do it.” Xander smiled 
wryly. “It sounds like our best, maybe our only shot 
against Adam., so we should probably listen to the 
experts we called in.” 

“I thought that would be your answer,” Dean said 
and his gaze shifted back to Spike. “Everyone else 
pretty much thought that too. That you’d be back 
and would agree to do the spell.” 

Spike scowled at that, wishing Xander wasn’t so 
predictable, especially when it came to putting 
himself in danger. Would have been nice if the 



coven had had to sweat for a bit, thinking they’d 
muffed things up. 

“Problem is, they’re still mostly focused on Adam 
and he’s only half the problem. After you left, they 
came up with a plan to have everyone sneak into 
the Initiative, locate Adam, and then find a quiet 
place nearby to do the spell and take him out. 
Everyone not actively involved in the spell will be 
guarding the magic workers.” 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Spike burst out. He flung 
himself to his feet and began pacing up and down in 
front of the couch. “Let me guess who came up with 
that plan.” 

“Buffy, mostly,” Oz confirmed quietly. 

Spike swore, wishing they had time for him to fully 
express his opinion of the Slayer’s ability to plan 
battles. Show up and hope everything goes your 
way was about the extent of her strategic thinking. 
Never mind that that type of planning was what got 
Angelus sent to hell and Spike left with a sword in 
his gut, just to name one example. His agitated 



pacing slowed a bit when he saw the pack-leader 
grinning at him. 

“Glad you agree with me that the plan needs a bit 
of work,” he said with a lot more restraint than 
Spike was capable of right now. 

“Needs to be thrown out with the trash and burned 
is what that plan needs,” he snapped. 

The fact that the wolves recognized how idiotic and 
incomplete the Slayer’s plan was calmed Spike 
enough that he resumed his seat beside Xander, 
letting Xander’s warm hand on his thigh steady him, 
even as his Claimed’s amused voice said: 

“Buffy’s always been a bit seat-of-the-pants with 
her planning. I think maybe we should tweak that 
one a bit.”  

 
 

Part Thirty-Eight 

The levels of tension in the group had dropped 
substantially, Xander saw with relief as he and Spike 



entered Mr. Olsen’s basement. People were 
standing around, chatting casually, not sitting stiffly 
silent, watching everyone else with cautious eyes 
like last time. 

Which just went to show how badly the coven had 
miscalculated by not being more open. Everyone 
had been on edge at the last meeting, egos bruised, 
suspicions aroused by the coven’s secrecy. Granted, 
some of the change was probably due to the fact 
that they had the beginnings of a tentative plan - 
even if Buffy didn’t know yet that it had been 
changed a bit behind her back, Xander thought with 
an inward smile. Having some sort of a plan was 
making them all a little less stressed. 

Word had obviously spread that Xander was going 
to do the spell and Xander wasn’t sure whether to 
be pleased or annoyed at the lack of surprise. 
Granted, they’d kind of backed him into a corner by 
telling him he was the best candidate but still - he 
hadn’t known whether he was going to agree to the 
spell until after he’d left the meeting yesterday. 
How could everyone else claim that they’d been 
sure what his answer would be? 



Stopping briefly to talk to Willow and Maggie, 
Xander was pleased when they echoed Giles’ 
apologies, admitting candidly that they had 
misjudged the situation. Even if Spike dismissed the 
apology with a cutting remark, Xander appreciated 
the fact that they directed their apologies to Spike 
as well as him. 

For almost ten minutes, it felt more like a party than 
a war council and Xander moved around the room, 
touching base with people he hadn’t had a chance 
to talk with recently. Even Spike was relaxed 
enough to chat with Dean. Now that the vampire 
knew what the coven had been up to and they’d 
made their own plans, Spike’s nervous energy was 
focused past this gathering, concentrated on their 
meeting with Ethan Rayne later tonight. Something 
Xander was absolutely refusing to think about yet. 

Sgt. Morgan finally called them to order and 
everyone found seats around the big room, drifting 
back to their own groups now that they were 
getting down to business.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike listened with malicious amusement as the 
Slayer outlined her plan. It hadn’t improved much in 
the past twenty-four hours. A picked group to go 
inside the base, find Adam’s exact location using the 
Initiative’s own computers, protect the magic 
workers while they did the spell that would allow 
Xander to fight Adam. Then rescue the soldiers from 
the demons and get as many as possible safely out 
of the underground facility. Good work team and 
home to shag your loved ones by bedtime. 

You’d think with a full day, someone would have 
pointed out to the Slayer that her plan was a bit 
optimistic and had serious flaws. Did she actually 
think she was going to get inside the base without 
the soldiers noticing? And just how long did she 
think she was going to have free access to the 
Initiative’s computers without anyone catching on? 
No contingency plans in case things didn’t go quite 
as planned. Not to mention they apparently weren’t 
going to actually do anything about the Initiative 



itself - but then, he’d always known the Slayer 
wasn’t going to be much use there. 

He watched Sgt. Morgan as the Slayer talked and 
was pleased to see the man was merely biding his 
time. From his expression, the sergeant at least was 
not on board with this piece of lunacy. Some of the 
others were looking dubious as well. 

The Slayer finished her spiel and looked around the 
circle, asking if there were any questions. 

Her mistake, Spike thought cheerfully. 

“How exactly do you plan on getting inside the 
Initiative in the first place?” he asked, cocking his 
head to one side with amused condescension. 

“We go in through Lowell House,” the Slayer 
answered, apparently having at least thought that 
far ahead. “Riley said there’s an elevator inside the 
fraternity that goes down to the base. The House 
has been nearly deserted ever since the soldiers 
attacked Adam. There haven’t been more than a 
couple people inside and they’re telling people 
some story about fumigation or something. We go 



in, take out the guards, and go down the elevator 
shaft to avoid the Initiative’s security.” 

“Right. And you think they won’t see you comin’?” 

“You got a better idea?” she challenged. 

“Could plan to walk in dressed as a pizza delivery 
boy and it would have more chance of success than 
that plan,” he drawled and smirked at her outraged 
glare. 

He got to his feet, his casual sprawl vanishing as if it 
had never been, suddenly every inch the Master of 
the Territory. His voice went from an insolent drawl 
to commanding as his eyes swept the room. 

“First off, we have two new pieces of information 
that change things a bit. One, the werewolves were 
able to track Adam this afternoon and they found 
the entrance to his lair.” He nodded respectfully to 
the pack-leader and Dean inclined his head in 
acknowledgement. “Second, Adam is waiting for us 
to make the first move. He’s planning on using the 
fight between the demons and the soldiers to give 
him enough parts to create more creatures like 



himself and he wants the Slayer there so the fight’s 
not completely one-sided.” He deliberately left out 
the fact that Adam wanted him there as well. He 
would need the Slayer on board and if Adam was 
waiting for the Slayer before making his move, that 
boxed her in to Spike’s plan as neatly as they’d 
pushed Xander where they wanted him. 

He silenced the muttering that broke out around 
the room with one look - time enough for 
explanations later. Ignoring the Slayer, who looked 
stunned and furious at being out of the loop, he 
began outlining the plan they had worked out 
earlier this afternoon: 

“We go in in three groups. First group is demons, 
werewolves, vampires. We go in through the back 
door - that bunker in the woods. Our first priority is 
to take care of the demons in the containment cells. 

“Second group is Xander and the magic workers. 
They go in through the caves and tunnels, set up 
shop just outside Adam’s lair and do their mojo. 
Adam should be watching the fun inside the 
Initiative and hopefully won’t see them coming until 



too late. They take care of Adam then get the hell 
out.” He shot Xander a stern look. They’d had a lot 
of words about that after the werewolves had left. 
Xander didn’t see why they shouldn’t keep going 
after tackling Adam, into the Initiative proper to join 
the main fight sure to be in full swing by then. Only 
by reminding him that the magic workers refused to 
be involved in the fight against the Initiative did he 
convince Xander that his group would have to 
retreat after they defeated Adam. Xander had 
muttered something about getting radios so he’d 
know what was happening but had reluctantly 
agreed to be responsible for getting the magic 
workers out safely. Not that Spike cared about them 
particularly, but giving Xander responsibility for 
other lives meant his boy wouldn’t do something 
foolish. 

“Third group, the Slayer and humans. You go in the 
most obvious way you can.” He glanced at the 
Slayer briefly, “through the fraternity seems like as 
good a way to attract attention as anything else. 
You’re going to keep the soldiers occupied as long 
as you can, then get them out of there when Adam 



opens the cell doors.” Again, it wasn’t that he cared 
about the soldiers but Xander, Dean and Oz had all 
pointed out that, once the fun began, the soldiers 
were going to be shooting at anything that wasn’t 
wearing an army uniform and that would put every 
one of them in danger. Spike wouldn’t be at risk 
from random bullets but the demons he was 
leading inside would be. 

“We’re going to need to coordinate our timing on 
this. The human group is going to have to go in first, 
draw the soldiers’ and Adam’s attention. Demons 
move in second, only a couple minutes behind the 
humans. Magic workers, you’re last. Once the cell 
doors open, Adam won’t be watching the caves at 
his back, he’ll be watching the fight. That gives you 
the chance to do the spell and take him by 
surprise.” 

Behind his librarian glasses, the Watcher’s eyes 
were narrowed. “How do you know all this?” he 
asked. “What makes you think Adam is waiting for 
Buffy before he attacks?” 



“Stands to reason, don’t it?” Spike answered 
impatiently. “We know Adam’s been tapping into 
the security cameras around town. We know he’s 
got access to the Initiative’s security systems. He’s 
going to see us coming. It’s what he’s waiting for. If 
he just wanted to create merry havoc inside the 
base, he would have done it before now.” He 
gestured toward the coven members. “We know 
the cells are full, what else is he waiting for? We all 
know if he lets those demons loose now, the 
soldiers won’t just be killed, they’ll be eaten - and 
that doesn’t get Adam his pile of useable body parts 
now does it?” 

“About that…” 

“Why do you want only humans to go in the front 
door?” the Slayer asked suspiciously, interrupting 
her Watcher. 

“Because humans aren’t going to be killed out of 
hand by the soldiers. Demons would be tazered on 
sight and useless, but a bunch of civilian humans 
are going to be questioned and imprisoned at 
worst. If they throw you in a cell, you’ll be released 



with all the other prisoners when Adam makes his 
move.” Spike glared at her. “You’re the one wants 
the bloody soldiers to live. I’d as soon the whole lot 
of them were killed by their prisoners. Your job’s 
going to be getting them out before we blow the 
place up.” 

“What?! Who said anything about blowing the 
place up?” the Slayer exclaimed, jumping to her 
feet. 

“Not leavin’ that place standing,” Spike said flatly. 
“My team’s gonna bring in enough explosives to 
level the place. Don’t worry,” he smirked at her. 
“We’ll leave enough time for everyone to get out. 
But once Adam’s dead, we’re destroying the entire 
base.” He matched the Slayer stare for stare, daring 
her to fight him on this. 

“Once we’re inside,” Dean said quietly. “My wolves 
will be working to evacuate the peaceful demons 
that have been held prisoner. I suspect there aren’t 
that many left, given the information about how 
crowded the cells are,” he finished grimly. 



The wolves had been adamant about checking for 
the imprisoned werewolf. Despite the fact that 
Spike would have liked to see them on the front 
lines, they were the best for the job of evacuating 
victims. Other than Xander’s friend, the wolves the 
pack-leader had brought to Sunnydale were all over 
fifty years old and most of them knew a bit about 
other demons. The ability to phase back and forth 
to human form at will would come in handy if any of 
the harmless demons had actually survived Adam’s 
recruits being packed in with them. 

Spike looked around the room, seeing who was with 
him and who was looking uncertain. Not 
surprisingly, it was the full humans who looked like 
this was a bit more than they’d bargained for. “I 
heard your plan,” he said, meeting the Watcher’s 
eyes. “Even if it works and you kill Adam,” his tone 
made it clear how unlikely he thought that was, “it 
leaves the Initiative base intact and the soldiers can 
just move back in and pick up where they left off 
imprisoning and torturing demons randomly. Before 
I let that happen, I’ll take the Court in and wipe 
them out myself.” He morphed into his true face to 



emphasize how serious he was. “This way, the 
soldiers get to live but they won’t have a base in 
town and all their records and equipment will be 
destroyed. Your choice.” 

His Court was going to be pissed at missing the fun, 
but the pack-leader had pointed out that a single 
coordinated attack on both targets was their best 
chance of destroying the base entirely and Spike 
had been forced to agree. He couldn’t help smiling 
at all the training he’d put his minions through for 
no reason but had just shrugged. It made them 
more useful, better fighters and that was always 
good. 

The Watcher nodded slowly. “I see your point, 
Spike.” He glanced around the room, obviously 
seeing the lay of the land and recognized that the 
majority was with Spike. 

“However, I think we all have some questions. 
Where are you getting your information about 
Adam?” 

“Ethan Rayne.” 



Spike shot Xander a disbelieving look before 
controlling himself. They’d agreed to leave the 
mage out of this. Xander was looking at the 
Watcher, avoiding Spike’s eyes. 

“After we left yesterday, Ethan Rayne found us. He 
knew the coven was in town.” 

Everyone looked at the coven and Maggie nodded 
ruefully. “He would,” she said quietly. 

“Adam told him to push us in the right direction, to 
make sure Buffy was there when the fight began.” 

“Ethan’s working for Adam? Oh, that’s just perfect,” 
the Watcher exclaimed. 

“He’s not happy about it either. He gave us the 
straight story - hopefully.” Xander said, with a 
shrug. “He doesn’t want Adam to win, that much 
we can be sure of. And his information fits with 
what we know from more reliable sources. Even if 
Ethan’s lying and Adam isn’t planning on creating 
more things like himself, he’s obviously waiting for 
something or he would have acted by now. 

“Why did he go to you?” the Slayer demanded. 



“He thought we would be the easiest to convince, 
because Giles, especially has history with him and 
you’ve tangled with him a couple of times,” Xander 
answered smoothly. “It probably helped that we 
beat him up,” he admitted, “and he thinks that the 
coven being here means we’re going to be the 
winning side.” 

“Ethan has always had a strong streak of self-
interest,” Giles said thoughtfully. “And he did warn 
us about the Initiative before anyone else.” 

“When exactly did you decide to come up with a 
completely new plan?” the Slayer asked. 

“When I heard yours,” Spike told her flatly. “Among 
other things, your plan leaves Xander and the 
witches in the middle of a firefight, hoping they can 
find a place to set up the spell before they're all 
killed. I’m guessing everyone involved in the spell is 
going to be pretty helpless while they’re working 
their mojo?” 

Maggie nodded. 



“My way, we keep the most vulnerable of our 
people out of harm’s way until they can do their 
part.” 

The Slayer’s nodded. “You’re right about that. But 
nothing’s ever been said about blowing up the 
Initiative.” 

Spike couldn’t resist. “It’s called a contingency plan, 
Slayer. You’re powering Xander up to fight 
something we don’t even know can be killed. Spell 
don’t work, we see if burying Adam under one 
hundred tons of concrete will slow him down. But 
we are not putting Xander in the middle of a race 
war and then finding out if you know what you’re 
doing.” 

That was the only reason Spike was willing to be 
separated from his Claimed. If the spell didn’t work, 
Xander and the others would be left sitting outside 
Adam’s lair, unable to do anything but feel foolish. 
If they tried the spell inside the Initiative and it 
didn’t work, Xander would be picking up a weapon 
and getting in the middle of things. This way was 
safer. 



“How are we getting inside the bunker?” Sgt. 
Morgan asked. “I thought that entrance had pretty 
solid internal locks?” 

Spike relaxed, hearing the acceptance in the 
Sergeant’s voice. With the big Kobarien demon on 
his side, everyone else would fall in line. He wasn’t 
surprised the sergeant had immediately put his 
finger on one of the stickier bits. Explosives might 
do the job in getting the door open, but that would 
alert everyone to their presence. 

“Hoping one of you witches can help us out with 
that,” he said, looking at the coven. 

“I believe we can find a way to get your group 
inside,” Maggie said, trading looks with the other 
members of the coven and receiving confirming 
nods. 

Spike smirked, pleased at how things had gone, as 
the discussion became a general one, hashing out 
the remaining details, assigning jobs and setting a 
time table for the attack. The Slayer could have 
been a serious problem with her reluctance to 
actually do anything about the Initiative. As Xander 



had suggested, phrasing it in terms of saving the 
majority of the soldiers - including that boyfriend 
she was so worried about - made it something she 
was willing to go along with.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Ethan appeared at the entrance to the alley right on 
schedule. Which surprised Xander as he’d about 
half convinced himself that Ethan would simply 
leave town rather than show up tonight. Showing 
up pretty much put Ethan squarely in the middle of 
the fight with Adam and was a clear declaration of 
whose side he was on and Xander had serious 
doubts about whether Ethan was really prepared to 
take that step. 

He and Spike had arrived at the meeting point well 
before the set time because Spike didn’t trust Ethan 
and wanted to be sure they weren’t walking into a 
trap. Be just like Ethan to lure them here to turn 
them over to Adam or the soldiers or the Great 



Pumpkin - Xander had no illusions about Ethan 
drawing any moral lines about who he’d work for. 

Well, maybe not the Great Pumpkin. 

“Gentlemen,” Ethan greeted them, inclining his 
head with a mocking smile, “right this way.” 

He led them halfway down the alley and stopped at 
one of the doors. The sign read ‘The Magic Shoppe’ 
in plain, business-like letters unlike the gothic-style 
ones on the front door. 

“Why here?” Xander asked curiously. 

“Where else?” Ethan answered. “I’ll need to pick up 
a few things for the spell and they have a nice 
combination of a large storage room and extremely 
poor security.” 

Great. Not only was Ethan a chaos mage, he was a 
chaos mage who stole his ingredients. 

He wished he could even pretend to be surprised. 

Ethan produced a set of keys and began trying them 
in the door. After the tenth or twelfth try, he gave a 



small exclamation of satisfaction and pushed the 
door open. “After you, gentlemen,” he said, waving 
them inside as grandly as if they were guests and 
not fellow burglars. 

Xander stepped inside, letting Spike’s hand on his 
back guide him in the darkened interior. To 
Xander’s eyes, even after the long wait in the dark 
alley, the room was nearly pitch black, only the faint 
glow of streetlights through the front windows 
allowing him to see at all. Spike’s eyes glowed 
yellow next to him, almost startlingly bright in 
contrast to the black interior. 

A sudden flare of light blinded him as Ethan 
produced a flashlight, and began shining the beam 
around the room, illuminating the shelves of herbs 
and potions, the bins cluttered with amulets, and 
row after row of books. 

He’d never been in the store before and had no 
idea what Ethan was looking for, so he told Spike 
quietly that he would keep a lookout and picked his 
way carefully across the room, the flashlight 
providing just enough ambient light to let him avoid 



the shadowed lumps of display shelves and other 
hazards that loomed suddenly in his path. 

His heart was pounding, both from the unexpected 
breaking and entering they were doing and in 
anticipation of the spell. Watching the quiet street 
outside, searching for any sign their presence had 
been noted, he concentrated on taking slow, deep 
breaths, shoving his hands in his pockets to conceal 
their nervous shaking and wishing this were over. 

“All set, luv.” 

Spike’s voice in his ear made him jump, and he 
turned to see Spike standing beside him, his golden 
eyes and white hair shining in the faint light, the 
rest of him no more than a dark silhouette. He 
nodded and let Spike steer him across the sales 
floor towards the storeroom, where Ethan was 
crouched down, lighting candles. 

Closing the door behind them, they waited 
together, watching Ethan closely, although Xander 
was depressingly aware that Ethan didn’t even have 
to be subtle. He could do anything he wanted to 
muck up the spell and they would have no idea it 



wasn’t legitimate. Once again, he wished 
desperately they had had a chance to research the 
spell on their own and didn’t have to place their 
trust in Ethan. 

Ethan glanced up at them. “Are you two planning 
on helping, or are you just going to stand there and 
let me do all the work?” At Spike’s hostile stare and 
Xander’s blank one, he gave a put-upon sigh. “I 
meant with the candles.” He gestured to the small 
forest of candles around him. “Could use a bit more 
light in here. We’re not all vampires.” 

Xander moved forward to help, picking up the 
already lit candles and setting them up on boxes. As 
the room gradually brightened, he couldn’t help 
wondering whether there really was a problem with 
magic and electricity or if magic workers just liked 
the effect of using candles instead of real light. 

It certainly made sleight of hand and treachery 
easier to mask, he thought grimly. 

Ethan kept eight dark red candles near him and 
began drawing on the floor with chalk, sketching 
out a circle, then adding symbols around the 



outside at regular intervals. He didn’t use a 
reference book, his hands sketching the symbols 
with the ease of long practice. His studies with Giles 
had given Xander a passing familiarity with some of 
the more common non-human alphabets and runes 
and it wasn’t exactly reassuring that nothing that 
Ethan was drawing was even slightly familiar. 

Ethan settled back on his heels and checked his 
work, then picked up a ceramic bowl and several 
packets of herbs he’d obviously taken from the 
shop. Mixing them in the bowl, he looked over at 
Spike, who’d remained leaning against the wall, 
motionless as a statue except for his watchful eyes 
gleaming in the flickering light. 

“I’ll need a few drops of your blood.” 

Spike pushed off from the wall and stalked forward 
with his predator’s stride, all power and deadly 
grace, and Xander was glad to see Ethan swallow 
hard as he approached. Good, they needed Ethan to 
remember that he was more afraid of Spike, even 
chipped, than of Adam. 



Spike loomed over Ethan, staring down at the mage 
for a long moment, then, ignoring the knife Ethan 
was offering, reached one hand up to his mouth 
and sliced a finger open against one of his fangs, 
holding it out for Ethan to catch the drops in the 
bowl. 

“…six…seven…eight,” Ethan counted quietly, then 
pulled the bowl away. “That’s enough. Don’t get 
any blood in the circle,” he ordered. Spike ran his 
tongue over the already almost healed wound and 
watched with hooded eyes as Ethan stirred the mix 
in the bowl with two fingers, then set the bowl 
down in front of him. 

“In the middle, please,” he said, gesturing to the 
circle. “Don’t touch the lines.” 

Spike stepped over the chalk lines and into the 
circle, his eyes lifting to Xander’s in a long intent 
stare before turning to look down at the mage. 

Ethan, still crouched on his heels, lit the herbs in the 
bowl on fire, then held the bowl up to eye level, 
beginning to chant in a language Xander didn’t 
recognize, something guttural and harsh, the words 



filling the empty room until Xander thought he 
could almost see them in the air. 

The small fire inside the bowl grew brighter, flames 
beginning to leap over the rim, sparks beginning to 
dance in the air above the bowl. The sparks leapt 
higher and higher, swirling together in intricate 
patterns in mid-air, glowing orange and red and 
yellow, until their light dwarfed that of the candles, 
brightening the entire room. 

More and more sparks joined them, until they 
formed a dense mass that moved together, looking 
almost like a comet’s tail as it began swirling around 
the boundary of the chalked circle. The sparks rose 
higher, whirling more and more rapidly, until they 
were circling around Spike’s head and shoulders in a 
dizzying blur of motion. 

Ethan’s chant was louder now, no longer cajoling 
but commanding, and suddenly there was a net of 
energy encompassing Spike as the sparks crackled 
and spat tiny bursts of lightning at each other, until 
Spike’s upper body was lost in the storm of power 
within the circle. 



Xander clenched his fists, forcing himself not to 
move, even though every instinct was telling him to 
get Spike out of the circle. To his horror, he saw that 
Spike had been lifted off his feet by the energy 
around him, his body frozen stiff, every muscle taut 
as he dangled in mid-air. 

Xander tasted blood as Spike screamed in agony, 
the energy seemed to be passing through him now 
instead of circling around him. He screamed again 
and Xander knew he wouldn’t be able to take it if 
Spike screamed again. This was worse than the chip 
and he was standing here and letting it happen. 

Ethan shouted one last word and the fire in the 
bowl died instantly, followed a second later by the 
sparks, which flared together in one last burst and 
vanished, leaving nothing but dark spots in his 
vision and Spike’s body crumpling bonelessly to the 
floor, landing half in and half out of the circle. 

“Spike!” 

Xander crossed the distance in two steps, sliding to 
his knees and pulling Spike up into his lap. “Spike?” 



Spike stirred slowly, tremors shaking his body, then 
looked up at Xander with dazed eyes that didn’t 
recognize him. 

“Spike?” Xander asked anxiously, terrified by the 
blankness in Spike’s eyes. 

For a heart-stoppingly long moment, Spike didn’t 
answer. Xander bit his lip again to stop himself from 
shaking Spike in an effort to get a response, giving 
Spike a minute to pull himself together. Please god, 
that was all this was. He breathed a shaky sigh of 
relief as Spike sat up, moving with arthritic 
slowness, shaking his head like he was trying to 
clear it. He looked at Xander. “I’m fine, luv.” 

He helped Spike to his feet. Spike’s muscles were 
still twitching in sudden spasms but he didn’t seem 
to be in pain anymore, as he tested his limbs, 
making sure they were working. 

“Well, there you are, back to your old self. Now, 
remember: no hurting me, no ordering me out of 
town, and most important, no killing of me,” Ethan 
said briskly, getting to his feet and dusting his slacks 
off. 



Spike put a gentle, still slightly tremoring hand on 
Xander’s cheek, and Xander gave him a shaky smile. 
He was torn between telling Spike to pinch him or 
something and wanting to wait until Spike was a 
little steadier before risking the chip firing if the 
spell hadn’t worked. 

Spike obviously had other ideas. 

Turning abruptly, Spike’s fist shot out and he 
decked Ethan with one swift brutal punch. 

Everything froze and Xander held his breath, 
waiting to see what would happen. 

“Bloody hell! What was that for?” Ethan 
complained, scrambling back to his feet and moving 
a wary distance away. 

Spike’s smirk was barely contained and Xander’s 
own disbelieving smile just kept growing. It worked! 
It worked! It worked! He chanted to himself giddily. 

“Not going to test your spell on my boy here, now 
am I?” Spike said. “Didn’t want to be the test 
subject, should have brought a volunteer. Now I 
know you’ve kept your side of the bargain, I’ll keep 



mine.” Spike looked at Xander. Only the fact that his 
hands lighting the cigarette were shaking just the 
tiniest bit showed his emotions. “Shall we go, pet?” 
he asked casually. 

Xander nodded, not trusting his own voice, afraid 
that nothing but insane repetitions of “It worked!” 
would come out of his mouth. 

Pulling himself together, he managed to ask: 
“Adam?” 

Both Spike and Ethan looked at him blankly and he 
clarified. “Did you tell Adam you convinced us?” 

“I will tonight,” Ethan assured him. 

“Anything new?” Spike asked sharply. 

“He’ll wait another day or so for the Slayer, then 
figure something else out, is my guess,” Ethan 
shrugged like it didn’t matter to him. “Better tell 
Ripper to get a move on if he wants in on this 
party.” 

“Tell Adam we’re moving in forty-eight hours,” 
Spike ordered. “If we survive, I’ll spread the word 



you’re not to be touched by anyone and you have 
free access to Sunnydale.” He gave Ethan a pointed 
stare. “Pull any more town-wide stunts and I’ll 
reconsider our agreement.” 

Spike strode out, catching Xander’s wrist as he 
swept out the door. Xander cast one backward look 
at Ethan then shrugged, trotting after Spike. Wasn’t 
their mess. Ethan could clear it up himself. 

“We’re attacking tomorrow night,” he said when 
they were outside the shop and well away from 
Ethan. It wasn’t quite a question. 

Spike grinned at him, an expression Xander had only 
seen once before on his face - the same giddy, 
incandescent joy that he’d seen the night Spike had 
escaped from the Initiative and finally made it 
home. “Don’t want either of them to have too much 
information, eh, luv?” 

“Right,” Xander agreed, barely able to keep his 
brain focused on the conversation. “Untrustworthy 
gits, both of them.” He pulled Spike to a stop, 
putting his hand on the cool alabaster cheek of his 



madly grinning vampire. “Want to celebrate?” he 
suggested huskily. 

“’Til the end of time, luv.”  

 
 

Part Thirty-Nine 

WARNING: THIS CHAPTER CONTAINS EXPLICIT SEX AND 
VIOLENCE  

Spike was trying desperately to remember the 
Xander was human, fragile, and far too easily 
injured.  Because what he really wanted to do was 
throw his Claimed down on the mattress and shag 
him silly.  Repeatedly.   
 
It had been a long frustrating time since he’d been 
able to sink deeply inside his Claimed’s hot, tight 
arse, thrusting hard against his boy’s sweet spot 
until Xander came screaming, Spike’s own orgasm 
erupting as his fangs penetrated flesh that tasted of 
sweat and arousal, the heady taste of blood filling 
his mouth as he shot his release inside his Claimed. 



 
Slowly, he reminded himself, even as his mouth 
devoured Xander’s.  He couldn’t risk injuring Xander 
in his eagerness.  He forced himself to move 
cautiously, unbuttoning Xander’s shirt rather than 
tearing it off like he wanted to, fighting the need 
inside him to strip his boy and plunge inside NOW.  
 
Xander wrenched his mouth free of the kiss.  “Spike, 
I swear to god, if you don’t fuck me right now, I am 
going to kill you.”  Xander’s hands were busy 
yanking and tearing at Spike’s clothes with feverish 
impatience.  “Just rip the damn thing off and fuck 
me already!” 
 
Spike threw his head back and laughed, a full-
throated sound of joy and triumph.  Xander 
sounded as needy and desperate as he was and 
Spike was being paranoid.  His boy wasn’t that 
breakable.  He could feel his Claimed’s eager 
erection straining against his jeans and knew that 
Xander was more than ready. 
 
Xander succeeded in wrestling the t-shirt off over 



Spike’s head and Spike swooped back in for another 
heated kiss, lips and teeth and tongues battling for 
dominance, as Spike gave in to Xander’s urgings and 
tore Xander’s shirt from neck to hem, his hands 
rubbing and stroking the warm skin bared by the 
gesture.  Xander’s hands were running over his 
back, nails raking lightly, hands diving below the 
waist of Spike’s jeans to cup his arse cheeks, pulling 
their bodies closer together.   
 
“Pants off!” Xander gasped and Spike laughed again 
before Xander pulled a hand free and yanked his 
head back down.   
 
They thrashed together on top of the bed, limbs 
tangling, as they rolled and struggled with 
recalcitrant zippers, frantic hands hampering more 
than helping the quest for bare skin.  Spike growled 
with impatience and finally just tore their jeans off, 
vampiric strength allowing him to split the fabric at 
the seams and shove the tattered scraps away.   
 
Mouths still fused, he rolled the two of them across 
the bed, stretching one hand out and fumbling 



blindly in the bedside table for the lube.  Vampires 
didn’t need it but even in this mood, Xander 
would.  He snarled in frustrations as his blind 
rummaging knocked the table over and he 
reluctantly pulled out of the kiss and dove for the 
scattered contents of the small drawer, seizing the 
small tube and rolling back onto the bed before 
Xander had time to voice a complaint. 
 
He buried his hands in Xander’s hair, holding him 
still as he met the brown eyes.  “Love you, Xander,” 
he said intensely.   
 
“Love you, Spike.” 
 
Their lips met, softly at first, then rapidly 
deepening, mouths opening, teeth nipping, tongues 
dueling, Xander’s warm breath filling his 
mouth.  Xander’s big, calloused hands stroked and 
clung, holding him tightly as he rocked their hips 
together.   
 
Spike flipped the cap off the small tube and squirted 
the oily stuff over his fingers.  He hesitated, then 



cautiously began teasing at Xander’s opening with 
two fingers, hoping he wasn’t going too 
fast.  Xander moaned against his lips, trying to kiss 
him and mutter encouragement at the same time.   
 
He pressed two fingertips against the small, 
puckered opening, then stopped, ignoring the jerk 
of Xander’s hips against his hand as his boy sought 
to hurry him.  Spike twisted his fingers carefully, 
teasing the opening in a circular motion and 
gradually began pressing inside.  Xander’s head 
arced back and a long, shaky inhalation 
accompanied the moment Spike’s fingers cleared 
the outer ring of guardian muscles. 
 
“So good,” Xander breathed.  “More.” 
 
Spike gave him more, pressing inside slowly but 
steadily, moving his fingers in tiny circles as he 
worked to open his boy.  When his fingers were 
inside as far as they could go, he began to 
cautiously open and close the two fingers, loving 
the feel of the incredibly tight heat yielding to him.   
 



Xander’s hips were rocking back against him, trying 
to force him to move faster and Spike chuckled. 
 
“Patience, luv.” 
 
Xander’s glazed eyes met his.  “Can’t.  Been so 
long.” 
 
Spike kissed his again, crooking his fingers as he did, 
searching for the hidden gland.  He grinned against 
Xander’s lips, knowing he’d found it when Xander 
gasped and bucked against him. 
 
Spike began fucking him with his fingers, sliding 
them out almost to the entrance, then pushing back 
in, rejoicing in the way Xander met each thrust, 
angling the fingers to brush teasingly against 
Xander’s prostrate, giving his boy a taste of things 
to come. 
 
Xander’s breathing grew ragged and his hands 
closed convulsively around Spike’s shoulder blades 
as his hips thrust backwards against Spike’s fingers. 
 



“Now, Spike.” 
 
Spike shifted, pushing Xander’s legs up and settling 
between them.  Xander threw his legs over Spike’s 
shoulders and Spike grabbed a pillow and stuffed it 
under Xander’s hips.  He was hard and aching and 
seconds away from spilling his seed like an 
overeager human having their first sexual 
experience and, for a second, he thought he was 
going to lose control entirely as he rapidly slicked 
himself up.   
 
He pushed inside Xander, staring down into his 
boy’s eyes the whole time, seeing the arousal, the 
erotic pain, the love in those beautiful dark eyes as 
he buried himself inside, a fraction of an inch at a 
time.  Xander’s harsh breathing was the only sound 
as he welcomed Spike inside his body, tight muscles 
giving way reluctantly to the inexorable pressure 
until Spike was buried inside to the hilt, bodies 
fused together in the most intimate way possible. 
 
For a long moment, Spike didn’t move, giving 
Xander’s body time to adjust, feeling the fluttering 



muscles gripping him, heat scorching him.  He 
fought for control, wanting this to last, fingers 
tearing into the mattress, as he struggled not to 
lose it and come right now, just from the incredible 
feeling of the hot tightness of his Claimed’s arse 
surrounding him. 
 
After a long moment, the excruciating need receded 
slightly and he smirked down at Xander.  “Ready, 
luv?” 
 
Xander managed a shaky grin.  “Only for the past 
ten minutes,” he snarked back.  
 
Spike laughed.  He began rocking their bodies 
together, slowly at first, giving Xander time to get 
used to the motion.  Gradually, his thrusts became 
longer, harder, building up speed and force until he 
was pounding into his Claimed, feeling Xander’s 
hips rising to meet his own, slamming into that 
bundle of nerves that caused Xander to buck and 
cry out as pleasure swamped them both. 
 
He couldn’t hold out any longer and Spike leaned 



over, hips never losing their frantic rhythm and 
buried his fangs into his Claim scar, feeling the hot, 
hormone-spiked blood filling his mouth as her 
erupted into orgasm, hips jerking against Xander 
with short, harsh movements as Xander screamed 
and came, his cock bucking between their bodies, 
covering them both with his cum as Spike emptied 
himself inside his lover, drinking his blood at the 
same moment in a perfect cycle of bliss. 
 
Spike withdrew his fangs before he took too much, 
licking at the renewed Mark until he had cleaned up 
every drop of his Claimed’s blood.  He shifted them 
to a more comfortable position, and gently 
withdrew his temporarily spent penis, knowing if he 
remained inside, he would be roused and ready 
long before his boy.  He held his Claimed’s strong 
body in his arms, as Xander’s panting breaths slowly 
evened out and the sweat cooled on his heated 
skin. 
 
“You know, we really need to thank Ethan,” Xander 
mumbled drowsily, fingers tracing idle patterns on 
Spike’s chest. 



 
“Let him live, didn’t I?  That’s thanks enough,” Spike 
said comfortably, turning his head just far enough 
to nuzzle into the top of Xander's head, wishing, not 
for the first time that humans had even a fraction of 
the stamina vampires did.  Much as he’d love to go 
another round or twelve, he wouldn’t risk Xander 
going to battle tomorrow exhausted and 
sore.  They’d have all the time in the world for 
shagging after the battle. 
 
If Spike had his way, they’d have centuries. 
 
“Why do you think he’s really back in town?” 
Xander asked, a yawn cutting across his words. 
 
“Hoping to hook up with the Watcher, most like.” 
 
Xander lifted his head just far enough to look at 
him.  “What?” 
 
“Reeks of hormones every time he says the 
Watcher’s name,” Spike told him. 
 



Xander collapsed back on his chest.  “Oh man, I so 
did not need to know that.” 
 
Spike laughed. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It wasn’t the ability to hurt humans the chip had 
taken away, Spike thought, lying in the quiet 
aftermath of passion, Xander’s warm weight lying 
half on top of him, his fragrant breath feathering 
over Spike’s chest with the deep soft inhalations of 
sleep.  He’d always known that.  It was the constant 
humiliating reminder that a pack of humans had 
held him prisoner and found a way to control 
him.  Never completely, he could do what he had to 
despite the chip but he’d hated how much the chip 
had changed him, had forced him to alter his 
behavior, his thinking, his life.   
 
Being free of it was - beyond words.  Walking back 
from the magic shop earlier, only the fact that he 
was Master of the Territory and really couldn’t be 



seen dancing like a loon in the middle of the street 
had kept him clinging to the ragged shreds of his 
dignity.   
 
He’d felt Xander’s own barely contained joy as 
they’d walked almost silently back to the 
factory.  His boy had known that Spike was barely 
holding it together and had walked beside him 
silently, giving Spike time to “deal”, as he liked to 
say.   
 
Turning his head to look down at the tousled dark 
hair of his Claimed, Spike was once again stunned 
and grateful that Xander understood, that his boy 
had never once thought that the chip was a good 
thing.  How had he ever been so lucky to find 
Xander - a human with a heart big enough to accept 
Spike for who and what he was, and who knew 
Spike was a vampire and loved him anyway.  
 
Pulling Xander closer into his arms, he settled 
himself for the night, needing these quiet hours 
with his sleeping Claimed before they went into 
battle once more.  



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Sergeant Morgan stood by the tailgate of the truck, 
big hands resting casually on his belt buckle as Spike 
flipped up the tarp to inspect the goods inside.   
 
He snarled, shifting to game face as he saw how few 
explosives the Sergeant had brought. “What’s going 
on?” he demanded.  “Thought you said you could 
handle the supplies?” 
 
“I brought what was needed.” 
 
“The hell you did.  Where's the rest of it?  This isn’t 
near enough.” 
 
“It’s plenty,” Sergeant Morgan told him calmly.  “My 
men will lay the explosives where they’ll do the 
most good and handle the detonation.”  He nodded 
towards three men in civilian dress but whose 
bearing and clean cut look just screamed 
‘military’.  Spike narrowed his eyes at the three, and 



inhaled deeply, pulling in their scents.  He could tell 
at once that two were not fully human, although 
physically they looked human.  The third smelled 
human normal but none of them had blinked at the 
obvious demons in their group so it was clear they 
knew the score.  
 
“What are you trying to pull, Kobarien?” he 
snarled.  “You think you’re safe from these people 
because you’re half human and a soldier?” 
 
“Don’t even think about going there, Spike.”  The 
drill sergeant was usually one of the calmest people 
Spike had ever met, but his anger flared openly at 
the accusation.  “That place is an abomination and 
an insult to the military.  But the amount of 
explosives it will take to destroy an installation that 
size would take half the town with it.  Fortunately, it 
isn’t necessary.  We don’t need to destroy the 
entire facility to render it unusable.  We’ve brought 
enough explosives to take out the labs, the offices, 
and all of their records and computers.  We’ll also 
take down their power grid so that none of the cells 
doors will work without extensive repairs.” 



 
Staring at Spike, his deep voice calm once more, 
Sergeant Morgan finished with absolute 
conviction:  “We know this place is here now.  We’ll 
keep an eye on it from now on and make sure no 
one ever tries to use it again.  My guess is they’ll 
seal it off themselves after tonight.  The 
government has always been quick to shut down 
and abandon failed projects.” 
 
He didn’t like it.  What he really wanted was to see 
the Initiative go up in an enormous fireball.  But 
they were on a clock and he’d trusted the Sergeant 
to supply the needed explosives which meant that 
Morgan had the upper hand for the moment. 
 
“Trusted you,” he glared, unwilling to let it drop 
completely. 
 
“Your mistake,” the Sergeant said jovially.  “My 
explosives, my plan.” 
 
“We had a plan,” Spike snapped, despite knowing 
he’d already lost. 



 
Sergeant Morgan just gave him a toothy grin that 
Spike had to reluctantly admire for its sheer 
cheek.  “I believe the Slayer thought she had a plan 
too.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Oz led the way, the mixed group of witches and 
demons following his lead as they wound their way 
through the labyrinth of caves and tunnels leading 
to Adam’s hideout.  The pack leader had assigned 
Oz to be guide and protection for their group and 
Xander was grateful for Oz’s quiet company as he 
walked behind the werewolf.  If everything went 
well, they wouldn’t encounter any danger until they 
opened the doors to Adam’s lair, but this was 
Sunnydale and anything could happen.  Most of 
them were carrying weapons, just in case but 
Xander was worryingly aware that, other than 
himself and Oz, their group was seriously short of 
fighters.   
 



He’d expected it would be just himself and the 
magic workers in this group, but the coven had 
apparently done a lot of testing to see who would 
be the best people to participate in the spell and 
some of the members of the group surprised him.   
 
All but one of the coven members were there, of 
course, and Willow but Giles was with 
Buffy.  Xander suspected it was more because Giles’ 
focus had always been on his Slayer, rather than 
any lack of magical ability on the Watcher’s part.  To 
his surprise, Mr. Okolo and Mr. Olsen were part of 
their group, along with the intensely shy newcomer 
Tara.  As far as Xander knew, Mr. Olsen couldn’t do 
magic and he had concerns about Tara’s ability to 
work with virtual strangers, although he’d noticed 
with an inward smile how quickly Willow had been 
drawn to the other witch.  Even now, the two were 
walking side-by-side, heads tilted towards each 
other, talking quietly, their soft voices a soothing 
background noise in the otherwise oppressively 
silent tunnels. 
 
Two more demons completed their group, although 



neither were fighters and weren’t among the 
demons who were helping Buffy patrol.  Henry 
Jamison, his half-Lrtokk customer who’d been so 
generous about loaning his books was there, and - 
astonishingly, Tashi, who owned the bar most 
frequented by the friendly demons in town, brought 
their numbers to eleven, stumping along on his 
thick legs, his usually laughing eyes watchful as they 
walked in near silence through the tunnels.  He 
didn’t know how or why these particular people had 
been chosen but assumed that Mr. Olsen had 
suggested names to the coven.   
 
In front of him, Oz slowed, one hand coming up in a 
signal for the rest of them to stop.  The werewolf 
crept forward silently to the spot where the tunnel 
opened out into the next cave, stopping just inside 
the tunnel, his entire body tensing as he listened for 
signs of danger. 
 
After a long, tense minute, Oz stepped back from 
the entrance, striding back to where the rest 
waited.  “It’s clear,” he reported, speaking so 
quietly they had to strain to hear him.  “The 



entrance is on the other side of this cave.”   
 
Xander glanced at the watch that Giles had given 
him, carefully synchronized with the ones Buffy and 
Spike were wearing and even under the 
circumstances couldn’t help smiling again at the 
look of utter disgust on Spike’s face as he’d 
reluctantly strapped the watch on, complaining 
about them not having the decency to nick a nice 
pocket watch for him.  “Buffy should be inside the 
fraternity now.” 
 
“We’ll set up in that last chamber,” Maggie decided, 
looking back in the direction they’d just 
come.  “Better to be a bit further away from the 
hornet’s nest.” 
 
“Probably less chance Adam has cameras back 
there,” Xander agreed, struggling not to show his 
nervousness, now that the spell was about to 
happen.   
 
Mr. Olsen gave him a reassuring smile, as they 



turned to retrace their steps the short distance back 
to the last cave. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Twenty-five of them assembled a short distance 
from the bunker in the woods.  Seven werewolves, 
Sgt. Morgan and his three men, five demons who 
patrolled with the Slayer, three others Spike 
recognized from the battle with the Mayor, four 
more he didn’t know but who’d been vouched for 
by Mr. Olsen, and one human - the member of the 
coven who’d come along to open the bunker doors 
for them.  Except for the woman from the coven, 
everyone else was either full or part-demon, most - 
like Spike and the werewolves - could pass for 
human, at least until they shifted into their demonic 
forms but a few couldn’t.  The Rhylto’k, who been 
there in the battle against the Mayor had blue skin, 
and couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than 
what he was.  The half-Ferschiff demon, whom 
Spike vaguely remembered from the same battle, 
had yellow slit-pupiled eyes that glowed in the dim 



light, her retractable claws already spread in 
anticipation. 
 
Although as far as they’d been able to determine, 
the concrete structure had no security cameras set 
up around, Spike didn’t want to take an 
unnecessary risk and signaled the others to stand 
back as he and the witch approached the 
doors.  The heavy metal doors looked formidable 
and Miss Hartness examined them closely for a long 
silent moment.   
 
“You going to be able to get them open?” he asked. 
 
“I believe so,” she answered, just as quietly, her 
eyes not leaving the structure. 
 
“How long?” 
 
“On your signal,” she said confidently. 
 
Spike glanced at the watch he’d so reluctantly 
strapped to his wrist.  Only the necessity for 
coordinating their attacks had convinced him to put 



the thing on - vampires cared about sunrise and 
sunset, not the tedious counting of minutes that 
humans lived their lives by.  “Not quite yet.  If the 
Slayer’s on time, she should be in the elevator 
shaft.  They’ll wait till she’s down and on their turf 
before moving on them.”  It’s what he would 
do.  Why take her in the fraternity with its multiple 
exits and possible witnesses?  No, they’d wait until 
they had her boxed in at the bottom of the elevator 
shaft with all the advantage on their side.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It was like a spring welling up inside him, cool clear 
water rushing through him, filling him until he was 
no more than a container for all that energy.   
 
The magic workers had positioned themselves in a 
large circle, putting the demons between them so 
the circle alternated witches and demons.  Xander 
had expected to be told to stand in the middle but 
instead was instructed firmly that he needed to be 
outside their circle.  Candles were lit and placed 



carefully at the four compass points.  Willow and 
the two members of the coven, Helen and Michael, 
set herbs down between the candles in precise 
patterns, and a faint spicy smell drifted up into the 
dank, stale air of the cave.   
 
When everything was in position, a wooden bowl 
with herbs inside it was placed carefully in the exact 
center of the circle.  Maggie glanced around at the 
others, and received confirmed nods.  She nodded 
calmly back to the others.  “Then let us begin,” she 
said quietly. 
 
Maggie reached up and cut a lock of her white hair 
and held it in her hand.  Willow, the two coven 
members and Tara followed suit, passing a small 
silver knife from hand to hand,  each saying in a 
clear, quiet voice as they cut their hair:  “A part of 
myself, freely given.” 
 
When each of the five had a small lock of hair in 
their hands, Maggie dropped the piece of her white 
hair into the small polished wooden bowl in the 
center of their circle.  “Let the vessel accept what is 



freely offered.” 
 
Again, each of the magic workers followed suit, until 
Maggie’s white hair had been joined by small pieces 
of red, blond and brown hair.  As the last piece was 
dropped in, Maggie lifted a small silver pitcher from 
her side and poured an aromatic oil over the 
mixture of herbs and hair in the bowl and made a 
sharp gesture with one hand.  A small flame burst 
into life inside the bowl, burning the ingredients.  To 
Xander’s surprise, it didn’t smell like burning 
hair.  Instead of the acrid, choking smell he 
expected, the scent of herbs deepened until the 
cavern was filled with a heady, spicy scent that 
made him feel a little lightheaded. 
 
The witches reached across the circle and joined 
hands.  Each of the others sitting around the 
circle:  Oz, Mr. Olsen, Mr. Okolo, Tashi and Henry 
put their hands on the shoulders of the witches 
they were sitting between, forming an enclosed 
circle with their arms. 
 
The magic workers all closed their eyes and began 



to recite an invocation, their voices blending softly: 
 
“Freely offered, freely accepted.  The power we 
hold within ourselves and that which is offered to 
us.  Let the power flow from us and through us into 
the vessel.  Let the vessel accept what is freely 
offered and return it when the need is past.” 
 
Xander wasn’t sure if it was the smoke, the eerie 
flame-lit scene, or his imagination, but he could 
swear he could see light beginning to glow around 
the magic workers, faint at first but growing 
stronger as the witches continued their chant: 
 
“We come before thee with one voice, one 
purpose.  Make what is separate, united.  Let the 
vessel hold all that we give.  Let the power flow to 
where it is needed.” 
 
“Let it begin.” 
 
The last was Maggie alone, her voice rising sharply 
until it filled the cavern.  Hands that had been 
holding each other with firm, light grasps suddenly 



tightened around the circle, white knuckles 
showing.  The magic workers threw their heads 
back, and what had been imagination became 
tangible as light brightened in the cavern until their 
bodies were outlined in colors, glowing brightly in 
the dime light.  The light surrounding each person 
began to flow into the circle, looking like living 
strands of brightly colored yarn.  The strands of light 
met in the center of the circle in an explosion of 
color that blinded Xander for a moment. 
 
When he could see again, he blinked the spots from 
his vision, watching as the energy strands wove 
together until they were flowing around the circle 
like a slender braided rope, each person weaving 
their own contribution into the whole, adding their 
unique offering to the multi-colored whole.  The 
rope swept around the circle, picking up more 
colors and Xander realized the demons around the 
circle were adding their own energy to the 
rope.  Their strands weren’t as thick and solid, but 
the braided cord brightened and thickened slightly 
with each new contribution. 
 



Xander could almost hear the energy humming 
now, filling the cavern with a muted singing, like a 
skilled chorus whose voices blended into perfect 
harmony.  The energy continued to build as other 
energy streams joined those of the beings in the 
circle, flowing from others not present, but who 
were joining in tonight’s efforts, sitting at home, 
alone or in small groups.  Volunteers who had 
agreed to sit quietly, their eyes focused on a 
candle’s flame, concentrating on being as relaxed 
and open as possible, willing their help to their joint 
efforts.   
 
The magic workers sent tendrils of energy outside 
the circle, seeking those uncertain strands of 
volunteered energy, gathering them up and 
weaving them into themselves, returning to the 
circle stronger and richer than when they’d left, 
bringing the freely offered contributions of dozens 
of demons and humans into the whole they were 
weaving. 
 
When it was complete, the woven power was a 
dazzling array of colors, dozens and dozens of 



different colored strands woven into the 
whole.  There was no signal he could see, but the 
rope suddenly flowed over the edge of the circle 
and poured into him, striking his chest and freezing 
him in place. 
 
It was both agonizing pain and pleasure bordering 
on ecstasy, as the power flowed into him, filling his 
veins, his flesh, every part of him with electricity.  It 
was like being hit by lightning, as if his whole body 
had been filled with searing power that somehow 
didn’t burn him. 
 
The power in the cavern was a whirlwind, an 
electrical storm circling around him and inside him 
and he waited until the storm eased.  For an 
eternity, the power flowed around and through 
him, filling every inch of his being, until he could 
hold no more.  His skin tingled, every sense 
heightened, knowledge he had never earned was 
suddenly his for the asking.  The person he had 
been before was there inside him still, but the 
power sang inside him and everything else, 
including his own identity, seemed remote and far 



away. 
 
The vessel looked at the circle of beings, demons 
and humans, seeing the individual strands of energy 
each had contributed to the power within him, 
seeing the pattern of energy within each with eyes 
that could read the meaning of the patterns and see 
the beings as they truly were. 
 
His purpose was not here, and he turned away from 
them and began walking slowly out of the cave and 
towards the concrete wall that was the boundary of 
what he sought.   

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Now.” 
 
The witch spoke two short, staccato words, and 
made a spread-fingers gesture towards the door 
with one hand.  There was a metallic clunking sound 
and it was as simple as that.  The two demons 
stationed on their side of the doors, swung them 



open, and Spike’s taser rifle spat electrical fire at 
the two soldiers in the brightly lit hallway. 
 
The soldiers had been turned away from the doors, 
looking back into the Initiative, listening to their 
radios, and were taken completely by surprise, 
crumpling to the floor without having had time to 
lift their weapons or send a warning.   
 
Sgt. Morgan issued a rapid order and two of his 
men moved inside, disarming the soldiers and 
snapping handcuffs on with quick efficiency.   The 
third soldier scanned the area and quickly disabled 
the security camera covering the entrance and the 
security desk the soldiers had been manning. 
 
The crackle of the radio was unnaturally loud, 
echoing in the white tiled sterility of the hallway: 
“Intruders contained.  Humans.  No weapons 
found.” 
 
“Good work.  Bring them to the control room.” 
 
Having learned what he needed to know, Spike bent 



down and ripped the radios off the uniforms of the 
unconscious soldiers.  The Slayer had been taken as 
planned and all eyes in the Initiative and hopefully 
Adam’s as well should be on her group for a few 
minutes. 
 
Spike stared at Morgan’s men thoughtfully, then 
made a quick adjustment to their plans.  “Sergeant, 
have one of your men put on a uniform and move 
down the hall, disabling the security cameras as he 
goes.”   
 
Morgan nodded, looking down the long hallway 
that sloped steadily down from the bunker into the 
Initiative.  “Don’t go further than the first 
intersecting hall,” he ordered, his eyes singling out 
one of his men.  “Return at the first sign of Adam 
making his move or when you reach populated 
areas. If you meet someone, try and pass yourself 
off as one of them.  Taser them if you have to.” 
 
The soldier nodded his understanding, already 
beginning to strip off his shirt. 
 



“Good man,” Sgt. Morgan said.  “Let’s get the 
explosives inside,” he told the others and everyone 
moved to obey.  Spike stood in the open entrance, 
worried the doors might close on them and 
prepared to block them physically if necessary as 
the others wheeled in handcarts stacked with small 
boxes. 
 
Just then, the lights went out, plunging them into 
blackness for a moment until several flashlights 
snapped on, the circles of light illuminating the 
grimly determined faces.   
 
“It’s started.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
There was a spell for opening things, for clearing 
paths, and he spoke the words in a language the 
power recognized although the vessel had never 
studied it.  Locks disengaged, metal scraped against 
concrete, and a large circular door rolled aside, 
giving him passage. 



 
He stepped through, into an enormous room, its 
walls made of dead materials, everything sterile and 
cold inside.  There were four bodies in the 
cavernous room.  His unblinking eyes regarded the 
four.  One was human, and the vessel recognized 
him.  The human was seated in a metal chair, 
motionless, eyes widening with shock at the vessel’s 
entrance.  He saw the slight flare of wrongness in 
the human’s energy signature, the tendrils of 
unnatural energy weaving through the human’s 
own green-blue patterns, controlling and 
dominating the patterns, which struggled uselessly 
to break free.  He turned away, dismissing the 
human for now.  The human was not what he was 
seeking. 
 
Two of the beings were animated corpses, their 
natural energy long fled, their bodies kept 
functioning by chemical and mechanical 
means.  There was only a fragment of natural 
energy there, a trapped remnant unable to escape 
the prison of dead flesh, held captive against its will 
by the sickly orange and green energies woven 



around it.  The beings moved towards him, their 
movements jerky and unnatural, the flow of muscle 
and energy hijacked by an outside agency unable to 
give them even the semblance of normal 
movement.   
 
They weren’t his target, but they were as much of 
an abomination as what he sought.  He reached out 
with his borrowed power and quieted the 
machines, stilled the chemicals flowing through the 
tubes, freeing the tiny drop of captive energy, which 
flickered and died almost instantly as the animated 
corpses folded to the ground like puppets with their 
strings cut. 
 
“Interesting.”  
 
He turned to face the fourth being, the one he 
sought and the purpose for which the vessel had 
been created.  This was no trapped flicker of natural 
energy, this was a chaotic swirl of clashing energies, 
all bound together in a cage of dead flesh, metal, 
and unnatural energy.  Something that should never 
have been stood facing him and he could feel its 



curiously abstract evil - a disturbed child who simply 
doesn’t comprehend that it is wrong to hurt other 
living things because it feels no connection with, 
and absolutely no empathy for, anything outside 
itself. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Alarms blared and emergency lighting came on and 
Spike led the others down the long, sloping tunnel, 
moving at a steady, rapid pace that would get them 
inside quickly but not exhaust them before the 
battle even began.  Running footsteps approaching 
caused those with weapons to bring them up 
defensively but it was one of their own, the soldier 
sent to disable the cameras, returning as 
ordered.  Sergeant Morgan tossed the man his 
civilian clothes  ordering him to change out of the 
Initiative uniform before following.  He signaled one 
of the demons wheeling a handcart of explosives to 
leave it for the soldier and they moved out again. 
 
They could hear screams now, and shots being fired 



and they picked up the pace.  Obviously the Slayer’s 
group had not been able to convince the soldiers to 
simply evacuate when the cells doors opened.   
 
The sound of the battle swamped them before they 
actually saw it.  Bursting around the last corner, 
they found themselves in a huge open area and in 
the middle of a pitched battle.  With a roar, the 
werewolves shifted, leaping forward and attacking 
while the rest of them were still sorting out the 
chaos.  Spike cursed and ran forward, slamming into 
a 9-foot tall shinzik demon, sending them both 
tumbling to the ground.  He landed on top, twisting 
the shinzik’s head viciously, hearing the crack of the 
neck snapping and dropped his victim, bouncing to 
his feet and looking for his next prey.  The joy of 
battle filled him, as he darted through the melee, 
kicking, biting, punching.   

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
For a long moment, they studied each other:  the 
other simply curious, the vessel reading the swirling 



energy until he found the center, the man-made 
power core knitting the clashing power streams 
together.  
 
The creature stepped forward, a long skewer sliding 
out of its left arm, and he watched the flow of 
energy down the arm, seeing how the man-made 
power center flared at the movement, tracing the 
pulse of energy that activated the stolen arm and its 
concealed weapon, seeing the way the energy had 
been re-routed around artificial intrusions in the 
dead tissue - intrusions that signaled other surprises 
hidden inside. 
 
His body moved with borrowed reflexes, dodging 
the sudden thrust with effortless grace, the lethal 
skewer sliding harmlessly past him.  The creature 
swung at him again and again, and he avoided its 
clumsy efforts with ease, his body moving with a 
speed and skill borrowed from others.   
 
The creature looked surprised, and stopped its 
attempts, head cocked to one side in puzzlement.   
 



“Very interesting.  Fortunately, I’ve been 
upgrading.” 
 
It lifted its right arm, folding its hand closed, and 
metal grew down over the hand, cylinders clanking 
faintly as they slid into position.  The vessel raised 
his own hand, reciting words in a language that had 
died out when the world was still young and stood 
patiently, waiting as the thing fired, a rapid 
cacophony of bullets that stopped short, swallowed 
whole by the faint, shimmering shield he had raised 
in front of him.   
 
The thing looked puzzled, shifting its position 
slightly and firing again.  This time the arm fired 
small missiles and the vessel strengthened the 
shield, letting the shield absorb the energy into 
itself as the missiles disintegrated, their energy 
transformed by his magic, woven into the fabric of 
the shield, strengthening it as it dissipated the 
threat. 
 
He pushed some of that energy back towards the 
creature, reversing what it had done, causing the 



metal to fold back in upon itself, turning its weapon 
back into an arm.   
 
“How are you…” it began, but the vessel was ready 
to make an end to this. 
 
He pushed the energy shield forward into the 
creature, letting the energy reform, folding it 
around the creature and pushing it back against the 
wall, holding it in place.  He walked forward, 
matching its forced retreat step for step.  He 
focused all his borrowed power and aimed for that 
bright spot of energy at the core of the creature, 
feeling the metal and glass that encased the power 
inside the creature.  The energy inside the creature 
was natural but highly dangerous and he dissipated 
it, scattering it within the creature’s body, where it 
would do no further harm.   
 
He watched with remote eyes as the clashing 
energy inside the creature faded and died.  The 
darkness where the unnatural energy was gone 
spread outward from the place where the man-
made core had been, until the creature was nothing 



more than dead flesh and metal, no longer held 
together by the implanted energy core.  
 
He released the shield holding the body upright and 
stepped back, letting the corpse fall unheeded to 
the ground as his eyes turned back to the human, 
still sitting motionlessly in the metal chair.  He sent 
a tendril of energy into the human’s body and 
destroyed the small spot of mechanical energy near 
the human’s heart, deactivating the device that had 
been implanted with such ill-will and rendering it 
inoperable. 
 
Surveying the room with remote eyes, he sent a 
flare of energy into the machines lined up against 
the wall, burning them out and destroying the 
information they contained.  When the last of them 
were burning, the vessel’s reason for existing was 
gone and he released the energy he was holding, 
sending it back to its rightful owners. 
 
The sudden rush of emptiness inside him as the 
power flooded out of him like a river overflowing its 



banks, made his vision go black and he was 
unconscious as his limp body hit the floor. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
It was more of a free-for-all than an organized 
battle, Spike thought, ducking under a vicious swing 
by a Groymin, before bouncing back to his feet and 
landing a hard kick on the thing’s side.  The demons 
recruited by Adam weren’t interested in anything 
but killing, and it didn’t matter who.  They were 
fighting anything that crossed their path, with no 
sense of caring about who was friend and who was 
foe.  Granted, they were seeking out humans 
whenever possible, but they were just as happy to 
fight others demons when no human happened to 
be handy.  
 
Too many of them weren’t even able to keep their 
minds on the fight, he noted disapprovingly, seeing 
a Klantosh demon feeding messily on something 
that had probably once been human, blood staining 
its dark fur as it tore bits of meat free from the 



steaming corpse. 
 
The werewolves had been occupied for several long 
minutes at the start of the fight, trapping and 
subduing the werewolf prisoner, who had been 
rampaging through the battle, attacking everything 
that moved without discrimination.  Once it had 
been contained by the other wolves, the pack 
leader had split his wolves, ordering some to take 
the netted werewolf out of the base, the rest to 
follow him to the cells. 
 
Spike cursed the necessity for splitting their forces, 
which was seriously hampering their ability to fight 
effectively.  Between members of his team off on 
side missions and the necessity of keeping their line 
of retreat open, they were fighting a defensive 
battle.  Too many of his team were concentrating 
their efforts on rescuing and evacuating former 
prisoners.  Between that and Sergeant Morgan and 
his men off setting the explosives, Spike was left 
with only a handful fighters against nearly a 
hundred demons.   
 



Not to mention miscellaneous other problems. 
 
The soldiers were a danger to everyone, and he 
caught glimpses of the Slayer and her small group 
fighting by their side, trying to prevent the 
beleaguered soldiers from being overwhelmed.  The 
tasers were having some effect but too many of the 
soldiers were armed with conventional guns which 
all too often were ineffective against the demons 
they were using them against. 
 
And bloody annoying for the rest of us, Spike 
thought wrathfully, dropping to avoid a spray of 
bullets fired wildly as the soldier holding the gun 
was taken down by a Fyarl demon who had 
obviously been seriously pissed off by the sting of 
bullets striking its chest. 
 
The Slayer’s boy toy was suddenly there, appearing 
out of nowhere and shouting orders at the 
soldiers.  For a wonder, the surviving soldiers 
actually listened.  They began falling back, 
retreating across the room, the Slayer and her crew 
falling in to provide cover as they retreated.   



 
Spike looked around.  Three of the wolves had left 
the fight permanently, taking their insane captive 
with them, the werewolf struggling furiously and 
uselessly inside the net.  The other wolves were still 
in the area with the cells.  Three of the demons on 
his team were escorting former prisoners across the 
battlefield, sending them up the hallway to the 
bunker.  He’d lost two more of his team to former 
prisoners too injured to walk, the demons carrying 
the bodies up the hall and not returned yet.   
 
Sgt. Morgan and his men weren’t back from setting 
the explosives and they had two dead in their 
group.  The Z’bat’rryth had been disemboweled by 
a Vulsik demon and the Rhylto’k had been shot by a 
panicked soldier who hadn’t realized the slender 
blue-skinned demon was coming to his 
assistance.  Xander was going to be devastated by 
their losses, Spike knew, especially the Z’bat’rryth’s 
death - he’d been a friend of Xander’s. 
 
There had been no sign of Adam, which Spike 
hoped meant that Xander’s team had been 



successful. 
 
The wolves returned, shepherding a couple of 
terrified demons in front of them, two of the wolves 
in human form coaxing the terrified former 
prisoners along, two guarding the small group in 
wolf form.  The wolves sent the demons running up 
the long hallway towards the exit, then turned back 
to the battle, their wolves leaping and tearing at the 
enemy demons in a whirlwind of fur and fangs and 
blood.   
 
Sgt. Morgan was suddenly beside him, yelling in a 
voice trained to carry over a battlefield:  “We’re 
done.  Fall back.” 
 
“Fall back!”  Spike repeated the order, and their 
team began disengaging, backing towards the 
hallway they’d come in through, pulling together in 
a defensive line as, step by step, they left the 
battlefield.  Two of them shouldered the bodies of 
their dead, carrying them with them as they 
retreated up the hall.  Sgt. Morgan and his soldiers 
took the rear guard.  They were the freshest, having 



avoided most of the battle in order to set the 
explosives and they were all armed with taser rifles 
now.  Standing shoulder to shoulder across the 
entrance to the long hallway, they fired again and 
again as the others retreated, running up the white 
tiled hall towards the exit, as the demons learned 
they couldn’t approach the soldiers without being 
shot with electricity. 
 
Running with the others, Spike kept an ear out 
behind him, turning to look back occasionally, until 
he heard Sgt. Morgan’s sharp command to 
disengage and the sound of booted feet racing up 
the tunnel after them. 
 
The sound of battle faded with distance but the 
intensity didn’t diminish and Spike suspected that 
the remaining enemy demons had simply continued 
to attack each other now that their prey was gone.   
 
The last of them had cleared the entrance and 
Sergeant Morgan was slamming the door’s shut 
when the earth shook with the rumble of explosives 
detonating. 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander?” 
 
“Oh, goddess!  Why isn’t he answering?” 
 
The voices were familiar but seemed to be coming 
from incredibly far away and Xander was too tired, 
too achingly empty to respond.   
 
“We don’t have much time.  Let’s get him out of 
here.” 
 
Gentle hands lifted him, four strong arms holding 
him in a chair carry, and Xander kept his eyes closed 
against the swaying motion. 
 
“Spike?” he mumbled. 
 
Oz’s familiar voice answered instead.  “We’ll take 
you to him, Xander.”  

 



Part Forty 

The distant rumble of sound struck a chord of 
familiar dread in Xander, cutting through the 
exhaustion and numbness.  He lifted his head, 
staring around himself dazedly just as someone 
nearby called out sharply:   
 
“Brace yourselves!”  
 
The ground lurched beneath their feet and a sharp 
surge of adrenaline shot through Xander, snapping 
him out of the fog that he’d been trapped in.  His 
arms tightened instinctively around the shoulders 
supporting him on either side, even as he felt the 
solidity of rough stone against his back as the two 
men carrying him pressed back against the wall to 
steady themselves against the waves of tremors 
shaking the ground. 
 
“It’s alright.  Take it easy, Xander.” 
 
He turned his head toward the reassuring voice and 
his eyes slowly focused on Tashi’s tree-bark skin, 



the bartender’s black eyes staring back at him with 
concern.  Looking around, Xander saw that they 
were still inside the tunnels and Oz and Tashi were 
carrying him between them.   
 
“We’re almost clear,” Oz said to all of them.  “The 
entrance isn’t more than fifty yards ahead.” 
 
“Let’s get out of here then,” someone else said 
uneasily, the nervousness of someone just a touch 
claustrophobic in their voice and there was a 
general murmur of agreement. 
 
Everything seemed dreamlike, unconnected to 
himself, and the voices sounded tinny and distant, 
as if the speakers were far away instead of so close 
he could have reached out and touched 
them.  Xander shook his head, trying to clear the 
fog and struggled to stand. 
 
“I can walk,” he said, vaguely surprised at how weak 
he sounded, even to his own ears. 
 
His statement proved overconfident as Oz and Tashi 



set him down gently and his legs buckled.  They 
caught him again, steadying him, and Xander found 
he was able to stand upright with their support, his 
arms around their shoulders and theirs around his 
waist.  His legs were shakier than he wanted to 
admit and he gratefully accepted their continued 
help as the party began moving again.   
 
His steps grew stronger with practice and he was 
able to lean less of his weight on them as the party 
made it out of the tunnels into the woody hills on 
the edge of town.  Xander drew in deep lungful of 
the night air, hoping it would help clear his head as 
the small group kept walking, putting distance 
between themselves and the tunnels.  It helped a 
little but lethargy still smothered him, making it 
hard to think.  His feet followed the path 
automatically, Oz and Tashi unobtrusively steering 
him around obstacles that his dazed mind didn’t 
seem able to register in time to avoid them.   
 
He was only distantly aware of the party coming to 
a halt, of someone handing him a bottle of cold 
water, the cool liquid helping to bring him back to 



himself a little.  
 
“Xander.”   
 
The quiet voice held a firm command he was unable 
to ignore and his eyes lifted to meet 
Maggie’s.  “Xander, what you are feeling is a natural 
reaction to the spell.  Your body was pushed 
beyond its normal limits and you are exhausted as a 
result.  You will be fine after you get some rest.” 
 
She patted him reassuringly and Xander thought 
distantly that he should probably be finding that 
comforting but he was too tired for her words to 
really sink in.  He wondered if it would freak anyone 
out if he just lay down and went to sleep right 
here.   
 
Probably. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Sgt. Morgan effortlessly took command of the 



clean-up:  making sure the wounded were tended 
to, barricading the entrance to the Initiative so 
nothing could follow them out, and generally 
handling the minor jobs that Spike usually left to his 
Lieutenants - well, except for the wounded.  Injured 
vampires either made it back on their own or were 
left behind for the most part.  Few vampires cared 
enough to bother helping the wounded.  They 
certainly didn’t cart around the gigantic first aid kits 
like the one that Sergeant Morgan had produced 
from the supply trucks.   
 
Ignoring the activity around him, Spike studied the 
metal doors leading down into the Initiative.  The 
witch’s spell had bollixed up the electronic locks 
permanently and the doors were now closed and 
barricaded from the outside.  He nodded in 
satisfaction and turned away casually, not wanting 
his interest to be noted.  Sergeant Morgan had used 
less than half the explosives that Spike would have 
for this little job but there was nothing here to stop 
Spike from slipping back inside the base and making 
sure the job had been done properly. 
 



“Spike.”   
 
He glanced around and saw the pack leader 
approaching.  Despite the bloody bandage wrapped 
around his arm and the smears of blood darkening 
his sandy hair, Dean looked as fresh and ready for 
action as he had before the battle.  “We’re heading 
out.  The wolf we rescued is in bad shape and a 
danger to everyone right now.”  He grinned and 
Spike could see the wolf lurking just below the 
surface.  “Good fight.” 
 
“Bloody fun,” Spike agreed.  “You leavin’ town?” 
 
Dean shook his head.  “We’ll stay on a day or two, 
heal up.”  He looked back towards the little group of 
wolves clustered around their netted captives and 
looked grim.  He didn’t have to say anything for 
Spike to know that the pack leader was hoping they 
could get through to the rescued wolf before they 
left.  Be a bloody nuisance to have to drag an out-
of-control werewolf across several states.  And from 
what little Spike has seen, the rescued wolf had lost 
all control, phasing back and forth randomly 



between her human and wolf forms. 
 
“Come see me before you leave.”  It was a request, 
not a command, and the pack leader nodded.  The 
wolves hadn’t been as much help as Spike had 
hoped, but they’d done good and most of them had 
some injury to show for the night’s work.  That 
deserved respect and, given the tendency of the 
Hellmouth to boil over about once a year, reliable 
allies were not to be dismissed out of hand.   
 
Not that the local talent wasn’t useful in a pinch, 
but not much about this fight had gone according to 
plan and every one of them was sporting some 
injury or other, Spike thought, once again shoving 
back the pain from his own injury - a gash in his leg 
from a downed Ranatli who’d had enough fight left 
in it to close its teeth around Spike’s calf, only 
letting go after Spike had used his free leg to kick it 
in the face three times.  Even then, he’d had to pry 
the damn thing’s teeth loose.  The wolves had 
helped tip the balance in their favor, even with their 
ridiculous insistence on rescuing the captive wolf as 
first priority.   



 
“I’ll do that.”  Dean gave him a long look, then 
strode back toward his pack, signaling them to 
move out. 
 
Wolf had the right idea, Spike thought.  Enough 
mucking about.  It was past time he turned this lot 
over to Sgt. Morgan and found his Claimed. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander surfaced slowly, exhaustion still trying to 
drag him back down to sleep.  He was in his own 
bed but Spike wasn’t there and alarm shot through 
him at his lover’s absence.  He sat up a bit too 
quickly, judging from the wave of dizziness that 
resulted, and swung his legs over the side of the 
bed. 
 
Even that small movement tired him, and he sat on 
the edge of the mattress, feeling ridiculously weak 
and wanting nothing more than to lie back down 
again. 



 
“Spike?” 
 
His hoarse call produced no response in the silent 
apartment and Xander’s alarm shot straight to panic 
levels.  He still hadn’t replaced his cell phone and he 
braced himself on the bedside table, then forgot 
about standing as he saw the note propped up on 
the table where he couldn’t miss it.  

Got some business to take care of.  Back soon. 
Stay in bed.  

He was going to kill Spike when he got back.   
 
“Business?” he asked the empty room 
crankily.  “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
Spike’s ‘business’ meant the Court, but somehow 
the note didn’t sound as if Spike had just gone 
downstairs for a few minutes.  It had to be 
something important or Spike wouldn’t have left 
him.  Spike tended to hover when Xander was sick 
or hurt and, since he didn’t remember getting back 
to the apartment, that meant that Spike should 



have been a permanent fixture beside the bed until 
he’d woken up.   
 
Well, the town was a lot safer today than it had 
been yesterday, he told himself reassuringly.  Even 
if he hadn’t been awake enough to learn the 
outcome of the battle inside the Initiative, Adam, at 
least, was history and the explosions going off on 
schedule boded well for the success of the other 
teams. 
 
He hoped that Spike had been somewhere with a 
tub of popcorn and a good view as the Initiative 
base went up in a fireball.  He wished belatedly that 
they’d thought of telling someone to bring a video 
recorder so they could play tapes of the explosion 
for all the demons in town who had been so 
terrorized by the soldiers for months.  He was really 
glad that so many people had had the chance to 
participate in this fight, even if it was just by sitting 
at home and making themselves available to the 
coven’s efforts.  To know that they had had some 
small part in defeating the Initiative would 
hopefully go a long way to helping them take back 



their lives after living in fear for so long. 
 
Spike could handle himself and, right now, Xander 
was about as much use as a day old puppy.  Sighing, 
he lay back down on the bed.  Spike would explain 
when he got back and maybe by then Xander would 
be feeling a little less like something that had been 
run over by a truck. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Nearly thirty vampires arrived at the meeting place 
outside the bunker in the woods - not bad for a last 
minute assembling of the scattered members of the 
Court.  Spike got straight down to business. 
 
“There was an explosion inside the soldiers’ base a 
few hours ago.  Bunch of demons got out of their 
cells and started a bit of a free-for-all with the 
soldiers.  We’re going in to clean up anything that’s 
left.  Safe to say, once we’re inside, if it moves, kill 
it.  Don’t care if you find your long-lost brother 
down there, anything that’s been held prisoner by 



the soldiers this long isn’t something we can 
trust.”  He nodded in the direction of the small 
hand-picked group selected by the Lieutenants for 
the skills they’d learned when they were human.  “A 
few of us are going to make sure the explosions put 
this base out of commission permanently and take 
care of anything that got missed.  The rest of you, 
mop up any survivors.” 
 
There was a murmur of excitement among the 
assembled vampires.  Anthony and Michael began 
passing out weapons from a box they’d brought, 
while Arkady and Jose cleared Sergeant Morgan’s 
makeshift barricade away from the doors and 
swung the doors open.  Spike was pleased that the 
doors opened easily, obviously no one had tried to 
seal them from the inside.  With luck, they were the 
first people who’d tried to get back inside after the 
battle.  Anything salvageable inside was probably 
still there, and Spike meant to be the first inside to 
ensure the destruction had been thorough.  He 
didn’t trust the Initiative, or their bosses, not to try 
and salvage what they could of the base. 
 



As the rest of them prepared to enter, he signaled 
for Jose to stay back.  “Stay here and keep the 
entrance open.  Anything but a member of the 
Court comes out, kill it,” he ordered.   
 
He doubted that anything would come but he 
wanted to keep Jose out of harm’s way, if 
possible.  Jose was his most reliable Lieutenant but 
not a strong fighter.  Spike didn’t want to lose him 
to a simple clean-up job like this.  And Xander would 
be upset if Jose was killed.   
 
Spike hefted the double-bladed ax he’d taken off 
Lagos last year and strode forward into the base 
followed closely by the small group of former 
electricians, computer users and construction 
workers that were going to join him in making sure 
that nothing inside was left in salvageable 
condition.  They had all been given heavy iron 
weapons, things that could be used either as 
weapons against survivors or as tools to destroy 
anything the explosives hadn’t taken care of.   
 
The emergency lighting wasn’t working, which was 



a good sign that the explosives had done a thorough 
job.  The darkness was no hindrance to vampire 
sight and their footsteps echoed in the tiled hallway 
as they descended into the base.  The smells of 
battle filled the stale air of the corridor, blood and 
smoke and death, and Spike inhaled the mingled 
scents with relish, tasting their victory all over 
again.     
 
He’d drunk several pints of blood at the apartment 
and bandaged the wound on his leg before heading 
down to the Court to gather recruits.  The pain had 
faded to a mere annoyance and the slight stiffness 
in his gait wouldn’t slow him up, although he 
needed to avoid relying on the leg too heavily - the 
other reason he’d brought a weapon.  Still, now that 
Adam was out of the picture, he didn’t expect to 
run into anything they couldn’t handle.  If any of the 
soldiers had returned, hoping to salvage anything 
from the base, well, they’d had their warning.  
 
He’d hated leaving Xander but he needed to take 
care of this now.  If the soldiers were going to try 
and reoccupy the base, it would be sooner rather 



than later.  Tonight, they’d be licking their wounds 
and contacting higher ups and making 
plans.  Tomorrow, salvage operations would begin 
and Spike was going to make sure nothing was left 
to salvage.  Having gotten rid of the Initiative, he 
was not about to allow them to try and resurrect 
the base, not in his Territory anyway. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike’s eyes narrowed as he stared down at the two 
bodies.  The corpses stank of chemicals, not 
surprising given the two lab-coated figures were 
lying in a pool of chemicals that was still slowly 
leaking from the tubes connected to their 
torsos.  Beneath the chemical smell, the bodies 
stank of decay.  Whatever had kept these two 
going, it had been a temporary job.  From what 
Spike could smell, the two corpses would have been 
rotting to pieces in another month despite the 
chemicals that had pumped through their 
bodies.  These two had been nothing more than 
zombies, reanimated by science instead of magic, 



and no more durable than real zombies.   
 
One of the bodies was a middle-aged woman, the 
other had been a dark-haired male a little younger 
than the woman.  Spike poked at them with his ax, 
seeing the bits of metal and the plastic tubing 
through which the chemicals had flowed into the 
bodies, but seeing no wounds other than old, 
stitched-up ones where the tubes had been 
inserted.   
 
He hadn’t gotten the full story of what had 
happened with Adam, he’d been too worried about 
Xander to pay attention to more than the wolf’s 
brief summary that Adam was dead and Xander 
would be fine once he’d slept off his fatigue.  Now 
he wondered what these two had to do with 
anything.  Why were they here inside Adam’s 
lair?  Had Adam gotten bored with waiting for his 
pile of body parts and created these two to keep his 
hand in?  The lab coats on the bodies made him 
wonder if the two had been connected with the 
Initiative.  Viciously, he hoped so.  He liked the 
thought that two of the scientists responsible for 



the abominations here had had their own creation 
turn on them. 
 
Adam’s corpse was on the other side of the 
enormous room.  Like the other two, he was lying 
seemingly untouched and uninjured but obviously 
very dead.  Spike briefly wondered how Xander had 
killed him.  He’d expected to find Adam torn to 
pieces, or something similar, not this untouched 
corpse.   
 
He shrugged, not particularly concerned.  Dead was 
dead, whether dusted, ripped to bits, or your life 
snuffed out magically.  Didn’t really matter how 
Adam had died, so long as nobody tried to create 
another one of him.  
 
Which meant Spike needed to take care of this 
area.  There had been some attempt to destroy the 
computers but the magic workers hadn’t really put 
their heart into the job.   
 
Bloody amateurs, he thought, exasperated at how 
much had been left behind for anyone who wanted 



to try and reconstruct Adam.  It obviously hadn’t 
even occurred to them to destroy Adam’s 
body.  No, the creature had been left lying there like 
a felled tree, big as life and just full of dissectible 
classified bits.   The computers had been burned - 
from the inside, from the looks of them but were 
still far too intact for Spike’s liking.  Even if the 
coven had wiped the computer hard drives 
magically, nothing beat an old-fashioned orgy of 
destruction for making sure no useable data was 
left on a computer. 
 
With all the chemicals on the floor surrounding the 
two bodies, Spike thought he knew how to ensure 
no one was able to salvage anything from this 
room.  A good chemically-fueled bonfire would take 
care of the bodies and computers alike. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Spike slipped in between sheets fragrant with the 
smell of his Claimed and spooned up behind 
Xander, drawing his boy into his arms.  Xander slept 



on, oblivious, and Spike frowned.  His boy was used 
to Spike returning to their bed at dawn but he 
usually gave some sign he was aware of Spike’s 
presence:  his body settling in to Spike’s, an arm 
shifting to cover Spike’s, a few sleepy words.  This 
time, there wasn’t the smallest indication that 
Xander had sensed his return.   
 
Pulling his boy closer, Spike was reassured by the 
steady beat of his heart and the even breathing that 
spoke of natural sleep.  He’d let Xander sleep 
himself out but if his Claimed woke up still suffering 
from the aftereffects of the spell they’d been 
assured was harmless, the coven would have some 
explaining to do, he thought grimly. 
 
Burying his nose in Xander’s hair, Spike put aside his 
worry for now and allowed himself to revel in the 
deep satisfaction of having destroying the 
Initiative.  From beginning to end, it had been a 
good night’s work.  The fight inside the base had 
finished the Initiative as a power in the territory and 
the precautions he’d taken afterwards assured that 
no one would be using the place or anything inside 



it ever again.  The Court minions he’d taken with 
him had gotten a workout and bragging rights over 
the ones too scattered to recall quickly.   
 
The handful of demons who’d survived the first 
battle were dead now and the Initiative and Adam’s 
lair were burning merrily, destroying the evidence 
and ensuring that nothing useable 
remained.  Anyone with plans for the bodies, or 
designs on the information stored in the 
underground base, was out of luck.  What the 
explosions and his small group of skilled minions 
hadn’t taken care of, the fire would finish off.   
 
He smirked.  After all the training he’d put the Court 
through, the minions who hadn’t been located in 
time to join them were going to be more than a 
little peeved at missing the fight.  Served them 
right, wandering off at the wrong time.  Nearly half 
the Court had been rounded up in time to join the 
party and those minions had seen enough action to 
appreciate the training regimen.  Not that anyone 
would dare complain - Spike scoffed silently at the 
very idea - but he’d have to keep an ear out for 



grumblings, especially if the real story got out.   
 
Nothing he couldn’t handle, he thought, his arms 
tightening around his sleeping Claimed. Pity Xander 
wasn’t in any shape to celebrate properly but 
there’d be plenty of time for that later.  For now, it 
was enough to wrap himself around the living 
warmth of his boy. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Consciousness crept slowly over Xander bringing 
awareness of the feeling of a strong arm around 
him and cool, silken flesh pressed against his 
backside.  A slender thigh was pushed between his 
own and Spike’s fingers were splayed out across his 
chest.  He made a small, appreciative noise and slid 
one hand along Spike’s arm down to his hand, 
twining their fingers together. 
 
He opened his eyes just enough to see the clock on 
the bedside table, and was dimly surprised to find 
that it was late afternoon.  He let his lids fall shut 



again, too drained to care that he had slept through 
most of the day.  He thought vaguely that he should 
probably get up and find something to eat but felt 
too lethargic to actually follow through with the 
idea. 
 
“You alright, luv?” Spike’s voice sounded quietly in 
his ear 
  
Speech seemed like too much of an effort so he just 
made sleepy mumble in response.  He thought 
dimly that he should probably be worried about 
how tired he was but he couldn’t seem to care 
about that either.  Even finding himself rolled over 
suddenly and Spike’s blue eyes staring intently 
down at him didn’t shake him free of the sense of 
complete detachment from his surroundings. 
 
“Xander?” 
 
The worry in Spike’s voice pierced through the 
muzzyiness and he made an effort, smiling faintly 
up at Spike.  “’m fine, just tired.” 
 



“Been sleepin’ all day,” Spike told him.  “Should eat 
something.” 
 
“Later.” 
 
He tried to roll over, intending to go back to sleep 
but Spike stopped him.  “Come on, luv.  Up you 
get.” 
 
Spike tugged him upright, ignoring his muttered 
protests, and steered him into the kitchen.  Xander 
slumped against the kitchen counter, wishing Spike 
would just let him rest, wanting nothing more than 
to put his head down on the countertop and go 
back to sleep but it was impossible with Spike 
brandishing a cup of coffee and insisting he drink it. 
 
Three cups of coffee and a plate of freezer waffles 
later, Xander was feeling a bit more awake but still 
exhausted and lethargic.  His whole body ached but 
not in any specific muscles.  Despite the food Spike 
had pressed on him, he felt empty, sucked dry, like 
something was missing except he couldn’t figure 
out what was gone.  Spike sat across from him, 



drinking blood and watching him intently and 
Xander shook his head, trying to wake himself up. 
 
“Where did you go last night?” he asked.  He had a 
dim recollection of waking earlier and finding Spike 
gone.  He was pretty sure it had really happened. 
 
“Back to the Initiative.” 
 
“What?!”  Ok, apparently adrenaline cut through 
the fog nicely.   
 
Spike shrugged, looking irritatingly blasé about his 
little announcement.  “Took some of the Court 
inside to check things out.” 
 
“You took minions on a field trip to the Initiative?”   
 
  “Needed to make sure the job had been done 
right, check if the explosions we set off last were 
enough to take the place out permanently.”  Spike 
drained his mug and got up to put another bag in 
the microwave.  “Wasn’t going to take the risk that 
anything significant had been left lying around for 



anyone to make use of.  Bloody good thing I did 
too,” he added, sitting back down across from 
Xander.  “Had to clean up a few things that might 
have caused problems.”  
 
In hindsight, it wasn’t really surprising - of course 
Spike would want to make sure the Initiative was 
completely destroyed.  Xander could have kicked 
himself for not anticipating that and making sure 
Spike had more reliable backup than Court 
minions.  “How did it go?”  Spike didn’t seem 
injured, but now that Xander thought about it, that 
was his third bag of blood Spike was drinking - 
which was a lot more than he usually had in the 
morning when keeping Xander company at 
breakfast. 
 
“Took care of some odds and ends,” Spike said 
dismissively, then gave Xander a curious 
look.  “How’d you take out Adam?  Body didn’t have 
a mark on it.” 
 
Xander shivered, remembering the feeling of all 
that borrowed power inside him.  “I could see 



things, Spike,” he said hesitantly, after a minute.  “I 
could see the energy that held things together and I 
just…ended it.”  He wrapped both hands around his 
coffee cup, clinging to the warmth in the suddenly 
chilly room.  He remembered the remote, 
unemotional judging he’d done while under the 
spell.  Remembered looking at Adam and the two 
others in the lab and just deciding they were 
unnatural and destroying the energy that kept them 
alive.  Ending their lives with little more than a 
thought. 
 
“Xander.”  The slight sharpness told him Spike had 
called his name more than once.  Spike’s voice 
softened as soon as he saw he had Xander’s 
attention.  “Don’t fret about it, luv.  Did the world 
and this town a favor.  Adam would have killed us 
all without batting an eye.  Nothing to do with 
somethin’ like that except kill it.”   
 
Xander nodded.  It was true and he’d known it 
when he agreed to be the vessel.  He just hadn’t 
been prepared for the form the spell had 
taken.  He’d assumed the spell would make him sort 



of a super-Buffy, and he would kick Adam’s ass in a 
physical fight.  Instead, there had been an eerie 
calmness to the whole thing.  The spell had given 
him the ability to just end lives, the power to see 
energy flowing and be able to stop it or alter it at 
whim… 
 
“What happened to Riley?” he asked, remembering 
suddenly what he’d seen inside the soldier:  the 
tendrils of unnatural energy wrapped around and 
controlling Riley’s natural energy.  He remembered 
seeing it and just turning away, leaving Riley sitting 
there helplessly during the fight with Adam.  He 
shivered again, not liking the memory and 
wondering why the spell had made everything seem 
so cold and distant.  He’d helped Riley only as an 
afterthought, destroying the mechanical thing 
inside him that was sending out that unnatural, 
controlling energy.   
   
“Slayer’s boy?” Spike looked surprised.  “He was 
retreating with the Slayer and her group last I 
saw.  Far as I know, he made it out fine.” 
 



“Did everyone get out ok?”  Xander suddenly 
realized he didn’t have any idea what had happened 
to the others and felt a wave of shame that it was 
only occurring to him now.   
 
“Lost a couple,” Spike told him reluctantly.  “The 
Rhylto’k demon who was at graduation and your 
friend B’rryn.  A few others were hurt, but nothing 
serious.” 
 
Xander clenched his fists, bowing his head and 
swallowing hard at the lump that rose in his throat, 
choking him.  B’rryn had been one of the first 
demons he’d met that was around his own 
age.  He’d invited Xander and Spike to the 
Z’bat’rryth birth celebration again this year.  It had 
been a quieter, more cautious party than the one 
they’d attended the previous year - the participants 
had been worried about drawing the Initiative’s 
attention - but there had been music and dancing 
and he’d met B’rryn’s fiancée, S’laria.   
 
Spike’s arms slid around him and he leaned into his 
lover’s body, turning his head into Spike’s chest, 



grateful for his strength.  He hadn’t known the 
Rhylto’k demon very well and now he wondered 
why he hadn’t taken the time.  Kevin had fought 
with them at graduation and helped Buffy patrol for 
nearly a year and Xander had only spoken with him 
a couple of times.  He didn’t even know if Kevin had 
a family or who his friends were. 
 
“Not your fault, luv.” 
 
“I know.  It was their fight as much as ours - maybe 
more so.  They were the ones at risk from the 
Initiative, it was their family and friends in danger 
just because of what they are.  I just…”  His voice 
broke and he let the grief take him, his tears 
escaping his control and soaking Spike’s shirt as the 
vampire held him. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Waking wasn’t any easier the second time 
around.  Xander stirred, feeling Spike’s arms tighten 
around him, and his mild surprise at finding himself 



in bed triggered memory of  Spike’s news and he 
drew in a long, ragged breath.     
 
He needed to check with Mr. Olsen, see if he 
needed any help letting people know what had 
happened and that the Initiative was no longer a 
threat.  He should talk to B’rryn’s fiancée and 
Kevin’s people…  He sighed, feeling like he’d already 
attended more funerals than anyone should have to 
in their entire lives.  Just one more perk of living on 
the Hellmouth, he thought tiredly, wondering if he 
could put things off until he didn’t feel so 
exhausted. 
 
“What are you thinking about so hard?” Spike 
asked. 
 
“I’m wondering if we can just hole up here for a 
week and pretend the rest of the world doesn’t 
exist.” 
 
Spike’s chuckle brought a faint answering smile to 
his own lips.  “Might have to do that soon,” he 
said.  “But got some things need takin’ care of first.” 



 
“Maybe in a week or two,” Xander said wistfully. 
 
“Take you to LA for a few days, soon as we get 
things settled here,” Spike promised.   
 
That sounded good.  A few days away from the 
Hellmouth seemed like heaven about now and 
Xander shifted so he was facing Spike, still lying in 
the circle of his arms.  “Maybe we can get that hot 
tub suite again,” he suggested. 
 
Spike smirked at the memory.  “Good idea, pet.”   
 
He dipped his head and kissed Xander gently, lips 
moving softly over Xander’s, making no effort to 
deepen the kiss.  Xander lifted his arm and slid his 
hand behind Spike’s head, holding him in place, not 
letting him pull back.  His own lips moved hungrily 
over Spike’s, his tongue darting out to trace along 
the line of Spike’s lips, which opened under the 
insistent pressure of Xander’s tongue. 
 
For long moments, they kissed, Spike’s initial 



caution giving way to slow, deep kisses that left 
Xander gasping for breath.  Spike’s arms closed 
tighter around him and he rolled them over so that 
Spike was on top and Xander welcomed the feeling 
of being surrounded by his vampire, feeling Spike’s 
lean, muscular body pressing him down into the 
mattress.  
 
He was suddenly desperate to feel Spike inside him, 
stretching and filling him until he was drowning in 
pleasure and everything else fell away.  Xander 
clung to him, hands sliding over smooth skin and 
prominent shoulder blades, trying to touch and 
stroke every inch of his body, legs coming up to 
wrap around Spike’s and pull their bodies closer 
together, pushing his hips up eagerly to meet 
Spike’s, until they were rocking together, moving 
faster and faster, arousal building to an almost 
unbearable level. 
 
Spike lifted his head, and Xander’s panting sounded 
loud in the otherwise quiet room as Spike stretched 
across him, reaching for the bedside table.  Then 
Spike was staring down at him, eyes glowing golden 



in the dim light, watching Xander intently as a slick 
finger teased at his entrance, moving in a circular 
pattern that eased him open as it slid deeper inside 
him. 
 
Xander hissed, body arcing into the sensation as 
Spike added a second finger, working his opening. 
 
Xander managed to speak as Spike began to push a 
third finger.  “Don’t.  That’s enough.  I want to feel 
you inside me.  Please,” he added, when Spike 
looked hesitant. 
 
How could he explain that he needed to feel the 
burn and pain of being entered without being fully 
prepared.  That ever since he’d left the caves, he’d 
felt like something was missing inside him and that 
he wanted Spike to fill him?  Unable to find the 
words, he simply repeated:  “Please, Spike.” 
 
He knew he’d won when Spike turned him over, 
pulling him to his knees and settling behind 
him.  Xander clutched at the sheets with both 
hands, pushing his hips back impatiently and almost 



sobbed when he felt the blunt head of Spike’s cock 
pushing at his opening. 
 
Spike’s hands held his hips steady as Xander flung 
his head back with a cry, feeling the blissful fullness 
pushing inside him, slowly, oh god, slowly, sphincter 
muscles opening with reluctance to let him inside, 
the burning pain of muscles being stretched beyond 
their capacity giving way with infinite slowness to 
nearly unendurable pleasure as Spike pressed all 
the way inside, until he was buried to the root, their 
bodies fused together. 
 
For a long moment, they remained in that position, 
locked together, Spike refusing to allow Xander to 
move, the only sound Xander’s harsh breathing and 
Spike’s low, crooning reassurances, brought on, 
Xander knew, by the trembling in his muscles as his 
body fought to adjust.   
 
Finally, just when Xander thought he was going to 
scream in frustration if something didn’t happen, 
Spike began to move, pulling out with infinite 
slowness then pushing back in again in a rhythm 



that Xander was sure was going to drive him crazy if 
Spike didn’t go faster.  Spike’s hands on his hips still 
prevented him from moving, from affecting the 
pace Spike was setting in any way. 
 
Gradually, Spike’s thrusts picked up speed, moving 
just a little harder, a little faster, rocking his hips 
into Xander’s and his grip relaxed, letting Xander 
move for the first time.  Xander pushed back 
eagerly into Spike’s thrusts, craving the feeling of 
being filled, of Spike’s hard flesh inside him, sending 
electric flashes of pleasure through him as his cock 
hit that small bundle of nerves inside him. 
 
He wasn’t going to last long, he knew, and neither 
was Spike.  He could feel Spike’s rhythm becoming 
ragged, his movements a little frantic now, short 
hard thrusts that pounded into Xander, until Xander 
felt him stiffen, then felt Spike’s hips jerking against 
his ass as Spike erupted into orgasm inside him. 
 
Feeling Spike’s semen pumping into him sent 
Xander over the edge, his own release pouring out 
of him in long pulses.  His arms folded under him 



and he collapsed onto the bed, indifferent to the 
slick, wet sheets beneath him.  Spike followed him 
down, lying on top of him, arms still holding him, 
the last of his orgasm still shuddering through his 
body. 
 
In the haze of sated exhaustion, Xander felt Spike 
shift, preparing to pull out of him.   
 
“No,” he said, pulling Spike’s arms closer around 
himself.  “Need to feel you inside me.” 
 
“Always here, luv,” Spike murmured in his ear.   
 
Xander fell asleep, feeling his vampire around him 
and inside him, filling the aching emptiness inside 
him for the first time since the spell.   

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Giles opened the door, looking mildly surprised to 
see him.  “Xander, I’m glad you stopped by.  How 
are you feeling?”  The Watcher’s eyes examined 



him closely as Xander stepped over the threshold 
and into the apartment. 
 
“Tired,” he answered truthfully but it was only part 
of the truth.  He was still dragging around with only 
half his usual energy but that wasn’t his biggest 
concern.   “Do you know…” he broke off, seeing the 
object of his quest was already in the apartment. 
 
Maggie was sitting in the living room, a cup of tea in 
hand.  She looked exhausted - white-faced 
and  unbelievably fragile, and Xander was alarmed 
to see that her hands were trembling faintly. 
 
“Are you alright?” he asked, forgetting his reason 
for coming over in his concern for her.  She looked 
way worse than he felt. 
 
“I’m not as young as I once was,” Maggie said 
ruefully.  “It takes me a bit longer these days to 
recover from a spell of that magnitude.”  She looked 
at him keenly and Xander was relieved to see that 
the fatigue did not reach her eyes which were as 
clear and sharp as ever.  “How are you feeling?” 



 
Xander hesitated, but seeing Giles scrutinizing him 
as carefully as Maggie was, he decided to just forge 
ahead.  “I feel….different,” he admitted, groping a 
little for the right words to describe what he’d been 
feeling.  “I was really tired yesterday but I feel like 
something’s… missing inside, only I don’t know 
what it is.”  He looked worriedly at the two of 
them.  “Is something wrong with me?” 
 
Maggie shook her head immediately but it was Giles 
who answered.  “Xander, your body channeled an 
enormous amount of power during the spell.  What 
you are feeling now is the absence of that 
power.  The energy paths in your body expanded to 
accommodate the power flowing through you.  I 
suspect it will take a few days for them to settle 
back to what they were before the spell.”   
 
He let out of silent breath of relief.  “So, I’m still 
me?” 
 
“You are exactly the same,” Maggie told him 
firmly.  “A person who has a natural aptitude for 



magic might have been affected by the power we 
raised but I am afraid you are simply not someone 
who is particularly magically talented.” 
 
“Like Willow when she did the soul spell,” he said, 
remembering Giles’ warnings about Willow opening 
doors she might not be able to close. 
 
“Exactly,” Giles confirmed.  “Willow does have a 
natural gift for magic and was affected, however, 
unless you were to deliberately choose to try to 
work with the changes and develop powers you do 
not naturally possess, that will not happen in your 
case.”   
 
Xander smiled in relief.  “Good, I don’t want to be a 
magic worker.  I’m happy being just plain Xander.” 
 
“You are hardly ‘just plain’ anything, young man,” 
Maggie said tartly, her words softened by a 
smile.  “And I believe I owe you an apology.”  She 
set her teacup down and regarded him 
steadily.  “We should have talked to you privately 
before asking you in front of everyone if you would 



agree to be the vessel. 
 
“I know that Rupert has explained our reasons for 
acting as we did but those reasons do not justify 
treating you that way.”  She sighed and shook her 
head slightly.  “It is a shortcoming we have fallen 
into more often in recent years.  We have a 
tendency to rely on ourselves too much, to make 
decisions that affect others for what we feel are 
very good reasons.  It is rare for us to work with 
outsiders as we have done here.  As a result, we 
tend to make decisions within our group without 
necessarily consulting others.  As in your case, those 
decisions have not always proven to be the right 
ones.  I am concerned that, if we do not control this 
tendency, we may lose the ability to work with 
others entirely.” 
 
“Speaking as someone who got run over by that 
particular truck,” Xander told her, “I hope you won’t 
do it again.”  A lot had happened since then but he 
discovered now that he was still angry and 
disappointed with the coven for trying to force him 
into a decision about the spell.  Maggie’s 



explanation and apology helped but they’d almost 
destroyed the fragile alliance in town before 
anything had been accomplished.  “You should 
know that you came close to putting Spike in a 
position where he had to take a stand against you 
or lose control, and I came very close to having to 
choose between Spike and you.  That isn’t always 
going to work out the way you want it to.”   
 
Before he could decide if he was ready to forgive 
them - he sure as hell wasn’t going to forget that 
stunt anytime soon - Maggie gave him a stern look, 
her eyebrows raised in question.  “Do you always 
consider the consequences before you act, Mr. 
Harris?” 
 
“No,” he acknowledged.  “But I try to for the big 
stuff.”  He looked warily back at her, wondering at 
the switch from apology to interrogation. 
 
Giles had remained silent during Maggie’s apology 
but now he asked, his voice carefully 
neutral:  “Xander, is there anything you want to tell 
us about the explosion of chaos magic in town a few 



nights ago?”  
 
Damnit.  He should have brought this up with them 
first, so he wouldn’t be on the defensive for this 
conversation.  Spike had argued against telling 
anyone at all, pointing out that it was foolish to just 
give away an advantage like people believing that 
he couldn’t hurt humans.  Xander had been worried 
about how Buffy and Giles would take it when they 
learned about the chip being deactivated and had 
pushed Spike to let him just tell them what they’d 
done.  After everything that had happened, he 
thought Buffy and Giles would be ok with the chip 
being gone, but it was hard to tell, especially given 
Ethan’s involvement.  Explaining to Buffy that the 
“evil chaos guy” as she tended to refer to Ethan, 
had been responsible for deactivating the chip was 
probably not going to go over well and Xander had 
been hoping they could gloss over that part.  He 
should have realized that, if Ethan knew the coven 
had arrived in town even before they’d done much 
of anything magical, the coven would sense a major 
spell being done by Ethan. 
 



“The control chip in Spike no longer works,” he 
answered, trying to sound as if it was no big deal. 
 
Giles inhaled audibly, as if Xander had just 
confirmed his worst fear, but his voice remained 
calm.  “Are you sure that was wise?” 
 
“Yes,” he answered without hesitation.  “They had 
no right to do that to him, Giles.  Spike would have 
preferred to be staked to having that chip in his 
head.” 
 
Giles nodded slowly, apparently accepting that, 
even if he didn’t look exactly happy about it.  “I’m a 
Watcher, Xander.  I will always have concerns about 
you being involved with a vampire, even though 
Spike has certainly proved his trustworthiness.”  He 
managed a faint smile.  “Please don’t take it 
personally, I had grave reservations about Buffy’s 
involvement with Angel as well.” 
 
Xander let out a short bark of relieved 
laughter.  “Well, yeah, but so did everyone else.  I 
mean Angel was a stuck-up jackass.  Spike is way 



more fun.” 
 
“That makes all the difference, of course,” Giles 
answered, shaking his head, then gave Xander a 
look he couldn’t quite read.  “I suppose there’s no 
possibility that Ethan wasn‘t involved in removing 
the chip?” he asked.  He sighed, obviously reading 
the answer in Xander’s face.  “I do hope that in 
return you didn’t promise Ethan anything we’ll all 
come to regret.” 
 
“Possibly.  Spike gave him permission to be in 
Sunnydale without Spike killing him,” Xander told 
him cheerfully. 
 
“That’s it?” Giles asked skeptically. 
 
“That’s it.”  Xander grinned, unable to resist.  “Spike 
has a theory about that.  Want to hear it?” 
 
Maggie coughed suddenly, and Xander was sure she 
was hiding a laugh behind her hand. 
 
“I think I’d rather not,” Giles said firmly, despite the 



tiniest hint of a smile that deepened the lines 
around his eyes.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
The dance floor was full.  Xander didn’t know the 
band but they were obviously popular and he 
entertained himself by imagining Spike’s comments 
about the quality of the music.  If it wasn’t “classic” 
punk or a demon band, Spike had little patience 
with most popular music, especially bands like 
tonight that managed to combine a pounding base 
line with schmaltzy, predictable lyrics.   
 
Which, of course, was one of the reasons Spike 
despised the Bronze. 
 
Xander was watching three kids, probably high 
school freshmen, dancing together.  A girl and two 
boys, they were having fun and obviously not caring 
that none of them were good dancers. A 
reminiscent smile curved his mouth as he 
watched.  The three gave off a friendship vibe, not a 



couple and a spare, and Xander was reminded of 
nights like tonight when he, Jesse and Willow had 
danced together at the Bronze.  Before Jesse’s crush 
on Cordelia, and Willow’s on Xander, and Xander’s 
self-consciousness about his crap clothes and 
complete lack of cool had begun the first cracks in 
their friendship.  Before vampires and magic and 
Slayers had caused Jesse’s death and shattered 
Willow and Xander’s friendship.   
 
Would their friendship have survived if Jesse hadn’t 
died?   
 
Xander thought it would have.  He and Willow had 
come the long way round to the beginnings of a 
new friendship.  They were both so different now 
that they were just barely getting to know each 
other again, and that process was both helped and 
hindered by everything that had happened in the 
last few years.  If the foundations were strong 
enough for his and Willow’s friendship to survive, 
then surely Jesse and he would have made it as 
well.   
 



He raised his glass to the three kids on the dance 
floor and wished them well, hoping the Hellmouth 
treated them kindly.   
 
The song ended and Buffy and Riley came back to 
the table, holding hands like they seemed to have 
been doing pretty much non-stop since the fight 
inside the Initiative.  Buffy was glowing with 
happiness and Xander was glad for her sake that 
Riley had finally gotten his head out of his ass and 
chosen her over his prejudices. 
 
Discovering that his superiors had imbedded a 
control chip inside him without his knowledge or 
permission had done a lot to make Riley reevaluate 
his loyalties. 
 
Xander himself hadn’t realized that the wrongness 
he’d seen in Riley’s energy patterns had been a 
control chip similar to the one they’d planted inside 
Spike, although he thought that he would have 
realized what he was seeing if not for the remote 
distance with which he’d viewed everything while 
operating under the spell.   



 
Apparently Adam had been able to activate Riley’s 
chip, giving him complete control over the soldier, 
and he’d used it to call Riley to his side.  Buffy had 
made a disgusted face when telling him about it.   
 
“Adam kept calling Riley his brother,” she’d said, 
wrinkling her nose in distaste.  “Riley said Adam was 
going on and on about Riley’s destiny and how 
Professor Walsh had planned on creating an entire 
new race of demon-human hybrids.”  She shook her 
head.  “For once, it would have been nice to be 
wrong about what the bad guy of the week was 
planning.” 
 
Despite her light tone, her eyes had been haunted 
and she’d stumbled a little over Professor Walsh’s 
name and Xander remembered how much Buffy 
had admired and respected Maggie Walsh at the 
beginning of the year.  Xander himself was deeply 
grateful that he had only vague memories of the 
reanimated corpses that had been Adam’s creative 
solution to his need for workers - turning his first 
two victims into drones intended to help him create 



more creatures like himself.   
 
From what Buffy told him, Xander had apparently 
deactivated Riley’s chip when he’d used his 
borrowed power to destroy the thing inside Riley 
that was twining malignant energy of its own 
around the other man’s natural energy patterns.  In 
doing so, he’d free’d Riley to move and act 
independently.  Riley had immediately joined the 
battle inside the Initiative, helping Buffy to rally the 
surviving soldiers, convincing them to fall back and 
evacuate before the Initiative had exploded.  “Good 
thing, too,” Buffy had said.  “Since they weren’t 
listening to any of us.” 
 
“Riley says the soldiers are all being reassigned,” 
Buffy had finished cheerfully.  “They’re talking 
about filling the base in with concrete, so the 
Initiative really is dead.”   
 
Which had somehow led her to inviting Xander to 
join her and Riley at the Bronze so he and Riley 
could start fresh.  “He really wants to thank you, 
Xander.”  She’d looked so hopeful that Xander knew 



he was going to agree, even though he wasn’t really 
interested in being friends with Riley.  Even if Riley 
had seen the light and become a card carrying 
member of the Demon Pride Brigade, Spike was so 
not going to just forgive and forget.  Spike was more 
a forgive-your-bloody-corpse-after-evisceration 
kind of guy. 
 
“Spike invited too?” he’d asked dryly. 
 
“I was thinking we could work our way up to that,” 
Buffy admitted with a grin.  “Riley knows that Spike 
was fighting on our side in the Initiative, but it’s 
going to be awhile before he’s comfortable with 
demons.  I was thinking about starting with 
someone like Sgt. Morgan and working our way up 
to Spike.” 
 
“Probably a good idea,” Xander conceded.  “Just 
make sure you clear your revelations about demon 
ancestors with the demon in question first,” he 
warned. 
 
Buffy gave him an exasperated look.  “Of course I 



will.” 
 
So here he was at the Bronze, supposedly getting to 
know Riley but really mostly watching him and Buffy 
being incredibly sappy together.   
 
Which was fine.  It would be a long time before 
Xander trusted the soldier around the friendly 
demons and especially Spike, and part of him 
couldn’t help selfishly hoping that Riley would just 
get himself reassigned out of town, but Buffy was 
happy and Riley was trying, so it could have been a 
lot worse.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Xander!” 
 
Riley jogged up to him as he turned at the soldier’s 
call.   
 
“I asked Buffy if she would mind walking home by 
herself so we could talk,” Riley told him and gave 



him a quick grin.  “One of the perks of dating a 
Slayer:  chivalry can be ignored when necessary.” 
 
“Yeah, Buffy can pretty much get home safely on 
her own,” Xander agreed.     
 
He started walking again and Riley fell into step 
beside him.  When he didn’t say anything, Xander 
was the first to break the awkward silence. 
 
“Talking usually involves more words than this.” 
 
“Sorry, just not sure how to begin.”  Riley frowned 
off into the distance for another minute.  “I wanted 
to say thanks for whatever it was you did inside 
Adam’s bunker.”  He met Xander’s eyes squarely 
and his own were haunted with grim 
memories.  “When Adam was controlling me, I’ve 
never felt so helpless in my entire life.  He gave me 
orders and my body obeyed.  I just sat there, unable 
to move, while he told me what he was planning 
and that he was going to kill all my friends,” Riley 
swallowed hard.  “And what he was going to do 
with their bodies after they were dead. 



 
“Almost worse than anything was the fact that 
Professor Walsh did that to me.  Even after 
everything else, even after learning she’d drugged 
us, for her to be so insane, to put a control chip 
inside me…”  His voice trailed off as if he couldn’t 
find the words to finish. 
 
“Buffy told me about the spell.”  Riley made an 
uncertain gesture.  “If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I 
don’t know if I would really believe it.”  He 
shrugged.  “Not a lot of mysticism in the military, 
even with this assignment.  But you were something 
more than human that night.  Your eyes were 
glowing.”  He shook his head, like he was trying to 
get the picture out of his head.  “I don’t know what 
you did exactly, but you deactivated the chip 
somehow and I’m really grateful.” 
 
At some point, they’d stopped walking and  Xander 
looked at Riley, studying him for a long 
moment.  “What’s going to happen to the 
Initiative?” 
 



Riley stiffened, then drew in a long breath and 
nodded, almost to himself.  “It’s being disbanded,” 
he answered.  “Most of the soldiers and all of the 
scientists are being transferred out of town.  I think 
my superiors intend to keep a few soldiers in town 
to keep an eye on the situation but they’ll be 
stationed at the regular army base and have regular 
duties.”  He met Xander’s gaze evenly.  “Having 
seen what’s out there, the government wants a few 
soldiers who know the drill in town just in case, but 
no more experiments and no more captures.” 
 
Xander folded his arms over his chest and didn’t try 
to hide his distrust.  “You guys have figured out that 
a lot of demons aren’t dangerous in any way, 
right?  Are these soldiers going to be patrolling and 
killing demons randomly?” 
 
“We’ve explained the situation and so far they’ve 
agreed to let Buffy do her job.”  He flushed 
slightly.  “I’ve been assigned as liaison and will be 
patrolling with her.  The other soldiers are 
emergency backup only, and won’t be patrolling.” 
 



“Good.  I hope Buffy’s told you that you soldiers had 
dozens of people too frightened to even leave their 
homes, people who wouldn’t hurt a fly, who’ve 
lived in this town for decades in some cases, but 
who happen to have blue skin” - he faltered for a 
second, remembering Kevin - “or scales, or some 
other outward sign of their ancestry.”  He looked 
stonily at Riley.  “I’m glad for her sake that you and 
Buffy are back together, but if you can’t accept that 
demons have a right to live in this town, then you 
and me, we’re going to continue to have a 
problem.” 
 
“I’m not going to say it will be easy, but I’m willing 
to learn.” 
 
“Good.”  Xander relaxed slightly.  Riley sounded 
sincere and Xander was willing to watch and see 
how the soldier did.  “Just follow Buffy’s lead 
professionally and you’ll be fine,” he suggested. 
 
“That’s kind of how I had it figured,” Riley told him. 



 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Sprawled in the chair his Lieutenants had set up on 
the raised platform at one end of the main floor, 
Spike felt nothing but smug satisfaction as he gazed 
out over the clumps of minions spread out across 
the floor, all intent on their individual practice 
bouts.  As he watched, he saw one of them drop to 
the floor to avoid a knife that flashed towards her 
from the onlookers circling her and her sparring 
partner.  The minion kept moving, spinning her legs 
around in a vicious kick that forced her opponent to 
jump backwards, giving her precious seconds to 
regain her feet.  She’d kept ahold of her weapon - a 
small hand axe - during the maneuver and then the 
two were circling each other warily again.   
 
It was a very impressive performance for a 
minion.  Making a note to compliment her 
personally later, for now Spike kept his expression 
neutral and continued watching the Court.  His 
Lieutenants were doing the same, moving around 



the floor, making  suggestions and criticisms, and 
stepping in to demonstrate on occasion. 
 
He’d been hard put to conceal his surprise when the 
Court minions had decided to continue training 
after the Lieutenants had spread the word that it 
was no longer mandatory.  Given the arrogance of 
the average minion, Spike had expected that they 
would give up training gladly, sure that they had 
never needed it to begin with.  His hard work with 
the Court had paid off, it seemed.  The foolish and 
grossly stupid had been weeded out and he couldn’t 
help smugly comparing his Court now to the 
complete wankers he’d inherited from the Anointed 
One, all of whom were long since dust, mostly by 
Spike’s own hand.  Well, Angelus had taken out a 
few, but he’d unintentionally done Spike a 
favor.  Not one of those gits had been worth 
keeping. 
 
It hadn’t hurt that the minions who’d participated in 
cleaning up the Initiative had been bragging about 
how much fun they’d had, and implying that Spike 
had only taken the best of the minions down into 



the base with him.  In reality, it had been pure 
chance - he’d taken everyone that could be 
rounded up on short notice - but he wasn’t planning 
on setting the record straight.  A bit of competition 
was good for them. 
 
He was considering picking a sparring partner when 
a sudden stir swept through the Court.  He sat up a 
bit straighter as the minions began ending their 
bouts, most of them turning towards the main 
doors.  Spike frowned at the crack of wood on wood 
as a single pair continued fighting, quarterstaffs 
blurring with the speed of their blows, utterly 
oblivious to the spreading silence around 
them.  Marc was already there, snatching hold of 
their weapons and ending their bout, with a nearly-
silent reprimand that raised blisters with its 
scathing contempt.  Spike fought back a smirk, 
amused by the colorful imagery his Lieutenant 
employed and met Marc’s eyes with a brief glance 
before turning his attention back to the doors.  The 
two would be watched.  If they were caught being 
that oblivious to their surroundings again, they’d be 
dust. 



 
The pack leader swept into the building as if 
werewolves visited vampire Courts on a daily basis, 
not something unheard of in Spike’s 
experience.  The pack leader had brought five of the 
seven pack members with him, along with Xander’s 
friend.  Spike watched as the wolves fell into a 
precise formation, two staying back by the door and 
the rest flanking their leader as he approached 
Spike. 
 
Dean simply walked straight up to Spike, ignoring 
the vampires on either side, though Spike could see 
the tense wariness in the wolves’ bodies, showing 
how acutely aware they were that they were in 
potentially hostile territory.  The delegation came to 
a stop at the base of the small platform.  Spike 
remained seated.  He respected the pack leader but 
this was his Court. 
 
“Master Spike.”  Dean inclined his head in 
respectful greeting.  The wolves with him fanned 
out slightly but remained a step behind their pack 
leader, a silent, deadly entourage that even the 



stupidest vampire would hesitate before 
challenging.  The wolves Dean had brought to town 
with him were all impressive; seasoned veterans 
who had been werewolves for years, some of them 
for decades.  Xander’s friend held up well in such 
company, his short, compact frame giving off no 
hint that he was far younger and less in control of 
his wolf than his pack mates. 
 
“Pack Leader,” Spike acknowledged.  “What brings 
you to Court?”  It wasn’t that he didn’t know, he 
and Dean had talked about this earlier, when he 
and Xander’s friend Oz had stopped by the 
apartment for a beer and a casual conversation - 
this formal approach was a piece of theater for the 
minions. 
 
There was a low murmur of conversation as the 
minions took in the fact that Spike was on 
apparently friendly terms with a werewolf pack 
leader.  Werewolf packs weren’t common and most 
of them didn’t tend to mingle much with others, 
preferring living in the wilds, well away from people 
and towns.  Most demons were only familiar with 



rogue werewolves, either ones who chose to live 
apart, deliberately hunting in populated areas, or 
wolves who were too young to know how to control 
themselves. 
 
“I wish to give formal thanks for your assistance in 
locating and rescuing the rogue wolf held captive 
within your Territory.  The wolf is under our control 
and we - and the rest of the pack - will be departing 
with her tomorrow.”  Spike’s impassive mask hid a 
fleeting grin at the wolf’s implication that multiple 
other wolves were in town.  Obviously Dean agreed 
with him on the principle that you never let your 
enemies know your true strength.  Not that they 
were enemies, but a vampire Court was hostile 
territory by definition and the pack leader was on 
guard. 
 
“Before we leave, I would request the honor of 
formal alliance between your Court and my pack,” 
Dean finished. 
 
Spike cocked his head to one side, regarding the 
pack leader curiously.  He wasn’t sure if werewolves 



liked formality for its own sake, or if Dean thought 
this was the best way to make a show.  “Live a long 
way from here,” he observed, not wanting to look 
eager, even though he and Dean had already 
worked out the details.  “You goin’ to be any use if 
there’s trouble?” 
 
“Wolves aren’t tied to a Territory the way vampires 
choose to be.”  Dean grinned, showing more teeth 
than a human would, and subtly shifted form 
slightly so that his wolf was more obvious .  “And 
we travel faster than vampires.” 
 
“Point taken.”  Spike gave a regal nod of 
acceptance.  “You lot are good fighters and you 
clean up when one of your pups creates a mess.  I 
appreciate that in an ally.  You need us, send a 
message and we’ll answer.  We’ll do the same if we 
need your help.”  His tone made it clear that he 
didn’t think it likely he’d ever need the help. 
 
He didn’t really think much would come of the 
connection with the pack, but Xander and Oz were 
planning on staying in touch, so the channel of 



communication was there if either of them ever 
needed it.  And this was the Hellmouth, sometimes 
it kicked up things that even he needed a bit of help 
with.  Not often, but it had happened. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
He and Willow had lunch, the day before the coven 
left town.  Xander thought there was even a chance 
that Spike wasn’t watching them from a distance 
but had decided not to ask.   
 
It was a pity there were still so many cross-currents 
in the group.  It would be nice if they could all have 
gotten together to celebrate their victory and to 
mourn their losses but Oz still went dead quiet 
around Willow and had been unobtrusively avoiding 
her since she’d returned to town.  Buffy was joined 
at the hip with Riley, the two of them completely 
inseparable and everyone else was still extremely 
wary of the ex-Initiative soldier suddenly thrust into 
their midst by the Slayer’s whim - Xander suspected 
that the Hellmouth would be spouting puppies and 



kittens before Spike and Riley were able to be in the 
same room without hostility crackling between 
them and attempted murder happening on both 
sides.   
 
Maggie had recovered fully and the coven was 
ready to head home.  Willow had called him and 
asked if he would have lunch with her, just the two 
of them.  “Buffy and Riley are driving me to the 
airport,” she’d told him.  “And I’d really love to talk 
to you before I go.” 
 
They’d only had the one private talk since she’d 
arrived and Xander had agreed, pleased when Spike 
grumbled but hadn’t tried to prevent him from 
going.   
  
They’d had a long, leisurely lunch, picking up 
sandwiches to go and taking them to a park where 
they could talk without being overheard by 
civilians.  Now, with the remains of their meal 
scattered on the grass in front of them, Xander 
sprawled on his side and waited to see how Willow 
answered his question. 



 
“I worry about it,” she said hesitantly.  “Sometimes 
a lot.  That I’ll be tempted again.  It can be really 
easy to slip and find yourself thinking that 
something would be a lot easier if you just used 
magic.” 
 
“I can imagine,” Xander said calmly.  “Like your 
exams for instance.” 
 
“Xander!”  Willow looked shocked.  “I would never 
cheat like that!  Exams tell you how well you’ve 
learned the material.  Whether you deserve the 
scholarship you’ve been given.” 
 
“Exactly.” 
 
“Huh?”  Willow frowned, puzzled. 
 
“Willow, all through grade school, you wouldn’t 
ever let us copy your answers.  You would help us in 
lots of other ways, but you didn’t believe in 
cheating - which was annoyingly inconvenient to a 
less academically gifted friend, by the way.”  She 



returned his grin with a smile.   
 
“I guess what I’m saying is that you’ve always had 
ethics.  You just need to apply them to your magic.” 
 
“I know.  That’s what the coven has been telling 
me.” 
 
“Smart people.” 
 
“They are.  It’s been like having a dozen incredible 
role-models.” 
 
“See?  Easy.  Just keep asking yourself:  What would 
the coven do?”  More seriously, he added:  “Willow, 
as long as you’re asking yourself questions and 
worrying about it, you’re on the right track.  When 
you did that stuff last year, you never thought 
about whether what you were doing was right, you 
just did what you wanted.” 
 
“No, I thought about it,” Willow said quietly.  “I just 
told myself that it was ok.  It’s pretty easy to lie to 
yourself when that lie gets you what you want.” 



 
“But you knew you were lying, didn’t you?”  Xander 
met her eyes steadily and she nodded.  “So, don’t 
lie to yourself and you’ll be fine.” 
 
“Have I told you lately that I love you, Xander?” 
 
“No.  And I haven’t told you.  But I can say it 
now.  It’s good to have you back, even if you’re not 
staying.” 
 
“I think Spike needs a little more time before he’s 
comfortable with me being around,” Willow said 
wryly.  “I don’t blame him.  I hurt the person he 
loves, that’s not something most people would 
forgive.” 
 
She was right.  Spike wouldn’t trust Willow without 
a lot more proof she wasn’t going to hurt Xander 
again.  And maybe never, he thought 
realistically.  But then he wasn’t ready to accept 
Willow completely either.  Given how fast he had 
found himself distrusting Willow over the vessel 
spell, it was obvious he still had issues about 



trusting her completely.  Rebuilding their friendship 
long distance would take more time than if she was 
in town, but it would make for a more solid 
foundation when she moved back for good.   
 
“I promise I’ll keep in touch this time.  Will you be 
coming back for the summer?” 
 
“Only part of it.  I’m going to go on a retreat with 
the coven.  Tara’s going to fly over and join us,” she 
said, her casual tone belied by the blush heating her 
cheeks. 
 
Xander successfully fought back both a smile and 
several suggestive remarks.  “She seems really 
nice,” was all he said. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Relaxed and sated, Xander leaned bonelessly back 
against the wooden side of the hot tub.  “Oh man, 
we have got to get one of these in the apartment.”   
 



Spike chuckled, pulling him back against his 
body.  “You going to be the one to clean it?” 
 
“Hmmm.  Maybe you could draft a minion to do it,” 
he suggested and smiled as, even without turning to 
look, he could practically hear Spike’s eyebrow rise. 
 
“Like I’m letting one of the minions into the 
apartment,” he scoffed.  “One look at your Babylon 
5 collection and those crap CD’s you strew around 
the place and I’ll have to stake every minion in the 
Court to keep my reputation intact.” 
 
Xander mustered enough energy to poke 
him.  “Someone who’s addicted to a soap opera 
featuring a talking doll lost any claim to manliness a 
long time ago.” 
 
“Not addicted, just get bored in the afternoons,” 
Spike defended.  “If you were at home all day like a 
proper Claimed, we’d be shagging all afternoon and 
I wouldn’t be forced to watch tv.”   
 
“Nice touch of injured dignity,” Xander commented 



judiciously.  “I almost buy it.”   
 
They’d left Sunnydale Friday night, roaring their way 
out of town in Spike’s deSoto, detouring just long 
enough for Spike to drive over the Welcome to 
Sunnydale sign on the outskirts of town before 
hitting the freeway.  Usually Xander made a token 
protest about Spike’s habitual destruction of the 
sign but this time, he’d found himself laughing like a 
maniac as the splinters of wood exploded past the 
windows of the car. 
 
He’d always assumed that Spike’s glee at destroying 
the sign was just the teenage rebel in him finding an 
outlet, but this time, Xander had suddenly seen it 
differently.  It was Spike’s way of flipping off the 
Hellmouth, blowing it a raspberry to show their 
contempt and their fearlessness.  The Hellmouth 
had thrown a lot at them over the last couple of 
years but they’d survived and were stronger than 
ever and were on their way to LA to celebrate. 
 
And they had celebrated.  For two nights straight, 
they’d danced, drank, and “shagged like rabid 



weasels” as Spike had so elegantly put it.  Xander 
was just glad the last two bouts of sex - well, two 
and a half, if you counted the underwater attempt 
that had ended with him choking, spluttering and 
admitting defeat to the non-breathing member of 
the team - had been in the hot tub where 
afterwards the hot water could work its miracle on 
his muscles because otherwise he was afraid he 
wouldn’t be able to walk in the morning.    
 
Spike shifted slightly on the bench seat so that 
Xander’s back was settled more firmly against his 
chest and reached over the side of the tub for the 
bottle of Jack Daniels.  Xander closed his eyes and 
tipped his head back, luxuriating in pure 
contentment as Spike took several long swallows of 
whiskey before setting the bottle back down again.  
 
“Been thinking about making you my Consort, 
luv.  That ok with you?” 
 
Xander went completely still for a long moment, 
then twisted in Spike’s arms, turning his head so he 
could see Spike’s face.  The elaborate casualness of 



the question and the way Spike was determinedly 
looking across the room at the far wall spoke 
volumes about how important this was to Spike.   
 
He’d read about vampire Consorts but had long 
since learned that a lot of what was in Giles’ books 
was worthless.  All too frequently, the authors had 
extrapolated information from third hand hearsay 
accounts, then filtered what they learned through 
human sensibilities to arrive at wrong 
conclusions.  So his understanding that taking a 
Consort was essentially the same as getting married 
might not be right. 
 
“Spike?” 
 
“Don’t have to, luv.  Just a thought.” 
 
Xander ached for the barely-hidden emotion in 
Spike’s voice.  So many of the most important 
people in Spike’s life had abandoned him, and none 
of them had loved him the way Spike deserved to 
be loved.  Even Drusilla, despite being with him for 
nearly a century, had been too damaged - too 



freaking crazy - to really love him.  From things 
Spike had occasionally let slip, it hadn’t been 
unusual for Drusilla to simply wander off, forgetting 
about Spike entirely.  It made Xander want to 
promise Spike anything to take away the pain, but it 
also made him cautious.  He didn’t ever want to 
make promises to Spike that he couldn’t 
keep.  Spike had had too much of that in his life. 
 
“Spike, I’m sorry, but I’m not sure exactly what 
you’re asking and I need to know before I 
agree.”  He turned completely in Spike’s arms until 
he was straddling his lover, their faces only inches 
apart, and he leaned forward and kissed Spike hard, 
desperately hoping he would understand and not 
be hurt by the fact that Xander hadn’t just said yes 
immediately as Spike had so obviously hoped.  “I 
don’t want to promise something I might not be 
able to follow through on,” he said.  “So, tell me 
what a Consort is.” 
 
To his relief, Spike relaxed, losing his tense 
nervousness.  His vivid blue eyes met Xander’s and 
a slight smile curved his lips.  “Can’t you ever just 



say, ‘yes, Master’, like a proper Claimed?” 
 
Xander’s own relief erupted in a laugh.  “If I did, 
you’d be bored in a week and looking for a new 
Claimed,” he pointed out, then glared 
fiercely.  “And since I’m never going to let that 
happen, you’ll just have to deal.  So, start 
explaining.” 
 
Spike slid a hand caressingly through Xander’s wet 
hair, his touch lingering as his eyes held 
Xander’s.  “Consorts are pretty rare, luv.  Claimed 
humans are considered property but a Consort is 
close to an equal.  There are some physical 
changes:  you live longer, you become a bit stronger 
and faster, and you heal better than a human.” 
 
“I wouldn’t be human any more?  Do you mean, I’d 
be a vampire?”  Xander tried to keep his voice level 
and suspected he’d failed spectacularly.  He’d long 
since made his peace with the fact that he loved a 
vampire, but he didn’t want to become a vampire 
himself.  There were too few vampires like Spike 
and Jose, who were capable of seeing things as 



being anything more complicated than kill or be 
killed and he didn’t trust that, as a vampire, he’d be 
something his human self would like or want to be.   
 
“No, a Consort’s not a vampire,” Spike assured him, 
obviously sensing Xander’s concern.  “They’re… 
human with something extra.  Bit like the Slayer - 
only much better.”  He gave Xander a long 
searching look.  “Woudn’t be immortal, luv, but 
you’d be the next thing to it.  Consorts have been 
known to live for centuries.” 
 
“Centuries?”  Xander was pretty sure that hadn’t 
come out as a squeak. 
 
Pretty sure. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander looked stunned, then thoughtful at that 
piece of information and Spike cursed himself for 
just plunging in without laying the groundwork 
first.  He knew better.  Xander asked questions and 



liked to know what he was getting in to - except, of 
course, when there was some demon three times 
his size and five times his fighting ability that Xander 
thought was endangering someone else.  Then, his 
boy lost all ability for rational thought and jumped 
right in.   
 
Xander hadn’t freaked out though, and hadn’t said 
no, so Spike patiently answered his questions, 
feeling hope rising inside him that his boy was going 
to agree. 
 
He wanted Xander as his Consort.  More than he’d 
ever wanted anything in his unlife.  He wanted to 
know that Xander wouldn’t grow old and die in a 
few short decades.  Wanted to know that Xander 
wasn’t as fragile and vulnerable as a mere human, 
wanted that little extra bit of safety for his 
boy.  He’d nearly lost Xander several times, despite 
the protection of his Claim Mark.  Xander was just 
too fond of throwing himself into the middle of 
unequal fights.  Elevation to Consort status would 
give his boy strength, speed, and stamina nearly 
equal to a Slayer.  Even better, it would give him 



some of Spike’s healing ability.  Far too many times, 
Spike had  sat by Xander’s side, waiting to know if 
he would live or die, or just watching helplessly as 
his boy suffered with the pain of injuries for days 
while his human body slowly healed. 
 
“I wouldn’t get any older?” 
 
“Be decades, before you notice anything different,” 
Spike said with satisfaction.  “Consorts age much 
slower than normal humans.”   
 
Xander didn’t look excited at the thought.  Bloody 
hell!  Did his boy want to grow old and die?  Spike 
fought back the need to force the issue.  Taking a 
Consort only worked for someone who was willing 
and Xander was still working his way through the 
idea. 
 
“What do you have to do to become one?” 
 
“Mostly it’s about sharing blood,” Spike held up a 
hand before Xander could voice an immediate 
protest.  “An’ there’s a ritual involved, just tasting 



each other’s blood doesn’t do it,” he explained, 
guessing that Xander had been about to remind him 
that they’d both tasted each other’s blood during 
some of their wilder bouts of sex - Xander had 
figured out a long time ago that Spike found it 
almost unbearably arousing when Xander bit him. 
 
“So, we do a ritual, share blood and that’s it?” 
 
“Pretty much.”  Spike reached out a finger and 
traced his Claim Mark.  “Ritual makes the mark 
permanent, so other demons can tell you’re my 
Consort and transfers some of my abilities.” 
 
“Transfers?” Xander asked and Spike cursed silently, 
having hoped Xander wouldn’t pick up on 
that.  “What happens to you?” 
 
He shrugged carelessly.  “Takes me awhile to get 
back to full strength, but nothin’ to worry about, 
pet.” 
 
“‘Awhile’?” Xander repeated suspiciously.  “Like 
what?  Hours?  Days?” 



 
Reluctantly, but compelled by the brown eyes 
boring into his own, Spike confessed, “more like 
months, actually.” 
 
“MONTHS!  Are you crazy?!”  Xander looked furious 
and pulled back against Spike’s hold, struggling to 
stand.  Spike kept him pinned against him. 
 
“I want this, Xander.  More than anything.” 
 
Xander glared at him pointedly and Spike 
reluctantly let go.  Xander found his footing and 
climbed out of the tub, snatching up a towel and 
throwing one at Spike.  Sighing, Spike fielded it 
easily and stepped out of the hot tub, water 
cascading off him to join the puddle Xander had 
already left on the floor. 
 
Wrapping the towel around his hips, Xander folded 
his arms over his chest, watching Spike as he 
toweled himself off.   The anger was gone from his 
eyes, but the determined expression didn’t bode 
well for Spike’s plans.   



 
“Luv…,” he began. 
 
“No.”  Xander’s voice was adamantine and Spike’s 
heart sank.  “You’re not talking me into this.  This is 
the wrong time for you to make yourself vulnerable 
and you know it.” 
 
“Not losing you, Xander.” 
 
“Well, I’m not losing you either,” Xander said 
flatly.  “Spike, too many people know, or guess, 
about the chip and since we haven’t advertised that 
it’s gone, some of them are going to want to test 
whether the rumors are true.  We don’t know for 
sure the Initiative is gone for good.  And, by the 
way, you just spent weeks making sure your 
minions were ready for a big fight, then left most of 
them out of it, which I’m sure they are 
resenting.  This is not the time to give anyone ideas 
that you aren’t on top of your game.  All it would 
take is one person to recognize that there’s a new 
Consort in town and put two and two together - 
that taking a Consort means a weakened Master.” 



 
His boy was right, but Spike didn’t want to admit 
it.  “I can handle the Court.”  He opened his mouth, 
then snapped it shut again, pride stopping him from 
begging.  Irritably, he snagged the bottle of Jack 
from beside the tub and took a drink.  “Forget it,” 
he said harshly. 
 
He stalked across the suite and flung himself down 
on the couch, switching on the television and 
staring at it blindly to avoid Xander’s eyes.  Should 
have known his boy didn’t want this.  Shouldn’t 
have asked.  It was Dru all over again.  Always the 
love-sick fool, chasing futilely after the object of his 
affections. 
 
His view was blocked as Xander sat down on the 
table in front of him.  Ignoring him, Spike lifted the 
bottle and drank again. 
 
“Spike.”  Xander’s calm voice pulled Spike’s gaze to 
him reluctantly.  Xander met his eyes steadily.  “In 
case I haven’t made it clear:  I love you.  I won’t get 
tired of being with you, or find someone else, and I 



won’t ever leave you - not voluntarily.”  Spike’s 
brows dipped into a frown at that qualification but 
Xander continued before he could interrupt.  “This 
isn’t about not loving you, or not wanting to spend 
the rest of my life with you.  This is about you not 
putting yourself in danger.  And it’s a little bit about 
timing.” 
 
“Want you as my Consort, luv,” Spike told 
him.  Pride be damned. 
 
Xander smiled and the warmth of the look he gave 
Spike made him feel like nothing had gone wrong 
after all.  “I want that too.  I like the idea of never 
growing old with you.  I just think we should wait a 
little.  For your Territory to settle down enough so 
you can take a month off and we can go somewhere 
else, some place where you being weakened by this 
‘transfer’” - he gave Spike a pointed look that told 
him that more questions would need to be 
answered about that - “won’t put you at risk.” 
 
“You want a honeymoon?” Spike asked, reluctantly 
amused. 



 
“Hey, I’m worth a month in Hawaii.”  Xander looked 
away for a second, for the first time since he’d sat 
down.  “And there’s something else.” 
 
“What, luv?” Spike asked gently when Xander didn’t 
look at him.  His boy smelled nervous and a little 
embarrassed.   
 
“It’s just that…  If you don’t mind…,” 
 
“Xander, just tell me.” 
 
“Are you ok with waiting a while?” Xander asked 
hesitantly.  “Like a year or two?  ‘Cause what I’m 
thinking is that, if I’m not going to get any older, 
then I want to be just old enough that people won’t 
still treat me like a kid.”  He grimaced.  “I got that a 
lot at work when I first started - the guys who’d 
been on the crew for a long time were nice but they 
pretty much expected me to be too young to know 
anything.  I’m only nineteen, Spike.  I don’t want to 
have to show ID to buy a beer for the next few 
centuries.” 



 
Despite the attempt at humor, he could tell this was 
important to Xander.  Spike tilted his head, studying 
Xander curiously.  Xander was… Xander.  He didn’t 
think of his boy as being any particular age.  He was 
beautiful:  dark wavy hair brushing his shoulders, 
expressive dark eyes, and the once-coltish body 
that had broadened and matured this past year.  To 
his eyes, Xander was perfect but that wouldn’t 
change with the addition of another year or two of 
maturity.   
   
“How old do you want to be?” Spike found himself 
asking and was glad when Xander’s whole body 
relaxed and his boy smiled at him gratefully. 
 
“I don’t know…” Xander looked worried.  “I don’t 
want to make you wait.” 
 
“Fancy immortality as a 21st birthday present?” 
Spike suggested.  It was only a bit over a year away 
and he could wait that long. 
 
“That sounds about right.” 



 
Xander took a step towards him, and kissed him, 
pressing his damp, towel-clad form against Spike’s 
equally damp nakedness.  “Love you, Spike.” 
 
Spike dropped the towel he’d been holding and 
wrapped his arms around his Claimed.  “Love you, 
Xander.” 
 
Still kissing, Spike steered them towards the bed, 
laying Xander down gently on top of the covers and 
lying full-length on top of him.   
 
“Hmm, Spike?”  Xander pulled free and looked at 
him apologetically.  “I don’t think I have another 
round in me.” 
 
Spike, having felt Xander’s lack of arousal, was well 
aware of that.  He leered down at his soon-to-be 
Consort.  “Did I mention that stamina increases 
when you become a Consort?” 
 
Xander’s laughter filled the room. 
 



Later, lying beside his sleeping Claimed, wrapped in 
the living warmth and intoxicating scents of his boy, 
Spike listened to the steady beat of Xander’s heart 
and looked forward to having the joyous sound of 
Xander’s laugh in his unlife for centuries. 
 
Just as well, his boy was asleep, Spike thought to 
himself with amusement.  At this moment, it would 
be impossible to deny that the quiet rumbling in his 
chest was a vampire’s contented purr.  

 

The End 
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Part One 

Spike jumped and caught the overhanging edge, 
swinging himself up and over, landing silently on 
the roof of the mausoleum.  He crossed the roof, 
moving with quiet stealth, and chose a spot near 
the edge, overlooking the shorter crypts and 
individual tombstones more common in this part of 
the cemetery, settling in to watch the show.  
 
The Slayer was fighting two vampires.  Both of them 
had some skill and they were clearly familiar with 
each other’s moves.  A long-term hunting pair, most 
like.  The two of them were doing a fair job of tag-



teaming the Slayer and Spike lit a cigarette, 
watching the Slayer intently. 
 
She’d improved in the last few months and her 
fighting style had changed.  More aggressive.  A bit 
flashier.  A lot less of the feeble humor she’d been 
so fond of spouting in between blows.  Now, she 
kept her jokes for before and after, without the 
running patter during the fight.   
 
He wondered who she’d been training with, or if 
she’d simply shifted into a higher gear -  a natural 
athlete coming into their own with practice and 
maturity. 
 
She wasn’t training with the Watcher, Spike knew 
that for a fact.  And she wasn’t seriously training 
with her soldier either.  Riley Finn was having 
problems adjusting to his new role as a “normal” 
guy.  Finn was well-trained for a human, but he 
hadn’t been up to the Slayer’s level even when he 
was pumped full of Maggie Walsh’s drugs.  Now 
that he wasn’t operating on a chemical high, he 
wasn’t anywhere near the Slayer’s equal. 



 
She hadn’t been training with Spike either, even 
though she asked to spar with him back at the 
beginning of the summer.  Spike took a deep drag, 
filling his lungs with the warm smoke, remembering 
that fiasco.  He had flatly refused to spar with her if 
her toy soldier would be there, and soldier boy had 
been equally insistent that the Slayer shouldn’t 
train with Spike unless he was present, so that idea 
had gone nowhere.  Spike curled his lip.  Like soldier 
boy could have stopped him from doing anything he 
wanted during a sparring session with the Slayer. 
 
He exhaled a long puff of smoke, and watched as 
the Slayer used a tombstone as a vaulting horse, 
sailing over it to land a double-footed kick in the 
taller vampire’s stomach, sending him flying 
backwards, hitting the crypt behind him with 
enough force to make a serious crack in the marble 
surface.  The Slayer spun around immediately and 
tackled - literally - the second vampire who’d been 
coming up behind her.  The two of them tumbled to 
the ground, rolling over and over on the grass, both 
struggling to end up on top. 



 
The Slayer lost that round as they came to a stop 
with the female vampire on top.  The Slayer 
managed to get her legs up between them and 
heaved upwards, shoving the vampire off her, and 
Spike nodded in approval as the vampire slammed 
into her partner, sending both of them back to the 
ground in a tangle of long hair and flailing 
limbs.  He’d seen the Slayer aim the vampire at her 
partner as she’d shoved the vampire off her.  The 
Slayer had  gotten better at keeping track of her 
opponents’ movements during a fight as well. 
 
The Slayer flipped to her feet and kept the vampires 
on the defensive as she pounded them, hitting and 
kicking until the pair was showing signs of breaking 
and running.  Then, and only then, did she pull out a 
stake, dusting the woman and yanking the stake 
out, then throwing it at the male, who’d taken to 
his heels.  Spike cocked his head and took another 
drag, watching as the stake whistled through the air 
and dusted the fleeing vampire in a long trail of ash. 
 
Not a bad fight.  Not quite up to his level yet, he 



thought judiciously, but getting damn close.  He 
wondered again what had caused the change. 
 
The Slayer had also taken to hunting more widely 
than she used to.  Until this summer, she’d always 
confined her efforts primarily to the town 
cemeteries and most of her vampire kills were 
fledglings.  Now she was expanding her patrols, 
covering more of the town, and she’d tangled with 
members of the Court for almost the first time since 
Spike had set up his Court.  She’d dusted half a 
dozen of his senior minions this summer, no one 
important, but the surprising thing was that she’d 
encountered any of them at all.  Living at the Court, 
most of his minions didn’t spend much time in the 
cemeteries.  True, some of them had probably gone 
hunting the Slayer, pumped up with confidence in 
their fighting skills after the training program Spike 
had put the entire Court through while getting 
ready to fight the Initiative.  Two of the casualties 
had been vampires that had been showing signs of 
working up the nerve to challenge Spike.  It amused 
Spike that they had obviously decided to tackle the 
Slayer first, figuring her to be the easier target.   



 
Which she was, he thought confidently.  Even with 
her improved fighting, he was confident he could 
take her if it came down to that.   
 
Which it might some day. 
 
Curious to see what would happen next, Spike 
stayed put as the Slayer examined her shirt with an 
annoyed expression, obviously upset over some 
minor damage.  Hands resting on his knees, 
motionless except for the occasional drag on his 
cigarette, Spike watched to see what her next move 
would be.  The Slayer set off energetically across 
the cemetery, her step almost bouncy, then 
hesitated, looking around warily. 
 
“Who’s there?” 
 
Spike snorted in disgust, loud enough to be audible 
in the quiet night air.  Slayer still had a ways to go in 
the stealth department, that was clear.   
 
“Considering that the only thing I’ve done to hide 



the fact that I’m here was not giving a running 
commentary on the fight, would expect you to 
bloody well know someone was watching, Slayer,” 
he said scathingly. 
 
He stood and leapt down from the roof of the 
mausoleum in one fluid motion, landing lightly on 
the grass a few feet from her, grinning sardonically 
as she started in surprise at his sudden appearance.  
 
She gave him a baleful look.  “Are you spying on 
me?” 
 
Spike lifted his scarred eyebrow.  “Not spying on 
you, Slayer, just passing the time with the 
floorshow.” 
 
A smug smile crossed her face at the mention of the 
fight.  “Pick up any good moves?” 
 
“Your spin-kicks need work,” he told her airily, 
deliberately misconstruing the question. 
 
“My kicks are great,” she said, glaring at him. 



 
“Well, sure, for a human,” he said provokingly.  He 
glanced around, conspicuously searching for 
something he knew wasn’t there.  “Where’s your 
toy soldier?  Not able to keep up with his super 
honey, now he’s not pumped full of chemicals?” 
 
The Slayer flushed at the leering innuendo and 
Spike smirked, knowing he’d guessed right.   
 
The Slayer had been ditching her soldier more and 
more frequently, patrolling on her own.  She’d been 
going out almost every night, much later than she 
formerly had, and Spike suspected she’d been 
sneaking out of the house in the wee hours after 
Finn fell asleep.  From the smell, she’d been rutting 
with her soldier and had left afterwards to patrol. 
 
Which didn’t say much for her boyfriend’s abilities 
in the sack either. 
 
“Is there a point to this little encounter, Spike?” she 
asked testily.  “If not, I need to get home.” 
 



Spike lit another cigarette instead of answering, 
raising an eyebrow at her exasperated look and the 
Slayer threw up her hands in disgust and stalked 
off.   
 
He wasn’t about to flatter her by telling her he’d 
been watching her, studying her moves.  Granted, 
they had a truce, but today’s ally was tomorrow’s 
enemy and he wasn’t the type to become 
complacent and assume they would never be trying 
to kill each other.   
 
Especially since the complete git she was dating 
made no secret of the fact that he hated and 
distrusted Spike.  The few times this summer that 
Spike had been in the same room as the soldier, 
he’d smelled the distrust and nervousness that 
simply rolled off the soldier when he was forced to 
play nice with the demons in town.   
 
Wanker didn’t even realize that half the demons the 
Slayer had dragged him to meet could smell the 
truth, even when the soldier plastered on a smile 
and tried to fake sincerity.  Just went to show that 



you could take the boy out of the Initiative, but you 
couldn’t take the Initiative out of the boy.  Finn was 
still Initiative, even if that organization seemed 
genuinely dead and buried.  And it was obvious that 
the soldier would never really trust demons. 
 
Not that Spike gave a tinker’s damn what soldier 
boy thought of him or anyone else.  Xander 
resented it, which was sweet, but Spike didn’t 
care.  He grinned now, remembering the way 
Xander had ripped soldier boy a new one when Finn 
had made the mistake of telling Xander he’d been 
foolish to remove the chip that kept Spike 
“harmless”.  Spike couldn’t remember the last time 
he’d seen Xander tear into someone that 
way.  Soldier boy had backed down, but it had been 
obvious that he’d only done so to placate the 
Slayer; his suspicious eyes continued to follow Spike 
every time they had the misfortune to meet, 
making it clear he hadn’t changed his opinion. 
 
Flicking his cigarette butt away, Spike strolled off in 
the opposite direction from the Slayer.  He had his 
own patrol to finish, not that there’d been much 



action recently.  Between the Slayer’s nightly hunts 
and the generally quiet state of the Hellmouth, it 
had been a dull summer.  

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander signed the last document with a flourish and 
beamed at Mr. Jenkins.  “I still can’t believe you do 
this for fun.” 
 
Mr. Jenkins laughed.  “People have been telling me 
that for 40 years.  Even my wife just shakes her 
head and tells me I’m crazy.” 
 
Xander looked at the tidy pile of documents they 
had been going through and was surprised he didn’t 
feel even a twinge of regret.  The documents 
transferred ownership of his side business to Rob, 
the oldest of his employees.  
 
Demand had eased off a lot as his customers 
gradually became less fearful and convinced the 
Initiative was gone for good and Xander had been 



glad.  So much of the work he’d done last spring 
was because the demon community had been 
afraid of anything that might call attention to their 
existence.   
 
Rob wanted to keep the business going and expand, 
doing more remodeling work and bigger jobs.  He 
thought Xander’s little side business had a lot of 
potential and thought Xander was crazy for not to 
want to tap it himself.  Xander, who’d been hoping 
to find a way to shut down the business without 
leaving his customers in the lurch, had been 
delighted to learn that Rob wanted to take it on full 
time, now that he’d graduated from high 
school.  The customers liked Rob, he’d developed 
into a good, all around construction guy, and 
Xander was happy that Sunnydale’s demon 
community would have a reliable, discrete 
handyman/construction company to call on for the 
near future at least.  Xander himself was doing 
more carpentry than anything else these days and 
wanted to keep doing that, rather than general 
construction work, so it had been a good fit all 
around. 



 
Mr. Jenkins gave him a stern look as he gathered up 
the papers and put them neatly into a folder.  “Just 
because I’m not your accountant any more doesn’t 
mean I don’t expect you to still keep in touch.” 
 
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Xander told him 
truthfully.  “There’s no way I’m going without my 
regular fix of your wife’s cooking.” 
 
Like many of his customers, Mr. Jenkins had 
become a friend.  Xander enjoyed dropping by their 
houses to visit them, and intended to keep on doing 
it.  Often he had just stopped by for five minutes to 
check on a job and found himself being plied with 
lemonade and home baked goodies.  A lot of his 
older clients, and some of the more obvious 
demons, didn’t get out of the house much and 
enjoyed having company.  Xander got a kick out of 
them.  Whether demon or human, they were fun to 
talk to and he never knew if he would end up 
listening to a story about surviving the Great 
Depression or about how their full-blood 
grandmother defended her nest from a pack of 



Naarvahl demons.  Either way, the stories were 
interesting, his customers loved having him visit, 
and Xander felt like he had a dozen grandparents to 
replace the real ones he’d never known. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Giles, what’s going on?”   
 
Xander was tired of waiting for Giles to volunteer 
the reason behind his sudden drive to organize all 
his Slayer materials.  The man had been in an 
organizing frenzy for the past month.  Every time 
Xander stopped by his apartment, books were piled 
up everywhere and - most stunning of all - Giles had 
bought a computer and a scanner and was working 
his way methodically through the rarer and more 
fragile of his personal library.   
 
Ok, Giles was working his way through the books 
only when he couldn’t con someone else into doing 
it for him.  The former librarian might finally have 
caved in to the reality that knowledge could be 



preserved in a format other than paper or 
parchment, but he wasn’t going down without a 
fight.  It was not unusual to enter the apartment 
these days to find Giles in mid-argument with the 
computer, as if he could persuade it to do what he 
wanted by cowing it into submission with colorful 
insults and elaborate threats.  Unfortunately, the 
state-of-the-art scanner was proving as stubborn as 
Giles and it  absolutely refused to scan some of the 
more faded handwritten volumes, regardless of 
how often it was threatened.  Xander suspected it 
was a combination of bad penmanship and the 
archaic forms of the languages in the books that 
was causing the problems, but Giles seemed to be 
taking it as a personal insult to his books and 
insisted that the books were perfectly readable and 
that the “bloody machine” was simply being 
obstinate.   
 
“What do you mean?”  Giles looked up from where 
he was working on an index for his Watcher Diaries, 
another of the projects he’d begun this summer.  “Is 
that infernal machine refusing to cooperate again?” 
 



“No, I am.”  Xander had finished the book he’d 
spent the past two days scanning and now 
pointedly shut down the computer.  “Why are you 
so gung ho about getting all of this done in such a 
hurry?  There’s at least six month’s worth of work 
here and you’re trying to get it done in six 
weeks.  What’s the rush?” 
 
Giles closed the notepad he’d been writing in and 
set down his pen.  He took off his glasses and spent 
a moment polishing them.  Xander’s eyes narrowed 
as he watched the familiar signs of deliberate 
stalling.  He’d been right, something was definitely 
up. 
 
“Xander, you mustn’t repeat what I’m about to 
say.  Especially not to Buffy.”  Giles glanced at him, 
waiting for his agreement. 
 
“Ok,” Xander agreed slowly, wondering what this 
was about. 
 
“We’re doing all this,” his gesture encompassed the 
computer and the piles of books waiting to be 



scanned,  “because I want Buffy to have everything 
she needs at her fingertips. You see, I’m…,”  Giles 
looked up at him again, meeting his eyes 
squarely.  “I’m going back to England.” 
 
For a long minute, Xander just stared at Giles, 
dumbfounded.  “Why?” he managed to ask finally. 
 
Giles smiled.  “It’s become quite obvious that Buffy 
doesn’t need me any longer.”  Xander opened his 
mouth to object but Giles continued before he 
could speak.  “I don’t say that in a self-pitying way, 
I’m quite proud of her, actually.  She’s done what 
very few Slayers have ever done:  lived to be an 
adult who no longer needs a Watcher.” 
 
“Are you sure?” Xander asked, after a moment. 
 
“I’m very sure, Xander.  England is my home.  While 
the last few years have proved to be immensely 
satisfying, I am simply not a Californian at 
heart.  Especially when I’m not really needed here 
any longer.” 
 



“That’s not what I meant,” Xander said.  “Do you 
really think that Buffy’s ready to do this on her 
own?”   
 
“Buffy has become quite independent this summer 
and that is as it should be.”  Giles looked at Xander 
calmly, “Parents - even surrogate ones - who foist 
themselves on their children past when they are 
needed can become very unattractive.”   
 
All of which would have been far more believable if 
Giles’ tone hadn’t been just a little too brisk and 
matter-of-fact.   
 
“Buffy still needs a Watcher, Giles,” Xander told 
him.  “She’s no more interested in studying demons 
now than she ever has been.  That’s always been 
her major weakness as a Slayer and you know 
it.  You fill that gap.” 
 
“I agree that Buffy has never been a typical Slayer,” 
Giles conceded.  “She has always relied on instinct 
more than preparation.  But she has you and Spike, 
and the demon community to assist her.  And Riley 



Finn,” he added after a barely perceptible pause. 
 
Xander suppressed a sigh.  Like the rest of them, 
Giles was still uncomfortable around Riley 
Finn.  Everyone had different reasons for their 
inability to accept him and for Giles, it was primarily 
the fact that he’d never quite been able to accept 
the government knowing about Slayers, even a 
small, covert part of the government. 
 
Maybe especially a small covert part of the 
government.   
 
God knows Riley had tried, but Xander didn’t like 
the fact that Riley had to try so hard.  He was like 
one of those people who insisted on reassuring 
Xander that there “was nothing wrong” with him 
being gay, while still having that look in their eyes 
that either said they were worried about Xander 
hitting on them or wondering exactly what it was 
that he and Spike did in bed.  Xander mostly ignored 
those type of people.   
 
Of course, Spike loved to describe exactly what he 



and Xander supposedly did in bed, in graphic detail 
and sometimes with sketches, but Xander tried 
really hard to avoid those conversations whenever 
possible.  Not only was it deeply embarrassing, but 
Spike liked to claim they did things that Xander was 
pretty sure were only physically possible for a 
contortionist who’d memorized the kama sutra. 
 
Xander shook his head, realizing his thoughts had 
strayed a little far off the subject.  Not that Riley 
wasn’t a big part of the problem between Buffy and 
Giles this summer.  True to form, Buffy had gone off 
the deep end over a guy, spending all her time with 
Riley and letting their relationship take precedence 
over almost everything else in her life.   
 
Buffy hadn’t trained, or done much of anything else 
with Giles in a long time.  Looking back, Xander 
couldn’t remember the last time Buffy had 
mentioned training with anyone but Riley.   
 
So, no training his Slayer to occupy his time, the 
patrol schedules had long since been worked out 
and didn’t require Giles’ assistance, and there 



hadn’t been any emergencies that called for 
research since the Initiative was defeated.  Thinking 
back over the summer, Xander realized belatedly 
that Giles had been showing all the signs of 
someone who didn’t know what to do with 
themselves.  Which explained the current 
organizing frenzy. 
 
Last year, Buffy had still been relying on Giles, 
although to a lesser extent than in previous 
years.  Giles had also taken on the job of working 
with the demon community to coordinate their 
efforts against the Initiative, and, in general, there 
had been enough going on that Giles had been an 
active participant in his Slayer’s life and work.  This 
summer, with Buffy and Riley wrapped up in each 
other, and all quiet on the demon front, Giles had 
had too much time on his hands.   
 
Time he’d apparently used for brooding. 
 
Xander realized he’d been sitting there, lost in 
thought, long enough that Giles was staring at him 
curiously. 



 
“Sorry.  I guess I hadn’t realized how dull this 
summer has been for you.  But, Giles, doesn’t a 
Watcher stay with their Slayer for…”  He caught 
himself just before saying “for life”.  “For ever?” he 
finished somewhat lamely. 
 
“That has certainly been true historically, but there 
were many reasons for that life-long relationship, a 
number of which no longer hold true.” 
 
“Like what?”  Xander tried to keep his tone curious, 
not challenging. 
 
“Xander, I rather doubt you are actually interested 
in historical trivia about the Watcher-Slayer 
relationship.”  Giles gave him a stern look. 
 
Busted.  “Ok, I’m not really interested.  But Giles, I 
think you’re underestimating how much you mean 
to Buffy.  You’re not just her Watcher.  Since her 
dad dropped off the face of the earth, you’re 
practically her father.” 
 



“Buffy will be fine,” Giles told him calmly.  “It’s not 
like I won’t be reachable by phone if she needs 
me.  She’s maintained her relationship with Willow 
quite handily despite the fact that Willow has been 
in England.  I have no doubts that she will be able to 
do the same with me.” 
 
Xander backed down in the face of Giles’ quiet 
determination.  Just because Xander would miss 
him, didn’t give him the right to demand that Giles 
stay, especially when Giles obviously didn’t feel 
either needed or useful here.   
 
“When are you going to tell her?” he asked, 
wondering if he should talk to Buffy despite his 
promise not to. 
 
“Soon,” Giles told him. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Giles is leaving town.” 
 



Spike finished lining up his shot and dropped the 5-
ball neatly in the corner pocket before straightening 
up and leaning against his cue.  Head cocked to one 
side, he regarded his Claimed.  “Thought that might 
be coming.” 
 
“You knew?” Xander looked at him in surprise. 
 
“Stands to reason.”  Spike shrugged 
carelessly.  “Hasn’t been paid by the Council for 
over a year.  Slayer doesn’t give him the time of day 
any more.  Nothing to keep him here, is there?” 
 
Xander looked depressed and Spike frowned, 
wondering how to cheer him up.  The Watcher 
leaving would devastate Xander.  “Can threaten him 
for you if you want, pet.  Force him to stay.” 
 
His boy just shook his head, lips curling in a small, 
reluctant smile.  “No, but thanks for the offer.  It’s 
just that I’ll miss him.” 
 
“Been more a father to you than your own ever 
was, ‘course you’ll miss him.  Still, you’ll manage to 



keep in touch.  Done it with everyone else who’s 
left town, haven’t you?”   
 
Xander was obsessive about that.  Even kept in 
touch with the Witch, who’d thankfully spent most 
of the summer in England where Spike could 
pretend she didn’t exist.  His boy spent time every 
week at the library, exchanging emails with the 
scattered friends that he clung to so 
tenaciously.  Xander didn’t handle loss well, and had 
kept most of the people he cared about in his life 
through sheer bloody stubbornness and his 
absolute refusal to let them go.  Spike had no doubt 
that the Watcher would find himself in that group 
soon.  
 
“I just don’t see Giles getting into email,” Xander 
answered gloomily.  He bent over the table, 
signaling the end of the conversation and lined up 
his shot.  It said a lot about his emotional state that 
he missed the bank shot he was aiming for by a 
mile, sending the ball rocketing around the table. 
 
Spike reached out and took the cue from 



him.  “Let’s get out of here, pet.  You’re off your 
game.”  He thought about offering to take Xander 
patrolling with him, but Xander didn’t get the same 
enjoyment out of killing things that Spike did.  On 
the other hand, sex usually cheered Xander up and 
Spike was always ready for a couple rounds of 
sweaty fun between the sheets.   
 
Xander didn’t protest, and Spike steered him 
towards the door, one hand on the small of his back 
as they made their way through the crowded bar, 
his fingers tracing the warmth of Xander’s 
suntanned skin through his cotton t-shirt.  In the 
heat of the late August night, they were both 
wearing t-shirts and jeans, and Spike’s appreciative 
gaze roamed over Xander’s figure:  admiring the 
narrow waist and broad shoulders of his boy, the 
dark, wavy hair Spike kept talking him out of 
cutting, which brushed past his shoulders now, and 
the darkly tanned skin which spoke of long hours 
working outside.  
 
All the little insecure tells had finally disappeared in 
the past year and Xander kept his shoulders back 



and his head up these days.  His Claimed moved 
with the powerful grace of a self-confident man 
who knew what his body could do.  Between his 
workouts with Spike and his construction job, 
Xander had lost the last traces of teenage 
coltishness and become a sexy, confident man and 
Spike loved to watch him. 
 
Coming up beside the deSoto, Spike grabbed 
Xander’s wrist as he moved automatically towards 
the passenger side, pulling him back and pushing 
him up against the hood of the car.  Xander laughed 
and sat down on the hood, feet on the front 
bumper, his knees spreading apart to welcome 
Spike between them.  “Thinking about cheering me 
up?” he asked.  
 
“Was considering it,” Spike told him, moving 
between Xander’s legs and leaning in, kissing 
Xander with slow thoroughness, sliding his hands 
into the dark wavy hair, holding Xander still while 
his mouth moved sensuously over Xander’s.  Xander 
responded with the same slow, rising heat, arms 
sliding around Spike’s waist, his thighs hugging 



Spike’s hips as their mouths moved against each 
other:  tongues exploring, teeth nibbling, passion 
rising. 
 
Xander finally pushed him back with a breathless 
laugh.  “Shall we take this home?” he suggested, 
eyes dark with passion. 
 
“Don’ know, luv, like the thought of you sprawled 
naked on top of my car,” Spike purred.  
 
“Yeah, but the audience would be a turn off,” 
Xander said, as Spike had known he would.  He’d 
never been able to convince Xander that sex in 
public would be fun.  He didn’t move as Xander slid 
off the hood, so that their bodies ended up pressed 
full length, and he smirked as he felt clear evidence 
of Xander’s arousal pressing against him.  “Sure you 
can wait, pet?” he asked smugly. 
 
“Just long enough to get home,” Xander told him.  “I 
want you naked twenty seconds after we’re in the 
apartment.”  He grinned challengingly at 
Spike.  “Think you can handle that?” 



 
Spike gave him a quick, hard kiss, then headed for 
the driver’s door.  “Get your ass in gear, luv.  If you 
take longer than ten seconds, those clothes are 
going to be in rags.” 
 
He roared out of the parking lot, Xander’s sunlit 
laughter filling the car. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding.”  Xander couldn’t 
help an incredulous double-take at the tall, silent 
figure that suddenly appeared in front of him as he 
was walking home through the early twilight.  Black, 
ankle-length cape with a flash of scarlet lining, silk 
shirt, dark, shoulder-length hair, and dime-store 
fangs.  “Ok, points for having the whole ensemble, 
so I’m guessing there’s a magician in the family, but 
can I just point out that Halloween is over two 
months away and, given this town’s track record, 
probably not your best choice of costumes in any 
case.” 



 
“Be silent.” 
 
And cheesy accent to match the outfit, Xander 
thought, shaking his head in disbelief.  “Where did 
you get that accent, Sesame Street?”  He couldn’t 
resist, he’d always liked the Count on Sesame 
Street:  “Vun, two, tree -- tree victims.  Mwa ha 
ha!”  Not bad, he told himself.  Maybe the evil laugh 
needed work but… 
 
“Whoa!” 
 
Xander nearly jumped out of his skin as the 
vampire-wannabe in front of him disappeared, 
leaving only a curl of fog behind him.   
 
“You have been Claimed.” 
 
Heart pounding, Xander whirled around to see the 
black-clad figure standing behind him.  Swallowing 
hard, he was forced to admit that the accent 
sounded a lot less cheesy and a lot more scary 
when it was speaking practically in your ear.   



 
“Who the hell are you?” he demanded, taking a 
cautious step back. 
 
The man inclined his head slightly and Xander 
suddenly realized just how tall he was, several 
inches taller than Xander himself.  “Forgive me, I 
assumed you knew.  I am Dracula.”   
 
Just to be safe, Xander took another step 
back.  “Ok, not really buying that.  He’s like a 
fictional character, right?”  Surreptitiously reaching 
for his cross, Xander wished his voice hadn’t 
sounded so uncertain on the last word.  He knew 
Spike would be pissed at him for going for his cross 
instead of a stake, but he couldn’t take the chance 
this wasn’t some kind of practical joke.  Smacking a 
human in the face with a cross would maybe leave a 
bruise and hard feelings but a stake through the 
heart would kill a human as easily as a vampire. 
 
He eased the cross out of his back pocket and, as 
soon as it cleared the fabric, swung it hard at the 
guy’s face.  Again, the guy simply vanished, the 



cross swiping through a patch of mist that hadn’t 
been there a second earlier.   
 
“Who is your Master?” 
 
Xander jumped again, already tired of this guy 
popping up behind him and beginning to worry that 
he might be seriously out of his depth with this 
one.  He turned and shoved the cross straight at the 
guy, who vanished again.  Xander didn’t wait for 
him to reappear behind him this time, spinning 
around immediately, right elbow leading, only to 
slam with bruising force into a hard, muscled body 
halfway through the turn.  An inhumanly strong arm 
wrapped around his waist, pinning his left arm 
down and chill fingers gripped his right wrist tightly, 
preventing him from swinging the cross. 
 
“Put it down.” 
 
The cross fell from his suddenly lax fingers and 
Xander wasted a moment staring down at it in 
disbelief.  The guy had just told him to drop the 
cross and his hand had obeyed.  What the hell? 



 
Snapping out of it, he reminded himself that he 
knew a fair bit about self-defense, thanks to Spike, 
but before he could move, the imprisoning arm was 
gone from his body and the vampire simply 
appeared in front of him again.  Xander started to 
scramble backwards, intending to get the hell out of 
there but suddenly froze, staring into the vampire’s 
dark eyes, unable to look away. 
 
The vampire reached out and pulled down the neck 
of Xander’s t-shirt, stretching it so that it no longer 
covered Spike’s Claim Mark. 
 
“Who is your Master?” 
 
“Spike.”  Trapped in the vampire’s stare, Xander 
heard his own voice distantly as he answered. 
 
“Why does he let you wander alone at night, where 
others might find you?” 
 
“Because he trusts me.” 
 



Xander shivered as the vampire traced his Claim 
scar with one fingertip.  He couldn’t move, couldn’t 
think, couldn’t do anything while those eyes held 
his.  He could feel his heart pounding and his breath 
coming in short, shallow pants but he couldn’t tear 
himself away from the grip of the dark eyes. 
 
“He is foolish, your Master.”  The finger moved 
lower, drifting across his skin beneath the stretched 
neckline of his t-shirt.  “He does not give you what 
you need.” 
 
Xander struggled to protest that, opening his mouth 
to say something. 
 
“Be silent.”   
 
The words died unspoken at the soft-voiced 
command.  The vampire drifted around him, the 
slight fluttering of his cape seemingly the only thing 
moving as he slid behind Xander.  A hand traced 
along his back, the unnatural coolness felt even 
through the worn cotton t-shirt.   
 



“There are no scars on your back,” the accented 
voice purred in his ear.  “Has your Master never 
shown you the pleasure to be found in pain?”  
 
His whole body shivered compulsively for one 
instant, like a dog shedding water, and Xander felt 
like he was surfacing after nearly drowning.  Those 
hypnotic eyes no longer held him captive and he 
lunged forward, unable to think of anything but 
getting away from the vampire.   
 
He’d only managed two steps when there was a 
shimmer in the night air and Dracula was in front of 
him again.  Xander no longer had any doubts that 
this was Dracula.  He’d never encountered a 
vampire with powers anything like this and he 
grabbed the stake from his waistband and stabbed 
wildly at the vampire’s chest. 
 
The stake was slapped out of his hand with a 
motion almost too quick to see and an implacable 
grip closed on his forearms.  Xander yanked back 
with all his strength but the vampire didn’t even 
need to brace himself against Xander’s struggles, 



holding him with effortless ease. 
 
Xander kept his eyes on the vampire’s chest, 
“Let.  Me.  Go.” he demanded furiously.   
 
“Look at me.”   
 
He almost looked up but was able to stop himself 
from obeying, the voice alone was something he 
could resist, now that he’d had some 
warning.  “Spike will kill you for touching me,” he 
said in a low, deadly voice. 
 
Cold fingers closed painfully on his jaw, forcing his 
head up, and Dracula’s eyes burned into his.  “Shall I 
take you from him, little Claimed?  Shall I show you 
what it truly means to be the Claimed human of a 
Master Vampire?” 
 
Lost in the depths of Dracula’s hypnotic stare, 
Xander couldn’t answer, couldn’t even remember 
the question.  His world narrowed to the fathomless 
eyes holding his own and he was drowning in their 
darkness. 



 
Click here to skip this scene 

~*~*~*~*~  

 
Xander struggled wildly against the shackles, even 
though experience had taught him it was futile.  The 
manacles around his wrists were padded, 
preventing him from doing permanent damage to 
himself.  His bare feet scraped the concrete floor, he 
could stand only on tip toe, an effort that was long 
beyond his strength as the session went on and on.   
 
A sharp crack was his only warning before fire 
erupted along his ribs as the lash curled around him, 
cutting into his skin and drawing blood.  He 
screamed, chains rattling as he tried to jerk away 
from the agony lancing across his back, and his 
Master laughed. 
 
Xander waited for the next blow, already half-
flinching in anticipation of the pain, but it didn’t 
come.  He could feel each separate droplet of blood 
rolling down the flayed skin of his back and he 



moaned as a cool tongue traced the line of the most 
recent welt, teasingly swiping over his skin and 
lapping up the droplets with a pleased murmur. 
 
The worse thing was, like everything else his Master 
did to him, it was almost unbearably arousing. 
 
“Very good, little Claimed,” his Master praised 
him.  A gentle hand lifted his head and cool fingers 
stroked the sweat-dampened hair out of his 
eyes.  Dark eyes captured his as they always had 
from the day they’d first met. 
 
Inhumanly strong fingers closed around his bound 
cock and stroked once down the swollen length, 
from the ring at the base constricting his cock and 
balls and denying him release to the dripping 
head.  Xander whimpered, biting his lip to prevent 
himself from begging.  
 
His Master chuckled.  “Always so stubborn, little 
Claimed.  Even knowing that you have never won, 
you still attempt to defy me.”   
 



Dracula stroked along the length of his aching 
erection once more.  “But I can be merciful, little 
Claimed.  All you need to do is ask.” 
 
Dracula’s eyes bored into his, reading his soul and 
his most deeply hidden desires, and Xander couldn’t 
look away.  His hips moved helplessly, thrusting into 
his Master’s hand, desperately craving the release 
he’d been denied for so long.  As Dracula had once 
promised, the pain in his back merged with the 
arousal, intensifying both, until Xander couldn’t 
bear it any longer. 
 
“Please,” he begged, shame overcoming him, 
surrendering as he always did. 
 
The hand on his cock gripped tighter, stroking 
harder and Xander let out a hoarse cry at the 
unbearable sensation, hips jerking wildly in 
desperate need.  “You must tell me what you want, 
little Claimed.  Ask and your Master will grant you 
your desire.” 
 
Despising himself, wishing he were dead, Xander 



heard his own voice sobbing:  “Please, bite me.” 
 
Triumph flashed across Dracula’s face, before he 
lowered his head to Xander’s Claim Mark.  Needle-
sharp fangs penetrated his skin as Dracula released 
the cock ring and Xander screamed in agony and 
ecstasy, his body jerking wildly at the pain and 
pleasure as his long-delayed orgasm erupted out of 
him.  His release went on and on, unbearable 
pleasure and agonizing pain woven together until 
he couldn’t tell one from the other and he was 
drowning in sensation as he came over and over 
again, feeling the exquisite pleasure of blood being 
drawn from his veins as his Master drank from him, 
until he collapsed, barely conscious, the chains the 
only thing keeping him upright.  

 

Resume reading 
~*~*~*~*~  

Xander dropped to the ground like his legs had been 
cut out from under him and for a long moment just 
stared stupidly at his wrists, wondering where the 



chains had gone.  He looked up dazedly, seeing the 
quiet residential street and the amusement in 
Dracula’s eyes before he looked away again 
quickly.  He pushed himself shakily to his feet, 
grateful to find that he was fully dressed, not naked 
like he’d been in… whatever the hell that had 
been.  He flexed the muscles in his back, testing, 
and found that the bloody stripes from the whip 
were gone from his shoulders and back.  He hadn’t 
even embarrassed himself, he was grateful beyond 
measure to discover as he brushed a hand across 
the front of his jeans under cover of straightening 
his clothes. 
 
Avoiding Dracula’s eyes, he briefly considered 
pretending he hadn’t experienced anything but 
rejected the idea almost immediately.  Aside from 
the fact that he was too shaken to carry it off, he 
didn’t want to risk Dracula doing that to him again, 
which the vampire was bound to, since he’d 
obviously been trying to prove a point. 
 
“I am forgetting my manners, little Claimed,” 
Dracula said mockingly and Xander flinched at the 



title.  “It is rude to take another Master’s Claimed 
human without proper formalities.  I will leave you 
for now and take the matter up with William.” 
 
His cape flared out suddenly and Dracula seemed to 
fold into himself, his outlines blurring and shrinking 
and transforming until a large bat flew past 
Xander’s head, showing just a flicker of scarlet 
under its wings and Xander ducked instinctively as it 
banked and circled, swooping around his head, 
almost tangling in his hair, before ascending lazily 
into the clear night sky. 
 
Xander wrapped his arms around himself, feeling 
cold in a way that had nothing to do with the 
temperature of the August night, and waited for the 
trembling in his muscles to stop.  He let his mind go 
blank, not willing to think about what had 
happened just yet, closing his eyes and trying to 
calm himself down.  It was over, he wasn’t hurt, and 
nothing had really happened to him.  
 
His breathing evened out and he no longer felt like 
his legs were about to collapse at any moment and 



a sudden thought surfaced through the roiling 
chaos in his mind:  How did Dracula know Spike’s 
original name?  

A/N:  Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Buffy vs. Dracula’  
 
 

Part Two 

Xander’s hands moved automatically, washing his 
hair and body, wishing the routine actions were 
complicated enough to distract him from his 
thoughts.  But even turning his face directly into the 
water and letting the spray pound against his closed 
lids didn’t stop his brain from going places he was 
refusing to consider.  
 
Despite all his efforts, he couldn’t stop thinking 
about the… whatever the hell it was that Dracula 
had done to him.  “Vision” didn’t even begin to 
cover it.  It hadn’t been like watching a movie, he 
had lived it.  And unlike a dream, this wasn’t fading 
now that he was awake.  The illusion had wrapped 



around him with nothing less than reality.  It had 
had history.  He distinctly remembered knowing 
that he’d been Dracula’s prisoner for weeks, the 
despair and shame that had overwhelmed him had 
been all the stronger for having experienced it 
before. 
 
How was that possible? 
 
He shivered, aware that the cold feeling crawling 
across his skin was only partially from the fact that 
the hot water was running out.  With a defeated 
sigh, he shut off the water.  He’d been in the 
shower way too long already, soaping himself over 
and over, determined to remove every trace of 
Dracula’s scent from his body, and it was about 
time he got out and faced the world. 
 
He was going to have to tell Spike what happened, 
he didn’t have a choice.  He could just warn Spike 
that Dracula was in town but the chances were 
Dracula would say something and he couldn’t put 
Spike in the position of being caught off guard.  But 
Spike was going to have a hard enough time dealing 



with this without Xander smelling of another 
vampire, so he’d climbed into the shower even 
before calling Spike with the warning. 
 
~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Giles, have you seen Buffy?”   
 
Xander paced worriedly as he spoke, still damp 
from his shower, having started making calls as 
soon as he got out.  Spike, of course, had left his 
damn cell phone on the bedside table, instead of 
taking it with him so Xander had wasted time 
swearing at his absent lover who’d made it 
impossible to for Xander to get ahold of him until he 
came home.    
 
“No, I haven’t.  Is something wrong?” 
 
“This might sound crazy, but is Dracula a real 
vampire?” 
 
Xander could hear the surprise in Giles’s voice as he 
answered:  “The Council has always believed him to 



be real.  Why?” 
 
“I think he’s in Sunnydale.” 
 
“What makes you think that?” 
 
“Well, let’s just say there’s a vampire in town calling 
himself Dracula and he convinced me he’s the real 
thing.” 
 
“Convinced you?”  Giles asked sharply.  “How?  Are 
you alright?” 
 
“I’m fine.”  And he was, really.  Just a little rattled 
still, that was all.  “Giles, he turned into a freaking 
bat.  How can he do that?”   
 
“I have no idea,” Giles admitted frankly, sounding 
intrigued.  Of course, he wasn’t the one who’d had 
the bat swooping around his head.  Among other 
things that Xander was so not thinking about just 
yet.  “There’s a great deal of myth about 
Dracula.  We’ll have to do some research.  I imagine 
the trick to defeating him lies in separating the fact 



from the fiction.” 
 
“We need to warn Buffy, because Giles, he’s not an 
ordinary vampire.” 
 
Xander briefly described what else he’d seen 
Dracula do:  the disappearing/reappearing act, 
making him drop his cross, and making people see 
things. 
 
“See things?  You mean like the bat?” 
 
Glad that Giles couldn’t see his expression, Xander 
explained as calmly as he could:  “Like full-blown, 
Technicolor, surround-sound illusions.” 
 
“He made you see something that wasn’t 
real?  What exactly?” 
 
“Chains, cells, your typical late-night horror movie 
scenario,” Xander told him, leaving out the 
humiliating parts.  
 
From the silence on the other end, he suspected he 



hadn’t sounded as casual as he’d meant 
to.  Thankfully, Giles didn’t pursue it.  “I left 
messages for Buffy at her house and on her cell 
phone but there was no answer on either phone.” 
 
“She’s not scheduled for patrol tonight,” Giles told 
him.  “Whoever has tonight’s patrol should have 
returned by now.  I’ll check with Sergeant Morgan 
and find out if anything unusual was reported.”  It 
was a hard and fast rule that anyone on patrol 
checked in at the end of their patrol, no 
exceptions.  With the quiet summer, the patrols 
tended to be a quick sweep and home for the night. 
 
“Tell him to cancel all patrols until Dracula’s gone,” 
Xander suggested.  “He’s going to be more than the 
regular patrols can deal with.”  He just hoped that 
Dracula was something that Buffy and Spike could 
deal with, not something that would take the whole 
town to deal with. 
 
“Good thinking, I’ll tell him.”  There was a small sigh 
and Giles told him with false brightness:  “All we can 
do for now is wait for Buffy to check her 



messages.  In the meantime, I’ll start looking into 
Dracula and Vlad the Impaler.” 
 
“Who?”  
 
“He’s the historical figure behind the legend of 
Dracula,” Giles explained.   
 
“Cute name.” 
 
“Not when you know the reasons behind the 
name,” Giles said, sharply enough that Xander 
decided he wasn’t going to ask.   
 
“I’ll call you if Spike knows anything,” Xander 
promised, not willing to admit that Dracula 
apparently knew Spike until he had more 
information.  Why raise questions when Dracula 
might not know anything more than rumor.  The 
Scourge of Europe had been pretty damn famous in 
their day too. 
 
“Xander…, are you alright?”   
 



“I’m ok.  A little freaked but fine.” 
 
“Call me if you need anything.” 
 
“Thanks, Giles, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
Xander hung up the phone, and stood there 
indecisively for a long minute, wondering if there 
was anything he could do.  The water dripping onto 
the linoleum stirred him and he realized that drying 
off and getting dressed probably wouldn’t hurt. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The sound of the door opening roused Xander from 
where he was nodding off in front of the tv.  He 
fumbled for the remote and shut off the stupid 
movie he’d been using to try and stay awake.  TV 
sucked at 4 in the morning. 
 
“Xander?” 
 
He rubbed his eyes, unable to stop the yawn, as he 
stood up, turning to face Spike who was staring at 



him in surprise and the beginning of concern.   
 
“You left your cell phone home again,” he said 
accusingly.  Ok, that hadn’t been the first thing he’d 
meant to say but it was the one he’d been stewing 
about the longest as he’d waited impatiently for 
Spike to come home and felt helplessly out of 
touch, worrying about whether Dracula was hunting 
for Spike. 
 
“What’s wrong?” Spike asked, nostrils flaring 
slightly the way they did when he was reading 
Xander’s scent.  Damn vampire senses. 
 
“There’s a new vampire in town.  Says he’s 
Dracula.  Ring any bells?” 
 
Spike’s eyes widened momentarily and then he 
went very, very still - never a good sign.  “Slayer tell 
you about him?” 
 
Xander shook his head.  “Ran into him.” 
 
Spike shifted into his true face and crossed the 



apartment in a rush, grabbing Xander by the upper 
arms and staring into his eyes as if trying to read in 
them the details of what had happened.  “Did that 
bastard touch you?” he snarled. 
 
Xander shook his head quickly, more glad than ever 
that he’d showered so thoroughly given the way 
Spike was obviously checking him for Dracula’s 
scent.  “I’m fine.  What’s the story, Spike?  Why 
does Dracula know your human name?” 
 
“We spent a few weeks in his Territory ‘round the 
turn of the century,” Spike answered 
briefly.  “Angelus still mostly called me ’William’ 
back then.  Need you to tell me exactly what 
happened, Xander.” 
 
Spike’s anger was visibly rising as Xander described 
his encounter with Dracula.  He left out only the 
things that would send Spike’s temper flaring out of 
control:  the fact that Dracula had threatened to 
challenge Spike’s Claim and the sex and biting parts 
of the vision, admitting only that Dracula had made 
him think he’d been chained up and whipped. 



 
“He dared,” Spike hissed when Xander fell 
silent.  “He dared do that to you?”  Spike had 
released him while he was talking, pacing up and 
back with short furious strides, practically vibrating 
with the need to seek revenge.   
 
“Spike, I’m fine.” Xander repeated.  “But we need to 
figure out how to deal with him.” 
 
Spike’s head snapped around and he glared in 
yellow-eyed rage at Xander.  “Dracula’s mine,” he 
snarled.  “And he’s going to regret touching you for 
days.”   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike sat in silent watchfulness, staring blankly at 
the kitchen walls, breaking his own rule about 
smoking in the apartment, needing the calming 
feeling of the warm nicotine smoke in his lungs to 
combat the out of control rage. 
  
Dracula.  The fucking Count himself.  In Sunnydale, 



no less. 
 
Spike hadn’t thought about him in years.  Certainly 
not since Spike himself had returned to the United 
States.  Dracula was an old world vampire, he’d 
stick out like the proverbial sore thumb in 
California.  Hell, unless he’d changed a lot, which 
Spike doubted, Drac was conspicuous in the most 
primitive, backward parts of eastern Europe.  No 
other vampire in the world still kept bug-eating 
toadies around anymore.   With his insistence on 
holding on to the old aristocratic privileges, Dracula 
made Angelus seem modern and up to date. 
 
Drac would be here for the Slayer, of 
course.  Whenever Drac got bored, he’d track down 
the Slayer du jour and makes plans to kill her.  He’d 
had remarkably little success in actually fighting 
them, probably because the Count wouldn’t be 
caught dead napping in a crypt, even for a couple of 
nights.  No, Drac had his standards.  Had to have his 
luxury estate, and his special dirt, and his women 
with him no matter where he was, Spike had known 
maharajas who traveled with less baggage.  Glaciers 



moved faster than the Count on the hunt.  By the 
time Drac located the current Slayer, and decided 
she was pretty enough to be worthy of his 
attention, and found suitable accommodations 
nearby, the Slayer he was targeting had usually 
already been killed by something else.  From 
deciding to tackle a particular Slayer to actually 
confronting her usually took Dracula a good year or 
more.  And a year was often an entire lifetime for a 
Slayer.  As far as Spike knew, Dracula hadn’t 
managed to actually kill a Slayer in over 200 years. 
 
Poncy git. 
 
Xander padded barefoot in from the bedroom, 
wearing only a pair of boxers and sat down next to 
Spike on the kitchen table.  Spike slung an arm 
around his shoulders and pulled him close, feeling 
the anger and worry churning inside him lessen as 
the familiar warmth of his Claimed pressed against 
him. 
 
“How can he do that stuff, Spike?  Turn into a bat 
and make someone just drop the stake they’re 



holding?” Xander asked finally, breaking the long 
comfortable silence. 
 
“Picked up some tricks from the gypsies, luv.”  He 
glanced across at Xander, seeing he was wide-
awake despite having had only a couple hours of 
sleep.  “None of it’s real.” 
 
“Some of it’s real, Spike,” Xander countered 
soberly.  “I put down my stake just because he told 
me to.”   
 
“Drac’s always been good at thrall,” Spike 
admitted.  “Trick is not to look into his eyes.” 
 
“Figured that out.”  Xander didn’t look particularly 
comforted by that information.  
 
“Most everything else is illusion, Xander.  People 
been thinking for centuries that he can turn into a 
bat.  He just sends the illusion of a bat into their 
faces and seems to disappear in a puff of dramatic 
fog while they’re ducking to avoid the bat.”  He 
gave Xander a sideways look, raising his scarred 



eyebrow.  “Surprised you fell for it, luv.  Worked a 
treat under gaslights, which didn’t spread light as 
far as modern streetlights do, but I would think 
you’d recognize sleight of hand when you see it.” 
 
Xander shrugged, looking a little 
uncomfortable.  “He got me off balance.” 
 
“That’s how he hunts, Xander.  He’s into thrall and 
seduction, not good honest fighting.” 
 
He clamped down viciously on his anger when 
Xander flinched at the word ‘seduction’.  He’d 
known Xander was leaving details out to spare him, 
but he hadn’t confronted him about it.  He knew 
Drac’s methods well enough to guess what Xander 
was leaving out.   
 
“But when I tried to stake him, he just kept 
vanishing.” 
 
He was glad he’d reined in his temper with Xander 
showing so clearly that he was still rattled from the 
encounter.  Fucking Dracula and his head games. 



 
“Thrall and illusion, luv,” he repeated.  “Drac thralls 
you for just a second or two, then steps behind you 
while you’re staring into space.  No sense of fair 
play,” Spike sniffed disdainfully and was pleased 
when Xander gave him a wan smile. 
 
“So, how do we fight him?” 
 
“We don’t.”  Spike softened the flat statement by 
hugging Xander closer to him.  “You’re going to stay 
out of it and I’m going to deal with him.  No 
arguments, Xander,” he said sternly when Xander 
opened his mouth to protest.  “Don’t have time to 
teach you to resist his thrall and until you can, 
you’re a liability in this fight.  I’ll deal with him.”   
 
Xander shook his head.  “Ok, I get that I might have 
to sit this one out, but you need to take someone 
with you.  Buffy, for one.  Maybe some of the 
demons are immune to thrall.”  He looked pleased 
with the idea until Spike’s rising growl dropped the 
smile from his face.  Spike had shifted into his true 
face at the suggestion of someone interfering with 



his rightful vengeance and his implacable glare 
bored into his Claimed’s startled eyes.  
 
“He’s mine.  He insulted my Claimed.  Anyone gets 
in my way and I’ll kill them.”  He glared wrathfully at 
Xander’s stubborn expression.  “Mean it, 
Xander.  Dracula is mine.  It’s my right to take 
revenge.” 
 
Xander held his gaze for a long time, brown eyes 
searching Spike’s intently, until he finally nodded 
reluctantly, accepting Spike’s adamant stance. 
 
“Can you take him, Spike?  He’s like 300 years old or 
something isn’t he?” 
 
Spike took a deep drag on his cigarette and 
reminded himself that it was a reasonable question 
and that Xander was nervous, building the Count up 
in his mind despite Spike’s reassurances.  No need 
to rip into his Claimed for doubting him. 
 
“Not to worry, pet, I can take him.  Like I said, Drac’s 
never been big on fighting.  Gonna teach him just 



how big a mistake he’s made, interfering with my 
Claimed.”  
 
Xander started to ask another question but Spike 
cut him off with a quick kiss.  “Later, pet.  Go back 
to bed.  I’ll answer the rest of your questions after 
I’ve had a bit of time to think.  Sun’s up and Drac 
won’t do anything ‘til after sunset.”   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike hung up the phone and tossed it onto the 
counter.  He hated using the thing - no proper 
vampire had a phone, in his opinion - but he had to 
admit that there were times when they were 
useful.   
 
Sergeant Morgan had promised to have the 
information Spike had asked for within the hour and 
Spike had no doubt that the big half-Kobarien 
would be good as his word.  He’d spent the rest of 
the morning making plans and it was time to wake 
Xander up and let him know what was going to 
happen. 



 
He walked to the bedroom, his eyes easily piercing 
the dim light.  It was only a little past noon and 
Xander had been up all night, but Spike wanted to 
make what use of the daylight hours that he could. 
 
“Xander.” 
 
He shook Xander gently, and Xander came awake 
with a start.  “Spike?” 
 
“Need you to get dressed and do me a favor, luv.” 
 
The sleepiness cleared rapidly from Xander’s eyes 
and he rolled off the bed and to his feet.  “What’s 
up?” 
 
Spike explained over breakfast.  He’d asked 
Sergeant Morgan to use his military connections to 
track down a list of all new rentals of high end 
properties in Sunnydale for the past month.   
 
Leaning against the counter, finishing his second 
mug of blood, Spike kept careful control over his 



emotions.  Dracula might be a poncy bugger, but he 
was an old, powerful Master Vampire.  Spike was 
going to take him down, but that didn’t mean he 
expected it to be easy, no matter what he’d told 
Xander last night. 
 
 “Dracula will have rented someplace swanky, 
maybe as long as a couple weeks ago.  He’s got 
more money than most governments so he doesn’t 
give a rat’s arse if he wastes it renting some place 
for months when he might only use it for a week or 
two.  Sgt. Morgan’s getting us the list of 
rentals.  Gonna need you to spend the afternoon 
checking possibilities out, luv.” 
 
Xander nodded easily and Spike gave him a stern 
look.  “You don’t go closer than the street, 
luv.  Don’t even get out of the car.  Just do a quick 
drive by.” 
 
“Then how am I supposed to know if I’ve found the 
right one?” Xander objected and Spike gave him a 
tight smile.   
 



“Trust me, luv.  You’ll know when you’ve found the 
right place.  Drac’s anything but subtle and he’s 
about as adaptable as the Rock of Gibraltar.  Makes 
Angelus look like he keeps up with the times.  The 
minute you see something that looks straight out of 
one of those movies you watch, you’re in the right 
spot.”  He shrugged.  “Most of it will be illusion, 
even Dracula can’t create a castle in a few days by 
throwing money around, but it won’t be an ordinary 
house, not for the fucking Count,” his let his scorn 
show as he pronounced the title. 
 
“What do I do when I find it?” 
 
“Come straight back here.  I’ll go in alone, ‘bout half 
an hour before sunset.” 
 
Xander’s eyebrows shot up.  “You can’t go in 
then.  None of the ritzy houses in town are 
anywhere near the tunnels.  God knows you 
complain about that often enough with Angel’s 
mansion,” he reminded Spike pointedly.   
 
“Not going in through the tunnels.  You’re going to 



drive me to the door, and I’m running in under a 
tarp.” 
 
“Are you crazy?  No.  Wait until dark if you’re going 
in the front door.” 
 
“Only way I can be sure he’ll be there, luv, is by 
hitting his lair before dark.” 
 
Xander opened his mouth to argue and Spike cut 
him off.  “I’ll be fine, Xander, be outside a couple of 
seconds at most.” 
 
“And what if you can’t get inside?” 
 
Spike didn’t think that was going to be a problem - 
Drac had his standards and too many steel bars on 
the door ruined the décor.  “Then I’ll just hop back 
in the car and we’ll re-think things,” he said 
airily.  “More important, soon as I’m inside, you 
leave and you keep on driving, right out of town, 
and you don’t come back until I call you and tell you 
it’s safe.” 
 



“What?  I’m not leaving town!”  Right on cue, 
Xander’s arms folded stubbornly over his chest. 
 
“You’ll bloody well do what I tell you for once,” 
Spike snapped.  “I don’t plan on losing this fight, but 
if something goes wrong, Dracula will come after 
you because you’re mine and he’s going to want to 
piss on my ashes by claiming you.”  Spike felt 
himself shift to his true face at the thought and he 
glared at Xander, willing him to just fucking listen 
for once.  “This apartment won’t be safe because, 
whether Dracula wants the Court or not, he’ll come 
here to gloat that he’s killed the Master of the 
Territory.” 
 
Xander inhaled sharply and Spike knew he was 
remembering the days he’d spent living in the 
apartment while Spike had been held prisoner in 
the Initiative’s cells.  Long afterwards, Xander had 
admitted that he’d been scared, feeling like he was 
living on top of a ticking time bomb, not knowing 
when it was going to explode.  Hopefully that fear 
would make Xander think now.     
 



“If I don’t call you, you go to Angelus in LA for 
shelter,” he finished harshly, knowing his Sire would 
protect Xander if Spike was dust.  “You hear me?” 
 
“No.” 
 
Xander’s whole body radiated stubborn refusal and 
Spike wanted to shake him until his teeth rattled. 
 
“Xander…”  
 
“No!  If you’re dead, then I’m going after Dracula 
with Buffy and every demon in town who’s willing 
to fight.  This is not negotiable, Spike.  If you don’t 
like it, then you damn well better kill him yourself, 
because if you don’t, I’m going to make sure he’s 
dead even if it takes an army to take him down.” 
 
Xander glared angrily at him and Spike was torn 
between wanting to tie him up and drive him to LA 
personally and shagging him senseless because, in 
his revengeful fury, Xander was the sexiest thing 
he’d ever seen. 
 



For a long minute they glared at each other, at an 
impasse, then Spike threw back his head and 
laughed.  “Bloody hell, pet.  Gonna hold you to 
that.”   
 
Wouldn’t that be a sight?  Enough to make old Drac 
long for the good old days of pitchforks and torch-lit 
mobs outside his home castle.  Still grinning, he 
ducked as Xander took a mock swing at his head, 
muttering something about arrogant 
assholes.  Spike laughed again, wondering how he’d 
ever been so lucky as to win Xander’s loyalty and 
love. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike could feel the house as Xander sped up the 
driveway and continued, driving straight through 
the landscaping, getting as close to the door as the 
car could manage.  The magic behind Drac’s 
illusions pickled against his skin as he leapt out of 
the car and raced up the steps towards the front 
door.  He wasn’t surprised to find it was unlocked - 
Dracula loved to have his thralled victims just walk 



straight in to their deaths.  He shoved the door 
open and stepped inside the dim hallway, away 
from the blazing death of the August sun.  
 
He waited in the open doorway just long enough to 
hear the car engine revving as Xander threw it into 
reverse and drove back out the way he’d 
come.  Sighing in relief that he’d kept his promise, 
Spike shut the door and quickly shed the heavy 
oilcloth tarp he’d sheltered under.  He stripped off 
the gloves and ski mask that Xander had procured 
somewhere and insisted he wear - flatly refusing to 
drive Spike to Drac’s lair at all unless Spike was 
wearing them as extra protection against the 
sun.  Like the time Xander had forced him to wear 
an orange safety vest during the battle at 
Graduation, Spike’s pride in Xander’s clever ideas 
and protective instincts was tempered by his 
distaste for wearing the ridiculous garments.  Only 
Xander could have found a ski mask in California in 
August in time to force his lover to wear it. 
 
Dropping the gloves to the floor, Spike knew he 
didn’t have much time.  Even if Drac was still asleep 



- which he doubted - a vampire as old as Dracula 
would have sensed someone entering his lair.  Only 
question was, would he play hide and seek, or…. 
 
“William.” 
 
Dracula stood in one of the entrances to the lobby, 
the same poised, calm, arrogant bugger that Spike 
had met nearly a century ago.   
 
“Vlad,” he said, matching insolence for 
insolence.  Dracula knew he didn’t go by William.   
 
Dracula stepped back out of the entrance hall, 
through one of the many doors leading to interior 
rooms and Spike followed him, finding himself in a 
large dining room.  Dracula had already moved to 
the large fireplace and now stretched out one hand 
to the flames, putting them out with one of his 
gypsy tricks.  Spike grinned maliciously.  Drac knew 
they were going to fight and was obviously 
remembering the time Spike had thrown one of 
Dracula’s hangers-on into the massive stone 
fireplace in the Count’s ancestral home.  This one 



wasn’t nearly as big, but a body would still fit inside 
without too much trouble.  
 
Drac really was going to have to do something 
about his fetish for candles and torches, one of 
these days.  Vampires were flammable, after all. 
 
He remained in the doorway, leaning casually 
against the doorjamb, his eyes rapidly surveying the 
room, sizing it up as a battleground.  Plenty of open 
space and weapons, enough furniture to be useful 
but not get in their way.  This would do 
perfectly.  Dracula turned back to face him and 
Spike smirked at him without moving closer. 
 
“Long time.” 
 
“It has been a long time.”  Dracula tilted his head 
just a fraction, “perhaps not long enough for one of 
us, yes?”   
 
“Got that right,” Spike agreed, already tired of 
playing nice.  “‘m disappointed, Drac.  I’ve known 
newly turned peasants had better manners than 



you.” 
 
Dracula’s lips quirked slightly at the insult.  “I 
assume you are here about your little Claimed?  You 
will have to forgive me my presumption in touching 
him, William.  He’s quite irresistible.  So many 
hidden desires, just waiting to be unleashed.”  He 
ran one hand idly along the polished wood of the 
table, as if he was stroking flesh instead of 
wood.  “Shall I take him from you?  I would enjoy 
having him at my feet, worshipping me.” 
 
Spike fought back the tidal wave of anger that 
threatened to swamp him.  He’d known Dracula 
was going to play this card.  And Dracula was 
watching him intently, waiting for an attack, 
expecting that Spike wouldn’t be able to control 
himself while the older vampire threatened to 
violate his Claim. 
 
While that may have been true 80 years ago, it was 
not going to happen now.  Spike reined his anger in, 
holding it in reserve, waiting for the right 
moment.  “So, think you’re going to take down the 



Slayer?  How many is it you’ve tried for over the 
years?  Dozens?  Hundreds?  Funny that you’ve only 
managed to kill three in all the times you‘ve 
tried.  I’ve got two in the bag and you’re almost 300 
years older than me.  Can I give you some lessons, 
help you take this one down?” 
 
Dracula snarled.  The glamour he habitually wore 
over his true features actually slipped for a 
moment, revealing the demonic forehead and eyes 
before the illusion of a smooth human brow and 
dark eyes returned.  “I need no lessons from one as 
young as you, William.  I have tasted this Slayer 
already, and she will come to me tonight, I will have 
my fourth kill by morning.” 
 
Spike’s eyes narrowed as he added that up with 
what he knew of Dracula’s hunting habits.  “Awfully 
fast timetable, innit?  Thought it took you three or 
more tries to get it up.” 
 
Dracula had his slight smile and condescending air 
firmly back in place.  “A peasant such as you, 
William, knows nothing of the exquisite pleasure to 



be found in drawing out…” 
 
Drac always had loved to hear himself talk.  In one 
lightning-fast movement, Spike picked up one of the 
heavy oak dining chairs and flung it at Dracula’s 
head.  Dracula’s patronizing lecture cut off in mid-
word as he ducked instinctively.   
 
The chair sailed over his head and smashed into 
splinters against the stone wall behind him.  Spike 
didn’t care, he hadn’t expected the chair to 
accomplish anything but to serve as a distraction for 
that one critical second.  He flung himself across the 
room the instant the chair left his hands and 
slammed into Dracula.  The older vampire hadn’t 
had time to brace himself and they both went 
crashing to the floor, grappling and tearing at each 
other as they rolled and slid across the carpet.   
 
Spike tore himself free and bounced back to his 
feet.  Dracula was taller and stronger and he 
couldn’t risk a wrestling match, his own advantages 
lay in his speed and fighting skills.  He attacked 
again while Dracula was still rolling to his feet, 



bringing one leg whipping around in a spin-kick 
aimed for the other vampire’s stomach.  Dracula 
was quicker than he anticipated, grabbing his foot 
before the kick landed and shoving him hard, 
sending him flying backwards to slam down on the 
massive wood table.   
 
Spike was rolling even as he landed, avoiding the 
blow that Dracula threw at him, and dropping off 
the far side of the table.  He landed in a crouch, 
grabbing a chair by the legs and bringing it up with 
him as he rose from behind the table. 
 
Dracula leapt onto the table, and Spike swung the 
chair in a vicious arc, slamming it into the back of 
his legs and sweeping his feet out from under 
him.  Wood cracked and Dracula fell hard and Spike 
brought the chair down a second time, smashing 
the heavy wood over the other vampire.  The chair 
broke apart as it connected and Spike dropped the 
remaining fragments as Dracula flipped to his feet 
and threw himself off the table at him. 
 
Spike dropped flat to the floor, taking Dracula by 



surprise as the older vampire missed the intended 
tackle and had to twist around in mid-air to avoid 
landing head first on the carpet.  He stumbled a bit 
as his feet hit the ground and Spike stayed down, 
spinning on one shoulder, his leg sweeping the 
ground to cut Dracula’s legs out from under 
him.  Dracula leapt clear and pounced on Spike, 
using his greater size to advantage, punching Spike 
in the face twice before Spike got his hands in 
position and shoved Drac off him, hard enough to 
send the vampire crashing into the wall.   
 
Spike bounced up and spun, all in one motion, his 
foot lashing out and connecting, driving into 
Dracula’s stomach and sending him stumbling back 
to slam into the wall again.   
 
For long moments, they traded blows:  punching 
and kicking and clawing, until Dracula seized both of 
Spike’s shoulders and dug his clawed nails in, 
spinning him around and slamming him into the 
wall.  Spike took a similar hold and tried to duplicate 
the maneuver but the larger vampire set himself 
and then spun them back around the other 



direction, and this time Spike felt ribs crack from 
the force of his back meeting the wall.  He let 
himself hang, supported only by Drac’s hands on his 
shoulders and Dracula tightened his grip, nails 
cutting deeply into the flesh of Spike’s upper 
arms.  Spike brought his legs up between them, 
shoving with the full weight of his body.  Dracula’s 
nails left deep scores in Spike’s arms as his grip was 
broken, then he was sailing across the room.  Spike 
stumbled backwards at the sudden release, but 
recovered almost immediately, racing after Dracula, 
who’d crashed into the table and dropped to the 
floor.  
 
Spike was on him before he could get up this time, 
kicking him savagely in the head with his booted 
foot.  Dracula snarled in fury and rolled under the 
table to escape the second kick already 
swinging.  Quick as thought, Spike vaulted over the 
table, his feet coming down just as Dracula emerged 
from the other side, landing with the sharp crack of 
broken bones as his boots smashed into Dracula’s 
back, driving him back down to the floor. 
 



Spike stumbled forward from his own momentum 
and whirled to find Dracula already back on his 
feet.  He noted with vicious satisfaction that Dracula 
was bleeding from the nose and mouth where 
Spike’s kick had landed, and his arrogant mask had 
been replaced with a furious snarl.   
 
Dracula lunged at him, taking him to the ground 
under his greater weight and clawed at his face with 
those pointed nails and Spike felt his own flesh tear 
under the attack.  Ignoring the pain and the 
damage, Spike saw his opening and drove his fist 
into Dracula’s groin.  The other vampire screamed 
and staggered back under the ungentlemanly blow, 
which Spike followed up with a kick to his already 
injured torso, yanking a stake out of his pocket the 
instant the kick landed. 
 
Dracula crashed to the ground like a felled tree and 
Spike pounced, bringing the stake whistling down 
with both hands.  Dracula barely got his hands up in 
time, grabbing Spike’s wrists and stopping the 
downward motion just as the stake grazed his 
chest.  They struggled in deadly silence, the one to 



bring the stake down, the other to keep it from 
piercing his chest, until the older vampire 
summoned all his strength and shoved Spike off 
him. 
 
Spike flipped in mid-air, twisting like a cat and was 
spinning around even as his feet touched the 
ground, bring the stake up and around and 
slamming it home into Dracula’s chest.  Dracula 
froze in astonished pain, and for what seemed an 
eternity, the two stared into each other’s eyes, until 
Dracula’s stare exploded into dust. 
 
For a long moment, Spike stood there in the sudden 
silence, his own panting the only sound.  Gradually 
he became aware of the blood dripping down his 
cheeks and the pain in his side.  His unnecessary 
breathing ceased and he looked around him, 
noticing that the room looked a lot smaller and 
more modern than it had a moment ago. 
 
Staring down at Dracula’s ashes, Spike frowned 
thoughtfully.  He’d never really believed the rumors 
that Dracula had found a way to return from 



dust.  Still…  Never hurt to take 
precautions.  Without taking his eyes off the 
scattering of dust on the carpet, Spike stepped over 
to the wall and grabbed one of the ridiculous 
torches that Dracula had hanging in wall 
sconces.  He swept the torch over the area, letting 
the flames lick over the remnants of the powerful 
vampire, then dropped the burning torch into the 
deepest drift of ash and stepped back. 
 
The rug caught quickly and Spike took another step 
back, waiting until the fire had well and truly 
caught, tongues of flame beginning to lick hungrily 
at the oak furniture and spreading rapidly across 
the priceless oriental rug.  Satisfied, he spun on his 
heel and stalked out, leaving Dracula’s lair to the 
cleansing fire.  If Dracula really did have a way of 
coming back to life after being dusted, he’d find 
himself in an extremely uncomfortable situation. 
 
Spike closed the front door behind him and strolled 
down the steps into the deepening twilight, not 
bothering to even glance back at the orange flames 
now lighting the windows on one side of the 



house.  Satisfaction welled up inside him.  William 
the Bloody, he thought smugly, Slayer of Slayers 
and Kicker of Count Dracula’s Arse.  He 
smirked.  Might need to work on that last bit to get 
the wording just right but it had a nice ring to it. 
 
His smile died down a fraction as he remembered 
Dracula’s claim that he’d bitten the Slayer 
already.  Need to have a little chat with her, he 
reminded himself, as he pulled out the hated cell 
phone to call Xander and tell him to come home.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episodes 
‘Buffy vs. Dracula’  

 

Part Three 

“Jesus, Spike.”   
 
Xander had frozen in the doorway, staring in 
appalled horror at his face, and Spike wondered 
what he was seeing.  Sometimes the inability to 
look in a mirror was a distinct disadvantage.  He 
could tell by touch and by the reduced pain that the 



claw marks on his face were healing after the blood 
he’d drunk, but obviously they were still fairly 
noticeable, given the way Xander was fixated on 
them. 
 
“Not to worry, pet.  Be gone in a day or two.”  The 
deep gashes in his shoulders where Spike had torn 
free of Dracula’s claws would take a bit longer to 
heal completely, but his ribs and the scratches on 
his face weren’t anything to be worried about. 
 
All in all, he was extremely pleased with how the 
fight had gone.  Dracula had been a better fighter 
than Spike had expected and, in the end, he hadn’t 
been able to keep Drac alive and suffering like he’d 
deserved.  Still, he thought smugly, being known as 
the vampire who staked Count Dracula wasn’t going 
to do his reputation any harm.   
 
Xander shot a suspicious glance at the sink and 
Spike cursed himself for carelessly leaving the 
empty blood bags scattered around.  At this rate, 
Xander would be coddling him and refusing to 
participate in celebratory sex.  “’m fine, luv,” he 



repeated firmly.  “Told you Dracula wasn’t going to 
be any problem.” 
 
Xander just shook his head and moved to his side to 
examine the deep tears in his shoulders.  “Your 
definition of fine needs a little work, Spike.  These 
must hurt like hell.”  He moved away before Spike 
could get his arms around him - he hated to admit it 
but the injury to his shoulders was still hampering 
his movement despite six bags of blood.  He’d 
hardly felt them at all in the immediate aftermath 
of the fight, but Dracula had done some fairly 
serious damage to the muscles and he was feeling it 
now.  The blood had helped but it would take a day 
or two for his arms to fully heal.  Not that he wasn’t 
prepared to ignore that for the sake of sex with his 
Claimed, but he was afraid that was going to be a 
problem as Xander turned back with the first aid kit 
in his hands. 
 
He let Xander fuss over him, putting unnecessary 
bandages over the wounds, grateful that Xander 
knew better than to even try and put bandages on 
his face.  Vampires simply did not wear bandages, it 



was too much a sign of weakness.  He was 
disappointed but not surprised that Xander was 
completely businesslike as his hands moved gently 
over Spike’s wounds, not letting them stray to more 
interesting places, despite the fact that Spike had 
taken off his shirt and was sitting there, perched on 
the kitchen table, half naked and very horny. 
 
He waited patiently until Xander had finished, then 
circled his arms around Xander’s waist, preventing 
him from moving away again.  “It’s traditional to 
welcome the victorious warrior home,” he hinted. 
 
“You so deserve nothing but a peck on the cheek,” 
Xander told him but a smile tugged at his lips and 
Spike was relieved to see that Xander had obviously 
decided that Spike’s injuries weren’t all that 
serious.    
 
So he was a bit surprised, not to mention outraged, 
when Xander did in fact lean over and give him a 
quick kiss on the cheek.  “Oi!” he protested, but 
Xander just laughed and did the same thing to his 
other cheek.   



 
“Xander…,” he began sternly - no way was Xander 
going to be allowed to treat him like an invalid - 
when Xander put a hand over his mouth.  Spike 
glared at him. 
 
“Spike, if you shut up and sit still, you just might get 
very, very lucky,” Xander told him, dark eyes 
beginning to sparkle with laughter.   
 
That sounded promising and Spike teased at 
Xander’s palm with his tongue, his hands beginning 
to slide downwards.  “Tell me more,” he purred as 
soon as Xander moved his hand. 
 
Xander frowned at him with mock sternness and 
removed Spike’s hands from around his waist, 
setting them firmly down on the table next to 
him.  “I believe I said shut up and sit still.” 
 
Spike lifted an eyebrow questioningly, but kept his 
hands where they were, curious as to what Xander 
had in mind. 
 



Apparently what he had in mind was placing his 
hands on Spike’s hands, lightly pinning them to the 
table and leaning forward.  Firm dry lips nibbled at 
his own and Spike let his own lips part 
willingly.  Xander teased him with light flicks of his 
tongue, grazing along his lips and teeth but not 
delving inside the way Spike wanted him to.  He 
tried capturing that elusive tongue, but Xander 
evaded him with a throaty chuckle.  He abandoned 
Spike’s mouth entirely to begin kissing his way 
down Spike’s throat, nipping lightly along the thick 
veins running just below the surface, mouthing 
kisses along the taut skin as Spike arched his head 
back and gave Xander room to work.   
 
Xander licked and kissed along the line of Spike’s 
collarbone, his tongue swirling and tasting Spike’s 
skin.  His hands tightened warningly over Spike’s 
when Spike tried to lift his hands to touch 
Xander.  Spike subsided with a groan, finding this 
slow, teasing seduction almost unbearably 
arousing.   
 
Xander just chuckled again, his breath puffing 



warmly across Spike’s skin as he did so, and his 
mouth drifted lower, tasting the smooth skin of 
Spike’s chest, nipping, kissing and licking his way 
down to Spike’s brown nipples. He spent a long 
time there, his tongue teasingly circling first one 
nipple then the other, until a hoarse groan broke 
from Spike’s lips and Xander relented, laving his 
tongue over the tight, crinkled peaks, sending jolts 
of blissful sensation down to Spike’s eagerly 
straining erection. 
 
After lingering at his nipples long enough to drive 
Spike crazy, Xander began journeying south again, 
tracing the hard muscles of his abdomen, playfully 
darting his tongue in and out of Spike’s bellybutton 
in a suggestive rhythm that had Spike stirring 
restlessly against Xander’s restraining hands.   
 
Xander lifted his head for the first time since he’d 
started this tease and looked Spike in the 
eye.  “Don’t move,” he breathed, and raised his 
hands to deftly unbutton and unzip Spike’s jeans, 
allowing his aching erection to spring free.   
 



“Hmmm,” he said consideringly, then - bloody hell! 
- put his hands back down over Spike’s and bent his 
head to the task of driving Spike completely out of 
his mind. 
 
His tongue darted out, tasting the tip of Spike’s hard 
cock, lapping teasingly at the droplets already 
welling from the slit, before he shifted around and 
began licking in earnest, his warm tongue caressing 
the entire length, slow languid motions of his 
tongue that made Spike clench his fingers down 
hard on the edge of the table to keep the still, as he 
threw his head back, hips bucking up into the 
incredible sensation.   
 
Xander worked tirelessly to drive him to the brink, 
shifting back to swirl his tongue around the 
engorged head of Spike’s penis, then abandoning 
that, to lick down the length again, his tongue 
exploring every contour, teasing the foreskin, even 
nipping lightly, surprising a whimper of lust out of 
Spike.  That seemed to be what Xander had been 
waiting for and he finally swallowed Spike down, 
encasing the straining length in his hot mouth and 



sucking hard. 
 
The slow teasing seduction had done its work and 
Spike erupted with a yell, emptying himself into 
Xander’s eager mouth, his come pulsing out of him 
into that warm, loving cavern, as Xander struggled 
to swallow all of his offering. 
 
Xander drained him dry, pulling back a little and 
letting some of the semen escape from the corner 
of his mouth.  Spike bent over him, his freed hands 
circling Xander’s shoulders as Xander grinned up at 
him triumphantly.   
 
“Bloody hell, pet.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The moment he got close enough to sense the 
Slayer, a wave of fresh anger swept over him and 
Spike forgot all about his promise to Xander.  He 
crossed the distance between them in a flash and 
then he was on her, yanking her away from her toy 
soldier, his fist connecting before she knew he was 



even in the same cemetery.  The blow sent her 
flying, crashing into a tombstone, the force of the 
impact cracking the granite and sending her 
sprawling to the ground amid shards of broken 
stone. 
 
“What the hell?” 
 
Spike ignored the shout from the Slayer’s boy, 
leaping forward to where the Slayer was still 
scrambling to her feet after the unexpected 
attack.  He yanked her up and punched her again 
but she was prepared this time and set herself, 
absorbing the blow and throwing one of her own.   
 
“What is your problem, Spike!” she yelled.  She 
punched him again, in the stomach this time, hard 
enough to knock him back a step, breaking his grip 
on her shirt and sending a stab of pain through his 
injured ribs despite the additional blood Xander had 
made him drink.  The pain brought him back to his 
senses and he forced himself to back off.  He’d 
promised Xander he wouldn’t kill her, he reminded 
himself, taking a firm grip on his temper. 



 
Never shifting his furious glare from her face, Spike 
ignored the pain in his shoulders and swung 
backwards with one fist, knocking the boyfriend off 
his feet as he approached at a run.  The soldier 
stumbled to the ground, the stake he’d held 
clutched in one hand spinning away into the grass 
as he fell. 
 
“Spike, stop! What the hell’s going on?”  The Slayer 
stepped back one step, disengaging but remained 
on guard, wary of another attack. 
 
“You knew Dracula was in town and you didn’t give 
so much as a warning to people who are supposed 
to be your allies.”  He snarled, ripping off the 
orange and blue scarf she’d tied around her neck, 
exposing the bite mark the scarf had been 
covering.  “Or are you going to try and tell me it 
wasn’t Dracula who gave you that?” 
 
The Slayer lifted a guilty hand, covering the two 
puncture marks on the right side of her neck.   
 



“What business is it of yours, Spike?”  The soldier 
said contemptuously from behind him.  “Hoping to 
join his fan club while he’s in town?” 
 
Spike didn’t bother even glancing in the soldier’s 
direction.  “Xander was going out of his mind 
worrying about you, trying to warn you, and you 
knew all along that Dracula was in town.  What the 
hell are you playing at?  You endangered Xander, 
you stupid bint.  The only reason you’re not dead 
already is because he doesn’t want me to kill you, 
no matter how much you deserve it.” 
 
The Slayer looked surprised, her anger at what 
she’d obviously thought of as an unprovoked attack 
fading into concern.  “What are you talking 
about?  Is Xander all right?” 
 
“Don’t be thicker than you already are, Slayer.  You 
know that Xander is a target for other Master 
Vampires because he’s my Claimed.  You saw what 
Angelus did to him during our little dust up two 
years ago.  Why the hell didn’t it occur to you that 
Dracula might take a shot at Xander while he’s in 



town?” 
 
Now that it was too fucking late, the Slayer looked 
horrified.  “He didn’t, did he?” she asked faintly. 
 
“Yes, he damn well did,” Spike snarled.  “Just lucky 
he didn’t do more than mess with Xander’s head 
with his mojo, since Xander didn’t have a clue who 
he was dealing with, thanks to the fact that you 
hadn’t bothered to warn us.” 
 
“That’s enough, Spike!”  The soldier clamped a hand 
down on Spike’s shoulder, attempting to force him 
around to face him instead of the Slayer.  Spike 
shook him off like the annoying mayfly he was but 
otherwise ignored him. 
 
“No, Riley, he’s right.”  The Slayer hadn’t taken her 
eyes off Spike even as she addressed her 
boyfriend.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t think that Dracula 
would be a problem for anyone but me.”  She 
flushed.  “He… he made it seem like he was only in 
town because he was interested in me.” 
 



“Of course he did, you idiot, that’s how he 
works.  How a Slayer as ignorant about their main 
opponents as you has survived this long, I’ll never 
understand,” Spike said disgustedly.  “Drac’s big 
into the seduction thing - fucking hell, there’s entire 
books on his techniques ever since the poncy git 
went public a century ago.”  
 
She blushed again and Spike gave her a tight, 
contemptuous smirk, still ignoring the soldier who’d 
come to stand beside her, arms folded, trying to 
look like he mattered.  “Let me guess:  Drac told you 
he’s searched everywhere for you, that you are the 
only one worthy of him, that you are different from 
everyone else.”  The Slayer’s face was on fire now 
and she wasn’t meeting his eyes any more.  Spike 
snorted in contempt.  “Figures.  You birds have 
been falling for the same lines for 300 years.  No 
wonder Drac doesn’t bother coming up with new 
ones.”   
 
He fished a cigarette out of his pocket and lit up, 
blowing the smoke in the soldier’s direction.  “You 
listening, soldier boy?  Never hurts to pick up a few 



hints about what works and what doesn’t.”   
 
The soldier was staring at the Slayer, looking 
absolutely betrayed.   
 
“Riley, no, it wasn’t like that,” she began, but Spike 
interrupted. 
 
“You two can handle the relationship spat on your 
own time,” he said impatiently.  He gave the Slayer 
a hard stare.  “You put my boy in danger again and 
we’ll have more than just this little slap and tickle 
we had tonight.  We clear?” 
 
She wrenched her gaze away from her 
boyfriend.  “I’m sorry, Spike.  I would never 
deliberately put Xander in danger.  I’ll call him 
tomorrow and apologize.” 
 
“See that you do.”  Not that it would matter to 
Xander who would be far too forgiving as 
always.  “I’ve taken care of Dracula, and Xander’s 
talking to your mum.  Did you even realize that you 
left her wide open for a return visit since Dracula 



got her to let him into your house?” 
 
He deliberately ignored the fact that Dracula had 
probably thralled the Slayer into not talking about 
his little midnight biting party.  Let her feel guilt 
over putting her mum in danger, might make the 
lesson sink in a bit more.  He was guessing at what 
had happened, of course, but, given that Joyce had 
told them that she’d let a strange man into the 
house last night and Dracula’s hunting patterns 
being what they were, it wasn’t much of a stretch to 
guess that the Count had wafted into the Slayer’s 
bedroom last night for a little mind-fuck and biting 
session.   
 
The tidal-wave of color that swept across her face 
this time was pure embarrassment.  Soldier boy was 
back to looking betrayed and all was right in Spike’s 
world.  His work was almost done here.   
 
“Don’t worry, Slayer.  I killed the big bad monster 
for you,” he said in mock soothing tones.   
 
That snapped her out of it and she glared at 



him.  “Damnit, Spike. Dracula was my kill.” 
 
Spike smirked at her.  “Damn shame, you missing a 
prime kill like that.  But if you wanted the credit, 
you should have killed him when you had the 
chance instead of acting like a lovesick schoolgirl.”   
 
He strode off without another word, hearing the 
soldier’s hurt questions starting up again behind 
him.  The Slayer might be an idiot about things she 
should bloody well think through before putting 
everyone around her in danger, but that boy had 
insecurities the size of the Mayor post-
transformation.  That relationship wasn’t going to 
last long.   
 
Crossing the cemetery heading for home, Spike 
wondered idly if he could get up a betting pool on 
when the final breakup would happen.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“I feel like such an idiot, Xander.”  Joyce shook her 
head, seeming bewildered by her own actions. 



 
Xander had driven over to the house, wanting to 
check on her after Spike had told him that Dracula 
claimed he’d bitten Buffy last night and told him 
that the Count had a fetish for biting women in 
their own homes.   
 
Spike had left to track down Buffy.  He was angry 
that Buffy hadn’t told anyone about Dracula, but 
he’d promised he wouldn’t attack her 
physically.  Xander was pretty sure Spike wouldn’t 
lose his temper and break his promise, especially 
because he was still hurting from his fight with 
Dracula.  When he wasn’t too angry to think 
straight, Spike did have a streak of caution in him, 
and Buffy was growing into her Slayer powers, 
getting to be stronger and a better fighter.  Even 
Spike had commented on the change he’d seen in 
her over the summer.   
 
  “You’d think I would know better, but he seemed 
like such a nice, normal guy.  Maybe a little 
pale.”  Her brows drew together in puzzled 
uncertainty.  “I don’t understand what 



happened.  I’m not like this.  I don’t invite strange 
men in for coffee, especially not vampires.”  She 
flashed him a tiny smile.  “Spike being the 
exception, of course.” 
 
“This wasn’t your fault,” Xander told her 
reassuringly.  “I mean, this is Dracula we’re talking 
about, not some two-bit minion.  He had some 
pretty freaky abilities.”  That was putting it 
mildly.  “Getting people to invite him in is kind of 
what he does.”   
 
She nodded, still looking a little shaken by the fact 
that she’d invited a vampire inside her home.   
 
“Why don’t I call Willow’s friend Tara to come over 
and do a disinvite spell, just to be absolutely sure,” 
he suggested, glad he’d had the idea when Joyce 
looked relieved. 
 
“Thanks, Xander.  I know it’s silly, but I think that 
would make me feel better.”  Joyce frowned.  “The 
spell won’t keep Spike out, will it?” 
 



“Yeah, it will, but all you have to do is re-invite 
him.”  He grinned.  “He’ll love it if you make sure to 
invite him in in front of Buffy.” 
 
Joyce shook her head, obviously torn between 
smiling and frowning over the continuing friction 
between Buffy and Spike.  They respected each 
other and worked together well, but they never had 
found a way to like each other. 
 
Xander checked the time.  It was barely 10:00, he 
was pretty sure Tara would still be awake and 
willing to come over.  Tara was like that.  Xander 
didn’t know her very well yet but she was just about 
the kindest person he’d ever met and he was sure 
she would be willing to come over tonight so that 
Joyce could sleep easy.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“I’m really sorry, Xander.  I didn’t think.  I never 
meant to put you in danger.” 
 
Buffy looked at him apologetically.  She’d called this 



morning and arranged to meet him at the espresso 
pump.  She’d greeted him quietly and fidgeted 
uncomfortably as they placed their order, hardly 
saying anything until the waitress had set their 
coffees down and left them alone.  Xander had 
known why she was calling, of course, and he’d had 
all morning to think about what he wanted to say. 
 
“Buffy, I want to say it’s no big deal.  But I’m having 
a hard time because it could have been.”   
 
It really was hard to get too worked up when 
everything had worked out ok but Dracula could 
have caused Spike serious problems with the 
Court.  A vampire as legendary as Dracula made 
waves just by being in town.  If he had decided to 
just stroll into the Court and announce himself, 
every vampire in the Court would have been 
considering whether to switch allegiances and 
watching Spike like a hawk for any sign of 
weakness.  A heads up that he was in town would 
have been really helpful so that Spike wasn’t taken 
by surprise. 
 



Fortunately, Dracula really had been in town 
because of Buffy and hadn’t bothered to learn 
anything about who the Master of the Territory was 
before arriving.  As far as anyone could tell, he’d set 
himself up in his “castle” and hadn’t had any 
intention of dealing with anyone but the Slayer until 
he’d happened to sense Xander’s Claim Mark and 
gotten curious.   
 
Granted, if she’d warned them, Xander might not 
have had to deal with Dracula’s freaky illusion 
experience but he’d been working steadily at 
repressing everything he’d seen and felt during 
that, and thought it would retreat into nothing 
more than the occasional nightmare soon. 
 
“I know.  Spike explained it to me.”  She rubbed her 
face absently as if she could still feel Spike’s fist 
crashing into it.  “The thing is…”  she stopped.  “I 
screwed up, Xander,” she said bluntly.  “And I can’t 
seem to stop screwing up.” 
 
“What are you talking about?” he asked blankly.   
 



“I love Riley,” she said, somewhat irrelevantly, in 
Xander’s opinion.  They’d been talking about 
Dracula, not Riley.  “He’s everything I thought I 
wanted.  A nice, normal guy.  Solid.  Dependable.” 
 
“What is he, State Farm?” Xander 
interjected.  “What’s this got to do with Dracula?” 
 
“I’m getting there,” she told him and Xander settled 
in for what was clearly going to be a long, 
convoluted explanation. 
 
“Then Riley turns out to be almost a male 
Slayer.  You know, college guy by day, demon 
hunter by night.  And it was like:  wow, I’d found the 
perfect guy.  Who else would ever understand my 
crazy life so well.  And Riley was such a good fighter, 
better than any human, and we were so well-
matched.” 
 
“And now he’s just a nice, normal guy again,” 
Xander interrupted, suddenly understanding where 
she was going, although he still couldn’t figure out 
what this had to do with Dracula. 



 
“Yeah, and all of a sudden he can’t keep up with 
me, and I’m worried about him getting hurt, and…” 
she trailed off, looking miserable. 
 
“And you’re leaving him behind.” 
 
Buffy nodded.  “I know he hates it but I can’t risk 
him getting hurt.”  She looked up, eyes fierce.  “And 
he’s going to get hurt, Xander, because he doesn’t 
accept that he’s not as strong as he used to be, and 
he keeps trying to protect me from things I can 
handle myself.” 
 
She held up a hand, cutting him off before he could 
answer.  “That’s why I didn’t tell anyone, especially 
Giles, about Dracula.  I really didn’t think he was a 
threat to anyone but me. And I know that was 
stupid.”  She flashed him an apologetic look.  “But I 
thought if Riley and I researched him together, Riley 
would feel useful.  Necessary.  And he is,” she 
insisted, “but…” 
 
“But to Buffy, not to the Slayer,” Xander finished for 



her. 
 
They fell silent and Xander wondered what to tell 
her.  That Riley would never be happy as research 
guy and, by the way, he sucked at it because he was 
used to being spoon-fed information by the 
Initiative?  That trying so hard to keep Riley happy 
had pushed everyone else away, and Giles was 
about to leave town because of it? 
 
First things first, he thought.  “Buffy, I think you 
need to figure out if Riley is really what you 
want.”  It was his turn to hold up a hand, cutting off 
her automatic response and forcing her to listen.  “If 
you need someone who can physically keep up with 
you, then Riley’s not that guy.  That’s not anyone’s 
fault, it’s just the way it is.”  
 
“But it’s not his fault that he can’t keep up with me 
anymore, and I feel horrible blaming him for it.” 
 
“Buffy, will you listen to what you’re saying?  Riley 
is a normal human.  Maggie Walsh pumped him full 
of drugs and made him into the super-soldier you 



first met.  That isn’t who Riley is, and it never 
was.  That was Maggie Walsh’s twisted experiment, 
not a real person.  If that’s who you’re in love with, 
that person doesn’t exist.” 
 
She glared at him and Xander just stared back until 
her eyes fell.   
 
“I think you need to figure out who you are, Buffy, 
before you can know if Riley, or anyone else, is right 
for you.  You’ve always seen yourself as two 
separate people:  Buffy and the Slayer.  And frankly, 
as far as I can tell, only one of those two loves 
Riley.”  He hesitated, then decided to just lay it out 
for her.  “I think you’re having so much trouble now 
because, when Riley was super-soldier guy, both 
sides of you loved him.” 
 
Buffy stared at him for a long time, fingers restlessly 
shredding her napkin into confetti.  “Is that what 
happened with you and Spike?” she asked finally. 
 
Xander’s eyebrows shot up, not having expected 
her to make the comparison.  But, as much as he 



hated being compared to Riley, it wasn’t an unfair 
one.  “Kind of,” he answered slowly, trying to think 
of how to explain.  “Spike had to learn to accept 
that, while I’m human and a lot weaker than he is, 
he can’t protect me from everything or force me to 
stay out of dangerous situations.”  He smiled 
fleetingly.  “We still have arguments about that and 
he’d still like to keep me out of fights,” he 
admitted.  “I had to decide if I could deal with the 
fact that’s Spike’s a vampire.  He’s always going to 
be stronger and faster than me, and he’s never 
going to think like a human.”   
 
He shrugged, “Maybe you should talk to Spike 
because he’s pretty much dealing with your side of 
things and I’m seeing them from Riley’s.”  He 
grinned at her expression.  “Ok, maybe not,” he 
conceded.  God knows what Spike would tell 
her.   “What you have to understand is that it’s just 
as hard for Riley as it is for you.  Spike and I have 
almost broken up over him trying to keep me 
wrapped in cotton wool.  I resented the hell out of 
it and I can only imagine how much more Riley 
resents it when you do it.  The guy’s a soldier and 



he’s used to being in command.” 
 
Buffy winced and Xander could tell she’d gotten the 
point. 
 
“If you two can’t find some way to compromise,” he 
finished gently.  “Where you let him do what he has 
to and he doesn’t deliberately act recklessly, you’re 
never going to be happy.  Spike had to learn to 
accept that I’m going to protect him as much as he 
protects me, and I had to learn to think before 
doing crazy stuff.”   
 
“But you guys made it.” 
 
“Yeah, because we’d rather be together than apart, 
even if sometimes we drive each other up the 
wall.”  He looked at her seriously.  “You know that 
stuff about love being easy?  It’s crap.  Especially if 
you’re in it for the long haul.” 
 
“So, you’re telling me I have to let him risk his life, 
or he won’t be happy?”  Buffy didn’t sound happy 
about that. 



 
“I’m not saying anything of the kind.  You guys have 
to find your own balance and what works for 
you.  The fact that I’m not out there patrolling every 
night has nothing to do with Spike.  But if Riley 
needs to patrol to be happy, you’re going to have to 
decide if you can handle that.  If he stops patrolling 
because that’s what you need him to do, it’s never 
going to work in the long run because he’ll resent 
you for making him quit.”   
 
Buffy nodded slowly, and slid off her stool.  She 
stood there beside the table for a moment, eyes 
thoughtful.  “Thanks, Xander.”   
 
“What are you going to do?” he couldn’t help 
asking, looking at her curiously. 
 
“I’m not sure.  But I think I’m going to start by 
talking to Giles.  I need to figure out what being a 
Slayer really means.” 
 
She turned and left the restaurant without another 
word, and Xander sat in stunned relief, a smile 



slowly spreading across his face.  He wished he 
could take the credit but he hadn’t seen that 
coming at all.   
 
No way would Giles leave now, not with Buffy 
asking him for help.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike lifted his head, every sense alert.   
 
Xander slept on, oblivious.  The disturbance Spike 
had felt hadn’t come from his Claimed.  For one 
moment, he’d thought…. 
 
Spike’s eyebrows swooped together as he struggled 
to grasp the fleeting sensation that had woken him, 
but it was gone.   
 
All was quiet in the Court, he discovered, extending 
his senses and finding no trace of motion except the 
normal, nearly silent movements of the sentries on 
duty downstairs, guarding the entrances to the 
Court through the long daylight hours. 



 
Shrugging, he decided it must have been his 
imagination.  He already couldn’t remember exactly 
what it was that had woken him so 
abruptly.  Settling back down, he pulled Xander 
closer to him and went back to sleep. 
 
~~~~~~ 
 
On the other side of the world, a group of extremely 
determined amateurs sighed in relief even as the 
pounding reached a crescendo.   
 
It was done. 
 
The magic was already seeping into the fabric of the 
town, permeating the very soil as if it had always 
been there.  It would lie quiescent, undetectable, 
activated only as needed.  The two most directly 
affected had already had their memories and their 
physical reality adapted to fit the requirements of 
the spell.  It was not possible to anticipate every 
need in the weeks and years to come, so the 
background spell would ensure that gaps were 



filled, and records were in place, as they became 
needed.  Anyone with links to the sister and 
mother, anyone who would necessarily have 
previously encountered the Key in this new form, 
would be sensed by the background magic they had 
set and have appropriate memories added and 
altered upon their first encounter with the Key. 
 
Modern technology had caused the greatest 
difficulty.  Their youngest member had been 
recruited and trained for this eventuality, and it was 
he who had woven the portions of the spell that 
would allow the passive magic in the town to travel 
across electronic and telephone links to distant 
persons, altering their memories as needed.  Once 
hoped to be an easy addition to a spell that had 
already been adapted and worked on for centuries - 
after all, letters had been taken into account 
generations ago - it had almost proved a fatal flaw 
in their weaving until Brother Johann had found the 
way.  The delay had been necessary to avoid glaring 
holes in what needed to be a seamless cover, holes 
that would make the Key vulnerable to discovery, 
but the delay had proved costly, and they had 



barely finished the spell in time. 
 
The spells they had woven would be undetectable 
to any deliberate search.  It might be glimpsed out 
of the corner of an eye, as it were, but only if the 
person was searching for something else, in which 
case they were likely to ignore it.  The Beast wasn’t 
subtle enough to search for it with anything less 
than brutal directness and those methods should 
fail.  And in any case, if they had overlooked 
something, the protector they had chosen would be 
standing between the Beast and the Key, guarding 
the Key with her life. 
 
Their goal accomplished, there was room for the 
terror that had been held back by intense 
concentration alone as the strongest metal known 
to their ancestors, reinforced time and again over 
the centuries, bent and crumpled like tissue paper 
under the blows hammering against it.   
 
~~~~~~ 
 



Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episodes ’Buffy 
vs. Dracula’ and ‘Into the Woods’  

 
 

Part Four 

Sitting out in the courtyard off Giles’ apartment, 
Xander smiled as he watched Giles working.  He’d 
found Giles sitting at the table in the courtyard 
outside his apartment, escaping the heat inside, 
surrounded by books and notes, scribbling notes to 
himself from ideas he’d found in the Watcher 
Journals. 
 
He hadn’t realized how quiet and depressed Giles 
had gotten until suddenly he wasn’t any 
more.  Buffy’s decision to ask Giles to help her 
figure out what being a Slayer meant had lead the 
two of them to a decision to resume her training - 
something they hadn’t done formally since Buffy 
had started college.  Ever since their talk, Giles had 
been drawing up plans and consulting other 
Watcher’s journals for ideas and generally looking 



like he was thoroughly enjoying himself.  Xander 
just hoped Buffy realized what she’d gotten herself 
into.  Giles looked like he had a scary amount of 
training planned. 
 
He was continuing to organize his Slayer materials, 
but now it wasn’t just something he needed to do 
before he could leave town, to ensure he done the 
best he could by his Slayer.  Now it was a 
convenience, something he recognized as being a 
good idea, in general, but no longer urgent.   
 
“You should join us, Xander,” Giles told him, picking 
up the conversation from where hed stopped 
talking to jot down a note to himself about his latest 
idea.  “Somehow we stopped our demon study 
sessions,” he frowned.  “I’m not quite sure when 
that happened.” 
 
“Neither am I,” Xander admitted.  “Some crisis or 
other.”  Graduation, he thought.  He’d gotten so 
busy the summer after graduation that he’d 
stopped studying with Giles entirely.  “You’re going 
to have a demon study night?” he asked curiously. 



 
“Yes, Buffy and I are going to work together for an 
hour or two, five days a week.  I’m planning on 
spending one of the sessions on demons.  It’s 
something she should have been studying all along, 
but somehow I was never quite able to get her to 
deal with the subject systematically, instead of just 
as needed.” 
 
“Demon of the week sessions.”  Xander had gotten 
involved in some of them and they were great for 
in-depth knowledge of one particular species, but 
very different from the survey course of the kind 
Giles had been teaching him. 
 
“Quite so.  Would you be interested in continuing 
your studies?”  Giles gave him a keen glance. 
 
“Yeah, I’d like that.”  He’d enjoyed his sessions with 
Giles and some of the information had ended up 
being very useful on the Hellmouth.  Of course, 
learning about non-dangerous demons had been if 
anything even more interesting. A thought struck 
him.  “You know, Giles, I bet some of the patrol 



volunteers would love to learn more about the 
demons they’re fighting.  What do you think about 
making it an open class?” 
 
Giles looked intrigued.  “That’s a very interesting 
idea, Xander.  Do you really think any of them 
would be interested?” 
 
“Yeah.  And frankly, we should think about including 
Riley and the other former Initiative soldiers.  They 
need a serious crash course in the harmless 
demons.” 
 
“I’d think twice about that, if I were you.  They 
might just use the information to hunt down all 
your little friends.” 
 
Xander started in surprise at the sudden voice 
behind him.   
 
Giles closed his eyes for one brief second.  “Hello, 
Ethan,” he said resignedly, looking over Xander’s 
shoulder towards the stairs leading down into the 
small courtyard.   



 
Xander twisted around and saw Ethan Rayne - who 
couldn’t ever resist making an entrance - posed on 
the bottom step, a puckish smile on his lips. 
 
“For your information, they have given their word 
that they will not interfere in Buffy’s work.” 
 
“And you believe them?”  Ethan was as good as 
Spike at conveying disbelief with nothing more than 
a single lifted eyebrow. 
 
“Yes,” Giles said stiffly.  “I do.” 
 
Xander hid a grin.  Giles didn’t trust the former 
Initiative soldiers still stationed in town at the army 
base further than he could throw them and only the 
fact that Sergeant Morgan was keeping tabs on 
them had reconciled him to their continued 
presence in town.  It had to be killing him to vouch 
for them now, but he seemed to be making a point 
of taking the opposite side from Ethan on every 
subject.  
 



Ethan sauntered over to the table and settled down 
in an empty chair, as comfortable as if Giles had 
effusively welcomed him instead of just looking 
irritated at the interruption.  “Rather trusting of 
you, Ripper.” 
 
“Is there some reason you’re here, Ethan?” 
 
“Now, Ripper, you’re going to make me think you 
aren’t happy to see me.” 
 
Xander thought Ethan would do better with Giles if 
he would stop calling him by his teenage 
nickname.  Giles reacted to it every time the way 
Angel did when Spike called him ‘Angelus’.  Which 
was probably the point, now that he thought about 
it.  Ethan might be annoying the hell out of Giles but 
wasn’t being ignored. 
 
Xander had expected Ethan to return to town 
immediately after the fight with the Initiative and 
begin trying to get Giles to date him - he was so not 
thinking about them doing anything but sipping tea 
together at the Espresso Pump.  Instead, they 



hadn’t seen or heard anything from the chaos mage 
for nearly two months.  Giles hadn’t acted surprised 
or upset by the disappearing act, or as if he’d even 
noticed that Ethan hadn’t followed through, except 
for the occasional, overly-casual question about the 
spell Ethan had done to short out the chip and 
Ethan’s agreement with Spike, allowing him to 
return to Sunnydale without Spike killing him. 
 
By the time Ethan did start stopping by, Giles was 
on the defensive, no longer quite so sure about 
Ethan’s motives for wanting to return to Sunnydale 
and regarding his one-time friend with wary 
eyes.  Remembering the almost smug certainty 
Giles had shown when he first learned what favor 
Ethan had asked Spike for in exchange for remove 
the chip, Xander couldn’t help admiring the man’s 
strategy.  He suspected Ethan would have had a 
much harder time with Giles if he hadn’t prudently 
absented himself over the summer. 
 
As far as he knew, Ethan still hadn’t brought up the 
subject of dating to Giles, but watching the two 
men verbally jousting, Xander could tell it was only 



a matter of time.  Spike was right, the two of them 
were so obvious, they might as well be carrying 
signs that read “former lovers”. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Carrying a stack of boxes up the dormitory stairs, 
Xander suspected that the fall and spring moving 
parties were going to be a part of his life for 
awhile.  Riley was helping as well, but the two of 
them were being carefully polite to each other, 
which didn’t make for a happy work crew.  Riley 
was apparently still upset about Spike hitting Buffy 
the other night.   
 
Actually, Xander had been ticked off about that too 
- not that he intended to admit that to Riley - but 
for completely different reasons.  Spike had 
promised him he wouldn’t attack Buffy and Buffy 
had set Spike’s healing ribs back a day when she 
defended herself.  Oh, he understood why Spike 
had been upset, but he and Buffy really needed to 
figure out another way to communicate when they 
were angry at each other. 



 
Riley was mad because he couldn’t stop thinking 
about Buffy as being a girl, which was just 
stupid.  Spike hitting Buffy and Buffy hitting Spike 
wasn’t the same as two normal humans hitting each 
other.  For Riley to still be holding a grudge days 
later and thinking Spike was dangerous and out of 
control was beyond stupid.  Well, ok, Spike was 
dangerous, but not to Buffy and it was past time 
Riley learned to accept that.   
 
Shaking off his thoughts about things he couldn’t 
change, Xander set his boxes down inside the room 
and looked around.  Buffy was in a different room 
this year, a single, not a double and she was staring 
pensively out the window, not unpacking the first 
load of boxes.  Crossing the room, Xander looked 
out over her shoulder and saw she had a view of the 
parking lot and Riley, gathering up a second load of 
boxes out of the back of the truck he’d borrowed. 
 
“How’s it going with you two?” 
 
Buffy glanced around and smiled.  “We’ve decided 



to try being just Buffy and Riley for awhile, and see 
how it goes.” 
 
“As opposed to being two other people?” 
 
Buffy gave him a look that said he was being 
dense.  “No Slayers or commandoes allowed on 
dates,” she explained.  “No patrolling together, no 
training together, no nothing involving death or 
danger.  We’re going to go to movies, and out to 
eat, and skip hand in hand through the park…” she 
scowled and smacked him as he made a gagging 
sound.  “Work with me, Xander, that was a 
metaphor.”   
 
“Hey,” he protested.  “It’s not my fault that the 
image of Riley skipping is now permanently stuck in 
my head.”  He was going to have a really hard time 
not giggling when Riley got back with his second 
load of boxes. 
 
“Speaking of which - the dating part, not the 
skipping which I am now seriously regretting ever 
saying - can you babysit Dawn tonight?” 



 
“Who?” Xander asked blankly.   
 
“Earth to Xander.  Dawn - my terminally annoying 
kid sister.” 
 
“Of course, sorry,” Xander shook his head to clear 
it.    “I guess I’m more in need of coffee than I 
realized.”  It wasn’t even the first time Buffy had 
asked him to babysit for her sister.  The image of 
Riley skipping was clearly messing with his mental 
processes.  “What time and for how long?” he 
asked. 
 
He didn’t think Spike would mind.  Spike adored 
Dawn even if he hated for people to know 
that.  Buffy didn’t even call him on it - not since 
she’d discovered that Xander could babysit Dawn in 
her place far more frequently when Spike wasn’t 
trying to prove to her how little he cared and 
objecting to Xander’s “wasting his time with the 
little brat” for show. 
 
Spike thought Dawn had spunk - which she did, 



sometimes almost too much.  He supposed it came 
from growing up as kid sister to the Slayer.  Even if 
she hadn’t known what was going on, she’d known 
a long time before Joyce did that Buffy snuck out at 
night.  Xander grinned, remembering Buffy’s relief 
that years of blackmail had come to an end after he 
and Spike spilled the beans to Joyce.  He suspected 
it was the reason she had eventually forgiven them 
for telling Joyce she was the Slayer. 
 
“Mom has a date tonight and I was supposed to be 
going out with Riley.  Have you ever tried to get 
some quality nookie in with Dawn around?” 
 
Xander grinned.  He’d gotten some extremely high-
quality nookie during babysitting duty, on the 
Summers’ couch after Dawn had gone to bed, but 
he wasn’t about to admit that.  He settled for the 
safer option. 
 
“Your mom has a date?  With who?”   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 



“Joyce has a date?  With who?” 
 
“Some guy she meet at the gallery.  Buffy didn’t 
know his name.  That’s why we’re babysitting.” 
 
“Slayer’s letting her mum go out on a date with a 
stranger?” Spike asked, looking absolutely outraged 
at the idea.   
 
“Well, first dates are usually with people you don’t 
know.  That’s kind of the point.”   
 
“Slayer going with them?” 
 
“Hello, Mr. Victorian age, we don’t use chaperones 
any more.  Well, except at school dances,” he 
conceded, “and I don’t think those count.”  He and 
Spike certainly hadn’t had anyone interrupt them in 
the corners of the school gym on prom night.  Of 
course, that could have been because Giles and 
Wesley had been two of the chaperones that night. 
 
“Give me the phone,” Spike demanded.  “Going to 
give the Slayer a piece of my mind.  First Dracula 



and now this…”   
 
Xander straddled Spike’s lap, stopping him as he 
started to get up off the couch to look for the 
phone himself.  “Spike, calm down.  Joyce is allowed 
to date.  You’re going to have to let her grow up 
some time,” he said kindly, eyes shining with 
laughter. 
 
Spike glared at him.  “I am calm.”  Xander just 
looked at him, eyebrows raised.  Spike subsided into 
sulky silence.   
 
“Not helpin’ babysit the kid,” he announced after a 
brief silence. 
 
“No problem.  I’m sure I can handle it on my own,” 
Xander answered cheerfully, deciding it would be 
safer not to be caught rolling his eyes. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Where’s Spike?” Dawn demanded immediately, 
looking extremely put out when Xander walked into 



the house alone.  Dawn had a huge crush on 
Spike.  She used to have one on Xander but it had 
died a quick death shortly after she met 
Spike.  Xander had been amused and sympathetic 
when Dawn had switched her crush from him to 
Spike.  What wasn’t to crush on?  Handsome, 
dangerous, mouth-wateringly sexy, Xander couldn’t 
fault Dawn’s taste. 
 
Xander gave her a conspiratorial grin.  “Found out 
your mom was on a date.  She’s being stalked even 
as we speak.” 
 
Dawn giggled.  “That’s cute.” 
 
“Well, given that your mom’s last date was with a 
wife-killing robot, it’s also not a bad idea.”  It had 
actually been Dawn who’d told him about that 
incident, long after it happened, since he hadn’t 
been friends with Buffy and hadn’t even met Dawn 
yet at the time.  He’d thought she was kidding but 
Willow had confirmed it. 
 
Dawn made a face.  “Ted was creepy even when I 



thought he was human.” 
 
“So you say now.” 
 
“I so knew it at the time,” Dawn insisted, following 
him into the living room.  “What videos did you 
bring?”   
 
It was a standing tradition that Xander brought 
movies with him on nights he babysat.  Dawn liked 
the the sci-fi movies Xander usually brought over, 
saying that the romances her mom and Buffy liked 
to watch were “so lame”. 
 
When Joyce first began inviting them over for 
dinner, the summer Buffy had run away to Los 
Angeles, Dawn had always “coincidentally” been 
out of the house spending the night at a friends’ 
house.  It wasn’t until Joyce had known Spike for 
almost two months that she first allowed him to 
meet Dawn.  It had been just one more thing that 
Buffy had gotten upset about that fall and she had 
threatened Spike with unbelievably graphic violence 
if he hurt or upset Dawn in any way.  She’d argued 



furiously with her mother that Spike couldn’t be 
trusted around Dawn but Joyce had put her foot 
down.  Spike had been astonished and touched that 
Joyce trusted him that much - Buffy was the Slayer 
and could take care of herself but letting Spike be 
around her 12-year old younger daughter?  Spike 
had frankly had no interest in meeting the Slayer’s 
kid sister at the time, but the combination of a new 
opportunity to piss Buffy off and Joyce’s trust had 
been irresistible.  
 
Joyce had trusted Spike, but only so far.  It was only 
after the craziness caused by the Hansel-and-Gretel 
demon that Joyce had finally allowed Dawn to be 
around Spike without someone else there:  herself 
or Xander or Buffy.  Knowing that Spike hadn’t done 
anything to hurt her family, even after Joyce had 
thrown him out of the house and called him a 
“monster” and a “thing”, had cemented the trust 
between her and Spike.  Joyce had told Spike that 
she’d been wrong not to trust him and, without 
making a production of it, she simply stopped 
worrying about making sure that someone else was 
around.   



 
Dawn had been ecstatic.  Her crush on Spike had 
been full-blown by then and she’d been pestering 
her mom for a long time about limiting her Spike 
time to supervised visits.  
 
Spike, up to that point, had pretty much just 
tolerated Dawn - who, admittedly could    
be annoyingly immature and bratty at 
times.  Somehow, being quietly granted Xander’s 
unofficial big brother status with Dawn had changed 
his amused tolerance into genuine affection.  He’d 
always approved of her fearless spunk and he’d 
gradually gotten the chance to know the quieter 
Dawn, who liked school and asked him to help her 
with her homework.  Watching Spike patiently 
correcting her English and History papers always 
brought a smile to Xander’s face.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The sound that woke him was so unusual that it 
took Spike a moment to place it. 
 



Someone was knocking, loudly and impatiently, on 
the apartment door.   
 
It couldn’t be later than noon, from the feel of it, 
and a quick glance at the clock on Xander’s side of 
the bed confirmed it.  Bloody fucking hell.  It this 
was a solicitor, he was pretty sure Xander would 
forgive him for eating them. 
 
Spike rolled to his feet in one smooth motion and 
walked quickly into the living room, feeling a jolt of 
worry that Xander was hurt or in need of 
help.  Stretching his senses out, he listened for 
some clue as to who was outside the door, hearing 
the annoyed muttering just before the hammering 
began again.   
 
He cursed fluently and reached out to snatch the 
door open, then hesitated.  Xander would kill him if 
he opened the door naked.  Swearing out loud, he 
retreated to the bedroom and rapidly yanked on a 
pair of pants and a t-shirt.  He pulled on his boots 
and took an extra second to grab the oilskin tarp he 
kept in the closet for emergencies and shook it out, 



already wrapping it around himself as he returned 
to the front door, where the knocking had gotten 
louder and even more impatient. 
 
He undid the locks that Xander insisted on fastening 
whenever he left and yanked the door open.  Dawn 
squeaked in surprise, her fist still raised.  “Spike!” 
she exclaimed happily. 
 
“You’re leaving,” he told her.  Not giving her time to 
argue, he simply pulled the oilskin over his head and 
grabbed Dawn’s hand, hurrying her down the stairs 
and towards the car.  Dawn protested the whole 
way, but didn’t struggle, for which Spike was 
grateful.  Bits of his fingers were exposed and he 
could feel the heat of the sun blistering his skin as 
he struggled to keep the cloth securely wrapped 
around him while towing a reluctant teenager 
towards his car.   
 
“In the car,” he snapped, sliding in behind the wheel 
and waiting impatiently for Dawn to climb in beside 
him. 
 



“Spike, what’s wrong?  I just wanted to talk to 
you.”  Dawn sounded a little scared and she stared 
at him through the open passenger door.   
 
Spike gritted his teeth against the urge to yell at her 
and reached across to pull her inside, ignoring the 
deadly sun as the tarp slipped back from his hand as 
it closed around her arm, tugging her gently 
inside.  Dawn realized what was happening and 
scrambled inside, slamming the door with its 
blacked-out window closed and shutting out the 
sun. 
 
“It’s not safe for you here, Dawn.” he managed to 
say, fairly calmly and threw the car into gear, 
sending up a spray of gravel as he spun it around 
and headed for the Summers house.  “We’ll talk 
about it when I get you home.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander hadn’t trusted himself to speak to Dawn 
calmly for days.   
 



He sat with her now on the porch swing of her 
house, three days after she gone to the 
apartment.  What had angered him the most was 
that Dawn knew she wasn’t supposed to go to their 
apartment, but she’d had an argument with Buffy 
over something - a sweater she’d borrowed and 
ruined or something equally stupid - and had 
wanted Spike to make her feel better.  Admittedly, 
Spike could always be counted on for colorful Buffy 
insults, which made Dawn laugh, but still… 
 
Spike had told him he’d taken care of it, but Xander 
wanted to be sure.  Both Buffy and Joyce had called 
to apologize, and Dawn had called practically non-
stop, leaving tearful, apologetic messages, 
promising never to do that again, which Xander, 
who’d deliberately not answered the phone, had 
listened to with a grim face.  He believed her, he 
just wasn’t sure she really understood. 
 
Granted, the combination of Spike throwing a 
blanket over himself and hustling her out of the 
apartment immediately, not even waiting to call 
someone to come and get her, just dragging her 



down to the deSoto with its blacked out windows 
and driving her home, and the burns he’d gotten 
from the sun doing that, had been enough to rattle 
Dawn completely.  
 
Once they were safely inside Joyce’s house, Spike 
had explained to her exactly why it was so 
dangerous for both her and Xander to have a 
human visiting them in their apartment.  From 
Spike’s description, Dawn had been in tears, trying 
desperately to soothe the blistered skin on Spike’s 
hands with a cold washcloth - which Spike had born 
patiently despite the fact that it did nothing to 
either heal him or ease the pain, and she had 
promised she would never come over to the 
apartment again, that she would call Xander’s cell 
phone if she needed to get ahold of them during 
the day. 
 
Now that he was sure he could talk to her without 
yelling at her, Xander had gone to the house and 
quietly asked if he could talk to Dawn alone.  Joyce 
had sent Dawn out to the porch to talk to him, 
although Xander was sure she was listening from 



inside the living room.  Which was fine. 
    
Dawn had come out hesitantly and Xander wished 
he hadn’t waited so long, because Dawn was 
obviously feeling guilty and a little scared and 
probably a little resentful that he hadn’t returned 
any of her calls.  She sat down stiffly on the old 
couch on the porch, hands clasped tightly, and 
Xander quietly handed her a slip of paper.  She 
glanced at it.   
 
“What’s that?” 
 
“It’s the number for Spike’s cell phone,” he told her 
calmly.  “You’re the only one but me that has it 
now.  Spike asked me to give it to you.” 
 
Dawn’s tense posture eased and she took the piece 
of paper with hands that trembled slightly.  “Why 
are you giving it to me?” 
 
“Because Spike wants you to have it.  Don’t use it at 
night but you can call him anytime during the 
day.  If you need to see him, Spike can get here 



through the tunnels.  There’s an entrance less than 
half a block from here and a lot of trees on this 
block.” 
 
At the oblique reminder that Spike had gotten 
burned bringing her home, tears welled up in 
Dawn’s eyes.   
 
“Ahh, honey,”  Xander took her in his arms, stroking 
her hair and whispering in her ear that they both 
forgave her.  “But Dawn, you need to understand 
that you are the reason Spike got hurt.  I know you 
didn’t mean to, but you did.  I was really angry with 
you, that’s why it took me so long to come see 
you.  I know you love Spike and wouldn’t hurt him 
for the world, but both he and Buffy have 
responsibilities and problems that you and I don’t 
have.  And we always have to remember that.” 
 
“But you live with Spike,” Dawn had sniffed, not 
quite willing to let it go and Xander thought that 
he’d probably made a tactical error mentioning 
Buffy.  Dawn was going through a phase where she 
absolutely refused to admit that Buffy’s role as the 



Slayer was any big deal. 
 
“Because the vampires accept that I’m Spike’s 
property.” he explained patiently, knowing she 
needed to understand this more than 
superficially.  “I’m the only human who can safely 
be upstairs without the vampires wondering if 
Spike’s gone soft or is betraying them in some 
way.”  He remembered guiltily when he’d invited 
Giles over for the Watcher’s one and only visit to 
the apartment a few weeks after they’d moved 
in.  He hadn’t really known himself then how much 
of a problem he was creating for Spike by doing 
that.  Fortunately, at the time there had only been a 
handful of vampires in the Court.  
 
“Even worse, if the vampires get your scent, they 
can find you around town.  Someone Spike cares 
about can be used as a hostage against him to make 
him do things he doesn’t want to.”  Dawn looked 
less than impressed and Xander held her shoulders 
lightly, staring intently at her as he explained. 
 
“I’m Spike’s Claimed Human, Dawn.  A vampire is 



going to think long and hard before touching me, 
because they know that Spike will kill them” - big 
understatement there, but hey, Dawn was only 
fourteen so he was giving her the G-rated version - 
“you don’t have that protection.” 
 
“But Dracula threatened you.” 
 
Xander froze.  He hadn’t been aware that Dawn 
knew anything about what had happened with 
Dracula.  “Yes, he did,” he said carefully, “but even 
Dracula didn’t dare hurt me without making sure 
who had Claimed me.  And Spike killed him for 
threatening me.” 
 
“Yeah, Buffy was really mad about that.”  Dawn 
managed a watery smile, which Xander returned, 
remembering how furious Buffy had been that 
Spike had stolen her trophy kill. 
 
“Just remember, Dawn, vampires have a really good 
sense of smell.  And hearing.  If you were in the 
apartment for any length of time, some of them 
would hear your heartbeat and be able to recognize 



your smell.  Then they would start to ask 
questions.  Spike can take any of them on one at a 
time, and even two or three at a time, but if thirty 
of them stormed the apartment, Spike would 
probably be killed.  Especially if he was trying to 
protect you before defending himself.” 
 
Dawn looked at him wide-eyed and Xander 
wondered if he was going to have Joyce on the 
front porch at any moment, telling him he’d gone 
too far. 
 
“You and I have a big responsibility, Dawn.  We 
have to think before putting ourselves in danger 
because Spike won’t think before rescuing us.  If 
Spike had been thinking about anything other than 
getting you out of the apartment as fast as he 
could, he would have called someone to come get 
you.  I could have been there in five minutes, and so 
could your mom, Giles and Buffy.  Spike was so 
worried about you being in danger that he just ran 
out into the sun.” 
 
“I know.  I’m really sorry.” 



 
Xander hugged her tighter.  “I know you are, 
Dawn.  And I know you won’t do it again.  Just 
remember, you are one of the very few people in 
this world that Spike loves.  And Spike will do 
anything for the people he loves.  So you and I have 
to remember that before we do something stupid.” 
 
“Mom too.”  Dawn looked at him.  “He loves mom, 
too.” 
 
“Well, yeah, but she doesn’t usually do anything 
more dangerous than going out on dates.” 
 
Dawn managed a half-hearted giggle at that and 
Xander threw an arm around her, pleased when she 
put her head on his shoulder, leaning against 
him.  “Is it hard, being with Spike?” she asked after 
a long time. 
 
“There’s some things I wish we could 
do:  afternoons at the beach, that kind of thing, but 
no, it’s not hard.  Spike’s worth it.” 
 



Dawn didn’t say anything else for a long time, and 
Xander kept his eyes on the front lawn, 
remembering the summer he’d met Dawn.  It had 
been the summer that Buffy ran away.  Dawn had 
caught him when he’d come over to do yard work 
for Buffy’s mother while she was at work.  He could 
still see her, a skinny, not quite 12-year old, arms 
crossed, telling him she was going to call the police 
on him because he was obviously some kind of 
weirdo, breaking into their shed just to do their 
yard work.  He hadn’t even known Buffy had a kid 
sister before then.   
 
After that first meeting, he’d seen her several times 
over the summer.  Unlike her mother, who when 
she found him in the yard, would simply pull on a 
pair of gloves and go to work beside him in 
comfortable silence, Dawn would sit on the porch 
steps and watch him work, talking to him non-
stop.  Hearing her complain about Buffy and rattle 
on about movies and books, he’d let her voice wash 
over him, filling that part of him that had been 
aching for the loss of Willow’s prattling voice in his 
life.   



 
Dawn had become the kid sister he’d never had and 
he knew the same fear as Spike that something 
would happen to her, that she would become 
another victim of the Hellmouth. 
Both of them were determined not to let that 
happen.  If that meant that Dawn had to grow up a 
little faster than she might otherwise, well, at least 
she would live to grow up. 

 

  

Part Five 

“Xander, can I borrow you for a while this 
afternoon?”   
 
“Of course, Giles.  What’s up?”   
 
“You know that I’ve been looking for a suitable 
place for Buffy to train?” 
 
“Yeah.”  Xander took a quick bite off his sandwich 
and hoped the chewing wasn’t audible over the 



phone.  Giles had caught him on his lunch hour. 
 
“I may have found one and I’d like your opinion on 
whether the modification I’d like to make are 
feasible.” 
 
Xander smiled, pleased that Giles thought well 
enough of his skills to ask his opinion.  He 
swallowed quickly and cleared his throat.  “I can 
probably handle that.  Where’s it located?” 
 
Giles read off an address and Xander 
blinked.  “That’s right downtown.” 
 
“Yes, it’s the Magic Shoppe.  The owner has put the 
business up for sale,” Giles told him casually. 
 
“Ummm, Giles?  There’s a reason that store goes up 
for sale on practically an annual basis.”  
 
“Yes, I know,” Giles said calmly, “but there’s also a 
reason it’s bought regularly.” 
 
“Contagious insanity?” Xander suggested. 



 
“Unusually high profit margins,” Giles responded 
crisply. 
 
Xander was sticking with his own theory.  “Aren’t 
the British supposed to be above that sort of crass 
commercialism?” 
 
“Yes, but it’s not actually true,” Giles explained and 
Xander could hear the smile in his voice.  “We just 
pretend that we are so no one thinks we’re 
American.” 
 
“Yeah, ‘cause the accent doesn’t give it away or 
anything.  The old owner is still alive, right?” he 
asked, checking. 
 
“Of course, but he apparently had one too many 
close calls last week, so the price is quite 
reasonable.” 
 
“Why the sudden yen for retail?” 
 
“It’s a very promising space,” Giles told him and 



Xander began to worry that Giles was actually 
serious about this. 
 
“This is such a bad idea,” Xander predicted gloomily 
but Giles was adamant.  Xander arranged to meet 
him at the shop after work and tucked the phone 
back in his pocket, wondering why on earth Giles 
was even considering buying the most dangerous 
business in town.   
 
He’d only been in the magic shop once and at the 
time, he’d been more worried about being caught 
burglarizing the place and whether Ethan was going 
to hold up his end of the bargain than examining 
the store, but he remembered vaguely that the 
back room where Ethan had done the spell had 
been a large one.  Cleaned up, it might in fact make 
a good training space.  He really hoped Giles knew 
what he was doing.   
 
Sighing, he glanced at his watch and saw he still had 
15 minutes left on his lunch break.  Maybe he could 
find a structural flaw in the building, he thought 
hopefully.  Or make one up.   



 
Cheered by that idea, he polished off the last of his 
soda and got to his feet.  Better to get back to work 
than sit here worrying about what a colossal fiasco 
this was sure to be. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander scowled impartially around the room, which 
had persistently refused to cooperate.  No dry rot, 
no termites, no code violations, no sign the original 
contractors had skimped on materials or done 
shoddy workmanship.  The building was annoyingly 
well-built. 
 
“Much as I hate to say it, there’s some solid 
craftsmanship in this building.”  He thumped his fist 
against the wall.  “It’ll take pretty much anything 
you can throw at it.” 
 
Giles looked pleased.  “That’s wonderful, Xander.” 
 
“Of course,” he kept going, overriding Giles, who 
persisted in remaining in his happy place, “you’d 



have to expect that, given that four previous 
owners have been killed” - he’d gotten that from 
the realtor, for god’s sake, something about having 
to disclose deaths on the premises to prospective 
buyers - “and the shop’s been trashed at least a 
couple of times in the past few years.” 
 
“Yes, I’m aware of that.”  Giles didn’t sound 
worried.  He didn’t even look up from the ledger he 
was flipping through.  Worse, he had his patient 
look on.  The one that said he was just humoring 
Xander’s objections.  
 
“He’s right, Giles,” Buffy said.  Giles had asked her 
to meet him at the shop as well.  “Most magic shop 
owners in Sunnydale have the life expectancy of a 
Spinal Tap drummer.  Not to mention, what do you 
know about running a business?” 
 
“I was a librarian for years,” Giles said airily.  “This is 
exactly the same, except people pay for the things 
they never return.  The shop will increase my 
resources.  And it will prevent you lot from 
trampling all over my flat at all hours.”  



 
Xander exchanged a helpless look with Buffy, who 
just shook her head.  There was no way they were 
talking Giles out of this.  Maybe Spike would agree 
to put the place under his protection.  And Buffy 
could add downtown to her patrol route. 
 
This was so going to be a disaster. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Something’s wrong.” 
 
Spike stopped just outside the door of the Magic 
Shoppe and his fingers slipped around Xander’s 
wrist in warning.  Xander immediately stopped and 
waited silently as Spike tried to understand what he 
had sensed.  
 
The three of them were meeting Giles at the shop, 
as Buffy and he had several times before, helping 
him get the place ready for business.  Spike had 
come along this time, now that Giles had officially 
bought the place, wanting to check it out 



himself.  Xander and his former employees were 
helping Giles make the physical changes he wanted 
and he’d asked for Spike’s opinion on sealing the 
basement against unwanted intrusions.  Spike had 
grumbled for form’s sake but Xander knew that 
Spike had been pleased to be asked.   
 
“What do you mean?” Buffy demanded, surveying 
the nearly deserted street and closed businesses 
around them.  “Everything’s quiet.” 
 
Spike inhaled, then shrugged.  “Might be nothing,” 
he admitted.  “Could just be sewer problems or 
summat.”  He didn’t look completely convinced but 
made no attempt to prevent Buffy from entering 
the shop. 
 
Buffy froze in the doorway for one second, then 
threw the door open and darted inside. 
 
“Giles!  Are you ok?” 
 
Xander would have been a step behind her but 
Spike held him back, his eyes swiftly surveying the 



store from the entranceway.  Xander peered 
worriedly over his shoulder and saw Buffy on her 
knees beside Giles, helping him to sit up amid a 
cluster of crushed cardboard boxes. 
 
Giles’ attacker was obviously long gone and Spike’s 
tense alertness relaxed.  Xander tugged free and 
joined Buffy beside Giles. 
 
“I feel like a complete idiot but, other than that, I’m 
fine,” Giles told them.  “The demon was not 
particularly interested in me until I was foolish 
enough to take a swing at it.” 
 
“Well far be it from me to say I told you so to a man 
who is still on the floor…” Buffy began, half 
exasperated, half worried. 
 
“Oh, go ahead and say it, it’s well earned.” 
 
Buffy’s head snapped around and she glared.  Spike, 
having decided there was no danger, was poking 
around curiously among the open boxes lined up 
against the far wall and just smirked in response to 



the sarcastic comment from the open front door. 
 
Ethan Rayne stepped fully into the shop.  “I must 
say, Ripper, your choices continue to be spot on,” 
he remarked, strolling across the floor to join them 
after a wary glance in Spike’s direction.  “You 
purchase a magic shop on the Hellmouth.  A shop, I 
might add, for which the owner’s life expectancy, 
based on previous track records, is measured in 
months, if not weeks.  Is it a surprise that you’ve 
been attacked before you’ve even opened the 
doors for business?”  Despite the dry, sarcastic 
tone, Ethan’s eyes were worried as he held out a 
hand to help Giles to his feet.   
 
“Well, I'm not dead or unconscious, so I say bravo 
for me,” Giles answered, accepting the help and 
steadying himself against the counter once he was 
back on his feet.  Buffy stood with him, watching 
him anxiously. 
 
“That’s the good old Blitz spirit,” Ethan retorted 
scathingly.  “Why move to the safety of the 
countryside when you can paint a target on your 



back and stay at ground zero?” 
 
“If Sunnydale’s too dangerous for you, Ethan, no 
one’s making you stay,” Giles pointed out, staring at 
the other man with an unreadable expression. 
 
For one moment, something that looked like hurt 
flickered in Ethan’s eyes, then he spun around and 
stalked out of the building with a snarl. 
 
“Harsh, Giles,” Xander said mildly.  “I think he’s 
actually worried about you.  And he’s not the only 
one who thinks buying the magic shop may not 
have been your best move.”  He held his hands up 
in a peace-making gesture when Giles transferred 
his stare to him.  “I know you have your reasons but 
you’ll have to forgive us if we can’t resist an I told 
you so.” 
 
“Never mind that, what did this to you?”  Only 
concern for Giles could have distracted Buffy from 
commenting on Ethan Rayne’s presence.  Xander 
heard the beginning of the description of the 
demon but then slipped out the door after Ethan, 



signaling to Spike that he’d be back in a minute.   
 
He wasn’t surprised to find that Ethan hadn’t gone 
far.  He was leaning against a lamppost a short 
distance down the block.  From the tension in his 
stance, Xander suspected he wasn’t kicking it only 
because he was aware that would hurt his foot.  He 
strolled down to join Ethan, who gave him a sharp 
glance but didn’t leave. 
 
“How did you know Giles was hurt?” 
 
Ethan’s shoulders tightened for an instant, but 
almost immediately relaxed again.  “What makes 
you think I knew anything of the kind?  My arrival 
just now was strictly coincidence.”  Ethan’s face was 
the picture of innocence, which automatically made 
Xander think he was lying.   
 
“Yeah, right.”  Xander could do sarcasm to.  “Not 
really buying that.  So, I’m asking, and if I don’t like 
your answer, Spike is going to be asking.” 
 
“Master Spike and I have an agreement,” Ethan said 



confidently.  “He won’t go back on his word.” 
 
“You’re forgetting, I was there.  Spike promised not 
to kill you, and to put the word out that you were 
under his protection.  Nothing was said about Spike 
not hurting you.”  Xander gave him a flat 
stare.  Ethan wasn’t trustworthy and he had no 
compunctions about keeping to the exact letter of 
their deal and not one inch more. 
 
“It was clearly implied by the terms,” Ethan insisted, 
looking slightly alarmed.   
 
“Probably should have spelled it out, then.  I don’t 
think we’re bound to implied agreements, just 
actual ones.” 
 
Ethan cleared his throat.  “It’s possible that there 
may be a minor tracking spell on Ripper.  Just 
enough to tell me his location and general state of 
health, I promise.” 
 
Surprisingly, Xander found he believed Ethan.  It 
was obvious that he cared about Giles, even if Giles 



wasn’t reciprocating - yet.  And a tracking spell 
seemed like the kind of thing Ethan would do. 
 
“Ok.”  He turned to go back into the Magic 
Shoppe.   
 
“Aren’t you going to insist that I remove the spell?” 
Ethan asked, head tilted curiously. 
 
Xander gave him a feral smile.  “Of course 
not.  However, there is the possibility that I might 
mention it to Giles if you don’t behave.” 
 
He savored the memory of the appalled look on 
Ethan’s face, as he rejoined the others inside the 
store. 
 
~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Toth!” Giles exclaimed.  “That’s the demon who 
attacked me.”  His finger skimmed down the page 
as he read off the highlights:  “Ancient demon.  Very 
strong.  Last survivor of the Tothric clan.  It also says 
that for a demon he’s unusually sophisticated.” 



 
Buffy frowned, putting down her own book 
thankfully.  “Sophisticated?  So I should discuss 
men’s fashions with him before I chop his head 
off?” 
 
Giles threw her an exasperated look.  “They are 
referring to the fact that he does not fight 
barehanded.  He uses tools,” he made a gesture 
trying to illustrate something or other, “devices.”  
 
Spike snorted.  “That’s not sophisticated, that’s 
common sense.  Need to stop relying on books that 
view demons as less intelligent than your average 
chimpanzee, Watcher.”  Spike had refused to help 
research, but Xander wasn’t complaining.  Spike had 
settled down on the step above him and had been 
massaging his shoulders while he read.  Which 
made it hard to concentrate of looking for demons 
that matched Giles’ description but had felt really 
good. 
 
“I admit, some of these medieval monks had a 
somewhat prejudiced view of demons,” Giles 



began.  Spike interrupted him. 
 
“‘Somewhat’?  Wasn’t it Aelfric that said that Hai-
nyrrii Shapeshifters were nothing more than clever 
animals?” he asked scathingly.  “‘Course, have to 
appreciate the way the Clan leader took the time to 
publicly insult him in three languages before killing 
him.”  He smirked.  Spike had always enjoyed a 
good revenge. 
 
Giles winced, looking vaguely nauseated and Xander 
made a mental note not to ask about the details of 
that particular incident.  It took a lot to make Giles 
look sick. 
 
“Can we get back to Toth?” Buffy suggested. 
 
“Right, sorry.”  Giles returned to the book.  “In this 
case, ‘sophisticated’ apparently means he is capable 
of working magic.”  His finger skimmed down the 
text rapidly, looking for other material 
information.  “He’s also supposed to be very 
focused.”  He looked up, gazing at Buffy.  “Since he 
mentioned the Slayer, I think we know what that 



focus is.” 
 
“Great.  Where do I find this guy, so I can teach him 
to shop somewhere else?” Buffy asked. 
 
Xander could tell Spike was rolling his eyes, even 
without turning his head.  Spike had always thought 
that Buffy’s death threats needed work.  Giles kept 
reading. 
 
“There’s no mention of the types of places he might 
frequent..,” he closed the book and smiled grimly, 
“but I have an idea.  He had a very specific olfactory 
presence.” 
 
“Meaning?” 
 
“He smelled like he’d been nesting in 
garbage.”  Giles said succinctly, abandoning the big 
words in favor of actually communicating. 
 
“There, you see?  No demon with any claim to 
sophistication hangs out at the city dump,” Spike 
said triumphantly. 



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Xander, can you and Spike come to the magic shop 
right away?” Giles sounded urgent.  “I’m sorry to 
bother you but we have a demon problem and 
Buffy’s…. not herself.” 
 
“What do you mean?”  Xander sat up reluctantly on 
the couch, sliding down a little, away from Spike’s 
distracting hands.   
 
They’d left the shop several hours ago and Spike 
had decided the Court could take care of itself for 
the night.  They didn’t have that many nights to 
spend together and he had been seriously annoyed 
when the phone rang, interrupting them.  He’d lost 
the brief argument about whether to even answer 
the phone when Xander checked the caller ID and 
seen it was Giles.   
 
Buffy had said she would check back with him after 
she’d killed Toth.  She’d turned down Spike and 
Xander’s offer to help, pointing out that Giles’ 



books hadn’t said anything about Toth being a good 
fighter, just strong.  She was still bristling 
defensively about the line between her’s and 
Spike’s roles in Sunnydale and Xander hoped killing 
Toth would make up for Spike’s killing Dracula, 
which he suspected was the real reason Buffy had 
turned down their help tonight.  Not that she 
wasn’t capable of handling most demons on her 
own, but he didn’t like the fact that this one 
surviving demon had been noteworthy enough to 
rate inclusion in one of the demonic 
encyclopedias.  Buffy had been confident and Giles 
not particularly worried, so he hadn’t argued.  
 
“It’s… rather hard to explain on the 
telephone.”  Giles sounded both worried and 
flustered.  Something more than the usual demon 
of the week was bothering him and Xander starting 
to feel a curl of unease.  “I could really use both 
your’s and Spike’s help.” 
 
Xander glanced across at Spike, who had his head 
tilted in a way that said he’d been listening to Giles’ 
end of the conversation.  He nodded in agreement 



and Xander told Giles:  “We’ll be there in ten 
minutes.” 
 
He hung up the phone and gave Spike an apologetic 
kiss. 
 
“Could have told him we’d be there in half an hour,” 
Spike groused, even as he headed into the bedroom 
for clothes.  “Would have let us finish what we 
started.” 
 
“Next time I’ll listen to you and not answer the 
phone,” Xander promised with a grin, wondering if 
their ten minutes gave him time for a cold shower. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The magic shop looked deserted but the door 
wasn’t locked.  Xander pushed it open and stepped 
inside.  “Hello?  Giles?” 
 
They’d straightened up from Toth’s visit and the 
previously scattered boxes were neatly stacked 
against the walls again, but other than that the shop 



appeared empty.  Xander moved further into the 
shop, just as the door to the back room opened and 
Buffy appeared.  Her eyes darted quickly around the 
room and fastened immediately on Spike. 
 
“Vampire!” she hissed, the word sounding like an 
accusation. 
 
Xander stared at her in surprise.  She was practically 
radiating hostility.  “Buffy?  What’s going on?”   
 
Buffy looked different somehow:  she’d pulled her 
hair back in a tight, braided ponytail, she wasn’t 
wearing any makeup, and she’d changed into plain, 
dark workout clothes, the ones she’d taken to 
keeping in the back room of the shop in the last 
week.  And she was glaring at Spike like he was an 
enemy. 
 
He looked at Spike in confusion and saw that Spike 
had shifted to vampire features and was glaring 
back at Buffy, his whole body tense and fighting-
ready.  “Spike?” 
 



“Slayer.”  Spike’s low-voiced exclamation was as 
much an acknowledgement of a sworn enemy as 
Buffy’s had been. 
 
“Guys, chill.”   
 
Buffy entered the room with the light, wary tread of 
a born predator, her eyes scanning the space for 
threats and automatically taking in every detail that 
might be used against her or by her in a fight.  It 
was the exact thing that Spike habitually did upon 
entering any room, no matter how relaxed or 
comfortable he was, a survival instinct so ingrained 
that it never left him.  He’d never seen Buffy do that 
before.   
 
He looked back and forth between the two of 
them.  Even when he’d forced them both to agree 
to a truce, they’d never displayed this level of 
hostility.  Dislike, yes, and a lot of antagonism, but 
never this kind of sheer blind hatred.  Whatever was 
going on, they were clearly feeding off each other’s 
responses.  Something was bringing out the 
instinctive hatred of vampire and Slayer and Xander 



was beginning to wish he’d asked a lot more 
questions about what was wrong before coming 
over here. 
 
“Xander, Spike, thank heavens you’re here.” 
 
Spike never took his eyes off Buffy, Xander noticed 
uneasily as Giles appeared in the doorway behind 
Buffy and slipped past her into the main 
shop.  Buffy didn’t relax either.  If anything, her 
tension ratcheted up another notch and she shifted 
position, moving to keep herself between Giles and 
the two of them. 
 
Not them, Xander realized, seeing how her eyes 
never wavered from Spike.  She was keeping herself 
between Spike and Giles. 
 
“What’s going on?” he asked Giles, shifting slightly 
so that he was between Spike and Buffy, then 
moving back a step or two, forcing Spike to move 
with him.  The tension in the room had only 
heightened with the addition of Giles and Xander 
felt like he was walking on eggshells, praying 



nothing would spark the atmosphere into explosion. 
 
A third person stepped into view from the back 
room, then hesitated in the doorway, clearly unsure 
about entering.  Xander flicked a wary glance in 
their direction and saw that it was Buffy. 
 
What the hell? 
 
His eyes swung back and forth between the two 
figures, but they were both clearly Buffy. 
“What the hell?” 
 
“As I said, we have a rather serious problem.” 
 
Giles really was the master of understatement.  
 
~~~~~~ 
 
*A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episodes 
‘The Real Me’ and ‘The Replacement’ 
 

 



Part Six 

“So, they’re both Buffy?” Xander asked 
incredulously. 
 
Giles had wielded his authority as Watcher in a way 
he rarely did, ordering Buffy 1 to stand down and 
return to the back room.  To Xander’s surprise, she 
obeyed the order without any argument.  She 
simply turned and headed into the back room and 
had moved immediately to the far corner.  Xander 
was uneasily aware that Giles had temporarily 
stored a number of weapons in that area, intended 
for training and emergencies, but so far she’d been 
content to pace restlessly, keeping a wary eye on 
Spike.   
 
Buffy 2 had muttered something that Xander hadn’t 
quite caught but Giles simply fixed her with a stern 
look and she meekly followed Buffy 1 into the back 
room, the rest of them trailing behind the two.     
 
“How did this happen?” 
 



“Toth,” Buffy 1 reported crisply.  “He had a weapon 
of some kind.  The weapon did this to me.”   
 
“To me,” Buffy 2 said under her breath.  Giles 
winced, his gaze avoiding both women as he cleared 
his throat noisily.   
 
“My first thought was that the weapon was some 
sort of shape-shifting device, that Toth was 
imitating Buffy somehow.  But according to, er… 
Buffy,” he gestured towards Buffy 1.  Xander 
suspected Giles had had time to get over the weird 
fascination that was keeping his own eyes bouncing 
back and forth between the two women, unable to 
stop comparing the differences.  “However, Toth 
was still present after the weapon discharged which 
made that unlikely.  I have been doing some 
research into what the weapon Toth was carrying 
was and it appears definite that the two of them are 
both Buffy.” 
 
Although it was obvious that Giles had already 
explained this to the two Buffies, they exchanged 
looks full of mutual dislike and rejection for the 



whole notion that they were somehow 
connected.  Granted, suddenly having a double 
would be enough to freak anyone out, but their 
reaction seemed like more than that. 
 
Buffy 2 was physically the Buffy Xander had always 
known.  She was wearing a brightly striped halter 
top and the red leather pants she’d been favoring 
recently.  Her blond hair  
was loose, the way she usually wore it, and large 
silver hoops gleamed in her ears when she turned 
her head.  She seemed almost as wary of Buffy 1 as 
Spike was, staying close to Giles, her glance 
continually skittering in the direction of her 
double.   
 
Spike was having a similar reaction to Buffy 1.  He 
was leaning against the wall, his whole pose one of 
careless relaxation, if you didn’t know him well 
enough to see the tension in his muscles and the 
way his eyes never left Buffy 1.  Xander was curious 
to see that he was utterly ignoring Buffy 2 in a way 
he’d never seen Spike ignore Buffy - original, single 
Buffy, that is.  Even when they’d first met, when 



Spike hadn’t had much respect for Buffy’s fighting 
skills, he’d never completely disregarded her 
presence like he was doing now with Buffy 2. 
 
“Umm…no offense, but why aren’t you two the 
same?”  Xander asked.  Both Buffys looked at him 
and he added hastily:  “You know:  different clothes, 
and stuff…” he finished lamely.  
 
Buffy 1 sneered.  “Her clothes are completely 
impractical for hunting demons.  I changed as soon 
as we got back here.” 
 
“Into my workout clothes,” Buffy 2 muttered, 
glaring at her double.  “I’ve patrolled in these 
clothes a dozen times, they work fine.  And you can 
go out afterwards without having to change.” 
 
Fortunately, Giles interrupted, cutting off whatever 
it was Buffy 1 had been on the verge of saying in 
response - Xander didn’t think he was up to 
listening to Buffy argue with herself.  Giles gestured 
to the book spread open on top of a stack of 
boxes.  “The weapon Toth is carrying is called a 



ferula-gemina.  It splits one person in half, distilling 
their personality traits into two separate bodies.” 
 
“Come again?” Spike said, still not taking his eyes 
off Buffy 1.   
 
“The weapon is apparently designed to divide a 
person into their stronger and weaker halves.  In 
this case,” he gestured to Buffy 2, “one with all the 
qualities inherent in Buffy Summers, and,” he 
swung the hand holding his glasses around to point 
at Buffy 1, “the other one with everything that 
belongs to the Slayer alone ... the strength, the 
speed, the heritage.” 
 
“Other than the wackiness factor, why would he 
want to do that?” Xander asked.  “What’s it get him 
other than two enemies?” 
 
Buffy 2, Human-Buffy, smiled at him while Buffy 1, 
Slayer-Buffy looked disdainfully at her human half, 
obviously not thinking she was much of a fighter. 
 
Giles looked grim.  “Because the two halves cannot 



exist without each other.  Kill the human Buffy half, 
and the Slayer half dies.  And vice verse,” he added 
with belated tact. 
 
“Not a bad plan.” 
 
“Spike!” 
 
Spike shrugged unrepentantly.  “What?  Not like it’s 
something I’d do.  It’s for cowards afraid to face a 
Slayer.  Still, if you want the kill, not too many 
people are going to dock you points for how you 
take her down.” 
 
“So you think Toth is planning on going after the 
human Buffy.”  Xander kept his eyes firmly on Giles, 
not wanting to look at Buffy 2.  Now that he 
understood what had happened, it was almost 
embarrassingly easy to tell which was which and he 
didn’t want to hurt Human-Buffy’s feelings.   
 
“Which is why I will hunt him alone,” Slayer-Buffy 
said.  “Calling Spike was a waste of time.  I don’t 
need the help.  I’m as strong as I’ve ever been.”  She 



didn’t even try to hide her opinion that Human-
Buffy had been holding her back. 
 
“We don’t know that, and I would rather not take 
the chance,” Giles told her firmly.   
 
“What happened to Toth after he used the 
weapon?” Xander asked curiously, wondering why 
the demon hadn’t killed Human-Buffy right then.   
 
“The weapon only knocked me off my feet 
momentarily.  Toth fled as soon as I was back up.  I 
would have pursued, but I noticed her lying 
unconscious next to me.”  She gestured towards 
Human-Buffy with obvious contempt for her 
weakness in being knocked unconscious by 
something as simple as being split into two different 
halves.  
 
Spike snorted disdainfully.  “What did I tell 
you?  Wants the kill but not the risk.  He’s too much 
a coward to face the Slayer, so he’ll try and take her 
out through her weaknesses, not her 
strengths.  Wanker.” 



 
Spike obviously had no concerns about offending 
Human-Buffy.  Slayer-Buffy had a smug smile on her 
face as she finished her summary.   “I brought her 
to my Watcher to be taken care of and he refused 
to let me go back out on my own,” she finished 
resentfully. 
 
“The weapon was some kind of stick-thingie.  It shot 
something that looked like a ball of fire.  I was only 
out for a second,” Human-Buffy said 
defensively.  “It hurt like hell but it didn’t seem to 
do any physical damage.”  She rubbed her chest as 
she spoke, then added:  “Except for creating her.” 
 
“Buffy - ies,” Giles said, half soothingly, half 
commandingly.  “You are facing an enemy who is 
known to possess a great deal of strength while 
your own physical condition in this state remains 
uncertain.  We cannot know what all the effects of 
the weapon are and I would rather not test that 
under battle conditions.” 
 
That seemed to make sense to Slayer-Buffy and 



Human-Buffy looked relieved, like she was willing to 
fight if she had to but hadn’t been looking forward 
to it. 
 
“So, you want me to kill your demon, eh?” Spike 
summed up, looking almost unbearably smug.  “No 
trouble, Watcher, ladies,” he swept them a mocking 
bow and both Buffies bristled and scowled at him, 
looking remarkably alike for one moment.  “I’ll take 
care of the big bad wolf while you hide out here and 
do your nails.” 
 
“I vote no,” Xander said firmly, raising a hand. 
 
Well, at least it got everyone’s attention. 
 
~~~~~~ 
 
“Xander…,” Spike began warningly.  He was not 
going to agree to take the Slayer with him.  She was 
setting his nerves on edge with her mere presence 
and he wouldn’t trust her to back him in a fight - 
she was too close to pure demon in this form, a 
predator controlled only by her instincts and her 



instincts were to kill vampires.  He wasn’t betting 
his unlife on her ability to rein herself in and not 
stake him the moment his back was turned. 
  
“No!” Xander repeated insistently, glaring at 
him.  “You are not going up alone against something 
that has a weapon that can do that to you.”  He 
gestured to the two Slayers.   
 
“You said it shot a ball of fire?” Xander asked them. 
 
The human one nodded, frowning as she tried to 
remember.  “He pointed the stick at me and the end 
glowed and then, whoosh, it felt like I’d been kicked 
in the chest.” 
 
“So, almost instantaneous?” Xander pressed. 
 
The two Slayers exchanged glances and both 
nodded.  “Not quite instantaneous, but as fast as if 
it had been a bullet,” the pure Slayer answered 
judiciously. 
 
Xander gave him a hard stare.  “That thing isn’t a 



gun, where you get cranky if the bullet hits you.  It’s 
something magical.  If you don’t duck in time, 
suddenly there’s two of you.” 
 
Xander had a point, though Spike didn’t want to 
admit it in front of the Slayer.  It didn’t take a lot of 
imagination to figure out that the weapon would 
split him into demon and human bits.  He didn’t 
have any fond nostalgia for his original human self, 
considering what a nancy boy fop he’d been.  The 
last thing he needed was a physical reminder of his 
human life hanging about.  
 
“Could be fun, luv,” was all he said, lifting his 
scarred eyebrow with a suggestive leer. 
 
“Oh, hell no.  I can’t keep up with one of you, much 
less two,” Xander muttered, making a face.   
 
Spike just laughed.  He had no intention of sharing 
Xander with anyone, much less his hypothetical, 
not-going-to-happen, double, but it was always fun 
to get a rise out of his boy. 
 



“How do we fix them?” Xander asked the Watcher. 
 
“I’m not broken,” both Buffies snapped at the same 
moment, then shot each other identical 
uncomfortable looks. 
 
“Sorry, put you back together.” 
 
Giles looked embarrassed.  “I’m not sure yet.  It’s 
been a trifle hard to concentrate.” 
 
“So, how about we figure it out before someone 
else gets hit with this weapon?” Xander suggested 
pointedly. 
 
Spike grinned at the look on the Watcher’s face.  His 
boy did have a way of cutting to the heart of 
things.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Putting them back together turned out to be 
surprisingly simple.  The Watcher found the answer 
in one of his books and made a phone call to the 



witch who’d helped with the spell to take down 
Adam.  She’d agreed to come over and do whatever 
it was they needed - although Rupert could work 
mojo in a pinch, he preferred to leave it to 
others.  He’d long since admitted that he felt he’d 
tainted his own natural magic with his youthful 
indiscretions and only worked magic when there 
was no other choice.  The shy blonde - Tara 
something - didn’t have that problem.  Unlike the 
redhead, safely back in England again, the blonde 
was cautious with her power and only used it when 
necessary.  Painfully shy and almost non-verbal at 
times, she came into her own when actually doing 
spells, displaying a quiet confidence in her magic 
that she showed at no other time.  Much as he 
disliked magic in general and the redhead in 
particular, Spike had found it impossible to hate this 
one, despite the relationship she and the Witch had 
been developing since they met last spring. 
 
“So, Glinda will be here in about 20 minutes?” he 
confirmed.  Xander threw him a quick, delighted 
smile at the nickname and the Watcher nodded.   
 



“Yes, she’s going to gather up a few supplies before 
coming over.”  He gestured at the chaos of boxes 
around them.  “I suspect I have everything we need 
here, but it would take too long to find it.” 
 
Spike eyed the Slayer thoughtfully and decided he 
could afford to indulge himself.  “Fancy a set to?” 
he asked casually.  She studied him warily for a 
moment before giving him a curt nod, but Spike 
didn’t miss the gleam in her eyes.  Oh yeah, this one 
wanted to see what she could do without her 
human side messing with her reflexes. 
 
Xander’s brows swooped down and he frowned at 
both of them.  Spike gave him a reassuring 
smile.  “Just a bit of sparring to pass the time,” he 
said airily, despite the fact that he knew that Xander 
could read the predatory smile on his face.   
 
“Right.”  Spike lifted an eyebrow at the heavy 
sarcasm but Xander wasn’t finished.  “Either of you 
kills the other, and someone isn’t getting any 
tonight,” he finished, quietly enough that neither of 
the other humans in the room heard him.   



 
“Promise, luv,” Spike told him.  Xander met first his 
eyes and then the Slayer’s with a pointed stare and 
Spike was amused to see her give his boy a nod, 
accepting the limits he was setting. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
She was good.  Ducking a swing and bouncing back 
up, Spike was intrigued by the differences in her 
fighting style.  Smoothly perfect, flowing easily from 
one move to another, none of the annoying chatter 
and jokes he was used to, just grim, deadly 
silence.  He spun and snapped a kick at her and she 
dodged with a lightning fast move that he hadn’t 
anticipated, letting his kick sweep past her, then 
darting back in with a punch to his kidney that he 
only avoided by vaulting over a pile of boxes that 
swayed dangerously under the impetus of his 
body.   
 
“Careful of the boxes!” the Watcher called sharply 
and Spike laughed, giving up the notion of throwing 
the top one, helpfully labeled ‘miscellaneous 



charms’, at the Slayer.  Rupert was studying the 
fight intensely, obviously as interested in the 
Slayer’s fighting style as Spike was.  He was curious 
whether the Watcher was drawing the same 
conclusions that he was from her mechanically 
perfect moves. 
 
The human side of her must be where she got the 
flair for improvisation that was so much a part of 
her fighting style.  She was one of the best he’d ever 
seen at getting herself out of trouble in a fight, 
using everything around her to her advantage.  He’d 
seen her stake vampires with broken bits of fence, a 
yard sign, and a discarded pencil she’d snatched up 
while tumbling ungracefully across a floor.  This 
version of her wouldn’t get into that kind of trouble 
but he doubted she’d be as good at getting herself 
out.   
 
It wasn’t anything near an all-out fight, the space 
was too small and the room too crowded with 
boxes they were both being careful not to smash 
out of deference to the Watcher.  Still, neither were 
pulling their punches and she’d nearly snapped his 



neck when she’d flipped back to her feet after he’d 
thrown her to the ground, adding a double-footed 
kick to his jaw to the move.  He was going to add 
that move to his own repertoire, it was both stylish 
and effective. 
 
‘Course, the Slayer would be favoring her ribs for a 
day or two, and if she walked away from this 
without a limp, it would be through stubborn pride 
alone, he thought with satisfaction, even as he 
blocked a punch to his gut, and spun away from the 
kick that followed a breath behind it.  She was 
getting predictable, he thought with 
satisfaction.  Another patterned series of blows like 
that one and he would take her down.  He bounced 
on his toes and waited for it. 
 
“Enough.” 
 
The Watcher’s voice was calm but it sliced through 
the room with clear command and Spike and the 
Slayer exchanged glances.  She nodded stiffly and 
they both reluctantly stood down, backing away 
from each other and ending the “sparring session”.   



 
Looking away from the Slayer for the first time, he 
saw Glinda standing frozen in the doorway, her eyes 
wide with surprise and concern, which faded into 
relief as she saw them break off.  Spike had been 
concentrating so hard that he hadn’t heard her 
enter, but then he’d known Xander was there and 
would warn him of any imminent danger.  He’d 
been free to focus completely on the Slayer.  The 
human Buffy was watching her Slayer half, eyes 
unreadable, but Spike’s gaze slid over her 
indifferently to land on his boy.  Xander smiled at 
him and Spike basked in the pride showing in his 
Claimed’s eyes.  Xander could obviously tell he’d 
been gaining the upper hand when the Watcher 
called a halt, he thought, pleased. 
 
“Tara, thank you for coming.” 
 
“Of, of course, Mr. Giles.”   Now that the fight was 
over, Glinda’s eyes were bouncing back and forth 
between the two Slayers.  Like Xander, she seemed 
fascinated by the differences and unable to stop 
staring at them.  The Slayer gave her a hard look 



and she blushed, dropping her eyes. 
 
“We’re really grateful, Tara,” Buffy said warmly, 
frowning sternly at her double.  The witch shot her 
a fleeting smile, then busied herself setting out the 
supplies she’d brought:  candles, chalk, and packets 
of some kind of herb. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The spell took longer to set up than to 
perform.  Spike watched warily from the corner, 
Xander clasped firmly in his arms, as the Watcher 
carefully drew a pentagram on the floor and placed 
candles at the points of the star.  Glinda directed 
the pure Slayer to change back into the same 
clothes the human half was wearing, explaining that 
the fewer differences between them, the easier 
breaking the spell would be.  Spike was amused by 
the look of distaste of the Slayer’s face as she 
picked up the discarded batch of fashionable 
clothes.  The witch “cleansed” the room with a 
bundle of something spicy that made Xander 
sneeze, then placed the two, now identically 



dressed Slayers within the center of the circle.  
 
“Are you sure this is going to work?” Slayer-Buffy 
asked warily. 
 
Tara nodded.  “Your natural state is to be together. 
Toth’s spell is doing all the work of keeping you 
apart, artificially holding your original self divided 
into these two bodies.  All we need to do is remove 
the spell barrier which is separating you.” 
 
She smiled reassuringly at them and stepped back 
out of the circle.  “Are you ready?” 
 
The two Slayers nodded, bracing themselves.  The 
human half closed her eyes, the Slayer kept her own 
fastened on the witch. 
 
Glinda began the spell, her soft voice was the only 
sound in the room:  “We call on the goddess to help 
us.  These two are meant to be one.  Let the 
dividing spell be broken and the natural course be 
restored.” 
 



“You’ve got to be kidding,” the Slayer said.  “That 
isn’t going to work.” 
 
She opened her eyes and saw the circle of amused, 
relieved smiles.  “Or maybe it will,” she admitted 
with a broad smile as she saw that she was alone in 
the circle.  She stepped forward and gave the 
startled witch a hug.  “Thank you.  I really owe you.” 
 
Glinda stammered and blushed, all her confidence 
deserting her now that the magic bit was done and 
the Slayer stepped back, her gaze swinging around 
to meet Spike’s. 
 
“Shall we go find Toth?” 
 
Spike stood, a little surprised by the offer.  “Sure, 
Slayer.” 
 
“I’ll wait for you here,” Xander told him.  “Giles, can 
Tara and I help unpack some of these boxes for 
you?” 
 
The shop door closed behind them on the cheerful 



sound of Xander’s voice, joking with Rupert and 
gently coaxing Glinda to talk.  He and the Slayer had 
covered a block in silence when she said hesitantly 
but like she’d made up her mind about something: 
 
“Spike, would you be willing to call me ‘Buffy’?” 
 
He supposed he could do that.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘The Replacement’  

 

Part Seven 

WARNING: THIS CHAPTER CONTAINS EXPLICIT SEX  

Like he’d suspected, Toth had barely been worth 
the effort.  The only reason Spike had gone after 
him with the Slayer was because she’d surprised 
him with the invitation to join her.  Not like he was 
going to turn down an offer of a fight just because it 
might prove disappointing.    
 
Toth had managed to fire two shots with his 



weapon before being disarmed, but both the Slayer 
and he had dodged the shots easily, so easily that 
Spike was a bit surprised that the Slayer had been 
hit at all during her first go-round with 
Toth.  Granted, the weapon didn’t look like anything 
more threatening than a hollow tree branch and 
Buffy was more used to being hit with sticks than 
having them shoot balls of spell-fire at her, but still, 
she should have been more on guard.  Not like her 
Watcher hadn’t told her Toth carried sophisticated 
weapons, which should have warned her that Toth’s 
stick was more than it appeared.   
 
Spike dived to the side as Toth fired the weapon at 
him.  The fireball chewed up the grass several feet 
behind him even as he rolled back to his feet in one 
swwift motion and came at Toth from behind as the 
demon swung the weapon around to line it up on 
Buffy.  She threw herself into a tumbling roll and 
kept moving and Toth forgot about Spike for a 
moment too long as he tried to make sure of his 
shot on the quickly moving Slayer.   
 
Spike timed his move carefully, waiting until Toth 



fired before hitting him from behind, one hand 
grabbing for the weapon in the same instant that he 
landed a savage kick at Toth’s knee.  As he hoped, 
the big demon staggered from the unexpected 
blow, and Spike had been able to wrench the 
weapon from his hand and send it spinning across 
the clearing. 
 
Once the weapon was gone, the fight had been 
boringly routine.  Toth had proved to be a complete 
disappointment.  Granted, he was as strong as the 
Watcher’s book said, the one blow he’d landed had 
thrown Spike ten feet across the clearing, but Toth 
had been slow and unimaginative as a 
fighter.  Having enemies coming at him from two 
directions had seemed to confuse Toth and, as he 
and the Slayer took turns pummeling the demon, 
Spike thought scornfully that, if Toth was typical for 
his species, then he understood why Toth was the 
last survivor of his clan.  The wonder was that Toth 
himself had survived as long as he had. 
 
Really, Toth reminded him of nothing so much as 
Trick and his ridiculous Slayerfest a couple years 



back.  Oh, mostly he’d objected to Slayerfest 
because it was unbelievably conspicuous, but he’d 
shut it down in part because that just wasn’t the 
way you hunted a Slayer.  Slayers - at least ones 
who’d survived as long as Buffy and the two he’d 
killed - were opponents worthy of respect and a 
proper fight.  Spike had taken both of his Slayers in 
clean fights, one on one, with as much chance that 
they would kill him as of him succeeding.  Drinking 
their blood had been a celebration of 
achievement.  You didn’t shoot them from ambush 
then crow over the corpse like you’d done 
something impressive. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“You were right, he wasn’t much of a fighter.”  Buffy 
wrinkled her nose at the smell of the demon’s 
innards as she used a handful of Toth’s robe to 
carefully clean the sword she’d stabbed him 
with.  The Slayer never did have an appreciation for 
the gory side of their work. 
 
Spike shrugged, lighting up a cigarette and taking a 



drag before answering, his eyes scanning the area 
for threats but sensing nothing other than the small 
scavengers who always gathered following a bloody 
kill.  “Told you.  Wouldn’t have used that weapon if 
he’d thought he could take you without it.” 
 
Buffy shot him an annoyed look as if mention of the 
weapon had just reminded her.  “You could have 
taken that thing away before he fired at me,” she 
said, tone halfway to accusing. 
 
“Thing used mojo.  Figured the safest time to grab it 
was right after it had fired.”  He smirked, sending a 
stream of smoke in her direction which she batted 
away like it was an enemy.  “Not to worry, 
Slayer.  We knew how to fix you if you were too 
slow.” 
 
“Easy for you to say,” she muttered, then let it drop 
and looked around.  “Speaking of which, where did 
it go?”  Spotting the weapon several yards away, 
she began walking towards it.  “Let’s take it back to 
Giles.” 
 



“Plannin’ on using it at parties?” Spike asked, one 
eyebrow raised suggestively.  “Could be fun.”  He 
was amused by the disgusted look she threw him in 
return. 
 
“You only say that because you didn’t have to deal 
with two yous running around.”  Buffy snagged the 
weapon off the grass and gingerly examined 
it.  Spike didn’t think it was a coincidence that the 
business end waved in his direction. 
 
“Two of me wouldn’t be bad,  Just be doubling the 
charisma and charm,” he said airily, as if the 
thought didn’t bother him at all.   
 
“We can put that to the test, if you like,” the Slayer 
offered, a gleam of malicious amusement in her 
eyes as she looked up at him with a smirk.  “I can 
probably figure out how this works.” 
 
“No sense in worrying Xander,” Spike told her, 
resisting the urge to scramble away from the 
weapon’s path in undignified haste.  He’d already 
decided he didn’t want two versions of himself 



created by that thing.  He casually took a couple 
steps sideways and saw that Buffy had let the 
muzzle drop back towards the grass. 
 
“Well, if you’re sure,” she said, still grinning at him. 
 
“Right,” Spike said firmly, changing the topic, 
although he was fairly sure she hadn’t been 
serious.  “Let’s head back to the shop.  Watcher can 
play with his new toy and I’ll take my boy home.” 
 
Not waiting for an answer, he set off across the 
lawn, hearing the Slayer jog to catch up and fall in 
step beside him.  Spike smoked his cigarette down 
to the butt, then flicked it away, glancing across at 
Buffy, curious about her unusual silence. 
 
She was frowning to herself, lost in thought as she 
kept pace with him, Toth’s weapon swinging idly 
from one hand.  Seeming to feel his eyes on her, she 
looked up at him.  “What do you think would have 
happened to Xander if this had hit him?”  She asked 
out of nowhere, lifting the weapon briefly. 
 



“Pretty much what happened with you, I imagine,” 
Spike answered.  “One half would have gotten the 
self-defense and carpentry skills, the other would 
have been less confident and maybe a bit 
clumsy.”  He wasn’t sure which half would have 
gotten Xander’s knack for crazy plans.  Maybe the 
successful ones would go to the stronger half and 
the weaker half would have been spouting some of 
Xander’s crazier ideas - the ones Xander himself 
usually figured out weren’t going to work.  He 
shrugged indifferently.  Hadn’t happened, why 
worry about it. 
 
“Do you ever wish….” the Slayer trailed off without 
finishing but Spike knew what she was asking. 
 
“Don’t be stupider than you have to be,” he said 
rudely.  “You don’t just love someone for their good 
parts.  I love all of Xander, even the parts that drive 
me mad.  Not settling for half of him.”  He gave her 
a withering look, knowing the question hadn’t really 
been about Xander.  “If you’re thinking your tin 
soldier only wants half of you, then you two don’t 
have any kind of future.” 



 
His harsh response was met with silence and Spike 
felt an unwilling twist of sympathy for the 
uncertainty in her face.  Xander had had similar 
doubts, once upon a time, worrying that, as a 
human, he couldn’t keep up with Spike.  Spike had 
long since set those doubts to rest in his 
Claimed.  Unlike Spike, soldier boy obviously didn’t 
know a good thing when he saw it.  Not enough to 
settle his own issues and insecurities enough to 
reassure his girlfriend. 
 
Buffy obviously thought that soldier boy only 
wanted her Slayer side.  Which was a laugh, given 
what was going on inside the soldier’s body 
recently.  Idiot thought he could keep up with the 
Slayer’s demonic heritage through will power 
alone.  Wanker. 
 
“I just think it would be easier for Riley if I was just 
regular, normal Buffy,” she said quietly, almost to 
herself. 
 
She thought the soldier wanted her weaker 



half?  Spike came to a halt, looking at her in 
astonishment.  Who’d want a weak half over a 
strong one?  That made no sense to him at all.  The 
idea left him absolutely speechless. 
 
“Never mind,” Buffy said, waiving off the idea.  “I’m 
still just a little freaked from being two people.  I’m 
probably not going to even tell Riley about 
this.”  She waved Toth’s weapon illustratively as she 
spoke and began walking in the direction of the 
magic shop again. 
 
Spike shook his head, putting the whole pathetic 
mess of the Slayer’s relationship problems out of his 
thoughts.  Humans.  Couldn’t ever just shag and be 
content.  Always needlessly complicating 
things.  Demons were much more sensible. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“So,” Spike began smugly as they reached the door 
to their apartment.  “Killed the demon.  Didn’t kill 
the Slayer, just for you, pet.  All’s well in 
Sunnyhell.  Think I deserve a reward.” 



 
Xander nodded in agreement.  “Way ahead of you, 
Spike.”  He pushed open the door, throwing a proud 
smile over his shoulder at Spike.  “I have microwave 
pizzas ready to go.” 
 
He laughed at the look on Spike’s face and darted 
inside the apartment, heading for the 
refrigerator.  “What?  You spent the whole walk 
home complaining about what a lame-ass fighter 
Toth was.  You expected something more than 
pizza?” he asked, trying for injured innocence but 
knowing his grin was giving the game away. 
 
Spike growled and snatched him off his feet, 
carrying him into the bedroom and tossing him onto 
the bed.  Xander laughed again as Spike flung 
himself on top of him, perching triumphantly on top 
of Xander’s hips and bending down to say 
threateningly:  “Gave up my third Slayer for you, 
pet.  Think that’s worth more than soddin’ frozen 
pizza.” 
 
Xander opened his mouth to offer him a side salad 



with his pizza but Spike’s mouth covered his before 
he could get a word out.  Spike’s hands pinned his 
wrists to the mattress as he kissed Xander 
hungrily.  Xander parted his lips under the 
onslaught and Spike’s tongue darted inside, teasing, 
stroking, exploring as if it were unknown territory.   
 
He struggled, trying to bring his hands up to pull 
Spike closer but Spike kept them pinned 
effortlessly, drawing back just enough to 
drawl:  “Not happening, luv.  Wouldn’t give me 
what I want, so you’ll just have to lie there while I 
take my reward.”  He ground his hips down against 
Xander’s in illustration and Xander felt Spike’s 
erection against his own burgeoning one. 
 
“Take away,” Xander told him, rocking his hips 
against Spike’s, eager for more. 
 
Spike freed his wrists and tore Xander’s t-shirt off 
with one quick move, then his hands were back, 
fingers twining with Xander’s, holding him still as he 
bent down to nip and lick at the exposed skin.   
 



Xander closed his eyes, loving the feel of Spike’s lips 
and tongue and teeth exploring his body.  Crouched 
over him, lean hips still pressing down against him, 
Spike was rocking slowly against him, in a rhythm 
that was going to drive him out of his mind 
soon.  Spike was nibbling and tonguing his nipples 
now, teasing them into tight, aching peaks, lavishing 
attention on first one then the other until Xander 
was arching up into his touch, desperate for more. 
 
“Damnit, Spike!” he managed to gasp.  “More 
ravishing, less teasing.” 
 
“Patience, luv.  Busy here.” 
 
Xander swore, bucking against Spike’s restraining 
hands, trying to bring his legs up to wrap them 
around Spike, but Spike shifted his weight slightly 
and the angle was wrong and Spike just laughed 
down at him.  “Someone’s in a hurry.” 
 
“Who’s fault is that?” Xander growled, bucking his 
hips up. 
 



Spike rode his body easily, keeping their hips locked 
together, erections straining against the fabric 
imprisoning them as Xander bucked and twisted, 
trying to get more movement and pressure against 
his cock.  Spike shifted his arms until he had both of 
Xander’s wrists gathered together in one hand and 
Xander almost sobbed with relief as Spike dropped 
his free hand to Xander’s waist, fingers nimbly 
unfastening his fly and freeing his penis. 
 
It still amazed him how quickly Spike could bring 
him to the peak of arousal.  Oh, they had their 
nights spent in hours of tender lovemaking but 
there was something unbelievably arousing about 
times like this when his yellow eyed demon lover 
tore his clothes off and teased him to the bursting 
point.   
 
And that’s exactly what Spike proceeded to 
do:  long slow strokes of his cock that gradually 
increased in speed until Xander was gasping 
incoherent encouragement, head thrown back 
against the mattress, his whole body straining for 
the orgasm that Spike was driving him towards, 



climax building but always withheld, his hand never 
quite moving fast enough or hard enough for 
Xander to fall over the edge.   
 
Lost in sensation, Xander’s eyes flew open as Spike 
bit down without warning, renewing his Claim mark, 
needle-sharp fangs sliding inside him with the 
exquisite eroticism of the mingled pain and 
pleasure that was Spike’s bite.  At the exact same 
moment, Spike tightened his grip around Xander’s 
cock and began pumping hard.  Xander screamed 
hoarsely as he erupted into orgasm, his release 
spurting between their bodies as he thrashed and 
writhed in Spike’s hold, pinned beneath Spike’s 
body, his orgasm seeming even more intense 
because of his restricted movements.   
 
Xander came back to himself, his own breath 
sounding harshly in the quiet room, feeling the 
slight roughness of Spike’s tongue laving over the 
marks on his neck.  Xander slid an arm around the 
cool body lying half on top of him, feeling languid 
and incredibly sated. 
 



“Mmmm, did you…?” he remembered to ask. 
 
Spike’s low chuckle reassured him.  “Came in my 
jeans like a human, luv,” he said, the breath he 
needed for words tickling Xander’s ear.  “Seeing you 
that way’s enough to send me over.  So beautiful.” 
 
Xander meant to say something, but Spike twined a 
leg firmly around him and Xander fell asleep, lulled 
by the soft contented purring of his vampire beside 
him. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“I talked to Riley,” Buffy said, out of nowhere, just 
as Xander was beginning to think it was time to pay 
and free up the table.  “I told him what happened 
with Toth.”   
 
They’d long since finished eating and the waitress 
had cleared away their plates, leaving the bill 
behind, a hint they’d ignored as they continued 
talking.  Buffy was leaning her head on one hand 
and she had a shy, pleased smile on her face that 



made her look startlingly beautiful:  soft and gentle 
in a way that she rarely looked. 
 
“I asked him if he would rather I’d stayed split, so 
he could have just Buffy-Buffy instead of Slayer-
Buffy.”  Her smile turned secretive and Xander 
thought Riley had probably really come through for 
her with his answer.  He stayed quiet, eyes resting 
on her, enjoying the pure happiness on her face, 
unmarred by the responsibilities and darker 
thoughts that so often shadowed even her most 
carefree moments. 
 
Buffy started, and seemed to remember she wasn’t 
alone.  She shook her head.  “It’s funny, I’ve spent 
so much time since I was called, wishing I could be 
normal.  And yet, this is the second time that I’ve 
lost my Slayer powers and I hated it both 
times.  You’d think that I would have learned by 
now that maybe I kind of like being the Slayer.”   
 
Xander smiled, remembering how upset she’d been 
when the Council neutralized her powers for that 
crazy test on her 18th birthday.  “I do remember 



you saying something back then about how you 
didn’t know what you were if you weren’t the 
Slayer.”   
 
“But, I don’t want to be her either.  She was…” 
 
Buffy hesitated, maybe at a loss for words, maybe 
just reluctant to criticize herself and Xander filled in 
for her: 
 
“Single-minded?  Driven?  No fun?” 
 
Buffy smiled ruefully.  “Something like that.” 
 
“Spike thinks you’re a better fighter than she 
is.”  He hoped Spike wouldn’t kill him for telling her 
that. 
 
“Really?”  She looked surprised and extraordinarily 
pleased. 
 
“Says her fighting style is too mechanical.  That you 
do unexpected things that makes you more 
unpredictable and harder to beat.”  He smiled at 



her.  “I’d say your Buffy side balances the Slayer 
physically as well as mentally.” 
 
“That’s actually the main reason I didn’t like her 
much,” Buffy admitted.  “She was so sure that my 
human side had nothing to offer.”  She propped her 
chin on her fists and looked pensive.  “So, I don’t 
like being just human or just the Slayer.  Pretty 
whiney, huh?” 
 
“A little, but you’ve got more cause than a lot of 
people,” Xander told her easily.  “Most of us are a 
little more in the college or trade school range of 
choices, not normal versus superpowers.  I mean, if 
I’d been the one to get split, would you even be 
able to tell the difference between me?”  He 
frowned.  “Me’s?”  He shook his head.  “Whatever.” 
 
Buffy grinned.  “Yeah, the pronouns were a 
bitch.  But what I meant was, it kind of feels like 
someone or something is telling me to shut up and 
deal already.  I mean, losing my powers once, I can 
put that down to the Council being 
evil.  Twice?”  She grimaced.  “Someone’s trying to 



tell me something.” 
 
“Twice is coincidence,” Xander said firmly.  “And 
maybe living on the Hellmouth, which has way 
more than its share of evil humans and wacky 
demons.” 
 
“Maybe.”  Buffy didn’t sound convinced.  “Even if it 
is coincidence, that doesn’t mean I can’t learn from 
it.” 
 
“So, what have you learned, young 
padawan?”  Buffy looked blank and Xander sighed 
to himself, missing Oz who understood his geek 
movie references without explanations.  “Star Wars 
reference, forget it.” 
 
Buffy gave him the look she always gave him when 
his sci-fi geek crossed her path but obligingly didn’t 
say anything.  Instead, she looked pensive.  “Riley 
and I have been trying so hard to be just Riley and 
Buffy, not commando and Slayer.  And it’s been 
good,” she added hurriedly, “but a little too much 
like when I was trying to date people who didn’t 



know I was the Slayer.  We’ll never get anywhere if 
we don’t see each other as whole people.” 
 
“You know, I think we had this conversation a few 
weeks ago,” Xander couldn’t help saying. 
 
“And I’ve had an up-close and personal look at what 
being nothing but the Slayer really looks like.  Like I 
said, I don’t want to be her.  And I’m sure she 
doesn’t want normal-guy Riley.” 
 
Xander tilted his head, curious.  “So, you’ve decided 
to accept that you are both of you, not just human 
or just the Slayer.  Where does that leave you and 
Riley?” 
 
“That’s where I’m kind of stuck.  I mean, I want Riley 
to patrol with me but I don’t want him to get 
hurt.  So I don’t want him to patrol because he’s 
going to get hurt on of these days.  Vicious circle.” 
 
“What does Riley want?  And can you handle him 
patrolling with you, if that’s what he needs to be 
happy?” 



 
Buffy sighed.  “He wants to patrol.”  She looked 
decidedly unhappy as she added:  “He’s been 
patrolling without me anyway, so our whole ‘no 
Slayer-no commando’ trial is looking more and 
more stupid.” 
 
Xander sat back and pulled out his wallet, dropping 
twenty dollars into the little tray and pushing it to 
the edge of the table.  “You know, Riley’s just as 
worried about you getting killed as you are about 
him getting hurt,” he told her. 
 
“What?  That’s….” she bit off what she’d been 
about to say and had the grace to look 
embarrassed.   
 
Xander just looked at her, both eyebrows raised, 
and waited for her to put two and two together. 
 
“Ok, point taken.” 
 
“It really is as dangerous for you as it is for 
Riley.”  She opened her mouth to protest and 



Xander held up a silencing hand.  “I know you’ve got 
all the Slayer advantages, but that doesn’t mean 
you can’t be killed or hurt.  It also means that a lot 
of things are gunning for you that aren’t interested 
in Riley.  Trust me, it’s a big advantage that people 
underestimate us mere humans.”   
 
He stood up, thinking they’d hashed this to death 
already and wishing Willow was better at 
sympathizing with Riley’s side when she and Buffy 
discussed this.  From her emails, Willow tended to 
think that Riley should sideline himself if it made 
Buffy happy.  “Just try and remember that the most 
fragile thing about guys is our ego.  Riley can heal 
from a broken bone, but keeping him out of the 
fight - he’s not going to recover from that.” 
 
Buffy stood up as well, frowning, and Xander threw 
her arm around her shoulder.  “All I can say, Buffy, 
is that if you didn’t want to deal with the macho he-
man that comes with whole guy-package, you 
should follow Willow’s example.” 
 
It took a moment for Buffy to figure out his meaning 



and she predictably wrinkled her nose.  “No, 
thanks.  Happy member of a dying breed here - 
100% heterosexual.” 
 
“Well, you’re certainly in the minority.  Between me 
and Spike, Jonathan and Larry, Willow and Tara” - 
ok, they weren’t officially a couple but Willow 
talked about her an awful lot in her emails - “and 
Giles and Ethan, you are way outnumbered.” 
 
Buffy looked at him in horror.  “No way!  Giles?  And 
Evil Chaos Guy?  You’re making that up.” 
 
“‘Fraid not.  I’m cheating because they aren’t 
officially a couple but it’s not through lack of effort 
on Ethan’s part.”  He grinned down at her.  “Like I 
said, a serious minority.” 
 
Buffy muttered something under her breath about 
how she was sure she could get someone to make 
an exception to the no killing human rule when the 
human was a chaos mage and laughed at her.  He 
thought Giles was more than a match for Ethan but 



Buffy was obviously going to need some time to 
deal with the idea.  

 
 

Part Eight 

“This is great, Giles.”  Xander looked around the 
now finished training room again.  Even though he’d 
helped set it up, he couldn’t help being 
impressed.  Giles had added finishing touches that 
Xander wouldn’t have thought of:  symbols painted 
on the walls and floor, which gave a cool touch to 
the utilitarian space, even the weapons hanging on 
the wall had been arranged in a way that made 
them look like a lethal work of art.  “Buffy’s going to 
love it.” 
 
“I hope that you will make use of it as well, Xander.” 
 
Xander looked over at him in surprise.  “What?” 
 
“The space is large enough for several people to 
train at the same time and you’ve worked too hard 



not to reap the rewards.”  Giles frowned uncertainly 
for a minute.  “If you’re interested of course.  Are 
you still training with Spike?” 
 
“Yeah, when we get the chance.”  Which wasn’t as 
often as Spike thought they should and Xander 
found himself looking around the room with fresh 
eyes.  The mansion didn’t have more than the 
basics - pretty much just floor mats and 
weapons.  Spike would appreciate the pieces of 
equipment Giles had acquired, including the 
practice dummy which Dawn had dressed in clothes 
that looked suspiciously like some of Xander’s old 
wardrobe from freshman year.   
 
He liked the idea of being able to use the room.  It 
would allow them to vary their training routine a bit 
and he and Spike could work out together more 
frequently if they didn’t have to traipse all the way 
out to Angel’s mansion to train.  He bit back a grin, 
picturing Giles’ reaction if he were to find Xander 
and Spike going at it on the floor in here after a 
workout session, as frequently happened at the 
mansion.  Well, they could still use the mansion 



when they wanted nookie after a workout. 
 
“I’m glad to hear that.  You are too involved to 
Hellmouth activities not to be prepared for 
anything.”   
 
Xander gave him a rueful smile.  “That’s pretty 
much what Spike figures.”  Not that he minded the 
training sessions.  Knowing how to defend himself 
had lead to him losing a lot of his geekiness and 
done a lot to make high school more 
bearable.  Being able to take down Jack O’Toole, the 
school psycho, without breaking a sweat had given 
him some serious cool points he’d been lacking for 
most of his life. 
 
“And I admit, asking Spike to spar with Buffy on 
occasion had crossed my mind.”  Giles looked a 
trifle sheepish, like he thought he was being sneaky. 
 
“Spike will probably love it.”  Xander assured him. 
 
“Oh, my god.  Giles.”  Buffy’s soft exclamation 
caused them both to turn. 



 
She’d stopped short in the doorway, and remained 
there, speechless with shock as she examined the 
completed space.  She’d been busy all week, 
prepping for a couple of tests, and hadn’t come by 
the shop at all to see the progress that had been 
made.  Giles had gone above and beyond, Xander 
thought fondly, pouring his heart into the training 
space, still touched that Buffy had asked him to 
start acting as her Watcher again, neglecting even 
the shop up front as he’d worked to finish the back 
room for Buffy.  The shop still needed the finishing 
touches that Giles had lavished on the back room, 
but there was another week before the scheduled 
grand opening, so there was plenty of time.   
 
Buffy completed her long survey and gave Giles a 
beaming smile.  “Thank you. Thank you so much.” 
 
Her voice was almost trembling with emotion and 
Xander was glad for Giles’ sake that Buffy obviously 
appreciated his efforts.  Looking around again, he 
felt a renewed surge of pleasure on his own behalf 
that Giles wasn’t holding the room exclusively for 



his Slayer’s use and was going to allow Spike and 
Xander to use it as well. 
 
“It’s just a start,” Giles began dismissively.  “You 
need a proper space to train, so…” 
 
Buffy interrupted him.  “I love it,” she said 
emphatically and Giles smiled at her. 
 
Riley, who’d followed Buffy in, had been fidgeting 
impatiently as Buffy admired the room.  “So come 
on,” he said, bouncing on his toes a little.  “Let’s test 
this puppy out. Think you can take me?” 
 
He threw a fake punch at her, which she dodged 
absently, her attention still on the room.  She 
walked further inside, trailing her hand over the 
vaulting horse and the exercise bike. 
 
“What’s the matter, afraid of a little competition?” 
 
Safely behind him, Xander rolled his eyes.  Why did 
Riley feel like he had to be the focus of Buffy’s 
attention every second?  Sometimes Xander 



wondered just how insecure Riley was about their 
relationship.   
 
Buffy and Giles were still talking quietly, Buffy 
exclaiming over the various items in the room and 
Giles responding with embarrassed pleasure.  Not 
wanting Riley to spoil hers and Giles’ moment, 
Xander clapped a hand on his shoulder. 
 
“Just going to have to live with it, guy.  We always 
lose out to a good piece of training equipment.” 
 
He’d meant it as a joke but Riley winced and his jaw 
tightened in a way that said he’d taken Xander 
literally and didn’t like it. 
 
“Oh, I don’t know, pet.  Take you over the gym any 
day.”  Spike appeared in the doorway, having come 
in through the tunnels, and his grin was pure 
malice.  Xander sighed quietly, knowing how much 
Spike loved to twist the knife in Riley.  “’Course, 
sometimes I just take you in the gym.” 
 
Spike slid a possessive arm around Xander’s waist 



and Xander leaned into him.  He didn’t know what 
to say to make Riley feel better but, admittedly, he 
didn’t feel like putting that much effort into it.  Riley 
gave Spike a disgusted look and moved to stand 
next to Buffy, who inadvertently added fuel to the 
fire by ignoring him, still concentrating on Giles. 
 
“Thank you guys so much.  You’re like my fairy 
godmother and Santa Claus and Q all wrapped up 
into one.”  She looked at both him and Giles as she 
said it and Xander grinned, glad she was so happy, 
although he couldn’t help wondering how Q fit into 
the mix.  Buffy must have seen his puzzlement 
because she shook her head, looking amused.   
 
“Q from Bond, not Star Trek,” she clarified.  “I’m 
gonna go change.” 
 
Riley looked frustrated as she left the room to get 
her workout clothes before turning to throw a 
punch at the punching bag.  Xander shared a 
troubled look with Giles but neither said 
anything.  He couldn’t help wondering what Riley 
expected.  Buffy slept with him most nights and had 



recently started patrolling with him again, what did 
he want?  They were together a lot more frequently 
than most couples, including him and Spike.  But 
somehow, it never seemed to be enough for Riley. 
 
Thinking about that - that the possessive demon 
was more able to give his lover slack than Riley, 
Xander gave Spike a quick, one-armed hug, 
unbelievably grateful for Spike’s willingness to give 
him the space he had needed.  He looked at Spike 
and saw he was smirking at Riley.  Xander eyed him 
suspiciously, wondering what his lover was up 
to.  Something was giving Spike a great deal of 
malicious pleasure at Riley’s expense and Xander 
just hoped it wasn’t the obvious signs of friction 
between Buffy and Riley. 
 
Friction wasn’t really the right word.  The two of 
them were just… out of sync somehow.  That was 
the only way Xander could think to describe it.  Riley 
was trying too hard, like the boys in high school 
who’d tried to impress Queen C.  It was weird that 
someone with Riley’s background would be that 
insecure - didn’t he realize how hard Buffy was 



trying and how much she wanted their relationship 
to work? 
 
Shaking his head, Xander steered his vampire out of 
the training room.  Buffy and Riley would work out 
together and maybe Riley would stop feeling 
ignored.  In the meantime, Spike and he would help 
Giles up front, which would be Spike’s penance for 
his undoubtedly evil thoughts about Riley. 
 
Not that he was going to tell Spike that. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“So mom looks at me and says:  ‘who are you?’, 
then she just drops to the floor.” 
 
“Dawn,” Buffy said warningly as she passed through 
on the way to the living room. 
 
“What?  Now that we know she’s ok, it was kind of 
exciting.”  Dawn called after her.  She looked back 
at Spike where he leaned against the wall, watching 
in amusement as Xander quietly took the handful of 



cutlery she was gesturing absentmindedly with out 
of her hands and began laying them out on the 
table.  “I’ve never called 911 before, have you?” 
 
“Before my time, Niblet,” Spike told her, choosing 
to forget the time he’d called 911 for the Watcher 
last year.  It was something vampires simply didn’t 
do.  “Didn’t even have telephones yet.” 
 
“Really?  Wow.  How did you keep in touch with 
people?”  Dawn kept right on talking without 
waiting for an answer.  “Anyway, the ambulance 
guys wouldn’t let me go with them so I was stuck 
here and I couldn’t get anyone on the phone.” 
 
“Sorry about that, Dawn,” Xander said.  “They were 
doing some explosives work on the site and they 
made us all shut off our cell phones just in case.  I 
forgot to turn mine back on, so I didn’t get your 
message until after work.”  He finished setting the 
last of the silverware around the table and went to 
fetch something from the kitchen. 
 
“I know, you told me that already.  Anyway, I finally 



got ahold of Riley and he took me to the 
hospital.”  She lowered her voice a little, which 
surprised Spike.  Dawn usually had as little tact as 
he did himself.  “I always kind of thought he was a 
doofus, you know, because he’s so hung up on 
Buffy.”   
 
Spike smirked, enjoying Dawn’s low opinion of 
soldier boy, then frowned as she continued. 
 
“But he was pretty cool.  He took me out for ice 
cream while Buffy and mom were waiting for the 
test results and kept telling me mom was going to 
be fine.  It really helped.”   
 
Fortunately, Xander reappeared with a handful of 
napkins and saved him from having to say anything. 
 
“Riley’s pretty dependable about that sort of thing,” 
Xander told her.  “Hey, the water in the big pot is 
boiling.  You’re supposed to do something with 
that, right?” 
 
“Oh!  Right.  The vegetables.  I’m on it.”   



 
Dawn disappeared into the kitchen and Xander gave 
him a smirk and a quick kiss.  “You don’t have to 
look like someone slipped you pig’s blood instead of 
human.” he said under his breath.  “Riley is good 
about ordinary stuff like that.  It’s just with demon 
stuff that the stick up his butt shows.” 
 
“Got that right,” Spike agreed, slipping his fingers 
through the belt loops on Xander’s jeans and 
tugging him closer.   
 
“Spike!” Xander hissed.  “We don’t make out in 
front of Dawn.” 
 
“Slayer’s always complainin’ about how her little 
sister needs to grow up, be good for her to see us in 
action,” Spike argued persuasively. 
 
“Forget Buffy, Joyce will kill us.” 
 
“Oh, yeah.”  Spike reluctantly released his hold and 
Xander was innocently putting napkins around the 
table when Dawn reappeared.   



 
“Dinner in ten minutes.”  She threw a worried look 
over her shoulder at the stove.  “I think.  This is a lot 
easier when mom does it.” 
 
“It’s good practice for you, Dawn Patrol,” Xander 
told her cheerfully. 
 
“I’m 15.  By the time I need to cook, stoves will be 
obsolete.” 
 
“Somehow, I doubt that,” Buffy said dryly, returning 
from the living room just in time to hear that 
prediction.  “Everything ok in the kitchen?” 
 
Despite her trip to the hospital on Friday, Joyce had 
insisted on having them over for Sunday dinner as 
planned, saying she felt just fine and wasn’t going 
to miss their company because of a silly dizzy 
spell.  Spike and Xander had agreed to come over, 
wanting to see for themselves that she was alright, 
but only on the strict condition that Joyce was not 
allowed to do anything.  Buffy had backed them up, 
even after realizing that she was going to have to 



cook dinner for them all. 
 
Joyce had argued that she was perfectly capable of 
cooking dinner and Xander had been the one to find 
a diplomatic solution, telling Joyce that it would be 
good practice for Buffy and Dawn to cook a big meal 
with Joyce supervising but not doing any of the 
work.  That had made Joyce laugh and she’d 
admitted that her first dinner party had been a 
disaster.   
 
Arriving at the house tonight, Joyce had seemed 
fine and it hadn’t taken long to persuade her to give 
them all a blow by blow description of that long ago 
dinner party.  She’d kept all of them laughing as 
Buffy and Dawn had traveled back and forth 
between living room and kitchen and Joyce and 
Xander hogged the cheese and crackers that Buffy 
had triumphantly produced as an appetizer. 
 
Joining in the laughter, Spike had felt the anxiety he 
had been trying to ignore since he heard Joyce was 
in the hospital slip away from him.   
 



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike sat on the back porch, smoking a cigarette 
and contentedly listening to the sound of Xander 
and Dawn joking and splashing as they did the 
dishes together.  Joyce still seemed fine, nothing 
but a small bandage on her forehead to show she’d 
been in the hospital at all.  Hearing her now, 
scolding the dishwashing crew for getting more 
water on the floor than in the sink, Spike grinned. 
 
Joyce was more mother to Xander than his own had 
ever been and it would devastate him if anything 
ever happened to her.  The bungalow on Revelo 
Drive had become the home Xander had never 
known, Joyce and Dawn had practically adopted 
Xander as son and older brother respectively and 
even the Slayer had gradually come around to 
welcoming Xander into her family.   
 
The back door opened quietly and Buffy stepped 
outside, wrapping a sweater around herself and 
taking a deep breath of the night air.  She made a 
face at the smell of his cigarette and Spike was 



feeling mellow enough that he obligingly pinched 
the butt out and flicked it away. 
 
He was a little surprised when Buffy came and sat 
down beside him on the top step, her shoulder 
almost brushing his. 
 
“Thanks for keeping Dawn occupied tonight,” she 
said quietly, after a minute.  “It was kind of nice to 
have a few minutes with mom by myself.”  Spike 
lifted his scarred eyebrow at her and she made a 
face.  “I know, I’m a bad sister, but sometimes she 
just drives me crazy.” 
 
“Xander doesn’t mind,” he said dismissively, not 
willing to admit he loved Dawn as much as Xander 
did.  “Think he always kind of wished he had a 
brother or sister.” 
 
“He can have Dawn,” Buffy offered 
immediately.  “Thank God Riley took her off my 
hands at the hospital or I probably would have 
strangled her just to get five minutes of quiet.” 
 



“Joyce tellin’ the truth?  The doctors didn’t find 
anythin’ wrong?” 
 
“Yeah, they think she just had low blood sugar or 
something.  All their tests came back negative.  So, 
big scare but nothing actually wrong.”  Buffy looked 
as relieved as Spike felt.   
 
He struggled with himself for a minute, hating that 
he felt any sense of obligation at all.  Bloody hell, he 
thought, fucking sentiment was turning him into as 
big a poofter as his Sire.  Next thing you knew he 
was going to be helping little old ladies cross the 
sodding street.  He sighed inaudibly and gave in to 
the sudden charitable impulse.   
 
“Soldier boy needs a look-see by a doctor, Slayer,” 
he said, trying to make up for his namby-pamby 
sentiment by saying it as harshly as possible. 
 
“What do you mean?”  The non-sequitor caught her 
off guard and she gave him a puzzled look. 
 
“Mean his heart’s all wonky.  Goin’ to kill him 



before long if somethin’ isn’t done,” he told her 
bluntly. 
 
She stared at him, shocked.  “What…?  How do you 
know?” 
 
He gave her an impatient look.  “I’m a 
vampire.  Humans are our prey.  Never liked 
hunting the sick myself - no challenge to 
them.  Wouldn’t hunt your boy now because of 
it.”  He snorted when she just looked blank.  “Can 
hear it in his chest, Slayer.  His heart’s about to 
explode it’s working so hard.”  He shrugged, not 
really caring if she believed him or not.  He’d be just 
as happy if the soldier died, but she’d be miserable 
and that would make Dawn and Xander both feel 
bad for her.   
 
“His heartbeat’s been off since the first time I met 
him.  Not surprising given all the drugs and shite 
they pumped into him.  But recently, it’s getting 
worse.  A little faster, a little more stressed every 
time I’ve been in the same room with him.” 
 



The Slayer looked like things she hadn’t understood 
before were suddenly adding up in a whole new 
way and she looked scared and furious and grimly 
determined all at once.  “And you’re mentioning 
this only now?” she snapped, getting to her feet. 
 
“Don’t like him, Slayer.  Wouldn’t lift a finger for his 
sake, even if he dropped in front of me.  But he 
came through for Dawn and your mum, so I figure I 
owe him somethin’.” 
 
Buffy gave him an unreadable look, then headed for 
the kitchen door.  She stopped with her hand on the 
knob and looked back at him.  “Thanks for telling 
me, Spike, although next time don’t wait so long.” 
 
“Don’t count on a next time.  Not like I’m soldier 
boy’s guardian angel, or anythin’.” Spike told her.   
 
Buffy shook her head but didn’t say anything else, 
opening the door and heading straight for the 
phone.  Spike could hear her beginning to dial as he 
lit another cigarette.  Captain America would find 
himself in a hospital bed before long, he suspected. 



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Fishing around in his tool belt, Xander cursed the 
tendency of his cell phone to migrate to the least 
accessible spots.  He could swear he always put it in 
the same small pocket but somehow it never 
seemed to stay put.  He was pretty sure it was a 
side effect of the Hellmouth.  He made a small 
triumphant sound as his searching fingers closed on 
the small bit of plastic and he hauled it out, flipping 
it open and answering just before the call went to 
voice mail. 
 
“Hello.” 
 
“Hi, Xander, it’s me.” 
 
“Hey, Buffy, what’s up?”  Xander shifted the tool 
belt back over his shoulder where he was carrying it 
on the walk home, glad that Buffy had gotten better 
about calling him after work instead of during the 
middle of the day. 
 



“I’m wondering if you can help me with 
something.”  Buffy’s voice sounded oddly hesitant. 
 
“Sure thing,” 
 
“It’s Riley, I’m hoping maybe you can talk some 
sense into him.” 
 
“Umm… About what?” Xander asked after a short, 
taken-aback moment.  It wasn’t like Buffy didn’t 
know that he and Riley weren’t exactly friends.  For 
Buffy’s sake, they tried to be polite, but it was still 
pretty obvious that he thought Riley was an 
insecure, demon-phobic moron and Riley thought 
Xander was almost a demon himself, between being 
Spike’s Claimed and having way too many friends 
who weren’t human.   
 
“They’re something wrong with him and he’s 
refusing to go see a doctor.”  Buffy’s worry and 
exasperation came through clearly over the phone 
and Xander frowned. 
 
“What do you mean there’s something wrong with 



him?” he asked, wondering if it was ingrown 
toenails or some Hellmouthy symptom that a 
doctor wouldn’t be able to do anything about. 
 
“Didn’t Spike tell you?” 
 
“Tell me what?” 
 
“Spike told me after dinner on Sunday that Riley’s 
having heart problems.  Riley just says his heart isn’t 
like a normal human’s anymore and is refusing to 
get himself checked out.” 
 
“Spike told you?”  Xander’s eyebrows shot up.  Not 
that Spike wasn’t always listening to Xander’s body 
and taking completely unfair advantage of what his 
heart and lungs were telling him about what Xander 
was feeling both physically and emotionally.  It was 
why he didn’t play poker with Spike anymore.  He 
much preferred to play with Jose who seemed to 
feel that taking advantage of his ability to sense the 
other guy’s pulse rate and eye dilation was 
ungentlemanly - a lesson Xander wished Spike 
would take to heart.  No, Spike could just go play 



poker with the crazy kitten-fetish demons when he 
got the urge. 
 
Not that living with Mr. Diagnostician didn’t have its 
advantages, he’d been infinitely reassured when 
Spike had told him on the way home Sunday night 
that he couldn’t sense anything wrong with 
Joyce.  It wasn’t foolproof by any means, but it was 
nice to know there wasn’t anything obvious the 
doctors had missed. 
 
He realized that Buffy was talking again, and pulled 
his wandering thoughts back in line, listening as she 
described the conversation with Spike on Sunday 
night.   
 
“Anyway, I’ve been trying to get him to go to a 
doctor since then and he’s flat out refusing.  I 
thought maybe you could try.  You seem to get the 
whole macho guy thing, and right now, I’m thinking 
of knocking him unconscious and dragging him 
bodily into a doctor’s office, but I’m pretty sure that 
would be bad.” 
 



“Probably,” Xander agreed, rolling his eyes since she 
couldn’t see him.  “But I’m not sure he’d listen to 
me either.” 
 
“Frankly, I’m getting desperate.  I even thought of 
asking Spike to tell him not to go to a doctor, but 
Riley’s got too much psych background to be fooled 
by reverse psychology.” 
 
“Not to mention everything else that could go 
wrong in a Spike-Riley conversation,” Xander said 
absently, thinking hard. 
 
“Yeah, there’s that.” 
 
“Buffy, he’s officially liaison between the remnants 
of the Initiative stationed at the army base and the 
town, right?” 
 
“Right.  Not that there’s all that much liaisoning 
going on but he does write reports once a week.” 
 
“Why don’t you approach his commanding 
officer?  They can just order him to see a doctor.” 



 
From the slight pause, Buffy was thinking that 
over.  “That sounds good, but I don’t know how to 
get in contact with them, other than sending a 
letter and who knows how long that could 
take.  Riley’s told me that sometimes he wonders if 
anyone is even reading his reports anymore since 
things have been so quiet.” 
 
“Then talk to Sgt. Morgan.  He can’t order Riley 
around, because Riley outranks him, but I bet he 
knows who can.” 
 
“That’s a good idea,” Buffy’s voice brightened.  “I’ll 
do that right now.  Thanks, Xander.  I really 
appreciate it.” 
 
“Anytime.” 
 
Buffy hung up and Xander slid his cell into his 
pocket and resumed his walk home.  He suspected 
he’d just figured out why Spike had been looking at 
Riley so weirdly and wondered if he should say 
something to Spike.   



 
No point, he decided.  Spike and Riley hated each 
other and random acts of kindness towards 
enemies simply weren’t something that Spike 
did.  He wondered briefly why Spike had said 
anything to Buffy in the first place, but decided that 
it was just a sign of the fact that Buffy and Spike 
were getting to be better friends.  Spike would be 
embarrassed and defensive if he said anything, so 
he’d just keep his mouth shut.  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode ‘Out 
of My Mind’  

 

Part Nine 

Xander stood ready, holding the full-size axe in both 
hands and eyeing his target.  In a sudden flurry of 
movement, he swung the axe up and sent it hurtling 
across the empty space between them, the blade 
making a shining arc as it spun in mid-air until it 
landed with a loud crack, and refused to lodge in 
the thick wood, dropping to the floor with a clang of 
metal that rang loudly in the silent room. 



 
“Damn it!” 
 
“Gettin’ better, luv.” Spike told him 
encouragingly.  He hopped down from his perch on 
the pommel horse and approached Xander.  “You’re 
releasing too soon.” 
 
Xandeer grumbled and walked across the room to 
fetch the axe which had dropped in front of the 
thick wooden panel Giles had set up to absorb the 
shock of heavy weapons being thrown.  “Why can’t 
I stick with the hand axe?  I’m better with them.” 
 
“Because sometimes you need somethin’ with a bit 
more heft.  Try again.” 
 
“Maybe I should try throwing it with a spinning 
motion.”  Xander pictured that in his 
head.  Spinning should give him the momentum the 
axe needed but… 
 
“Too hard to control,” Spike interrupted his 
thoughts. 



 
“You do it.” 
 
“Been throwin’ axes for a century, luv,” Spike said 
with a smirk.  “You need a bit more practice before 
you can pull it off.” 
 
“A bit’?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
“Should have it down in a year or so,” Spike told 
him cheerfully. 
 
Xander glared at him.  “Careful, lover, I’m the one 
with an axe in my hand.” 
 
Spike grinned at him unrepentantly. 
 
Sighing, Xander turned to take aim at the target 
once again.  Spike had taken all too eagerly to the 
idea of using the back room at the Magic Shop to 
train and this was the third time this week they’d 
met here after sunset.  Spike thoroughly approved 
of most of Giles’ plans for the room and had made 
suggestions of his own which Giles had received 



eagerly.  Xander suspected that both he and Buffy 
were going to be working harder for awhile.  
 
One of the suggestions had been for the thick board 
with the crude target painted on it that Xander had 
been throwing axes at for the last half hour.  Spike 
had always been in favor of anything that kept 
Xander further away from his opponent and had 
taken full advantage of the increased space in the 
new training room to decide that it was time Xander 
learned to throw a full-size axe with the same 
accuracy he could throw a hand axe.  Trouble was, 
the axe he was working with weighed a lot more 
than the smaller ones he was used to and the 
increased size and weight had thrown his aim off 
entirely.  The axe kept hitting the board and falling 
to the floor, not digging in like it was supposed 
to.  And his arms were beginning to hurt, which 
wasn’t helping.   
 
He swung the axe up one more time, but the shop 
bell sounding in the front room gave him an excuse 
to lower it again and surreptitiously rub his upper 
arm, trying to ease the sore muscles.  “Company.” 



 
Spike gave him a look which showed clearly that he 
knew Xander was making excuses but didn’t say 
anything, turning to face the door as they heard 
Buffy and Dawn greet Giles. 
 
“Hi, guys.” 
 
Dawn bounced into the back room, shrugging out of 
her back pack and tossing it aside as she 
entered.  Buffy followed more slowly on her heels, 
frowning at her like she always seemed to with 
Dawn these days.   
 
“This is so cool,” Dawn exclaimed, staring around 
her.  “Spike, we can use this when Buffy isn’t, 
right?” 
 
The minute the words were out, she clapped a hand 
over her mouth, but it was too late. 
 
“WHAT?!” 
 
Xander just laughed, setting the axe down.   “Come 



on, Buffy, you didn’t think that Spike would let 
Dawn go without self-defense training did you?” 
 
“And why wasn’t I told about this?” Buffy 
demanded, glaring at all three of them. 
 
“Because we knew you’d freak,” Dawn told 
her.  “Spike’s been training me for months 
now.”  She grinned in a way she’d picked up from 
Spike.  “Want me to show you some of my moves?” 
 
Buffy closed her eyes and looked like she was 
counting to ten.  Maybe 50.  In Roman 
numerals.  “I’m in hell.  No, I’m in some alternate 
version of reality that will end any minute 
now.”  She waited, as if hoping the reality where a 
Master Vampire had been training her kid sister to 
fight would disappear. 
 
“Niblet’s not half bad,” Spike said, obviously 
completely unconcerned about Buffy’s 
disapproval.  “Not ready to take on a Fyarl demon 
yet, but she’ll hold her own against vampires.” 
 



“You let my sister fight a vampire?!”  Buffy’s eyes 
snapped open and she looked on the verge of 
attacking Spike. 
 
Xander winced.  Buffy was going to blow a gasket at 
this rate.  He shot Spike a warning look and 
answered quickly before Spike could make things 
worse - and from the look on Spike’s face, that’s 
exactly what he was planning.  Probably going to 
tell Buffy that Dawn had been staking vampires for 
months or some such nonsense.  “Of course not, 
Buffy.  Dawn’s never been in any danger,” he said 
soothingly. 
 
“Yeah, these two over-protective fraidy-cats won’t 
ever let me fight anything for real,” Dawn said.  It 
had been the source of a number of arguments 
once Dawn had mastered some of the basics.  Much 
to Dawn’s annoyance, Spike and Xander had been 
absolutely in agreement that her fighting skills were 
going to stay untested by real battle. 
 
“Oi!”  Spike said, outraged at being called a fraidy 
cat. 



 
“It’s true,” Dawn insisted.  “I’m so ready for patrol 
and you guys won’t let me.” 
 
“See?”  Xander said to Buffy.  “Completely safe.” 
 
Buffy crossed her arms and tapped one foot in a 
way that suggested she was less than 
convinced.  “She was a lot safer when she didn’t 
think she should be patrolling.” 
 
“Oh, please,” Dawn said.  “Two kids in my class 
were killed by vampires the first month after we 
moved here.  Everyone in Sunnydale should learn 
how to defend themselves.” 
 
Xander agreed with her.  It was the reason he’d 
gone along with Spike’s plans to give Dawn some 
training in the first place.  Well, that and the fact 
that Spike was already busily setting up a training 
schedule with Dawn before Xander even knew what 
was going on. 
 
Buffy had been adamant that Dawn should be 



shielded from the reality of the Hellmouth from day 
one, and Joyce had taken the same position, when 
she’d learned the truth about Sunnydale and her 
daughter being the Slayer.  Spike had only decided 
to go behind Joyce’s back when he began to know 
and like Dawn.  Xander couldn’t help agreeing with 
him.  Dawn needed basic self-defense skills the 
same way that Xander had when Spike first began 
training him.  It only made sense.  In his opinion, 
Sunnydale’s high death rate was largely due to the 
persistence blindness of the people in town.  If the 
population routinely carried weapons and had even 
rudimentary self-defense skills, more people would 
be able to fend off vampire attacks. 
 
Of course, the town had had a not-quite-human 
Mayor for over a hundred years and he’d been a lot 
more interested in keeping the town open for 
business and preparing to become a giant snake 
than in protecting the actual people who kept 
voting for him, but still… 
 
He could see that Dawn’s remark had hit home with 
Buffy, and relaxed, no longer worried this would 



turn into anything physical.  Buffy would get used to 
the idea and Dawn would be able to train with them 
here in the back room under Buffy and Giles’ 
watchful eyes. 
 
Now, if Buffy would just agree not to worry Joyce by 
telling her about this, everything was 
good.  Anyway, Joyce would understand. 
 
Probably. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander opened the door to the Magic Shop and 
hesitated, caught off guard by the lack of people 
inside.  Giles gave him a distracted smile and Tara 
gave him a shy wave from behind the counter 
where she was doing something with a pile of 
herbs. 
 
“Giles, how’s it going?”  Maybe all the customers 
had already been and gone and this was just a 
lull.  Buffy and Dawn had been confidently 
predicting opening day would find the shop full of 



hordes of people shopping ‘til they dropped, but 
this looked more like Spike’s prediction of disaster 
and bankruptcy. 
 
“It’s been a little slow, but no doubt business will 
pick up soon.”  Giles said, his voice calm. 
 
“You’ve been open half a day already, Ripper, and 
the only people to walk through the door have all 
been here to show their support for this asinine 
adventure of yours,” a familiar voice said acidly 
from the upstairs loft where Giles had put all his 
research books on shelves Xander had built to hold 
them.  Ethan Rayne glanced over the railing at Giles, 
a book open in his hands.  “You’d think they’d show 
some bloody solidarity by actually purchasing 
something in your hour of need.” 
 
“It’s hardly my hour of need,” Giles told him.  He 
looked around the empty shop with its neatly 
organized displays of everything from bizarre 
esoteric ingredients to the small section of 
magician’s party tricks.  “No, I’ve got a good feeling 
about this place. Magic’s a small niche market but... 



well, think about it. Sunnydale... monsters... supply 
and demand. They’ll be lining up around the block 
in no time.” 
 
“When they’re not crashing through the front 
window to destroy the place,” Ethan predicted, 
turning back to his book. 
 
Xander smiled to himself.  Despite the waspish 
comments, it was obvious Ethan had turned up to 
support Giles, in his own unique way. 
 
“Not to mention, it might take a few days for word 
to spread that the store is open again,” he told Giles 
encouragingly.   
 
The bell over the door jingled and Buffy and Riley 
came in, followed shortly by Dawn.  Buffy and Riley 
had seen the finished store already but Dawn was 
impressed. 
 
“Whoa!  Mr. Giles! This place is so... wow.  I mean, 
check out all the magic junk,” she exclaimed, 
looking around eagerly.   



 
“Ah, yes.  Our new slogan,” Giles murmured.   
 
“So when’s it open?  You know, for customers?” 
 
“Since nine this morning, actually,” Giles admitted. 
 
“Dawn,” Buffy said through gritted 
teeth.  “Go.  Browse.  And…” 
 
“‘You break it, you bought it’, I know.  I  heard you 
the first sixty times,” Dawn grumbled, moving off to 
explore the shelves. 
 
There was a brief, awkward silence, broken by Riley 
with a too-obvious change in subject.  “So, Buffy, 
are we on for patrol tonight?” Riley asked. 
 
Buffy hesitated for just a second too long. 
 
“You can't patrol. Buffy said,” Dawn blurted out, 
looking up from a display of crystals.  Xander was 
torn between laughing at the looks on Buffy and 
Riley’s faces and wincing.  Dawn really could put her 



foot in it at times. 
 
“No, I didn’t.” Buffy insisted, but it was too little, 
too late, and it was obvious Riley didn’t believe 
her.  Dawn forged on. 
 
“Yes, you did.  You said it would be easier if you 
didn’t have to look out for anybody.”  She made a 
face and told Riley:  “Welcome to the club.  She’ll 
never let me go either.” 
 
“I wasn’t talking about Riley,” Buffy gritted out, 
glaring at Dawn. 
 
“Well, if you weren’t, you should have been,” 
Xander snapped.  “Riley, don’t be stupid.  You had 
major surgery less than a week ago.  You shouldn’t 
be patrolling.” 
 
“It was just a minor procedure.  I’m fine,” Riley said 
defensively. 
 
“Anything where people cut into your body and 
mess around with major organs is not something to 



fool around with.” 
 
“Riley, he’s right,” Giles said quietly.  “I know the 
pacemaker is temporary and you are going to be 
fine, but you need to give your body time to 
recover.  Build your strength back slowly.” 
 
Riley looked frustrated and Buffy eyed him 
worriedly.  “I did say that I didn’t think you should 
be patrolling,” she admitting, biting her lip 
nervously.  “I’m sorry I said it in front of Dawn - 
really sorry,” she emphasized, looking pointedly at 
Dawn.  “But you’re really worrying me.  Not 
patrolling for a couple of weeks isn’t a big deal.  It’s 
just until you’re healed and back to full strength.” 
 
Riley crossed his arms stubbornly, looking at the 
circle of faces confronting him.  “Fine.  Giles, you 
got that danger room set up out back?  I’ll go work 
out for awhile, I’m suddenly feeling the need for a 
little physical rehab about now.”  He spun on his 
heel and headed for the back.   
 
Buffy started after him but Giles stopped her with a 



gentle hand on her arm.  “Let him go Buffy.  I’ll see 
to it that he doesn’t over-train.” 
 
“Why can’t he be reasonable about this?” she 
asked, gazing after Riley’s departed form. 
 
 “Because he’s an insecure idiot who sees you 
slipping through his fingers,” Ethan offered, his 
voice carrying clearly down from the loft.  
 
Buffy scowled.  “Who let chaos-guy in?” 
 
“No one let me in, I’m more than capable of 
opening doors for myself.  This is a public shop.” 
 
“Yeah, well Giles should be more discriminating 
about his customers.”  She said automatically.  It 
was obvious that her thoughts were still on Riley.   
 
“I like Ethan,” Dawn volunteered.  “He’s cute.” 
 
“Thank you, I’ll try not to let it go to my head that 
I’m the subject of an adolescent’s crush.” 
 



“Ewww!  I didn’t say I had a crush on you,” Dawn 
said indignantly, staring up at the loft, hands on her 
hips.  “You’re like way old.  You’re cute like the old 
guys in the park who try and pick up the old ladies.” 
 
Giles’ shoulders were shaking with silent laughter 
and Buffy’s initial annoyance had been replaced by 
a certain malicious amusement at Ethan’s expense.  
 
“On that note, I think Dawn and I should leave.”   
 
“What?  We just got here.  Can’t I look around 
awhile longer?” 
 
“Five minutes,” Buffy allowed.  “Don’t break 
anything,” she reminded Dawn again. 
 
Dawn rolled her eyes at the repeated warning but 
quickly took advantage of the offer, crossing the 
room to explore further.   
 
Buffy collapsed into one of the chairs at the table 
Giles had set up near the loft stairs, dropping her 
purse onto the table and wincing when it landed 



with a clunk.  “Damn, I forgot.  I hope I didn’t break 
it.”  She fished around in the over-sized bag for a 
minute, then triumphantly produced a softball-sized 
sphere that was glowing softly.  She turned it over 
in her hands, frowning at it.  “What the hell is it?” 
 
Giles took his glasses off and took the sphere from 
her gingerly, beginning to examine it.  “It appears to 
be paranormal in origin.” 
 
“That covers a lot of ground, Giles.”  Xander peered 
curiously at the sphere as Giles handed it to 
him.  “Where’s it from?” 
 
“I found it on patrol last night.  In the warehouse 
district.” 
 
Xander passed it to Tara who’d left her spot behind 
the counter to join them in examining the 
object.  She gave him a shy smile and studied the 
sphere for a moment before handing it back to 
Giles. 
 
“We’ll have to do some research,” Giles said.  “Right 



now, my supposition that it’s paranormal is based 
solely on the fact that it’s glowing.” 
 
“You really are losing your touch, Ripper.”  In his 
concentration on the sphere, Xander hadn’t heard 
Ethan come downstairs.  Now the chaos mage 
tweaked the sphere out of Giles’ hands and cradled 
it in both of his.  “It’s practically humming with 
power.” 
 
Ethan’s hands moved over the sphere almost 
reverently as he examined it from all sides.  “This is 
old.  Decades, if not centuries, would be my 
guess.  If I’m right, the color probably indicates 
some type of light magic.”   
 
“What’s light magic?” Buffy asked. 
 
Ethan looked exasperated, but Giles interrupted 
him before he could speak.  “Spells that were 
intended to help people, for protection, or warding 
off evil spirits, that type of thing.  Those types of 
spells often manifested in gold or yellow light.” 
 



“Th-the color represented the sun,” Tara said 
hesitantly, “S-so people would understand that the 
spell w-wasn’t intended to harm anything.” 
 
Ethan snorted.  “More like the local Bishop wouldn’t 
burn you at the stake if you could pass your magic 
off as a miracle.  Harder to do when the spell is 
black or red - the colors of Satan and darkness.” 
 
Tara subsided, ducking her head, and Xander 
scowled at Ethan.  She spoke up in company so 
rarely that Xander hated to see her shut down. 
 
“Yes, be that as it may, we should see if we can find 
out what it is.”  Giles took the sphere back from 
Ethan, giving him a hard look when Ethan seemed 
inclined to hang onto it.  Ethan smirked at him and 
released the glowing orb.  “Tara, can you spare an 
hour or two to help me research?” 
 
Tara nodded her head and Giles smiled at 
her.  “Thank you.  Ethan, make yourself useful and 
fetch some books from upstairs for us to start on.” 
 



“Giles, I’m going to leave you to it and take Dawn 
home,” Buffy said, picking up her purse and 
signaling to Dawn, who had, remarkably, ignored 
the discussion about the glowing sphere.  She was 
sitting cross-legged on the floor, poking through a 
box of some kind of doohickeys, and now sighed at 
Buffy’s call and rolled to her feet, picking up the box 
and putting back on the shelf. 
 
“Count me out too, if you don’t mind,” Xander 
said.  “I’m better with demons than magic stuff and 
this doesn’t seem like it’s end of the world urgent.” 
 
“You can never tell,” Ethan said darkly.  Giles rolled 
his eyes at the dramatics. 
 
“Of course, Xander, Tara and I are shouldn’t have 
any difficulty finding something.  It’s more her area 
than yours.” 
 
Giles gave her a warm smile.  Tara had been quietly 
helpful as he got the shop ready to open, and she’d 
admitted that she’d spent a lot of time in the shop 
under the previous owner.  Giles had coaxed her 



into talking about what she’d liked and disliked 
about the shop and had implemented a number of 
her suggestions.  The result was a layout much 
lighter and more welcoming than it had been 
originally. 
 
Ethan came down the stairs with an armful of books 
and Xander wished them luck.  He headed for the 
back room, meeting Giles’ curious look with a 
grimace.  He mouthed ‘Riley’ silently and Giles 
nodded understanding. 
 
Stepping into the back room, Xander watched Riley 
on the weight machine.  His jaw tightened as he saw 
that Riley had piled on the weight to Slayer levels 
and was lying on the bench struggling to lift the 
bar.  He’d stripped down to a muscle shirt and 
sweat already dampened the fabric, his arms visibly 
trembling as he fought the weights. 
 
Xander shook his head in disgust and walked silently 
over to the machine.  He added his weight to the 
bar and sent the metal plates crashing back down as 
Riley gasped and let them drop under the increased 



strain. 
 
“Are you trying to kill yourself?” Xander asked 
harshly.  “In which case, I’d appreciate it if you 
didn’t do it in here where Dawn might stumble 
across your body.” 
 
“Shut up, Xander.  I know what I’m doing.” 
 
“Really?  Because from here, it looks like you’re 
trying to be a macho asshole.” 
 
Riley swung his feet off the bench and stood 
up.  “You want to start something?” 
 
Xander rolled his eyes.  “Do I want to start someone 
who’s only a week from major surgery and the 
boyfriend of someone I care about?  No.  I’m trying 
to stop you from killing yourself because it will hurt 
people I care about.” 
 
“I know what I’m doing,” Riley repeated.  To 
Xander’s relief, he stepped back, and used the 
excuse of reaching for his shirt to back down from 



the confrontation. 
 
He should probably let this go.  Riley was convinced 
that Buffy wouldn’t want him if he didn’t have the 
extra edge that Maggie Walsh’s experiments had 
given the Initiative soldiers and that nagging 
insecurity was driving him to behave like a crazy 
person.  Only a direct order had gotten him in to 
see a doctor, who had spent five minutes examining 
Riley before telling him he would be dead inside a 
week if he continued to ignore the problem and 
who’d immediately arranged for an operating room. 
 
From what Buffy had told him, Riley’s heart had 
been beating way faster than normal and that had 
given Riley a false burst of extra strength and 
stamina - similar to how he’d felt when taking the 
Initiative’s drugs   As far as Xander could tell, Riley 
had been so determined to cling to the feeling of 
being more than human that he’d convinced 
himself he could handle it.  Like any human could 
handle their heart exploding, Xander thought. 
 
Wait a minute.  A direct order. 



 
“You’ve commanded soldiers in the field, Riley,” he 
said slowly.  “Ask yourself this:  would you let a 
soldier in your condition go on a mission?” 
 
The muscles in Riley’s jaw tightened and he avoided 
Xander’s eyes, making a production of tucking his 
shirt in. 
 
“You wouldn’t, because it would endanger not only 
the soldier but everyone else in the unit.”   
 
Riley’s head lifted at that and he stared at Xander 
stubbornly.   
 
“You’re endangering yourself by pulling this 
crap.  More importantly, you’re endangering Buffy 
when you insist on patrolling with her when you 
know you are ready.  If she’s injured because she’s 
trying to protect you, you’ll never forgive 
yourself.  Worse, if you die on her out doing stuff 
you know you shouldn’t be doing, she’s never going 
to recover from the guilt.” 
 



He waited, hoping Riley would show some sign that 
his words were getting through but the soldier just 
stared over Xander’s shoulder, his face 
unreadable.   
 
“Personally, I wouldn’t want someone I love to have 
to go through that,” he said. 
 
He turned and headed for the back door.  Would 
the military agree to transfer Riley out of town if he 
continued to at like this?  Sgt. Morgan might be able 
to pull that off.  Question was, would Buffy forgive 
them if she found out about it?  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode ‘No 
Place Like Home’  

 
 

Part Ten 

The Magic Box had two actual customers in it when 
Xander stopped by after work the next day.  Giles 
was behind the counter, just handing a small brown 
shopping bag to a customer.  “Thank you for 



shopping at the Magic Box,” he said, like he’d been 
born to shopkeeping.  “Do come again.” 
 
Tara was talking quietly to a customer, apparently 
describing the difference between two bottles of 
equally disgusting looking eyeballs.  Xander smiled 
at her, noticing again that, when it came to 
anything magical, Tara was comfortable and sure of 
herself. 
 
Giles watched the customer he’d just helped leave, 
the bell over the door chiming as the door swung 
open, then came around the counter toward 
Xander.   
 
“Looking good, Giles.” 
 
Giles had a very satisfied smile, almost smug.  “Yes, 
there’s been a number of customers throughout the 
day.  Nothing overwhelming, but a good, steady 
trickle.  I’m very pleased.” 
 
He glanced around the store, watching Tara with 
her customer approvingly.  “I may just have to see if 



Tara would like a part-time job.  She’s been an 
enormous help and I feel terrible taking advantage 
of her like this.” 
 
“I don’t think she sees it that way,” Xander told him. 
 
“No, but that doesn’t mean I can continue to abuse 
her good nature.”  They watched as the customer 
chose one of the bottles Tara had been describing, 
and follow her to the cash register. 
 
“So, Giles.  Any news on the glow-ball front?” 
 
“Oh, yes, thank you.  I meant to talk to you about 
that.”  Giles lead the way to the table in the back of 
the room and Xander followed curiously.  After 
checking to be sure Tara’s customer wasn’t 
watching, he fished the sphere out of a drawer.  It 
had been wrapped in a length of dark cloth and 
Giles waited until the customer before unwrapping 
it and setting it down on the table in a nest of dark 
fabric.  It was still glowing softly and was seriously 
cool looking, Xander thought, running a finger over 
its surface.  If it turned out to be nothing, he 



wondered if Giles would let him keep it. 
 
“We’ve learned rather more than I expected, I’m 
afraid.  We may have underestimated what we’re 
dealing with.” 
 
“How so?”  Xander asked.  So much for keeping it, 
he thought, suppressing a smile. 
 
Tara drifted over to join them, sitting down at the 
table and listening as Giles explained. 
 
“It’s called the Dagon Sphere and, as Ethan guessed, 
it has a history going back many centuries.  It’s a 
protective device, used to ward off ancient 
primordial evil.” 
 
“Ok,” Xander said slowly.  “That sounds like 
something a bit more than just the monster of the 
week.” 
 
“Yes, exactly.  Unfortunately, that’s where accounts 
get vague. All we’ve managed to uncover so far is 
that the Dagon Sphere was created to repel That 



Which Cannot Be Named.” 
 
Xander raised his eyebrows.  “Great, Voldemort’s in 
town?” 
 
Giles looked blank and Xander shook his head 
disapprovingly.  “I know Superman references 
pretty much go right past you, Giles, but jeez, 
Voldemort’s British.  You should know that one.”   
 
Tara giggled softly, ducking her head so her dark 
blonde hair fell forward, hiding her face. 
 
“Meaningless pop culture references aside,” Giles 
said sternly, but with a hint of a smile in his eyes, 
“Anything that goes unnamed is usually an object of 
deep worship or great fear- possibly both.” 
 
“So, more research?” Xander guessed. 
 
“Yes, Tara and I will continue to see if we can find 
out anything more about it.  I was wondering if you 
could ask Spike to check out the warehouse where 
Buffy found this.” 



 
Xander leaned back a little, folding his arms over his 
chest and regarding Giles curiously.  “Shouldn’t be a 
problem, but is there some reason you want it to be 
Spike?” 
 
“Yes,” Giles told him immediately.  “Buffy called this 
morning and I’ve told her to take the week off from 
patrol.” 
 
“Is something wrong?”  Xander glanced at Tara, 
who clearly had heard this before and was looking 
sympathetic but not overly concerned. 
 
Giles shook his head.  “Not really, it’s more a matter 
of…timing.”  He took his glasses off and began 
polishing them absently.  “Buffy’s mother isn’t 
feeling well.” He held up a hand to stop Xander’s 
anxious question.  “Just a headache, as I understand 
it.  But she’s apparently had several bad headaches 
in the past week and Buffy is understandably 
worried.” 
 
Xander frowned.  He hadn’t heard that Joyce wasn’t 



feeling well.   
 
“Buffy says her mother isn’t worried and didn’t 
want her daughters to fuss, so she hadn’t told them 
she wasn’t feeling well.  Last night was apparently 
the first time she felt badly enough for Buffy or 
Dawn to notice anything was wrong.”  Giles 
frowned and slid his glasses back on.  “Actually, the 
bigger concern is Riley.  Buffy doesn’t want him 
patrolling yet and it’s become rather a source of 
friction between them.  Frankly, if she isn’t 
patrolling herself, it will be easier for her to keep 
him from doing anything foolish.  I’ve asked the 
demon community to step in for her this week and 
they were more than happy to oblige.”  His lips 
quirked and Xander was reminded that the demon 
volunteers had felt underused this year, with Buffy 
patrolling more often and more aggressively.  No 
doubt they’d jumped at the chance to patrol for a 
full week. 
 
Giles sighed.  “In another week, Riley should be fully 
fit again at the rate he is pushing himself, and less 
of a danger to Buffy if he still insists on patrolling 



with her.”   
 
“Ok, that explains why Buffy’s not going,” Xander 
said.  “Why Spike?” he asked again. 
 
“I hope I’m just being paranoid.  But if the Dagon 
Sphere was in that area for a reason, it might prove 
more than the volunteers can handle.”  He looked 
at Xander steadily.  “It may very well be nothing - 
Buffy certainly saw nothing unusual in the area, but 
I would rather be safe than sorry, as the saying 
goes.” 
 
That made sense.  Spike could handle anything 
Buffy could and someone had probably just been 
using the sphere as a paperweight or 
something.  After all, Giles said they hadn’t found 
any recent references to it.   
 
“I’ll ask him to check out the building tonight,” he 
promised.  Buffy had mentioned the old warehouse 
she’d found the sphere outside of and it wasn’t far 
from their apartment.  “I’ll head home and catch 
him before he goes down to the Court.  We’ll have a 



report for you in the morning.” 
 
“Thank you, Xander.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike’s tousled head was half-buried in the pillows, 
his lean, muscular form sprawled in naked glory 
across the bed.  Xander leaned against the 
doorjamb for a moment, admiring his sleeping lover 
in the dim light.  Spike always drifted over to 
Xander’s side of the bed after Xander left in the 
morning.  He claimed it was just for the lingering 
warmth that Xander was selfish enough to deprive 
him of by insisting on working but it always made 
Xander smile, knowing that Spike preferred the 
sheets and pillows that carried his scent. 
 
“Bloody rotten hour to be disturbin’ a fellow’s 
sleep,” Spike complained without lifting his head. 
 
“I’m just standing here,” Xander pointed out.  “I’m 
not disturbing anything.” 
 



“Could come join me and make up for having woken 
me in the middle of the day,” Spike suggesting, 
sounding a trifle more awake and a little 
hopeful.  He shifted slightly, just enough to peer at 
Xander through one eye.  “Something up?” 
 
Xander crossed to the bed and sat down on the 
edge, running a hand down Spike’s back and 
enjoying the feeling of the impossibly cool, silky skin 
beneath his palm.  Spike had the most amazingly 
soft skin.  “Giles needs a favor.  Wants us to check 
something out,” he said. 
 
Spike made a happy, rumbling sound as Xander 
continued to trace his hand over his back.  
“Why isn’t Buffy handlin’ it?” 
 
“Riley,” Xander said shortly. 
 
Spike unprintable opinion of Riley and his fucking 
issues made Xander grin. 
 
“Yeah, that about sums it up,” he agreed.  “Still, 
could be interesting.  Giles wants us to check out 



the warehouse where Buffy found the Dagon 
Sphere, just in case there’s more of them, or 
something.” 
 
“Glow-ball you told me about?” Spike asked after a 
second. 
 
“Got it.  It’s apparently some big protective magic 
thingie and Giles wants to make sure there’s 
nothing else there.” 
 
“Like someone who’s missing their magic glow-
ball?” Spike suggested dryly.  He rolled over and sat 
up, drawing his feet up under him so he was sitting 
cross-legged on the bed, coming totally awake in an 
instant in that way he had that Xander had always 
envied.  Spike could remain bleary eyed and half-
asleep for astounding periods of time during the 
day, but if there was the slightest hint of something 
dangerous, Spike was awake and ready for battle 
instantly. 
 
“Right, or anything the Sphere is supposed to be 
protecting against that might be feeling frisky 



without it.”  He shrugged.  “I don’t think Giles really 
knows what we’re looking for, he just wants to 
make sure there isn’t anything there that we should 
know about.” 
 
“Sounds easy enough.” 
 
“I figure, we spend a few minutes after sunset 
checking it out, then head over to see Joyce.  Buffy 
said she’s not feeling well.” 
 
Spike frowned and Xander said quickly:  “It’s 
probably nothing, but even if she’s not up to seeing 
anyone, we can check if there’s anything we can 
do.” 
 
Spike captured his hand, which had continued its 
wandering journey over the new terrain exposed by 
Spike’s shift in position.  He brought it to his lips and 
kissed it.  “I’ll swing by the place then come back 
here for you.” 
 
Xander rolled his eyes.  “Spike, the place is only a 
few blocks from here.  If something big and bad had 



moved in, you’d know about it, right?” 
 
“Most like,” Spike admitted reluctantly. 
 
“Plus, Buffy was there like two nights ago and all 
she saw was one fairly lame vampire.   
Anyway, you need me because you haven’t even 
seen the Dagon Sphere,” he finished triumphantly. 
 
Spike just gave him a withering 
look.  “Please.  About so big,” he cupped his hands 
around an imaginary ball of approximately the right 
size.  “Kind of roundish?  Glows?  I think I’ll 
recognize one if I stumble over it.” 
 
“Ok, point,” Xander conceded, “but c’mon, it’s 
probably nothing and you know it.  What are the 
chances that something big and scary has moved in 
less than 10 blocks away without you knowing 
about it and that Buffy didn’t stumble over while 
she was there.” 
 
He knew he’d won when Spike sighed.  “All right, 
luv.”  Spike hated him going on patrol with him but 



this would be a routine look-see and they could get 
to the Summers’ house that much sooner. 
 
He grinned at Spike.  “Afterwards, I figure we just 
casually stop by and see Joyce.  It’ll look more 
natural if we both go at the same time, like we were 
just coming back from having a beer or 
something.  If she’s sleeping or whatever, we’ll just 
ask how she’s doing and leave.” 
 
Spike smiled at him.  “Getting sneaky, pet.” 
 
“I’m subtle, not sneaky,” Xander told him loftily.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Walking up the concrete stairs, Spike smelled blood 
- lots of it.  The scent filled the upper stories of the 
abandoned warehouse:  the slight copper-tinged 
smell of fresh blood, like a still seeping wound not 
yet crusted over, and the thicker tang of old, dried 
blood.  Underlying the rich blood scent was the reek 
of human waste.  Someone had soiled themselves 
and no one had cleaned it up in the intervening 



hours.   
 
He signaled Xander to stay behind him, slowing his 
own pace as he climbed the last few steps, listening 
intently.  He could hear someone breathing, the 
sound labored and painful in the empty building, 
the sound of someone clinging stubbornly to life 
despite serious injuries.  Extending his hearing as far 
as it would go, Spike could hear nothing else in the 
top floor, except for Xander’s quiet breaths next to 
him as Spike held them motionless at the top of the 
stairs. 
 
From the sounds of it, the fight was over and the 
victor had left.  Or maybe, the one clinging to life 
was the winner and their opponent lay dead beside 
them.  Either way, it didn’t seem like anything 
remained that could threaten Xander. 
 
He walked forward, less concerned now about 
making noise that would give away their presence, 
Xander following at his heels.  The stairs ended in a 
large open space that had once been divided in half 
by a thick metal door.  Spike scanned the room 



quickly and saw no threats, then turned his 
attention to the door that had been torn completely 
out of place - recently from the looks of it.  His lips 
pursed in a silent whistle and he bent down to 
examine it more closely.   
 
The door was inches-thick steel and it lay twisted 
and crumpled on the floor, like so much discarded 
tissue paper.  Nothing Spike knew of was capable of 
doing that.  Even the Mayor, post-transformation, 
might have been stopped by a door that thick.  Yet 
something had not only destroyed six inches of solid 
metal, but kicked the whole thing in like it was 
nothing but a minor annoyance. 
 
Beside him, Xander let out a shocked gasp, his eyes 
riveted on the brown-robed figure tied to a chair in 
the center of the room.  It was obvious he’d just 
seen the man in the dim lighting.  Spike’s better 
vision had spotted the man instantly, but he’d 
ignored the slumped figure - it was obviously no 
threat to either of them.  Xander, of course, hurried 
towards it, dropping down beside the man to check 
his injuries. 



 
The man groaned and stirred as Xander began 
working on the ropes tying him to the chair. 
 
“Waste of time, luv,” Spike commented, running a 
hand over the bent metal on the floor.  “Not goin’ 
to live long.” 
 
Xander just gave him one of his this-is-not-
negotiable looks and continued working.  Spike 
sighed, knowing who was going to be the one who 
ended up carrying the nearly dead human out of 
the factory. 
 
Granted, he was idly curious about what brought a 
monk to Sunnyhell.  And who had tortured him so 
badly.  Spike recognized talent when he saw 
it.  From the looks of it, the monk had been beaten 
repeatedly over a long period of time, hours at 
least, possibly days.  His eyes were swollen almost 
shut, bruises and cuts covered practically every inch 
of his face, and his brown, homespun robes were 
marked with splotches of old blood. 
 



Xander pulled out his pocket knife to deal with the 
ropes and Spike moved forward resignedly to 
help.  Xander wouldn’t be able to carry the man in 
his arms, and throwing him over his shoulder would 
finish the job someone had started.  Xander 
wouldn’t forgive himself if the monk died because 
of careless handling. 
 
Some sixth sense warned him and he swung around 
sharply, alerted by something he couldn’t name, 
and saw a blonde woman ostentatiously sneaking 
up on them, like she was playing a kid’s game.  She 
had a manic smile on her face and her eyes were 
fixed on Xander and the monk, disregarding Spike 
entirely. 
 
Her mistake. 
 
Spike grabbed her arm and spun her around to face 
him.  “Your handiwork?” he asked, nodding towards 
the monk. 
 
To his astonishment, the woman yanked her arm 
free of his grip with effortless ease and backhanded 



him across the face with stunning force, sending 
him flying across the room as if he weighed 
nothing.  There was time only to curl in to protect 
his head before his back slammed into the concrete 
wall with such force the cement cracked.  He heard 
Xander cry out, but he was too dazed and shaken by 
the impact to respond.  It took a moment for him to 
recover, pulling his feet under him and pushing 
himself back up, using the wall as support.   
 
“Like it?” 
 
The woman stood facing him, hands on her hips, 
smiling at him with the delight of an evil child.  Even 
her voice was chipper, smugly pleased with 
herself.  Ridiculously, she was wearing a red silk 
dress and matching high heels.  Dressed for a 
cocktail party, not combat, she didn’t resemble a 
fighter in any way, but no Slayer he’d ever fought 
had the strength this woman had put behind that 
casual blow and Spike knew he was lucky his 
jawbone was still intact.  He couldn’t sense anything 
not human about the woman and he was suddenly 
cautious and very much on guard.  He wondered if 



she’d used some kind of mojo to boost her strength, 
or was just something he’d never encountered 
before. 
 
“Who the fuck are you?” he snarled. 
 
“More to the point, who are you?” she 
answered.  “I was here first and that’s my monk 
your human is trying to steal.” 
 
Xander’s head shot up.  He’d been easing the monk 
to his feet, taking nearly all the injured man’s 
weight, obviously hoping to sneak him out of there, 
trusting Spike to deal with the woman.  Like Spike, 
he’d caught the fact that the woman could tell Spike 
wasn’t human despite the fact that Spike had been 
so caught off guard he hadn’t even shed his human 
features yet - a fact he remedied with a shake of his 
head. 
 
“I’m Xander, he’s Spike,” Xander offered, sliding a 
step or two closer to the stairs.  “Ummm, not to be 
obvious or anything, but your monk needs medical 
attention.”  He eased another step towards the exit 



and the woman’s head snapped around to face 
him.   
 
“Hands off my holy man.  That’s stealing.” 
 
Spike was moving the second her head turned, 
crossing the distance between them and launching 
himself at her.  She swung back to face him an 
instant too late and Spike crashed into her, driving 
them both back across the floor in a tumbling heap. 
 
“Hey!  Mind the dress,” she snapped, as Spike 
released her and rolled away as fast as he could, 
jumping back to his feet instantly. 
 
“Xander!  Drop him and get the hell out of here!” he 
yelled.   
 
He launched a spin-kick at the woman as she was 
still getting up, acting more concerned with 
brushing dirt off her dress than with Spike’s 
attack.  The kick landed, staggering her back a step 
and he spun and kicked her again, determined to 
keep her off balance and unable to close with 



him.  Xander, he was infuriated but not surprised to 
see, was heading as quickly as he could for the 
stairs, stubbornly clinging to the mostly-dead monk 
he’d refused to leave behind. 
 
“You kicked me!”  The woman seemed outraged by 
the very idea.  “You can’t go around kicking 
people.” 
 
“Watch me,” he growled and snap-kicked her in the 
chin to make his point.  Or at least that’s what 
should have happened.  Instead, moving almost 
faster than he could see, she grabbed his foot with 
both hands and stopped his body in mid-motion. 
 
“Fine!  Be that way.”  She thrust him away from her, 
using his boot and that inhuman strength to toss 
him head over heels, sending him crashing to the 
floor. 
 
Prepared for it this time, Spike flipped back to his 
feet instantly, ignoring the pain the movement cost 
him.  He snagged a long metal pole off the floor and 
charged her, swinging the pole viciously in front of 



him, slamming it into her side with every ounce of 
his strength. 
 
The blow knocked her off her feet and Spike 
reversed the swing immediately, bringing the pole 
around and down in a hum of displaced air to 
hammer against her body before she could get back 
to her feet. 
 
Her shrill protests rang in his ears but he ignored 
them, bringing the metal pole down again.  He just 
had to keep her off-balance for another minute, 
giving Xander the time he needed to get out of the 
building.   
 
His fourth blow with the pole proved his undoing as 
she reached up and grabbed it, stopping the blow in 
mid-air and, as Spike reflexively jerked back, trying 
to tug it out of her hand, she used the motion to 
pull herself upright.   
 
“Ok, this is getting boring and now I have to chase 
down my monk.  You’ll have to teach your human 
that it’s rude to take things that don’t belong to 



him.”  She yanked the pole out of Spike’s hands and 
as he stumbled for a second, off-balance, she 
caught him with a punch to his face that sent pain 
exploding through his jaw as he went sailing 
backwards across the room in what was becoming 
an annoyingly familiar feeling.  
 
She was there as he landed, hauling him up and 
driving a fist into his stomach that doubled him over 
and felt like it had literally gone right though him.   
 
“Better yet.  Maybe I’ll teach him to show some 
respect since you’ve obviously fallen down on the 
job.” 
 
Fear shot through him and he snarled in fury, 
surging up in her grip and grappling with her, 
spinning them both around to crash with stunning 
force into one of the concrete pillars supporting the 
roof.  Despite her gasp of pain, she clung to his arms 
and spun them back around, slamming him into the 
pillar instead.   
 
Taking a half step back, she aimed a punch at his 



head that he ducked at the last second.  She cursed 
in annoyance as her fist dug into the concrete, 
pulling it out and throwing another punch 
immediately.  This time, her fist chipped the corner 
off the pillar as he ducked again and Spike braced 
himself, using the pillar to support his weight as he 
brought both legs up and into her stomach, half 
kicking-half shoving her away with enough force to 
stagger her backwards away from him, tearing her 
grip free of his shirt. 
 
He followed up instantly with another kick to her 
gut, putting everything he had into it, and she 
staggered back again as the kick landed.  She 
recovered almost immediately, blocking his next 
kick and throwing a punch that caught him in the 
center of the chest. 
 
“I just want you to know, this is valuable time out of 
life that I’m never gonna get back,” she told him as, 
once again, the force of her blow threw him across 
the room.  She wasn’t even breathing hard and 
none of his efforts had injured her in the slightest. 
 



Only the thought of what she would do to Xander 
got him back to his feet before she reached him.  He 
aimed a vicious kick at her ankle, hoping 
desperately the joint would be a weak point but she 
stomped on his leg, pinning it to the floor before 
the kick landed and a scream burst out of him as 
her stiletto heel drove straight though his calf.  Pain 
lanced through him, nova-bright and almost as 
devastating.   
 
“Now look what you’ve done.  Do you have any idea 
how hard it is to get blood out of designer shoes?” 
she asked petulantly.  She yanked her shoe free of 
his leg and bent her leg to examine the bloody heel 
distastefully. 
 
Time to go.  Spike scrambled unsteadily to his feet 
and ran, pain shooting up his leg with every 
step.  He knew he’d never make the stairs but the 
window only a few feet away and, without the 
slightest hesitation, he dove through the third story 
window, hearing her angry shout behind him as he 
abandoned the fight. 
 



Twisting in mid-air, Spike tried to flip himself 
around so he landed on his feet.  The ground rushed 
up too fast and he only made it partway 
around.  Pain sliced through him as he hit, bones 
snapping under the impact, his head thudding down 
on the concrete, completely unprotected.   
 
Everything went black. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander didn’t know how he managed to half-
drag/half-carry the monk down the stairs without 
finishing the job the crazy lady upstairs had 
obviously started.  To make matters worse, the guy 
insisted on talking to him as they puffed and 
groaned their way down to the ground floor. 
 
“My journey’s done, I think,” the monk said faintly, 
gasping as Xander misjudged a step and landed 
hard, jarring him badly.  They were the first words 
Xander had heard him speak and it was obvious it 
cost the man to say even that much.  His breathing 
was quick and painfully shallow and he turned his 



head slightly to squint painfully at Xander through 
bruised and swollen eyelids. 
 
“You’ll be ok, we’ll get you out of here and to a 
hospital,” Xander told him, trying to adjust his grip, 
but unable to find anyplace that didn‘t cause the 
injured man to flinch. 
 
The monk ignored his hollow reassurance.  “I have 
seen you.  You are close to the key.” 
 
He had a faint accent, not Spanish, maybe Russian 
or something, and it was obvious English wasn’t his 
first language.  Xander assumed he’d gotten the 
word wrong but this wasn’t a good time to 
talk.  “Sure, whatever.  C’mon guy, focus on getting 
out of here.” 
 
They descended painfully slowly, step-by-
step.  Xander was trying to move as quickly as he 
could, hearing the sounds of fighting behind him 
and acutely aware that Spike was buying him the 
time he needed to get away.  Spike wouldn’t leave 
until Xander was safe and that made Xander 



struggle to move as rapidly as possibly, even if it 
cost the man he was carrying more pain. 
 
“Sorry, but we need to get out of here.”  He threw a 
quick glance behind them as they reached the 
landing, hoping to see Spike running down the stairs 
after them.   
 
“Must protect.” 
 
He had no idea what the guy was talking about and 
no time to figure it out.  “Absolutely, protecting is 
good,” he said distractedly. 
 
“The Slayer must protect.” 
 
Surprised, Xander spared a quick glance at the 
battered monk, wondering how he knew 
Buffy.  “You know her?” he couldn’t help asking as 
they struggled down the last few steps. 
 
“Sent here…” He broke off with a cry of pain as 
Xander was forced to stop and hoist him higher, 
then continued as they reached the bottom step 



and headed in a rapid shuffle towards the door 
leading outside.  “Was supposed to warn…” 
 
Xander felt a surge of relief as they reached the 
exterior door and stepped through it into the cool 
darkness outside.  He turned back for one second, 
wondering if he should call back up to Spike, but 
decided against it, hearing the distant sounds of the 
fight still raging above him.  Spike would be able to 
tell he was clear and disengage.  Yelling might 
distract him at a crucial moment. 
 
“She must protect…  The key.” 
 
Pulling the monk with him, Xander set off across the 
empty lot, wanting to get as far away from the crazy 
lady as possible.  “I don’t understand,” he told the 
monk.   
 
“The key.  Many more die if she doesn’t keep it 
safe.” 
 
Xander stopped walking, the monk sagging in his 
grip, and looked around.  They were only about 10 



feet from the door but the monk wasn’t even trying 
to help anymore.  He was too fixated on explaining 
something that Xander just wasn’t getting.  “The 
Dagon Sphere?” he asked hesitantly.  “Is that what 
you mean?  Did you leave it here for Buffy?”   
 
The monk shook his head fractionally.  “The Key is 
energy.  A portal.  It opens the door…”  He coughed, 
and drops of bright red blood spattered the front of 
his robe.  Alarmed, Xander interrupted his rambling 
explanation. 
 
“Ok, we’re getting you to a hospital,” he said 
firmly.  He tried to push forward but the monk’s 
legs folded under him and he slid to the ground 
despite Xander’s efforts.  Xander bent over him and 
the monk clutched his arm in a surprisingly strong 
grip, his half-closed eyes burning into Xander’s as he 
struggled to speak. 
 
“We had to hide the key.  Gave it form.  Molded it 
flesh...  Made it human and sent it to the Slayer.” 
 
Xander shook his head, baffled, not understanding 



what the man was trying to tell him. 
 
“We knew the Slayer would protect… if the key was 
family.” 
 
“What?!  Are you saying that Dawn?  Or Joyce?  No, 
they’re not some energy-thing.”  Xander jerked 
back in shock but the monk clung to Xander’s arm 
with a death grip, looking at him with desperate 
eyes. 
 
“Human now.  And helpless.  Please…”  The monk’s 
voice was barely audible now.  He coughed again 
and more blood came up.  He rallied for one last 
moment, staring blindly at Xander through eyes 
that were glazing over.  “She is an innocent in 
this.  Her sister must protect...” 
 
“Dawn?” Xander whispered, horrified and 
disbelieving, not knowing what to think.  It was 
impossible to accept, yet equally impossible to 
doubt this man who had struggled through such 
agony to impart information he obviously 
considered worth dying for. 



 
The monk nodded, his grip finally slackening as his 
eyes closed and his body fell back bonelessly.  The 
quiet sound of his last, long exhalation was broken 
by the crash of breaking glass.  Xander ducked, 
instinctively shielding the monk’s body beneath his 
own as glass rained down on them from 
above.  There was a scream of fury from the 
upstairs window and the thud of a body landing on 
the ground nearby and Xander started to turn but 
then flung himself flat again, squeezing his eyes 
shut and burying his head in his arms as glass shards 
rained down around them, smashing into fragments 
on the pavement and landing with stinging force on 
his back and arms.   
 
The clamor died away after a moment and 
everything was deathly quiet in contrast.  Xander 
moved gingerly, trying to shake the splinters of 
glass off himself without getting cut any worse than 
he already had.  He’d barely begun to move when 
there was an all-too- familiar rumbling. 
 
Earthquake! 



 
Swearing, he jerked upright, ignoring the glass 
around him as he pushed himself to his feet.  He 
looked around wildly and his heart sank as he saw 
Spike lying motionless on the ground not far 
away.  The building rumbled again and he realized it 
wasn’t an earthquake, the building was collapsing.   
 
Forgetting everything else, he ran to Spike, who’d 
landed far enough out from the building that he 
was clear of most of the glass, and dropped beside 
him, turning him over with careful hands.   
 
He wasn’t dust, so he was still alive, Xander told 
himself feverishly.  But he was bleeding heavily and 
looked like he’d been used as a punching bag.  His 
left arm was bent at an impossible angle and blood 
was already beginning to pool under one of his 
legs.   
 
Worriedly, he looked up at the collapsing building 
and saw to his relief that the exterior walls were 
holding.  From the sounds and the dust pouring out 
of the shattered window, parts of the interior were 



collapsing but it wouldn’t endanger them out here. 
 
He bit his lip and glanced between Spike and the 
monk.  He was pretty sure the monk was dead, and 
Spike wasn’t.  In any case, he knew where his 
priorities were.  Xander reached up to pull his shirt 
off and winced in surprise at the sharp bite of pain 
as his fingers closed on the cloth.  Looking down at 
himself, he cursed violently.  There were tiny 
fragments of glass all over him.  There was no way 
he could use anything he was wearing as bandages. 
 
Xander got to his feet and pulled Spike up with him, 
heaving the vampire over his shoulder in a 
fireman’s carry, regardless of how he jostled his 
injuries.  He had to get Spike away from here, 
somewhere safe and get blood in him.   
 
He staggered a moment, then caught himself and 
began walking, heading for the car.  Despite the fact 
they were only a few blocks from the apartment, 
they’d driven here, intending to drive to the 
Summers’ house to check on Joyce after 
investigating the factory where Buffy had found the 



Dagon Sphere.   
 
Thanking whatever gods looked after wayward 
vampires that Spike was smaller than him, Xander 
let out a breath of half-hysterical 
laughter.  “Probably nothing.”  That’s what he’d told 
Spike they’d find when they came here to check this 
place out. 

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode ‘No 
Place Like Home’  

 

Part Eleven 

He hated driving the DeSoto at night.  The blacked 
out windows made visibility almost non-existent 
and the small clear spot in the windshield was fine 
for vampire vision but completely inadequate for 
humans.  Xander was steering mostly by sticking his 
head out of the rolled down side window and that 
made for awkward turns and slow progress when 
he wanted nothing more than to grind the 
accelerator into the floorboards in his need to get 
Spike to the mansion as quickly as possible. 



 
Even as he’d settled Spike’s unconscious body into 
the back seat, he’d already ruled out returning to 
the apartment, despite it being only a few blocks 
away.  It was too risky.  If even one minion saw him 
carrying Spike up the outside stairs, word would be 
all over the court in minutes that Spike was injured 
and helpless. 
 
No, Angel’s mansion, their emergency bolt-hole, 
was the best option.  There was blood in the 
freezer, kept there just for emergencies like this and 
vampires simply didn’t hang out in the 
neighborhood.  Between the lack of tunnel access, 
the good street lighting, and the lack of any bars or 
cemeteries, there was nothing the area had to offer 
vampires. 
 
He’d made himself take a few extra seconds to run 
back and check on the monk.  As he’d thought, the 
man was dead and Xander had simply abandoned 
the body where it lay, not willing to take the time to 
deal with it and really not wanting to call the 
police.  Buffy had said something about a security 



guard, they’d have to deal with it.   
 
A crashing sound from the building made him whirl 
around, heart pounding in his chest, but there was 
no sign of the woman.  Just more pieces of the of 
the building falling, he told himself, but he wasn’t 
going to stick around to check. 
 
Starting the DeSoto’s engine and pulling out for the 
drive to the mansion, Xander had forced himself to 
focus only on getting Spike to shelter.  He shoved 
the monk’s crazy talk about Dawn to the back of his 
mind to think about later.  He simply didn’t have the 
ability to deal with it right now - he had enough 
problems worrying about how he was going to get 
an unconscious vampire to drink blood. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Pain woke Spike.  It was pulsing throughout his 
entire body, exacerbated by the fact that someone 
was shaking him and yelling at him.  He growled but 
it was a weak, half-hearted effort and just caused 
the yeller to redouble their efforts. 



 
Reluctantly opening his eyes, Spike found himself 
staring into Xander’s familiar brown eyes, dark with 
worry as they looked back at him.   
 
The minute Xander saw he was awake, he let off his 
insistent shaking and pressed a mug to his 
lips.  Spike swallowed greedily, drinking steadily 
until the mug was empty, and waited impatiently as 
Xander immediately tore open another bag of blood 
and re-filled it. 
 
The familiar ding of a microwave sounded in the 
distance and he knew that Xander had more blood 
heating.  The blood had the flat sterility that came 
from being frozen and reheated, but the warmth 
was spreading through his body already, filling his 
veins and quieting the throbbing pain to bearable 
levels. 
 
After he’d finished the third mug, Xander left him 
briefly, crossing the room and taking more bags out 
of the microwave.  He carried them back to where 
Spike lay on the floor and knelt beside him again.   



 
Already feeling a little stronger, Spike glanced 
around and saw they were in the mansion. 
Trust Xander to use his head even in a crisis.  He 
opened his mouth to speak and Xander just gave 
him a stern look, pushing the mug at him again. 
 
“No, don’t try and hold it, your arm’s broken,” 
Xander told him sharply. 
 
Spike nodded and drank the blood thirstily.  Xander 
watched him carefully as he finished the mug and 
took his time pouring the next one.   
 
“Spike, do we need to - I don’t know - set your arm 
or something before you get too much blood in 
you?  It’s not going to heal wrong is it?” 
 
Good question.  He glanced down at his left arm 
and then closed his eyes, feeling what his body was 
telling him about the injury.  He suspected that 
Xander had already straightened the bones after 
they’d broken, but they weren’t quite back in the 
right place.  The break would still heal but the 



healing would go faster if the bones were properly 
aligned. 
 
“Could use a little tweak, at that,” he said, opening 
his eyes and looking at Xander.  “You up for it, 
luv?”   
 
Xander nodded grimly.  “What do I do?” 
 
Following Spike’s instructions, Xander pulled and 
tugged the bones back into position, looking white-
faced and ill, but not faltering for even a second as 
he did what was necessary.  Spike gritted his teeth 
against the pain, grateful beyond words that Xander 
was someone he could rely on like this.  Xander not 
only would do anything for Spike, he would get it 
right.  He understood about both Spike’s resilience 
and the ways his position as Master of the Territory 
made him vulnerable.  Which meant that Xander 
knew enough not to take him anywhere near the 
Court when Spike was wounded and was ruthless 
enough to shake and slap his wounded lover for the 
length of time it took to bring a vampire out of a 
healing coma to get blood inside him.  



 
After drinking two more mugs, Spike lay back and 
assessed the damage.  Broken arm and ribs - 
thankfully the ribs weren’t displaced.  Fucking great 
hole in his calf from the bitch’s shoe, and cuts and 
bruises all over, particularly his face.  The blood 
he’d drunk was already working to heal the injuries 
but they were more serious than the usual run of 
minor bruises that healed within a few hours.  Be at 
least a day and maybe two before he would heal 
enough to let the Court see him, he thought in 
irritation.   
 
Sleep was stealing over him and he fought it long 
enough to give Xander a run-down on the damage, 
seeing his boy’s relief at his estimate that he would 
be up and around within a day.  Xander assured him 
he wasn’t injured and Spike’s check verified 
that.  Except for minor cuts from broken glass, bits 
of which still sparkled in his hair and on his shirt, 
Xander appeared fine and he moved back and forth 
from floor to counter without difficulty.   
 
Reassured, he let the healing sleep take him, 



knowing Xander would keep him safe while sleep 
and blood worked their magic on his battered body. 
  
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Giles, is there any chance there’s more than one 
Slayer?” Xander asked as soon as Giles picked up 
the phone. 
 
He knew Giles was waiting for a report from them 
and must already have been wondering why he 
hadn’t called earlier.  Spike was in full healing-sleep 
and wouldn’t wake for anything less than physical 
violence, so Xander called Giles at home as soon as 
he’d gotten Spike settled in the basement 
bedroom.  Well, right after he’d stripped and 
showered the last of the glass fragments off of 
himself anyway. 
 
“What?  Of course not.  A new Slayer is never called 
until the old Slayer dies and I can assure you that 
Buffy is fine.” 
 
“Nothing ever goes wrong with the ‘one girl in all 



the world’ thing?” 
 
“Xander, what’s going on?” 
 
“Someone who looks like a normal human girl just 
beat the crap out of Spike.” 
 
“Is he alright?”  Xander was grateful for the genuine 
concern in Giles’ voice.  
 
“He’ll live but he’s badly hurt.”  He looked down at 
Spike’s battered frame on the bed beside him.  The 
blood he’d drunk was already doing its work but it 
would be days before he was completely healed. 
 
“And it was someone who looked human?” 
 
“Completely.  Picture a psychotic combination of 
Buffy and… and Cordelia Chase.”  Maybe it was just 
the clothes, but something about the woman had 
reminded him of Queen C.  
 
He could almost see Giles’ eyebrows rise in the 
short pause that followed that description.  “Could 



Spike sense anything demonic about this person?” 
 
“I don’t know, we didn’t have much of a chance to 
talk about what happened.  I can ask him when he 
wakes up.”   
 
“Where are you?  Do you need help?” 
 
“Thanks, Giles.  It’s covered.  We’re at the 
mansion.  I got a bunch of blood in him and he’s 
doing his vampire healing-sleep thing.” 
 
“Xander, you didn’t…” 
 
“Relax.  We keep an emergency blood supply in the 
freezer here.  I may need you to make a supply run 
tomorrow for me, but I hope not.” 
 
“Anything you need, just call.”  Giles cleared his 
throat.  “Xander, I’m sorry to ask, but what 
happened to the woman?” 
 
“Not really sure.  The building collapsed just after 
Spike got out and I don’t know if she got out or 



not.  She didn’t follow us, that much I know.” 
 
“Maybe she was killed in the collapse.” 
 
“I hope so,” Xander said grimly.  
 
“I’m so sorry.  I had no idea it would be so 
dangerous.  Did… did you find anything about the 
Dagon Sphere?” 
 
“Not really,” Xander said, mostly truthfully.  “She 
didn’t exactly look like an ancient anything, 
Giles.  Just a 25year old bimbo with Slayer-level 
strength.” 
 
“I’ll see if I can find out anything,” Giles said 
dubiously, “but I can assure you that it cannot be 
another Slayer.  That’s simply not possible.” 
 
“I’m pretty sure she’s stronger than a Slayer, to be 
honest.  Buffy’s gotten a lot stronger in the last 
year, but she and Spike are still pretty evenly 
matched.  I don’t think she could do this kind of 
damage to him in a straight out fight.  That woman 



threw him nearly 50 feet across a room without 
batting an eye, Giles.  I don’t think Buffy could do 
that.” 
 
Giles didn’t answer right away and his voice was 
grim when he did speak.  “I’m inclined to 
agree.  We’ll just have to hope she died when the 
building collapsed.” 
 
Xander hung up not long after that, Giles promising 
to see if he could find any reference to a 
superstrong woman, but it was obvious he didn’t 
expect to find anything.  Actually, Xander would be 
astonished if he did, there simply wasn’t enough to 
go on.  But Giles’ answer to everything was to 
research and he had made some pretty 
extraordinary deductions from very little 
information in the past.  He felt guilty for not telling 
Giles about the monk and what he’d said about 
Dawn and the key, but he wasn’t sure what he was 
going to do about that yet and he desperately 
needed to think about it first.   
 
In the quiet hours that followed, he sat next to 



Spike, one hand idly stroking Spike’s hair as he 
stared blindly into the darkness, lost in his whirling 
thoughts about what the monk had told him. 
 
He turned the snippets of information over and 
over in his head, trying to understand them, looking 
for anything to would shed light on their 
meaning.  The monk had called Dawn a ‘key’.  The 
Key.  The Key had been energy and the monk and 
his friends had turned it into a person - Dawn. 
 
How was that possible? 
 
This was Dawn.  He’d known her for - what?  Three 
years now?  His memories of the young girl who 
complained about her big sister, who talked to him 
while he was working on the Summers’ house, 
sharing her feeling about school and her friends, 
who’d forced him to read the Harry Potter books to 
her, who giggled in Spike’s face when he tried to 
scare her, and listened avidly to Spike’s bloodthirsty 
stories of his past, couldn’t be fake.  Maybe the 
monk, or his friends, had created Dawn years ago, 
and his memories had actually happened. 



 
He hated people messing with his mind like 
this.  Bad enough when Willow had tampered with 
his memories, but these guys had apparently done 
it on a town-wide scale.  With a sigh, he forced 
himself to set that part of it aside, recognizing he 
was touchy on the subject and the right or wrong of 
what the monks had done really wasn’t the issue 
right now.   
 
The monk had said that the Key had to be 
protected, that a lot of people would die if it 
wasn’t.  Protected from what? 
 
That was a no brainer.  Protected from the crazy 
woman with Slayer strength and a yen for 
torture.  If the monk was charged with hiding and 
protecting the Key, it was obvious the woman must 
have been trying to torture the information out of 
him. 
 
Which brought him right back to the fact that the 
guy had to have been telling the truth about 
Dawn.  You didn’t hold up under that kind of abuse 



unless the consequences of talking were 
serious.  Unless what you were hiding was wroth 
dying for. 
 
Which meant that Dawn - wasn’t Dawn.   
 
She wasn’t the bright, funny, annoying kid sister to 
the Slayer he’d thought he knew, but something 
Hellmouthy and unnatural. 
 
The monk had said she was human now.  And 
innocent.  She didn’t know she was anything but 
Dawn Summers, 8th grader and younger daughter 
of Joyce, Buffy’s kid sister. 
 
Oh, god.  This would kill Buffy and Joyce.  They’d 
never believe him.  And how was he supposed to 
tell them anyway?  ‘Oh, by the way, your sister isn’t 
real’  ‘Guess what, Joyce?  Dawn isn’t really your 
daughter’.   
 
How could he do that to any of them?  But did they 
have a right to know?   
 



Did Dawn? 
 
That was a conversation he couldn’t even 
imagine.  It would destroy Dawn, if she even 
believed him.  And why would she believe him?  The 
whole idea she wasn’t a real person was insane. 
 
At some point during the long hours of the night, he 
thought about asking Mr. Olsen what to do.  He’d 
never gone wrong listening to the old man’s 
advice.  Mr. Olsen knew about hiding a demon side 
and how hard it was to ‘come out’ to people who 
didn’t know.  But he’d reluctantly abandoned the 
idea.  This was different from learning you had 
demon ancestors in your family.  This was learning 
you weren’t a real person, that every memory you 
had was false, that you been made up by a group of 
strangers.  It wasn’t the same, and he couldn’t 
expose her like that.  Couldn’t risk Mr. Olsen’s life, if 
the woman intended to torture her way through 
town looking for her hidden Key. 
 
The monk had said he was sent here.  That he was 
supposed to warn someone.  Warn Buffy?  Tell her 



what had been done to her life and her 
memories?  What had been put inside her 
house?  Or just that someone was hunting her kid 
sister?  And what excuse did he have for why 
someone would be hunting Dawn?   Xander wished 
there’d been more time, that the monk had been 
able to tell him more. 
 
He was no closer to knowing what to do than he’d 
been hours earlier.  He couldn’t tell anyone and he 
couldn’t NOT tell anyone.   
 
Giles and Tara were researching the Dagon 
Sphere.  Giles was going to try and figure out who 
the woman was.  How could he withhold 
information that might be critical?  Would Buffy 
accept that Dawn was in danger if couldn’t point to 
a reason for that danger?  What if Dawn got hurt 
because Buffy didn’t know she had to protect more 
than she always had? 
Dawn wasn’t just in the same danger that everyone 
in Sunnydale was, she had a specific 
enemy.  Someone looking for her and willing to 
torture people to find her.   



 
He didn’t know what to do and he couldn’t help 
wishing that the monk had shared this information 
with someone, anyone else.  Someone who would 
how to handle this.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike’s first thought was that Xander looked like he 
hadn’t slept at all.  He smiled at Spike as he opened 
his eyes, but he looked exhausted and troubled, and 
his eyes didn’t quite meet Spike’s as he asked how 
he was feeling. 
 
He vaguely remembered being woken up once 
already, sometime in the middle of the night, to 
feed.  This time, it was well after sunrise - mid-
morning by the feel of it - which meant he’d had 
over 12 hours of healing sleep and the pain was 
nearly gone. 
 
Xander had woken him again and had heated 
several bags of blood.  Spike drank automatically, 
his focus internal as he tested his injuries to see 



how they were progressing. 
 
Mostly he was pleased.  His ribs and arm were 
healing nicely, the bruises on his face were 
improving, although slower than he was used to.  To 
his relief, the swelling around his eyes had gone 
down and he could see clearly.  The least healed of 
his injuries was his leg, where the bitch had driven 
her 3-inch heel straight through the muscle of his 
calf.  Holes always took longer because his body had 
to replace lost tissue with new.  Broken bones were 
much easier.   
 
He drank four bags of blood, then stopped Xander 
from getting any more.  His body felt almost 
saturated with the warmth and healing power of 
human blood and his improved condition was due 
largely to how much he’d already drunk.  The worst 
was over and he could focus on Xander. 
 
Something was wrong.  Xander smelled of anxious, 
way beyond what he should - it wasn’t like they 
hadn’t been through this before.  Spike caught his 
hand, tugging it towards himself as Xander made a 



move to pick up the litter of empty bags and dirty 
ceramic mug. 
 
“Xander, what’s wrong?” 
 
Xander gave him a quick, bright smile that came 
nowhere near his eyes.  “Just worried about you, 
Spike,” he said.  “And kind of tired.” 
 
“Sat up with me all night, did you.”  It wasn’t really 
a question, he could tell that Xander hadn’t slept at 
all.  “I’ll be fine by tomorrow, luv.  Nothin’ to worry 
about.” 
 
“I know.  It’s just…” 
 
“Just what?” he prompted when Xander didn’t 
finish. 
 
“Nothing.” 
 
Spike frowned.  Xander was avoiding his eyes, 
looking down at their joined hands and fiddling with 
Spike’s fingers.   



 
“Spike, do you have any idea of who that was?” 
 
Reluctantly, he went along with the change in 
subject.  For now.  “Dunno, luv.  Smelled human.” 
 
Xander lifted his head.  “But she can’t be - right?  I 
mean, no human could do this to you.” 
 
“Damn right they couldn’t,” Spike agreed.  “‘Less 
they had something giving them ten times their 
usual strength.”  He scowled, considering 
that.  “Didn’t get a sense they were using mojo, but 
I supposed it’s possible.  I just know if she was a 
demon, she’s hiding it well.” 
 
“Could she be a Slayer?” 
 
“Somethin’ happen to the one we already got?” 
Spike raised his eyebrow, wondering where that 
idea had come from. 
 
Xander sighed.  “That’s pretty much what Giles said 
- she can’t be a Slayer because Buffy is fine.” 



 
“I’d know anyway.  Can sense a Slayer.  That woman 
didn’t have the tingle.”  Damnit, he was tired 
already.  Healing always took a lot of energy out of 
him.  And getting Xander to talk when he wasn’t 
ready took a lot of effort.  Finding out what was 
bothering him would have to wait for now.   
 
Probably nothing serious, he told himself.  Xander 
was always fretting about things that didn’t 
matter.  Worrying about not saving the monk, or 
some such, probably, even though the man had 
been dead meat before they even got there.  “You 
done good, luv,” he said, squeezing Xander’s hand 
reassuringly, then let himself drop back into sleep 
once more.  He’d find out what was troubling his 
boy when he woke.  

 
 

Part Twelve 

Xander sat beside Spike as the vampire fell back to 
sleep again.  Spike was already looking better and 



he fervently thanked whoever made the rules that 
vampires healed so quickly.  The deep bruising and 
swelling on his face had gone down enough that 
Spike could open his eyes and no longer had to 
squint through puffy slits.  The fact that the bruising 
was still present spoke volumes about the strength 
of the woman who’d beaten him.  It took a lot to 
give Spike those kind of bruises.  Off hand, Xander 
couldn’t remember a previous fight that had left 
Spike looking like he’d gone ten rounds with 
Muhammad Ali.  
 
He smiled, knowing what Spike would say to that 
comparison - that Ali wouldn’t have been able to 
touch him, much less be able to do any damage.  He 
could almost hear Spike bragging about how he 
would have been snacking on the heavyweight 
champion before the audience had time to take 
their first bite of popcorn. 
 
The smile faltered and he sighed.  Spike already 
sensed that he wasn’t telling him something and, 
knowing Spike, he was going to be pushing for 
Xander to talk the second he woke up again.  And 



he still had no clue what to do, or who to tell, or 
how much. 
 
Out of all of them, Dawn had the most right to 
know what the monk had said.  And there were just 
as many, if not more, good reasons why she should 
never be told.  Buffy and Joyce were as much 
victims of this whole mess as Dawn.  The monks had 
not only made them guardians of something that, if 
not dangerous itself, at least attracted 
danger.  They’d messed with their memories in the 
most cold-blooded way Xander could conceive 
of:  convincing them that the changeling that had 
been planted in their home was their own flesh and 
blood.   
 
He couldn’t tell Giles, because Giles thought of 
Buffy first, and probably keeping the world safe as a 
close second, and Xander didn’t know how he’d 
react to the idea that Dawn was a powerful, 
dangerous thing, not a person.  Giles had a streak of 
ruthlessness in him that might allow him to hurt 
Dawn if he saw her as a threat to the Slayer he’d 
sworn to protect. 



 
It was hardest to decide whether he could tell 
Spike.  Not because he didn’t trust Spike, but 
because Spike simply didn’t think the way humans 
did.  He would never intentionally do anything to 
hurt Dawn, or Joyce, but he didn’t always 
understand human angst and insecurities.  He 
remembered the way Spike had blurted out the 
news to Joyce that Buffy was the Slayer.  Granted, 
Spike hadn’t really known Joyce then, but he simply 
hadn’t seen telling her as a problem, or something 
that needed to be handled delicately.  Joyce had 
ultimately taken it better than either of them had 
had any right to expect, but it had been a close 
thing.  If Spike decided that Dawn should know 
what she was, he’d just tell her, regardless of what 
anyone else thought.  And maybe telling Dawn was 
the right thing to do, but Xander couldn’t help 
thinking that it would tear her apart in a way she 
might never recover from. 
 
Of course, lying to Spike wasn’t a great option, 
either.  Relationship issues aside, he probably 
wouldn’t be able to get away with it.  Damn 



vampire lie detector abilities would catch him out 
immediately. 
 
Before he could make up his mind about what to 
do, he needed a lot more information than he had 
right now.  About the Key, about the Dagon Sphere, 
and even about the woman who was probably 
connected with both of them.   
 
And that gave him the first useful idea he’d had all 
night.  If there was one person in town more likely 
than anyone else to know about an “ancient 
primordial evil”, it would be Mr. Okolo, the nearly-
immortal, half-Teer’ah demon. 
 
Decision finally made, Xander checked the time.  It 
was barely noon and Spike would be safe, holed up 
here in the mansion during daylight hours.  Xander 
could leave, pick up a fresh supply of blood, talk to 
Mr. Okolo, and be back well before sunset. 
 
Scribbling a quick note just in case Spike woke 
before he returned, Xander propped it up on the 
table beside the bed and headed out of the 



mansion. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Twenty minutes later, Xander climbed the front 
steps to the suburban house and knocked on the 
door, feeling a little guilty because he’d never come 
here directly before.  It seemed rude somehow, like 
he was flouting necessary formalities by not calling 
ahead and arranging an audience.  But this was an 
emergency and besides, the fewer people who 
knew he was asking questions, the better. 
 
After a long moment, the door opened in response 
to his knock and Xander found himself face to face 
with Mr. Okolo.  “Mr. Harris,” he said in greeting, 
his face showing no sign of surprise at the 
unexpected visit.   
 
“Hi, Mr. Okolo.  I’m really sorry to just drop by like 
this, but I could really use your help.” 
 
“Please come in.”  Mr. Okolo inclined his head in 
welcome and pushed the door open further, 



gesturing for Xander to come inside.  The tall, 
slender demon led Xander into the living room and 
apologized for not having refreshments ready for 
him.  As he had on the other occasions he’d met Mr. 
Okolo, Xander found himself talking more slowly 
and formally than he usually did, assuring him that 
no refreshments were needed, especially when he’d 
been so discourteous himself as to show up without 
warning.  Something about the half-Teer’ah just 
seemed to call for the manners of an earlier time - 
like the Jane Austen movie Dawn had dragged him 
to once.   
 
And that comparison distracted him completely, 
making him wonder if he’d really seen the movie 
because Spike and he sure as hell wouldn’t have 
gone to see an old fashioned romance without a 
spot of blood in the entire thing.  And that just 
made his head ache as his mind tried to cope with 
the paradoxes inherent in the idea that everything 
he remembered doing with Dawn wasn’t real.  How 
could he remember the plot of a movie he hadn’t 
ever actually seen?   
 



He really hated people messing with his mind like 
this. 
 
Mr. Okolo was waiting for him to speak, hands 
folded together and an air of limitless patience 
about him as if he could wait for decades if that was 
what his guest needed.  Xander gave himself a 
shake, once again pushing aside his confusion and 
worry, and forced himself to focus on why he was 
hear.   
 
“Mr. Okolo,” he began picking his words 
carefully.  “I learned about something last night that 
may have implications for the whole town, and I 
wanted to ask if you had any information about it.” 
 
He explained about Buffy finding the Dagon Sphere, 
and about the woman and the monk, and the 
monk’s cryptic words about a Key that was energy 
and a portal, that it opened doors, and how many 
lives depended on keeping the Key safe.  He 
admitted frankly that he was worried about anyone 
finding out they were trying to find out information 
about the Key.  The only thing he left out was Dawn, 



and that the monk had said that they’d transformed 
the Key into a human being. 
 
“Mr. Giles researched the Dagon Sphere,” he 
concluded, “but all he’s learned so far is that it’s 
designed to protect against an ancient primordial 
evil.  Frankly, after the Mayor and the Initiative, I 
don’t think this town is up for another one of 
those.  I’m hoping you might have heard something 
that could help us figure out what’s going on.”   
 
Mr. Okolo was silent for a long moment, 
considering his words, then shook his head 
slightly.  “I do not recall having heard of either the 
Dagon Sphere or a mystical Key, such as you 
describe but it may be that my family has heard of 
it.  I agree that the matter is something that should 
not be ignored and will ask them to look into this 
for us.” 
 
He rose, signaling the end of their conversation.  “If 
you return in two days, I will be able to tell you if 
my family knows anything.  I assure you, except for 
my family, I will treat this as confidential.” 



 
Xander thanked him profusely and left, feeling a 
little better that he’d at least set things in motion to 
find some answers.  Knowing what the Key was and 
what it was for would hopefully make it easier to 
decide if anyone had to know about Dawn or if he 
could keep it secret.  And if Mr. Okolo stumbled 
over the information about Dawn, Xander trusted 
him not to spread it around. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander had been playing with the first aid kit again, 
Spike discovered when he woke up towards 
sunset.  Sometime while he’d been asleep, Xander 
had bandaged his calf, covering the hole that was 
still nearly through and through from the feel of 
it.  He’d also wrapped a light, supporting bandage 
around Spike’s forearm, apparently with the idea 
that the nearly-healed break needed the support.   
 
It was actually kind of cute the way he fussed over 
Spike when he was hurt and Spike wasn’t about to 
admit it, but the bandage on his arm would help 



remind him that the bone wouldn’t be a strong as 
normal for another day or two.  He’d once re-
broken an arm because he’d forgotten that same 
fact and gotten into a bar fight with a N’reltekk 
before he was fully healed.  He won the fight, but it 
had been annoying to have to wait for the bone to 
heal a second time in the same week. 
 
“Hey.” 
 
He looked up at the quiet greeting and saw Xander 
standing in the doorway, smiling at him. 
 
“You’re awake.”   
 
“And you’ve been out wandering,” Spike noted. 
 
“Mmm.  Got some more blood,” Xander told 
him.  “It’s fresh, do you want some?” 
 
“Wouldn’t say no to fresh,” Spike admitted.  Before 
Xander could move, he threw back the sheet and 
sat up, swinging his legs around and standing.   
 



“Are you sure you’re up to that?” Xander asked 
him.  Spike gave him a reassuring smile.   
 
“Nearly good as new, luv.”   
 
An exaggeration, not a lie, he told himself.  He could 
still feel every place on his body where that bitch 
had hit him; a distant throbbing of pain that he 
refused to acknowledge or cater to.  The swelling 
had gone down faster than the bruises were fading, 
and Spike scowled, sensing the still visible damage 
as he did.  He was going to have to come up with a 
story for the Court, that was for sure.  No way was 
he going to admit he’d had his arse kicked by a 
skank like that one. 
    
He followed Xander up the stairs to the kitchen, 
having to favor his injured leg slightly but otherwise 
able to conceal his discomfort from his sharp-eyed 
lover.  Grateful for fresh blood, not re-heated 
frozen, he drank three bags while Xander sat across 
from him, watching him with frowning intensity.   
 
Tossing the last bag into the sink, Spike asked him 



bluntly:  “What aren’t you tellin’ me, luv?” 
 
“The monk talked to me before he died,” Xander 
admitted.  “A lot of what he tried to tell me didn’t 
make sense, but he kept talking about a Key and 
that it needed to be protected.  He said a lot of 
people would die if it wasn’t kept safe.”  He 
repeated the monk’s words, struggling to recall 
them as accurately as he could.  “I think he was 
sending the Key to Buffy, because she’s the Slayer 
and the best person they could find to protect it, 
but he died before he could say much more than 
that.”   
 
“Lot of things’ve gotten lost because someone died 
before passin’ on the secret,” Spike commented, 
watching Xander closely.  “Slayer know anything 
about this?” 
 
Xander shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  The monk 
said he was supposed to do something.  Warn Buffy, 
I think.  But it didn’t sound like he had done it.”  He 
looked away for a moment, then back at Spike.  “I 
went to see Mr. Okolo this afternoon.  He hadn’t 



heard of either the Key or the Dagon Sphere, but 
he’s going to ask his family.”  
 
Spike raised his scarred eyebrow in surprise.  “Why 
go to him?” he asked curiously. 
 
“I told you what Giles said about the Dagon Sphere, 
didn’t I?  Created to repel an ancient evil, and all 
that?” 
 
“So you figured an ancient demon might know 
about the ancient evil.”  That made sense.  “Good 
thinking.  He able to tell you anything?” 
 
“No, but he’s going to ask his family and let us know 
if they’ve heard anything about any of this, 
including the crazy lady.”     
 
Spike watched his Claimed with intent eyes.  He had 
the feeling Xander wasn’t telling him 
everything.  He wasn’t lying - Xander never had 
learned how to lie without giving himself away - but 
he wasn’t above holding things back, especially 
when he thought it was in Spike’s best interest in 



some way.  He considered pressing Xander on the 
issue, but decided to let it go for now.  His boy was 
exhausted and it might be nothing more than him 
feeling guilty about not saving the monk, or some 
such rot.  His boy had gotten better about not 
fretting over things that didn’t matter and couldn’t 
be changed, but he still spent way too much time 
feeling guilty about things. 
 
“Spike?”  Xander’s question snapped him back to 
the present. 
 
“Yeah, luv?” 
 
“Giles wanted to ask you about the woman.  Are 
you up for it?” 
 
Spike rolled his eyes.  That was the problem with 
working with a Watcher.  They always wanted 
reports.  He hated discussing fights he hadn’t won 
but it looked like this time he would have 
to.  “Tonight,” he said firmly.  “After you get some 
sleep.” 
 



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Giles winced as he saw the bruises still liberally 
coloring Spike’s face.  “Spike, I’m terribly sorry.  I 
had no idea that investigating that building would 
be so dangerous or I would never have asked you to 
go so casually.”   
 
Spike shrugged, amused by the Watcher’s 
squeamishness.  Xander had argued with him the 
whole way over to the magic shop that Spike should 
stay holed up at the mansion for another day.  That 
he should just call Giles and didn’t have to report in 
person, but there was no reason for him to lie 
around Angelus’ mansion.   
 
Despite having more or less appropriated the 
mansion, staying there still felt 
uncomfortable.  Somehow, the house remained 
stubbornly his Sire’s, no matter how many changes 
Spike made to it.  Now that he and Xander were 
using the magic shop to work out, they rarely used 
the mansion and it felt even more like he was 
staying in his Sire’s territory.  In any case, the 



mansion was for emergencies.  It had been almost 
24 hours since he’d been injured and he was itching 
to know if the Watcher had learned anything about 
his opponent.  He owed her a rematch. 
 
“Nothing to worry about, Rupert.  Been hurt worse 
for less reason,” was all he said, deliberately making 
light of his wounds.   
 
Giles looked a trifle taken aback, either by Spike’s 
casual dismissal of his injuries or the rare use of his 
first name.  “Yes,” he said, obviously not quite sure 
how to respond.  “What can you tell me about the 
woman who attacked you?” he asked instead.  “I’m 
afraid Xander’s description was too vague to be 
useful.” 
 
“Not much.  Lousy fighter, attitude like a 
cheerleader on a bad acid trip.” 
 
Even Xander looked at him curiously at that 
description. 
 
“Good enough fighter to kick your arse, though,” 



Ethan Rayne commented.  Spike glared at him, 
pleased to see the Chaos Mage wince and step back 
as he did.  He might have given the man permission 
to be in town, but he hadn’t given him permission 
to get mouthy with his betters. 
 
“Had no more fighting skills than you’d find in a 
schoolyard bully,” he said flatly to the 
Watcher.  “What she has is power.  She’s strong 
and, near as I could tell, nothing I did harmed her at 
all.  Bitch spent more time complaining about 
damage to her shoe than anything else I did to 
her.”  He glanced around at the circle of blank faces 
and rolled his eyes.  “She got blood on it when she 
skewered me with her heel,” he explained. 
 
He could see the others working through the 
implications of that.  “How strong would you 
estimate she is?” Rupert asked. 
 
“Least two-three times my strength,” Spike 
admitted.  “Maybe more.  Still,” he added 
cheerfully, he’d been thinking about this longingly 
as Xander had caught up on desperately needed 



sleep.  “Didn’t have weapons with me.  A good axe 
might even things up a bit.  Can’t hit much if your 
arm’s been chopped off.” 
 
The blonde witch looked faintly sick but didn’t say 
anything.  She’d need to toughen up a bit if she was 
going to survive in this town, Spike thought, 
amused. 
 
“Xander said the building collapsed,” the Watcher 
asked and Spike nodded.   
 
“We did a bit of damage to the support columns, 
that might have caused it.  She kept punching them 
instead of me,” he remembered with satisfaction. 
 
He could tell that that description gave them an 
idea of what they were dealing with.  No Slayer 
could bring down a building just by punching 
through a concrete column.  Admittedly, no 
vampire could do that either, but this woman was 
going to take something more than a straight-out 
fight to bring her down. 
 



Rupert began prattling on about the research he’d 
done and how he’d gotten nowhere - big surprise 
there - while the others debated the meaning of it 
all.  Waste of time, he thought, they didn’t have 
enough information to decide piss all.   
 
He listened carefully as Xander repeated the 
information about the Key for the Watcher’s 
benefit, listening to every nuance of his boy’s tone 
and studying his body language as he 
spoke.  Xander was glossing over any questions 
about the location of the Key, hurrying on to the 
part where he’d asked the demon to help research 
the thing - Spike thoroughly approved his Claimed’s 
decision to go to the Teer’ah demon.  If anyone 
knew anything, it was bound to be a family that had 
been around since the dawn of time.   
 
Xander was hiding something, something that was 
keeping his boy tense and shuttered, though he was 
hiding it well, and Spike felt a wave of anger sweep 
over him.  From the sound of it, Xander knew where 
the damn Key was and, knowing Xander, had 
promised not to tell anyone.  Spike cursed 



silently.  Xander took that kind of thing so fucking 
seriously.  Instead of letting them help him hide the 
bloody thing, he’d feel duty bound to keep his 
promise to the dying monk and deal with it on his 
own. 
 
Screw that, Spike thought.  He’d give Xander a day 
or two to come around, then he would explain to 
his Claimed exactly how stupid it was not to ask for 
help when he needed it. 
 
If that bloody monk had given the fucking Key to 
Xander, he was going to find monk’s body, resurrect 
him, and torture him to death all over again just to 
show him how a real expert did things.   
 
~~~~~~~ 
 
Buffy came through the door of the magic shop, 
interrupting their fairly useless speculation about 
the woman and the Key - none of which had come 
anywhere near the truth, Xander was relieved to 
note.  He’d ultimately decided he had to tell them 
the bare minimum facts, because it would look too 



suspicious if he didn’t and then had to broach the 
subject later, after Mr. Okolo had gotten back to 
him, for example.  Still, Buffy’s arrival was a 
welcome change of subject. 
 
She entered like a woman on a mission and swept 
them all with a quick glance.  Other than the Ethan, 
who she frowned at but otherwise ignored, it was 
just Xander, Spike and Tara in addition to Giles in 
the Magic Box.   
 
“Buffy, what are you doing here?” Giles 
asked.  “You’re supposed to be taking the week off 
and spending it with your family.” 
 
“I was, but something happened,” Buffy told him.  “I 
have an idea about what’s making my mom sick.” 
 
“Have you spoken with her doctors?” Giles asked. 
 
Buffy shook her head impatiently.  “They won’t find 
anything.  What’s hurting her - it’s supernatural.” 
 
“What do you mean?” Giles frowned and closed the 



journal he’d been jotting notes down in about the 
blonde woman.  Xander exchanged glances with 
Spike, wondering what she was talking about.  
 
“The night watchman who found the Dagon 
Sphere?” Buffy looked around and they all 
nodded.  “He went crazy - like overnight.” 
 
Giles cast an uneasy glance at the drawer he’d 
stored the sphere in, which Buffy correctly 
interpreted.   
 
“It won’t hurt us.  I had it on me all night before 
bringing it here.  But this guy, he saw things... he 
said things.” 
 
“Such as?” Giles prompted. 
 
“He said they’ll come at me through my family.” 
 
“Who will?” Giles asked. 
 
Buffy hesitated.  “I don’t know... yet. But whatever 
touched this guy, it made him see through what the 



rest of us are seeing. He knew someone’s hurting 
my mom and they’re trying to get to me. 
 
“Ah, letting a crazy person diagnose health 
problems, there’s an idea.  What was I thinking, 
going to doctors all these years,” Ethan 
muttered.  Everyone ignored him except Buffy who 
shot him a hostile look. 
 
“Was your mum there at the time?” Spike asked 
sharply. 
 
Buffy shook her head.  “No, I saw him at the 
hospital when I went to get mom’s prescription 
filled.” 
 
Xander frowned at the mention of a 
prescription.  He hadn’t heard that Joyce was taking 
anything.  Granted, they’d never made it over to the 
house to check on her last night.  He exchanged 
worried glances with Spike, resolving to ask Buffy 
about it as soon as they could. 
 
Giles looked like he was trying to humor her 



without looking like he was humoring her.  “It’s 
possible, but still... the ramblings of a madman 
aren’t much to go on.” 
 
“It’s a start.  We need to find out who’s making my 
mom sick and how.” 
 
“Then what?” Xander couldn’t help asking.   
 
“Then I hunt them... find them... and kill them.” 
 
Xander raised his eyebrows but didn’t say 
anything.  Spike looked like he agreed 
wholeheartedly.  Tara’s eyes widened and Ethan 
muttered something about paranoid adolescents 
but Xander noticed he pitched his voice low enough 
so neither Buffy or Giles could hear him.  He had to 
admit, Ethan had a point this time, the whole thing 
sounded pretty farfetched, like Buffy was grasping 
at straws.  On the other hand, this was the 
Hellmouth and anything was possible. 
 
Buffy looked up at the book alcove overhead.  “So, 
where do we start?” she asked. 



 
“Start?” 
 
“How do I figure out who’s doing what to my 
mother.” Buffy explained, as if it was the most 
natural thing in the world.   
 
Giles looked absolutely blank.  “Well, it would help 
if we had some idea where to begin.  But without 
knowing either the spell, or the caster, or even if…” 
he didn’t finish the sentence but it was clear he was 
skeptical about the whole idea.   
 
Buffy looked around at the others but Xander just 
shrugged helplessly and Tara shook her head, 
indicating she had no ideas.   
 
“I wonder…” Giles began, sounding as if he was 
trying to recapture a half-forgotten memory.  Buffy 
watched anxiously as he slowly removed his glasses 
and polished them with his handkerchief, his eyes 
on the far wall as he thought.  After a long moment, 
he slipped his glasses back on and focused on 
Buffy.  “The only thing that comes to mind would be 



some sort of spell to reveal other spells.” 
 
“You can do that?” she asked eagerly. 
 
“Well, I can’t, but historically the spells do 
exist.”  He looked dubious.  “It’s not an easy spell, 
only a handful of sorcerers have been able to do 
it.  There was one in particular…” 
 
“Cloutier,” Ethan supplied when Giles’ voice trailed 
off, “amazing powers and quite the ladies 
man.  Very good with trances.”  He smirked.  “I 
wonder how frequently he used his skills to 
persuade a reluctant partner,” he added 
speculatively. 
 
“You know him?” Buffy asked hopefully.  “And - 
ewww.” 
 
“Cloutier lived in the 16th Century,” Giles told 
her.  “Ignore Ethan’s insinuations,  Monsieur 
Cloutier was a devoted husband and an extremely 
well respected sorcerer.” 
 



“Oh.”  Buffy waved off the extraneous 
information.  “How does the spell work?”     
 
“Well, all spells leave a trace signature.  It’s just not 
perceptible to the human eye. Cloutier was able to 
put himself into a trance state where he was able to 
see that trace signature.  In this case, for example, it 
could manifest itself as a cloud of mist around your 
mother.” 
 
“Or a hand choking her.”  
 
Xander bristled at the relish in Ethan’s tone, even 
though he knew that Ethan did it just to annoy 
people.  Still, this was Joyce they were talking 
about.   
 
Buffy looked determined.  “Okay, so I’ll do what he 
did.  I’ll go home, get trancey, and I’ll see what’s 
affecting my mom. 
 
“Just like that?” Ethan asked, obviously 
amused.  “You think you can just put yourself into a 
mystical trance state any time you want?” 



 
“Yes, Buffy,” Giles agreed reluctantly.  “The Sorcerer 
Cloutier was legendary.  His skills at achieving 
higher states of consciousness were…” 
 
“Better than mine?” Buffy interrupted him 
grimly.  “Unless anyone has a better idea…” she 
glared at Ethan who held up his hands in denial.   
 
“Don’t look at me.  Trances are for boring people 
who want to get in touch with themselves and all 
that rot.  I have much better things to get in touch 
with than myself.”  The look he shot Giles was pure 
leer.  Giles ignored him. 
 
“Giles, you’ve had me doing all those concentration 
drills. This is important, I’ll just make it work.” Buffy 
told him earnestly. 
 
“You know, it’s only in films that the heroine can 
accomplish something just because she tries hard 
enough,” Ethan pointed out scathingly.  “You have 
no more chance of successfully performing that 
spell than your average housecat does.” 



 
“Ethan, if you don’t have anything useful to say,” 
Giles began, exasperated. 
 
“As a matter of fact, I was about to point out that 
you do have a trained witch of considerable power 
on tap, who has a much better chance of 
succeeding than your Slayer does, 
Ripper.  However, if you are not interested in my 
suggestions…” 
 
He didn’t actually finish and Xander suspected it 
was because there wasn’t much he could do other 
than leave town and for whatever reason, Ethan 
was sticking around this time, longer than he ever 
had before, showing up at the Magic Box almost 
daily. 
 
Giles and Buffy stared at him for a moment, then 
both turned their heads with identical slowness to 
look at Tara, who stared back at them, wide-eyed 
and uncertain.   
 
“He’s right.  Tara, do you think you can do the 



spell?” Buffy asked. 
 
“I-I don’t know.  It sounds pretty advanced.  I’m n-
not sure I’m strong enough,” she began, looking 
incredibly nervous at finding herself the center of 
attention. 
 
“I believe you are strong enough,” Giles told 
her.  “And there is no chance this could harm you or 
anyone else,” he continued reassuringly.  “It’s one 
of those spells that either works or simply doesn’t 
work.  I’ve never heard of anyone trying it with any 
adverse consequences.” 
 
“You did good last year with the spell against 
Adam,” Spike said, to everyone’s surprise, breaking 
his long silence.  He’d been listening intently to 
everyone, more worried about Joyce than he was 
willing to admit.   
 
“Tara, I promise I won’t be upset if this doesn’t 
work, but he’s right, you have a much better chance 
than I do.  Please?” Buffy asked quietly, just this 
side of begging. 



 
Xander could tell that Tara was going to agree.  Like 
Spike, he’d been listening without saying much up 
until now, because magic was so not his strong 
point, but he had a growing sense of panic as he 
thought through the implications of a spell to see 
other spells.  He didn’t have to know anything about 
magic to realize that a spell to create a person out 
of nothing, and which must have affected the 
memories of half the people in town, had to be big 
time mojo, and would probably leave a huge 
signature of the kind Giles had just been talking 
about.  What if, in doing the spell they saw 
something about Dawn that told them she wasn’t 
real?  He had no idea if the spell they were talking 
about would show anything, but a spell intended to 
reveal spells sounded like it might put a big 
spotlight on someone created by magic.   
 
He couldn’t let anyone find out that way. 
 
He heard Tara agree to try the spell and cleared his 
throat to catch the others’ attention. 
 



“Buffy, I can’t do anything to help you on the magic 
front,” he said in what he hoped was a casual, no-
big-deal tone.  “But I’m assuming that anything 
involving trances and concentration is better done 
without any distractions.  Why don’t Spike and I 
take Dawn out for pizza while you guys are doing 
your trance thing.” 
 
Buffy threw him a grateful look that made him feel 
like a heel.  “That would be great.  You have no idea 
how hard it is to get homework done with her 
around, much less a big spell that calls for serious 
concentration.” 
 
“Operation Distract Dawn is a go at your word.” 
 
Spike gave him a peculiar look and Xander 
reminded himself to tone it down.  The falsely 
hearty tone was making his vampire suspicious. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Slayer!” Spike called peremptorily, then caught 
himself.  “Buffy,” he said more quietly, “need to talk 



to you a minute.” 
 
She was consulting with Glinda, gathering supplies 
for the trance spell, and the witch shooed her away 
gently, saying she could do it by herself.  Xander 
looked up from the newspaper, where he was 
looking for movie options that Dawn and Spike 
could both live with.  He nodded, indicating he 
knew what Spike intended asking, but looked back 
down at the paper, obviously intending to let Spike 
handle the questioning. 
 
“What is it, Spike?” Buffy asked impatiently as he 
led her to the back room where they could talk 
privately. 
 
As he turned to face her, she started in surprise as 
she apparently noticed his bruises for the first 
time.  “What happened to you?” 
 
“Fight,” he said brusquely. 
 
“Oh,” she said vaguely.  
 



That worried him, more than anything she could 
have said.  The Slayer might frequently be 
completely oblivious when it came to the emotional 
state of others but she had a predator’s instinct for 
the physical – weakness and injury were things she 
noticed, and a fight that had caused Spike’s injuries 
on her turf was something she ordinarily would 
have been very interested in.  He almost hoped her 
distraction had something to do with the soldier, 
because otherwise it meant she was worried 
enough about Joyce to lose her focus entirely. 
 
“What’s going on with Joyce?  What’re the pills 
for?” 
 
She frowned at him for a minute, then shrugged, 
seeming to decide that he didn’t mean any 
harm.  “They’re pain pills.  Her headaches are 
getting worse.” 
 
“What’s wrong?” he tried to sound sharp but 
suspected his worry came through from the way the 
Slayer relaxed, leaning against the wall and letting 
her own frustration and worry show. 



 
“We don’t know.  The doctors keep saying they 
can’t find anything wrong.  They’re running tests, 
but they haven’t found anything yet.  That’s why I 
think it might not be medical.”  She gestured 
vaguely towards the front room and the 
preparations going on for both research and the 
trance spell. 
 
Spike just nodded.  When he didn’t say anything 
else, the Slayer shrugged and walked back to the 
front room, leaving him there, lost in thought. 
 
He’d give Buffy and Glinda time to do the spell, see 
if the problem was mystical and not medical.  If the 
spell didn’t tell them anything… 
 
Actually, he didn’t know what he’d do.  But he was 
not losing Joyce, not if he had to threaten every 
doctor in town to get results.  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode ‘No 
Place Like Home’  

 



Part Thirteen 

As it turned out, they didn’t do the spell that 
night.  Tara quietly insisted that she needed a day to 
study to spell and learn as much about it as she 
could before attempting it.  Xander was interested 
to see that, when it came to something important, 
Tara was capable of standing up for herself.  It 
helped that Giles backed her up, telling Buffy that 
giving Tara time to prepare would greatly increase 
their chances of success.  Buffy reluctantly agreed, 
unable to argue with their logic. 
 
Xander ended up taking Dawn to the movies alone, 
calling and telling her casually that Spike had 
business at the Court and did she want to see a 
movie with him.  Spike was still fairly battered 
looking and they decided that it would be better if 
Dawn didn’t see him until his injuries were more 
healed.  Dawn eagerly accepted the offer, always 
glad for the chance to have someone else pay for an 
outing.  She was always broke, despite what Xander 
privately thought was a generous allowance - of 
course, since his own parents hadn’t given him an 



allowance after he was about seven, he admitted 
his perspective on the subject might be a little 
skewed. 
 
Spike just smirked when Xander asked with mock 
suspicion if he would have let Dawn see his bruises 
if Dawn had chosen any other movie besides a 
romantic teen comedy. 
 
After buying their tickets and settling in to watch 
the previews, Xander was grateful that he and 
Dawn were alone.  Unlike Spike, who would have 
seen and wondered about it, in the darkness of the 
theater, Dawn didn’t notice the little sideways looks 
Xander couldn’t help sneaking at her, looking 
for…he didn’t know what.  Some sign that she was 
different, he supposed.  The one time she caught 
him watching her instead of the movie, he was able 
to pass it off as sheer disbelief that she was 
enjoying the romantic drivel coming out of the 
teenagers’ mouths on-screen.  Dawn made a face 
and threw popcorn at him until he apologized, and 
suddenly she was Dawn again.  Not something 
freaky, just his surrogate kid sister.  Someone he 



loved.  Someone real. 
 
Settling back to watch the movie, Xander realized 
that he’d apparently come to a decision, one he 
wasn’t even aware he’d been thinking about.  It felt 
like a huge weight had fallen off his shoulders, and 
he felt a surge of relief, knowing that he wouldn’t 
ever find himself staring at Dawn like that again. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike was waiting for him we he got home after 
dropping Dawn off at her house.  Xander slid down 
beside him on the couch and Spike put an arm 
around him, switching off the television as he did. 
 
“How did it go?” 
 
Xander shook his head, telling himself he wasn’t 
disappointed.  After all, he hadn’t really thought 
there was much chance the spell would work, or 
truly believed that what was wrong with Joyce was 
mystical rather than physical.  Buffy had been 
grasping at straws, looking for something she could 



fight.  Something she could defend her mother 
against physically, since the alternative was sitting 
around helplessly waiting for someone else to do 
something. 
 
“Buffy said Tara was able to do the spell.  She 
checked Joyce’s room and Joyce herself while in the 
trance state.  There was nothing there.  She didn’t 
see any sign of any malicious spells around Joyce.” 
 
“She sure she got it right?” Spike asked.  “Maybe 
she wasn’t in the right kind of trance or something.” 
 
Xander smiled, hearing the same desperate hope in 
Spike’s voice that Buffy had been clinging to.  Spike 
wanted something to be attacking 
Joyce.  Something he could kill.  Human illness was 
as scary to Spike as it was to the rest of them, 
maybe more. 
 
“She brought something along to test herself,” he 
told Spike.  “A mirror that Willow did a spell on last 
summer, so the two of them can talk to each other 
through it.”  Tara had blushed scarlet when she’d 



mentioned the mirror, completely unable to meet 
Xander’s eyes.  He suspected Tara hadn’t realized 
that she was tracing the mirror’s surface lovingly 
with her finger as she explained the spell Willow 
had put on it.  It made him wonder just how close 
the two had become. 
 
“Anyway,” he continued, shaking off the thought for 
now.  “Tara said that when she was in the trance 
state, she could see the trace signature of Willow’s 
spell around the mirror, but she couldn’t see 
anything unusual around Joyce or anything in her 
room.” 
 
“So, not someone attacking the Slayer,” Spike 
said.  “Knew she was being arrogant, always 
thinking it’s about her.” 
 
Xander let that pass, knowing Spike was just trying 
to hide his own disappointment that the spell 
hadn’t given them an easy answer.  He sighed, 
leaning his head down on Spike’s shoulder and 
twining the fingers together.  “So, we’re stuck with 
waiting for the doctors to find what’s wrong,” he 



said, hating the need for waiting as much as 
everyone else.   
 
“Maybe,” Spike told him cryptically. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Master Spike.” 
 
“Yeah?”  Spike answered the respectful greeting 
without turning his head.  He was sprawled casually 
in his chair, ostensibly watching the Court minions 
but in reality keeping a sharp ear out for 
conversations throughout the hall.  So far, he hadn’t 
heard anything beyond idle curiosity about how 
he’d gotten injured.  The Court gossip was 
overwhelmingly in favor of Spike having won the 
fight, which was as it should be. 
 
He’d come down to the Court without saying a 
word about the fading marks on his face.  Having 
been absent from the Court for the past two nights, 
he’d needed to make an appearance, despite still 
showing obvious signs of injury.  Couldn’t be helped 



and he wasn’t so injured he would have any trouble 
convincing the Court he was still fully in control. 
 
He’d avoided the mistake of sparring with weaker 
minions.  Given his still-visible bruises, Spike had 
selected two of the senior minions as sparring 
partners when he’d come down to the main floor, 
knowing all eyes in the Court would be on him, 
looking for exploitable weakness.  He’d trounced 
both of his opponents by the simple expedient of 
drastically changing his normal fighting style.  There 
wasn’t a vampire in the Court who hadn’t seen 
Spike fight, hadn’t watched and tried to imitate his 
fluid style, full of spins and kicks and rapid 
movements.  Tonight, he’d picked up a short length 
of pipe to serve as a weapon and let it do the 
moving for him, relying on sheer strength rather 
than movement to power his blows. 
 
Both minions had been caught flat-footed, unable 
to adapt quickly enough to the change.  Spike had 
thrashed them both, striking them again and again 
with a short length of pipe, using quick, jabbing 
motions into their center mass, rather than his 



more usual side blows that relied on the 
momentum of his spins for their force. 
 
Leaving both vampires battered and bleeding on 
the floor, Spike pitched his makeshift weapon away, 
sending it skittering through the crowd of minions 
who leapt aside to avoid it, and delivered a scathing 
lecture to his two opponents about the dangers of 
preconceived notions during a fight.  His words 
carried clearly to the entire, silently watching Court, 
and Spike spun around on his good leg and crossed 
to the raised platform at one end of the room, 
careful not to favor his still injured leg in any way. 
 
He flung himself down in the chair on the raised 
platform he used for formal occasions and watched 
the minions with sharp eyes as they moved about 
the Court, his demeanor forbidding enough that no-
one dared approach him except his Lieutenants - 
none of whom had seen the need to address 
him.  Until now. 
 
Jose bowed in response to Spike’s 
acknowledgement and was uncharacteristically 



hesitant as he spoke.  “There is something unusual 
happening in town.  I am not sure if it is something 
that affects the Court, or simply a human matter, 
but I thought I would bring it to your attention.” 
 
Spike regarded him silently for a long moment.  Jose 
was usually the best of all his Lieutenants about 
knowing what was important enough to bring to 
Spike’s attention and what wasn’t.  The fact that 
Jose himself wasn’t sure whether the matter was 
worth mentioning was interesting.  “Go on.” 
 
Jose inclined his head, signaling his gratitude for 
Spike’s willingness to listen.  “Several vampires have 
seen human that have been behaving…oddly,” he 
said, hesitating fractionally over the description.  “In 
fact, the reports have been that the humans were 
wandering aimlessly, speaking strangely, and in 
short, displaying all the signs of insanity.” 
 
“And this is important, why?” Spike asked, lifting 
one eyebrow in a show of mild surprise.  “Don’t see 
how mad humans would be a problem for the 
Court.” 



 
“Ordinarily, I would agree,” Jose said, still looking as 
if there was something bothering him about the 
report.  “But, in my experience, insanity is not 
particularly common.  Three different individuals 
have been seen in the past week, and one was seen 
the week before.”  He made a small, uncertain 
gesture.  “As I said, I am unsure whether this is a 
problem that needs your attention but I decided to 
pass on the information.” 
 
Spike nodded.  It didn’t sound like anything he 
needed to worry about, but it was unusual enough 
that he was glad Jose had approached him.  The 
Slayer had said something about the human who’d 
found the Dagon Sphere going mad, but neither she 
nor the Watcher seemed to think it was related to 
the sphere.  He’d pass the word on to Rupert, see if 
he could make anything of it. 
 
  “Keep an ear out,” he told Jose.  “Let me know if 
you hear anything else.  Might be nothing more 
than the local madhouse having a security 
breach.  Pass the word.  If there are any more 



sightings, try and get enough of a description so we 
know if people are seeing the same nutter or 
different ones.  Prolly nothing to worry about, but 
don’t hurt to keep an eye out.” 
 
“Thank you, Master Spike.  I will keep you 
informed.” 
 
Jose bowed, the only vampire in his Court who 
didn’t look fawning or obsequious when he made 
the gesture and left him, melting back into the 
Court where Spike could see him quietly instructing 
the other Lieutenants.  Careful not to let anything 
show on the surface, Spike smirked to himself.  Jose 
was the only one of his Lieutenants who would dare 
approach him with something that vague.   
 
Plague of insanity?  Spike thought back to his 
human days, wondering if he’d read about anything 
like that before.  He shrugged.  Probably nothing, as 
he’d told Jose.  More the Watcher’s area than his. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 



“Don’t give a damn what you got going on, 
Sire.  Need your help,” Spike snarled into the 
phone.  Angelus was being even more annoying 
than usual, growling at Spike that he was busy and 
trying to hang up on him.   
 
“What’s wrong?” Angelus asked reluctantly.  Spike 
would have staked himself before asking a favor for 
himself when Angelus was being like this, but this 
wasn’t about him.  This was for Joyce and she was 
worth putting up even with his self-centered, pig-
headed bastard of a Sire. 
 
“Don’t like how the doctors here are treating Joyce 
Summers,” he said bluntly.  “Want you to find me a 
specialist, someone better than the small-town 
idiots that are seeing her now.  Someone who can 
find out what’s wrong with her.” 
 
“What do you care, Spike?” 
 
“I don’t,” he snapped, operating on instinct.  “It’s 
my Claimed and the Slayer.  They’re worried sick 
and the Slayer’s not even patrolling, spending all 



the time with her mum.  Don’t care myself if she 
patrols or not, but it’s important to my Claimed.” 
 
He hoped that the mention of Buffy and Xander 
would get Angelus’ head out of his arse long enough 
for him to be useful.  As Spike’s Claimed, there was 
a thin family tie between Angelus and 
Xander.  More importantly, although Angelus had 
let go of his one-time crush on the Slayer when he’d 
left town for good, with luck, there were enough 
fond memories to make him still want to help her 
when she was in trouble.  Bloody soul had to be 
good for something.   
 
Instead, he got a gusty sigh, like Angelus had taken 
up breathing for a hobby.  “Spike, I’m sure the 
doctors in Sunnydale are fine.  I’m really busy so 
you’re going to have to deal with this yourself.” 
 
Angelus proceeded to explain what was keeping 
him so busy in LA and Spike suggested helpfully that 
Angelus might need a doctor himself.  The call 
degenerated from there until both vampires were 
shouting at each other and the threats had become 



more elaborate and laced with profanity. 
 
Spike cursed one final time and ended the call by 
the simple expedient of hurling his cell phone at the 
wall, shattering it into pieces.  “Fucking hell!” he 
swore out loud in the empty apartment.  “Bloody 
soul is supposed to make him act like he’s got a 
heart, not make him mental.”    
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Spike?  What’s going on?” 
 
Xander stood frozen in the doorway, looking from 
the agitatedly pacing Spike to the mangled 
remnants of the cell phone still decorating the 
carpet. 
 
“Worried about Joyce,” Spike said simply. 
 
“Have they heard something new?” Xander asked 
anxiously.  Joyce had had a doctor’s appointment 
the day after they tried the trance spell, and they’d 
been hoping that, this time, someone might have 



answers. 
 
Spike shook his head.  “Doctor keeps telling her 
they can’t find anything wrong.  Bollocks.  Joyce 
isn’t a whiner.  She has headaches so bad she can’t 
do anything but lie on the couch.  Something’s 
wrong.”  His eyes flared with anger as he gestured 
at the shattered phone.  “Angelus says he’s got too 
much going on to help and we should trust the local 
doctors.  Fucking gone ‘round the twist, he 
has.  Claims someone has resurrected Darla.” 
 
“Darla?” Xander asked blankly, trying unsuccessfully 
to remember where he’d heard the name before. 
 
“Angelus’ Sire,” Spike reminded him.  His eyes 
narrowed vindictively.  “Ravin’ bitch and good 
riddance to her.  Angelus better bloody well hope 
no-one’s found a way to resurrect her, because she 
is not going to be happy with him, what with him 
stakin’ her an’ all.”  He growled.  “Just a fuckin’ 
excuse not to help.  Can’t bring a vampire back from 
ashes.”  For a moment, his voice held a note of 
longing and Xander knew he was missing Drusilla.   



 
“Why did you call Angel?”  Off-hand, he couldn’t 
think of anyone less likely to be useful, especially 
now.  His last phone call with Cordelia had been 
spent listening to her complain about Angel - and 
this time it wasn’t about how cheap he was and 
how stingy with salary and benefits. 
 
Spike shrugged.  “Thought he might be able to help 
find Joyce a better doctor.  Los Angeles has got 
some of the best doctors in the world.” 
 
Xander looked at him in surprise and dawning 
hope.  That was the best idea he’d heard from 
anyone about something they could do to help 
Joyce.  He kissed Spike hard and put his hands on 
both of the vampire’s shoulders, smiling at him.   
 
“You know what?  Screw Angel.  We don’t need 
him.  From what Cordy tells me, he’s been acting 
weird for weeks now.  Wesley will help us.” 
 
Spike looked at him in surprise.  “Watcher Junior?” 
 



“He’s got more connections than Angel and I trust 
him a lot more than I do Angel, especially if Angel is 
losing it.” 
 
He’d already found the number on his cell phone 
and was waiting impatiently for the call to go 
through.  He smiled at Spike as the phone 
rang.  “You know you’re going to have to buy a new 
cell phone, right?”  Spike hated the phone, and was 
only willing to carry one because it allowed Xander 
to get in touch with him. 
 
“Buy?” Spike asked with his closest approximation 
of wide-eyed innocence.  The phone was answered 
by familiar British tones before Xander could reply. 
 
“Wesley?  It’s Xander.  I need your help.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Buffy, Spike and I need to talk to you,” Xander said 
without preamble as she opened the door. 
 
Buffy looked tired and irritated, though she made 



an effort not to show it.  “This isn’t really a good 
time, guys,” she told them, keeping her voice 
low.  “Can it wait?” 
 
“No,” Xander told her bluntly.  “Come outside for a 
few minutes.  It won’t take long.” 
 
She sighed and obediently stepped out onto the 
porch, closing the door behind her.  She folded her 
arms and leaned back against the door.  “Is it 
something Hellmouthy?” she asked with 
resignation. 
 
Spike stirred beside him and Xander knew how 
much effort it took for his lover not to tear into her 
for the implication that Spike would need to come 
to the Slayer, hat in hand, asking for help controlling 
his Territory.  It spoke volumes about how worried 
Spike was that he kept to their agreement and 
remained silent. 
 
“We’re not happy with the way the doctors are 
treating your mother,” Xander began.  Spike and he 
had agreed that it would be better if he talked to 



Buffy.  If it came down to it, they weren’t going to 
listen to objections anyway, but Spike had agreed it 
was more likely Buffy would accept this from 
Xander.  “We think she should see a specialist.” 
 
“Well, duh,” Buffy said with quiet intensity.  “But 
she won’t go.  She says we need to have a first 
opinion before getting a second one.”  Xander’s lips 
quirked, it was clear she was quoting her mother 
and he could almost hear Joyce saying it. 
 
“See, that’s where we think that Joyce shouldn’t be 
given a choice.  From what you told me last night, 
the doctors are giving her pain pills and telling her 
to come back for more tests - which are always 
scheduled for a few days or a week 
later.  Meanwhile, nothing is getting done.” 
 
Buffy was looking interested now.  She’d stopped 
leaning against the door and was standing straight, 
her eyes flicking back and forth between Xander 
and the silent, unmoving Spike at his shoulder. 
 
“We’ve made an appointment for her in Los Angeles 



with one of the best doctors on the coast.  It’s 
tomorrow morning and they’re going to keep her in 
the medical center all day if necessary to do 
whatever tests they need.  They’ll do all the tests 
tomorrow, not spread out over the next three or 
four weeks.  The doctors there say time is of the 
essence sometimes and it’s best to do all the testing 
as quickly as possibly.” 
 
Xander cleared his throat.  “We figured we’d be the 
heavies.  We’re just going in there and telling your 
mom she’s outvoted and she’s going.  Spike is going 
to put her in the car by force if necessary.” He 
grinned suddenly.  “Don’t worry, I’m planning on 
driving.”  Buffy was almost as bad a driver as 
Spike.  “Anyway,” he finished, a little awkwardly, 
“we wanted you to know what we’re doing, 
because frankly, we’re kidnapping your mom 
tomorrow, regardless of what anyone else thinks.” 
 
Buffy stared at them wide-eyed for a moment, then 
suddenly lunged forward and hugged him so hard 
he thought his ribs were going to crack.  When she 
released him, he just had time to glimpse the tears 



in her eyes before she turned and hugged Spike, to 
Spike’s complete astonishment.   
 
“Thank you.  I can’t tell you what this means to 
me.  And Dawn.  We’ve been so worried and feeling 
so useless.  Thank you.”  She smiled tremulously 
and swiped her sleeve over her eyes, blotting her 
tears.  “And you’re right.  We’re all three going to 
march in there and tell her she’s got no choice.  Up 
to now, she’s been pulling the mom card when I’ve 
tried to get her to do something other than wait for 
the doctors.” 
 
“Can’t pull that card on me,” Spike pointed out, as 
Buffy opened the door to let them in.  “I’m three 
times her age.” 
 
~~~~~~ 
 
Joyce was absolutely predictable:  insisting she 
didn’t need to see a specialist, that her doctor was 
fine, that she wasn’t up to the drive to LA.  Half 
sitting, half lying on the couch, she did look tired 
and wan, but that only increased their 



determination. 
 
Even the plea that she wasn’t up for the drive to LA, 
which sadly looked true, and not just an excuse, fell 
on deaf ears.  As he and Xander had planned, Spike 
handled the confrontation with Joyce.  She couldn’t 
pull rank or age on him, and by now she knew that 
Spike could be absolutely immovable when he 
thought he was right about something.  Buffy and 
Xander made a solid wall of support behind Spike, 
silently reinforcing Spike’s words and  letting Joyce 
know that they were all in agreement on this. 
 
“Not giving you a choice about this,” Spike told her 
gently, crouched down beside the couch so his eyes 
were on a level with hers.  “Strings’ve been pulled, 
appointment’s already made, hospital bed’s 
booked.  Going to have to go with the flow on this 
one, Joyce.” 
 
“But, Spike, this is silly.  The doctors here are just 
fine.” 
 
“They’re not ‘just fine’ if they can’t tell you what’s 



wrong in two weeks of trying.  Sunnydale isn’t 
exactly the center of the universe for medical care, 
Joyce.  This doctor in LA is top notch.  If he says 
nothing is wrong, then I’ll bring you back home, and 
we’ll all stop worrying.” 
 
Spike gave her a soft smile and tucked a loose 
strand of hair behind her ears with gentle 
fingers.  “We all love you, Joyce.  None of us are 
going to risk losing you because the doctors here 
don’t know their arse from a hole in the ground.” 
 
Joyce looked helplessly around at the three of 
them.  “Alright.  Although I still think it’s silly.  And 
heaven knows what it’s going to cost.” 
 
“All taken care of,” Spike told her breezily.  In fact, 
Wesley had told them not to worry about the 
cost.  He didn’t know and didn’t care how Watcher 
Junior had managed any of this:  getting the 
appointment on such short notice and getting the 
cost taken care of.  Either Wesley had a lot of pull at 
the medical center for some reason, or there was 
some kind of Saving the World chip being cashed 



in.  Hell, Watcher Junior could have threatened 
them physically, for all Spike cared.  All he knew was 
the Englishman he’d once dismissed as totally 
useless had come through for them in a big way, 
and Spike wasn’t going to forget that. 
 
~~~~~ 
 
“Got it all fixed up, Joyce,” Xander told her.  “I’ll be 
here to pick you up at 6 tomorrow morning.  Buffy 
and Dawn can put pillows and blankets in the car 
tonight, so you can ride easily.  Then the four of us 
will head out.” 
 
“Four?” Joyce objected mildly.  “It’s a school day.” 
 
“Can’t make Niblet stay home if she wants to go, 
Joyce.  I’m only staying here because your bloody 
car doesn’t have a boot.” 
 
“I should hope so,” Joyce exclaimed, sounding like 
her old self for a moment.  “You can’t ride the 
whole way to Los Angeles in a trunk!” 
 



“Actually, he’s done it before,” Xander told her, 
feeling so much better now that she’d agreed and 
they were actually doing something.  After all, the 
doctors who were treating her were the same ones 
who’d been diagnosing vampire attacks as 
barbeque fork accidents all these years.  How good 
could they be.   
 
He rested a hand on Spike’s shoulder and squeezed, 
so proud of his vampire he could barely stand 
it.  This had been Spike’s idea, from beginning to 
end.  And better than anything any of the rest of 
them had come up with.  When Spike loved 
someone, he didn’t mess around.  Not even Joyce 
was going to stop Spike from doing what he thought 
was best. 
 
Which made him frown as he pondered the still 
unresolved question about whether to tell Spike 
about Dawn, but he forcibly shoved that thought 
away.  Dawn would be safe with them in LA and 
he’d think about that they got back. 
 
 



Part Fourteen 

Wesley was waiting in the lobby as they pulled up 
to the patients’ entrance at the clinic, smiling and 
greeting them as casually as if he’d seen them all 
last week, instead of last year. 
 
“I don’t know how you did it, Wesley,” Xander said, 
clasping the ex-Watcher’s hand firmly.  “But I can’t 
thank you enough.” 
 
Wesley shook his hand warmly in return.  “I was 
happy to help.  Did you leave your car outside the 
door?”  Xander nodded.  “I’ll walk out with you and 
show you where the parking is.” 
 
Taking the unspoken hint, Xander looked over 
Wesley’s shoulder and saw that staff were already 
talking to Buffy and Joyce.  He gave Dawn an 
encouraging smile and told her he’d be right back, 
holding up the car keys in explanation.  She nodded, 
and turned back to listen to what the clinic people 
were saying to Joyce. 
 



Outside, Xander repeated his thanks, which Wesley 
brushed off as unnecessary.   
 
“I may have resigned from the Watchers Council, 
Xander, but I haven’t been declared persona non 
grata.  I can still call in favors, especially when that 
favor involves the Slayer.  The Council may not 
know quite what to do with Buffy and Mr. Giles, but 
they do recognize the need to help keep Buffy doing 
the work she does.  They aren’t happy with her 
being so independent, but they are rather stuck 
with her.  Since they aren’t aware that there is an 
organized group patrolling the Hellmouth in her 
absence, they are willing to do what it takes to get 
her back on the job as quickly as 
possible.”  Wesley’s grin was conspiratorial and 
Xander couldn’t help thinking that Wesley just 
continued to grow and mature in impressive 
ways.  He was barely recognizable as the annoying, 
uptight, know-it-all he’d been when they’d first met 
him. 
 
“How is it we got so lucky, with first Giles and then 
you?” Xander asked, leaning against Joyce’s 



SUV.  “Frankly, the rest of the Council always struck 
me as worse than useless.  And I don’t think it’s 
coincidence that the only two decent members of 
the Watchers Council both aren’t members 
anymore.” 
 
“Thank you, Xander, but I haven’t forgotten how 
useless I was when I first arrived in Sunnydale.” 
 
“Yeah, but you were only temporarily useless,” 
Xander said with a grin.  “You just needed a little 
experience.  A couple of Illuminati, one giant snake, 
and you were good to go.” 
 
Wesley laughed and was quiet for a moment, a 
nostalgic look in his eyes, before he shook his head 
as if shaking off the past and changed the 
subject.  “I’ve taken the liberty of renting hotel 
rooms for you while you’re here.  I suspect Mrs. 
Summers is in for a long day of tests. Whether it’s 
good news or bad, I don’t think she’ll be up to 
driving back to Sunnydale tonight.” 
 
Wesley handed him an envelope.  “That has all the 



hotel information and some suggestions for 
restaurants nearby.  Tell them not to worry.  The 
Council is footing the bill for whatever 
happens.  The clinic will send all the bills straight to 
the Council, so Mrs. Summers won’t have to worry 
about anything.  The hotel rooms are available for 
as long as you need them.” 
 
Xander looked down at the paperwork, a lump 
forming in his throat.  “God, Wesley, this is 
just…”  Words failed him and he just shook his 
head.  “I don’t even know what to say.  Not to 
mention how fast you set this all up.  ‘Thank you’ 
just isn’t enough.” 
 
“I got some sense of how important Mrs. Summers 
is to all of you at Thanksgiving last year,” Wesley 
said quietly.  “An amazing woman, welcoming us all 
into her home the way she did.  I was happy to 
rattle a saber at the Council on her behalf.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Wesley left, saying they didn’t need outsiders 



hovering while they waited, and to call if they 
needed anything at all.  Xander couldn’t think of 
anything that Wesley hadn’t already taken care of, 
but it was nice to know he was there.   
 
He stepped back inside and found Dawn waiting 
alone for him.   
 
“Where’s your mom and Buffy?” he asked. 
 
“Getting mom settled in a room,” she told 
him.  “They said I should wait here so you knew 
what happened.  Who’s the cutie?” 
 
“Where?” Xander asked, glancing around the 
waiting room. 
 
“The guy you were just with, dummy,” Dawn said, 
rolling her eyes at his stupidity.  “Jeez, you are the 
straightest gay guy I know.” 
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, 
amused.   
 



“You never talk about how cute other guys are,” she 
complained, like it was a huge character 
flaw.  Given Dawn’s burgeoning interest in the 
opposite sex, it was a subject that had come up 
more than a few times, usually when Dawn saw 
someone cute on tv and wanted Xander to express 
an opinion. 
 
“Well, it’s a problem when your boyfriend is the 
homicidally jealous type,” he told her. 
 
“Spike wouldn’t kill someone just because you 
thought they were cute,” she argued.  “And you 
didn’t answer my question.” 
 
Xander thought Spike probably wouldn’t kill any of 
the various boy band members that Dawn usually 
raved about, but that might just be because Xander 
didn’t find any of them worth even a second 
look.  Too young.  Too cute.  Too not-Spike.   
 
Wesley, on the other hand...  The former Watcher 
had developed sharp edges, an unmistakable air of 
confidence and competence, and just a hint of the 



dangerousness that Xander found so unbelievably 
sexy in Spike.  Now that Dawn had pointed it out, 
Xander was willing to admit, privately, that Wesley 
was good looking.  Not that Spike was ever going to 
hear about it. 
 
“That was Wesley Wyndham-Pryce,” he told 
Dawn.  “You remember, the Council made him 
Buffy’s Watcher for a while.” 
 
“Him?” Dawn asked, astonished, twisting around to 
stare out the doors like Wesley might still be 
there.  “The guy Buffy always described as the 
world’s biggest dork?” 
 
“Well, he’s improved since then,” Xander told her, 
grinning.  He absolutely refused to think about the 
fact that Dawn wasn’t actually there during the 
brief, disastrous weeks when Wesley had been 
assigned as Buffy’s Watcher in their senior year.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“So soon?” Buffy asked faintly, which was more 



than Xander could do.  He felt completely incapable 
of speech, his whole body frozen in fear since the 
doctor had come out to tell them the results of the 
tests.  Xander had heard the words “tumor” and 
“brain” and it was like he was stuck there, unable to 
breathe or think coherently. 
 
Joyce had a brain tumor.   
 
The doctor nodded.  “Even a short delay can be 
critical in these cases.” 
 
Buffy’s eyes were huge and frightened in her chalk-
white face as she listened silently as the doctor 
patiently explained something about an operation 
to remove the tumor.  Xander kept his arm around 
Dawn’s shoulders reassuringly as she clung to him, 
shaking with confusion and fear. 
 
“You did the best possible thing, bringing her 
here.”  The doctor continued.  If it had been anyone 
but Joyce, Xander thought he might have found the 
man reassuring.  “We have equipment here that can 
detect these things in their very earliest stages.  Not 



to blow our own horn, but we have some of the 
best doctors in the world here, and one of them is 
in charge of your mother’s case and will be doing 
the surgery.  Your mother has a very good chance of 
coming through this and making a complete 
recovery.” 
 
There was a lot more:  statistics and reassurances 
and details about what exactly was wrong.  Buffy 
kept nodding in all the right places, like she was 
actually following what the man was saying.  Xander 
knew she was only keeping it together for Dawn’s 
sake, knew she was on the knife-edge of tears, but 
none of that showed, except in her pale face and 
stunned eyes, and the white-knuckled grip she had 
on her purse. 
 
They were keeping Joyce overnight and would be 
operating first thing in the morning, the doctor told 
them.  They could see Joyce now, then she would 
need to rest, for tomorrow.   
 
Buffy and Dawn clung together for a long moment, 
and Xander stepped back, leaving the Summers 



women to find their comfort together.  They walked 
off, arms around each other, Dawn drawing 
strength from Buffy, as they went down the hall to 
visit Joyce. 
 
Xander sat down numbly in the waiting room that 
had become drearily familiar as they had sat there 
together all day, talking, reading magazines and 
waiting.  Waiting for this. 
 
Joyce had a brain tumor. 
 
He buried his head in his hands and fought back his 
own worry and fear.  He had to be strong for Buffy 
and Dawn, had to be ready to do whatever they 
needed; whether it was jokes and reassurances, 
strong, silent support, or just to quietly fade away 
and give them privacy to grieve and rage against 
fate.  Joyce and her girls were what was important 
here, not his own need for comfort and 
reassurance. 
 
He wished fiercely that Spike was here, wanting his 
lover’s presence so badly, he could barely stand 



it.  But Spike was in Sunnydale and Xander had to 
find the strength to do this on his own.  He couldn’t 
even call Spike, and felt a flash of irritation that 
Spike hadn’t yet gotten a new cell phone to replace 
the one he’d smashed.  Not that this was telephone 
news.  He needed to tell Spike in person, break it to 
him gently, because Spike was going to be 
devastated by the news.  All of them had been 
desperately hoping Joyce’s illness would turn out to 
be a two aspirin type of problem and it was going to 
take awhile to learn to deal with the fact that this 
was so much more serious than they’d hoped. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Buffy, what do you need?” 
 
Xander had taken them out for a dinner they’d all 
just picked at, too shell-shocked to be 
hungry.  Now, back at the hotel Wesley had found 
for them, Dawn was in the room she was sharing 
with Buffy, pretending to watch tv, and Xander had 
brought Buffy into his own room across the hall to 
talk. 



 
Buffy looked at him with red-rimmed eyes, 
swimming with tears that she had not allowed 
herself to shed, and shook her head 
helplessly.  “Xander, you’ve been great…” she began 
and he interrupted her gently. 
 
“What do you need?” he repeated.  “Don’t worry 
about me, or anyone else.  What do you need to get 
through this?  Do you want people around, or for 
everyone to just leave you alone?  You and Dawn 
are the only important things right now.  What do 
you need to help you get through this?’  He 
managed a crooked smile.  “Be as selfish as you 
need to, because you have to be there for your 
mom.” 
 
Buffy stared down at the rug and Xander helplessly 
watched her bent head, not knowing what else to 
say.  It was a long minute before he saw the tears, 
dropping silently down to the carpet.  Without a 
word, he pulled her into his arms, letting her bury 
her face in his shirt and cry silent, bitter tears as he 
stroked her hair, wishing he could promise that 



everything was going to be alright. 
 
She only let herself go for a minute, then 
straightened, giving him a watery smile as she 
wiped the tears away almost angrily.  “I’m fine.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“Did you really…?” she said hesitantly, her voice so 
quiet he almost couldn’t hear. 
 
“Yes,” he said firmly. 
 
“Giles.  Do you think…?” she asked, sounding almost 
like a little girl. 
 
“Giles would do anything for you,” he said, knowing 
it was true.  “Do you want me to go get him?” 
 
“I don’t want…” 
 
“Buffy, he’ll be glad you asked.  Trust me.” 
 
He glanced at the time and made quick 



plans.  “Buffy, I’m going to drive back to Sunnydale 
tonight.  I’ll call Giles and he’ll be here first thing in 
the morning.”  He smiled, seeing the relief on her 
face.  “We’ll take care of everything back 
home.  Forget about us, unless you need 
something.  Then call immediately.  Promise?”   
 
She nodded.  “Thank you, Xander.  For everything.” 
 
“You guys are going to be alright.  Summers women 
are tough.” 
 
Her smile was wobbly.  “Not so tough,” she said, 
reaching for a tissue and blowing her nose.   
 
“Let’s go tell Dawn what we’ve decided,” he 
suggested. 
 
She nodded, and got to her feet with a tired sigh, 
crossing the room to the door.  Halfway there, she 
turned back to him with a horrified look.  “Oh, 
god.  Riley.  I didn’t even tell him we were leaving.” 
 
“You had a lot going on and not much notice,” he 



pointed out.  “Give him a call, he’ll 
understand.”  Privately, he thought that if Riley 
gave her any grief about this, he was going to kill 
him. 
 
Buffy just stood there for a moment, looking 
exhausted and guilty.  It didn’t take much to work 
out the cause. 
 
“Would you like me to call him for you?” he asked 
gently.  “I can explain everything and let him know 
you’ll be in touch in a couple of days, when your 
mom’s better.” 
 
She flashed him a grateful look.  “Would you?  I’d 
really appreciate it.  I’m just so tired, I can’t stand 
the thought of explaining to anyone.” 
 
“Of course.  I’ll explain things to Giles so he doesn’t 
have to ask any questions.” 
 
Buffy hugged him, hard.  “Thank you.  It’s not 
enough, but thank you.” 
 



“We’ll talk to Dawn for a minute, then you two get 
some sleep.  You need it.  Giles will be here when 
you wake up.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Giles dropped him off at the apartment and waited 
until Xander opened the door at the top of the 
steps, before driving off in Joyce’s car.  He would be 
driving it back to LA in the early morning, timing his 
arrival to be there when Dawn and Buffy woke up.   
 
Calling him from the road, Xander had told him 
about Joyce’s surgery and that Buffy had asked if he 
could be there.  It hadn’t surprised him that Giles 
had immediately agreed, making plans to close the 
magic shop so he could go to Los Angeles. 
 
When Xander arrived back in Sunnydale, around 11 
p.m., he drove straight to the shop where Giles was 
waiting for him with a to do list that he’d checked 
off most of the items on already.  He’d arranged for 
Sgt. Morgan to keep the demon volunteers 
patrolling for the immediate future, and surprised 



Xander with the news that Tara was going to keep 
the magic shop open. 
 
“She was worried that it would hurt business to 
close indefinitely so soon after opening,” Giles told 
him.  “I think it’s too much work for her, but she 
insisted she could handle it.  We’ve compromised 
on keeping the shop open half days until I get 
back.  That way she won’t miss many classes.  We’ll 
post signs,” he gestured toward a couple of hand 
lettered signs waiting by the cash register, “about 
there being a family emergency.” 
 
“I can stop by every day after work to make sure 
she’s not overwhelmed,” Xander offered 
immediately.   
 
“Thank you, Xander.  I’m sure Tara will appreciate 
the support.  Now, tell me everything I need to 
know about Mrs. Summers.” 
 
Entering the apartment, Xander was disappointed 
but not surprised to find that Spike wasn’t home.  It 
was nearly midnight now, and Spike had known he 



might need to stay over in LA, depending on how 
late they kept Joyce at the clinic.  Spike would be 
dealing with his worry in his own way, out wreaking 
havoc with the local demon population, most like, 
finding his release from frustration and uncertainty 
in violence.   
 
Xander had found his own release in the solitary 
drive through the night, letting his emotions spill 
out where no one could see him scream and curse 
and cry, raging against fate and whoever decided to 
dole out suffering and illness where it wasn’t 
deserved.  The journey had given him back his calm 
surface, allowing him to discuss plans calmly with 
Giles. 
 
Sighing for what couldn’t be helped, he stripped 
down and slid into bed.  Tomorrow, he promised 
himself tiredly, he was going to get a new cell 
phone for Spike.  He was not going to be out of 
touch with his lover again, just because Spike hated 
carrying a phone. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
Xander was sleeping in their bed, Spike discovered, 
when he returned to the apartment shortly before 
dawn.  When he hadn’t returned at the end of the 
day, Spike had assumed he was spending the night 
in Los Angeles, before returning with Joyce and her 
daughters.   
 
He’d cursed himself for his stubbornness in not 
getting a new phone, which had carried its own 
punishment by leaving him stranded without 
information and Xander unreachably out of 
touch.  Rather than wearing a hole in the carpet 
pacing, he’d gone looking for trouble, retaining just 
enough caution about his recently healed wounds 
to limit himself to drinking and a bar fight.  Still, 
thrashing a half dozen demons and breaking a great 
deal of furniture had helped him forget his worry 
over a middle-aged human he never should have 
become fond of.   
 
Getting soft, he told himself, but couldn’t find it in 
himself to care.  Joyce was a good woman and one 
of the very rare beings he’d felt any affection for in 



his entire existence.  Only natural he was worried 
about her. 
 
Still, Xander being home must mean that Joyce had 
felt up to a late night drive home.  Had to be good 
news, then.  He slipped between the sheets and 
snuggled next to the warmth of his Claimed.  Good 
news could wait and his boy looked tired.  He’d let 
Xander sleep.   
 
“Spike?” 
 
“Yeah, luv.  Go back to sleep,” he murmured, long 
used to Xander’s habit of surfacing just enough to 
register Spike’s presence before falling back to sleep 
again.   
 
This time, though, Xander didn’t go back to 
sleep.  He rolled over in Spike’s arms and Spike 
tensed as he saw the wide-awake dark eyes, 
shadowed with trouble, looking back at 
him.  “Xander?” 
 
“They found something,” Xander said, answering his 



unspoken question.  “There’s a tumor.  It’s small but 
it’s growing and it’s what’s been causing the 
headaches.” 
 
Spike stared at him, fear swelling inside him until it 
would have choked him if he were human.  Humans 
were so fragile and even he knew that tumors were 
very bad news.  “What are they going to do about 
it?” he asked, fighting to sound normal. 
 
“They’re operating on her.  Tomorrow.  Giles is 
going to drive to LA in the morning to be there for 
Buffy and Dawn.  They say they’ve caught it early 
and there’s a really good chance she’s going to be 
fine.” 
 
Xander’s fear, echoing Spike’s own, hovered just 
beneath the encouraging words, and Xander 
reached out and wrapped his arms around Spike, 
clinging to him desperately.  
 
“Shh, luv.  She’ll be fine.  Not losing her,” Spike 
crooned, wrapping Xander in his arms, giving and 



taking comfort, and wondering if he said the words 
often enough, he would come to believe it himself.  

 

Part Fifteen 

Despite curtains and blackout blinds, enough light 
crept through the bedroom window by mid-
morning for human eyes to see clearly.  Which 
wasn’t particularly helpful when you were lying 
awake and trying to find something to do besides 
watch the numbers on the alarm clock click over, 
one after the other.  It was 8:17 now and Joyce 
would be in the operating room in less than two 
hours.  Xander had only the vaguest notion of what 
was involved in the actual surgery, but he did know 
that it would be hours before they heard any 
news.   
 
Strong arms wrapped around his waist and Spike 
pulled him closer, spooning their bodies 
together.  “Gonna be fine, luv,” he said 
reassuringly.  “Joyce will come through this.  Not 
going to lose her.” 



 
Xander shifted in the circle of Spike’s arms until he 
could see the blue eyes, watching him in the dim 
light, with no trace of the sleepiness that usually 
filled them at this hour of the morning.   Instead of 
answering, he slid an arm around Spike and leaned 
in to kiss him, knowing Spike was as worried and 
unable to sleep as he was. 
 
Spike tightened his arms, prolonging the kiss, and 
Xander was caught off guard by the sudden intense 
flare of arousal.  He hadn’t intended to start 
anything but found himself responding hungrily to 
Spike’s kiss, lips moving aggressively over Spike’s, 
hands sliding into the short white hair as his tongue 
darted inside Spike’s mouth to taste and 
claim.  Spike returned the kiss passionately, his 
tongue dueling with Xander’s, teeth clashing, lips 
sliding against each other, as each fought to control 
the kiss. 
 
Xander pushed forward aggressively, shifting across 
the bed until he was on top of Spike, their bodies 
aligned full-length:  tanned, heated flesh meeting 



cool, pale skin as they kissed for endless moments. 
 
It wasn’t enough.   
 
There were times when the two of them would kiss 
for hours, lost in the sensation of tasting and 
exploring each other with their mouths alone.  Not 
today.  Dimly, Xander recognized that this sudden 
desperate passion was something more than just 
sexual arousal - it was an aching need for 
connection, for the feel of another body twined 
with his own, something to distract himself from 
the agony of waiting.  It was obvious Spike felt it 
too, his strong hands moving over Xander’s body 
urgently, pulling them close until it felt like they 
were one skin. 
 
For long moments they remained in that position, 
flesh fused together, bodies shifting and rubbing, 
cocks hardening, arousal building to unbearable 
levels until Xander tore himself free, sitting up, 
breathing heavily, staring down into Spike’s heated 
gaze.  Without looking away, he reached down and 
began pumping Spike’s cock, his strokes quick and 



harsh, loving the way Spike growled and thrust up 
into his grip. 
 
Releasing Spike’s weeping erection, ignoring the 
snarled complaint, Xander rose to his knees and 
positioned himself over Spike, reaching back and 
spreading his cheeks, then began lowering himself 
down. 
 
Spike caught him around the waist, stopping his 
downward movement, blue eyes searching his and 
finding nothing but arousal and burning need.  He 
didn’t want to be careful, didn’t want anything slow 
and easy, and he didn’t care if this would hurt.  He 
wanted it fast and rough, something that would 
completely overwhelm his senses and stop him 
from thinking. 
 
After a long moment, Spike relented and eased his 
grip enough for Xander to begin descending onto 
Spike’s rigid erection.  Spike kept tight control over 
his downward movement, forcing Xander to move 
slowly and gradually when he would have hurried 
the pace, wanting Spike buried inside him now. 



 
His unprepared muscles burned as they gave way, 
stretching to accommodate Spike’s girth as the 
vampire’s cock stretched and filled him, entering 
with exquisitely painful slowness, a fraction of an 
inch at a time, as Spike controlled the pace with 
inhuman strength. 
 
Xander flung his head back, ragged breaths 
sounding harsh and loud in the otherwise silent 
room, every fiber of his being concentrated on the 
sensations battering him.  His awareness faded to 
nothing more than the ever-increasing sensation of 
being filled and stretched to the brink of agony, 
pain that was laced with the most intense pleasure 
he’d ever known. 
  
How long it went on, that agonizingly slow 
penetration, Xander would never know.  He only 
knew that after what seemed an eternity, he found 
himself bent over Spike, forehead resting on the 
smooth, pale chest, still straddling his body with 
Spike’s throbbing erection buried to the root inside 
him.   



 
He lifted his head and saw Spike watching him, lips 
quirked in a smile, the earlier feverish passion 
calmed but still present in his eyes.  As Xander 
straightened up slightly, he gasped as the 
movement caused Spike’s cock to brush against his 
prostate, sending an electric jolt of pleasure surging 
through him. 
 
Spike waited until Xander had straightened fully, 
settling back on his haunches, their eyes still locked 
together, before he began moving, thrusting his 
hips upwards with effortless strength, cool hands 
still gripping Xander’s hips and holding him in place 
as he pushed deeper inside him with every 
movement of his hips.  Xander arched back with a 
gasp of pleasure, closing his eyes and riding the 
movement, letting the sensations batter him as 
Spike thrust into him over and over again, hitting his 
prostate again and again and sending pleasure 
washing over him.   
 
Xander reached down and began desperately 
pumping his own aching erection, needing 



release.  It only took a few strokes before he 
exploded into orgasm, sending his semen spurting 
over his hand and Spike’s chest as he came with 
silent intensity, mouth opened in a soundless 
scream.  His body clamped down hard on Spike’s 
cock and Spike thrust up one last time and the 
silence was shattered by Spike’s cry of release as he 
pumped his seed into Xander’s tight heat.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“I have consulted with my relatives,” Mr. Okolo told 
Xander.   
 
He was always a little vague about his 
relatives.  Xander knew Mr. Okolo’s mother was full 
Teer’ah and over a thousand years old, but he 
didn’t know how many others relatives he had, or 
how old they were, or where they lived.  He always 
sort of assumed they were in Europe or Africa, or 
somewhere like that, but that was mostly because 
the whole immortal thing made him think of 
countries older than the U.S.  For all he knew, Mr. 
Okolo’s mother lived in New Jersey or something.   



 
“They have heard of several esoteric objects 
referred to as keys:  the Lost Key of L’mhynnoff, the 
Key of Aelfric the Wanderer…,” thankfully he 
stopped, and handed Xander a list, with the barest 
hint of a smile in his black eyes.  “I have listed them 
for Mr. Giles to investigate, but I believe the most 
likely candidate is the key that is sought by the 
Knights of Byzantium.” 
 
“The who?”  Xander asked blankly.  Weren’t they 
the guys in the last Indiana Jones movie? 
 
“An ancient order of warrior priests.  They have 
sought something known only as the Key for more 
than a thousand years, believing it to be an object 
of immense power.  They still search for it today 
and there are rumors that they have journeyed to 
this country recently.”  Mr. Okolo’s eyes were grave 
now.  “According to my family, the Knights of 
Byzantium and another group:  a handful of monks 
from a monastery in eastern Europe, both have 
been seeking the Key, one wanting to harness its 
power, the other wishing to destroy it.”  Mr. Okolo 



made an infinitesimal motion with his hands that on 
someone else might have been hand-wringing 
worry.  “Nearly three months ago, the monastery 
was destroyed.  As far as anyone knows, none of 
the monks survived.”  He looked at Xander, his face 
still and grave.  “If the monk you spoke to is a 
survivor of that monastery, and he brought the Key 
here, then he has made this town the target of 
several opposing forces.” 
 
“Several?” Xander asked.  “If the monks are dead, 
doesn’t that just leave the Knights?” 
 
“The Key has also long been sought by a dark power 
the Knights refer to only as ‘the Beast’,” Mr. Okolo 
told him.  “It is not the Knights of Byzantium who 
are believed to have destroyed the monastery.” 
 
This was beginning to sound uncomfortably close to 
apocalypse-level bad.  “Any idea who or what the 
Beast is?” Xander asked, after a moment.   
 
“That, I do not know.  Presumptively, the name 
refers to an actual being, but my family is not aware 



of the nature of that being.  The monks and the 
Knights have guarded their secrets jealously over 
the centuries.” 
 
“Well, whatever it is, they’re not calling it the Bunny 
Rabbit, so it’s probably safe to assume it’s bad 
news.” 
 
“That would seem to be a safe assumption.”  
 
~~~~~ 
 
Mr. Okolo had less information on the woman Spike 
had fought - there simply wasn’t enough to go 
on.  No name, no description - other than human-
looking and strong.  Even the assumption she was a 
third party looking for the Key didn’t help narrow 
things down much.  She could be someone acting 
on her own, like Gwendolyn Post had been, trying 
to seize control of a powerful object for her own 
purposes, or someone acting for the Knights.  Hell, 
maybe she was one of the Knights, assuming she 
wasn’t was probably sexist, he though with a wry 
grin, remembering various lectures from Willow 



over the years.  He supposed it was possible she 
was the Beast but, if so, someone was commenting 
on her personality, not her looks. 
 
Leaving Mr. Okolo’s house, Xander couldn’t help 
thinking that nothing that he’d learned was any 
help with his dilemma over what and who to tell 
about Dawn.  Even the little information he’d 
learned was scary as hell and none of it sounded 
good for Dawn. 
 
The monks were apparently out of the picture, and 
between something called “the Beast” and the 
Knights of Byzantium, Xander ordinarily would have 
been all for the Indiana Jones guys, except for the 
part where Mr. Okolo said they wanted to destroy 
Dawn.  The monks had been trying to hide the Key 
and wanted to protect it, but they were dead, 
thanks to the Beast.  And anything called the Beast 
that destroyed monasteries as a hobby was not 
something that he was planning on getting friendly 
with.   
 
So, the monks were dead, the Knights 



untrustworthy, and the Beast was dangerous.   
 
Great. 
 
He supposed the question was pretty simple after 
all.  What was the best way to keep Dawn safe? 
 
The Key was powerful, but Dawn wasn’t.  The monk 
had said that she was human now and needed to be 
protected, which meant it was no good hoping that 
Dawn was going to pull a superpower out of her hat 
at the last second and save herself. 
 
So, was Dawn safer if people knew she was 
something other than Buffy’s kid sister? 
 
All that hiding in plain sight stuff worked great for a 
while, but eventually someone always noticed the 
letter on the mantelpiece, or the real jewel in the 
Halloween tiara.  Sooner or later, one of the bad 
guys was going to figure out what the Key was 
now.  And when that happened, it would be too late 
to start warning people that Dawn needed extra 
protection.  Which meant he had to tell Buffy and 



Spike, because they were the only ones strong 
enough to protect Dawn.   
 
Buffy could have this week, he decided.  This one 
week to worry about her mother without having 
anything else dumped on her.  She was going to 
have to be the one who would have to decide 
whether to tell Joyce and Dawn, and none of them 
needed that right now, while Joyce was in the 
hospital.   
 
Besides, he thought with a flare of bitter humor, it 
would give him a chance to practice what he was 
going to say on Spike first.  Xander believed, 
because a torture victim had used the last of his 
strength to convey information he obviously had 
considered worth dying for.  Without that same life 
or death urgency lending credibility, getting Dawn’s 
sister to believe that Dawn wasn’t real was going to 
take some doing. 
 
Decision finally made, Xander looked around him, 
realizing he’d been walking blindly as he pondered, 
and caught his bearings. 



 
It was late afternoon.  Never the best time to talk to 
Spike, who tended to be sleepy and grumpy when 
woken up in the middle of the day for less than an 
emergency.  He’d tell Spike tonight.  Plus, there was 
something he’d promised to do and hadn’t done 
yet.  He needed to call Riley.  He‘d put off talking to 
him, having had better things to do, like morning 
nookie and meeting with Mr. Okolo, but he couldn’t 
put it off any longer.   
 
First, though, he was going to stop and pick up a 
new cell phone for Spike.  Changing direction to 
head for the store, Xander wondered if he should 
get two phones, in case Spike decided to call Angel 
again.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Hey, Riley.  How’s it going?” Xander asked as Riley 
entered the shop.  He’d asked Riley to meet him at 
the Magic Box, since he needed to help Tara.  
 
Suspecting it was going to be a difficult 



conversation, he’d asked her to take a long coffee 
break, then shamelessly hung a ‘Back in 20 minutes’ 
sign on the door.  
 
Riley didn’t respond to the pleasantry.  “You said 
you had news.  Does it have something to do with 
the fact that Buffy isn’t returning my calls?” he 
asked, looking more irritated than worried. 
 
“Buffy’s mother is in the hospital,” Xander told him, 
with deliberate bluntness.  “She had surgery this 
morning and Buffy and Dawn are waiting to see 
how it went.”   
 
He watched in satisfaction as shock replaced the 
annoyance on Riley’s face.  “My god.  Why didn’t 
she call me?  I should be there.”  He turned, 
obviously intended to head over to the hospital 
immediately. 
 
“She’s in LA, not Sunnydale General,” Xander told 
him, stopping him in his tracks.  “They found a 
tumor and they wanted to operate immediately.” 
 



“Los Angeles?”  Riley asked blankly.  “They had to 
airlift her?” 
 
Tempting as it was to lie, Xander was not going to 
create that mess for Buffy to clean up 
later.  “No.  We made her an appointment with a 
specialist in LA and they found the tumor.  They 
wanted to operate right away, so she’s still at the 
medical center there.” 
 
Riley frowned.  “I don’t understand.  Why didn’t 
Buffy tell me any of this?” 
 
“She asked me to fill you in because she wasn’t up 
to talking to anyone after she got the news.”  He 
shrugged.  “The appointment in LA was set up at 
the last minute.  They didn’t have time to do much 
more than pack.” 
 
“They clearly had time to explain it all to you,” Riley 
began stiffly. 
 
“Don’t be an ass,” Xander said impatiently.  “I called 
Buffy’s old Watcher and he pulled some strings and 



got the appointment set up.  Buffy only found out 
about it Thursday night and they left Friday morning 
at the crack of dawn.  It was a last minute thing, not 
a conspiracy to keep you in the dark.” 
 
“It’s Saturday afternoon and she hasn’t called yet.” 
 
“Jesus, Riley, do you have to work at being this self-
centered, or does it come naturally?” Xander 
snapped.  “Her mother is having surgery today, 
she’s responsible for her kid sister in a strange city, 
and you’re complaining because she hasn’t called 
you.  What the hell’s wrong with you?” 
 
He glared at Riley, who just set his jaw 
stubbornly.  “I don’t think it’s out of line to be a 
little upset when my girlfriend, who says she loves 
me, doesn’t seem to want me around.”  His 
shoulders slumped and he ran a hand through his 
hair, anger fading to hurt.  “Why won’t she let me 
help her?” he asked plaintively. 
 
“You know, for someone who claims to love Buffy, 
you don’t seem to know her very well,” Xander told 



him quietly, folding his arms and leaning back 
against the counter.  “Buffy’s whole life since she 
was 15 has been about being in control, being the 
strong one.  As the Slayer, if she’s weak, she’s 
dead.  She can’t just turn that on and off.  And right 
now, she has to think about her mom and Dawn 
and what they need.  She can’t throw herself into 
your arms and cry and let you take care of 
everything, even though it’s probably what she’d 
like to do, because she’s afraid to show that 
weakness when her family is depending on her.” 
 
Riley shook his head.  “No one can be strong all the 
time.  She can’t keep hiding her emotions like that, 
or eventually she’ll crack.  She needs to let go, let 
someone else be strong for awhile.  But she keeps 
pushing me away instead of letting me in.” 
 
“Well, apparently you only want to give her what 
you think she needs.  Riley, this is her 
mother.  Pretty much her only parent since her Dad 
walked out on them.  Buffy’s only concern right now 
is what her mother and sister need.  The rest of us 
aren’t even a blip on her radar and that’s how it 



should be.  Stop worrying about your hurt feelings 
and what you think Buffy needs, because the last 
thing she needs right now is you dumping a guilt 
trip on her.” 
 
“I wouldn’t do that.”  Riley stood up abruptly.  “And 
frankly, my relationship with Buffy is none of your 
business.” 
 
Xander didn’t move, looking at Riley calmly as the 
other man bristled at him aggressively.  “Buffy’s my 
friend.  That makes it my business, especially when 
you’re sounding like a jealous five year old.” 
 
“When you hear from her, tell Buffy I hope her 
mom’s feeling better,” Riley said bitterly.  “She 
knows how to get ahold of me if she wants to.” 
 
Xander just shook his head as Riley stalked out.  If 
Riley hadn’t gotten his back up the moment he 
walked in, he might have been a bit more 
diplomatic in talking to him.  He could sympathize 
after all.  He’d rather be in LA, not sitting here three 
hours away worrying about what was 



happening.  But Buffy needed Giles, not either him 
or Riley, and that was what was important right 
now.  He sighed.  He really hoped Riley pulled his 
head out of his ass before he talked to Buffy. 
 
He stared at the phone, willing it to ring.  Giles had 
promised to call again as soon as they knew 
anything but the phone remained stubbornly 
silent.  Sighing, he called Tara’s cell phone to tell her 
it was safe to return to the shop.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Are they sure?” 
 
It was too much to take in at once and Giles 
obligingly repeated himself.  “Yes.  The doctors are 
extremely pleased with how the surgery went.  It’s 
too early to know for sure, but they aren’t 
expecting any complications.” 
 
Giles hadn’t called until after dark and Xander had 
been going crazy, picturing all sorts of disasters.   
 



“I’m terribly sorry I didn’t call earlier, but the 
doctors wanted to wait until Joyce woke up before 
they would tell us much of anything.  There was a 
bit of a feeling that saying anything too soon might 
jinx things, I’m afraid.” 
 
Relief swamped him and Xander sat down heavily 
on the couch.  Spike had leapt up from the couch 
and begun pacing the minute he heard Giles’ voice 
on the phone, but now he was standing 
motionlessly behind Xander.   “That’s…” he cleared 
his throat.  “That’s great.  The best possible 
news.”  He reached behind himself blindly and Spike 
took his hand in a strong comforting grip. 
 
“Yes, it is,” Giles agreed.  “Joyce is going to remain 
here for a week, so the doctors can keep an eye on 
her.  They’re moving her to a rehab center 
tomorrow, where she will be under strict 
instructions to do nothing but rest and recover from 
the surgery.”   
 
“Sounds good.  The three of you will stay there, 
right?” 



 
“Buffy and Dawn will stay, of course,” Giles said 
immediately, “but I don’t want to impose on you 
and Tara.” 
 
“You should stay too,” Xander told him 
firmly.  “Tara and I have the shop covered, and Sgt. 
Morgan’s on top of the patrolling 
schedule.  Besides, when’s the last time you took a 
vacation?”  Relief was rapidly turning into near 
giddy happiness.  “Do you even know what the 
word means?” he asked, laughing with sheer 
exuberance. 
 
“I’ve spent two summers in England, since I became 
Buffy’s Watcher,” Giles said primly, but Xander 
could hear the smile in his voice. 
 
“Yeah, but you can’t tell me you didn’t spend the 
whole time in the Council library, catching up on all 
the new books.” 
 
Giles ignored that.  “In any case, we are far ahead of 
you.  Joyce will spend most of her time 



resting.  Buffy and Dawn will be able to visit her 
twice each day and I believe there are plans afoot 
for their free time, what they are referring to as 
‘quality shopping’.” 
 
“You’re in hell, aren’t you?” Xander laughed, 
picturing Giles being dragged to clothing stores all 
over Los Angeles. 
 
“Not at all, I am not required to go shopping with 
them.  The hotel has a delightful courtyard and I 
have an excellent book.” 
 
“You need a life in the worst way,” Xander told 
him.  He knew he was grinning like a crazy person, 
but he didn’t care. 
 
Giles promised to call with updates on Joyce’s 
recovery and Xander promised to notify them of 
any looming apocalypses and hung up the phone. 
 
“Well, that’s all right then.”  Spike said calmly.  He’d 
been listening to both ends of the conversation and 
Xander just shook his head at Spike’s attempt to 



react indifferently to the news, as if he hadn’t been 
worried sick.  He reached up and grabbed Spike, 
pulling his willing lover down onto the couch on top 
of him. 
 
Wild, giddy laughter was just waiting to burst out of 
him, and he felt like he should be dancing to 
obnoxiously loud, pulse pounding music, or howling 
at the moon like a lunatic, or maybe being shagged 
through the mattress. 
 
As Spike’s lips met his and he tasted Spike’s own 
mad happiness in his kiss, he decided that option 
three was definitely the best way to go.   
 
As they wrestled each other’s clothes off, Xander 
remembered that he was supposed to tell Spike 
about Dawn. 
 
Tomorrow, he promised himself.  Spike’s tongue 
down his throat made talking impossible anyway 
and tonight was for celebrating.  
 
 



Part Sixteen 

Xander had opened his mouth three times and then 
subsided, looking frustrated and 
worried.  Something was bothering him and Spike 
didn’t think it was about Joyce, not after the 
Watcher’s call last night.   
 
He took a moment to quietly savor the knowledge 
that Joyce was going to be fine.  Like all humans, 
she healed slowly and it was going to take a while 
for her to recover after the surgery, but she’d be 
back soon and everything would go back to the way 
it had been.   
 
“Should probably just spit it out, luv,” he advised, 
seeing Xander once again fail to actually say 
anything when he’d obviously intended 
to.  “Otherwise, you’ll be sitting there all day.”   
 
“That obvious, huh?” Xander asked ruefully. 
 
Spike just lifted an eyebrow. 
 



“Right.”  Xander sighed.  “You remember the monk 
from the warehouse?  I kind of left something out 
when I told you what happened.” 
 
“Knew you’d tell me when you were ready, pet,” 
Spike told him casually, not making a big deal about 
the fact that Xander had been holding things back. 
 
Xander gave him a fleeting smile but it vanished 
immediately.  “He told me where they’d hidden the 
Key.  He said… they changed it into a person, Spike.” 
 
Spike sat up slowly, hiding his surprise.  That hadn’t 
been what he’d been expecting.  From the waves of 
anxiety coming off Xander, he suspected he knew 
the answer before he asked.  “Anyone we know?” 
 
“Dawn.”  If not for vampire hearing, he never would 
have been able to hear the whispered name.   
 
“Come again?”  
 
“It’s Dawn.  She wasn’t born human.  They made 
her out of the energy of the Key.” 



 
Xander was watching him anxiously and Spike 
narrowed his eyes, aware that they had shifted 
color.  “Anyone else know?”  He wasn’t particularly 
interested in the fact that Dawn wasn’t human, or 
at least hadn’t originally been human.  Not like he 
was human himself, or had that much use for most 
humans.  If anything, it made him feel smug.  He 
must’ve sensed something about her all along, he 
thought, pleased with the idea.  Would explain how 
he came to like a human teenager.  He conveniently 
ignored the fact that Xander had still been in his 
teens when Spike first met him.  That was different. 
 
“I haven’t told anyone,” Xander said. 
 
Spike shook his head.  “Not what I meant.  I’m 
guessing the monk didn’t do that little bit of mojo 
by himself.  Who else knows she was the Key?” 
 
“No one.  According to Mr. Okolo, the monks are all 
dead.”   
 
Spike listened with mounting concern as Xander 



described what he’d learned from the Teer’ah 
hybrid.  “So, we got two, maybe three players left 
on the board,” he summarized.  “The Knights, the 
Beast, and the woman.  Question is…,” 
 
“Is she a third player or the Beast?” Xander finished 
for him. 
 
“May have to ask her.” 
 
Xander raised his eyebrows.  “Uh, Spike, she kind of 
kicked your ass last time.  What makes you think 
she’ll answer questions if you meet her again.” 
 
He scowled at Xander for reminding him.  “Plan on 
asking with weapons this time.”  He ignored 
Xander’s skeptical expression.  The skank couldn’t 
be all that tough.  He’d just been unprepared, that’s 
all.  He wanted to see how well she held up against 
something with sharp edges. 
 
Xander was staring at him with baffled 
exasperation.  “What?” he asked, wondering what 
was bothering his Claimed. 



 
“That’s it?” Xander asked.  Spike had no idea what 
he was asking and just looked his confusion.  Xander 
made a frustrated sound.  “Do you have any idea 
how annoying that it?” 
 
“’m not doing anything,” Spike objected. 
 
“I freaked out for days over this, Spike.  And you’re 
just:  ‘so what, she’s not human’?” 
 
“I’m not human,” he pointed out, not 
understanding what Xander’s problem was. 
 
“Bloody annoying vampire,” Xander muttered, but 
his lopsided grin and the relief washing over his face 
gave the game away.  Spike just shook his 
head.  Humans got fussed over the weirdest things.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Giles called every evening at the same time, giving 
them the latest bulletins on Joyce’s recovery and 
then passed the phone to Buffy and Dawn.  Joyce 



had insisted they spend several hours every day 
having fun instead of babysitting her while she 
slept.   
 
Cordelia had taken Buffy and Dawn shopping, 
showing them her favorite designer resale shops, 
and Xander had listened with a grin and 
uncomprehending ears as they enthusiastically 
described the dresses and shoes they’d 
bought.  They’d gone to movies and amusement 
parks and the beach, and the week had ended up 
being more vacation than anything else.  Even Giles 
had ended up doing more than reading when Ethan 
showed up unexpectedly and quietly badgered Giles 
into going out with him in the evenings after the 
girls were settled in the hotel for the night.   
 
They hadn’t been able to speak to Joyce yet, 
because she was asleep long before Giles called 
each evening but hearing the relaxed, happy voices 
of the others told him more than any words could 
have about how well things were going with 
her.  Everyone assured them that it was completely 
normal for Joyce to be so tired after her surgery, 



and that, when she was awake, she was very much 
her old self.  The doctors were extremely pleased 
with how well the surgery had gone and believed 
they’d gotten every bit of the tumor and everything 
indicated a full recovery.   
 
In Sunnydale, they were in a holding 
pattern.  Nothing had been heard from the blonde 
woman who’d fought Spike and everything was 
quiet on the demon front.  The magic shop had 
been open for three weeks now, and business was 
going well with a steady flow of customers coming 
in.  Never an overwhelming number, but Tara knew 
enough of them to report that the customers who’d 
patronized the shop under its previous owner had 
not only returned, but were pleased with the shop’s 
new look and some of Giles’ innovations. 
 
Xander suspected that the pattern they had formed 
this week would last beyond Giles’ absence.  It had 
already become a comfortable routine to stop off at 
the Magic Box after work.  Tara and he had enough 
quiet time alone in the shop that he felt he was 
really getting to know her for the first time and was 



discovering a core of steel underneath the 
shyness.  Gentle and compassionate by nature, she 
could only be pushed so far before she dug her 
heels in and stood her ground.  As she relaxed 
around him, he learned she had a quiet sense of 
humor and strong beliefs about the use of magic - a 
topic easy to drift into in a magic shop.     
 
The shop was open only for four hours in the late 
afternoon, with Giles’ signs explaining the 
shortened hours were temporary and due to a 
family emergency.  Xander hadn’t heard a single 
customer complain, and most of them seemed 
grateful they had found a way to keep the shop 
going in the owner’s absence.   
 
This afternoon, there were two men in the store, 
one about Xander’s age and an older man, who 
were eyeing the contents of the shelves with 
disdain.  Tara was downstairs in the basement 
getting some supplies and Xander was behind the 
counter, ready to man the till if necessary, although 
with a week’s retail experience under his belt, he 
had decided that these two were lookers, not 



buyers.  
 
Despite that, he kept more than a casual eye on the 
two.  Something about them seemed off and they 
reminded him of the one incident they’d had, right 
after the grand re-opening, with a couple of 
religious fundamentalists who had decided to 
express their disapproval of the “sinful” business by 
damaging some of the merchandise.  Xander and 
Buffy had hustled them outside with just enough 
force to make them think twice about returning and 
Giles had delivered a scathing lecture about 
ignorant, uneducated people and threatened them 
with a restraining orders.  He’d never been sure 
whether Ethan had done something to them 
although he thought he’d caught a gesture out of 
the corner of his eye and a flash of light.  Certainly 
the people had looked wide-eyed with terror for 
one instant before taking to their heels.  Ethan had 
never admitted anything and just smirked when 
they asked, but then, he smirked more than anyone 
Xander knew, except possibly Spike.  He suspected 
it was the reason that Giles had dragged Ethan into 
the back room for a lecture that was suspiciously 



quiet.  Xander had just shaken his head when Buffy 
made to follow them and Giles had emerged from 
the back room fifteen minutes later, looking dazed 
and thoroughly kissed. 
 
Xander could hardly blame him.  He knew from 
personal experience what a turn-on it was when 
your evil boyfriend defended you. 
 
So far, these two could just have wandered in to the 
wrong shop, rather than be deliberately planning 
trouble.  The younger one, whose round face was 
not improved by the scraggly beard framing his jaw 
line, looked like he thought the shop was a 
joke.  The older man had a pinched look of distaste 
around his mouth, his whole face tight with 
disapproval.  On the other hand, something about 
the set of his jaw made Xander suspect this was his 
normal expression, so it might not be the shop itself 
that was causing it. 
 
Busy watching the two men, Xander jumped when 
the quiet was broken by the sound of breaking 
glass.  He spun around and saw Tara frozen in the 



entrance to the back room, staring wide-eyed at the 
two men, before she ducked her head and bent 
hastily to try and clean up before the spreading pool 
of liquid could scatter salamander eyes across the 
whole floor. 
 
“Watch the glass, Tara,” Xander told her 
quickly.  “I’m coming.”  He grabbed the dustpan and 
a handful of rags Giles kept under the counter and 
crossed to join her, using the rags to dam the 
spreading liquid as a temporary measure.  “These 
things still salvageable?” he asked, looking at the 
chaos of tiny salamander eyes and broken glass. 
 
Tara shook her head mutely and Xander saw her 
hands were trembling slightly.  “Hey, no biggie,” he 
told her.  “Accidents happen.” 
 
“Tara.” 
 
The voice came from behind him and Tara’s 
shoulders hunched before she straightened up 
slowly.  “Dad.  Hi.” 
 



There was a surprisingly awkward silence before 
Tara stepped away from the mess and gave her 
father a stiff hug.  “This is s-such a s-surprise. 
 
“One of your dorm-mates said I might find you 
here,” her father said, disapproval lacing his tone as 
he glanced around the shop, making no effort to 
hide that same expression of distaste.. 
 
Xander slowly worked on cleaning up the mess, 
spending more time watching Tara and her family 
than looking at the stuff he was cleaning up.  
 
“Oh,” Tara said with guilty suddenness.  “Um, this is 
a, a f-friend.  Xander.”  She turned back towards 
him.  “This is my father, a-and my brother Donny.” 
 
Xander lifted the hand holding the rag in a half-
wave, half-apology for not greeting them 
properly.  “Hey.” 
 
“Pleasure.” Mr. Maclay said, politely enough, 
although Xander would have bet serious money it 
was anything but. “I don’t mean to interrupt.  I 



know we’ve come on you kind of suddenly, but I 
thought we could have dinner.” 
 
If anything, Tara looked even more alarmed.  “O-
okay,” she said faintly. 
 
“Why don’t I pick you up at six and we’ll do some 
catching up.” 
 
Tara nodded silently and her father and brother left 
the store without another word. 
 
Xander waited until the door had closed behind 
them.  “Tara?  Is everything ok?”  Her father had 
someone made “catching up’ sound ominous. 
 
“Fine,” she said.  “I’m so sorry about the mess.”  She 
wrenched her gaze away from the door and brought 
him the waste paper basket to drop the broken 
glass into. 
 
“Don’t worry about it.  Are you sure you’re 
alright?”  He gave her a searching look but she 
ducked her head and refused to meet his eyes. 



 
“I’m fine,” she repeated.  “It was j-just a surprise.  I-I 
didn’t think they’d come.” 
 
Xander frowned.  He hadn’t heard Tara stutter that 
badly in weeks, not since she’d gotten more 
comfortable with them.  “Are they here for a 
reason?” he asked cautiously. 
 
“M-My birthday.” 
 
“I didn’t know your birthday was coming up,” he 
said, surprised.  “You should have said 
something.  We could have done a small party or 
something.” 
 
Tara managed a small smile.  “It’s not 
important.  I’ve never really liked birthday parties.”  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The blonde wasn’t cooperating.  Spike had swept 
the town every night this week and hadn’t seen 
hide nor hair of her.  Whoever she was, she wasn’t 



hiding in any of the usual places.  He’d checked the 
tunnels, the cemeteries, the demon bars, all the 
typical places for a demon new to town and no one 
had seen or heard of anything that looked like her.   
 
The patrol volunteers had all been told to keep an 
eye out, but none of them had spotted anything 
either.  The week had been unusually quiet and 
Spike was frankly itching for a good fight.   
 
He was about to pack it in for the night, just taking 
one last swing through a cemetery, when he heard 
the sounds of a fight.  He stilled, listening, then 
made an exasperated noise.  He considered just 
ignoring the situation, but decided it would be 
worth the time to watch.   
 
He headed for the sound of the scuffle, crossing the 
ground with quick strides, not particularly worried 
about being quiet himself.  As he approached the 
source of the noise, he swung himself up to the roof 
of a crypt and settled down to watch. 
 
Soldier boy and a vampire were trading blows in the 



middle of a small clearing.  Despite the dim light, 
Spike’s vision allowed him to make out the heavy 
scattering of ash that marked the place where a 
second vampire had recently been dusted.   
 
Finn was panting, sweat shining on his face as he 
fought.  The vampire was older than a newly-turned 
fledge, but not by much.  It didn’t have more than 
rudimentary fighting skills, still young enough to 
think that strength and speed would win the 
battle.  Finn was favoring his right side, like he’d 
taken a hard hit to his ribs.  Probably not broken, 
Spike decided, head tilted to one side as he 
watched the soldier, but enough to slow some of his 
blows.  Lucky for Finn, the vampire was too 
inexperienced to take advantage of the injury or 
he’d be food already. 
 
Finn stumbled and went down and the vampire 
pounced, even as the soldier rolled rapidly, causing 
the vampire to miss.  Finn brought his arm down 
and around and the vampire snarled as the stake in 
his hand dug deep into his stomach, missing his 
heart but doing fairly significant damage. 



 
Finn cursed, and scrambled ungracefully back to his 
feet, one arm cradling his ribs, as the vampire 
regained his feet.  The two of them stood facing 
each other, Finn panting hard, the vampire 
clutching the deep wound in his stomach and 
cursing.  The soldier’s foot lashed out and the 
vampire dodged, then drove his fist into Finn’s 
kidney as the soldier inadvertently exposed his 
vulnerable back and side when the momentum of 
the missed kick cost him his balance. 
 
The soldier was sent stumbling to the ground for 
the second time, barely managing to flip over to 
meet the vampire’s attack.   
 
Spike shook his head as Finn lead with his stake and 
the vampire impaled himself on it as he threw 
himself at the downed soldier.  The explosion of 
dust set Finn coughing as he rolled to his feet, 
looking pleased with himself despite the pain he 
wasn’t even trying to hide.  Finn had obviously not 
learned anything from his recent heart 
troubles:  the idiot still thought he was 



invulnerable.  If he went hunting anything but 
newly-risen fledges, he’d be dead soon.  Finn had 
good training behind him, but too many of his 
moves depended on him being stronger than 
normal humans.  He hadn’t done anything to adjust 
his fighting style to something more suited to 
normal human strength.  A weapon bigger than a 
stake might be a good start. 
 
Well, if Finn got himself killed, that would put an 
end to his annoying whining, Spike thought.  He 
supposed he should tell Xander that the soldier was 
out patrolling by himself but decided against 
it.  Xander had enough problems he was dealing 
with.  Let the Slayer handle her boyfriend. 
 
Finn hadn’t seen him come, and didn’t see him slip 
away into the night, either.  Anyone that oblivious 
to their surroundings shouldn’t be patrolling at all, 
Spike thought to himself, heading for the magic 
shop to pick up Xander.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 



“They want me to go home with them,” Tara said 
quietly, her hands clenched, white-knuckled, in 
front of her. 
 
She’d gone out to dinner with her father last night, 
and today, meeting her as usual at the shop, it 
hadn’t been hard to see that she was more than a 
little upset about something.   
 
“Oh.”  Xander wasn’t sure what to say.  Tara did not 
sound happy about the idea.  “Where’s home?” 
 
“A little town in the hills a couple hours from here, 
you wouldn’t have heard of it.”  She seemed to 
huddle in on herself.  “I was never h-happy there 
after, after my mother died.” 
 
“How old were you?” he asked gently.   
 
“F-fifteen.  She w-was like me.  A witch.”  She 
looked at him nervously and he just nodded 
encouragingly.  “M-my f-f-father always t-t-told 
me…” she took a deep breath and steadied herself 
and when she spoke again, her voice was under 



control.  “My family told me I had demon blood and 
that, w-when I turned twenty the demon would 
show.  Everyone w-would be able to s-s-see it.” 
 
In the silence that followed, Xander could only think 
of one thing to say.  “I’m guessing that this is your 
twentieth birthday?”  
 
She nodded.  “I wrote to my dad last spring,” she 
told him.  “When the c-coven was here and they did 
the spells to track demon energy?”   
 
Xander nodded, remembering how they’d used the 
spells to confirm the location of the Initiative cells 
and how many demons were trapped in 
them.  “That’s when I realized that I wasn’t a 
demon.  Th-that m-m-my family had lied to me all 
my life.  Willow, a-and the rest of the coven were 
great.  It wasn’t so much anything they said, just 
knowing them…” she hesitated, like she was having 
trouble explaining what she meant but Xander 
suspected he knew anyway. 
 
“Maggie’s pretty amazing, isn’t she?” he said and 



Tara smiled at him.  “When I first met her, it was 
like I just trusted her immediately.  It’s impossible 
to think of her doing something deliberately cruel, 
or for the wrong reasons.” 
 
“Willow’s like that too.”  She flashed him an 
apologetic look.  “For me.  I-I-I mean, about trusting 
her.  I know s-she’s done some things in the past…” 
 
“It was a long time ago,” he told her.  “We’ve put it 
behind us and we’re friends again.” 
 
“I’m glad.  She’s really worked h-hard.  She’s good 
for me,” she told him shyly.  “W-we talk almost 
every day, and she’s so good about helping me, 
encouraging me.”  She hesitated and Xander 
wondered where this was going.  They’d gotten a 
bit far afield from her family wanting her to come 
home.  “She thinks I should stay in school, not go 
home.” 
 
“What do you want to do?” 
 
“I want to stay.”  Tara’s blonde hair fell forward 



over her face and all he could see was the top of her 
head with the crazy zig-zag part she often 
wore.  “But I’m scared.”  Her voice was so quiet he 
almost didn’t hear the last few words. 
 
“Of your family?” he asked, almost as quietly. 
 
She nodded.   
 
“Tara, they can’t force you to go with them.  You’re 
an adult and they don’t have any legal control over 
you.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Xander wished he knew what to do.  Whether or 
not Tara’s family had ever physically abused her, it 
was obvious they’d beaten her down 
emotionally.  No wonder she was so shy and 
reluctant to assert herself. 
 
He had a sudden inspiration.  “Tara, do you need 
someplace to stay for awhile?  Some place where 
your family can’t find you?”  Buffy had given him a 



key to their house, just in case.  They weren’t going 
to be back for two more days, it was perfect.   
 
“Oh, no,” Tara protested.  “Th-they aren’t…” 
 
What they weren’t, he didn’t learn, because the 
shop door opened at that moment.  Xander’s jaw 
tightened when he saw it was Tara’s father.  He 
entered, giving Xander a brief nod, then focusing on 
Tara. 
 
“Tara, it’s time.” 
 
Tara hunched her shoulders, just as her brother and 
a blonde woman Xander hadn’t seen before but 
who was obviously with the two men, entered the 
store. 
 
He stood up.  “Mr. Maclay, this isn’t a good 
time.  Tara and I are in the middle of a 
conversation.” 
 
“I’m afraid I’m going to have to interrupt.  Tara is 
coming with us.” 



 
Tara had risen to her feet as well and stood facing 
her family, white-faced but firm.  “No.” 
 
“Tara, we’ve talked about this.  What you are doing 
here,” he glanced around the shop with distaste “is 
just making things worse.” 
 
“How is working and helping a friend, making things 
worse?” Xander asked, when Tara flushed and 
looked down at the floor. 
 
“I don’t recall this being any of your business, young 
man,” Mr. Maclay said icily.  “We’re Tara’s family 
and we know what’s best for her.” 
 
“I’m not going,” Tara said again. 
 
“You’re going to do what’s right, Tara,” her father 
said sharply. 
 
Tara shook her head mutely and Xander stepped 
forward, casually putting himself between Tara and 
her family. 



 
“What’s right for Tara is staying here.  Now, this is a 
place of business and I’m asking you to leave.” 
 
Mr. Maclay didn’t move.  “Tara belongs with us,” he 
said stubbornly.  “We know how to control her... 
problem.” 
 
“And what problem would that be?” 
 
“There is evil inside of her,” Mr. Maclay said with 
conviction.  “Where do you think all this -” his 
gesture seemed to include everything in the magic 
shop - “comes from?” 
 
“You’re asking someone that who works here part 
time?” Xander began, only to be interrupted. 
 
“Bollocks.” 
 
Tara’s family swung around.  Spike leaned against 
the doorframe, white hair shining under the lights, 
wearing tight black jeans and t-shirt, with his 
favorite red silk shirt unbuttoned and hanging 



loosely over his lean frame.  His whole body 
radiated menace and Xander wondered enviously, 
not for the first time, how Spike was able to do that 
while leaning casually against something in what 
was a completely harmless pose when anyone else 
assumed it. 
 
“Glinda?” he asked with amused contempt.  “I know 
something about evil and she’s not evil.”   
 
Suppressing a grin, Xander thought the Maclays had 
gotten the message, loud and clear, that Spike knew 
a lot more than just ‘something’ about evil.  Tara’s 
head had snapped up and she was staring at Spike 
in surprise, apparently not having realized before 
now that Spike liked her.  Spike nodded to her, 
without taking his eyes off her father.     
 
“Problem, luv?” he purred, like he was just itching 
to solve the problem, violently.  Probably 
permanently. 
 
“No problem,” Xander told him cheerfully.  “The 
Maclay’s were just leaving.  Tara’s decided to stay in 



town.” 
 
Mr. Maclay gave him a frustrated glare but didn’t 
push it when Spike started growling, a barely 
audible sound whose menace was 
unmistakable.  Tara’s brother took one step in 
Tara’s direction before coming to his senses and 
snapping his mouth shut without saying anything. 
 
“Well,” the blonde woman said.  Xander assumed 
she was a relative of some kind, she had the same 
pinched, disapproving features as Mr. Maclay.  “I 
hope you’ll all be happy, living with her.” 
 
“Plan to be ecstatic,” Spike told her, giving her a 
feral grin.  “You’re welcome to stay,” he told 
her.  “Orgy’s open to all.” 
 
Her jaw dropped and she sputtered, seeming 
incapable of responding coherently to the 
invitation.  Xander hid a grin as she edged warily 
away from Spike, keeping Tara’s brother between 
her and Spike as she hurriedly left the shop. 
 



There was a moment’s silence after the door closed 
behind them.  Tara was the first to speak. 
 
“O-orgy?” she asked. 
 
“Just a thought,” Spike said airily. 
 
To Xander’s surprise, Tara giggled, causing Spike to 
lift an eyebrow at her in surprise and Xander to grin 
at her proudly - Spike respected people who 
laughed at him.  Well, some of them.  Anyone else 
tended to not survive the experience, but it looked 
like Tara was going to be one of the few who could 
get away with it. 
 
Before Spike could say anything to prove how 
serious he was - Tara was pretty new at this - 
Xander crossed the room and threw an arm around 
his waist.  “Perfect timing, luv,” he said, borrowing 
Spike’s usual endearment.  “Thanks.” 
 
“You and Glinda looked like you had things well in 
hand.” 
 



“Tara did,” he told Spike, smiling at Tara 
warmly.  “But you kept things from escalating, 
which is a good thing.” 
 
“Pity,” Spike said with genuine regret. 
 
Xander just grinned.  Trust Spike to regret having 
prevented a tense situation from escalating into a 
fight.  

 

Part Seventeen 

“So, even though Cordelia told us that only losers 
shopped on Rodeo Drive, we made her drive us 
down the street anyway, and guess what?”  Dawn 
looked around the group excitedly.  “We saw Lance 
Bass!” 
 
“Who?” 
 
Xander wasn’t sure if the blank question came from 
himself or Giles.  Sheepishly, he had to admit from 
Dawn’s glare and Giles’ amused look, that he was 



probably the culprit.  Although, if Giles knew the 
name, it had to be because he’d already heard this 
story. 
 
Enduring Dawn’s exasperated sigh for his complete 
ignorance and listening with half an ear to her 
explanation of just who the “incredibly cute” guy 
that apparently everyone on the planet but him had 
heard of, Xander suspected with an inward grin that 
Dawn thought he was letting the gay side down 
again.  Untroubled by her lecture, he looked around 
the room with a feeling of deep contentment. 
 
The Summers women had arrived back in Sunnydale 
early that afternoon and Spike and Xander had 
showed up at sunset, arms laden with boxes of 
Chinese take-out.  Giles, Tara, Riley and even Ethan 
had joined them for a quiet celebration in which so 
far everyone had behaved themselves and no one 
had mentioned hospitals, illness, or Hellmouthy 
activity.  Xander couldn’t think of any previous 
gathering he’d been to where all those subjects 
were off limits. 
 



Joyce wore a brightly patterned scarf that covered 
most of her hair, but otherwise looked completely 
normal, laughing with the rest of them at Buffy’s 
and Dawn’s description of the horror of Giles’ ideas 
of ways to amuse themselves in Los 
Angeles.  Apparently Giles had thought they should 
visit the museums in town, a suggestion that had 
been rejected emphatically with the scorn it 
deserved.   
 
Leaning back against Spike as they sat together on 
the couch, Xander smiled to himself, admiring the 
way that Joyce had effortlessly made everyone feel 
welcome and at ease, yet at the same time 
managed to have everyone on their best 
behavior.  Spike’s hands hadn’t strayed to naughty 
areas even once - the time they were briefly alone 
in the kitchen really didn’t count.  Tara was smiling 
and talking quietly with Giles, as relaxed and 
comfortable as Xander had ever seen her.  Ethan 
hadn’t cut loose with his trademark biting sarcasm, 
and if Riley and Spike were acting as if the other 
wasn’t in the room, at least they weren’t insulting 
or attacking each other.  Buffy looked relaxed and 



carefree, perched on the arm of Riley’s chair, 
feeding him bites with her chopsticks from the box 
of lo mein noodles she was hogging to herself. 
 
Xander caught Joyce’s eyes on him and smiled, 
digging his chopsticks in to his own container of 
Mongolian Beef, he mouthed ’welcome home’ 
across the room to her before popping the spicy 
meat into his mouth.     
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
 “Ok, Xander, what’s going on?” 
 
Yeah, he totally deserved the puzzled look Buffy 
was giving him.  He’d really thought he was ready to 
do this, god knows he’d practiced enough but, every 
time he opened his mouth, he completely lost his 
nerve.  If anything, Spike’s non-reaction to the news 
that Dawn wasn’t human had made it harder to tell 
Buffy.  Whatever else happened, he was positive it 
wasn’t going to be calm, almost bored acceptance. 
 
“There’s something I need to talk to you about,” he 



said finally.  He really needed to do this.  Buffy had 
been home for several days now and he was still 
trying to work up the nerve to broach the 
subject.  He’d gotten further today than before, 
asking her to talk to him in the back room of the 
magic shop. 
 
“Figured that,” she told him, smiling a little. 
 
“Do you remember the monk who told us about the 
Key?” he began.  Buffy nodded, looking a little 
surprised, obviously wondering why he was bringing 
up such old news.  “I didn’t tell you everything that 
happened.” 
 
Haltingly, he described again how badly injured the 
man had been, how much pain he was in as they 
fled the building, how the monk had fought for 
breath as he tried to speak, to convey the 
information he had been tortured for.  He tried to 
make his words as vivid as possible, trying to 
recreate the intensity of the moment - the intensity 
that had convinced Xander the monk was telling the 
truth.  Buffy listened silently, letting him get to the 



point in his own time. 
 
“He said they sent the Key to you, Buffy, knowing 
that, as the Slayer you were the best person to keep 
it safe.” 
 
“To me?” she interjected in surprise, interrupting 
him for the first time.  “I think I’d have noticed a 
glowing ball of energy if I’d been given one.” 
 
“It’s not that simple.” 
 
“Of course not,” she muttered sourly, and Xander 
couldn’t help giving her a flicker of a smile. 
 
“The monk said they disguised the Key and 
tampered with our memories so we wouldn’t notice 
it had just appeared.  So we’d remember it as 
having always been there.” 
 
“As what?” Buffy prompted when he faltered. 
 
“He said they made the Key… into a person.” 
 



Buffy looked not so much blank as completely 
uncomprehending.  “What?” 
 
Xander found himself quoting the monk’s words.  It 
wasn’t hard, they’d haunted him for days after the 
monk died.  “For centuries, it had no form.  Then 
the abomination came and the monks hid the 
key.  Gave it form.  Molded it into flesh.  Made it 
human, and sent it to the Slayer… in the form of a 
sister.” 
 
Buffy stared at him, mouth open in shock.  Slowly, 
she began shaking her head in denial.  “You’re 
lying.” 
 
Aching for her, for Dawn, Xander just shook his 
head. 
 
“You’re full of it, Xander!” Buffy jumped to her feet 
furiously.  “I’m not listening to this.” 
 
“Buffy, I’d give anything if it wasn’t true, but I 
believed him.” 
 



“What the hell is wrong with you?  This is DAWN 
you’re talking about.  I remember when my parents 
brought her home from the hospital, for god’s 
sake.  She’s my SISTER.” 
 
“The monks created our memories,” Xander 
repeated quietly.  Buffy was standing over him 
threateningly and he just looked at her with a 
calmness he wasn’t feeling.  “It doesn’t make her 
any less real.  She’s just… a little younger than we 
thought.” 
 
“I don’t know what the hell you’re trying to do, 
Xander Harris, but I’m not buying a word of 
this.  Tell me what’s really going on, right 
now.”  She glared at him furiously, fists clenched, 
her whole body shaking with the effort it was taking 
to keep from attacking him.  Xander made no move 
to defend himself, just continued to sit there, 
looking up at her. 
 
“Fine!  If that’s the kind of friend you are, then stay 
away from me.  Stay away from my whole 
family.  And if I hear you’ve said one word to Dawn 



about this bullshit, I’m going to forget that Slayers 
aren’t allowed to kill humans.” 
 
She spun around and almost ran for the back door, 
slamming it behind her with a crash that echoed in 
the empty room.  Xander sagged, feeling suddenly 
exhausted, wondering if it was possible for things to 
have gone worse.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike stepped into the magic shop, nodding briefly 
to Glinda behind the counter, his eyes scanning the 
room for Xander.  Rupert was helping a customer 
and there was no sign of his boy, though his scent 
lingered in the shop. 
 
“H-He’s in the back,” Tara said, her eyes 
worried.  “Buffy yelled at him and stormed out, but 
he said he was fine and asked us to leave him 
alone.  We haven’t heard from either of them 
since.” 
 
Spike’s jaw tightened.  Xander had insisted on 



talking to Buffy alone and look what it had gotten 
him.  He jerked his head in acknowledgement of her 
words.  “I’ll take care of it,” he said, striding rapidly 
across the store to the back room. 
 
He opened the door quietly.  Xander was sitting on 
the floor, crossed arms resting on his knees, face 
buried in his arms.  His whole posture spoke of 
unhappiness and defeat and Spike felt a shaft of 
pure anger go through him at the sight.  The Slayer 
had no right to treat his boy like that. 
 
“You alright, luv?” he asked quietly, closing the door 
firmly behind him and crossing the floor to crouch 
down in front of his Claimed. 
 
Xander raised his head and managed a crooked 
smile.  “I’m fine, Spike.  I should have expected 
this.  It took me a couple of days to believe, and I 
heard it first hand.” 
 
Spike snorted contemptuously.  “Way I see it, Slayer 
should trust her friends more.  Knows you love 
Dawn, doesn’t she?  Knows you’d never hurt 



her.  Makes you a much more believable source 
than some stranger who just happened to kick it in 
your arms.” 
 
“Maybe, but it’s a lot to swallow, Spike.  You know 
what they say about killing the messenger.  I just 
happened to be the messenger.” 
 
“Trust the Slayer to go for the cliché,” Spike 
growled.  “Never been the brightest bulb in the 
lamp.” 
 
Xander just shrugged, still looking miserable.  Spike 
narrowed his eyes suspiciously.  “What did she say 
to you?” 
 
“Nothing.”   
 
“Don’t lie, pet.  A lot more’s wrong than just the 
Slayer bein’ an idiot.” 
 
Xander looked at him with wounded eyes.  “She 
told me to stay away from Dawn and Joyce.  I never 
thought she’d react that badly, that she wouldn’t 



trust me any more.” 
 
Spike cursed to himself and pulled Xander roughly 
into his arms, rocking him comfortingly.  “Don’t fret, 
luv, she’ll come around.  Dawn and Joyce are your 
family, Slayer tried to keep you from seeing them 
before and they wouldn’t have any part of it.”  He 
smirked, remembering when Buffy had returned 
from her cowardly runaway after she killed Angelus 
to find that Xander and he were welcome guests in 
her home.  That had been a bit of good fun, 
watching Joyce give her daughter what for.  “She’ll 
come to her senses.  Or I’ll kill her,” he said matter-
of-factedly.   
 
“Great, that’ll help keep Dawn safe.”  But Spike felt 
Xander’s lips curl reluctantly against his skin as he 
said it. 
 
“Like she cares about her sister, not even listening 
to the person trying to help her get ready for what’s 
coming.  Bloody idiot.  Had no right to say that to 
you.” 
 



“I’m sorry.” 
 
Xander’s head jerked up and he looked around 
Spike to see Buffy standing in the doorway.  Spike 
had known she was there listening, but it was 
obvious that Xander hadn’t heard her come in.  
 
“Spike’s right.  I know you would never hurt Dawn, 
or me.  I had no right to say that to you.”  She 
stepped further into the room and Spike could smell 
the confusion and fear on her.  “I’ve been trying to 
convince myself that you were making this up but I 
haven’t been able to come up with even one good 
reason why you would.” 
 
“It’s a lot to accept,” Xander said, and Spike scowled 
at the forgiveness in his voice.  “I freaked out for 
days when I heard it.  What made me believe was 
that the monk died to protect the Key.  He used the 
last of his strength to tell me it was Dawn.  I just 
couldn’t convince myself he was lying, not when he 
paid such a high price.” 
 
Buffy nodded soberly.  “Part of me is completely 



wigged and wants to run home and throw Dawn out 
of the house.  But most of me just knows she’s my 
kid sister and I love her.” 
 
“Throw her out and I’ll come for you, Slayer,” Spike 
snarled, appalled she would even think about 
it.  “Who gives a fuck what she once was.  She’s 
human now and under our protection.”  He was 
started when Buffy smiled at him. 
 
“I can live with that.” 
 
~~~~~ 
 
They talked quietly for a long time, the three of 
them.  Buffy was in full Slayer mode, listening 
intently as she had both of them repeat everything 
they knew about the monk, the Key, and the demon 
woman.  Xander repeated his conversation with Mr. 
Okolo and Spike described his fight with the 
woman, his estimate of her strength and his 
assessment of her fighting skills.   
 
Buffy looked worried, almost frightened, when they 



finished.  She’d always protected and looked after 
Dawn, but learning she was the focus of at least two 
groups actively seeking to harm her was another 
thing entirely.   
 
“I need to take Dawn and mom out of town,” she 
announced.  “Like now.  Tonight.” 
 
“Don’t be stupid,” Spike began harshly but Xander 
clamped down warningly on his arm, cutting him 
off. 
 
“Buffy, you can’t.  Your mom needs to stay near her 
doctors and you don’t even know what you’re 
running from, or if they know that you have the 
Key.  If the Slayer suddenly leaves her post without 
any reason, it’ll be a big red flag to anyone 
searching for the Key.  You’re the most logical 
person to be protecting it and, if you leave, they’ll 
know you have to have the Key with you.  You’d 
never leave it behind for someone else to protect.   
 
“As long as you’re here, at home, they’re going to 
be looking for a thing - a mystical ball of 



energy.  Something the monks sent to you to 
hide.  And where better than the Hellmouth, with 
all that Hellmouthy energy floating around.  If you 
leave and don’t take anything but your family with 
you, they might put two and two together and 
come up with the right answer.  As long as you’re 
here, if you treat Dawn just the same as you always 
have, how would anyone ever guess she’s anything 
but your sister?” 
 
Buffy looked torn.  “I don’t know.”  She ran her 
hands through her hair impatiently.  “I need…” 
 
“Listen to him, Slayer.  Don’t do something without 
thinking, just for the sake of taking action.  If you 
run now, without any information, you might just 
run straight into their arms.” 
 
“Take at least a day or two to think about things,” 
Xander suggested quietly.  “You can’t make rational 
decisions in the state you’re in.”  He 
smiled.  “Believe me, I know.  Besides,” he added, 
trying to lighten things up a little.  “What do you 
think would happen if you went home and told your 



mom the three of you were leaving town tonight, 
no explanation?” 
 
“I’m pretty sure I’d still be explaining things two 
hours later,” Buffy admitted, her lips quirking in a 
tiny smile.  “Thank, you’re right.  Any decision I 
make right now is going to be out of panic and not 
sense.”  She looked at them both.  “Does anyone 
else know.” 
 
Xander shook his head.  “Just the three of us.  We 
figured, it was your right to decide.” 
 
Buffy nodded sharply.  “I’m not telling mom.  Not 
yet.  Not so soon after…”  She stopped without 
finishing, as if mentioning the surgery was still 
beyond her.  “I’ll have to decide about Giles.” 
 
Xander didn’t push but he thought she should tell 
Giles.  On the other hand, it had taken him days to 
decide to tell anyone at all, so he understood the 
need to process.   
 
“Should tell Bit,” Spike said flatly. 



 
“Dawn?  Yeah, right.  That’s the last thing she 
needs.” 
 
“Has a right to know what she is,” he insisted. 
 
“We don’t even know what she is yet.  I’m not going 
to tell her that she’s not real.  Not unless I have to.” 
 
“Be worse if she finds out on her own.” 
 
Xander nudged him, signaling him to let it go and 
Spike subsided unwillingly.  It could wait for 
now.  Dawn didn’t have to know yet.  Better if Joyce 
knew first, so Little Bit could go to her mum for 
comfort.  But he wasn’t going to let it go 
indefinitely.  He’d tell Dawn if no one else did. 
 
Not like it was that big a deal anyway. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Buffy was laughing as Xander entered the magic 
shop and he stopped in the doorway to watch for a 



moment.  It was the first time he’d seen her look 
relaxed since he’d told her about Dawn.  She was 
describing a vampire she’d staked on patrol last 
night to Tara, her eyes sparkling, gestures animated, 
as she told the story.  Tara looked like she was 
gamely trying to get into the spirit of the tale. 
 
“Seriously, Tara.  This guy had the worst hair I’ve 
ever seen.  It wasn’t so much dred locks as a dirty 
mop on his head.  And his smell…” 
 
Xander smiled at Tara sympathetically and left her 
to her fate, strolling over to join Giles at the round 
‘study’ table that had been piled with books all 
week as Giles continued to try and find something 
that would shed light on the identity of the “demon 
woman” as Buffy referred to her.  Xander was just 
glad that Buffy told him Giles really had taken the 
week off in Los Angeles, not opening anything more 
serious than a novel the entire week. 
 
“Still nothing?” Xander asked sympathetically. 
 
“I’m afraid not,” Giles told him. 



 
“Giles, I know you like to be prepared, and that’s 
good, but this time you’re trying to look up 
something we don't know the name of and know 
next to nothing about,” Xander pointed out.  “I’m 
just afraid you’re wasting your time.” 
 
“I confess I am rather out of ideas.”  He gestured 
wearily at the piles of books.  “I don’t think there is 
anything in any of these that is going to help us.” 
 
“Maybe she’s not in the books,” Tara said quietly 
from behind them. 
 
Giles looked up.  “What do you mean?” 
 
“I mean, what if she’s not a demon, or sorceress, or 
spirit, or whatever these books cover? What if she’s 
something else altogether?” 
 
“Something new, you mean?” Giles asked, looking 
intrigued. 
 
Tara shook her head.  “Something old.  So old it pre-



dates the written word.” 
 
“Giles, the Dagon sphere,” Buffy reminded him, 
having joined them at the table.  “You said that was 
created to repel -” 
 
“That which cannot be named,” Giles finished for 
her. 
 
Xander frowned.  “So, you’re saying that maybe she 
-” he stopped, not sure what he was trying to say. 
 
“Predates language itself?”  Giles filled in his half-
formed thought.  “If you’re right, Tara, then we’re 
blind.  There’s…, there’s no way we can determine 
her moves, her habits, where she’ll turn up 
next…  She could be anywhere.”  
 
The troubled silence went on for what felt like a 
long time, and Xander wished there was something 
he could say to make Giles feel better.  Giles had 
always relied on research to give him the answers 
he needed to protect Buffy.  Now he looked 
helpless and almost frightened at the thought that 



his Slayer might soon be facing an adversary that 
Giles couldn’t prepare her for.  
 
“What I want to know is why haven’t we heard from 
her?” Buffy asked.  “Most new big bads in town 
don’t lay low for this long.  It’s been - what?  Almost 
three weeks since she and Spike fought?” 
 
“If she’s as powerful as Spike says, I imagine it won’t 
be long before she makes herself known, one way 
or another,” Giles told her gloomily. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Ethan made a practice of sorting through the 
invoices kept neatly stacked under the cash 
register.  He liked to comment scathingly on the 
cost, worthlessness, etc. of the items sold in the 
shop that day.  Xander wasn’t sure exactly what 
that was about but he’d learned that Ethan always 
had a reason for the things he did - even if 
sometimes that reason was the pleasure of just 
being annoying.  Actually, now that he thought 
about it, Ethan was probably just confirming his low 



opinion of most of the Magic Box’s customers.  As 
an experienced warlock, Ethan had nothing but 
contempt for dabblers. 
 
Now, however, Ethan was staring at a particular 
invoice, a look of something like alarm on his 
face.  “Ripper, old man.  You may have a bit of a 
problem here.” 
 
“What is it now, Ethan?” Giles asked 
impatiently.  Ever since Buffy told him about Dawn, 
he’d been going through his books looking for 
information about the Key and checking out the 
entire list of possible Keys that Mr. Okolo had given 
them - all twenty-seven of them - afraid to just 
accept the assumption that the Key the Knights of 
Byzantium were looking for was the right one.  He’d 
taken the news with his usual unflappable calm - 
not quite Spike blasé, but close.  Xander was 
grateful that he’d continued to treat Dawn the 
same as always:  like his Slayer’s younger sister, not 
something Hellmouthy and weird.  He was 
embarrassed to admit that Giles had done better 
than he himself had when he first found out. 



 
“It appears that you sold someone a Khul's amulet 
and a Sobekian bloodstone.” 
 
“Yes.  Yes, I believe I did,” Giles answered 
distractedly.  “I’m rather busy, Ethan.  Can’t it 
wait?” 
 
“That depends.” 
 
“Depends?” Xander asked, looking up from his own 
dry tome and closing it with an emphatic 
thump.  He was pretty sure the Key of Mhynindok 
wasn’t their Key.  Not when it was described as a 
physical object used to open the treasure vaults of 
the Mhyrtoshiin Clan.  Apparently, it was spelled so 
that only members of the royal family could touch it 
without being killed, or “incinerated by the wrath of 
the gods” as the book put it. 
 
“On who he sold them to,” Ethan told him 
crisply.  “The two items together can create things 
that make Eyghon look like a Sunday school 
teacher.”  Giles flinched at the name and shot Ethan 



a harsh look.  Glancing between the two, Xander 
decided he was not going to ask about that 
particular reference.   
 
“Create?” Xander asked, not liking the sound of 
that. 
 
“The Sobekites were an ancient Egyptian cult, heavy 
into dark magic, Xander,” Giles explained.  “They 
were able to use Khul’s amulet as a 
transmogrification conduit.  However, there is no 
reason for concern.  The Sobekian 
transmogrification spells were lost thousands of 
years ago.  And they required someone with 
enormous power to successfully incant the spells.” 
 
“Enormous power such as might exist in, oh, say an 
unknown being of indeterminate, possibly ancient 
origins, able to kick a Master Vampire’s arse 
without breaking a sweat?” Ethan asked, raising a 
sardonic eyebrow. 
 
“Oh, dear lord.”  Giles rose to his feet abruptly.  “I 
sold them to a young woman.”  He looked 



horrified.   
 
“Give the man a kewpie doll.”  Ethan’s satisfaction 
at Giles finally getting his point seemed to greatly 
outweigh his concern that they’d just given the 
enemy of the week something that could -  
 
“So, what exactly can those things be used for?” 
Xander asked. 
 
“Transmogrification spells change a living thing into 
something else,” Ethan supplied.  “Think Bambi 
becoming Godzilla,” he added helpfully when 
Xander still looked blank. 
 
“There’s a wonderful image,” he muttered. 
 
“Thanks, I rather liked it myself.”   
 
Xander ignored him.  “Why would someone want to 
do that?” 
 
“For fun?” Ethan suggested. 
 



“Someone other than you,” Xander said pointedly. 
 
Giles made a helpless gesture.  “We need to know 
more about the Sobekian rites to answer that, I’m 
afraid.”   
 
Xander pushed his book aside, knowing they were 
going to have to shift focus.  “Where do we start?” 

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episodes ’No 
Place Like Home’ and ‘Shadow’  

 
 

Part Eighteen 

“Ok, so we know that the Temple of Sobek was big 
with the reptile worshiping, and their high priest 
was big with the mojo,” Buffy summed up after an 
hour’s intense research.  “He made an unbelievably 
ugly amulet,” she slapped her hand on the picture 
Giles had found in one of his books, “that could 
change things into other things, and the markings 
on the bloodstone Giles sold to the demon woman 
says it was designed to be used on a cobra.” 



 
Giles winced at the reminder of his mistake and 
Ethan glared at Buffy for her lack of tact - which was 
good, since Ethan didn’t know the meaning of the 
word. 
 
Giles had described the customer to them and it 
was either the demon lady or her twin 
sister.  Personally, he couldn't help thinking that 
Giles really should have a least questioned what he 
was selling to a woman with long, curly dark blond 
hair and a tight fitting silk dress - it wasn’t like they 
hadn’t described her to Giles half a dozen times, 
and how many people dressed like that outside of 
Hollywood anyway?  But, despite how smart he 
was, Giles could sometimes be fairly oblivious to a 
lot of normal human interaction and he’d obviously 
seen the woman only as a customer, not someone 
he needed to actually look at and form an 
impression of.  If she had had any obvious demon 
characteristics, Giles would have immediately 
shifted into Watcher mode and not only would have 
noticed every detail about her, but he would have 
paid attention to what she was buying.   



 
Which was stupid.  And kind of prejudiced.  The 
Mayor hadn’t looked like anything other than a 
human, and neither did Mr. Olsen except when he 
deliberately did the sparkly eyes thing, and Clem, 
the big demon Spike sometimes played poker with, 
was about as demony-looking as you could get, 
what with the ears and the hanging folds of skin and 
all, and he was just about the most harmless being 
Xander had ever met. 
 
But Giles was obviously mortified about what had 
happened and he just didn’t have the heart to rag 
on him about it. 
 
“We’re no closer to knowing what the hell she’s up 
to,” Buffy continued, “but I do know there’s only 
one place in Sunnydale where you can get a 
cobra.  You know, between the hyenas and this, 
they really should close that damn zoo down.” 
 
“Hyenas?” Ethan asked, looking amused by Buffy’s 
condemnation. 
 



“The Masai Primals.  Four students were 
accidentally possessed by hyena spirits when they 
interrupted the ritual,” Giles explained crisply.   
 
“Don’t forget:  Principal eaten,” Buffy added, 
making a face. 
 
“Lovely,” Ethan commented, not looking any less 
amused. 
 
“Is that how Principal Flutie got killed?” Xander 
asked, appalled.  “I mean, I didn’t believe the wild 
dogs story but I guess I always assumed…”  He 
stopped.  “Sorry, I know it’s old news to you 
guys.  Never mind.  Back to the zoo.”  He made a 
rolling gesture with his hands, signaling Buffy to go 
on with her plan. 
 
Unfortunately, that appeared to be all of it.  “I’ll 
check out the Reptile House and wait for the demon 
woman to show.”  She got to her feet. 
 
“That’s it?”  Xander asked in disbelief. 
 



“What?  I’m going.” 
 
“Yes, because getting your arse kicked is likely to be 
so helpful.”  Xander was glad Ethan had said that, 
not him, because it meant that Ethan got the full 
benefit of the insulted-Slayer glare Buffy was gifting 
him with.  He interrupted before it turned into a 
slanging match. 
 
“Buffy, can you throw Spike 50 feet across a room?” 
he asked quietly.  “This woman can.  I saw her do 
it.  This isn’t a one-on-one kind of thing.  You need 
to take back-up.” 
 
“And weapons,” Spike said from the doorway. 
 
Everyone swiveled around to face him and Spike 
strolled towards them with his predator’s 
gait.  “Take it you’ve found out where the demon 
bint is going to be?” he asked. 
 
“She is probably going to the zoo.  Tonight after it 
closes, I would imagine, given that she’s been 
keeping a low profile so far,” Giles said.  “We 



believe she intends to transform a cobra into 
something else - something far more dangerous.” 
 
“Well, let’s stop her then.  Nasty things, 
snakes.  Can’t have them running around loose.” 
 
Buffy’s jaw dropped for a second, then she shook 
her head as if dispelling the image of an 
enthusiastically helpful Spike as a figment of her 
imagination.  Xander just grinned.  Spike didn’t give 
a damn about the snake, he just wanted another 
crack at the woman. 
 
“So, weapons all around?” he asked, blithely 
ignoring Spike’s instant scowl and Buffy’s dubious 
look.  “What?” he asked, spreading his hands 
innocently.  “The woman’s all yours.  I’m just going 
for the snake.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
In the end, five of them went.  Xander, Spike and 
Buffy had selected weapons from Giles’ collection in 
the back room, Xander choosing  a plain, solid axe 



more suited for wood chopping than the battle axes 
that Spike and Buffy had selected.   
 
Giles had quietly announced that he was coming 
with them, insisting he was the most likely to be 
able to deal with the transmogrification spell.  Tara 
offered to go to, looking willing but quietly terrified, 
but Giles had gently pointed out that, while she was 
infinitely better at magic than he was, he was 
proficient with a sword and she wasn’t.  He’d taken 
one of the swords down from the wall and 
flourished expertly as he spoke, illustrating his 
point.  Tara looked relieved and told them she 
would stay at the shop and continue researching, 
looking for clues about what a transmogrified cobra 
could be used for. 
 
Ethan had obviously had no intention of going until 
he saw Giles arming himself.  He made a number of 
cutting remarks about substandard slayers and old 
men who didn’t have enough sense to leave fighting 
to the super powered - remarks which Giles ignored 
completely - before stalking over to the weapons 
chest and pulling out a crossbow.   



 
He straightened up, meeting Giles’ astonished stare 
with a sneer.  “What?  I’m twenty times more 
experienced with dark magic than you are, Ripper.” 
 
“Thought fighting wasn’t your thing,” Spike 
commented idly, testing the balance of the large, 
double-bladed axe he’d chosen. 
 
“Doesn’t mean I can’t do it,” Ethan retorted.  He 
loaded the crossbow with the ease of long practice 
and took aim briefly at the target on the far wall, 
firing the weapon.  “Hmmm,” he said judiciously 
when the bolt landed off-center in the target.  “Pulls 
a little to the right.  I’ll have to compensate.” 
 
They piled into Giles’ convertible for the drive to the 
zoo.  Squashed into the backseat with Buffy and 
Spike, Xander found himself wishing Giles hadn’t 
had a mid-life yen for something sporty.  His old car 
had been hopelessly slow and frumpy, but at least 
the back seat had held three comfortably. 
 
They were making an awful lot of assumptions 



about this, he thought worriedly.  That the zoo was 
the only place you could get a cobra, that the 
woman would be alone, that she would want to do 
the ritual as soon as she could.  On the other hand, 
if she wasn’t there, Xander was quite prepared to 
kill every cobra at the zoo to prevent them from 
being used in the ritual.   
 
Not that the woman couldn’t find a cobra 
somewhere else, but he’d rather fight her without 
the distraction of a snake - big or small. 
 
~~~~~~ 
 
Rupert stopped the car outside the gates of the zoo 
and Spike vaulted out of the cramped 
interior.  Leaving the others to sort themselves out, 
he inspected the locked gates.  At only six feet, he 
and the Slayer could have jumped them easily but 
the other three would have a bit of 
trouble.  Fortunately, there was a human door set 
inconspicuously in the wall and it was child’s play to 
kick that in. 
 



He stepped through the opening, ignoring Buffy’s 
hissed warning to keep quiet, and looked 
around.  “Which way?” he asked. 
 
“I’m guessing the little picture of the snake is the 
right way,” Xander told him, lips twitching with 
barely suppressed laughter, gesturing towards a 
signpost with multiple arrows pointing in all 
directions.  The arrow with the picture of the snake 
was helpfully labeled “Reptile House”.   
 
Spike gave Xander an affronted glare.  “Hey, not like 
I been to a kiddies zoo before.  Didn’t know they 
came with bloody signs for the break-and-enter 
crowd.” 
 
“And you call yourself a professional.”  Xander 
ducked, laughing, as Spike took a mock swipe at 
him.   
 
“If you two are finished,” Rupert said mildly, 
heading down the narrow paved walkway in the 
direction the arrow pointed. 
 



The zoo was quiet, the animals asleep in their 
barns.  If there was any security, they were either 
on a coffee break or in another part of the zoo.  It 
was only a short walk of a 100 yards or so to the 
reptile building, but Spike found himself on 
edge.  There was something in the air, something 
that sent a prickle of warning through him.   
 
Rupert was looking around uneasily as if he felt the 
strangeness in the air as well, but it was the Chaos 
Mage who stopped suddenly, his head lifting like a 
hound catching a scent, then cursed vehemently. 
 
“She’s here,” he said.  “She’s started the ritual 
already.”   
 
Now that the Chaos mage had pointed it out, Spike 
could feel it too.  There was power building in the 
air, like a storm moving in.  Ancient forces being re-
awoken for the first time in millennia and filling the 
night with the crackle of power.  
 
“Right, that bloody tears it,” Spike swore.  He 
listened, stretching out his senses, and heard two 



voices, a male chanting something in an unfamiliar 
language and the demon bint reciting an 
incantation - surprisingly, in English.  “There’s at 
least two of them inside,” he told the others. 
 
“Rayne,” he ordered sharply.  “You’ve got the only 
long distance weapon.  The second we’re inside, 
you shoot the bitch.   Whatever happens with your 
shot, reload immediately and go for the male who’s 
chanting.”  Xander made a gesture of almost-
protest but subsided immediately when Spike shot 
him an implacable look.  “Slayer and I will handle 
the woman.  You lot take care of anyone 
else.  Clear?”  He glanced Xander, relieved to see 
him nod agreement.  Given the way the bint had 
tossed him around last time, he hated having 
Xander anywhere near her, but at least Xander 
wouldn’t try and go for her directly.   
 
“Right.  Let’s go.” 
 
The Slayer was already reaching for the door, 
jerking it open and the rest of them streamed into 
the dimly lit building at her heels. 



 
Once inside, they found themselves in a narrow, 
curving hallway, designed to look like a natural 
tunnel.  They ran together around the corner, the 
two voices growing louder until the tunnel unfolded 
into a large open space, the walls pierced by glass-
fronted cages.   
 
The demon woman was standing over a large urn, 
holding something in both hands as she spoke the 
invocation.  Facing her was a smaller figure in a 
brown robe, this one obviously a demon, with 
scabby, diseased looking skin and swept-back, 
pointed ears visible through long, greasy locks of 
hair. 
 
Spike took it in with a glance as the group spread 
out, the Chaos Mage shifting to one side to get a 
clear shot.  They were ignored as completely as if 
they weren’t there and Rayne set himself and fired 
the crossbow, the sound of the string’s release 
completely drowned out by the woman’s raised 
voice. 
 



“…that it may be reborn ... that it may serve …” 
 
The bolt landed dead center, tearing a small hole in 
the woman’s leather dress before bouncing off, not 
leaving so much as a scratch.  She broke of her 
chanting and looked down at the hole in her dress 
with annoyance.  “Hey!  I’m in the middle of 
something here,” she snapped.  It was bloody 
annoying how little concern she showed for their 
sudden armed presence.  From her lack of reaction, 
she might have been a hostess facing uninvited 
guests at a cocktail party - a minor irritation at 
most.   
 
Ethan quickly reloaded, turning to fire at the 
minion, who yelped in fear and flung himself to one 
side, as Spike and Buffy charged the demon 
woman., the Slayer slightly in the lead.  She grabbed 
the woman’s arm, jerking her around so they were 
face to face,  aiming a punch at the other woman’s 
face, acting like she didn’t have a perfectly good axe 
in her hand.   
 
It was exactly how Spike had figured she’d play 



it.  The Slayer had too much human in her and 
hadn’t been up against the woman before.  Facing 
someone who looked completely human and 
weaponless, she lost her ruthless edge and went for 
the hurt rather than the kill. 
 
Fortunately, Spike had no such scruples.  As he’d 
planned, he was half a step behind the Slayer and 
slightly to one side, his own axe sweeping around 
with deadly force as the woman staggered back one 
step under the force of the Slayer’s punch and 
dropped the amulet she’d been holding.  The 
weapon caught her square in the back and Spike 
almost lost his grip on the handle as the lethally 
sharp blade acted like a blunt instrument instead, 
bouncing back from the woman and doing no more 
damage than creating a second tear in her dress. 
 
Spike cursed and swung again.  The damn woman 
might be invulnerable to cutting weapons, but the 
force of his blow sent her staggering forward and 
for a moment, he and Buffy had a merry old time of 
it, bouncing the woman back and forth between 
them, the Slayer kicking and punching, too close in 



to use her weapon, and Spike swinging his axe like a 
club as the woman bitched and complained. 
 
“No fair!  Attacking when I wasn’t even 
looking!  Ow!”   
 
Spike grinned at the pained exclamation - at least 
they were finally hurting her a little.  Buffy dropped 
her axe and grabbed the woman by the hair, 
slaming her head repeatedly into the concrete wall 
while he continued to batter at her with the axe. 
 
It was too good to last.   
 
“This is no good,” the woman exclaimed.  “I’m out 
of the moment.”  She shrugged them off as if they 
were nothing and suddenly grabbed Buffy by the 
arms.  Ignoring Spike entirely, she threw the Slayer 
across the room, sending her slamming into the wall 
with a force that cracked the concrete.  Sparing her 
a quick glance, Spike saw her crouched by the wall, 
frozen, dazed realization in her eyes.  The same 
look, he suspected that he’d had when he first felt 
this woman’s strength.  



 
He snapped his attention back to the fight a fraction 
of a second too late.  The woman had spun around 
to face him, and she jerked the axe out of his hands, 
throwing it carelessly away.  Spike heard glass break 
as the axe hit one of the many display windows. 
 
“Dreg!  I’m not hearing chanting!” she snapped to 
her minion as she dodged the blow Spike threw at 
her, letting it sweep harmlessly past.  She was faster 
than he remembered, grabbing him before he could 
recover and tossing him across the room as easily as 
she had the axe.  He tried to curl but the wall came 
up too fast and he impacted with stunning force, his 
head slamming back into the concrete. 
 
~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander hadn’t expected Ethan’s crossbow to save 
the day, but he hadn’t expected it to have 
absolutely no effect either.  His second bolt found a 
more vulnerable target as the hobbit-y looking guy 
in the brown robe yelped and dived for cover just in 
time, Ethan’s bolt hissing through the air where 



he’d been standing a second earlier. 
 
Spike and Buffy charged the woman with weapons 
swinging and Ethan dropped the crossbow and 
threw himself forward, snapping:  “Ripper, the 
scroll!” 
 
Giles lunged after the little guy and Xander dragged 
his eyes away from the beginnings of a ludicrous 
chase in the dimly lit space, as the hobbit scrambled 
away, clinging desperately to the scrap of 
parchment, and Giles and Ethan spread out to 
corner them. 
 
There was a large urn in the center of the room.  A 
quick glance around showed that one of the display 
cases had had its glass broken out.  No prizes for 
guessing which inhabitant was probably in the 
urn.  There was nothing else in the space that 
looked even vaguely mystical  
 
He winced as he heard Buffy slam into the wall and 
drop to the ground but forced himself to 
concentrate on his own job.  Setting himself, he 



swung hard and smashed the butt end of his axe 
into the urn.  The thick clay wasn’t pulverized as 
he’d expected, instead, the urn cracked badly but 
held its shape.  He lifted his axe for another blow 
and brought it swinging around almost at floor 
level. 
 
This time, the heavy clay exploded into fragments, 
shards flying everywhere as he ducked instinctively 
and threw one arm up to cover his eyes. 
 
“Hey!  You!”   
 
He lifted his head and straightened, fear slicing 
through him as he realized that Spike was 
down.  Buffy was dragging herself to her feet, 
looking dazed but the woman was ignoring both of 
them as she stared at Xander.  “You’re the one who 
stole my monk.” 
 
“Yeah, sorry about that, but you were kind of 
torturing him,” he answered.  Her hands were 
empty and his eyes swept the floor.  He spotted the 
large green and gold amulet that Giles had shown 



them sketches of a few feet away.  In the same 
moment, he saw the cobra, looking distinctly 
cranky, twisting and writhing in the flat clay bottom, 
rimmed with jagged shards, that was all that 
remained of the urn. 
 
“What’s your point?” she said impatiently. 
 
“My point,” Xander shifted his grip on the ax and 
brought the sharp edge down on the cobra, slicing 
deeply into the coils, “is that torturing is bad.”  The 
cobra reared upwards at the blade bit into it, then 
the head flopped forward, twitching onto the 
floor.   
 
“Hey!”  
 
Another swing and the blade buried itself in the 
head, cutting it in two and Xander was pretty sure 
this cobra wasn’t going to be able to be used in any 
more rituals. 
 
For the first time, the woman looked angry and 
Xander fell back nervously as she advanced on 



him.  “You little weasel, do you have any idea who I 
am?”  She stalked towards him, skirting the mess of 
bloody snake and clay fragments, bizarrely terrifying 
in her tight leather dress and high heeled shoes.  
 
“Umm, no,” he admitted, backing away, his hands 
clinging tightly to his axe.  Given that weapons 
hadn’t done Spike and Buffy any good, he had 
serious doubts that his was going to help him at 
all.  He circled away from her as he moved, 
throwing a quick glance to the side, trying to keep 
the remnants of the urn between them.   
 
“Xander!” 
 
Buffy slammed into the woman from the side, 
knocking her away from Xander and he let out a 
shaky breath, tightening his grip on the axe, trying 
to keep his hands from shaking as he brought the 
butt end crashing down on the amulet, smashing it 
beyond repair, crushing the jewel and crumpling 
and twisting the metal. 
 
Hard hands grabbed him and spun him around and 



he lifted the axe instinctively, then froze as he 
found himself staring into Spike’s gold eyes.  
 
“Get out of here.  Now!  The Slayer and I’ll cover 
you,” Spike ordered, and pushed him towards the 
exit, eyes already turning back towards the 
woman.   
 
He hated it, but Spike was right.  It was long past 
time to retreat.  “Two minutes, Spike, then follow 
us out.” 
 
~~~~~~~ 
 
It was inevitable, of course, that Xander would wait 
for the Watcher and his boyfriend, who, Spike saw 
with disbelief, were dragging the woman’s minion 
out of the room between them. 
 
“Glory!” the minion called desperately, struggling 
futilely against the strong arms holding him 
immobile. 
 
“Hey!  That’s mine!”  The woman flung Buffy to one 



side with careless ease and stalked after the 
retreating figures.  Spike swore, launching himself 
across the room at her, slamming into her with 
bruising force, knocking her off her feet and sending 
them both to the ground. 
 
She rolled to her feet almost as rapidly as Spike did 
and glared at him.  “Who are you people?  Nobody 
takes my things and gets away with it.  First my 
monk, now my minion.  Interrupt my ritual, kill my 
snake - do you have any idea how hard it’s going to 
be to find another amulet?” 
 
“Not a clue,” Spike answered truthfully, even as he 
spun and kicked, staggering her back a step.  He 
kicked at her again but she grabbed him and tossed 
him across the room again, sending him smashing 
into the wall.  He staggered back to his feet, just in 
time to see her dislocate the Slayer’s shoulder with 
one clean jerk. 
 
Buffy let out a sobbing breath, crumpling to her 
knees and Spike pushed forward off the wall, 
throwing himself at the woman and knocking her 



away from the Slayer.  The woman grabbed his 
arms and, for the third time that night, Spike found 
himself flying through the air.  He hit glass this time, 
crashing through one of the display cases, to land in 
a tangle of branches and lizards.   
 
Ignoring the pain, he rolled out of the case, 
dropping back to the floor, and had to brace himself 
against the wall for a moment as his legs crumbled 
beneath him.  Two minutes had to have gone by.  It 
was time to go. 
 
“Slayer!” he snapped and saw Buffy’s head turn 
towards him.  “We’re leaving.” 
 
She nodded and Spike saw his own knowledge in 
her eyes that they were outmatched and needed to 
get out before the woman killed them.  The woman 
grabbed Buffy and spun her around. 
 
“The Slayer?  I’m fighting a Vampire Slayer?”  A 
pained expression crossed the woman’s face that 
had nothing to do with the fight.  “How 
unbelievably common.”  She backhanded Buffy, the 



casual blow sending her sailing across the room to 
land with a choked cry of pain. 
 
“I just want you to know…” the woman said 
conversationally, walking over and staring down at 
her.  “So not impressed.”  She illustrated her point 
by yanking Buffy up off the ground and hurling her 
across the room again.  She landed hard, and 
crumpled to the ground, lying motionless. 
 
Spike cursed and forced his legs to obey him, taking 
two running steps and jumping up, grabbing an 
overhead pipe and swinging his legs up to slam both 
booted feet into the woman’s back, sending her 
staggering forward, away from Buffy. 
 
Spike dropped to the ground and yanking Buffy up 
by her good arm, half carrying, half dragging her 
toward the exit.   
 
“What is with you two?” the woman said.  “A 
vampire and a Slayer working together?  Don’t the 
rules mean anything to you?” 
 



Over the woman’s comments, Spike heard the 
unexpected and welcome blare of a car horn and bit 
back a sound that would be all too close to a sob of 
relief.  The Slayer was shaking it off and beginning 
to move forward under her own power, cradling her 
right arm that hung limply from the dislocated 
shoulder as she half-staggered, half-ran for the exit. 
 
~~~~~~~~ 
 
Giles and Ethan seemed to have things well in hand 
and Xander looked back as they turned the corner 
of the hall, seeing Spike tackle the woman and Buffy 
scrambling back to her feet.  He dodged around 
Giles and ran to the doors, holding them open as 
the other two men hustled their struggling burden 
through them.  
 
“Why are we taking him?” 
 
“Information,” Giles told him tersely, freeing one 
hand momentarily to fish inside his pocket.  He 
tossed his keys to Xander.  “Get the trunk open and 
start the engine.” 



 
“Right.”  Xander ran down the path, heading for the 
main gate.  He had the trunk open and the engine 
started just as Giles and Ethan manhandled the 
minion through the gate.  They tossed him 
unceremoniously in the trunk and slammed the lid. 
 
“Get in!” he yelled at them, adrenaline flooding his 
system. 
 
Ethan and Giles jumped into the car and Xander 
floored it, the tires squealing as he took off in a long 
sweeping curve. 
 
“What the hell…!” Ethan yelped as he was thrown 
sideways as Xander cut back sharply towards the 
gate. 
 
“Hang on!”  Xander put his foot down and aimed for 
the center of the gate where the two halves met.   
 
“Bloody hell!” 
 
There was an indescribable sound as metal smashed 



into metal, the gates giving way under the impact of 
the speeding car.  Xander fought for control as the 
car fishtailed, then drove recklessly down the 
pedestrian walkway towards the Reptile House, 
branches scraping both sides of the car on the 
narrow path. 
 
Ethan was shouting something but Xander ignored 
him, braking hard and jerking on the wheel to bring 
the car spinning to a halt, tail end to the Reptile 
House.  He leaned on the horn, the sound cutting 
sharply through the night air.   
 
“Spike!  Get out here!” he yelled as loudly as he 
could and punched the horn again.  “Spike!” 
 
The doors slammed open and Spike and Buffy 
lurched through them, both limping heavily but 
moving fast despite their injuries.  They vaulted 
over the sides of the car into the back seat, Buffy 
scrambling ungracefully, one arm obviously out of 
commission, Spike moving like he was unsure of his 
legs, both indifferent to how they squashed Ethan 
between them as they landed. 



 
“GO!”  Buffy yelled, twisting around to stare behind 
them at the entrance to the Reptile House.   
 
Xander already had the accelerator mashed to the 
floorboards, heading back down the path to the 
gate.  He caught a glimpse of blonde hair outlined in 
the doorway before the path curved and they were 
gone, speeding away through the broken gates and 
into the quiet night outside the zoo’s walls.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
‘Shadow’  

 

Part Nineteen 

“Where are you going?  The Magic Shop’s the other 
way.” 
 
Once he was convinced they weren’t being 
followed, Xander had stopped driving like a crazy 
person and slowed to normal speeds, but his turn 
away from the business district had obviously 
caught Giles off guard. 



 
“Between the evil hobbit in the trunk and the fact 
that the woman probably recognized you from her 
shopping trip this afternoon, I’m voting no on the 
magic shop, maybe for the foreseeable future,” 
Xander told him.  “Any suggestions?”  He looked 
automatically in the rear view miror and cursed 
when he saw nothing in Spike’s part of the 
seat.  “Spike?  Are you ok?” 
 
“Fine, luv.”   
 
Xander twisted partially around, trying to see 
behind him, not liking the pain threaded through 
Spike’s voice.  Giles grabbed the wheel when the car 
swerved.  “Xander, pay attention.” 
 
Reluctantly he pulled his attention back to the road 
and inspiration struck.  “The mansion.  We can hole 
up there for awhile.”  Before anyone had time to 
respond - either to agree or offer another 
suggestion, he had a sudden horrified thought and 
began frantically digging in his pocket for his cell 
phone.   



 
“Tara!” he exclaimed.  “She’s still at the shop.”  He 
hauled the phone out and flipped it open, trying to 
remember what the number was.   
 
“Allow me.”  Giles tweaked the phone out of his 
hand and dialed quickly.  “Tara?  I need you to leave 
the shop immediately.  Drop anything you’re doing 
and walk away.  Yes, right now.  We’ve stirred up a 
bit of a hornet’s nest and the demon woman may 
come to the shop looking for us.” 
 
He listened for a moment, then snapped the phone 
closed.  “She’s leaving and will go back to the dorms 
and not leave her room tonight,” he 
reported.  “She’ll call as soon as she’s there.” 
 
Xander heaved a sigh of relief and concentrated on 
driving like a little old lady.  Between the kidnap 
victim in the trunk and the weapons littering the 
passenger compartment, this was not a good time 
to get pulled over. 
 
“Why is there an evil hobbit in the trunk?” Buffy 



asked after a moment.  Like Spike, it was obvious 
from her tone that she was hurting and a quick 
glance in the rear view mirror showed she was 
holding one arm against the other, and her face was 
drawn tight with pain. 
 
“Spot of question and answer would be my guess,” 
Spike told her.  The anticipation in his tone was not 
a whole lot more reassuring than the pain had 
been. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The neighborhood was quiet as they pulled into the 
driveway at the mansion.  Televisions sounded 
faintly in the closest houses and a dog was barking 
down the road, but the mansion was deserted and 
Spike climbed slowly out of the car, feeling like a 
tired human.  It was not a sensation he enjoyed, or 
had experienced often in the last century.  He didn’t 
have any injuries to speak of this time, but his 
whole body was stiff and sore in a way that just 
didn’t happen to vampires.  Pain throbbed through 
him, seemingly everywhere at once, and it was 



difficult to hide that fact from Xander’s worried 
eyes. 
 
The Slayer was moving even more slowly than he 
was, struggling to get out of the car without jarring 
her bad arm.  Her ragged breathing audible, at least 
to vampire ears. 
 
“Buffy, we need to get you to a hospital,” Giles said 
anxiously.   
 
I don’t think we can risk that right now.”  She 
winced as she maneuvered her way out of the back 
seat, face white with pain, cradling her dislocated 
arm to keep it from moving.  Straightening up 
painfully, she looked at Spike.  “Can you give me a 
hand?” 
 
His eyebrows shot up, surprised, then he 
shrugged.  “Got more experience with breakin’ than 
fixin’ but I’ll give it a go.” 
 
He’d pulled enough limbs out of joint in his unlife to 
have a fair understanding of the muscles and 



tendons involved and was very familiar with the 
pain it caused.  Some vampires did it for fun with 
captives, like human children pulling the wings off 
flies.  It was an injury that caused a satisfying 
amount of pain and screaming, without wasting 
blood better used for feeding. 
 
Putting one hand flat against Buffy’s side, he took 
hold of her arm with his other hand, and gently 
began first straightening it to line it up with the 
joint, then pulling with slow steady force.  He 
concentrated on what her body was telling, trying 
to feel what was happening inside it as he 
worked.  Finally, after long moments in which he 
could sense the muscles stretching to the brink of 
tearing and feel Buffy fighting the pain and the urge 
to struggle against him, the ball joint shifted and 
settled, moving back into the socket where it 
sweetly settled back into where it belong.   
 
Buffy was breathing harshly by the time he was 
done, but relaxed almost immediately afterwards, 
gingerly testing her arm.  “Thanks,” she said briefly 
and gave him a wan smile.  “Not my best night.” 



 
“Had better ones myself,” he admitted.  He looked 
around and saw that the others hadn’t moved, the 
Watcher looking as if he’d only barely held himself 
back from interfering.  Buffy gave them all a 
reassuring smile. 
 
“I’m good, guys.”  She tapped lightly on the 
trunk.  “Shall we unload this guy?” 
 
“Let him wait,” Rupert said calmly.  “Let’s go inside 
and check you two out.”  He held up a hand to stay 
her automatic protests.  “I’m sure you are fine, but I 
would like to see for myself.  And a bit of thinking 
before we question him might not be amiss.  I’m 
sure he’ll stay put for a few minutes.” 
 
Given that the little scabby minion wasn’t even 
pounding on the trunk lid, demanding to be let out, 
Spike figured he had a point.  The minion was either 
thoroughly cowed or unconscious, in either case, 
not likely to cause trouble while they went inside 
and heated up some blood.   
 



~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander pulled three bags of blood out of the freezer 
and put them in the microwave.  While they were 
heating, he pulled out an ice cube tray and shook 
the cubes into a plastic bag.  Handing it to Buffy, he 
apologized:  “Sorry, this is the best I can do.”  He 
supposed they really should keep some human 
medical supplies as well as vampire at the mansion, 
but this was where Spike came to heal, not himself, 
so it hadn’t been necessary until now. 
 
Everyone but Giles settled onto the counter stools 
and Xander handed Spike a mug of heated 
blood.  “You ok?” he asked quietly, for Spike’s ears 
only. 
 
“Bit sore, nothing broken,” he answered, which was 
true, but only just.  Being slammed repeatedly into 
walls ordinarily wasn’t a problem for him - mostly 
because it didn’t happen very frequently - but the 
demon woman, for all her lack of skill, had a level of 
strength he just wasn’t used to dealing with. 
 



“Buffy, are you alright?” Giles asked again, hovering 
over her uncertainly. 
 
“Not going dancing anytime soon, but I’m of the 
good, now that my arm is back in place,” she said 
reassuringly.  Her color did look better as she sat 
there with the makeshift ice bag pressed to her 
shoulder.  She was moving her arm only gingerly, 
but at least it no longer hurt her the way it had and 
she was able to move it.  She looked at Spike.  “You 
weren’t kidding about how strong she is.” 
 
“Think she’s getting stronger,” Spike told her 
flatly.  “Last time, she didn’t shrug things off quite 
so easily.  Took her down once or twice.  Tonight…,” 
he drained the mug and set it down on the 
counter.  Xander quietly took it from him and 
refilled it.  “She just seemed a little stronger.” 
 
“I don’t like the implications of that,” Giles 
admitted.  “If her strength is growing…” his voice 
trailed off.  “I think perhaps it’s time to ask the 
fellow in my trunk a few questions.” 
 



Spike perked up.  He drained his second mug and 
absently handed it to Xander.  “Good thinking, 
Rupert.  A round or two of kick the minion is always 
a good time.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike cocked his head curiously as Rupert and the 
Chaos Mage brought the minion in.  The fleeting 
glimpse he’d caught of the thing at the zoo had left 
him with the impression that the demon was short, 
but now he saw that wasn’t actually true.  The 
stocky build made the demon seem much shorter 
than he actually was, but he was certainly taller 
than the Slayer.  Nearly Spike’s height and obviously 
not very strong, the two humans dragged him in 
without much difficulty and forced him into a chair, 
tying him up with a length of rope Xander had 
produced from somewhere.   
 
Buffy set down the ice bag and joined him in 
studying the minion, her nose wrinkling as she took 
in the greasy hair, the scabby skin and the generally 
unkempt air.  “Not much to look at, is he?” 



 
“I imagine he thinks much the same of you,” Ethan 
observed.  “However, perhaps we should ask him 
about his associate.” 
 
The demon glared at him, seeming outraged by the 
remark.  “I am merely a humble postulant to the 
glorious one.  How dare you insult her by calling me 
her associate.” 
 
“Tell us about your boss, then,” Xander suggested. 
 
That just incited a haughty stare.  “You will let me 
go if you do not wish to incur her anger,” the 
demon said.  “I will not betray Glorificus.  I will 
never talk, no matter what heinous torture…” 
 
Actually, you’re talking quite a lot,” Giles 
interrupted, deadly menace in his quiet tone  “Just 
not about the right things.  Tell us why she’s 
here.  What she wants.” 
 
“No word shall pass my lips that would bring peril to 
Glorificus.,” the demon vowed.  “I serve the god and 



I will never betray her.” 
 
“A god?” Spike interjected, with scathing 
disbelief.  “That skank?  The god of what - bad 
home perms?” 
 
The insult shook the minion out of his calm and he 
began struggling wildly.  “She is the epitome of 
grace and beauty.  When she enters a room, all eyes 
turn towards her…” 
 
“Right,” Giles said impatiently, cutting him off in 
mid-flow.  “More to the point, why is she doing a 
transmogrification spell?” 
 
“I will tell you nothing,” the demon spat, giving up 
the futile struggle against the ropes. 
 
Giles shot out a hand and grabbed him by the 
throat, squeezing until the minion began struggling 
for air.  “You will tell me anything I wish to know, or 
I will tear you apart, piece by piece.”  His voice was 
terrifyingly cold and frightening in its intensity. 
 



The minion obviously felt it too.  Giles released him 
just before he fell unconscious, and he sucked in a 
loud desperate breath, staring at Giles as if shocked 
by the sudden tearing away of his mild persona, 
revealing him as something far more dangerous 
than he appeared. 
 
“Don’t hurt me,” he whimpered. 
 
“We’ll not only hurt you,” Ethan told him with a 
feral smile.  “We’ll enjoy it.”  He was suddenly every 
inch the Chaos Mage, dangerous, deadly and, above 
all, wild. 
 
Spike shifted to his true face.  “And they’re rank 
amateurs compared to me,” he pointed out 
cheerfully.  “I’ve had a century of practice torturing 
people and I don’t even care if you talk.  I just like 
torturing things.”  His lips twisted up in a grin and 
he ran his tongue over his fangs as if already tasting 
the minion’s blood. 
 
The stared wild-eyed at the two men, then at Spike, 
with a look of stark terror in his eyes and Giles 



punched him, hard, his fist slamming into the 
minion’s face without having given any warning at 
all that the blow was coming. 
 
“I believe we asked you a question,” he reminded 
with deceptive mildness. 
 
“The spell was to locate the Key,” the minion told 
them, his words spilling over each other in his 
haste, even as a trickle of blood began running 
down his face from his split lip.  “The transformed 
snake would be able to find its hiding place.” 
 
Xander held himself immobile with an effort, 
struggling not to react, and felt Buffy stiffen beside 
him.  Giles’ face might have been carved from 
stone.  “The Key?  What’s that?  And why is Glory 
looking for it?” 
 
“It belongs to her, that’s all I know,” the minion said 
frantically, looking around the circle of disbelieving 
faces.  “It was stolen from her and she wants it 
back.” 
 



“I believe he’s lying to us,” Ethan said, almost in a 
sing-song, like he was really hoping the minion was 
lying and he would get to do something about it. 
 
“I am only a humble servant of the god.  She does 
not share her secrets with me,” the minion told 
them desperately. 
 
~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Twenty minutes later, they were sure they knew 
everything the minion knew about the demon 
woman. 
 
Her name was Glorificus, or Glory, and the minion 
claimed she was a god.  As they had feared, she was 
looking for the Key.  The demon claimed she was 
from another dimension where she ruled as a god, 
and that the Key opened a mystical portal between 
dimensions that Glory would use to return 
home.  There was only a limited time to find and 
use the Key, and opening the portal involved a ritual 
the minion didn’t know any of the details of. 
 



Xander was feeling sick, having stood by and 
watched impassively as the demon was tortured, 
without uttering one word of protest.  He’d simply 
bit his lip and let it happen, justifying it to himself 
because they needed the information for Dawn’s 
sake.  He tried to be grateful that the minion 
needed so little persuasion to talk - a couple of 
punches and one broken bone had convinced him 
to spill everything he knew.  Still, he knew he 
wouldn’t have stopped it if it had taken more than 
that, so he couldn’t give himself any credit.  They’d 
been lucky, not virtuous. 
 
The others - well, Buffy and Giles, were grim faced 
and silent when they all left the minion to discuss 
what they’d learned and Xander knew they were as 
disgusted with themselves as he was.  Ethan, on the 
other hand, seemed as untroubled as Spike by what 
they had done. 
 
With an inward sigh, he put it behind him.  He’d 
made the choice to participate and he was just 
going to have to live with it.  And if he didn’t like 
knowing what he was capable of, well that was just 



too damn bad. 
 
With an effort, he focused on the most worrisome 
piece of information.  “There’s no way she’s an 
actual mightier-than-thou god.  Right?”   
 
“She does seem a bit lacking in the smiting 
department,” Ethan observed.  He just smirked at 
Buffy’s muttered “easy for you to say”.  “This 
Glorificus can’t even find her misplaced Key without 
help, how godlike does that sound?”  His flippant 
tone was at odds with the way his eyes watched 
them intently.   
 
Giles cleared his throat uncomfortably.  “To answer 
your question, Xander, it’s not completely 
impossible, although I would say that it’s highly 
unlikely that she’s actually a god.” 
 
“On what planet is it not impossible?” Buffy asked, 
sounding as stunned as Xander felt. 
 
“Well, it rather depends on your definition, I’m 
afraid.” 



 
“Huh?” Buffy said blankly. 
 
“And so say we all,” Xander agreed.  “For future 
reference, I was kind of hoping I’d get a firm ‘no’, 
possibly even a ‘hell, no’ to my question.” he told 
Giles. 
 
“Terribly sorry,” Giles said, with a hint of a 
smile.  “What I meant was, that it’s extremely 
unlikely that this Glorificus is what we would think 
of as a god, but that doesn’t mean her minions 
don’t regard her as such.” 
 
“Makes sense to me,” Spike said with a 
smirk.  “Prefer my minions to treat me like a god.” 
 
Giles ignored that.  “It is remotely possible that she 
really is a god, or at least that she is one in her own 
dimension.  Depending on how old she is, and how 
long she’s been in this dimension, it’s even possible 
that she was regarded as a god here at one 
time.”  Xander couldn’t help noticing that Giles was 
beginning to look intrigued with the 



possibilities.  “There are a number of theories that 
the legends of the Greek and Norse gods have a 
core of truth to them.  That they are based on racial 
memories of extremely powerful beings that existed 
at one time.” 
 
“Like that Star Trek episode where they found the 
god Apollo on another planet,” Xander said.  There 
was a moment of blank silence and he realized they 
were all looking at him with disbelief.  “Never 
mind.”  At times like this, he really missed Oz.  Oz 
would have understood his reference. 
 
“Something like that,” Giles said 
dubiously.  “However, I believe it is far more likely 
that we are dealing with someone who has merely 
convinced some rather pathetic creatures that she 
is a god.  This woman, Glorificus, is powerful, of 
course, but she has not shown any extraordinary 
abilities other than unusual strength such as many 
demons possess.” 
 
Buffy looked a little happier at that 
reasoning.  “You’re right.  She’s strong - really 



strong, but it’s not like she’s throwing bolts of 
lightning around or anything.” 
 
“Moving on to the next topic,” Ethan prompted. 
“What do you know about the Key that you haven’t 
been telling me?”  When no one answered 
immediately, he pinned Giles with a look.  “Please, 
it was obvious you all hated the idea that Glory is 
looking for the Key.” 
 
Buffy and Giles exchanged glances.  “Of course, we 
hated the idea.  All we know about the Key is that 
it’s supposed to be immensely powerful.  We don’t 
need something as strong as this Glory going after 
it.” 
 
“Uh huh.”  Ethan didn’t even try and hide his 
disbelief but, to everyone’s relief, let it go.  “Who’s 
on cleanup duty?” he asked, gesturing towards the 
room with the tied up, unconscious minion. 
 
“What do you mean?” Buffy asked. 
 
“I mean, who’s going to dispose of the body?” 



Ethan answered bluntly. 
 
“Body?  Uh - he’s not dead,” Xander pointed out 
uneasily. 
 
“Are you planning on letting him waltz home to his 
mistress and let him spill all your little secrets?” 
Ethan asked in disbelief. 
 
“What secrets?”  
 
“That you lot know a great deal more than you’re 
saying about this mysterious Key, for one.” 
 
“But we don’t…” 
 
“Don’t even start.” Ethan withered her with a 
look.  “You aren’t very good liars.  Your reaction had 
to be as obvious to him as it was to me.” 
 
“We can’t just kill him in cold blood,” Xander 
protested. 
 
“’course we can,” Spike said.  “Xander, he was 



helping create a monster.  He’s a minion to 
something he thinks is a god, knows all of us by 
sight, and Glory knows about the shop.  Not 
fancying having him toddle on home to tell his god 
we tied him up and tortured him.” 
 
“Spike’s right,” Giles told him quietly.  “We can’t 
risk him running back to his mistress and telling her 
we’re interested in the Key.”  His eyes shifted 
towards Ethan for a fraction of a second but didn’t 
say anything.  “So far, she doesn’t know much 
about us other than that Spike is a vampire and 
Buffy is the Slayer,” he flicked a disapproving glance 
at Spike, who shrugged unrepentantly.  “While she 
may very well assume that the Slayer is the logical 
one to be protecting the Key, she doesn’t know 
that, and the longer we can keep her guessing, the 
better.” 
 
“Xander, I don’t like it any better than you do, but 
we don’t have a choice.  He knows too 
much.”  Buffy stared at him, obviously willing him to 
remember who the Key was and he reluctantly 
nodded.  In a choice between Dawn and a demon 



who was helping Glory find Dawn, there was no 
choice.  He nodded, hating himself but not seeing 
any other option. 
 
“We done with him?” Spike asked.  Everyone 
nodded and Spike turned on his heel and headed 
back into the living room.  There was the sharp 
sound of bones cracking as Spike broke his neck 
with casual ease and Xander tried not to think 
about lines being crossed. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Even as a human, Spike hadn’t done a lot of 
brooding over the state of his soul and the value of 
life.  William the poet had spent his days dreaming 
futilely of love, not pondering the value of 
life.  Once Drusilla turned him, taking life had been 
not only a necessity but something he’d reveled 
in.  He hadn’t stopped killing humans because he 
thought there was anything wrong with it, but for 
Xander’s sake.  And he hadn’t stopped killing, just 
turned his violence on demons exclusively.  He 
killed for fun, to protect his Territory and his 



Claimed, and breaking the neck of one worthless, 
scabby demon had been nothing more than a 
moment’s effort, forgotten as soon as it was 
accomplished. 
 
Except for the effect on his Claimed. 
 
Xander hadn’t argued, hadn’t complained, hadn’t 
said so much as a word about it once the decision 
was made.  But he was lying awake now, staring 
soundlessly into the dark, and Spike ached for him. 
 
He had very little comprehension of Xander’s belief 
that killing in general was bad.  He got that Xander 
felt guilty about killing the demon, and that the guilt 
was eating away at his Claimed, robbing him of 
sleep, but he didn’t really understand why he felt 
that way. 
 
All he could do was hold his boy and offer the mute 
solace of his presence, because he didn’t know the 
words to say to comfort him. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
“Need to talk to you, Xander,” Spike said quietly in 
his boy’s ear. 
 
Xander turned to face him.  He looked tired, after 
the long night lying awake, but didn’t say anything 
about what he’d been thinking.  “What’s up?” 
 
“Glory.  Need you to be extra careful until we figure 
out how to deal with her.” 
 
Thick brows swooped together in a puzzled 
frown.  “Why?  She didn’t see me in the shop and 
doesn’t know my name.  You, Buffy and Giles are 
the ones who need to be careful.” 
 
“You’re on her radar now, luv.  Not sure she even 
noticed the rest of us.”   
 
Xander opened his mouth to object but Spike’s look 
stopped him before he got a word out.   
 
“She’s not the slightest bit worried about the Slayer 
and me,” he admitted.  Much as he hated to admit 



it, the bitch hadn’t seemed to be anything more 
than slightly annoyed by their combined best 
efforts.  “You’re the only one of the whole bloody 
lot of us who managed to piss her off.”  Despite his 
concern, his face creased in a proud grin for his 
Claimed. 
 
“Giles kidnapped her minion,” Xander reminded 
him. 
 
Spike just lifted his scarred eyebrow.  “Didn’t seem 
to care that much about him, now did she?  Maybe 
a bit upset that we touched her property, but she 
wasn’t crying over the minion himself.” 
 
He hated how helpless Glory made him 
feel.  Weapons couldn’t touch her and nothing he 
had done had harmed her at all.  It was humiliating 
that, despite his best efforts, the most damage he’d 
been able to do was leave a hole in her 
dress.   Bloody embarrassing is what it was.   
 
“Gonna have to find a way to fight her.  Find some 
kind of weakness, and that may take awhile.  Don’t 



want her hurting you while we’re still spinning our 
wheels.” 
 
“We’ve got something to go on now,” Xander said 
after a moment. 
 
Spike made a scoffing noise.  “Her name.  Might not 
mean anything, luv.  Could have changed it a 
hundred times already.” 
 
Xander cupped his face in both hands, his palms 
warm and reassuring against Spike”s skin.  “Still, it’s 
more than we had yesterday.  Mr. Okolo will help us 
check it out.” 
 
“Not losing you Xander,” Spike told him 
sternly.  “Want your word you’ll be careful.” 
 
“I’m always careful,” Xander told him.  Spike just 
looked at him.  “Well, almost always.”  Xander 
shook his head with patient amusement.  “You 
worry too much, Spike.  I promise you, I won’t do 
anything stupid like try to fight her.  I know I 
wouldn’t be able to touch her.” 



 
Spike relaxed slightly, despite the fact that Xander 
wasn’t good about keeping this kind of promise.  He 
gotten better about it, but he still tended to throw 
himself into the middle of things when others were 
in danger. 
 
“Good work with the snake,” he said, meaning 
it.  Xander killing the snake and smashing the 
amulet meant Glory wouldn’t be able to try the 
spell again, which meant she was that much further 
from learning that Dawn was the Key.   
 
And that just got him back into his own cycle of 
worry.  If they couldn’t find a way to deal with 
Glory, she was going to be able to do anything she 
wanted to Dawn and they wouldn’t be able to stop 
her. 
 
And that wasn’t going to happen.  One way or 
another, he’d find a way to protect Dawn.  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episodes 
’Intervention’, ‘Blood Ties’ and ’Tough Love’  



 
 

Part Twenty 

If that bloody fucking bitch didn’t do something 
soon, Spike was going to go insane. 
 
He ducked and spun, almost in the same 
movement, his foot snapping out in a kick that 
caught his opponent square in the knee, dropping 
him with the satisfying crunch of breaking 
bones.  Without stopping, he followed up with a 
vicious blow, crushing the windpipe of the last of his 
foes, and she staggered back, hands flying to her 
throat, gasping instinctively for unneeded 
oxygen.  He shook his head and finished the job by 
kicking her in the stomach, sending her flying 
backwards across the floor, to slam into the crowd 
of watching minions who hadn’t moved in time to 
avoid the limp body. 
 
Spike looked around himself in satisfaction, unable 
to conceal his triumphant smirk at the sight of the 
five bodies littered around the floor.  With a 



careless wave of his hand, he signaled the watching 
minions to deal with his defeated opponents.  None 
of them were dust, but they would all need blood 
and a couple days healing before they were fit to 
hunt again. 
 
It felt good to be able to thrash something.  After 
the tension of the last couple days, waiting for Glory 
to do something - anything - Spike had really 
needed the release of violence.   
 
It was just a bonus that easily defeating five minions 
simultaneously served as a reminder to anyone in 
the Court who might be feeling cocky that they 
weren’t likely to survive any challenge to Spike’s 
authority that they were foolish enough to 
contemplate. 
 
Not wanting to lose the sense of relaxation that 
followed the release of the tension that had been 
with him since the night they fought Glory at the 
zoo, Spike abruptly strode out of the Court.  He’d 
make a sweep through his territory, maybe check 
out the bars and see if he could find any trace of 



Glory. 
 
It was unbelievably frustrating that she disappeared 
off the face of the earth like this.  They still had no 
idea where she was living, or why she was lying low 
this way.  Rupert was optimistic, believing the 
absences were a sign of weakness.  
 
“Perhaps a need to rebuild her energy after 
spending her strength fighting you and Buffy,” he’d 
theorized excitedly only last night.  “If that’s true, 
then the key to fighting her might be to attack on 
the day after she has expended a great deal of 
energy.” 
 
Which was all well and good but, even if it proved 
true, it wouldn’t do them a blind bit of good.  So far, 
his own two encounters with Glory hadn’t left him 
in anything near fighting trim the next day.  If the 
only way to defeat her was to fight her successfully 
two days running, they were in a lot of trouble. 
 
His good mood slipping away as he was reminded of 
the problems with Glory, Spike looked up at the last 



crimson streaks of sunset still painting the western 
sky.   
 
A quick patrol and then home again, he 
decided.  He’d hit the bars tomorrow.  Instead, he’d 
pick up Xander and they’d go to see Joyce.  Her 
doctors had allowed her to return to work this 
week, although half days only.  If all continued to go 
well, she would be cleared to go back to work full 
time next week. 
 
It was almost a month since the surgery.  Joyce had 
been back to the clinic in LA twice for checkups and 
the doctors were pleased with her progress.  Joyce 
had been frustrated that they were being so 
cautious about letting her return to her regular 
schedule - she’d been advocating to return to work 
full time last week - but the doctor had been 
adamant that she take things slowly.  Given that 
everyone around her was on the doctor’s side, 
Joyce had bowed to their united front and agreed to 
follow the doctor’s orders.  The doctors wanted to 
see her at the clinic one more time before she went 
back to work full-time, so Xander was driving her to 



Los Angeles again on Saturday.  Joyce had protested 
that she could easily go to the hospital in Sunnydale 
but Xander had pointed out that she was depriving 
her daughters of the LA trip if she did that. 
 
Spike approved, even though daylight would 
prevent him from going with them.  He had little 
faith in the Sunnydale doctors and preferred the 
ones that Watcher Junior had found for 
them.  Joyce would spend a couple hours at the 
clinic and Xander had arranged for the Cheerleader 
to take the girls shopping again.  Spike smirked at 
the thought.  Little Bit was being thoroughly 
indoctrinated by the Cheerleader, absorbing fashion 
tips at the knee of the master.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander knocked on the door and waited to see if 
there would be an answer.  Mr. Okolo had given 
him permission to drop by any time, but the elderly 
demon didn’t have a phone to check if he was home 
or arrange a time to visit ahead of time.  Xander 
hadn’t quite dared to ask why the ancient demon 



didn’t have one.  Mr. Okolo wasn’t someone he felt 
comfortable asking personal questions of, but he 
suspected it had something to do with the nearly 
immortal demon not liking modern 
conveniences.  Xander was beginning to understand 
that Mr. Okolo simply felt that, if you wanted to talk 
to him, the courteous thing to do was come to the 
house in person.  It didn’t really make sense to him 
not to call ahead, but it was an easy enough thing to 
do and it wasn’t like Mr. Okolo went out much.    
 
The door swung open and Mr. Okolo gave him a 
shallow bow in greeting.  “Welcome, Mr. 
Harris.  Your arrival is fortuitous.” 
 
“It is?’  He was there to see if Mr. Okolo would ask 
his family if the information they’d gotten from the 
monks was enough to let them identify Glorificus, 
and he didn’t think his request had been expected. 
 
“Yes.  I have company and we were just discussing a 
problem that you and your friends should be aware 
of.” 
 



Xander followed Mr. Okolo into the living room and 
saw the Olsens sitting on the loveseat.  They both 
rose to their feet as he entered and Xander broke 
into a smile, forgetting his errand for the 
moment.  He hadn’t seen the Olsens much recently 
and he’d missed the elderly couple.  He shook the 
hand Mr. Olsen extended and gave Mrs. Olsen a 
quick hug.   
 
“How are you two?” 
 
“Well.  And glad to see you,” Mr. Olsen told him, 
smiling widely.  “Any news?”  Giles had filled the 
demon community in on what they knew about 
Glory, but that hadn’t been much to go on. 
 
“Nothing new, which is probably good.”  Once 
again, Glory had disappeared off the face of the 
earth, which was frustrating Spike and Buffy no end, 
but Xander was more inclined to take Giles’ view 
that the disappearance meant some kind of 
weakness that they might be able to use against 
her.   
 



Ok, call him an optimistic idiot, but at least he 
wasn’t taking out his frustration on defenseless 
punching bags like some Slayers he could 
name.  They’d kept an eye on the Magic Box for a 
day, but, when Glory had showed no interest in the 
store, Giles had reopened the shop, pointing out 
that all their resources were there. 
 
Mr. Okolo gestured for them all to be seated and 
inclined his head towards Mrs. Olsen.  “Please tell 
Mr. Harris what you have told me.  If you will 
excuse me momentarily, I will bring 
refreshments.”  He slipped out of the room as 
Xander turned expectantly towards the white-
haired woman. 
 
Mrs. Olsen’s face clouded over and she 
unconsciously reached for her husband’s hand as 
she looked at Xander.  “You know that I do 
volunteer work at the hospital, right?”   
 
Xander nodded. 
 
“There has been a disturbing increase in the 



number of mentally ill patients in the last few 
weeks,” she told him.  “All the patients have the 
same history, none of them have ever shown signs 
of mental illness before and the symptoms showed 
up overnight, with no warning.  One day they were 
perfectly normal and the next they were found 
wandering the streets, delusional and unable to 
explain what had happened to them.  They can’t 
speak rationally and don’t recognize their family 
and friends.”  She shook her head sadly.  “The 
doctors are baffled.  Mental illness doesn’t just 
appear overnight like this.” 
 
Mr. Okolo returned, carrying a tray with cups and a 
pitcher of something that steamed gently.  Setting 
the tray down on the table, he poured and handed 
around the china cups filled with a warm, slightly 
muddy looking drink.  Xander sniffed at it curiously 
but the aroma was unfamiliar, neither tea nor 
coffee. 
 
“It is rashta,” Mr. Okolo told him.   
 
Xander took a cautious sip.  The drink had a heavy, 



smoky flavor that wasn’t unpleasant, although it 
took some getting used to.  He sipped again and 
smiled.  “It’s good,” he said, mostly truthfully. 
 
“My wife thinks that the symptoms are unnatural,” 
Mr. Olsen said, after taking a courteous sip from his 
own cup.  “That something has caused this.  That 
we need to look for a non-medical reason.” 
 
“I have been thinking about what you have told us,” 
Mr. Okolo told Mrs. Olsen.  “I seem to remember 
hearing something when I was young about plagues 
of insanity sweeping Europe during the middle 
ages.”  His lips quirked up ever so slightly.  “Before 
my time, of course.”   
 
Xander smiled.  He was fuzzy about the dates of the 
middle ages but Mr. Okolo was around 400 years 
old and he was pretty sure that was after the 
middle ages.   
 
“We were not in Europe during that period,” he 
continued, “but I will ask my family if they have any 
information.  Perhaps Mr. Giles might also check his 



sources.” 
 
“Not to change the subject, but would you be 
willing to ask them if the name ‘Glorificus’ or ‘Glory’ 
means anything to them?” 
 
After a moment, Mr. Okolo asked quietly:  “You 
have learned the name of the demon woman?” 
 
Xander nodded.  “Yes.  And a bit more.”  He 
described the attempt to transmogrify that snake, 
Spike’s opinion that Glory was getting stronger, 
Glory’s minion, and the information they had 
learned from the minion about Glory’s possible god-
ness and that she might have come from another 
dimension.  The others didn’t interrupt with 
questions, just listened silently until he finished. 
 
Mr. Olsen shook his head.  “The name doesn’t ring 
any bells, but I will have our group begin checking 
the name as well.” 
 
“I will see if my family knows anything about either 
problem that can help,” Mr. Okolo promised. 



 
~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander and the Olsens left together, walking 
towards the Olsens’ house along the quiet 
residential streets.   
 
“Xander,” Mr. Olsen began after they’d walked in 
uncomfortable silence for awhile.  “Did I ever tell 
you that I served in the Korean War?” 
 
Xander had been looking down at the sidewalk, 
struggling with his guilt.  He hadn’t mentioned how 
they’d persuaded the minion to talk but suspected 
the others had all guessed.  Now he turned his head 
to look at Mr. Olsen.  “No.” 
 
“It was a difficult war.”  Mrs. Olsen reached for her 
husband’s hand, to give support this time, rather 
than receive it.  “Civil wars always are.  And there 
were times that we had to question the local 
population about an area our troops were moving 
through.”  The eyes holding Xander’s were dark 
with old memories.  “There were times when we 



had to choose between getting answers and putting 
our unit at risk.”   
 
He didn’t say anything more but Xander saw the 
understanding in his eyes.  Mr. Olsen knew what 
they had done and was prepared to forgive 
him.  “You were at war,” he said, offering his own 
understanding in turn.  “But we aren’t.” 
 
“You were fighting an enemy who is stronger than 
you and who was planning to become even 
stronger.  You did what you had to, to prevent that 
enemy from obtaining a powerful weapon.  You 
may have saved many lives by doing so.” 
 
“We don’t know that for sure.”  That was the heart 
of it, that they didn’t know what Glory was up 
to.  They suspected she was evil and trying to take 
over the town or something but they didn’t 
know.  They’d killed the minion acting on the 
suspicion.  And if they were wrong…  
 
“No, you don’t,” Mr. Olsen acknowledged.  “Just as 
we didn’t know if the people we questioned had the 



information we needed.  Sometimes you just have 
to make the best decision you can and learn to live 
with it.” 
 
Xander wrapped his arms around himself, taking a 
long, deep breath.  Part of him had hoped that Mr. 
Olsen would just tell him they’d done the right 
thing.  But then, if the old man was inclined to give 
false comfort, Xander wouldn’t respect his opinion 
nearly as much as he did.  He’d known for a long 
time now that there weren’t simple answers to the 
big questions and Mr. Olsen was right.  He was just 
going to have to learn to live with it, like he’d finally 
learned to live with killing Jesse. 
 
Being a grown-up sucked sometimes. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike studied the building through narrowed eyes.   
 
It was an old boarding house, abandoned for 
decades from the looks of it.  The windows were 
boarded up and the front liberally decorated with 



graffiti.  This close to the docks, there was a 
pervasive smell of fish in the air, which was almost 
enough to cover the faint odor of blood and arousal 
that clung to the walls of the decaying building. 
 
He tossed his cigarette butt away and rose to his 
feet, crossing the street and climbing the short 
flight of steps to the front door.  The solid oak door 
with its heavy brass knob was from another time 
and the knob turned easily, indicating recent use, 
despite all appearances. 
 
Spike entered the lair and looked around in 
disgust.  The squalor and the filth weren’t unusual 
for a vampire lair - no vampire would clean up after 
themselves so those without minions to do it for 
them had lairs that looked like an animal’s 
den:  filthy blankets, ratty furniture and the 
occasional corpse do not make for the Good 
Housekeeping seal of approval.  But this particular 
house was low class all the way.   
 
China - now their suck houses had some class, he 
mused, as his eyes took in the battered armchair in 



the front hall with a customer being serviced in full 
view of the front door.  Chinese vamps often set up 
suck houses next door to opium dens.  Spike kicked 
a ragged blanket out of his way and headed for the 
stairs, a reminiscent grin crossing his face.  A bloke 
could feed and get high all at the same time in 
China.  Not that he’d ever used the suck houses, he 
just snatched the addicts as they staggered out the 
back door of the opium parlors.   
 
Angelus had explained suck houses to him, telling 
him that only weak vampires used them, 
threatening to beat Spike bloody if he ever caught 
the smell of one on him.  He snorted.  Wasn’t until 
years later that he’d realized that that’s how 
Angelus had been feeding, back when he’d first 
gotten cursed with the soul.  First thieves and 
murderers, then suck houses, then rats.  A step-by-
step descent into ignominy and disgrace in his 
attempts to reconcile the soul with the blood 
lust.  Gave himself such airs nowadays over that 
bloody soul.  Didn’t like to remember the early 
years, before pig’s blood and refrigeration was his 
salvation from rats. 



 
A hand closed on his shoulder, jerking him out of his 
memories and turning him to face the house 
bouncer.  A tall, beefy vampire with a crew cut, his 
massive biceps exposed by the sleeveless leather 
vest he was wearing.  “What are you doing?” 
 
In favor of discretion, Spike decided to not rip the 
vampire to pieces.  “Just havin’ a look, mate,” he 
said mildly, shrugging off the hold and turning back 
towards the stairs.  “Keep it down.” 
 
“You can’t go up there.”  The bouncer compounded 
his sin by repeating it, grabbing Spike’s arm this 
time and yanking him around again.   
 
Spike went with the motion, turning into it and shot 
out a hand, grabbing the bouncer by the throat.  His 
fingers closed harshly around the jugular, digging 
deeply into the throat, as the bouncer clawed 
desperately at his hands, trying to break the 
implacable grip.  “My town, you moron,” he said 
with deadly calm.  “Can do anything I like.” 
 



He shoved the bouncer, hard, sending him reeling 
backwards to fall full length on the floor and turned 
towards the stairs again.  His sense of smell had 
already told him most of what he needed to know 
but he wanted to see it for himself.   
 
The second floor had a couple of rooms with two or 
three vamps and their customers each.  Not even a 
separate room for each client, as was standard in 
even human brothels.   
 
Pushing open the first door, he saw two more 
battered armchairs with humans sprawled in them, 
vampire trulls crouched beside them.  The female 
was feeding off the fleshy part of a young human’s 
forearm, a small dark-haired man who’s scent was 
clouded with the smell of drugs and fear and 
lust.  The second vampire was drinking from the 
wrist of a middle aged man in a dress shirt.  Tie 
tugged loose, graying head flung back in ecstasy, 
Spike figured the man was getting his money’s 
worth, judging by the stain on his pants.  The vamp 
drinking from him was a scrawny towhead, the faint 
stolen flush to his skin saying he’d tended more 



than one customer that night.  None of them looked 
up as Spike moved on, as silently as he’d entered. 
 
He pushed open the door to the second room, and 
stopped in the doorway as he took in the scene. 
 
A stained mattress lay on the floor, one end bent up 
and resting against the wall to form a makeshift 
couch.  Riley Finn sat on the mattress, upper torso 
bare, his left arm resting on his raised knee, eyes 
intent on the whore drinking from the veins in the 
crook of his elbow.  Unlike the humans in the next 
room, Finn looked in control, watching the dark 
haired woman drinking from his arm with hard, 
emotionless eyes.  He didn’t look up to see Spike 
standing in the doorway, concentrating on the 
whore bent over him.  “Harder,” he ordered, closing 
his fist to send more blood pumping down the 
arm.   
 
Spike leaned against the jamb and fished out his 
smokes.  He lit one up, seeing Finn’s eyes snap 
towards the doorway at the sudden flicker of light 
in the dim room.  Tucking his lighter away, Spike 



took a deep drag, enjoying the way the human had 
frozen in shocked surprise. 
 
“Know it’s a bit dark in here for humans,” he said 
casually, “but I think you might have noticed that 
that’s not your girlfriend you’re snuggled up to,” he 
pointed out. 
 
Finn snapped out of his paralysis, shoving the 
trollop away and rolling to his feet, grabbing his 
shirt and shrugging into it hastily.  “What are you 
doing here?” he demanded. 
 
Spike raised his scarred eyebrow.  “I’m patrolling 
my Territory.  Unless this is your idea of a coffee 
break, you can hardly have the same reason for 
being here.” 
 
“I don’t owe you an explanation for anything I do,” 
Finn told him, fingers fumbling over the buttons in a 
way that said he was down at least a pint and 
feeling it. 
 
“Never said you did.  Think you owe the Slayer 



one.”  Spike didn’t shift from his relaxed pose that 
coincidentally happened to block the room’s only 
exit.  The woman had faded back against the wall, 
clearly intending to stay out of anything that 
happened.  Pathetic. 
 
“What do you care what I owe her?” 
 
“Don’t really.  But you see, this is my Territory.  Like 
to keep tabs on what’s happening in it.  And right 
now, what’s happening is that rumors are going 
round that the Slayer’s boy toy is frequenting the 
local suck house.” 
 
“You want me to believe that demons care about 
what I do?”  Finn said disbelievingly, tucking his 
shirt in and obviously regaining some sense of 
moral superiority now that he was dressed and not 
in bed with his whore.  “Get out of my way.” 
 
Spike shifted into his true face.  “You’ll listen to 
whatever I bloody well feel like saying and you 
leave when I let you leave,” he snarled.   
 



Finn glared at him and launched a roundhouse 
punch that a blind man would have seen 
coming.  Spike didn’t bother ducking.  Instead, his 
hand flashed out and caught the fist in mid-air, 
squeezing hard enough to make the human gasp 
and holding on until his knees began to 
buckle.  Spike dropped his cigarette and fisted both 
hands in the human’s shirt. 
 
“Demons aren’t interested in you, you pathetic 
twit.  They’re interested in the fact that the Slayer’s 
boyfriend is paying to have vampires feed off 
him.  It’s not going to take very long for someone to 
get the oh so clever idea that all they have to do is 
come here and turn you and then point you at the 
Slayer and her family.”  Finn’s eyes widened like the 
idea had never occurred to him and Spike shook 
him, hard.   
 
“Which means that one day soon, the Slayer’s going 
to come home after a hard day, put her feet up on 
the couch and be offed by her mum and sis before 
she knows she’s in danger.”  He shook Finn again to 
make sure his message was getting through.  “Now, 



personally, I’d like it if you were turned, because 
then I’d get to kill you.  But I like Joyce and I don’t 
want to see her hurt.”  He shoved Finn away from 
himself so hard he slammed back into the floor, 
hitting his head against the wall with a crack.  “So 
you will get up off your arse and get the fuck out of 
here, now.  And if I ever hear about you coming 
back here, I’ll kill you.” 
 
Finn sat up slowly, his hand going to the back of his 
head and wincing as he explored.  Spike could smell 
the fresh blood scent adding to that already in the 
room.  “Thought you didn’t kill humans.” 
 
“When it comes to you, I’ll make an exception.” 
 
Finn looked away, obviously hearing the deadly 
seriousness in his voice.  He staggered to his feet, 
using the wall for support, and began walking 
unsteadily towards Spike.  This time, Spike stepped 
aside and let him leave.   
 
He stayed one minute longer, eyeing the two-bit 
trull who was still trembling in the corner, feeling 



nothing but scorn from the emaciated woman who 
someone should stake on general principles.  “One 
word,” he said quietly.  “I hear one word about this 
on the street and you will beg for death before I 
dust you.  We clear?” 
 
He barely waited for her hasty nod, spinning on his 
heel and stalking out.  Once outside, he hesitated, 
watching Finn walking down the street.  Every 
vampire in the house would have heard what he 
said to Finn and he wondered whether he should 
burn the place down to prevent anyone from acting 
on any ideas he’d put into their heads.  He smirked, 
picturing it.  He hadn’t burned anything down since 
he torched the Initiative base.   
 
“Bloody hell!” he exclaimed, suddenly realizing 
what Finn had said to him inside where prying 
vampire ears were almost certain to have heard 
them.  “Thought you didn’t kill humans,” and like a 
complete idiot, he’d gone and confirmed it. 
 
No choice now and nothing random like a fire would 
do.  It was too easy for rats to flee a burning 



building and there were too many exits to seal them 
all.  Spike stood still for a moment longer, stretching 
out his senses and making sure of the location of 
every vampire in the building.  There were seven of 
them, and four human heartbeats.  Nothing to it. 
 
Spike pulled a stake out of his waistband, sadly 
missing his duster with its multitude of pockets, and 
shifted to his true face.  This beat the hell out of 
babysitting Finn on his way back to his apartment, 
he thought gleefully, which had been his first 
impulse.  Not because he gave a damn if Finn made 
it home alive or not, but because he was worried 
about the safety of the humans under his 
protection that Finn was endangering by making 
himself a target for every demon in town who heard 
what the Slayer’s boyfriend  was doing.    
 
Maybe it was time the Slayer learned what her 
boyfriend was getting up to, he thought as he 
climbed the steps up to the front door on silent 
feet.  Wouldn’t do for her to be the last to know, he 
thought virtuously.  



A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episodes 
‘Into the Woods’  

 

Part Twenty-One 

“Run that by me again,” Xander ordered. He had to 
have heard that wrong.  
 
Spike obliged with obvious enjoyment. “Captain 
Cardboard himself. Big as life. Bit of a new look for 
him,” he said judiciously, “what with the two-bit 
whore attached to his arm his arm an’ all. Damn 
shame I didn’t have a camera. Would have made a 
nice 8x10 glossy for the Slayer, don’t you think?”  
 
“Don’t even joke about that,” Xander said with a 
shudder. That was all they needed: Buffy having 
another agonizing break-up with an unfaithful 
boyfriend. She’d been a basket case for weeks last 
year over that jerk whatshisname and she’d only 
spent one night with the guy. Finding out that Riley 
was cheating on her with a prostitute - and a 
vampire prostitute at that…  



 
Spike had to be mistaken. There was no way that 
Riley Finn, highly-trained, gung-ho member of the 
former Initiative, would let his guard down around a 
demon like that. The man could barely manage to 
be civil to peaceful demons that had been vouched 
for and accepted as allies. Oh, Riley managed to not 
say anything - barely, but Xander knew the soldier 
thought he was crazy to be with Spike - and it 
wasn’t because they were both guys. “Riley hates 
demons,” he protested, “especially vampires. Why 
would he go to a vampire whore house?”  
 
“Dunno, some of you humans seem to like what we 
have to offer,” Spike leered at him, pulling him back 
down under the covers. He’d sat up in shock at 
Spike’s casual announcement that Riley Finn, all-
American boy, had been a regular customer at a 
vamp brothel. And saying it again in his head didn’t 
make any more sense than it had the first time. His 
brain was obviously not going to be wrapping itself 
around the concept any time soon.  
 
He let himself be tugged back down under the 



covers. Spike hated it when he left the bed in the 
morning and took his warmth and scent with him. 
Sneaking a quick peek at the clock, Xander decided 
he wouldn’t get fired if he spent another 15 
minutes in bed. He helped Spike pull the covers up 
around their shoulders, cocooning them together in 
a nest of sheets as he shifted so that he was lying 
on top of Spike.  
 
As much as Spike loved his human warmth, Xander 
adored the cool silk over hard muscle that was 
Spike’s body. Unlike humans, vampires had no 
internal source of heat, so their bodies tended to be 
room temperature. As a result, Spike’s flesh was 
always cooler than Xander’s and, while he might 
jokingly grumble about Spike treating him like a 
living hot water bottle, there was nothing like 
snuggling up with a partner who never sweated and 
whose body was a cool oasis on hot summer nights.  
 
Spike’s hands were roving - big surprise - but 
Xander’s brain was still stuck on Riley and the suck 
house and that meant arousal was non-existent 
right now. He gave Spike an apologetic smile, 



knowing his vampire had assumed Xander was 
caving in to Spike’s regular morning request for a 
quick hard fuck before Xander left for work.  
 
Not surprising, given that Spike talked him into it at 
least once a week. If Xander wasn’t perpetually 
turned on by his sexy lover and hadn’t perfected 
the art of the 60-second shower, he would have 
long since gotten a reputation for tardiness at work 
that so far he had avoided by the skin of his teeth. 
But there was no way his usual instant response to 
Spike’s touch was happening after Spike’s 
description of Riley and the blood whore.  
 
With an apologetic smile, he evaded Spike’s 
attempt to kiss him. “Spike,” he began, and his 
lover’s hands stilled at the seriousness in his voice. 
“Why would someone go to a place like that? Why 
don’t the vampires just kill them?” He’d never 
heard of a suck house before. It sounded like Riley 
had just wandered into a vamp nest and offered 
himself as a snack to the residents.  
 
“Humans get off on the bite.” Spike traced a finger 



over Xander’s Claim Mark and Xander shivered. The 
Claim scar was an intensely erogenous spot for him 
and had been since the day Spike had first bitten 
him. “If it’s done right, can make a human come just 
from bein’ bitten.” Despite the fact that he was 
answering seriously, his lips quirked up and he 
smirked at Xander knowingly, still pressing his 
fingers against the Claim scar.  
 
Xander wasn’t going to let that one pass. He ducked 
his head and bit Spike’s nipple sharply, feeling the 
shiver in response and the way Spike’s cock 
twitched. He lifted his head again, staring mockingly 
into the blue eyes. “Humans aren’t the only ones, 
oh great Master Vampire. This particular human has 
made you scream like a girl and come in your pants 
like an over-eager teenager just from biting you.”  
 
“Oi!”  
 
Before he could blink, Xander found himself flipped 
over and pinned by a yellow-eyed demon. He 
laughed up into Spike’s outraged face, arching 
upwards and rubbing against Spike’s burgeoning 



erection teasingly. “Truth a bit much for you?” he 
taunted, feeling his own cock stirring with interest.  
 
Spike growled and swooped down, taking his lips in 
a savage kiss, his mouth plundering Xander’s, 
Xander pulled against the hands pinning his wrists 
down, wanting to wrap his arms around Spike and 
Spike obligingly released him, burying his hands in 
Xander’s hair instead as the kiss went on and on.  
 
Xander dug his hands into the lean muscles of 
Spike’s back, spreading his legs and wrapping them 
around the slender hips which were grinding down 
into his own. All thoughts of Riley fled before the 
onslaught of desire and his head flung back, the 
sound of his panting breaths filling the air as Spike 
abandoned his lips to tease and torment his Claim 
scar, tonguing and nipping at the sensitive mark.  
 
It was quick and hot and utterly arousing as their 
cocks slid against each other, the friction bringing 
them rapidly to completion and Xander let out a 
low, harsh cry as Spike sank needle sharp teeth into 
his Claim Mark, renewing it and sending Xander 



over the edge into orgasm.  
 
His shot his release between them and his seed was 
joined by Spike’s as the vampire growled 
triumphantly, jerking his hips against Xander as he 
pulsed out his own orgasm between their entwined 
bodies.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
 
He made it to work on time but only just. Usually he 
walked to work, but today, he’d grabbed Spike’s 
keys off the dresser and run out the door, Spike’s 
laugh chasing down the stairs, the vision of his 
naked lover, lying in the nest of rumpled sheets, 
yellow eyes glowing with sated passion as Spike 
watched him frantically yank his clothes on, was 
enough to make him wish he could just call in sick.  
 
Driving with almost Spike levels of disregard for 
traffic laws and gravity, he made it to the site with 
one minute to spare. He endured the good-natured 
laughter of the guys who’d seen him sprinting in 
from the parking lot and headed for his work area. 



His team was shifting finished woodwork into place 
and fitting it together, tasks that could be done on 
auto-pilot, for which he was grateful. He needed to 
think about what Spike had said.  
 
Despite having allowed himself to be distracted - 
Xander let a self-satisfied smirk cross his lips - very 
distracted - he had heard enough to know that Riley 
was putting himself and everyone around him in 
danger. And he wasn’t going to allow that to 
happen. He just didn’t know what he was going to 
do about it yet.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
 
“It’s good to see you, Sergeant.”  
 
Sgt. Morgan smiled. “Always a pleasure to see you 
as well, Xander. How’ve you been?” He shook 
Xander’s hand warmly and gestured for him to 
enter his office.  
 
“Mostly good. A little more than the usual 
Hellmouthy stuff recently, but you know about that 



already.”  
 
“Yes. Anything new on this Glorificus?”  
 
He shook his head. “Not so far. Giles is deep in piles 
of books and Mr. Okolo is checking with his sources, 
so hopefully someone will find something to tell us 
what the real story is. I’m just glad she seems to 
take a lot of time off between making with the 
mischief.” He was still hoping that the report that 
she was a god was grossly exaggerated but so far 
Giles had come up empty. Which had to be a good 
thing. I mean, you’d expect a god to merit at least a 
mention in Top 100 Evils of all Time. Not that Giles 
actually had a book called that but so far he hadn’t 
found a single mention of anything going by the 
name of Glorificus.  
 
“True. But, I suspect that isn’t why you’re here.” 
Sgt. Morgan gave him a searching glance and 
Xander pulled his thoughts back to the present.  
 
“I’m afraid not.” Xander had had a couple hours to 
practice but hadn’t come up with a good segue so 



he just jumped right in. “Have you ever heard of 
something called a suck house?”  
 
Sgt. Morgan stilled. He sat back in his chair and 
regarded Xander thoughtfully. “Yes, I have,” he said 
after a moment. “Sunnydale has one?”  
 
“We did. Spike cleaned it out last night.” Spike had 
filled him in on the details of his purge of the suck 
house, even if his ideas of ‘details’ had tended to 
run along the lines of: vamps dust, humans fled, 
problem solved.  
 
“Why bring it to me? So far, it seems like Master 
Spike’s problem and one he’s handled quite nicely.”  
 
“Riley Finn was a customer.”  
 
The silence that followed was deafening.  
 
“He apparently went enough times that word got 
around,” Xander continued when it looked like the 
other man wasn’t going to comment. “That’s how 
Spike learned about it. He was there last night, just 



before Spike cleaned it out.”  
 
“Was he now,” Sgt. Morgan said grimly and Xander 
almost flinched at the quiet tone that promised 
worlds of punishment for a disobedient recruit. Not 
for the first time, he wondered just how scared 
recruits were of Sgt. Morgan. He knew how loyal 
the older soldiers were to the long-time drill 
sergeant, but Xander suspected he terrified the 
soldiers when they first met him.  
 
“Buffy doesn’t know yet,” he said in response to the 
unspoken question. “I figure she’s got enough on 
her plate right now - with her mom still recovering 
from surgery and all,” he explained hastily. Sgt. 
Morgan shot him a curious look but didn’t say 
anything, and Xander felt like smacking himself. He 
really needed to get better about remembering 
who knew what before opening his mouth. 
“Anyway, I know I’m probably messing with the 
chain of command, but is there any way we can get 
him transferred out of town - like to Siberia or 
somewhere?” He met the older man’s eyes 
unflinchingly. “Riley’s never been a friend,” he 



admitted candidly, “but this isn’t personal. I know 
I’m not the most unbiased person when it comes to 
dealing with him, but going to that place put Buffy 
and her family in danger. I know the house is 
closed, but…” he shrugged. If Riley was addicted to 
the bite, like Spike had suggested, well, one thing 
Sunnydale wasn’t short on was that particular drug.  
 
Dark eyes studied him for a minute, then Sgt. 
Morgan nodded, apparently satisfied. “I agree. If 
Finn is so far gone he’s going to blood whores, he’s 
a liability.” He shook his head slowly. “I regret to say 
I’ve seen this before and it frequently ends badly.” 
He chewed on his lip thoughtfully for a moment. “I 
believe I can arrange things and the sooner the 
better. Would you like me to inform Buffy?”  
 
Xander shook his head. “I’ll tell her. You shouldn’t 
take the heat for something I’ve done.”  
 
Sgt. Morgan raised his eyebrows. “You haven’t done 
anything,” he pointed out. “You just brought the 
situation to my attention. I’m going to see that Finn 
is transferred out of town before the buzz from last 



night’s high fades.” Xander had never heard Sgt. 
Morgan speak with such savage disapproval. He 
held Xander’s eyes with his own. “This isn’t just a 
soldier going to a whore house on leave, Xander. To 
reach the point of going to a suck house, Finn must 
be deep into addiction to the bite. That endangers 
everyone around him, not just Buffy and her family. 
Every soldier who works with him has been in 
danger of being killed or turned, if things went 
wrong at the suck house.” His grim assessment 
matched Xander’s: that Riley had recklessly risked 
the lives of everyone he knew by going to that 
place.  
 
“He disgraced the uniform by going there, Xander,” 
Sergeant Morgan finished quietly. “That’s 
something I don’t tolerate from anyone.”  
 
Xander didn’t really understand that kind of 
patriotism but he knew the words weren’t just 
empty platitudes to the other man. He couldn’t help 
wondering how Riley felt about Sergeant Morgan. 
After the battle in the Initiative, Buffy had told Riley 
about Sergeant Morgan, with the sergeant’s 



permission. Riley had seemed to accept it, but 
Xander couldn’t help wondering if he really had. If 
he understood that Sergeant Morgan was deeply 
committed to the U.S. Army, that he’d dedicated his 
whole life to the service, or if Riley had clung to the 
suspicion that a demon couldn’t really be a real 
soldier because he wasn’t fully human.  
 
Either way, he suspected it didn’t really matter any 
more.  
 
He got to his feet. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “I 
didn’t know if I was overreacting or not.”  
 
Sgt. Morgan stood with him and extended his hand, 
clasping Xander’s in a strong grip. “You’re 
protecting the people you love. And Finn as well - 
even if he might not appreciate that right now. 
That’s never overreacting.” He waved a hand. “Now 
clear off. I have calls to make.”  
 
Closing the door behind him, Xander heard the 
sergeant’s deep voice growling into the phone: “Tell 
Major Finn I’d like to see him in my office right 



away.”  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
 
Spike was not pleased. Oh, Xander had arranged for 
the Slayer’s toy soldier to be transferred out of 
town and out of their hair neatly enough, but a 
quick, quiet transfer wasn’t particularly satisfying. 
He might respect Buffy and even regard her as a 
worthy opponent, even in an almost friendly way 
but that didn’t mean he had to give up the fun of 
torturing her over her bad taste in men. He was still 
evil.  
 
“Alright,” he agreed ungraciously, scowling at 
Xander. “But I still get to tell her about the suck 
house. It’s something she needs to know as the 
Slayer - just how addictive the bite is,” he finished 
with a flash of brilliant inspiration, smiling 
innocently at his lover.  
 
“You can’t tell Buffy that!” Xander objected 
immediately. “I mean, first off she’d be devastated. 
Second, she be freaked and angsting and not 



focusing on her job.” He lowered his voice as he 
continued, until Spike could barely hear him. “She’s 
supposed to be telling Joyce about Dawn this 
weekend and you know she’s going to put it off if 
she gets half an excuse, because she’s freaked out 
even worse than I was about telling her mom that 
Dawn is… adopted.”  
 
Spike narrowed his eyes at Xander’s quick counter. 
Dammit, his boy was right. Buffy would seize on the 
excuse to not tell Joyce about Dawn being the Key, 
and that was the first step towards telling Dawn. He 
agreed with Xander on that. Joyce would get the 
majority of the fallout if Dawn fell apart and, being 
raised human - at least for the last six months or so 
- she was bound to be upset when she learned the 
truth. Humans put up so much fuss when they 
found out they weren’t quite what they’d thought 
they were. Dru’s family had reacted like terrified 
children when they discovered she had the Sight, 
and that was a bloody useful ability, one any 
sensible demon would have been delighted to learn 
they possessed.  
 



In the interest of protecting Dawn, he’d give up 
tormenting Buffy. It was only a matter of time 
before Dawn found out the truth. Spike had too 
much experience not to know that these kinds of 
things always came to light. And usually in the most 
inconvenient way. He didn’t want little Bit to find 
out the hard way that she wasn’t “normal”. Seeing 
the way first Xander, then Buffy had reacted, Spike 
rather thought that Dawn wasn’t going to take the 
news well either. Better to come from the people 
she thought of as family than through circumstance.  
 
“Fine. But if the Slayer doesn’t get off her arse and 
tell her mum, I’m doing it.”  
 
“Agreed. Joyce is strong enough now. She’s been 
back to work for over a week and hasn’t had any 
headaches or anything.” Xander smiled widely at 
that.  
 
They’d all been anxious about Joyce returning to 
work full time, but everything had gone well. She 
hadn’t been overtired or in pain and seemed fully 
recovered and back to normal. Her hair had even 



grown enough that she no longer had to wear the 
scarves she’d been sporting. Her new, shorter 
hairstyle looked smart and elegant, her daughters 
having taken her to a good hairdresser who’d 
evened out the long and short hair and Joyce had 
seemed full of her old energy this past week. She 
could handle the news about Dawn and then she 
and Buffy could sit down and talk to Dawn.  
 
“Still wish I’d had a camera,” he grumbled for form’s 
sake.  
 
Xander just laughed. “Like I want to see photos of a 
half-naked Riley anyway.”  
 
“Should think not,” Spike snorted. “Nothing worth 
looking at on that one.”  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
 
The door swung open in response to his knock and 
Riley’s big frame filled the half-open space, blocking 
his view into the room. For a long moment, the 
soldier just stood there, staring at him 



expressionlessly.  
 
“Can I come in?” Xander asked finally, when it 
became obvious the other man wasn’t going to say 
anything.  
 
“It’s a free country.” Riley turned away, retreating 
back into the room, leaving the door half open. 
Xander hesitated, then pushed the door wide and 
entered.  
 
There was a suitcase on the bed and Riley was in 
the middle of packing, an activity he’d already 
returned to, folding clothes with neat precise 
movements.  
 
“Sorry if I’m not being sociable,” Riley said bitterly, 
his back to Xander, “but I’m on a bit of a tight 
schedule.”  
 
“I know. I came here to tell you why I called 
Sergeant Morgan.”  
 
“You don’t need to explain.”  



 
“Riley, it wasn’t because…”  
 
Riley set down the shirt he’d been folding and 
turned to face him. “Xander, you did the right 
thing.” His voice was filled with self-loathing. “I lost 
control. I was endangering myself and others.” He 
sat down suddenly, elbows resting limply on his 
knees, eyes on the far wall where a lighter patch in 
the old paint marked the spot where a picture had 
recently hung.  
 
“I don’t know what the hell I thought I was doing,” 
he said after a minute. “Buffy was pulling away from 
me, and I felt useless and unwanted, and the 
vampires - it was like they needed me. Buffy doesn’t 
you know.” He slid a quick at Xander before 
returning his gaze to the wall. “Not the way I want 
her to. She loves me, but she doesn’t need me. A lot 
of the time, she forgets about me completely.”  
 
“Riley…”  
 
Riley interrupted him, talking right over his half-



hearted protest. “I kept telling myself, every time, 
that it would be the last time. That I wouldn’t go 
again. That I’d stake the vampire right after it drank 
from me… but that’s no excuse.”  
 
Xander didn’t know what to say. He’d expected 
anger and recriminations, not acceptance. He’d 
come prepared to justify what he’d done, hoping 
that Riley wouldn’t take his anger out on Buffy. He 
hadn’t expected to find himself sympathizing with 
the other man, who it seemed had finally 
understood he had a problem.  
 
“They’re sending me home to Iowa.” Riley’s mouth 
twisted with bitter humor. “A vacation in middle 
America to get the Hellmouth out of my system. 
Dusk to dawn curfew for a while.”  
 
“Sounds like a good idea,” Xander told him quietly.  
 
“Maybe.” Riley didn’t sound convinced. “Will you do 
me a favor?”  
 
“If I can.” Xander wasn’t about to commit himself.  



 
Riley fished an envelope out of his pocket. “Will you 
take this to Buffy? I can’t talk to her, but I don’t 
want to just walk out on her without even a word of 
explanation.”  
 
Xander took it hesitantly and Riley gave him a 
humorless smile. “Don’t worry, I didn’t tell her 
about the suck house. Just that the army is 
transferring me until I get my head on straight.” He 
looked at Xander, meeting his eyes squarely for the 
first time since he entered the room. Xander was 
surprised by the regret and bitter acceptance in his 
eyes. “I told her not to wait for me. That I don’t 
know if I’m coming back.”  
 
“There’s a lot of good you can do in this world that 
doesn’t have anything to do with demons,” Xander 
said, when the silence had stretched out to an 
uncomfortable length. He wanted to add something 
about Riley being a good person, but he didn’t want 
to sound condescending. According to Buffy, Riley 
was a good man. It was just the Hellmouth and 
Maggie Walsh that had messed with head and 



made him act like an idiot, and a dangerous one at 
that. A good man in over his head. Xander 
suspected there was a lot of truth in that.  
 
Riley’s jaw tightened. “I can’t exactly say thank you, 
but I expect that in the long run this will be for the 
best.”  
 
“I hope so.”  
 
Riley turned back to his packing and Xander 
hesitated awkwardly, then just slipped out the door 
quietly without saying anything. He was glad that 
Riley had decided against talking to Buffy. Given her 
track record with relationships, that would have just 
turned into a big scene, and Buffy was going to be 
dealing with enough already just learning that her 
relationship was over and her boyfriend was leaving 
town. An ugly breakup on top of that was to be 
avoided at all costs and he appreciated that Riley 
was going to be straight but not brutal about it. The 
last thing that Buffy needed to know was that Riley 
had cheated on her with vampires before breaking 
it off 



 
 

Part Twenty-Two 

Buffy crumpled up the letter and sat holding it, 
staring angrily out over the front lawn. Xander sat 
beside her, deliberately looking down at his hands, 
wanting to give her as much privacy as he could. 
Dawn was still at school and Joyce was at work. 
He’d asked Buffy to meet him at the house, 
knowing how little privacy she had at the dorm, 
even without a roommate. 
 
“So that’s it?” she said tightly. “He doesn’t even 
have the guts to tell me to my face he’s running out 
on me?” 
 
Xander winced. “I’m not sure…” he began 
uncomfortably. 
 
“Don’t.” Her angry voice cut him off. “Don’t make 
excuses for him.” With a sudden convulsive move, 
she flung the wadded up letter away. The light-
weight ball of paper didn’t go far, dropping 



soundlessly into the bushes just past the porch 
railing.  
 
“He left me, Xander. After everything we’ve been 
through, he’s just walking away. And all he has to 
say for himself is ‘sorry’ and he hopes that I can 
forgive him someday.” Despite her dry eyes, her 
voice was rough with unshed tears. “He didn’t even 
tell me why. Just some bullshit about being 
transferred.”  
 
Her gaze swung towards him in sudden accusation. 
“You knew. You knew he was leaving and you didn’t 
say anything. He gave you that letter. If he had time 
to see you, then he sure as hell had time to explain 
things to me.” 
 
Xander hesitated. He’d wanted to spare Buffy 
knowing what exactly Riley had gotten involved in 
but he hadn’t come up with anything else to explain 
Riley’s sudden decision to leave. 
 
“He wasn’t given a choice, Buffy. He was transferred 
out of town for a reason.” He met her eyes 



squarely. “He didn’t want to see you because he 
knew that if he did, he’d have to explain, and he 
didn’t want to hurt you more than he had to. He 
didn’t want you to know what he’s been doing.”  
 
“What are you talking about?” 
 
Xander prayed that Buffy was as ignorant of suck 
houses as he had been before Spike enlightened 
him. “He got addicted. To something you pretty 
much can only find on the Hellmouth,” he told her. 
“I found out about it and confronted him. We both 
agreed he needed to leave before he got himself or 
anyone else killed.” He wasn’t about to drag either 
Spike or Sgt. Morgan into this. If Buffy got angry 
with anyone over Riley leaving, it should be him. Or 
Riley. 
 
“Addicted?” Buffy asked disbelievingly. “Riley 
doesn’t do drugs. He’s like Mr. Clean Living, my-
body-is-a-temple guy. Addicted to what?” 
 
“It’s not that kind of addiction,” he said 
uncomfortably.  



 
“Then what kind is it?” Buffy demanded. “What 
aren’t you telling me?” 
 
Yeah, he should have known he’d never be able to 
bluff his way through this. “He’s been letting 
vampires drink from him. He’s addicted to the bite.” 
 
She shook her head, her eyes wide with disbelief. 
“That’s crazy. No-one would…” 
 
He cut her off. “You let yourself be bitten by 
Dracula.”  
 
Color rose in her cheeks. “Not willingly. He was 
trying to kill me,” she said defensively. 
 
“So, you didn’t hide the bite mark from everyone?” 
he reminded her pointedly. “You didn’t spend the 
day thinking about him biting you again? If Spike 
hadn’t killed him, you wouldn’t have gone to find 
him the next night?”  
 
The color deepened. “Fine. But that was Dracula, 



not just an ordinary vampire. He had… powers. And 
Riley hates vampires. There’s no way…” 
 
“He didn’t mean for it to happen, but it did. He left 
town because he was putting himself and everyone 
else in danger as long as he couldn’t stop craving 
the bite.” He put a hand out tentatively, then let it 
drop without touching her. “He needed to leave, 
Buffy, before some vampire went too far and killed 
him,” he told her gently, then wished he’d kept his 
mouth shut as she frowned, puzzled. 
 
“Went too far,” she repeated. “How…? How was he 
getting bitten without being killed?” she asked 
suspiciously. 
 
Left with no choice, Xander reluctantly explained 
the suck house to her, leaving out the fact that the 
human customers got off on the bite sexually. Buffy 
stood up halfway through his explanation and 
stalked across the length of the porch with short, 
angry strides. She turned to face him when she 
reached the end, fists clenched and looking like she 
was ready to punch someone any minute.  



 
“So you’re telling me that people pay money to 
have vampires bite them?”  
 
Xander nodded. 
 
“Where is this place?” 
 
“Gone,” he said quickly. “Spike cleaned it out two 
nights ago, as soon as he found out about it.” 
 
And that was exactly the wrong thing to say, he 
realized belatedly. Like Spike, Buffy took her 
revenge very personally. It was never enough to 
know that someone had taken care of the problem 
for her. For one moment, he thought she was going 
to lose it entirely, but then she whirled around and 
grabbed the railing with both hands, holding so 
tightly the wood groaned in protest. She bowed her 
head and her ragged breaths were the only sound 
as she fought for control, clinging to the railing like 
it was her only anchor in a world gone insane. 
 
“How long has this been going on?” she asked 



brokenly. “How long has he been lying to me?” 
 
“I don’t know,” Xander told her truthfully. “I do 
know that he didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
She laughed bitterly, straightening up a little but 
still not turning to face him. “And that makes it all 
better, I suppose.” 
 
“Of course not. Buffy…”  
 
“No!” She spun to face him, her eyes were red-
rimmed but her cheeks showed no sign of tears. 
“The man got himself bit by a vampire. He lied to 
me. And now he’s run off without even having the 
guts to try and salvage anything from our 
relationship.” Her laugh was bitter. “Tell me that 
you understand, Xander. Because I sure as hell 
don’t.” 
 
“He’s an addict, Buffy. There’s nothing to 
understand. Nobody just wakes up one day and 
decides to become addicted. They’re thinking a 
drink would make them feel good, not ‘I guess I’ll go 



get myself addicted’,” he said sharply, speaking 
from his own bitter experience of growing up with 
an alcoholic. He hadn’t cut ties with his father 
because the man was an alcoholic. He’d done it 
because his father refused to accept his addiction or 
do anything about it. At least Riley was trying to 
stop. “He left because the Hellmouth is the worst 
place for him to be, not because he doesn’t love 
you.” His voice gentled. “He can’t get better here, 
Buffy. And he has enough sense to know that.” 
 
“But why didn’t he come to me? Why didn’t he tell 
me what was going on?” Bewildered hurt was 
replacing the anger. 
 
“He didn’t want you to know. He didn’t want 
anyone to know.” 
 
“I could have helped him.” 
 
Xander shook his head, aching for her. “You’re the 
Slayer, Buffy.” He got to his feet and crossed over to 
where she leaned against the railing. “Without 
meaning to, you remind him of what he’s trying to 



avoid. If Riley’s problem was alcohol, would you 
expect him to stay sober if he lived with someone 
who worked in a bar all day and came home 
smelling of booze every night?” He pulled her into 
his arms, relieved when she buried her head in his 
chest and let her tense muscles relax.  
 
“What does it say about me that I didn’t even know 
he had a problem?” she said, her voice breaking. “I 
love him and I didn’t even know.” 
 
“It says that Riley got good at hiding things from 
you. It says that he’s an addict, and addicts lie, 
especially to the people they love.” She shook her 
head, her hair shifting against him at the small 
movement. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Buffy. 
This isn’t your fault.” 
 
She didn’t answer, didn’t move, but after a 
moment, Xander felt the dampness of tears against 
his shirt. He stroked her hair, making soft soothing 
noises, and just held her. Later, she would be ready 
to listen if he pointed out that she and Riley had 
spent more time at odds this year than in harmony. 



For right now, she needed time to mourn the loss of 
someone she loved. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Sitting in the magic shop three days later, Xander 
closed the book he’d been reading and shoved it 
away.  
 
“Nothing?” Buffy asked wearily. 
 
“Nothing,” he confirmed. “Nada. A big fat zero.” 
 
For almost the first time, Giles’ books were proving 
useless. They hadn’t found a single reference to 
Glorificus and they were running out of books to 
check. The demon community had drawn a similar 
blank, even Mr. Okolo’s relatives hadn’t heard of 
Glory.  
 
“I still think this means that she’s not important 
enough to put in the books,” Buffy told him, 
slapping her own book closed and then sneezing as 
the book took its revenge with a puff of dust.  



 
They were reduced to reading books that hadn’t 
been opened in years - mostly because they were 
completely useless: crumbling diaries of mad 
visionaries, books whose information had been 
rendered obsolete decades, if not centuries earlier, 
and what Xander swore was a demon’s elementary 
school primer on other demon species. 
 
Buffy had been quiet, pitching in to help with the 
research with little of her usual joking complaints. 
She’d spent a lot of time in the training room, 
beating up on the equipment, since Giles and 
Sergeant Morgan had unceremoniously taken her 
off patrol for the last three nights.  
 
How they’d managed that, Xander still didn’t know. 
Especially since Riley was an absolutely taboo 
subject. The soldier’s name hadn’t been mentioned 
even once in their research sessions and even Spike 
and Ethan had managed to go without commenting 
on his disappearance - at least in front of Buffy. 
Buffy was burying her hurt and anger, working 
through it on her own. From her conversation, you 



wouldn’t know anyone named Riley Finn even 
existed. 
 
Giles pulled his glasses off and rubbed at the bridge 
of his nose. “I fear we are running out of options. 
And, much as I would love to believe that Glory 
simply isn’t important enough to be in the books, I 
don’t think we can make that assumption. The 
problem is we’ve exhausted the materials I have 
here, and we’re still coming up empty.” 
 
Buffy raised her head from the table. “You have 
more books somewhere…?” she asked curiously, 
then her eyes widened and she shook her head 
vehemently. “Oh, no. No way. The Council tried to 
kill me. And they fired you. No way are we going to 
ask them for help.” 
 
“I don’t think we have a choice, Buffy. The 
resources that the Watchers Council has at their 
disposal are far greater than my own. I mean the 
Central Library alone…” 
 
“Don’t talk about the books again. You get all … and 



sometimes there’s drool.” 
 
“Yes, I’ve noticed that,” Ethan said. He’d refused to 
help with the research for the last two days, telling 
them they were wasting their time. Instead, he’d 
spent the time puttering around the shop, doing 
god knows what with various herbs. Xander 
assumed it wasn’t dangerous because Giles hadn’t 
said anything. 
 
“My mythical drool notwithstanding,” Giles told 
them. “The Watchers Council has the most 
extensive occult and demonology reference library 
known to humans. If anyone has anything on Glory, 
it’s the Council.” 
 
“I don’t trust them,” Buffy repeated. Her eyes 
flickered in Ethan’s direction and then back to Giles 
and she frowned, obviously wanting to say 
something about Dawn but not daring to. “I haven’t 
taken orders from them in years and you were 
fired. Why would they help us?” 
 
“Good question,” Ethan muttered, leaving the 



counter and coming to join them at the table. 
 
“Because we are on the same side. If Glory is as big 
a threat as she seems to be, they won’t want her 
winning.” 
 
“On the other hand, they’ve undoubtedly been 
hoping to get rid of Miss Summers for years now,” 
Ethan pointed out maliciously. “This may be their 
best chance yet.” 
 
Giles’s exasperation showed clearly. “You’re not 
helping.” Ethan smirked. 
 
“I know, and it just sickens me.”  
 
Xander cleared his throat, cutting off the exchange 
before it turned into an argument. “Can we use the 
Council library without telling them what we’re 
looking for?” 
 
Giles shook his head. “I doubt very much they 
would give me free access. It’s more a question of 
whether they are willing to research Glory and the 



Key for us.” 
 
Xander was fairly sure that Buffy’s suppressed 
wince hadn’t slipped by Ethan. They were really 
going to have to do something soon or Ethan was 
going to figure out what they were hiding from him.  
 
The phone rang just as Buffy began objected to 
telling the Council anything and Xander went to 
answer it. “Magic Box.” He refused to use the 
tongue-twisting slogan Giles had come up with. 
 
“Xander?”  
 
“Mr. Olsen, how are you?” 
 
“Are you and Mr. Giles available to meet me at the 
hospital right away?” 
 
“Of course,” Xander told him. Mr. Olsen wouldn’t 
ask if it wasn’t important. “What’s wrong? Are you 
hurt?” he asked anxiously. 
 
“No, no, it’s not that.” Despite the reassurance, Mr. 



Olsen’s voice was strained. “Do you remember 
when we talked about the alarming increase in the 
number of mental patients at the hospital?” He 
waited just long enough for Xander’s 
acknowledgement, then continued: “They’re dead. 
Something’s killed them.” 
 
“My god! All of them?” Xander was peripherally 
aware that the others had fallen silent at his 
shocked exclamation. “How?” 
 
“That’s what I need your help to determine. It’s not 
a normal death, not even for murder.” Mr. Olsen 
sounded shaken. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
“We’ll be there in 15 minutes,” Xander promised, 
his stomach twisting at the thought of something 
killing helpless people. He wasn’t sure how they 
could help, but Mr. Olsen obviously thought they 
could and that was good enough for him. 
 
“Problem,” he announced, hanging up the phone. 
“We’re needed at the hospital.” 
 



~~~~~~~~ 
 
In the end, Buffy and Ethan came with them. Buffy 
was worried that whatever had killed the patients 
might still be around and Ethan had simply reached 
for his coat and slid his arms into the sleeves, only 
looking up when Buffy asked him where he thought 
he was going. 
 
“Who else?” Ethan asked, giving them a raised-
eyebrowed look. “If a half-breed Lobarrrhyn can’t 
tell how a human was killed, that probably means 
the deaths are magical, not demonic in origin. I am 
far more likely to recognize a spell than you, Ripper. 
So, unless you’re planning on having Ms. Maclay 
examine the bodies of a dozen murder victims, I 
rather think you’ll need my expertise.” 
 
The thought of making the gentle wiccan deal with 
the aftermath of a mass murder obviously gave 
Giles pause. “Thank you, Ethan,” he said. “You’re 
quite right.” 
 
Buffy scowled but didn’t object further. She hadn’t 



reconciled herself to Ethan’s involvement with Giles 
and generally made no attempt to conceal her 
dislike of the chaos mage. Hearing the two snipe at 
each other, Xander was reminded of Buffy and 
Spike’s interactions back in high school. He’d grown 
accustomed to Ethan’s presence in their lives and 
got along fairly well with the older man. Of course, 
he remained grateful to Ethan for deactivating 
Spike’s chip and it probably didn’t hurt that Ethan 
knew he had blackmail material handy since Ethan 
still hadn’t told Giles about the tracking spell he’d 
put on Giles.  
 
Shrugging into his own coat, Xander suppressed a 
smile. He couldn’t decide if Giles would go ballistic, 
if and when he found out about the tracking spell, 
or think it was cute - like he thought some of Spike’s 
over-the-top protectiveness was cute. Fortunately, 
Ethan obviously couldn’t decide which way Giles 
would take it either, which meant that he mostly 
behaved himself. As much as he was able to 
anyway. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
Mr. Olsen met them in the hospital lobby and led 
them downstairs to the mental ward. 
 
“It’s a shame, really, that they keep the patients 
down here,” he said, leading them through a set of 
double doors, obviously usually kept locked, and 
into a drab institutional hallway. “I do think the 
patients would do better with a bit more cheerful 
atmosphere, not to mention windows, but the 
hospital seems to think this is more secure.” 
 
“Fat lot of good that obviously did,” Ethan 
commented. 
 
Secure was the word for it, Xander thought with a 
shiver, looking around at the off-white cement brick 
walls. They were underground and the hallway was 
without even the cheerful posters that adorned the 
upstairs halls. Their footsteps sounded loudly in the 
empty space and Xander found he was 
unconsciously softening his steps, trying to keep the 
noise down. 
 



“How did someone get in?” Giles asked.  
 
“The police have no idea. I believe they are 
examining the ventilator shafts now,” Mr. Olsen 
told them. “Of course, we aren’t absolutely sure this 
was murder, so I’m not sure how hard they are 
looking.” 
 
“What does that mean?” Xander asked, Buffy’s 
question overlapping his. 
 
“I thought you said they were murdered?” 
 
“I believe they were murdered,” Mr. Olsen told her. 
“However I’m afraid the police seem a bit more 
inclined towards believing it is a medical issue.” He 
gestured towards doors on either side of the hall. 
“The bodies are in there.” 
 
As they approached, one of the doors opened and a 
dark-haired man in hospital scrubs stuck his head 
out. He frowned at the size of the group. “I thought 
you said only two people, Mr. O?” 
 



“Sorry, Ben,” Mr. Olsen answered. “They brought 
colleagues along, who also might be of assistance.” 
He gestured towards Giles. “Professor Giles is a 
chemical biologist, Ben. As I said, I’d very much like 
him to examine the bodies, and the… substance.” 
 
“Not like we don’t have enough of it to spare,” the 
young man said, his eyes lingering on Buffy. Xander 
wondered if he was admiring her admittedly skimpy 
silk top, or just wondering what kind of “assistance” 
she provided “Professor Giles”. Of course, he didn’t 
look like the colleague of a biologist either, but the 
intern guy hopefully assumed he was there for 
grunt labor, like shifting bodies and collecting 
samples. 
 
Not for the first time, Xander acknowledged that, as 
a group, they sucked at undercover type work. 
 
“Ben is an intern here,” Mr. Olsen informed them. 
“He is often assigned to the mental ward and, when 
my wife called me about the deaths, was kind 
enough to allow me to bring you in.”  
 



Behind Mr. Olsen’s head, Ben grimaced and Xander 
studied him, wondering if the distaste was for the 
deaths or for the mental patients themselves. The 
intern saw him watching and gave him a friendly 
smile, which did nothing to hide the shadows 
behind his eyes.  
 
“We all just want to find out what happened,” Ben 
said. “But you’ll have to be quick. They’re expecting 
the bodies in the morgue and I can’t delay moving 
them for long.” 
 
“I don’t expect my examination will take long,” Giles 
said ponderously and Xander hid a smile. He was 
always amused at the way Giles could wrap his 
British tweed persona around him like a cloak of 
respectability. A quick glance showed Ethan was 
doing the same thing and Xander almost gave the 
game away by staring openly. Ethan suddenly 
looked prim and proper, every inch a harmless 
academician, despite his black and silver shirt. Quite 
a feat for a man who’s whole body usually oozed 
insolence for the entire world. 
 



It seemed to satisfy Ben, though, and he pushed 
open the door and allowed them into the room. 
Xander filed in with the others and saw lines of beds 
with still patients in them. 
 
There were 11 dead bodies in the room and Xander 
nearly vomited when he saw that the bodies were 
in restraints. Strapped to their beds, they’d been 
utterly helpless to defend themselves.  
 
“There’s 8 more in the room across the hall,” Ben 
told them quietly. “We had to open a second ward 
to handle the overflow.” 
 
Ben stayed back by the door as they moved as a 
group towards the closest body. It was a middle-
aged man, heavy-set, eyes and mouth open in what 
looked like surprise. 
 
“No one heard anything?” Giles asked quietly. 
 
Mr. Olsen winced. “The on-duty nurse at the 
monitoring station heard some screams,” he said. 
“But she didn’t think they were anything unusual, 



just thought the patients were restless.” 
 
The curl of nausea deepened inside him deepened. 
Bad enough to be attacked while helpless, but to 
have no one respond to your screams…  
 
“There’s something…” Surprisingly, Ethan produced 
a slender flashlight from his pocket and shone it 
down into the man’s open mouth. 
 
“Yes, that is what I wanted you to see,” Mr. Olsen 
said. “It’s the same for all of them. It looks like they 
suffocated, their mouths and noses filled with this.” 
He fished inside the patient’s mouth with 
something that looked like a popsicle stick and 
pulled out a wad of clear slimy… stuff, that 
stretched and clung and resisted being pulled free. 
As he did, a vile stench came with it, and they 
stepped back, choking and making disgusted 
sounds. 
 
“What is that?” Buffy exclaimed, holding her nose. 
 
“Man, that really smells,” Xander remembered 



belatedly that he was supposed to be some kind of 
scientist. “Fascinating.” 
 
Hey, it worked for Spock. 
 
“Can we get a sample, without touching it?” Ethan 
asked. Unlike the rest of them, he looked more 
intrigued than revolted.  
 
“Yes, I brought a jar.” Mr. Olsen fumbled a jar out of 
his pocket and Xander took it from him, unscrewing 
the lid and holding it so Mr. Olsen could lower the 
blob of goo into the container. As soon as it was 
inside, Xander screwed the lid back on, relieved that 
the foul smell instantly lessened. 
 
“Ideally, we should take a second sample,” Ethan 
said, crossing to the next patient and shining his 
flashlight into her mouth. “The question is, did they 
suffocate, or is the substance toxic?” 
 
He straightened up and looked around at the circle 
of unenthusiastic faces. “Or perhaps a single sample 
will suffice,” he conceded.  



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Ethan busied himself setting up a makeshift 
chemistry lab as soon as they returned to the magic 
shop. Xander watched in bemusement as the man 
practically hummed in contentment as he 
unceremoniously appropriated the hot plate from 
the shop’s office and began testing samples of the 
slimy stuff: heating some, chilling others and 
generally acting like someone who knew what he 
was doing. 
 
Giles contacted Sgt. Morgan. Given the police 
involvement, they had decided it was time to 
“activate” the former members of the Initiative, 
now stationed at the army base as regular soldiers. 
The police had found nothing in the ventilations 
system, but a new mental patient was being 
admitted for observation even as they left the 
hospital - a teary-eyed woman who was babbling 
nonsense and tearing at her hair - and Giles thought 
it best to take precautions. It could be a coincidence 
that the victims were all mental patients - given that 



they were all attacked in the most remote and least 
accessible section of the hospital - but Giles didn’t 
think so.  
 
He also didn’t think that the substance Ethan was 
testing was simply a previously unknown toxin, 
agreeing with Mr. Olsen that anything that killed 
multiple people, quickly and simultaneously, was 
highly unlikely to be a naturally occurring 
phenomenon. The patients had all been fine 
physically when they turned the lights out the 
previous evening. In the morning, they were all 
dead. Mrs. Olsen had walked into the middle of the 
police investigation when she’d arrived for her 
volunteer shift this morning. She’d called her 
husband immediately as soon as she heard how the 
patients had died. 
 
Sergeant Morgan promised to have the three 
former Initiative soldiers guard the new mental 
patient until further notice, assuring Giles that there 
wouldn’t be many questions asked. Apparently 
civilians rarely questioned soldiers who simply 
stated flatly that they were under orders to do 



whatever it was they were doing. He also promised 
to send a couple of soldiers who were from the 
demon community to patrol the grounds and 
building of the hospital. 
 
As Giles hung up the phone, he sighed, looking 
infinitely weary. “Well, I suppose there is nothing 
for the rest of us to do except hit the books,” he 
said bracingly. 
 
Xander reached for his cell to call Spike and let him 
know he was safely back from the hospital and that 
he would be at the Magic Box for the evening. And 
maybe the foreseeable future, he thought glumly, 
hitting the speed dial.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episodes 
‘Into the Woods’ and ‘Triangle’  

 

Part Twenty-Three 

“Ours is a holy war.”  The man growled out in a 
deep, gravelly voice that went well with his size and 
armor.  “We do not make deals with the enemy.” 



 
“Well, good, because I’m not your enemy.  We want 
to stop Glory and...” 
 
“You know of the Beast?” A new voice interrupted 
and a second Knight loomed into view.  Xander 
wondered if the Knights were all big or if it was just 
their armor making it seem like they were. 
 
“It’s a small town, she’s a little hard to miss.” 
 
“You work with the Slayer.”  A hand suddenly fisted 
itself in his hair, yanking his head back and the tip of 
a knife pressed into his throat, taking the place of 
the sword that dropped down to rest threateningly 
against his chest.  “She protects the Key.”  The 
Knight pulled him back against his body and dug the 
tip of the knife in harder until it broke the 
skin.  Against every instinct, Xander forced himself 
to stay motionless and not struggle against the 
hold, letting the Knight manhandle him even as 
drops of blood began to trickle slowly down his 
throat. 
 



“You will tell us all you know of the Key,” the Knight 
said with deadly intensity, his voice loud in Xander’s 
ear.  “Or we will flay the skin from your body.” 
 
“I know it exists and that’s all.”   
 
“Where is it hidden?”   
 
“I have no idea.  And neither does the Slayer.” 
 
“You lie.” 
 
“And you have no honor.”   
 
It was a calculated gamble and, for one heart-
stopping moment, Xander thought he’d lost.  There 
was a hiss of anger in his ear and the blade pressed 
more deeply into his neck and Xander exploded into 
motion.  Both hands shot up, grabbing the Knight’s 
wrist from the inside and pushing hard, stopping 
the knife before it could do any more damage.  As 
they each fought for control of the movement of 
the knife - Xander trying to force it away and the 
Knight struggling to bury the blade in his neck, he 



shoved back hard against the Knight’s body, gaining 
a precious inch of distance from the sword at his 
chest and forcing his captor to step back to 
maintain his balance.  Using the body behind him as 
support, he brought both legs up and landed a 
double-footed kick in the mid-section of the sword-
wielding knight, staggering the man back but not 
knocking him off his feet as he’d hoped.  Fire scored 
along his jaw as the knife carved a line across his 
skin and the knight behind him struggled to regain 
his balance as Xander’s weight shifted.  He seized 
on the momentary imbalance and shoved the knife-
arm away from him with adrenaline-born strength, 
lunging forward as he did so and yanking free of the 
grip on his hair.  He spun to face the knife-guy, then 
stopped abruptly, hands held out in a gesture that 
was half readiness and half showing he had no 
weapons.  His breathing was harsh in the 
momentary silence that followed in the wake of his 
attack. 
 
“I came unarmed among you to speak with your 
leader.  I have threatened none of you, yet you 
would kill an envoy unheard.” 



 
He wasn’t sure where the wording came from, but 
suspected an old war movie was to blame.  Or 
maybe Sergeant Rock.   
 
“Hold!” 
 
Xander turned his eyes from the knife-guy, seeing 
another Knight approaching.  Shorter than the 
others but still powerfully built, this one was a 
goateed black man, his forehead tattoo difficult to 
see in the increasing shadows.   
 
“He is right to chide you, brother,” he said to the 
knife-holder who hastily slid the knife away 
somewhere in his armor, and made a gesture that 
appeared to be some kind of salute - his arm 
brought up with his clenched fist to his 
breastbone.  “This is a matter for the General.” 
 
As the new guy gestured courteously for Xander to 
proceed him, Xander let out a long shaky 
breath.  He was so never complaining again that 
Spike spent too much time training him how to get 



out of situations where someone had a weapon to 
his throat.  Thank god what worked with teeth also 
worked with knives. 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
They brought him to the center of the 
encampment, the black man leading and the two 
sentries following Xander with swords still drawn - 
which might have been flattering if it weren’t so 
nervous-making.  Quick orders had sent a half-
dozen knights out on a sweep of the surrounding 
woods, checking for anyone waiting in ambush and 
Xander was glad he hadn’t lied to them about 
coming alone. 
 
There was a campfire at the center of the clearing 
and a cluster of tents.  Outside one of them, the 
stocky figure of a man about Giles’ age was seated 
at a table, going through some papers.  One side of 
the man’s face was heavily scarred - an old wound 
of some kind, long-healed.  He wore the same chain 
mail the other Knights did but his forehead tattoo 



was more elaborate than the one the others wore 
and he had a metal chain studded with dark red 
stones around his throat and Xander wondered if 
they were rank insignia of some kind.  He didn’t 
need an introduction to know this was the 
General.  Command radiated effortlessly from him, 
even seated and distracted. 
 
“Who is this?” he asked, looking up, his eyes 
sweeping over Xander in a way that made him feel 
as if the man had catalogued everything about him.   
 
“He approached our sentries openly, General, and 
asked to speak to you,” the black man said.  “He 
was unarmed.” 
 
“You know us?” The General regarded him 
curiously. 
 
“I heard you were in town.  I wanted to talk to you 
before things get out of hand.” 
 
The general folded his papers away and sat back in 
his chair.  “The Beast is close to escaping her prison 



entirely,” he commented.  “Things are already ‘out 
of hand’, as you say.”  His English was perfect but 
somehow old fashioned and the modern phrasing 
sounded subtly wrong when he said it. 
 
“We have a common enemy - Glory,” Xander 
pointed out.  “I hoped maybe we could help each 
other.” 
 
“I have as many reliable soldiers as I need.  In what 
way could you possibly assist us?” 
 
“I have the current Slayer and the Master of the 
Territory, as well as a number of additional 
fighters.  We’ve successfully defended this town 
together for nearly five years, ever since the Slayer 
arrived.” 
 
The general frowned.  “We do not work with 
outside forces, especially those tainted with evil.” 
 
Xander let the evil bit slide without protest.  “Not 
even against a common enemy?” 
 



“Not even against a most uncommon enemy,” the 
General answered dryly.  “Your fighters are useless 
against the Beast.  She cannot be stopped even by a 
Slayer.  My warriors are prepared to die, but their 
strength is useless against her.  Our only hope is to 
find the Key before the Beast does.” 
 
“With all due respect,” Xander said carefully.  Given 
the number of armed men surrounding him, he 
suspected pissing off their leader would be a bad 
idea.  Especially since Giles had said something 
about these guys being fanatically loyal.  “You’ve 
been searching for the Key for hundreds of 
years.  Are you any closer to finding it now than you 
ever have been?” 
 
The General leaned back slightly, regarding him 
impassively.  “The Key is here.” 
 
“Do you know that, or are you just guessing 
because Glory’s here?”  Xander shot back.  “We’ve 
been looking for several months now and are no 
closer to finding out what it is than you are.  And 
we’ve been looking in one small town.” 



 
“The monks sent the Key to the Slayer.” 
 
“Maybe, but they didn’t tell her they were sending 
it and they sure as hell didn’t tell her what it looks 
like, or where it’s hidden,” Xander said 
calmly.  “They did a good enough job hiding it that it 
may be that no one will ever find it but, in the 
meantime, Glory’s out there now and, whatever 
else she’s planning, she’s sucking the brains out of 
the people who live here even as we speak.” 
 
“That is regrettable but not our concern.” 
 
Xander bit back an angry reply, saying instead:  “The 
man currently strapped to a hospital bed might feel 
a bit differently about that.  He used to be one of 
yours.” 
 
There was a stirring behind him, as the Knights that 
had been gathering around to listen reacted to the 
news.  The General’s face remained carved from 
stone but there was a flicker of concern in his 
eyes.  “One of my men is in the hospital?” 



 
“Yes.  Tall, slender, dark hair, grey eyes.  Forehead 
tattoo.”  He looked around.  “Not that that last is 
particularly helpful.” 
 
“Orlando.”  The Knight who’d brought him to the 
general spoke grimly.  He’d moved to stand behind 
the General, and Xander guessed from his position 
at the General’s shoulder that he might be the 
second in command. 
 
“Yes.  See to it, Dante,” the General ordered.  The 
black man bowed and backed away, signaling for 
two other men to follow him as he moved away, the 
Knights parting to let him through the 
crowd.  Spike’s numbers had been off, Xander 
thought uneasily, or else more Knights were still 
arriving.  He estimated there was close to fifty of 
them in the camp. 
 
“What’s he going to do?” he asked, taking a half 
step forward, then freezing when the Knights half-
drew their weapons.   
 



“Rescue our brother from captivity,” the General 
told him. 
 
“Oh.  Good.”  Xander relaxed, turning his attention 
back to the main problem.  “Since none of us have 
been able to find the Key, don’t you think we should 
focus on Glory instead?  I’d say our only chance is to 
stop Glory from finding the Key before the proper 
time and place for it to be used.” 
 
“Stopping the Beast in this time and place would be 
a worthy achievement,” the General 
acknowledged.  “It is not enough.  The Beast will go 
on, waiting for another opportunity.  Do you think 
that, throughout all millennia, this is the only 
moment in which the Key can be used?”  He shook 
his head.  “There have been times in the past and 
will be more in the future.  The only way to ensure 
the Beast is stopped forever is to destroy the 
Key.  With the Key destroyed, the Beast will lose 
hope and will wither and die.” 
 
“And again - you’ve been searching for the Key for a 
long time.  I don’t like your chances of finding it 



before the ritual.  Aren’t your efforts better focused 
on stopping Glory this time and buying us - well, 
you - another couple hundred years to look for it?” 
 
“The Key is too dangerous to be allowed to exist.” 
 
“So is Glory,” Xander shot back.  “Since our chances 
of finding the Key or stopping Glory seem equally 
impossible, I’ll settle for putting her back in 
hibernation for another century.” 
 
“The Key is the link.  The link must be severed.  Such 
is the will of God.”  The General’s eyes bore into 
his.  “That is our credo.  Our sacred trust.  We must 
destroy the Key.  It is the will of God.” 
 
“Will you at least not interfere with our efforts to 
stop Glory?” he asked, defeated by the utter 
certainty of the Knight.  “We could use your help, 
but at the very least, it would be nice if your men 
weren’t trying to kill the Slayer, because we need 
her - and not just against Glory.” 
 
The General tilted his head and regarded him 



steadily for a long moment.  Finally, he gave a short 
nod.  “We will not deliberately seek the Slayer’s 
death, so long as she does not interfere with our 
quest for the Key.”  He stood up, revealing himself 
to be a short, powerfully built man.  “But know this, 
if the Slayer knows where the Key is hidden, we will 
do whatever it takes to wrest that information from 
her.  There is no honor in making war upon women, 
but all other considerations are as nothing before 
our duty to our god.” 
 
Xander nodded.  “Understood.”  Buffy wouldn’t 
care about making war on women part - if anything, 
she’d probably be insulted by it.  But obviously 
these guys weren’t going to be deterred by the fact 
that the Key was now human.  They would destroy 
Dawn and think they were doing the right thing. 
 
“Would you be willing to share what you know 
about Glory?  Anything that might help us.”  The 
corner of his mouth turned up wryly.  “I suspect you 
know everything we know, but I’m willing to share 
what little we’ve learned, if it can help you.” 
 



“A fair exchange,” the General agreed. 
 
~~~~~~   
 
To Xander’s surprise, the General signaled for his 
men to bring chairs to the table and Xander found 
himself being served a large bowl of stew, and 
eating in company with the General and three of his 
men while the other Knights drifted away to eat at 
their own tents. 
 
There was something decidedly surreal about the 
meal.  Xander couldn’t decide if the Knights were as 
uncomfortable as he was or if they were just 
naturally quiet.  Very few words were exchanged 
during the brief meal and Xander was relieved when 
a young Knight appeared to pick up their dishes.   
 
“What do you know of the Beast?” the General 
asked him after the table had been cleared. 
 
Xander thought for a moment about their 
encounters with Glory.  “She’s a Hellgod.  From 
another dimension.  Nearly invulnerable.  And she’s 



trying to find the Key so she can get back 
home.”  He shrugged.  “That’s most of the 
important stuff.” 
 
The General nodded.  “The Beast is from a 
dimension of unspeakable torment, where she 
ruled with two other hellgods.  Along with the 
Beast, they were a triumvirate of suffering and 
despair, ruling with equal vengeance.  But the 
Beast’s power grew beyond even what they could 
conceive, as did her lust for pain and misery.  They 
looked upon her, what she had become, and 
trembled.” 
 
He broke off his recital, looking at Xander 
soberly.  “Such was her power.  They feared she 
would attempt to seize their dimension for herself, 
and decided to strike first.  A battle erupted.  In the 
end, they stood victorious over the Beast.  She was 
cast out, banished to this lower plane of existence.”  
 
“She’s imprisoned in a human body, right?  Any 
ideas about who that is?” 
 



A flicker of surprise crossed the General’s 
face.  “You have done well.  We believed we were 
the only ones who knew that fact.  Yes, in casting 
her out, the Beast was forced to live and eventually 
die, trapped within the body of mortal.  A newborn 
male, created as her prison.  That is the beast’s only 
weakness.” 
 
“So, if we kill the human she’s imprisoned inside, 
she’ll die too,” Xander said, half statement, half 
question.  The General’s nod confirmed it. 
 
“Unfortunately, the identity of the human vessel 
has never been discovered. 
 
“Are you sure about the newborn male part?  I've 
seen Glory and trust me, she’s full-grown and she’s 
not a guy.” 
 
“You have seen a glimpse of the true Beast.  Her 
power is too great to be completely contained.  She 
has found a way to escape her mortal prison for 
brief periods before her energies are exhausted and 
she is forced back into her living cell of meat and 



bone.” 
 
“So the human wouldn’t necessarily know his body 
is being hijacked?” 
 
“That I cannot answer.  There is much about her 
prison that remains unknown.” 
 
Xander hesitated, then asked:  “Are you willing to 
share what you know about the Key?” 
 
The General studied him silently for what felt like a 
long time before answering.  “The Key is almost as 
old as the Beast itself.  Where it came from, how it 
was created, is the deepest of mysteries.  All that is 
certain is that it’s power is absolute.  Countless 
generations of my people have sacrificed their lives 
in search of it.  To destroy it before it’s wrath could 
be unleashed.” 
 
“And Glory needs it to get back home,” he said. 
 
“Yes.  The Beast will use the power of the Key to 
return home and seize control of the Hell she was 



banished from.” 
 
“Um, just hypothetically - is that bad?  I mean, it 
would get rid of Glory, which seems like a good 
thing.”  Giles and Ethan had been pretty clear that 
opening dimensional doorways was not a good 
thing, but he was curious what the Knights thought 
about it. 
 
The General gave him a look, the kind a teacher 
leveled on a student who’d just asked a particularly 
stupid question.  “Once the Key is activated, it won’t 
just open the gates to the Beast’s dimension.  It’s 
going to open all the gates.  The walls separating 
realities will crumble, dimensions will bleed into 
each other.  Order will be overthrown and the 
universe will tumble into chaos.  All dark.  Forever. 
That is why the Key is too dangerous to be allowed 
to exist.” 
 
Put that way, Xander could see why they’d spent 
thousands of years trying to find and destroy the 
Key.  Under other circumstances, he’d be right 
there with them.  If the Key was a toaster, he’d be 



first in line with a sledge hammer.  Which was the 
problem.  The Key wasn’t a toaster.  It was a living, 
breathing, sometimes irritating teenager that he 
loved. 
 
“Do you know how long we have?  When the 
mystical convergence, or whatever, happens?” he 
asked. 
 
“Not the exact moment, but the time draws near.  It 
could be hours, or days from now.  A few weeks at 
the most.” 

 
~*~*~*~*~  

 
Walking back to the Magic Box, Xander wondered if 
they should re-think the whole take-Dawn-out-of-
town-immediately idea.  If Glory only had a few 
weeks to act, could she find the Summers women if 
they got on a plane and just left?  And what about 
the Knights?  Would they figure it out if Buffy took 
her mother and sister with her?  Because they 
weren’t going to stop trying to find the Key, not 



when they’d been looking for - what was it the 
General had said?  “Countless generations”.  Those 
guys weren’t going to give up any time soon.   
 
He didn’t know what to make of the Knights.  On 
the one hand, someone seriously needed to drag 
them kicking and screaming into the 21st 
Century.  On the other, half the people he knew 
used swords and axes regularly and complaining 
about the Knights’ being old fashioned was 
probably hypocritical.  A reluctant grin creased his 
face at the thought, at least he knew how to drive a 
car in addition to his medieval weaponry skills.  In 
any case, it probably didn’t matter anyway because 
he had a depressing feeling that even firing a rocket 
launcher at Glory at pointblank range wasn’t going 
to do anything except make her bitch about her 
dress being singed.    
 
There were nearly fifty of the Knights here 
now.  Given that Spike’s minions tended to get 
dusted for failing Spike, he was pretty sure the 
minion who’d counted them the other night had 
done a good job.  Which meant more were arriving 



in town.  The one Knight had told Buffy they had a 
thousand warriors.  The guy may have been 
bluffing, but obviously they couldn’t rely on that 
comforting thought.  And that was a lot of people to 
go hunting if Buffy suddenly left town with her 
family.  Even without knowing about Dawn, the 
Knights were bound to assume that Buffy had taken 
the Key with her if she left.   
 
As if they didn’t have enough problems, they 
needed a long term solution to the 
Knights.  Otherwise, Buffy and Dawn would never 
be able to have a normal life.  Because, even if Glory 
conveniently disappeared for all time in a puff of 
smoke, the Knights wanted to destroy the 
Key.  They thought it was inherently dangerous and 
wouldn’t be satisfied to just let things go on as they 
were, even if Glory was out of the picture 
permanently.   
 
He shook his head impatiently.  The Knights could 
wait.  Glory was the immediate problem and getting 
past the time when she could use Dawn to open the 
gates between dimensions was the priority.  And for 



that, all they needed was to keep Dawn hidden until 
after zero hour.  And they had a chaos mage on 
their side.   
 
Would it be possible for Ethan to work some sort of 
spell to cover Buffy leaving town with Dawn?  To 
make it look like she was still here after she’d left? 
 
Pleased with the idea, Xander quickened his steps, 
hoping Ethan would be at the shop when he got 
there.  Running away and waiting it out seemed like 
two things they could actually do against 
Glory.  Sure beat the hell out of their current plan 
which mostly involved bleeding and dying and 
losing Dawn.  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode 
‘Spiral’  

 
 

Part Twenty-Four 

That obviously went well. 
 



Spike could have been a half mile away and still 
heard the angry screaming. L’il Bit had a voice that 
could shatter glass when she was upset.  
 
Rupert had returned from England, reporting that 
the Council didn’t know anything about Glory, or 
anything like her, but had agreed to look into it. He 
had rather grimly reported that the Council had 
been very interested in the Key and were full of 
theories about where it could have been hidden. 
He’d hurriedly reassured the white-faced Buffy that 
most of the Council’s theories were nonsensical but 
the idea of that bunch of cold-blooded wankers 
stumbling over the information that Dawn was the 
Key had been enough to push the Slayer into action. 
He’d overheard Buffy telling her Watcher that she 
would break the news to Dawn this weekend. Friday 
night, she’d decided, to give Dawn as much time as 
possible to adjust before she had to go back to 
school on Monday. 
 
Which was why he’d been outside the house on 
Revello Drive since a few minutes after sunset, 
leaning against a tree and smoking, waiting to see if 



the Slayer kept her promise. 
 
Rupert had also contacted the Coven for help while 
he was in England. They hadn’t heard of Glory 
either, but Spike was not happy with the fact that 
the secret had been spread further - especially to a 
bunch of witches. Too many people were learning 
about the Key’s existence and Spike didn’t trust 
most magic workers. Power hungry, the lot of them. 
And the Key was supposed to be pure energy, just 
waiting for someone to figure out how to tap into it. 
 
From the screaming and slamming doors, loud 
enough to be audible to humans from where he 
stood, Dawn wasn’t taking the news well. 
 
He waited, curious to see how they handled the 
temper tantrum, and growled in exasperation when 
he saw Dawn climbing out the window. Slayer 
should have anticipated that, given how many times 
she’d used the same exit.  
 
He flicked away his cigarette and watched the girl 
climb down the white painted trellis, hearing the 



wood creak even under her slight weight. He 
smirked, it was apparent this wasn’t the first time 
she’d traveled this route, making it to the ground 
with the ease of someone who’d done it before. 
 
Or watched someone else do it, he thought in 
annoyance. Slayer should have been more careful 
that her kid sister wasn’t watching when she was 
making her own clandestine escapes, even if she 
hadn’t actually had a sister back then. Unlike 
Xander, he wasn’t troubled by the paradoxes of 
Dawn’s existence. She was here now and that was 
enough for him. He had no problem with blaming 
her older sister for things she hadn’t actually done. 
 
He stepped out of the shadows just as Dawn 
reached the ground. The girl backed away from the 
house, keeping a cautious eye out for watching 
relatives, then relaxed and turned around, coming 
to a sudden halt with a squeak of surprise when she 
almost ran into him. 
 
“Spike!” she gasped. “Jeez! Lurk much? What are 
you doing here?” 



 
Spike shrugged. “Passing by,” he said casually. 
“Heard the shouting. From the sound of it, thought 
you all were being attacked by a seshantii demon.” 
He gave Dawn a feral grin. “Nearly kicked in your 
door, thinking I’d join the party.” He glanced up at 
the window and frowned at the sight of flames 
beginning to shed their flickering light on the walls 
of the bedroom. “Burning the place down, Niblet?” 
 
“It’s just in the trash can,” Dawn told him, crossing 
her arms defensively. “You sure fuss a lot for a 
vampire. Thought you were supposed to be evil.” 
Despite the bravado, Dawn cast an uneasy glance 
back up at the bedroom. 
 
“Been known to enjoy a spot of arson now and then 
myself,” Spike told her, lighting another cigarette to 
give himself a moment to think. “Just wasn’t sure 
you were up to torching your own house.” 
 
Dawn shifted uncomfortably, and opened her 
mouth to say something. Just then, they heard the 
sound of the Slayer yelling for Joyce.  



 
“Guess they got it under control,” he told Dawn, 
sending a long puff of smoke skyward. “Where you 
headin?” 
 
“Away.” 
 
He cocked his scarred eyebrow at her. “Pretty vague 
destination. All number of beasties between here 
and away,” he said, letting a hint of predator into 
his voice, then frowned at her, more serious now. 
“And I don’t see a single bloody weapon on you, Bit. 
Taught you better than that, didn’t I?” 
 
“I can take care of myself,” she told him stiffly.  
 
“Not without weapons, you can’t,” he said bluntly. 
“Even with them, shouldn’t be wandering around at 
night when you’re upset.” 
 
“Who says I’m upset?” 
 
He just raised an eyebrow. “Vampire, luv. Can smell 
it on you. What’s got your knickers in a twist?” he 



asked casually, as if he didn’t know. 
 
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, looking 
away. The faint scent of salty tears drifted in the 
night air. 
 
“Fine by me. But we should be moving on if we 
don’t want big sis catching up with you.” 
 
Dawn didn’t answer, her face still averted, but she 
set off across the lawn, heading away from the 
house. Spike fell into step beside her, content to 
wait. Dawn couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. 
She’d start talking, soon as she was ready. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
They walked in silence for long minutes, Spike 
unobtrusively steering the girl to the quieter areas 
of town, those rarely frequented by harmful 
demons. Walking along the sidewalks, past well-
groomed lawns and in and out of the pools of light 
cast by the streetlamps, Spike kept a wary ear out 
for trouble, but they seemed to be the only ones 



out in the cool darkness. 
 
“They said I’m not real. I’m not a person. I’m just a 
thing.” 
 
Dawn’s words broke the long silence, bewildered 
hurt underlying the surface anger in her tone. 
 
“That right?” he asked calmly, glancing at her. 
“What are you then?” 
 
“Something unnatural.” 
 
She turned to look at him for the first time since 
they began walking. She’d been crying silently and 
the tears had left drying tracks down her cheeks. 
Her eyes were red-rimmed and damp, but the tears 
were no longer flowing.  
 
“Covers a lot of ground, luv,” he told her. “Most 
folks think I’m unnatural. Know you’re not a 
vampire, what did they say you were?” 
 
He was curious what Joyce and Buffy had told Dawn 



but mostly, he thought she needed to say the words 
herself. 
 
“Some kind of mystical energy thing,” she said after 
a moment. 
 
“Seem pretty human to me.” 
 
There was another long silence, and Spike just 
waited, walking beside the girl, listening to the 
ordinary sounds of the night: a dog barking several 
blocks over, tv’s in the houses they passed, a 
quarrelling couple, their angry voices carrying easily 
to his ears. 
 
“Why did they have to tell me?” she broke out 
passionately. “If you can’t tell I’m not human, then 
no-one else can either. I was happy not knowing.”  
 
“Couldn’t hide it from you forever, Bit. Sooner or 
later, you would have found out anyway. Would 
you rather some stranger had told you? Your mum 
and sister told you because they love you.” 
 



“They’ve got a funny way of showing it.” 
 
“Dawn,” the rare use of her name brought her eyes 
around to meet his. “They’re trying to keep you 
safe. Glory’s after the Key. So’re some others. You 
needed to know.” 
 
She froze, then her puzzled look hardened into a 
glare. “You already knew, didn’t you?” she accused. 
Her small fist flashed out and he caught her by the 
wrist before the blow landed, using just enough 
force to hold on to her, not enough to hurt her. 
 
“Yeah, known for awhile now. Xander knows too,” 
he admitted. 
 
Dawn yanked her arm back, trying to get free. “Let 
go of me,” she snarled in a low, angry voice. When 
she couldn’t jerk free of his grip, she yelled at him, 
throwing wild punches with her free hand and 
kicking at him. He let the blows fall, not trying to 
check them or avoid them, letting her get it out of 
her system, just holding on to her so she couldn’t 
run away.  



 
After a moment, she stopped struggling and glared 
at him, breathing hard. “Who else knows?” she 
demanded.  
 
“Just Rupert.” 
 
“Let go of me,” she repeated and this time he did. 
 
She stood there, rubbing absently at her wrist. “Do I 
scare you?” she challenged. “I’m supposed to be 
really powerful.” 
 
He let out a short bark of surprised laughter. “I’m a 
demon, Bit. Don’t really care if you’re human or not, 
or how powerful you are.”  
 
“Figures you’d say that.” She looked down, scuffing 
one shoe against the sidewalk. “But everyone else is 
going to look at me like I’m some sort of freak.” 
 
“Not going to lie, Dawn, some people would look at 
you differently, if they knew. Most everyone: your 
friends, teachers, and whatnot, they’re not going to 



know, so don’t worry about them. I’m not human, 
and I think most humans are boring, so I don’t give 
a piss if you aren’t human. Xander’s got more 
demon friends than human, so why would he care if 
you’re a little more than human? Giles already 
knows. He treatin’ you any differently?” 
 
Dawn shook her head. 
 
“Only leaves Glinda. Don’t know her all that well, 
but she’s a classy lady, for all she’s got terrible taste 
in girlfriends. Can’t see her actin’ any different 
towards you.” 
 
“But what about mom and Buffy?” It was a tiny, 
frightened whisper. “I’m not really part of the 
family. I’m just something they sent to the Slayer, 
so she could protect me.” 
 
“Bollocks. You’re a Summers, no question. And 
Summers women are tough. Look what your mum’s 
just been through. Didn’t see her whining about 
how tough life was, now did you?”  
 



Dawn shook her head, her hair swinging with the 
movement of her bent head. “This is different. I’m 
just a thing. The Key. What am I? Am I real? Am I 
anything?” Her voice rose louder and louder as she 
spoke and Spike put both hands on her shoulders, 
staring down into her eyes until she quieted. 
 
“You’re Joyce’s daughter and Buffy’s sister,” he said 
forcefully. “Threatened to disembowel me if I told 
you myself, your mum did,” he told her, 
exaggerating slightly. “Said this was a family matter 
and I shouldn’t interfere.” 
 
Dawn looked back at him wide-eyed.  
 
“Now, does that sound like your mum thinks of you 
any differently? I thought you should have been 
told right away,” he said. “But your mum and sis 
wanted to wait, thought you were too young to 
handle it. Families are like that,” he said casually. 
“They don’t always see how strong the youngest 
one is. They just see their baby.” He vaguely 
remembered that from his human years.  
 



Dawn still looked troubled but, after a moment, she 
moved forward, throwing her arms around his waist 
and holding him tightly. Spike hugged her back, 
stroking her hair, smoothing it with long gentle 
strokes the same ones he’d once used to calm 
Drusilla when she was becoming lost in her 
madness. It seemed to work this time too. Dawn’s 
tense muscles relaxed and she burrowed deeper 
into his arms, tears wetting the front of his shirt as 
she wept silently against his chest. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Dawn wasn’t ready to go home yet, but agreed to 
let Spike call Xander once Spike pointed out that her 
mother and sister were probably tearing the town 
apart looking for her. He fished his seldom used 
phone out of his pocket and switched it on, calling 
Xander’s cell phone. From the number of 
accumulated messages, he knew he was going to be 
on the receiving end of another lecture about 
leaving his phone on so Xander could reach him. 
 
“Spike?” Xander’s anxious tones answered almost 



before the first ring sounded. “Dawn’s missing.” 
 
“Not to worry, luv. She’s safe with me. Tell the 
Slayer to call off the search.” 
 
“Is she ok?” 
 
Spike glanced down at her and she gave him a wan 
smile. “Bit out of sorts but she’ll be fine.” 
 
Xander’s relieved sigh was clearly audible. “Buffy 
wants you to bring her home, immediately,” he said 
obviously relaying a message. 
 
“Slayer can piss off. Dawn’ll be home when she’s 
ready.” Spike shut the phone off. He wasn’t getting 
into an argument with the Slayer about this, even a 
second-hand one. Xander would understand. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander growled as the line went dead. Damn Spike 
for leaving him in the middle. He slowly closed the 
phone and turned to face the expectant eyes.  



 
“She’s safe. She’s with Spike. She’s not ready to 
come home yet.” 
 
“Call him back,” Buffy exclaimed. “She’s 14! She’s 
got no business wandering around the Hellmouth in 
the middle of the night.” 
 
“Buffy, it’s 7:00 not the middle of the night,” Xander 
pointed out. “I imagine she just needs some space 
after the argument,” he said obliquely, aware that 
Ethan was taking far too much interest in Buffy’s 
panic over her missing sister. “Spike won’t let 
anything happen to her.” 
 
“She could’ve burned the house down!” 
 
“And you can talk to her about that when she gets 
home.” he suggested. “Maybe after everyone’s 
calmed down a little.” 
 
“Xander’s right,” Giles said. “You should go home, 
let your mother know Dawn’s been found. I’m sure 
Spike will bring her home shortly.” 



 
“He better,” Buffy said grimly.  

A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
’Blood Ties”  

 

Part Twenty-Five 

“So, how did it go when you brought her home?” 
Xander asked, watching with more than idle interest 
as Spike rapidly shucked his clothes. 
 
It was a much better show than the one he’d been 
watching twenty minutes ago.  He’d passed the 
time waiting for Spike to return sitting on the couch, 
restlessly channel surfing but completely unable to 
focus on anything he ended up watching.  Instead, 
his ears had been tuned to the outside stairs, 
listening for Spike.  When the welcome sound of 
Spike’s familiar steps climbing the stairs had finally 
come, he’d snatched the door open, peppering 
Spike with anxious questions about Dawn, which 
Spike had answered reassuringly. 
 



Yes, Dawn was fine.  Yes, she’d calmed down and 
gone home, just like he’d said she would.  No, Dawn 
wasn’t going to do anything crazy.  Yes, he was sure 
that Dawn was going to be ok with the news that 
she wasn’t quite human.  His questions had fallen 
into silence eventually and Spike had pulled him 
into a hug, suggesting that they would both feel 
better after a shag. 
 
He really liked the way Spike’s mind worked. 
 
Heading for the bedroom, Spike had already begun 
pulling his clothes off but Xander wasn’t quite ready 
to move on, curious about how Joyce and Buffy had 
handled Spike’s refusal to bring Dawn home until 
she was ready. 
 
“Slayer yelled at me, Joyce told her to put a cork in 
it.  Then they both made a big fuss over Dawn,” the 
vampire reported, tossing his shirt over a chair, his 
hands already undoing his belt. 
 
Xander’s eyebrows went up skeptically.  “Joyce told 
Buffy to put a cork in it?” 



 
“’s what she meant,” Spike insisted. 
 
“So Dawn’s ok?” he asked again, admittedly for 
about the twelfth time.  Spike stopped with his 
jeans half undone and looked at him seriously. 
 
“Yeah, luv.  Niblet’s strong, she’ll be fine.” 
 
He could tell that Spike believed what he was 
saying, but he was having a hard time believing that 
Dawn had dealt with something this big in just a 
couple hours.  “We are talking about the person 
who set fire to her room, right?” he reminded Spike, 
climbing onto the bed as his lover sprawled out on 
the mattress. 
 
“Just letting off a bit of steam, nothing to worry 
about.” 
 
Xander shook his head.  Only Spike would describe 
arson as nothing to worry about.  Not that Dawn 
had really intended burning the house Dawn, but it 
had scared him badly that she’d destroyed her 



journals.  She’d been keeping a diary for years - sort 
of… or at least thought she had…  Anyway, the 
journals existed and it worried him that she’d torn 
them up and burned them.  Of course, maybe the 
idea of ever re-reading them since they chronicled 
things that hadn’t actually happened had freaked 
her out as much as it still sometimes did him, 
thinking about the intricacies of the memories that 
had been given to them all, but still, it was like she 
was rejecting the only life she’d always known. 
 
Shaking off his whirling thoughts, he straddled 
Spike, still fully dressed, his weight resting on his 
knees as he bent down to kiss his lover.  “We should 
probably keep an eye on her for awhile,” he said 
quietly, “just to be sure.  It’s a lot, Spike, and 
humans aren’t as adaptable as demons.” 
 
“We’ll keep an eye on her,” Spike promised, pulling 
him down for another kiss.  “Be alright, luv.” 
 
For long moments, they did nothing more than kiss, 
mouths moving slowly and sensually against each 
other, tongues darting and playing, Spike’s hands 



buried in Xander’s hair, holding the dark waves back 
from his face as he bent over Spike, his upper body 
pressed against Spike’s bare chest, his muscular legs 
warm and tight against Spike’s sides.   
 
Xander pulled back finally, sitting up so he was 
perched on top of Spike’s hips, a mischievous smile 
on his lips as he began to slowly unbutton his shirt, 
lingering teasingly over each button.  Spike smirked 
up at him, wriggling a little beneath Xander’s weight 
to rub his erection against the worn softness of 
Xander’s jeans. 
 
“Bit faster wouldn’t kill you, luv,” he suggested.  He 
laced his fingers behind his head and lifted his 
scarred eyebrow challengingly. 
 
Xander finished unbuttoning his shirt but made no 
move to take it off, letting the halves hang open, 
giving Spike only glimpses of his tanned flesh.  “Got 
a surprise for you,” he purred and bent to kiss Spike 
again, his hands running up Spike’s arms, caressing 
the flesh and closing around his wrists. 
 



~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike let Xander dominate the kiss, enjoying the 
feeling of his Claimed’s big calloused hands 
wrapped around his own wrists, pretending to pin 
him down so Xander could ravage his mouth 
unchecked.  He rocked his hips upwards, loving the 
friction against his aching cock.   
 
He would never make the comparison out loud, but 
these times when Xander took the lead in their 
lovemaking reminded him of Drusilla on those 
nights when they had clawed and bit each other in 
frenzied passion.  Not that Xander ever went as far 
as Dru sometimes had.  It hadn’t been uncommon 
for his dark princess to leave deep, bleeding 
wounds, wounds that afterwards, lying sated and 
content beside him, she would drink from, her 
tongue bathing and savoring each wound in a way 
that left him aroused all over again. 
 
Xander never shredded his flesh during sex but he’d 
long since figured out that Spike found a touch of 
pain almost unbearably erotic and often marked 



Spike with his blunt human teeth and nails, giving 
him the taste of pleasure and pain entwined that his 
demon found so arousing. 
 
Spike let his head fall back with a groan as Xander 
abandoned the kiss, his mouth drifting down along 
Spike’s neck, tracing the blood vessels with his 
tongue, then closing his teeth in a sharp bite that 
came just short of breaking the skin.  He worried 
the skin for a moment, pinching it between his 
teeth as Spike sucked in an unneeded breath and 
arched in pleasure beneath him. 
 
Xander lifted up and released one of Spike’s wrists, 
stretching across him towards the edge of the 
bed.  Spike took advantage of the opportunity, 
mouthing at the flat brown nipples as they brushed 
by his face.  Xander chuckled, fumbling at the bed-
side table for a moment, then settled back down 
over Spike’s hips, his brown eyes laughing down at 
Spike as he took hold of both wrists again. 
 
He felt the chill of metal against his right wrist and 
looked over just in time to see Xander snap a 



handcuff closed around his wrist.  He raised an 
eyebrow as Xander shut the free end of the cuff 
around a portion of the bed frame.  “Kinky, 
luv.  Where’d you get the cuffs?” 
 
“Ethan,” Xander said matter-of-factedly, as he 
reached over and snapped a second pair around 
Spike’s left wrist, again closing the free end through 
the frame of the bed. 
 
“Figures.  Randy old queer.” 
 
“Look who’s talking.  You’re like a hundred years 
older than he is.”  Xander said absently, running his 
hands with tantalizing slowness down Spike’s arms 
towards his chest. 
 
He could easily break free of the handcuffs, but he 
was curious to see what his boy was up to.  He lay 
still, watching as Xander began running his hands 
over Spike’s smooth cool flesh, exploring the lean 
muscled form as if it weren’t as familiar to him as 
his own.  Spike arched his back as Xander bent 
down, teasingly nipping and lapping at first one 



nipple, then the other, little jolts of sensation 
shooting through him as Xander’s teeth closed on 
the sensitive nubs, biting hard enough to cause 
Spike’s cock to jerk as the pain sent pleasure 
shooting through his body.   
 
Spike was almost purring as Xander worked his way 
slowly down his body, worshipping every inch of his 
chest and abdomen as he went.  He was hard and 
ready, his body twisting and writhing as he sought 
more sensation by the time Xander finally reached 
his goal, his lips mouthing down Spike’s abdomen 
towards his eager cock.   
 
Xander sat up abruptly and Spike cursed, bucking 
his hips upwards encouragingly.  “Too soon to be 
takin’ a break, luv,” he said.  “You were doin’ fine.” 
 
“Just fixing the sheets a bit,” he said with mock 
solicitude, “wouldn’t want you uncomfortable.”   
 
To Spike’s disbelief, Xander proceeded to do just 
that, pulling up the top sheet so that it covered 
Spike to the waist. 



 
“Going the wrong way there, pet,” he couldn’t help 
pointing out. 
 
His boy looked at him from under the tumbled fall 
of his bangs, his dark eyes sparkling with wicked 
amusement.  “Patience, luv,” he said mockingly. 
 
“Fuck, patience,” Spike growled. 
 
Xander laughed at him, then bent his head and 
began mouthing at his cock through the 
sheet.  Spike could feel the warmth of his breath 
even through the fabric and his cock was straining 
against the cotton separating it from Xander’s 
mouth, struggling to break free, wanting the feel of 
that warm heat surrounding him.  He swore as 
Xander dragged his tongue along the bulge under 
the sheet, teasing him unmercifully. 
 
For long moments, Xander did his best to drive him 
out of his mind, ignoring Spike’s demands to get on 
with it, for Xander to touch him, mouthing and 
licking at his crotch until the fabric was damp from 



both saliva and pre-come and Spike was bucking his 
hips restlessly, the handcuffs rattling against the 
headboard as he strained against the restraints. 
 
Xander sat up again and shifted so he was sitting 
directly over Spike’s hips, staring down at him with 
a mocking smile. 
 
“Oi!  Finish what you started,” Spike complained, 
arcing up against him. 
 
“I thought this would be a good time to discuss the 
fact that I couldn’t reach you for -” Xander ground 
his hips against Spike’s “Two. Bloody. Hours.”  He 
emphasized each word by rocking their hips 
together so their erections slid against each other.   
 
“Cell phones are for humans,” he said, glaring up at 
his Claimed.   
 
“Apparently so are orgasms,” Xander threatened. 
 
“You wouldn’t dare,” he growled, shifting into his 
true face and glaring in yellow-eyed outrage at his 



Claimed. 
 
Which, of course, was exactly the wrong thing to 
say.  Xander leaned closer to him, not coincidentally 
pressing harder against his aching cock as he did 
so.  “Nothing else seems to be getting the point 
across.  I figure a spot of torture is what’s called 
for.” 
 
Normally, Spike was all for torture, but not when he 
was on the receiving end. 
 
He snarled and exerted his full strength against the 
handcuffs.  The metal bands around his wrists held 
but the links of chain snapped, unequal to the task 
of confining a Master Vampire.  Fast as lightning, he 
grabbed Xander and flipped the two of them over in 
a tangle of twisted sheets.  He released Xander just 
long enough to reach down and rip the sheets away 
from them.  Xander’s startled laugh was almost 
drowned out by the noise the cotton made as he 
carelessly shredded the fabric in his quest to be free 
of the confining cloth. 
 



His hands made short work of Xander’s jeans, 
yanking them off and flinging them to one side, 
exposing Xander’s eager weeping erection.  He 
fisted his hands in Xander’s long hair, kissing him 
savagely as their bodies strained together.  Teeth 
clashed, tongues dueled and he gloried in his 
Claimed’s eager surrender.  Unable to wait, he freed 
one hand and reached between their bodies, 
coating his fingers with the pre-come flowing from 
both their cocks.   
 
He pushed Xander’s legs over his shoulders and 
reached between, plunging two fingers inside, 
loving the way Xander gasped as he was hastily 
stretched.  Eyes closed, head thrown back exposing 
his neck with the veins throbbing tantalizingly just 
beneath the surface, Xander was lost in 
sensation.  Spike worked to open him, feeling the 
tight muscles yield to his probing fingers, as he 
circled and scissored his fingers inside his boy’s hot 
silken channel.  He felt Xander’s slight jerk as his 
fingers found the prostate gland and he deliberately 
brushed his knuckles against it, loving the way 
Xander groaned and shuddered beneath him, his 



breaths coming in harsh pants. 
 
He pulled his fingers free and positioned himself, 
forcing himself to move slowly and not just plunge 
inside as he wanted to.  He pushed inside slowly, 
relentlessly, feeling the muscles give way slowly to 
let him in.  Xander’s hands were urging him on but 
he held his pace, knowing that Xander was only 
minimally prepared and not wanting to push the 
pain of penetration beyond what his boy would find 
arousing.  He could feel the tight muscles fluttering 
around his cock and the sensation was pure 
bliss.  He was encased in tight velvet heat, clasping 
him tight and massaging him and it was all he could 
do to hold back. 
 
He rested for a moment when he was fully seated, 
giving Xander’s body time to adjust, ignoring his 
Claimed’s incoherent pleas to get on with it, to just 
fucking move already.  Bending his head, he lapped 
at Xander’s skin, letting the taste of sweat and 
pheromones and the unique flavor that was Xander 
fill his senses.  Slowly, infinitesimally, his hips began 
to move, withdrawing and thrusting in tiny 



movements that gradually increased in speed and 
power until he was plunging in hard and fast, 
pounding deep inside, hitting Xander’s prostate 
with every thrust as Xander thrashed beneath him, 
his cries of pleasure filling the room.    
 
Spike bent down and buried his fangs in Xander’s 
neck, Xander’s sharp scream sounding in his ear and 
he stiffened and came, his cock spurting between 
their bodies, his ass clenching around Spike’s cock 
pulling Spike’s own orgasm from him in a burst of 
exquisite pleasure.  His mouth filled with his 
Claimed’s blood, his cock milked by the tight 
convulsing muscles, Spike barely remembered to lift 
his head in time to avoid draining his Claimed. 
 
He licked soothingly at his renewed Mark, pulling 
his softening cock out of Xander’s hole, and rolled 
the two of them away from the wet spot, wrapping 
himself around his boy’s heated body.  For a long 
moment, he listened contentedly as Xander’s 
breathing and heart rate gradually slowed to 
normal, his ear pressed against his boy’s back, his 
hands stroking softly over his boy’s tanned skin. 



 
“That’ll teach you,” Xander murmured, his voice 
slurred with sleep and boneless satiation. 
 
Spike chuckled, the sound little more than a quiet 
rumble of content in the room.  “Yeah, luv.  Taught 
me good.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Raised voices in the front room distracted Xander 
and he half turned, glancing back towards the door 
leading into the shop.  Spike took full advantage, 
sweeping Xander’s legs out from under him and 
dropping him to the mats.   
 
“Hey, no fair,” Xander complained. 
 
“Keep your mind on the opponent you’re fighting, 
luv.  Worrying about what’s happening somewhere 
else gets you killed.”   
 
“Not in the shop during a sparring lesson,” Xander 
grumbled but Spike could see his boy had taken the 



critique seriously.  Xander nearly always fought 
opponents stronger than himself and needed to 
keep his mind on what he was doing to stay alive.  It 
was a point Spike spent a lot of time reinforcing, 
given Xander’s tendency to worry more about 
everyone else’s wellbeing than his own survival.   
 
He put out a hand and pulled Xander to his 
feet.  “Somethin’s got the Slayer in a tizzy,” he 
commented, following Xander into the front 
room.  After the initial exchange of excited words, 
the voices had died down to murmurs but the 
intense emotions were still there. 
 
Buffy was explaining something to Rupert, keeping 
her voice low and a wary eye on the customers 
browsing in the shop.  She had Joyce and Dawn with 
her and that put Spike on alert.   While Dawn often 
dropped by after school for an hour or two, Joyce 
rarely came to the shop.  His eyes swept the room, 
noting the two overnight bags dropped by the door 
and Joyce’s anxiety.  Dawn had her over by the 
shelves, pointing out various items to her, but 
Joyce’s worried gaze remained fastened on her 



daughter and Rupert even as she tried to be calm 
for Dawn’s sake.   
 
“Guys, what’s going on?” Xander asked. 
 
Rupert cleared his throat.  “Tara, would you mind 
watching the register for a few minutes?” he 
asked.  Tara looked up and nodded agreement 
before turning back to the customer she was 
helping, who was curiously examining a carved 
wooden statuette.  Buffy beckoned Joyce and Dawn 
to join them in the back, then shut the door to the 
shop firmly behind them. 
 
“Glory was at the house this afternoon,” Buffy 
announced.  Spike froze, his eyes going immediately 
to Dawn.  “Dawn wasn’t there.  I stopped by after 
classes and found my mother offering Glory tea,” 
she explained grimly. 
 
“Well, it’s not like I knew who she was,” Joyce said, 
with surface calm.  “I just assumed she was a friend 
of yours, Buffy.  She seemed a little rude but not 
dangerous.” 



 
“Niblet?” Spike asked, biting back the curses that 
rose to his lips as he realized that none of them had 
had the brains of a hr’ashlek demon or they would 
have described Glory to Joyce and Dawn so they 
would recognize her if she showed up at their door.  
 
“I was at Janet’s.”  Dawn sounded almost 
disappointed that she hadn’t met Glory.  “I always 
miss the good stuff.” 
 
“It wasn’t good,” Buffy said sharply.  “She 
threatened to kill mom and everyone else I know if I 
don’t turn over the Key.” 
 
“She knows you have it?” Xander asked anxiously. 
 
“She’s guessing,” Buffy told him.  “But she seemed 
pretty convinced that I either have it or know where 
it is.” 
 
“Makes sense,” Spike said.  “The monks wanted to 
protect the Key.  You’re the strongest human in 
town, so you’re the most likely person to be 



guarding it.  Not like a bunch of monks are going to 
trust a demon enough to turn the Key over to one.” 
 
“Buffy, what do you want to do?” Giles asked. 
 
“I need to get mom and Dawn out of town.  Like 
tonight.” 
 
“No,” Dawn said heatedly.  “I’m not leaving my 
friends.” 
 
“Dawn, it’s the safest way.” 
 
“Is it?” Joyce asked quietly.  “Buffy, if you go with 
us, Glory is bound to wonder why you’ve suddenly 
left town and taken us with you.  And if you send us 
away without you, you won’t be there to protect 
Dawn.” 
 
“Hello.  Isn’t anyone listening to me?  I said I’m not 
leaving.” 
 
“Dawn, you’ll do as we say,” Buffy told her. 
 



“You’re not the boss of me!” Dawn snapped, her 
eyes flashing.   
 
“Why don’t we all just calm down and think this 
through,” Giles suggested.   
 
“Giles,” Buffy said emphatically.  “Mom and Dawn 
can’t stay here.  Glory knows where they live.  I 
have to get them somewhere safe.  If Dawn had 
been home…” 
 
“Would Glory recognize her?” Xander interrupted 
as Buffy trailed off, unable to voice her fear.  “I 
mean,” he glanced apologetically at Dawn, “if she 
sees Dawn, will Glory know she’s the Key?” 
 
That was the fear behind Buffy’s panic, Spike 
realized.  And the reason she was wanting to 
bolt.  “Doubt it,” he said before she could answer, 
and shrugged when the Summers’ women all stared 
at him.  “Stands to reason.  Monks knew who they 
were hiding the Key from, after all.  Be a bloody 
stupid way to hide their precious Key if Glory could 
bump into her at the mall and know instantly that 



Dawn’s what she’s looking for,” he pointed out. 
 
“We can’t take that risk.  Who knows how good the 
spell is?” Buffy insisted.  “Getting them out of town 
completely is the safest thing.” 
 
“Be a mite conspicuous, bundling everyone up and 
leaving town together.” Spike said judiciously.   
 
“What are you talking about?” 
 
“Oh, please.  Think your Watcher is going to let you 
leave without him?  And what about the rest of 
us?  Glinda, and even Rayne?  Think Glory won’t 
torture anyone left behind for information?”   
 
Buffy’s eyes widened, and she looked at Giles and 
Xander helplessly.  Spike pressed the point 
home.  “Would leave a trail a blind human could 
follow, if you go caravanning across the landscape 
with everyone you hold near and dear.”  He met her 
stare with a raised eyebrow.  “Running isn’t the 
answer.  It gets you on your own, no resources, no 
safe house, no plan.”   



 
“We’ll drive halfway across the country and set 
ourselves up somewhere far, far away from the 
Hellmouth and Glory,” Buffy said after a 
moment.  “We’ll be safe in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
“Stop thinking like a human, Slayer,” Spike said 
bluntly, shaking his head in exasperation.  He 
couldn’t help wondering if Buffy was thinking about 
taking refuge with her toy soldier.  “Dawn’s not a 
witness on the run from the mob, who can just 
change her name and hide out in the Midwest.  Use 
your head.  Glory hasn’t been able to find the Key 
when she’s living in the same town as Dawn.  That 
says the monks did something more than just create 
memories of her.  Says she’s hidden  from detection 
somehow.  The spells they worked are powerful, 
about the most strongest mojo I’ve ever heard 
of.  Think about it:  everyone who encounters Dawn 
who would know you had a kid sister, or Joyce has a 
daughter, has memories of her.  People who 
wouldn’t know about her, don’t get the instant 
memories.  Spell that sophisticated took a hell of a 
lot of power to work.” 



 
“You think they borrowed power from the 
Hellmouth for the spell,” Giles said in sudden 
realization. 
 
“Stands to reason, don’t it?  How do we know the 
spell will keep working once you take her outside 
the Hellmouth’s range?” 
 
“It won’t matter then, no one will know Dawn or 
any of us away from here,” Buffy said impatiently. 
 
“And what if the mojo that’s keepin’ something as 
powerful as Glory from realizing Dawn’s the Key 
when she’s standing in your house breaks down as 
well?” 
 
Buffy shot a horrified look at Dawn.  “Oh, my 
god.”  There was sick realization in her voice. 
 
“Buffy, he’s right.  We can’t take that risk.  We just 
have to bluff it out here.” Joyce said quietly. 
 
“Not such a bad place to make a stand,” Spike 



commented.  “Got resources and friends here.” 
 
Dawn had been listening silently, looking frightened 
but trying hard to hide it.  Joyce put an arm around 
her, giving her a comforting squeeze.  “We need a 
plan, Buffy,” she told her daughter quietly.  “Just 
getting into the car and running away isn’t the 
answer.  If we decide that leaving is the safest thing 
to do, then we need a plan.  Otherwise, we’re just 
running blindly and we’ll be easy to follow - which 
makes leaving a wasted effort.” 
 
Buffy took a deep, steadying breath.  “Ok.  But the 
two of you can’t stay at home by yourselves.  What 
if Glory comes back?  She said the next time she and 
I met, someone I loved was going to die.”  From the 
slight hesitation, Spike suspected she was editing 
the threat somewhat for Dawn’s sake.  “If you’re 
not leaving, then I’m moving home,” Buffy said 
firmly.  “I’ll drop out for the semester - just until 
Glory’s taken care of,” she said when Joyce opened 
her mouth to protest.  “I can re-enroll next year 
when everything goes back to normal.” 
 



“Buffy, maybe we should talk about this a little 
before you make such a drastic decision.  I don’t 
want you to do anything rash.” 
 
“This isn’t rash.  It’s about protecting you and 
Dawn.”   
 
I know, and I appreciate it, but Dawn and I don’t 
want you disrupting your whole life trying to take 
care of us.” 
 
“It’s not disrupting my whole life, it’s one 
semester.  My classes aren’t the greatest this 
semester anyway,” Buffy said, with an attempt at 
humor.  “It’ll be easy, I’ll just tell them you’re 
recovering a little slower than you thought and 
need my help at home.” 
 
“Does that mean you’ll do my chores?” Dawn asked 
hopefully. 
 
“In your dreams,” Buffy told her. 
 
“It might be wise to set something up now, just in 



case,” Giles said.  “A safe house, if you 
will.  Somewhere you can always go in an 
emergency and where you can find each other.” 
 
“You can use the mansion,” Xander offered, and all 
three women turned to look at him in surprise.  He 
glanced at Spike and got an approving nod.  “You’d 
still be in town but at least your name’s not on the 
mailbox.  You aren’t connected with it.  As long as 
you’re careful about being seen, Glory wouldn’t find 
you there.” 
 
“Angel’s mansion?” Dawn exclaimed.  “That’s great, 
Buffy says it’s a really cool house.” 
 
“Drafty and overdone,” Spike told her 
dismissively.  “But it’s got no sewer access so it’s as 
safe as anywhere in this town.” 
 
~~~~~~~ 
 
In the end, Dawn and Joyce decided to stay home 
for the time being, keeping the mansion for 
emergencies.  Xander volunteered to get the house 



ready, in case they actually had to use it.  Buffy 
would talk to the administration office about 
quitting school for the semester - Joyce had insisted 
she find out how it would affect her ability to re-
enroll and her grade point average before doing 
anything irreversible.  It was obvious the home visit 
from Glory had rattled them both badly, which 
Xander sympathized with and understood.  Other 
than the zombies at the beginning of their senior 
year, Xander didn’t think anything had attacked 
Buffy in her home.  And Glory had threatened Joyce 
and Dawn personally, as people Buffy cared about, 
not just because they happened to be there.   
 
He’d broached the subject of telling Tara and Ethan 
about Dawn, pointing out that they were going to 
figure it out anyway, especially Ethan who made a 
practice of lurking and listening.  Buffy hadn’t been 
ready to hear it though, insisting that Tara would be 
safer not knowing and stating flatly that she 
wouldn’t trust Ethan to know the truth under any 
circumstances. 
 
Xander had been a bit surprised that Giles hadn’t 



defended Ethan, but he’d simply agreed that it 
wasn’t time yet.  Fortunately, Ethan had been gone 
on one of his mysterious errands when Buffy 
dragged her mother and sister into the store.  For 
someone who didn’t seem to work, or do anything 
other than spend time with Giles and poke around 
in other people’s business, Ethan found a lot to 
keep him busy.  It wasn’t unusual for him to 
disappear for a day or two, always refusing to 
explain afterwards where he’d been or what he’d 
been doing.  Xander was pretty sure he did it just 
for effect:  for all he knew, Ethan was innocently 
visiting his grandmother, but Buffy regarded his 
unexplained absences with deep suspicion - which 
was probably why Ethan refused to explain 
them.  Buffy’s unflagging dislike and distrust 
seemed to amuse the chaos mage. 
 
Of course, Xander thought with a suppressed grin, it 
was possible that this time Ethan had just decided 
to prudently absent himself in case Spike hadn’t 
enjoyed the handcuffs.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
It felt like they were all holding their breaths for the 
next couple of days but, once again, Glory didn’t 
follow through.  She didn’t return to the house on 
Revello Drive, or the Magic Box, and gradually, they 
all relaxed again. 
 
It was driving Giles crazy the way she vanished off 
the face of the earth between appearances and he 
had been driving himself relentlessly, reading his 
most obscure texts, desperately seeking any 
explanation for why such a powerful being would 
only show herself intermittently.  He had come up 
with all sorts of theories about power drains and 
partial manifestations, and transdimensional 
fluctuations, all of which - as Ethan so acidly pointed 
out - were complete supposition and largely 
useless. 
 
Buffy withdrew from her classes and moved back 
home.  Giles, Xander, Tara and Dawn had gone to 
her room on Saturday to help her move 
boxes.  Despite the joking and laughter, Buffy had 
an air of melancholy.  Watching her survey her 



empty room one final time under the pretext 
of  ensuring she hadn’t left anything behind, 
Xander’s heart ached for her.  College had been 
Buffy’s shot at a normal life.  Despite demon 
roommates and a government operative boyfriend, 
she’d been able to recapture some of her pre-Slayer 
life.  She had friends who didn’t know she was the 
Slayer, had attended parties that didn’t involve 
mayhem beyond what was normal for drunken 
college kids, and most of her professors had tried to 
educate her, not kill her.   
 
She’d sighed quietly and turned to leave, 
manufacturing a cheerful smile for Xander.  He 
pretended he hadn’t noticed anything, throwing an 
arm around her and offering to spring for 
pizza.  She’d accepted with a grateful smile and, by 
the time they got down the stairs and rejoined the 
others, she had been arguing with him amiably over 
whether pineapple was an acceptable topping. 
 
She’d been restless since then, patrolling more than 
usual, and spending her days hanging out at the 
magic shop talking with Tara, training with Giles, 



and exchanging barbed insults with Ethan.  Rather 
than spend time at the house alone, Dawn now 
came to the magic shop every afternoon after 
school, unless she was at a friend’s house - no one 
wanted to risk her being alone at home if Glory 
made a return visit.  Xander and Spike also began to 
make daily trips to the shop. 
 
It felt like they were suspended in limbo, waiting to 
hear from the Council or the Coven, waiting for 
Glory to make a move, waiting for a shoe to 
drop.  When it did, it wasn’t one they’d been 
expecting. 
 
 Giles hung up the phone but didn’t move, sitting 
staring into space for a long moment.   
 
“Mr. Giles?” Tara asked quietly.  “I-is everything 
alright?” 
 
He started, then looked around, realizing that 
everyone was staring at him.  “Yes, quite 
alright.”  He looked at Buffy.  “It seems the Council 
of Watchers have decided to pay us a visit.” 



 
“They’re coming here?” Buffy 
exclaimed.  “Now?  No.  Tell them to give us the 
information over the phone.  Why do they have to 
come here?” 
 
“I assume they believe the information is too 
sensitive to be trusted to a phone call,” Giles 
said.  “They didn’t explain, just said to expect them 
soon.” 
 
W-what’s so bad about them coming here?” Tara 
asked, looking around the group, puzzled.  “Aren’t 
they good guys?  I mean, Watchers, that’s just like 
other Gileses, right?” 
 
“Yeah, they're scary and horrible,” Buffy told 
her.  Giles raised his eyebrows and Ethan let out a 
quiet huff of laughter.   
 
Ethan never really attended the meetings.  He just 
hung around the shop during the meetings, 
pretending to ignore them, listening to every word, 
and occasionally contributing sarcastic remarks.   



 
“They can appear a bit ... well, hard-nosed, but, 
essentially, their agenda is the same as ours:  they 
want to save the world and kill demons,” Giles tried 
to explain, somewhat unconvincingly. 
 
“There’s a good goal.” 
 
“Sorry, Spike.  I meant…” 
 
“Please.  Like those wankers could kill me anyway,” 
Spike told him, offended by the very suggestion. 
 
“Giles,” Buffy said urgently, reclaiming his 
attention.  “I don’t want them to come here.  I don’t 
trust them.  Make them not come here.” 
 
“They’re probably already on their way,” Giles told 
her.  “Quinton Travers is heading up the 
delegation.” 
 
“The guy who tried to kill me with that crazy test?” 
Buffy asked incredulously.  “Great.” 
 



“Chances are he’s not planning on killing you this 
time,” Spike told her cheerfully. “But, you never 
know.” 
 
“Gee, thanks, Spike,” Buffy said dryly. 
 
“Buffy, I know you don’t want them here, but if the 
Council knows something about Glory, her agenda 
or her origins, then,” Giles gestured helplessly, 
“then maybe it will help us get a grip on what we’re 
dealing with.  Right now, we’re fighting blind.  We 
need to know anything they’ve learned.” 
 
Buffy sighed.  “I know.  I still wish they’d just call.” 
 
“They can’t intimidate you nearly as effectively over 
the phone,” Ethan said.   
 
“Intimidate?  Who said anything about 
intimidation?” Buffy asked crankily. 
 
Ethan just smiled, like he knew something the rest 
of them didn’t.  “Just a thought.”  



A/N - Bits of dialogue borrowed from the episode 
’Checkpoint’  

 
 

Part Twenty-Six 

“The Watchers Council wants to interview your 
friends?” Xander asked incredulously.  “Why?” 
 
Buffy had asked to meet him at the coffee shop 
after work.  When he’d arrived, she’d been sitting at 
a table in the back with an untouched cup of coffee 
in front of her, lost in thought.   
 
Everyone except Buffy and Giles had kept well clear 
of the magic shop yesterday, leaving the two of 
them to deal with the arriving members of the 
Watchers Council.  No one wanted the Council 
anywhere near Dawn, so Joyce had left work early 
to pick Dawn up from school and take her 
home.  Even Ethan had prudently absented himself, 
murmuring something about the Council and he not 
seeing eye to eye on things.   



 
Now, Buffy filled him in as they waited for Xander’s 
hot chocolate to arrive.  The Council had sent a 
delegation of seven people, who’d swept into the 
shop and unceremoniously closed it for business, 
shooing the browsing customers out the door.  They 
claimed they’d learned a great deal about Glory and 
the Key but had refused to disclose what they’d 
found unless Buffy performed to their satisfaction in 
a series of tests to evaluate her fitness as a Slayer. 
 
Xander was still staring at Buffy in disbelief when 
she told him the Council also wanted to interview 
the friends. 
 
“Not all my friends, just the ones that help me as 
Slayer.”  Buffy scrubbed her hands through her hair 
before giving him a frustrated look.  “It’s part of this 
review they’re insisting on.  You’re one of the few 
people I can let them talk to because you’re 
human.  I’m scared to give them the names of any 
of the demons who’ve been helping me - who 
knows how they’d react to learning that demons 
have been helping me patrol.” 



 
“Good point.  So you want to give them a few 
plausible dummies?” 
 
“I thought you and Rob and maybe Tara.” 
 
“Tara?” Xander asked in disbelief.  “And why 
Rob?  He’s half Kyrirtakii.” 
 
“But he can pass for human.  The Council won’t 
know he’s part demon.  And, I know Tara doesn’t 
patrol, but she helps research and stuff.”   
 
“You sure they’re going to like the fact that you 
have a witch helping you?” Xander asked 
gloomily.  “I’m having a hard time understanding 
this review thing.  You’re telling me that the Council 
has information about a seriously bad-ass demon - 
or whatever.  One who’s kicked your ass more than 
once - sorry.”  Buffy waved off the apology.  “And 
they’ll only give it to you if, what?  You pass their 
tests?  Are they kidding?”   
 
“They say they need to know if I’m good enough to 



entrust the information to.”  
 
“What do they care if you’re good enough or 
not?  Who exactly are they planning to have fight 
Glory if you flunk their tests?”  Aware that his voice 
was rising, Xander sat back in his chair and took a 
calming sip of his drink.  Something was up.  This 
didn’t make any sense at all.  Buffy shouldn’t be 
knuckling under like this.  “What’s going on, 
Buffy?  Why haven’t you told them what they can 
do with their review?” 
 
Buffy gave him a haunted look.  “They threatened 
to deport Giles.” 
 
“Can they do that?” he asked, as soon as he 
recovered from the shock of her blunt statement. 
 
“Giles says they can.”  Buffy sounded almost 
frightened by the idea.  “I can’t lose him, Xander.” 
 
“None of us can.”  Giles was the steady rock at their 
center, the one who kept them calm and focused 
when everything was going to hell - sometimes 



literally.  He was father-figure and mentor to them 
all and Xander couldn’t imagine life without his 
presence in their midst.   
 
“Even without that, I don’t think I can fight them 
over this - much as I want to punch that Travers 
guy.”  Buffy sounded wistful at the thought.  “I need 
the information they have.  It may be my only 
chance to fight Glory.  To protect Dawn.” 
 
“Do you really think they’re going to withhold the 
information?  They have to live in this world 
too.  Problems on the Hellmouth tend to get bigger 
than Sunnydale.” 
 
“I have to know what they have, Xander.  I have to 
know how to fight her.  I don’t know if she’s a big 
enough threat to worry them - England’s pretty far 
away.  They might be willing to let Sunnydale be 
destroyed if it will get them a shiny new Slayer 
who’s willing to listen to them.” 
 
“Oh.”  There wasn’t much he could say to 
that.  Now that she’d brought it up, he imagined the 



Council would do a lot to get a new Slayer, one they 
could control. 
 
“So, when do they want to meet with me?” he 
asked, resigned to participating in this farce. 
 
Buffy smiled at him gratefully. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Four of them were waiting for him in the back room 
of the Magic Box; three men and a woman, all in 
business suits and clearly out to intimidate the 
working guy in his dusty jeans and t-shirt.   
 
“You’re William the Bloody’s Consort?”  The dark-
haired man asked.  With his slicked back hair and 
dark suit, Xander was reminded of Wesley when 
he’d first shown up, straight from the Council and 
full of arrogant certainty that he knew best.  It was 
not a memory that invited confidence. 
 
He folded his arms over his chest and leaned back 
against the wall.  Since the Watchers hadn’t 



bothered to introduce themselves, Xander had 
refused to sit down, despite the table that had been 
brought in for the purpose.  The dark haired man 
who’d done all the talking so far had sat down at 
the table, pulling a notebook and pen out of his 
briefcase and laying them neatly on the table.  The 
other two men had faded into the background, 
apparently there more as muscle than anything 
else.  The woman took a middle ground, not 
conducting the interrogation, but standing behind 
the guy at the table like she was prepared to jump 
in at any moment.  Xander just rolled his eyes at the 
man’s opening sally. 
 
“No.  I’m his Claimed human.  What’s this got to do 
with me helping Buffy?” 
 
“As I explained, we are conducting an exhaustive 
review of the Slayer’s methods and skills.  Since she 
is still involving civilians in her work, we wish to 
interview you about your role in her slaying.  What 
you contribute, how you view her skills, and so 
forth.”  The Watcher stared down his nose at 
Xander disapprovingly - an impressive feat 



considering he was standing and the guy was 
seated.  “As for my question, it is of great concern 
to the Council that the Slayer permits both a 
vampire and a vampire’s paramour in her inner 
circle.”  He paused briefly, then asked 
smoothly:  “Since you are not consort, how exactly 
would you characterize your relationship with the 
vampire?” 
 
“We live together and have truly spectacular sex on 
a regular basis,” Xander told him, exasperated, 
enjoying the flustered look on the man’s face at his 
bluntness.  “Are we through with the voyeuristic 
part of this conversation?” 
 
“Bloody well hope so, unless they want a 
demo.  That’d be alright.”   
 
Xander turned and saw Spike leaning against the 
doorframe in one of his trademark poses, looking 
dangerous and almost unbearably sexy in black jean 
and a tight black t-shirt.  He bit his lip to keep from 
laughing as the Watcher guy jumped up and hastily 
scrambled back away from Spike, pulling a cross out 



of his suit coat as he did.  What wasn’t funny was 
the two guys by the wall pulling small crossbows 
out of their suits and leveling them at Spike. 
 
“Hurt him, and I promise you won’t leave the room 
alive,” Xander told them grimly.  He stepped 
forward, deliberately placing himself in front of 
Spike and blocking their line of fire.  He ignored 
Spike’s attempt to move him to one side, glaring at 
the Watchers until they lowered their crossbows 
slightly. 
 
When it looked like no-one was going to do 
anything stupid, Xander relaxed slightly, still 
standing between the Watchers and Spike, he 
pulled Spike’s arms around his waist and leaned 
back against the vampire’s smaller frame 
comfortably.  “What are you doing here?” he asked 
Spike quietly. 
 
“Thought these gits might be givin’ you a hard 
time.”  Unlike Xander, Spike didn’t bother lowering 
his voice.  Without shifting to his vampire features, 
he still managed to display a remarkable amount of 



fang in the cold smile he sent in the Watchers’ 
direction. 
 
“No, we’re good.  Right, guys?” Xander asked 
brightly.   
 
The lead guy gathered himself up, settling his suit 
jacket and clearing his throat nervously.  “I 
understand you also assist the Slayer?”  He didn’t 
lower his cross but he didn’t make a move to attack 
either, so that was probably as good as it was going 
to get. 
 
Spike shrugged.  “When I’m bored.  Not like I care 
about fighting evil.” 
 
The woman took a step forward.  “You help the 
Slayer?” she asked curiously, speaking for the first 
time.  “I’d think you’d want to kill her.  You’ve killed 
Slayers before.”   
 
“Heard of me, have you?”  Spike purred.  Xander 
rolled his eyes.  Spike was incredibly vain about his 
reputation among demons for pure evil and 



obviously loved knowing that Watchers knew of his 
rep as well. 
 
The woman was almost simpering at Spike, a look 
which didn’t go well with her severely tailored suit 
and prim hairstyle.  “I wrote my thesis on you,” she 
told him, a hint of color showing in her cheeks at 
the admission.   
 
“Isn’t that neat.”  Spike smirked at her over 
Xander’s shoulder. 
 
“Perhaps we should return to the topic at hand,” 
the male Watcher suggested, giving the woman a 
withering look.  “What precisely do you do for the 
Slayer?” he asked Xander, although his wary gaze 
only left Spike for fleeting moments. 
 
“Not much,” Xander admitted cheerfully.  “Mostly I 
just lend a hand in major battle situations.” 
 
Spike stirred behind him as if he wanted to protest 
Xander’s belittling his contributions, then subsided 
without saying anything, obviously agreeing with 



Xander’s strategy of telling the Watchers as little as 
possible.  His arms tightened around Xander’s waist 
and he pulled Xander closer against his body as the 
questioning continued. 
 
“Have you mastered any fighting disciplines over 
the years?” 
 
“Nope.” 
 
The Watcher frowned at him.  “So, you have no 
special skills, or powers, or knowledge that you 
bring to the mix?” he asked. 
 
“Just your basic self-defense skills.” 
 
“I see.”  The man studied him for a moment, then 
shifted his eyes to Spike, taking in the protective 
stance and the way Spike was eyeing the 
Watchers.  Xander couldn’t see Spike’s expression 
without turning his head, but he was pretty sure 
Spike was giving the Watchers his “I’m evil” look. 
 
“Why does the Slayer allow you to work with her?” 



he asked Spike. 
 
Spike tilted his head and Xander hastily elbowed 
him in the ribs, subtly enough that the Watchers 
wouldn’t see, reminding his vampire that they’d 
agreed to this for Dawn’s sake.  The last thing they 
needed was Spike insisting that Buffy worked for 
him, not the other way around.  Somehow, he 
suspected the Watchers wouldn’t be happy with 
that answer. 
 
“Not about to turn down an extra axe in an 
apocalypse, is she?” Spike told them, and Xander 
sighed inaudibly in relief. 
 
“Why aren’t you trying to kill her?”  Jeez were they 
trying to get Buffy killed? Xander thought 
incredulously.  That had almost sounded like a 
suggestion. 
 
“Because of me,” he said hastily, cutting Spike off 
before he could say anything.  “She’s a friend and 
he agreed not to kill my friends as a favor to 
me.”  He hoped they’d be satisfied with that.  It left 



Spike the face-saving implication that he was only 
not killing Xander’s friends, not that he wasn’t 
killing at all.   
 
“So you don’t care if he kills humans?” the Watcher 
asked, focusing intently on Xander for the first time 
since Spike entered the room. 
 
“That’s none of your business.  I agreed to answer 
questions about Buffy.  You have obviously missed 
the point that I don’t give a damn what you think of 
me, or my relationship with Spike.” 
 
He hoped he hadn’t done any irreparable damage, 
but from the way Spike had tensed when the 
questions turned to their relationship, he didn’t 
trust Spike’s ability to keep himself in check.   
 
The Watcher closed his notebook stiffly.  “I think we 
have all we need.  Thank you for your time.” 
 
Xander let his head fall back against Spike as the 
Council members filed out, not turning their backs 
on Spike until they were out of the room.   



 
“That went well,” Spike commented. 
 
“Only in the sense that they left here alive,” Xander 
told him. 
 
“Like I said,” his vampire smirked. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“So far the only thing that’s going well is that they 
haven’t asked to meet with mom and Dawn,” Buffy 
said gloomily.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear 
they’re deliberately trying to rub my nose in the fact 
that I’m not like other Slayers.”   
 
They’d met at the coffee shop again, far away from 
prying Watcher ears, and Xander had listened 
sympathetically as Buffy poured out her frustrations 
and fears about how the review was going. 
 
“Buffy, most Slayers don’t live more than a year 
after they’re called,” Xander reminded her.  “You’re 
a lot better than other Slayers.” 



 
“But Slayers are supposed to know stuff.  Mr. 
Travers expected me to know the names of jiu-jitsu 
and karate moves.  In Japanese.  I’m screwing up, 
Xander.  I’m failing this review.  I’m not even getting 
the physical part right, and that was the one thing 
that wasn’t worrying me.  Yesterday, I managed to 
kill the guy I was supposed to protect from an 
attacker.” 
 
“What?” 
 
Buffy gestured dismissively.  “It was just a dummy, 
but I managed to bury an axe in its chest.  Not 
exactly saving the helpless victim.” 
 
Once he got over the shock of thinking she’d killed 
someone for real, Xander started laughing.   
 
“It’s not funny, Xander,” Buffy told him, glaring at 
him, which just made him laugh harder.  After a 
moment, a smile twitched her lips.  “Ok, maybe it’s 
a little funny.”  Her smile died almost 
immediately.  “What am I going to do?” 



 
“Buffy, before he was fired, Giles used to send 
regular reports to the Council, right?” 
 
Buffy frowned.  “I guess.  Why?” 
 
“Well, unless they never read them, the Council has 
to know that you don’t speak Japanese and aren’t 
the best demon scholar on the planet.  Why are 
they testing you on stuff they know you don’t 
know?” 
 
“They want me to fail,” she guessed unhappily. 
 
“Right.  So the question is - why do they want you 
to fail?” 
 
“I’m back to them rubbing my nose in it.”   
 
“Exactly.” 
 
Buffy stared at him.  “But what does that do for 
them?  Or anyone else, for that matter?” 
 



“Well, what happens if you fail?”  Buffy looked 
panicked at the very thought.  “They aren’t going to 
pack their bags and head home to England without 
giving you the information on Glory.  That would be 
one hell of a risk to take.  Plus, they could have 
refused to give you the information without ever 
leaving the comforts of home.”  He and Spike had 
talked about this and Xander had gotten the 
glimmer of an idea.  “I don’t think they came all the 
way here from England just for the pleasure of 
humiliating you personally.  I think they’re setting 
you up, assuming you’ll go crawling to them, 
begging for the information they have when you fail 
this ridiculous review.  They know you, Buffy.  They 
knew enough to threaten to take Giles away from 
you.  And I’ll bet they know how much you care 
about protecting people.  You’ll do whatever it 
takes, even kissing their asses, if necessary.” 
 
She looked at him for a long moment, then slowly 
straightened.  “You think this is all just a bluff.  A 
way to bring me to heel.” 
 
“That’s exactly what I think.  You’ve been doing fine 



without them for - what?  Two years now?”  The 
stand-off between Buffy and the Council had begun 
just after Wesley resigned as Buffy’s Watcher.  Right 
after graduation, Wesley had urged the Council to 
reinstate Giles, the Council had refused, and Buffy 
had refused to accept any other Watcher in his 
place.  Stalemate.  “But ask yourself:  what the hell 
have they been doing for the last two years without 
a Slayer?  Playing tiddledewinks?  My guess is 
they’re the laughingstock of the demon fighting 
community.” 
 
Buffy shook her head, but a smile was gradually 
widening on her face.  “I don’t think there’s a 
demon fighting community to laugh at them,” she 
said. 
 
“You know what I mean.” 
 
“Yeah, I do.”  Buffy stood up.  “Thanks, Xander.  I 
think I need to talk to Giles.” 
 
Xander leaned back comfortably and gave her an 
encouraging smile.  “Go get ‘em.” 



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Why are they here?” Quentin Travers frowned at 
Xander, Spike and Tara as they filed into the room 
behind Buffy.   
 
At Buffy’s request, they’d waited in the back room 
while she confronted the Council.  Ignoring Spike’s 
annoyance at missing the show, she’d pointed out 
that the Council was a lot more likely to back down 
if they could do it without an audience, particularly 
one that included a vampire.  Spike had settled for 
using his vampire hearing to eavesdrop on the 
confrontation with Travers and his sidekicks and 
had gleefully given a play-by-play description to 
Tara and Xander as they waited out of sight.  Buffy 
had refused to participate in the Council’s review, 
pointed out that, without a Slayer, they were a 
useless bunch of losers, and told Travers that, if 
they didn’t give her the information on Glory, she 
was going to beat it out of them.  All interspersed 
with personal insults, critiquing everything from 
their personal grooming and lack of fashion sense to 



their stuffed shirt mannerisms.  
 
Ok, so Xander suspected Spike was putting his own 
spin on what Buffy was actually saying to the 
Council. 
 
Still, he almost cheered out loud when Spike told 
them that the Council had just agreed to reinstate 
Giles as Buffy’s official Watcher, and even pay him 
retroactively for the years of unofficial service.   
 
“They’re here because what you have to say 
concerns them as well,” Buffy told Travers 
calmly.  “They’re all risking their lives, they deserve 
to know what you’ve learned.”  
 
Travers nodded reluctantly, accepting their 
presence.  Xander supposed that, having caved on 
the big issues, this was a minor one.  “There’s a lot 
to go through,” Travers began.  He held out his 
hand and one of the junior Watchers handed him a 
manila folder, bulging with papers. 
 
“For now, just tell me what kind of demon I’m 



fighting,” Buffy said, not waiting for him to collect 
his thoughts. 
 
“Well, that’s the thing, you see.” Travers said 
slowly, “Glory isn’t a demon.” 
 
“What is she?” Buffy asked, hiding her fear.  Xander 
could tell she knew what was coming.  They all 
did.  If Glory wasn’t a demon, her minion must have 
been right. 
 
“She’s a god,” Travers told her with frightening 
certainty, making it official:  they were so screwed. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
They all drifted into the magic shop the next 
morning, as agreed, the Council safely on their way 
back to England.   
 
Giles was already seated at the round table they 
used for meetings when the others arrived.  He’d 
practically snatched the file on Glory out of Travers’ 
hand last night and it was obvious from the lines of 



fatigue on his face that he’d been up all night 
reading it.  Ethan sat at the table by his side, leafing 
through the contents of the file, looking as 
unconcerned as if it held nothing more serious than 
recipes. 
 
When they had all taken seats around the table, 
Giles cleared his throat and began.  “From what the 
Council was able to discover from the book of Tarnis 
and other sources, Glory and two of her fellow 
hellgods once ruled over one of the more seriously 
unpleasant demon dimensions,” Giles informed 
them.   
 
“There’s more than one?” Tara asked. 
 
“Thousands, actually,” Ethan told her absently, not 
looking up from his reading.   
 
“The Council was unable to find anything specific 
about how or why Glory came here.  Just vague 
references to chaos and destruction,” Giles finished. 
 
“Okay, so, we know where she’s from,” Buffy said 



impatiently.  “What do we know about her?  I 
mean, she’s tough, but, like we’ve said before:  no 
bolts of lightning, no blasts of fire, shouldn’t a god 
be able to do that kind of stuff?” 
 
“Being in human form appears to be severely 
limiting her powers,” Giles told her.  All we have to 
worry about right now is she’s immortal, 
invulnerable, and insane.” 
 
“‘Cause those are such piddling little worries,” Spike 
commented. 
 
“A crazy hellgod?” Xander exclaimed.  “And the fun 
just keeps on leaving.” 
 
Giles grimaced, looking uncomfortable.  “From what 
the Council has been able to gather, her living in 
this world is seriously affecting her mental 
state.  She’s only being able to keep her mind intact 
by, well, by extracting energy from us.  From the 
human brain.” 
 
Tara looked ill.  “Sh-she’s a brain-sucker?” she 



whispered. 
 
Giles tweaked a document back from 
Ethan.  “She…,” he found the spot he was looking 
for and began to read out loud:  “‘absorbs the 
energies that bind the human mind into a cohesive 
whole.’”  He set the paper down again and looked 
at them.  “Once drained, all that’s left behind is, 
well…,”  
 
“Crazy people,” Buffy finished flatly. 
 
“Which is, I’m afraid, why there’s been a marked 
increase in the ranks of the mentally unstable here 
in Sunnydale.” 
 
“At least vampires just kill you,” Tara said quietly 
into the silence. 
 
Xander looked around the room at the circle of grim 
faces.  “So, bottom line, the Council doesn’t have 
much that we didn’t already know.” 
 
“Except the part where we now know she’s an 



insane hellgod,” Giles summed up. 
 
“But, it’s not like we didn’t know that before,” 
Xander reminded him.  “Ok, we were guessing at 
the crazy part, but other than that, nothing’s 
changed.” 
 
“It’s completely changed, Xander,” Buffy 
snapped.  “It’s one thing to be told by a scabby 
minion that Glory is his god.  For all we know he 
also worshipped toadstools and Britney 
Spears.  This is the Council telling us Glory really is a 
god.  I can’t fight a god.” 
 
“Already have,” Spike observed. 
 
Buffy shot him a withering look.  “Not like it did us 
any good.” 
 
Spike shrugged.  “We’re alive, aren’t we?” 
 
“You’re not,” she snapped, then immediately held 
up her hands in apology.  “I’m sorry.  That 
wasn’t…”  She ran a shaky hand through her hair, 



pushing it back impatiently.  “I’ve been telling 
myself that the Council would have everything we 
need.  Instead, all we have is more useless 
information.  We know what Glory is and where 
she’s from.  None of that helps us fight her.” 
 
“On the contrary, there are some rather interesting 
facts in here, buried in amongst the useless 
speculation.” Ethan said.   
 
“What have you found?” Giles asked eagerly, 
bending over the papers. 
 
“A rather intriguing description of the Beast, from 
the Knights of Byzantium.”   
 
Buffy’s head snapped around in obvious 
shock.  “Right.  Them.  I forgot.  Well, not so much 
forgot as got sidetracked."  She made a 
face.  "Sorry, Giles.” 
  
“Buffy?” Giles asked, looking up from the 
documents, puzzled by her rambling non-
explanation. 



 
“The Knights of Byzantium.  They’re in Sunnydale.”  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episodes 
‘Checkpoint’ and 'Blood Ties'  

 

                          Part Twenty-Seven 

Giles held up his hands to halt the jumble of 
questions that greeted Buffy’s 
announcement.  “One at a time, please.”  He 
dropped his hands as everyone quieted down and 
took his glasses off, beginning to polish them 
absentmindedly.  “Buffy, what do you mean the 
Knights of Byzantium are here in Sunnydale?” 
 
“As in three of them attacked me on the way to the 
Magic Box last night.”  She gestured 
apologetically.  “It wasn’t much of a fight, and I was 
more worried about the Council than them, so I 
kind of forgot to mention it.  And what is with those 
guys?  Chain mail and swords?”  She gave Giles a 
slightly accusing look.  “I mean, I just assumed they 
were normal people with a stupid name.  Suddenly, 



it’s like I’m in the middle of the Crusades.” 
 
“Look who’s talking,” Xander raised his eyebrows, 
gesturing towards the back room where Giles kept 
the weapons out of sight of the customers. 
 
“I have never worn chain mail.” Buffy told him 
indignantly. 
 
“Only because it doesn’t go with your outfit,” Ethan 
murmured, which earned him a glare from Buffy. 
 
Giles cleared his throat.  Xander suspected it was to 
conceal the fact that he’d almost laughed at Ethan’s 
comment.  “The Knights may cling to tradition in a 
way that defies rationality,” Giles conceded, “but 
they are trained warriors.  From what I understand, 
they adopt very young boys and raise them in 
complete isolation from the modern world, instilling 
fanatic loyalty to their quest in them.” 
 
“One of the them claimed he could bring thousands 
of Knights into Sunnydale.  Any chance he’s telling 
the truth?” Buffy asked worriedly.  “’Cause I gotta 



tell you, three of them - not that hard to deal with, 
but I don’t think I can take a thousand of them.” 
 
“I’m not really sure,” Giles said hesitantly.  “The 
Knights shroud themselves in secrecy.  Thousands 
does seem unlikely but I would venture that their 
numbers are certainly more than just a 
handful.  There could be a hundred of them or even 
more possibly, and I suppose a thousand is not 
beyond the realm of possibility,” Giles answered, 
looking troubled. 
 
“On the other hand, a thousand guys could come in 
handy against Glory,” Xander said 
thoughtfully.  “They’re here to kill her, 
right?  Maybe we can join forces.” 
 
“No.  They want to destroy the Key, not kill Glory,” 
Buffy said flatly.  “And they want to kill me because 
I won’t tell them where the Key is.  They know I’m 
the Slayer and they don’t care.  That’s when the 
Knight claimed he could bring an army of a 
thousand soldiers to fight me.” 
 



“Great.  Haven’t these guys ever heard of ’the 
enemy of my enemy is my ally’?” Xander 
grumbled.  “Why are they so hot to destroy the 
Key?  Shouldn’t they be worrying about Glory 
instead?” 
 
“I suspect they realize they aren’t a match for Glory, 
so they prefer to concentrate on the Key.  From 
what little I’ve been able to learn, the Knights 
believe the Key is too powerful to be allowed to 
exist,” Giles explained.   
 
“That’s obvious from their rather dull creed.”  Ethan 
lifted a document from the stack and began reading 
aloud:  “‘The Key is the link.  The link must be 
severed.  Such is the will of God.’”   
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Buffy asked 
impatiently. 
 
Ethan set the paper down and regarded her 
steadily.  “It’s the statement of their deepest 
purpose.  As for it’s meaning..,”  He 
shrugged.  “Given that we already know that Glory 



intends to use the Key to return to her home 
dimension, I presume the term ‘link’ refers to the 
Key being the link between Glory and her 
home.  Severing the link undoubtedly means 
destroying the Key.  The last bit is the one all 
religious fanatics use to justify their actions,” he 
finished snidely. 
 
“So, we can’t look to the Knights for help,” Buffy 
summarized.  “Already knew that actually.” 
 
Ethan shot her a sly look.  “Not unless you want the 
Key destroyed.”  Buffy bristled immediately and 
Ethan smirked at her.  “In any case, the monk told 
Xander that the Key was both energy and a 
portal.  Energy used to open a portal is often 
consumed in the act of opening.  The only way to 
preserve the Key is undoubtedly to ensure that it is 
never used.  And that the Knights don’t get their 
hands on it.” 
 
“Not to mention that who knows what would 
happen if that kind of portal between dimensions is 
opened,” Giles said quietly.  “It could be disastrous 



for this dimension.” 
 
“There is that,” Ethan acknowledged.  “Still, 
protecting the Key from a thousand of those fellows 
isn’t going to be easy.  You might want to re-
consider that idea about taking your sister out of 
town.” 
 
For a long moment, none of them breathed, frozen 
into immobility by the shock.  Then, almost as one, 
they turned slowly to stare at Ethan, who simply 
raised a mocking eyebrow in return.  “I’m not 
stupid.  I’ve known about the Key for some 
time.  And I don’t really fancy being caught in the 
middle of a pitched battle involving an army of 
medieval warriors wielding swords.” 
 
Spike moved like lightning, the sound of his chair 
overturning completely drowned out by Ethan’s cry 
of pain as Spike slammed him back against the wall, 
pinning him there with one hand around Ethan’s 
throat. 
 
“Spike!” Giles yelled, even as Buffy moved, grabbing 



Spike’s free arm and stopping it in mid-motion as it 
drove forward with lethal intent.  Spike snarled 
furiously and tightened his grip on Ethan’s 
throat.  Ethan clawed frantically at Spike’s fingers, 
struggling and kicking as Spike slowly and inexorably 
tightened his grip, cutting off Ethan’s air. 
 
Xander moved quickly, both hands closing around 
Spike’s arm, even as Buffy still clung to the 
other.  “Spike,” he said with quiet 
urgency.  “Please.  Don’t kill him.  We need to know 
what he knows.” 
 
Slowly, reluctantly, Spike tore his yellow-eyed glare 
away from Ethan, turning his head to look into 
Xander’s pleading eyes. 
 
“Please,” he said again, and tugged gently on 
Spike’s arm.   
 
With a growl, Spike shoved Ethan back against the 
wall one final time, then released his grip, watching 
with satisfaction as Ethan sagged, beginning to slide 
down the wall until Giles grabbed him and stopped 



his downward movement.  Ethan was sucking in air 
with loud whooping breaths, one shaking hand 
going to his throat. 
 
“Bloody hell!  I wouldn’t hurt her,” Ethan 
complained, his voice little more than a hoarse 
whisper. 
 
Spike snarled something inarticulate and started 
forward again.  Buffy tightened the grip she still 
held on his arm and Giles stepped between Spike 
and his intended prey, shoving Spike backwards.   
 
“Enough!” he shouted.  “Back off, Spike.” 
 
“You heard what he said, Watcher,” Spike 
snarled.  “He’s not leaving here alive.” 
 
“How long have you known?” Buffy asked, finally 
releasing her hold on Spike’s arm, her voice a 
stunned whisper. 
 
Ethan shrugged, trying for insouciance but his wary 
gaze didn’t leave Spike as he rubbed gingerly at his 



neck.  “A while.  Wasn’t that hard to figure out.  You 
lot aren’t very good at hiding things.” 
 
“He n-n-not the only one,” Tara said hesitantly, 
from the other side of the table.  “I-I know about 
Dawn too.”  She ducked her head, color flaring in 
her cheeks as they all turned to stare at her. 
 
“How?” Xander asked gently, when it looked like 
Buffy was too stunned to speak. 
 
“The spell,” Tara told them.  “You remember?  Th-
the one to see other s-s-spells.”  She flicked a quick 
glance at Buffy before ducking her head 
again.  “There w-w-were some things in your house 
that seemed…off while I was in the t-trance,” she 
said, her nervousness making her stutter worse 
than any of them had heard in a long time.  “Later, I 
figured out it must have been because Dawn was 
the Key.”  She looked earnestly at them all.  “I 
haven’t t-t-told anyone.  I w-w-would never hurt 
Dawn.” 
 
“I know you wouldn’t, Tara,” Buffy said.  “But I’m 



not so sure about him.” Her gaze swung back to 
Ethan accusingly. 
 
“Known for a couple weeks.  Haven’t sold her out 
yet, have I?” Ethan reminded them stiffly.  “You 
think Ripper would ever speak to me again if I 
betrayed that little girl?” 
 
“Buffy,” Giles said quietly.  “Now that the cat is 
rather thoroughly out of the bag, I’m asking you to 
trust Ethan.  For my sake.  It know you would rather 
he didn’t know, but you must admit, it appears he 
hasn’t acted on that knowledge.” 
 
“May not have had the chance yet,” Spike pointed 
out.  Despite his words, he relaxed slightly, stepping 
away from Ethan and leaning against the wall, 
where he gave Ethan an intent look.  “Dawn comes 
to any harm because of you, not only is my 
protection withdrawn, but I will kill you myself,” he 
said with deadly calm. 
 
“If I don’t get there first,” Buffy said with equal 
grimness.  Seeming to accept the situation, 



although clearly not happy about it, she picked up 
her own overturned chair and sat back down at the 
table.   
 
“Thanks for the warning,” Ethan said, but subsided 
at Giles’ pointed look.   
 
“Right then,” Giles said.  “We were discussing the 
Council’s information.  Ethan, you said you found 
something I missed in the Council’s 
documents?”  He picked up Ethan’s overturned 
chair and gestured for him to sit, his hard stare not 
giving Ethan a choice in the matter. 
 
“Yes,” Ethan sat down carefully, wincing slightly as 
he did, and gathered up the scattered papers in 
front of him.  “There was a passage I found rather 
intriguing.”  For a moment he shuffled through the 
papers, then pulled a particular one out of the 
stack.   
 
“‘The Beast shall be bound, though none shall know 
the name of its prison, mortal flesh shall be its only 
weakness,’” he read out loud. 



 
“Huh?” Xander said blankly. 
 
Ethan shrugged, already returning to his usual 
sardonic self.  “Medieval priests weren’t known for 
the clarity of their writing.” 
 
Giles slid the paper over and read the passage 
himself.  “‘None shall know the name of its prison.’”  
 
“Her mortal flesh hasn’t been much of a weakness 
so far,” Spike pointed out from where he still leaned 
against the wall, the only one of them who hadn’t 
returned to the seat at the table.  “Swords and axes 
just bounce off her.” 
 
“Yes, but consider that description in context with 
Glory’s pattern of disappearing.  If she is bound in 
some form of prison, then it may be that we are 
seeing her in moments when she escapes that 
prison.” 
 
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Buffy objected.  “If 
she escaped her prison, she should be out.” 



 
“Thinking like a human again, Slayer,” Spike told 
her.  “Not talkin’ about San Quentin here.  Bound to 
be some kind of mystical prison to hold somethin’ 
that strong.” 
 
“And that may mean that she can only escape for 
short periods of time,” Giles said slowly.  “She must 
expend a tremendous amount of energy to escape 
and therefore becomes trapped inside her prison 
again whenever she tires.” 
 
“But what does it mean about no one knowing the 
name of her prison, and mortal flesh being her 
weakness?” Xander asked. 
 
“Perhaps a spell that requires a ritual sacrifice,” 
Giles said, obviously thinking out loud. “Or it could 
be that her need to feed off humans is her 
weakness.” 
 
“Cut off her supply of human brains, you 
mean?”  Buffy made a face.  “Much as I’d love to, 
because brain sucking - just euuwww.  But if we 



don’t even know where she is, how are we going to 
stop her from getting any victims?” 
 
“Interesting as all this speculation is,” Ethan said.  “I 
was actually thinking that her prison may be an 
actual human.” 
 
“What?” Buffy asked for them all. 
 
“Well, what other kind of prison has a name and 
mortal flesh?” 
 
“You mean, she’s somehow imprisoned inside an 
ordinary human body?” Giles asked slowly.  “That’s 
quite a stretch.” 
 
“No more than it is for demons to live inside human 
bodies,” Ethan gestured towards Spike.  “And 
vampires are certainly a dime a dozen.” 
 
Spike tilted his head as they all turned to stare at 
him.  “Bit different with vampires.  My demon can’t 
go strollin’ ‘round town without this body.” 
 



“It might be possible with magic,” Tara said.  She’d 
been so quiet that they’d almost forgotten she was 
there.  Giles smiled at her encouragingly. 
 
“What do you mean, Tara?” 
 
“I-I was thinking about what Glory looks like.  A 
hellgod from another dimension d-doesn’t seem 
like it should look like a normal person.  But humans 
can be p-possessed by energy.  Like the vessel spell 
we used last year to fight Adam.  Xander s-still 
looked the same, but he was able to do things 
under the spell that he w-wouldn’t otherwise have 
been able to do.”  She took a deep breath and 
looked around, seeming to gain a little confidence 
from their attentive faces. 
 
“If Mr. Rayne is right, then Glory’s energy, her… life-
force, could be trapped inside a human 
body.  When Glory escapes and takes over, the 
woman who’s body it is may not remember 
anything.  The rest of the time, she could be just 
living a normal life, going to work, and not even 
knowing anything is wrong.  M-maybe that’s why 



we haven’t been able to find her.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Once again, they were left with too much 
speculation and nothing concrete to go on, waiting 
for Glory to show herself.  Ethan and Tara’s theories 
about Glory’s prison were certainly plausible but 
they had no way of testing them.  As Spike pointed 
out, they couldn’t exactly tie Glory up and wait to 
see if she manifested a split personality.   
 
Giles continued to pour over the Council’s 
materials, reading them over and over again, trying 
to glean additional facts that could be used to help 
defeat Glory.  They passed the Council’s information 
on to the demon community, and Mr. Olsen 
promised to re-check their sources for anything 
new. 
 
Buffy was tense and irritable, wanting to do 
something, anything, about stopping 
Glory.  Surprisingly, some of her antagonism 
towards Ethan seemed to be fading - probably 



because he continued to ignore Dawn and there 
was no sign he intended to exploit his knowledge of 
her nature. 
 
Buffy was unenthusiastic when the topic of her 
impending 20th birthday came up, raised by Dawn 
and Giles several days after the Council left. 
 
“Look,” Buffy said.  “I know Mom wants to gather 
and make with the merry tomorrow night, but with 
everything that’s going on…” 
 
“A party is exactly what you need,” Tara said 
quietly. 
 
“You are so having a party, Buffy,” Dawn chimed 
in.  “Mom made me clean the living room for like 
two hours yesterday getting ready for it.” 
 
“Which is what you’re supposed to do every week,“ 
Buffy told her unsympathetically.  “I just don’t think 
this is the best time to break out the party 
piñata.  We need to stay focused if we’re going to 
find a way to stop Glory.” 



 
“Sorry, Buff,” Xander said cheerfully.  “The rest of us 
want cake, so we’re gonna have to overrule you on 
this one.”   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
And it had been fun.  Gathered in the familiar living 
room, with a pile of colorfully wrapped presents, 
Buffy had relaxed for the first time in days, 
becoming gleefully girlish over the stack of boxes 
waiting for her. 
 
“Prezzies!” she exclaimed. 
 
“See?” Xander told her.  “Just what you needed.” 
 
“You are very, very wise,” Buffy said, 
laughing.  “Now gimme, gimme, gimme!” 
 
“It’s a good thing turning 20 has left you so 
mature,” Joyce said, shaking her head and handing 
her a neatly-wrapped box.  “Otherwise I’d worry 
you were getting too old for presents.” 



 
“You’re never too old for presents,” Buffy told her, 
ripping the wrapping off the box. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander followed Dawn out onto the porch carrying 
two plates.  “Hey, Dawn.  Brought you a piece of 
birthday cake.” 
 
She turned to look at him, but didn’t make a move 
to take the plate he held out.  “I’m not hungry.” 
 
He set the plate down on the porch railing, along 
with his own.  “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
Dawn shrugged.  “The present I got Buffy,” she said. 
 
Xander frowned.  “The sweater?  She seemed to 
really like it.” 
 
“Mom picked it out.” 
 
“So?” 



 
Dawn scowled.  “Stupid.  I’d never pay that 
much.  Buffy knows it’s from mom.” 
 
“I think it’s still legal to get financial help with 
presents at 14,” he told her helplessly, not following 
the conversation at all. 
 
“I made her a picture frame.  Dumb - just a bunch of 
shells glued to a cheap frame.” 
 
Xander tilted his head curiously.  “What changed 
your mind?”   
 
“I had a picture of the two of us - me and Buffy at 
the beach, from when we visited Dad that summer 
in San Diego.  We’d picked up the shells on the 
beach.” 
 
“Sounds kinda nice,” Xander told her.  “Why the 
sweater?” 
 
“It wasn’t real.  It never happened,” Dawn said 
bitterly. 



 
“Oh, Dawn.”  Xander wrapped his arms around her 
as she stood staring out over the lawn, looking so 
lost and scared.  “It’s real, honey.  The memories 
are real and so are the feelings.  That’s all any of us 
have:  things we remember and cherish about our 
past.  We can’t touch them, or recapture them, any 
more than you can, but it doesn’t make them any 
less real.” 
 
He turned her around to face him, his hands on her 
shoulders as he stared into her eyes.  “When I 
moved in with Spike, I didn’t take much with me 
from my parents’ house.  But I took the t-shirt you 
bought for me when you and Buffy went to 
Disneyland.”  He smiled at her.  “Even though I’ve 
never worn it, because it made me feel like an idiot 
to wear something that said ‘I love Mickey 
Mouse’.  But I kept it and it’s still in my drawer 
because you gave it to me.  I love you, Dawn.  And it 
doesn’t matter when we actually met for the first 
time.  Think of it, like… being a pen-pal from 
another dimension.  We already knew all about you 
when you got here, so you were already a part of 



our lives.  It just happened to be the first time we 
met you in person.”   
 
Dawn gave him a shaky smile, blinking hard.  “Pen 
pals are lame.” 
 
“Probably.  Willow had one for awhile.  And believe 
me, she knew everything about her pen pal.”   
 
Dawn looked like she was thinking about it, though 
her eyes were still troubled.   
 
“So, what’d’ya say?  How about we go back inside 
and eat cake with your sister.” 
 
“Ok.”  She still sounded subdued as she collected 
the plate he’d brought out for her off the railing, 
but then she looked at him sideways with a hint of a 
smile.  “I can’t believe you never wore the shirt I 
gave you.  Unappreciative much?” 
 
He laughed.  “You’re alright, kid.” 
  
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
The cake was history.  Tara and Joyce were washing 
the dishes in the kitchen and the rest of them were 
lounging lazily around the living room.  Buffy looked 
around at the small group.  “Thanks, guys.  It was 
really great to have a night off.  Just food and fun, 
and nothing Hellmouthy.” 
 
“Careful,” Dawn warned her, looking up from 
checking out the blouse Tara had gotten 
Buffy.  “You’ll jinx it.” 
 
“No, I’m feeling too good to care.  Trouble can just 
keep on walking tonight,” Buffy told her, stretching 
in her chair like a contented cat. 
 
And almost gave herself whiplash when the door 
knocker sounded and she snapped immediately 
back into tense readiness. 
 
“Relax,” Giles told her with a half-smile.  “I’m sure 
it’s nothing.”  He rose to his feet and went to the 
front door just as Joyce came through the kitchen 
door, wiping her hands on a dish towel.  “I’ll get it, 



Joyce,” he told her, opening the door as he spoke. 
 
“Hi, Giles.” 
 
Both Xander and Buffy froze at the familiar voice 
and Tara appeared in the kitchen door behind 
Joyce, her eyes wide with surprise. 
 
“Willow?”  
 
Xander wasn’t sure which one of them breathed her 
name as Willow stepped inside the house, smiling a 
little nervously at the circle of stunned faces turned 
her way.  “Surprise.”  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode 
‘Blood Ties’  

 
 

Part Twenty-Eight 

Spike leaned against the fireplace, arms crossed 
over his chest, watching sardonically as the women 
clustered around the little redhead exclaiming over 



her hair, her clothes, her presence in 
Sunnydale.  Even Xander and Rupert were joining in 
the welcome fest, neither of the two looking like 
they had any concern over the timing of this 
surprise visit as they enveloped the witch in hugs. 
 
Spike cocked his head and considered the group as 
the initial flurry of welcome died down and people 
began to sit down and talk one at a time.  Far as he 
could tell, none of them had been aware of the 
witch’s intent to return.  Not the Watcher, who 
must have seen her when he contacted the coven 
while he was in England.  Not the Slayer, who was in 
frequent email contact with her.  Not Glinda, who 
talked to her daily through various means.  Certainly 
not the rest of them. 
 
The witch and Glinda were just taking seats 
together on the couch, their entwined fingers 
almost hidden by the fabric of their skirts.  Xander 
came to stand beside Spike, giving him a 
questioning look, as their shoulders brushed.  “You 
ok?” he asked, too quietly for the others to 
hear.  Spike gave him a small nod, but didn’t take 



his eyes off the witch. 
 
“Willow, why are you here?” Buffy held up her 
hands.  “Not that it isn’t great to see you, but 
shouldn’t you be in school?  Kind of a long commute 
from here to Oxford.” 
 
“You didn’t think I’d let you have an apocalypse 
without me?” Willow said, obviously only half 
joking.  “When I heard what you guys were facing, I 
wanted to be here.  To see if I could help.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Ok, Spike.  What’s wrong?” 
 
Spike slid a sideways glance at his boy as they 
walked back towards the apartment.  To his relief, 
the party had broken up shortly after the witch’s 
arrival.  Apparently, she’d come straight from the 
airport and, human-like, started showing signs of 
fatigue almost immediately.  “Don’t trust the 
witch,” he said flatly.  “Don’t trust her around you, 
don’t trust her around Dawn.” 



 
“Spike, she’s not going to hurt anyone, especially 
Dawn.”   
 
“Her timing’s bloody convenient.” 
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?  She’s here 
because of Glory.” 
 
“Uh huh.  Because of Glory.  Not because she’s 
heard we’ve got a powerful magical artifact 
stashed?” he said skeptically. 
 
“Powerful…?” Xander began, then stopped in his 
tracks, turning to stare at Spike.  “No.  Spike, 
no.  She wouldn’t do that.” 
 
“She’s a witch,” he said flatly.  “Power’s what she’s 
all about, Xander.” 
 
“Tara’s a witch.  You trust her.” 
 
“Call her Glinda for a reason,” Spike told 
him.  “Girl’s so kindhearted, she’s a bloody freak of 



nature.  Nothing like Red.” 
 
“Not all witches are power hungry.  Maggie isn’t,” 
Xander said, with the faintly triumphant air of 
someone playing a trump card.  
 
Spike made a noncommittal sound.  “Maybe,” he 
allowed.  “Didn’t stop her from manipulating us last 
year.” 
 
“She explained about that and apologized,” Xander 
reminded him.  “The coven doesn’t usually work 
with others and they handled it badly.” 
 
“So what’s Red doin’ here ‘working with others’.” 
 
Xander smiled at him in the way that Spike hated.  It 
was his ‘humoring the paranoid vampire’ 
smile.  Just because Xander was too trusting and 
didn’t think enough about the danger that 
surrounded him, he thought Spike was 
paranoid.  Spike scowled at him.  Which didn’t do 
any good, as Xander’s smile broadened and, even in 
the dark, Spike could see the laughter in his eyes. 



 
“Willow’s not part of the Coven, so she doesn’t 
have to follow their no interference rules,” he said 
patiently.  “And Sunnydale is her home.  Of course 
she’s worried when things have gotten bad enough 
for Buffy to quit school and move back home.”  He 
slid an arm around Spike’s waist and started walking 
again.  “Don’t worry so much.  She did fine with the 
spell against Adam.” 
 
“Had half the Coven here keepin’ an eye on her 
then,” Spike pointed out.   
 
“And she’s had another nine months or so since 
then without abusing magic,” Xander 
countered.  “Plus, I think Tara’s been good for her.” 
 
Silently, Spike agreed with that assessment.  Glinda 
wouldn’t put up with any crap from the witch, that 
was for sure.  There was a core of steel behind the 
gentle exterior in that one.  “Just as long as Buffy 
doesn’t lose her head and tell her about Dawn,” 
was all he said. 
 



“It’s Buffy’s call on whether to tell her, not ours.” 
 
“Should be Dawn’s,” Spike grumped. 
 
“I agree, but do you honestly think Dawn wouldn’t 
agree to tell Willow?  Anyway, I’m hoping that 
Willow and Tara together can maybe come up with 
some spells that will work on Glory.  Either that, or 
some way to magically protect Dawn from her.” 
 
“Wouldn’t mind if Red came up with something that 
blows Glory’s head off,” Spike conceded. 
 
“Great image,” Xander said wryly, making a face. 
 
It was a pleasant image.  As they continued walking 
through the quiet streets, Spike pictured Glory 
being shredded to bits, both magically and by more 
hands-on methods.  A vampire could dream, 
couldn’t he? 
 
He’d keep an eye on the little redhead 
himself.  Long as she kept her mojo away from 
Xander and didn’t spend too much time with Dawn, 



he was willing to see if she could come up with 
anything that might help them against Glory.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander followed Buffy, Willow and Tara inside the 
Bronze, nearly bumping into Willow as she stopped 
abruptly inside the door, looking around with 
shining eyes at the familiar sights, sounds, and 
scents of the club.   
 
“Aren’t there any good hangouts near Oxford?” he 
asked, loudly enough to be heard over the band. 
 
“Yes, but this is home,” she called back over her 
shoulder, and let Tara lead her to an empty table.   
 
It was just the four of them at Willow’s welcome 
back celebration.  Spike had refused to have any 
part in welcoming Willow back to Sunnydale and 
the fact that they were meeting at the Bronze just 
made the vampire even more adamant that he 
wasn’t going.  Xander was pleased that Buffy and 
Tara had automatically assumed that Spike was 



invited but suspected it was just as well that the 
vampire hadn’t want to come.  Given that Willow 
and Spike both disliked and distrusted each other, 
Xander preferred to keep them apart whenever 
possible. 
 
Buffy and Xander went to get drinks for them all, 
jostling for position at the crowded bar. 
Someone stumbled into Buffy just as she was 
handed her drinks and Slayer reflexes weren’t 
enough to stop her from spilling half the glass.   
 
“I’m so sorry.  I’m not usually that clumsy.  Except, 
you know, in crowds, and anywhere else people can 
see me,” the dark-haired man apologized.   
 
“No harm done,” Buffy said, smiling at the man. 
“I’m pretty sure the floor’s been spilled on before.” 
 
“Don’t I know you?” 
 
“I don’t think so…”  Buffy shook her head. 
 
Oh crap.  Xander suddenly realized where they’d 



seen the man before.  
 
“At the hospital,” the man suddenly 
exclaimed.  “You were with the professor examining 
the bodies.”  He stuck out his hand.  “We didn’t get 
a chance to be introduced, I’m Ben.” 
 
“I’m Buffy.  And this is Xander.” 
 
“Hi,” Xander said, lifting a hand in a half-hearted 
greeting. 
   
“I barely recognized you without your hospital 
scrubs,” Buffy told him brightly, gesturing at Ben’s 
slacks and dress shirt. 
 
“You’d be surprised at the extent of my wardrobe.” 
 
“Really?” 
 
“I actually have entire outfits that aren’t blue 
pajamas.” 
 
This was not good.  The two of them were settling 



into serious flirtation.  Had Buffy forgotten that 
they’d been passing themselves off - badly - as 
biologists during their little outing to the hospital 
loony bin? 
 
“Buffy, Tara and Willow are waiting for us,” he said, 
hoping he sounded casual and not desperate. 
 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hold you up,” Ben said 
to both of them.  “Can I buy you a replacement for 
your beer?” he asked Buffy with a charming smile 
that Xander was already tiring of. 
 
Buffy started to decline but Ben didn’t give her a 
chance.  “Please, or I’ll feel guilty for having 
deprived you of half your drink.” 
 
Xander rolled his eyes as Buffy accepted.  She barely 
took her own eyes off Ben as she handed Xander 
the three drinks for himself, Willow and Tara, telling 
him she’d catch up with him in a minute. 
 
Giving in to the inevitable, he took the glass and 
left.  Hopefully Ben wouldn’t ask too many 



questions about Buffy’s biology background.  Or her 
hobby of investigating corpses. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Buffy was on the dance floor with Ben, and Tara 
was at the bar getting another round of 
drinks.  Which left Xander and Willow alone for the 
first time since she’d arrived back in town.  Willow 
was looking around the Bronze, a nostalgic smile on 
her lips.  Xander hated to interrupt her thoughts but 
he was curious. 
 
“Willow, why didn’t you tell anyone you were 
coming?” he asked. 
 
Willow turned back to face him.  “I should have, I 
know.  I was worried about you guys and I was 
afraid you would talk me out of coming back.” 
 
“Me?” 
 
“All of you,” she said with a little smile.  “I really 
didn’t want to drop out, mostly because I love my 



classes and I love Oxford, but also because of my 
parents.  I think I was still in pre-school when I 
learned that quitting school was just about the 
worst thing I could do.  I mean, you know my mom, 
she’d say things like: ‘underachieving’ and ‘failing to 
reach potential’, not negative terms hard on the 
self-esteem like ‘quitter’ and ‘loser’, but still, it felt 
really weird to even think about dropping out and I 
so wasn’t able to talk about it in any kind of rational 
way, and I’m sorry, I got a little side-tracked there.” 
 
“A little,” he agreed.  It was comforting to know 
that some things hadn’t changed.  Willow could still 
ramble on with the best of them. 
 
“I was afraid you guys would talk me out of coming, 
so I just came.”  She shook her head, looking 
sheepish.  “So dumb.  Because now that I’m here, I 
find out that I may have jumped the gun a bit.  With 
Buffy quitting school and all, I kind of thought the 
apocalypse was a bit closer than it’s turned out to 
be.”  She smiled at Tara who arrived back at their 
table just then.  “Still, it’s nice being back.  And hey, 
party not battle, so I guess that’s good.” 



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Buffy came back to the table, flushed and happy 
and looking the tiniest bit apologetic.  “Will, I’m 
sorry.  It’s your party and I didn’t mean to abandon 
you.” 
 
Willow smiled at her cheerfully.  “I’m feeling very 
un-abandoned,” she said.  “Who’s the cutie?” 
 
Buffy glanced back over her shoulder at Ben, who 
smiled and gave her a little wave from the corner 
where he’d joined a group of friends.  “That’s 
Ben.  He’s an intern at Sunnydale General.”  She 
looked back and smiled impishly at Willow.  “He is 
cute, isn’t he?” 
 
Xander rolled his eyes.  “Buffy, you do remember 
that we told this guy we were some kind of 
biologists, right?” 
 
“What?”  Willow looked at him in confusion. 
 



“Don’t ask.  Long story.  But still, kind of a problem 
because, I don’t know about you, but one question 
about chemistry and he’s going to know I don’t 
know anything about it other than how to set a 
bomb to blow up a school.” 
 
Buffy looked singularly untroubled.  “Xander, don’t 
worry about it.  He didn’t ask me a single question 
about that night.  It was just one dance.”  She 
smiled that giggly, girlish smile again.  “But he is 
cute, isn’t he?” 
 
“Very,” Willow assured her.  “So, there’s sparkage?” 
 
“Maybe a little,” she admitted.  “But I told him that 
you had just gotten back to town and tonight was 
your night.”   
 
Willow looked upset.  “Buffy, you didn’t have to do 
that.” 
 
“I wanted to,” Buffy assured her, then her eyes 
crinkled in a mischievous smile.  “Besides, he asked 
for my phone number.”  She lifted her 



glass.  “Welcome back, Willow.” 
 
Tara echoed the sentiment and Xander lifted his 
own glass in salute to Willow, who beamed back at 
them happily. 
 
Swallowing the last of his beer, he thought to 
himself that it was nice to see Buffy so lighthearted 
again.  Since Glory first showed in town, there 
hadn’t been much time off, especially for Buffy and 
very little in the way of carefree fun.  And it was 
good to see her interested in a guy, even 
casually.  She’d taken Riley’s leaving hard and she 
hadn’t seemed interested at all in dating since he 
left.  Ben seemed like an ok guy.  How bad could he 
be, working at a hospital and all? 
 
Oh, who was he kidding?  A guy Buffy was attracted 
to?  Based on her track record, they should 
probably just start investigating Ben right now and 
get it over with. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 



Spike stirred as Xander moved out from under his 
arm, leaning across the bed and slapping the alarm 
clock off.  He let out a protesting sound, even as he 
stretched and sat up.  “Gotta go to work,” he said 
around a yawn. 
 
Spike didn’t make one of his typical complaints 
about the hour or the fact that Xander was 
leaving.  Instead, he asked:  “Get anythin’ useful out 
of the little witch last night?”    
 
Xander shook his head in disbelief.  Only Spike 
would assume a welcome home party included 
interrogations.  “Yes,” he admitted.  “You were right 
all along, Spike.  She’s planning on taking over the 
world and Glory is just her puppet.  She’s convinced 
Buffy to go along with her evil plan, so we’re all 
doomed.”  He leaned down to kiss Spike.  “Happy?” 
 
“Ecstatic.  Can I kill her now?” 
 
“Sorry.  Can’t let you.”  Xander smirked, unable to 
resist.  “Besides, we have a real problem.” 
 



Spike opened one eye blearily.  “What?” 
 
“Buffy’s got a new boyfriend.” 
 
“Oh bloody hell.”   
 
Xander laughed as Spike pulled a pillow firmly over 
his face. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Willow spent the morning going to classes with Tara 
and the afternoon at the Magic Box, oohing and 
ahhing over the shop, the training room, and 
everything that she’d only heard about until now. 
 
“Giles, this is great!  I mean, I’ve pictured it in my 
head, but this is so much better than I imagined.” 
 
“Well, it-it suits the purpose,” Giles said, obviously 
pleased.  “Xander was an enormous help with 
setting it up, and Tara, of course, has been 
invaluable as my assistant.” 
 



Tara blushed, smiling at him gratefully.   
 
“Oh, please.  If this gets any more sickeningly sweet, 
I’m going to have to leave.”  Ethan’s voice drifted 
down from the book loft.   
 
Willow looked up, a frown crossing her face, then 
glanced at Giles and bit back what she had been 
about to say.  Xander spoke up to fill the awkward 
silence. 
 
“Don’t worry about Ethan,” he told Willow.  “It’s 
just that he’s not happy unless he’s annoying 
someone.” 
 
“Is it working?” 
 
“Sorry, Ethan, we’re still all sweetness and 
light.  Keep trying.”  Xander grinned at 
Willow.  “Nothing makes him crazier than to think 
he’s not getting to you,” he said in a tone he knew 
perfectly well was just loud enough to carry up to 
the book loft. 
 



“Think of him as a male version of Cordelia,” Buffy 
told Willow, smiling at Giles. 
 
“Heaven forbid,” Giles muttered. 
 
“Anyway,” Buffy continued, abandoning the 
subject.  “Did I tell you?  There’s a Spring Break 
party at my old dorm tomorrow.  What do you 
say?” 
 
“Shouldn’t we be researching, hitting the books, 
working on the whole stopping Glory thing?” Willow 
asked hesitantly. 
 
“Actually, we’ve pretty much tapped out my 
books,” Giles admitted.  “Unless you can come up 
with something in the magical texts, I’m afraid 
we’re at a dead end.” 
 
“And what you’ll need after a hard day of research 
is a party,” Buffy pointed out. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 



The dorm’s common area had been transformed 
into a facsimile of a Hawaiian beach, with tiki 
torches, paper leis and folding beach 
chairs.  Dipping a glass full of punch out of the giant 
clamshell serving as a punch bowl, Xander looked 
around in bemusement at the plethora of Hawaiian 
shirts, some of which he was convinced he’d once 
owned, before he’d gotten rid of all his tacky bright-
colored clothes and learned how to dress 
better.  Who knew his old clothes would have a 
second life at college parties? 
 
Buffy was circulating, chatting with her former 
dorm-mates, obviously pleased that they had 
missed her.  Willow and Tara were dancing together 
and Xander had spent the time talking with a couple 
of people he knew from Buffy’s old dorm.  The one 
bad thing about having Willow back in town was 
that his life was being divided into separate groups 
again.   
 
Which was as much Spike’s fault as Willow’s, but 
still…  It would have been fun if Spike had come to 
the party.  He could almost hear his lover’s sarcastic 



voice in his ear, commenting on everything from the 
music to the people doing the limbo.   
 
Willow and Tara were threading their way towards 
him from the dance floor and Xander broke off his 
conversation with Eddie, moving to intercept them. 
 
“I heard that Warren was here.  Is Warren here?” 
 
Xander blinked down in surprise at the woman 
who’d spoken and now stood blocking his way and 
smiling up at him hopefully.  “Um, Warren who?” he 
asked. 
 
“He’s… Warren.  And he’s looking for me.  He lost 
me,” she said.  She turned precisely and moved 
off.  Xander stared after her, seeing her approach 
another group and ask the same question. 
 
“It’s that girl again,” Tara said, arriving at his 
side.  “Is she still looking for Warren?  Willow and I 
saw her earlier today.  It’s weird, she’s been looking 
for him all day.” 
 



“There’s something strange about her,” Willow 
agreed.   
 
Xander couldn’t agree more, finding himself almost 
hypnotized as he watched the woman methodically 
work her way through the crowd. 
 
The woman was sort of creepily perfect.  Perfectly 
smooth hair, gleamingly white teeth in her over-
broad smile.  Yeah, she had the kind of figure 
people drooled over, but there was something 
almost…mechanical about her.  The way she 
moved, the way she spoke, the preciseness of her 
gestures, somehow they were all just subtly off 
somehow, even if he couldn’t have said why. 
 
He opened his mouth to comment, then just found 
himself staring slack jawed as the woman picked up 
a big guy wearing a purple and green Hawaiian shirt 
and hold him over her head as easily as if he 
weighed nothing.  The room went quiet as people 
stared in shock and her voice was clearly audible 
over the music.  “That would be wrong.  You are not 
my boyfriend!” she said, then tossed the man 



through the windows as casually as if he had been 
one of the beach balls scattered around the room.  
 
Xander set down his drink and pushed his way 
through the motionless crowd of shocked 
partygoers, reaching the shattered window and 
looking out.  To his relief, he saw the guy climbing 
slowly to his feet.  His face was cut from the broken 
glass, but he didn’t appear to be seriously hurt, 
turning to stare back inside at the woman. 
 
“Jesus, bitch!  You threw me through the window.” 
 
“You do not make those suggestions to me,” she 
scolded him.  I have a boyfriend.  Warren is my 
boyfriend.” 
 
“You know what?  Fuck you and your Warren.”  The 
guy stalked off, limping slightly and Xander couldn’t 
help smiling.  Good choice.  No way was that guy 
going to be able to recover from the assault to his 
manhood and rejoin the party.  Tactical retreat was 
the only way to handle the situation.   
 



The woman turned to face the staring crowd.  “No 
one but Warren can touch me.” 
 
There seemed to be a general consensus that the 
crazy woman should be left alone.  Xander was 
relieved to see the crowd - especially the men, he 
noted in amusement - back away from her. 
 
Except Buffy, of course, who had moved to block 
the woman from leaving. 
 
“Excuse me.  Hi.  Um, maybe you and I could 
talk.  You know, 'cause, throwing Brad through a 
window.., ok, I know he’s like a huge jerk once he 
has his third beer, but you know, generally 
speaking…” she began. 
 
The woman interrupted her.  “Do you know my 
boyfriend?” 
 
Buffy frowned.  “Okay. I think you need to take a 
second and stop looking for your boyfriend.” 
 
Before anyone could blink, the woman grabbed her 



and threw her backwards, sending her sailing across 
the room to crash against the wall.  Which definitely 
clinched the, not quite human status of the weird 
girl. 
 
The woman looked down at Buffy, who was lying on 
the floor, holding her left shoulder.  “I have to find 
him.  If I hurt you just now,  I’m sorry.  And I hope 
that your boyfriend will take good care of you.” 
 
Buffy had the sense to stay down as the woman 
simply turned and walked off, the crowd moving 
away from her to leave a clear space for her exit.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
They gathered in the second floor tv lounge, Buffy 
pacing and rubbing her shoulder but assuring them 
she wasn’t seriously hurt.  She was still rubbing at 
her shoulder and wincing slightly, but seemed to be 
able to move her arm.   
 
“I don’t know about you guys, but I’ve had it with 
super-strong little women who aren’t me,” she 



complained.  
  
Xander looked at Willow and Tara helplessly.  There 
didn’t seem to be much to say to that.  ‘Sorry you 
got your ass kicked by something else that looks just 
like a Slayer’ was probably not going to go over 
well.  Fortunately, Buffy kept talking. 
 
“So, what do you guys think she is? I mean, this may 
sound nuts, but I kinda got the impression that she 
was a…” 
 
“Robot,” Tara said when Buffy hesitated. 
 
Willow and Xander both nodded.   
 
“Oh yeah, robot.” 
 
“Yeah, I was gonna say robot,” Buffy agreed.  “What 
do you think she wants?” 
 
“Warren, whoever that is,” Tara said. 
 
“It’s gotta be the guy that built her,” Xander said. 



 
Willow tapped her fingers on the table, looking like 
she was already thinking of computer searches she 
could be running.  “It’s an unusual name. There’s 
hardly any except ... Warren Beatty and, you know, 
President Harding.  It-it’s probably not either of 
them,” she said, seeing the looks she was getting 
from everyone. 
 
“Will, can you track down this guy with only a first 
name?” Buffy asked.  She gave Willow a 
smile.  “Have I mentioned how much we’ve missed 
your computer skills?  And other things, of 
course.  But Giles is just as hopeless as ever, and 
none of the rest of us are even half as good as you.” 
 
Willow smiled, obviously pleased.  “Thanks, it’s nice 
to be missed.  To answer your question, given 
enough time, I might be able to.  I can get a list of 
the Sunnydale students named Warren tonight, but 
... then we’ll have to call them or go to their dorms, 
so we probably can’t start narrowing it down till 
tomorrow. 
 



“She could do a lot of damage by then,” Buffy said, 
still rubbing at her shoulder absentmindedly. 
 
“She was looking for this Warren guy, but it didn’t 
sound like she wanted to hurt him,” Xander 
said.  “She said he’s her boyfriend.  I mean, I feel 
bad for the guy who got thrown through the 
window and all, but he was drunk and obviously 
propositioned her.  What are the chances of that 
happening again?” 
 
He looked around at the circle of women looking 
back at him, all wearing identical looks of complete 
disillusionment.  “Right.  Men are evil.  We should 
find her as soon as possible.” 
 
“Darn tootin’ they’re evil,” Willow told him, giving 
him a mischievous smile. 
 
“She’s got that sweet helpless look that men seem 
to go completely brainless over,” Buffy 
said.  “Hopefully, she won’t have to defend herself 
too often.  She kind of went a little overboard.” 
 



“My laptop’s at Tara’s,” Willow said.  “How about I 
meet you at the Magic Box in the morning with a list 
of suspects.” 
 
“Sounds like a plan.  I should head home 
anyway.  Spike is babysitting Dawn and I should get 
home before mom gets back from her date.”  Buffy 
got to her feet.  “Spike said something about 
wanting to meet mom’s date.  It didn’t sound 
pretty.  I should be there to keep the violence 
down.”  She looked at Xander.  “Come with 
me?  You can take Spike home.  Otherwise, he’ll just 
lurk in the bushes until mom gets home with her 
date.  And why go there?” 
 
“Yeah, I’ll come ride herd on him, just in case your 
mom doesn’t want her date killed,”  Xander said, 
shrugging into his coat. 
 
Tara giggled.  “He’s so cute when he gets all 
overprotective over Joyce.” 
 
“Mom says Brian’s a really nice, normal guy.  He’s 
not ready to meet Spike.”  Buffy frowned, obviously 



remembering some of her mother’s other ‘nice, 
normal guys’.  “We’ll save Spike until we see if 
there’s going to be a second date.  They can meet 
when Brian’s thinking about getting handsy with 
mom.” 
 
“Sure we can afford to wait until their second 
date?” Xander asked with a grin. 
 
“Oh, please, they’re old.  They won’t do anything 
but shake hands at the door,” Buffy said with 
complete confidence. 
 
Willow was watching the exchange with startled 
eyes but didn’t say anything.  Tara linked her arm 
with Willow’s and steered her towards the door, 
glancing back to give Xander a wink as she did.   
 
He smiled.  He wasn’t sure if Buffy had spoken as 
she had deliberately for Willow’s sake, but it sure 
looked like Tara was going to try and change 
Willow’s mind about Spike. 
 
Xander was glad that she’d overheard the 



exchange.  Willow had accepted that Spike was part 
of Xander’s life, but only reluctantly and she still 
had strong reservations - which she mostly kept to 
herself these days.  It was good that she had a 
chance to see how thoroughly Buffy and Tara had 
accepted the vampire as an integral part of the 
group.  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episodes 
’Crush’ and ‘I Was Made to Love You’  

 

                            Part Twenty-Nine 

The Court was mostly full when Spike returned from 
doing a sweep of his Territory, the minions 
straggling in from their night’s activities.  As always, 
the main floor was noisy, the minions generally 
spent the last waning hour before dawn bragging to 
each other about their night’s activities.  Like 
humans in a bar towards the end of the night, their 
feats obtained the status of legend in the 
retelling:  each insisting they had had the most 
dangerous fight, the best kill. the blood of the 
sweetest virgin in town.   



 
Sometimes he missed the company of older 
vampires, of his family in particular with a fierce 
longing that surprised and embarrassed him.  He 
missed the years when, young and reckless, he had 
looked forward to nothing more than bringing his 
triumphs home to impress the elders of his clan, like 
the night he’d shared the news of killing his first 
Slayer - veins still tingling from his first taste of 
Slayer’s blood, Drusilla proud and loving, her 
slender body wrapped around his, sharing the taste 
of his kill, her agile tongue darting inside his mouth 
to taste the blood still staining his lips and 
teeth.  Even Darla had been impressed for once by 
his kill of the Chinese Slayer.  Hell of a night that 
had been, he thought now.  The panic and chaos in 
the streets like the headiest wine, drunk on Slayer’s 
blood and victory, basking in Dru’s undivided 
attention and admiration.   
 
“Master Spike?” 
 
It was Anthony, two minions in tow, who’d 
interrupted his thoughts. 



 
“Yeah?” 
 
“These two saw something tonight that I thought 
you should know about.” 
 
The two minions were obviously torn between pride 
and fear.  Pride that Anthony had thought the news 
they’d brought the Lieutenant was important 
enough for them to give Spike their account 
directly, and fear that Spike wouldn’t think their 
information was important enough to have 
bothered him.  Spike hid a smirk.  He liked the 
minions being afraid of him.  That was how it should 
be.  Screw the old days. 
 
“Four bodies in the woods on the edge of town, 
Master Spike,” the taller one said, having been 
surreptitiously pushed forward by his short, skinny 
partner.  Spike sighed inaudibly.  What was it about 
minions turned in the 70’s - the 1970’s - that they 
clung to the eye-searing polyester shirts they’d 
worn as humans? 
 



“Humans?” he asked impatiently. 
 
“Yes, Master Spike.  We were hunting in the woods 
east of town when we smelled the blood.  The 
bodies were in armor and they carried swords.  The 
real deal, it looked like, not movie props or recent 
knock-offs.  From the position of the bodies, they 
didn’t kill each other, it looked like something else 
killed them. 
 
The shorter one spoke up for the first time.  “They 
had a mark,” he gestured towards the center of his 
own forehead.  “A tattoo.  A symbol of some 
kind.”  He hesitantly proffered a piece of 
paper.  Spike took it and frowned down at the 
sketch, surprised by the precise detail of the 
drawing.  The symbol wasn’t anything he 
recognized.  A central shield with lines radiating out 
that suggested wings.  He looked up, meeting the 
shorter minion’s eyes.  “You draw this?” 
 
“Yes, Master Spike.” 
 
“What’s your name?” 



 
“Donald.”  The minion bobbed his head 
nervously.  Like many minions in their first decade, 
he obviously didn’t bathe frequently.  His short-
cropped hair was brown under the dirt and his plaid 
shirt was an embarrassment to vamps everywhere, 
but the sketch was the important thing.  Angelus 
couldn’t have done a better job of it.  
 
“Good work, both of you,” he said casually, knowing 
that Anthony would have noted his asking the 
minion his name and would pass the word on to his 
other Lieutenants that Donald was worth keeping 
an eye on.   
 
He dismissed the two minions and signaled Anthony 
to stay.  He studied the drawing for a moment 
longer, then looked at his Lieutenant.  “They’re 
called the Knights of Byzantium.  I want to know if 
there are any more of these gits in town and, if so, 
how many.  Pass the word.  I want everyone out 
tomorrow night in a search pattern.  Organize it so 
we don’t miss anything.  Comb the entire town and 
the outskirts for at least 20 miles around.  I want 



reports by dawn tomorrow.  Anyone finds them, 
they stay back and watch only.  I want a solid 
estimate of their numbers but I do not want these 
people to know they’re being watched - not 
yet.  Clear?” 
 
“Understood, Master Spike.” 
 
Spike nodded dismissal, looking down once more at 
the sketch in his hand.  Up to a thousand Knights, 
they’d claimed.  He doubted it was anything but 
bragging, but he didn’t want to take the risk.  If 
there were that many of them, and they found out 
the Key was human, they could simply slaughter 
everyone in town in hopes of taking out the 
Key.  He was probably overreacting, the Knights 
were human after all and few humans had the 
stomach for mass slaughter, but these were fanatics 
and he didn’t want to take any chances.  The only 
humans he had ever cared about were all in this 
town. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 



“‘m not getting up in the middle of the day to talk 
about a bloody robot.  The Slayer can handle it,” 
Spike said indifferently, blinking up at him with 
bleary eyes. 
 
“Oh, come on,” Xander wheedled.  “It’ll be fun.” 
 
Spike gave him a look.  “Not fighting a sexbot.  It’s 
undignified.”  He leered.  “You need someone to 
shag her, give me a call.” 
 
Xander glared at him.  “Not shagging anyone but 
me, vampire mine.  Got it?” 
 
“That an offer?” Spike asked. 
 
“That was a threat.  I know they get you all hot and 
bothered…” 
 
Spike just gave him that low, sexy chuckle.  The one 
that always made him forget whatever it was they’d 
been talking about and sent a shiver down his spine 
and a twitch of interest to his cock.  Tempting as it 
was to lie back down, he had promised to meet the 



others at the magic shop this morning.   
 
“Sure you won’t change your mind?” he asked. 
 
Spike shook his head, looking a little less sleepy, and 
Xander smiled down at him.  He loved the way Spike 
looked in the mornings, sleep rumpled, hair sticking 
up wildly, and he loved knowing he was the only 
one who got to see Spike this way.   
 
“Somethin’s killin’ the Knights of Byzantium.” 
 
“What?”  Xander snapped his attention back to 
what Spike was saying. 
 
“Couple minions stumbled over four bodies last 
night.  I’m guessing Glory took ‘em out.”  Spike told 
him what the minions had reported, showing him 
the little sketch of the tattoo which Xander looked 
at curiously. 
 
“So much for possible reinforcements against 
Glory,” he said, disappointed.  Ever since Buffy and 
Giles said that there might be a whole army of the 



Knights, he’d been toying with the idea of  trying to 
form an alliance, despite what Buffy had said about 
not being able to work with them.  They had a 
common enemy, after all, and Buffy wasn’t the 
most diplomatic person on the planet.  Plus, it had 
sounded like she’d been dealing with a foot soldier, 
not someone with any authority to make deals.  He 
sighed.  If the bodies had been left where they fell, 
that probably meant that there was only a handful 
of the Knights after all.  No army he’d ever heard of 
left the bodies of comrades behind if there were 
any survivors capable of burying them. 
 
“Got the Court organized to look for ‘em tomorrow 
night,” Spike said casually.  “We’ll know if there’s 
more of them by this time tomorrow.” 
 
Xander nodded.  “Good idea.”  The Court had the 
manpower to do an extensive search.  If there were 
more of the Knights in town, then they could figure 
out what to do about them.  Turning over ideas in 
his head, he bent down to kiss Spike absently.  “See 
you later.” 
 



“Leave the robot to Buffy, got it?”  Spike told 
him.  “Let her deal with it.” 
 
“Yes, mom,” he sighed. 
 
He smiled as Spike raised two fingers in an obscene 
gesture before sliding back under the covers to go 
back to sleep. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Willow arrived at the Magic Box, excitedly waving a 
piece of paper.  “I found him!  Or, at least someone 
who seems like a good candidate,” she 
allowed.  “Warren Mears.  He went to Sunnydale 
with us for a semester, then transferred to the tech 
college in Dutton.  So, I figured, tech school, 
robot…  Did I mention there aren’t that many 
Warrens around?” 
 
“Sounds like our guy.  I’ll go talk to him.”  Buffy had 
already explained the situation to Giles before 
Xander arrived and they’d just been waiting for 
Willow and Tara to get there with their computer 



smarts.  Other than being intrigued, Giles hadn’t 
had much to offer, pointing out that the Watchers 
Council had inexplicably failed to provide him with a 
single reference book on robots.   
 
Giles frowned.  “That may not be wise, Buffy,” he 
said slowly.  “We don’t know what you would be 
walking into.  We have no idea what his motive is 
for building this thing.” 
 
Ok, so Buffy had obviously not described the robot 
to Giles. 
 
Tara looked surprised.  “Um ... Don’t you think she’s 
just…” she trailed off, raising her eyebrows 
suggestively.   
 
Willow had an identical expression on her 
face.  “Yeah ... She’s just sort of a…”  
 
“She’s a sexbot,” Xander said bluntly, enjoying the 
look on Giles’ face. 
 
“Really, Ripper, you should have figured that out for 



yourself.  After all, we were about their age when…” 
 
Giles interrupted hurriedly.  “Right.  I see your 
point.  Still, best to be on guard,” he said briskly. 
 
“It’s kind of refreshing, actually.  Dealing with 
something straightforward like a psychotic robot,” 
Buffy said cheerfully, getting to her feet. 
 
“I’ve missed this,” Willow said.  “Sitting around 
together, researching the evil creature of the 
week.  Ok, so we didn’t actually open any books and 
we’ve never had to deal with a sexbot before…” 
 
“Sure we have,” Xander interrupted her with a 
grin.  “We just never tried to take them 
down.  Don’t you remember the Cordettes?” 
 
Buffy laughed.  “You know, Cordelia would kill you if 
she heard you call her lackeys that.” 
 
“Like I would ever be stupid enough to say that to 
her face,” Xander pointed out.  His phone rang and 
he fished it out of his pocket.  “Hello?” 



 
“Xander?  It’s Mr. Olsen.  Sorry to bother you, are 
you by any chance free this morning?” 
 
“Yeah, I’m good.  What’s up?” 
 
“You remember my wife volunteers at the 
hospital?” 
 
Xander felt his heart lurch.  “Have there been more 
deaths?”  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw 
everyone stiffen and turn towards him. 
 
“No, nothing of the kind.  The mental ward has 
been filling up again, but there’s one patient there 
with a very strange tattoo on his forehead.  It may 
be one of the Knights of Byzantium.” 
 
“In the mental ward?” he asked, surprised. 
 
“Yes, I was intending to go down there and talk to 
him.  I wondered if you or Mr. Giles might like to 
come along.” 
 



“Meet you there in about 20 minutes?” Xander 
suggested.  “I’m at the magic shop now, I’ll see if 
Giles wants to come.” 
 
He hung up and found everyone still staring at him 
with varying degrees of concern.  “That was Mr. 
Olsen.  There’s a guy in the hospital crazy wing that 
he thinks might be one of the Knights of 
Byzantium.  Giles, you up for checking it out?” 
 
“It’s certainly worth a try, although it’s doubtful 
he’ll be able to tell us anything useful.” 
 
“We could go too,” Willow offered. 
 
“Best to keep the numbers down, I suspect,” Giles 
told her.  “It is a closed wing in a hospital, after 
all.  Not something they’re happy with too many 
people wandering about in.”  Seeing her 
disappointed face, he added:  “But if you and Tara 
wouldn’t mind tending the shop, we should only be 
gone for about an hour.” 
 
“Of course, Mr. Giles,” Tara assured him. 



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The mental ward at the hospital wasn’t any less 
disturbing this time.  Which was weird, considering 
that at least this time all the patients were 
alive.  But they were pity-inducing wrecks, staring 
hollow-eyed at things no one else could see, 
muttering restlessly, their grey faces and wild eyes 
reflecting a lack of stability, rather than a lack of 
care. 
 
Mrs. Olsen was waiting for them at the entrance to 
the wing, easily getting them through security with 
a glib story about looking for a missing 
relative.  From the hopeful expression on the 
nurse’s face, it was clear that the hospital would be 
really happy to have any of the patients claimed by 
relatives. 
 
Mrs. Olsen led them to the same room where they 
had examined the corpses only a few weeks ago 
and Xander was relieved to see that  it wasn’t Ben 
on duty inside the room.  He didn’t think they could 



come up with a reasonable explanation for being 
here a second time.  The bodies on the beds 
weren’t still this time.  Instead, they were stirring 
restlessly, pulling at the leather restraints that 
limited their movements.  
 
The Knight lay on the third bed.  Under other 
circumstances, he would have been a good looking 
man:  dark hair and eyes, darkly tanned skin, and a 
lean muscular body.  The large tattoo on his 
forehead matched the sketch Spike had shown 
him.  Back in the hospital lobby, he’d told Giles and 
Mr. Olsen about the dead Knights and Spike 
directing the Court to search for more of them 
tonight. 
 
Mrs. Olsen gently patted the man’s hand to get his 
attention.  “I’ve brought some visitors,” she said, 
her voice projecting nothing but soothing calm 
despite the pity in her eyes.  “Do you mind if they 
talk to you for a minute?” 
 
The man seemed aware of her presence on some 
level, turning his eyes from the ceiling to look at 



her.  “It won't stick,” he complained.  “The birds 
have been pecking too hard.” 
 
“That doesn’t bode well,” Xander muttered. 
 
Giles had been examining the tattoo on the man’s 
forehead but stepped back into the man’s field of 
vision.  “What’s your name?” he asked gently. 
 
“They find you.  They find you no matter where you 
hide,” the man said, then suddenly twisted wildly in 
his restraints.  “It hurts!” he sobbed.  “Make it 
stop.  Please!” 
 
Giles exchanged a grim look with Xander, then 
leaned a little closer to the Knight.  “Can you tell us 
where your friends are?” he asked, as soothingly as 
if he was reassuring a small child.  “We can bring 
them to see you, if you’d like.  But we don’t know 
where they are.” 
 
“It’s poisoned.  It, it has to be checked, though.” 
 
Mrs. Olsen said apologetically.  “I’m afraid you 



won’t be able to get anything sensible out of 
him.  Or any of the others.  It’s not like a normal 
mental illness.  None of them seem able to connect 
with anyone at all, even for brief periods.”  As she 
spoke, her hands were gently straightening the 
Knight’s blankets, trying to straighten the covers 
that had been disturbed by his restless 
movements.  “They aren’t responding to any of the 
usual medications.  It’s like..,” her voice broke and 
Mr. Olsen moved quickly to put an arm around her 
in support.  “like they’re trapped inside their minds, 
and their minds have become a terrible, frightening 
place for them.  Many of them talk about being 
dirty.”  She leaned her head tiredly against her 
husband.  “Nothing we do seems to help them at 
all.” 
 
Looking around the room, Xander swallowed 
hard.  The people in the room were just average 
schmoes.  Young, old, attractive, plain, they seemed 
to have nothing in common other than the fact that 
they had just been ordinary people once.  Ordinary 
people who had had the misfortune to encounter 
Glory.   



  
“Let’s go,” he said quietly.  “We aren’t going to 
learn anything by harassing this poor guy.”   
 
Mr. Olsen and Giles nodded, and Mrs. Olsen led 
them back outside, past security, and out into the 
lobby.   
 
Xander took a deep breath, trying to get the taste of 
despair and helpless suffering out of his 
lungs.  “We’ve got to find some way to stop Glory,” 
he said.  “She’s killing these people just as much as 
if she was stabbing them in the heart.” 
 
“I agree,” Giles said quietly, looking almost 
unbearably tired.  “I just don’t know how we can 
stand against her.  Neither Buffy nor Spike is strong 
enough.  None of us are.” 
 
“We’ve got to think of something,” Xander said.  
 
“Yes, we do,” Mr. Olsen said.  “It’s time for 
desperate measures.”  He gave a wry, half-smile 
and dropped a kiss into Mrs. Olsen’s 



hair.  “However, that’s as far as my thinking goes at 
the moment.” 
 
“Well, we’ve got a chaos mage and a Master 
Vampire on our team,” Xander pointed 
out.  “They’re both outside the box kind of 
guys.  Maybe they can come up with something just 
insane enough to work.” 
 
Giles looked appalled, opening his mouth, but then 
closed it with a sigh and didn’t say anything, which 
told Xander that, against his better judgment, Giles 
was prepared to do whatever it took, even if it 
meant unleashing Ethan and Spike. 
 
“That may be what it takes to stop her,” Mrs. Olsen 
said, unexpectedly.  “As for the demons in town, we 
are conservative by nature, perhaps too much 
so.  We have always favored concealment over 
action, afraid to risk being exposed to the 
population at large.”  She squared her shoulders, 
meeting her husband’s eyes in a long, steady 
look.  “I think we need to remind some of our 
people that there are worse things than having our 



true nature revealed.”  She looked at Giles and 
Xander and smiled.  “Perhaps some of us can come 
up with crazy ideas to add to the mix.” 
 
“Kind of a poetic justice there,” Xander said with a 
grin.  “Have I ever told you two how glad I am that 
we met?” 
 
“Not nearly often enough, young man,” Mr. Olsen 
said severely, then let his eyes do the green and 
gold sparkly thing that Xander loved to 
see.  “However, as we have been equally remiss in 
the exact same area, we’ll let it pass.” 
 
“So, let’s go back to our respective groups and tell 
them to stop being rational,” Giles 
said.  Underneath the gloomy tone was a hint of 
something in his eyes that Xander only ever 
remembered seeing on the night Giles had been 
stoned on band candy.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Robot crisis is over,” Buffy told reported, as they 



returned to the shop.   
 
“Oh, well done,” Giles said, pleased.  “Are you 
alright?” he asked, seeing Buffy favoring her right 
leg slightly. 
 
“Fine, she got a couple good shots in is all.” 
 
“But you were able to defeat her?” 
 
“Yep.”  Buffy sighed.  “Ok, she was busily kicking my 
ass and her batteries ran down, but, hey, I was the 
one who ended up still standing, so that means I 
beat her, right?” 
 
“Absolutely,” Willow said stoutly.  “So what if it was 
only because Warren had given her sufficient back 
up battery power…”  She stopped abruptly, looking 
embarrassed.  “Clearly you would have regrouped 
anyway,” she finished brightly.  “I can’t believe that 
Warren sicked her on you.” 
 
“I thought I mentioned the part where he was a real 
creep,” Buffy reminded her. 



 
“Well, he built a sex-bot.  I think creep kinda goes 
without saying,” Xander pointed out. 
 
“No, I mean, he made this perfect girlfriend-bot, 
then decided she was so perfect she was boring, 
then he just walked off and left her without one 
word of explanation.” 
 
Xander  was puzzled.  “Buffy, she’s a robot.  Why 
would he need to explain anything to her?” 
 
“She loved him.  And he just left her without 
explaining anything.  She just sat there and waited 
for him to come back before finally going to look for 
him.”  Buffy looked depressed.  “Ok, I’m probably 
getting a bit transfer-y about this, aren’t I?” 
 
“You think?”  Buffy scowled at him and Xander 
changed the subject quickly.  “What happened to 
her?” 
 
She sighed.  “Her batteries ran down and she 
couldn’t move, but she was still talking and, I know 



it sounds crazy, but I started to feel sorry for her.”   
 
“Actually, I meant, after her batteries ran down?” 
 
“She’s in the basement.  I figured we could melt her 
down or something.” 
 
Xander looked at Giles and saw he was thinking the 
same thing.  “How good a fighter was she?” 
 
Buffy looked puzzled, then shrugged.  “She was 
strong but pretty much limited to throwing and 
pushing.  Warran obviously didn’t program in self-
defense skills.  Creep.” 
 
“Can we use her against Glory?”   
 
“Maybe, if we convince her Glory is Warren’s new 
girlfriend.”  Buffy shrugged.  “She wouldn’t last 
long.” 
 
“Who cares?  I rather Glory beat up a robot than 
one of us.  Maybe we can re-program her with 
some fighting skills and a serious hatred for 



Glory.”  Buffy looked thoughtful and Xander added 
hastily:  “And by ‘we’, I obviously mean anyone but 
me.  ‘Cause re-programming a computer is not on 
my list of job skills, much less a robot.” 
 
“Mine either.  But Willow was really intrigued with 
the Ted robot.  Maybe she can give re-programming 
April a try.”  Buffy switched her gaze to Giles.  “Are 
you ok with this?” 
 
“Yes.  If she’s stronger than you, maybe she’s strong 
enough to do some damage to Glory.” 
 
“I don’t think she’s that much stronger than me,” 
Buffy muttered crossly, obviously hurt that they 
would think a sex-bot could beat her in a 
fight.  “Willow, are you game?” 
 
“You bet.  I mean, you didn’t let me play with the 
Ted-bot…”  she made a face.  “And that came out a 
bit differently than I meant it to.  I mean, I won’t 
know until I look inside her if there’s anything I can 
do, but it’s always easier to reverse engineer than 
to invent something, so probably I can get her up 



and running again.” 
 
“Just make sure you re-program her so she doesn’t 
keep trailing around after Warren like a psychotic 
love-sick puppy,” Buffy sighed.  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode ‘I 
Was Made to Love You’ and ‘Tough Love’  

 
 

Part Thirty 

“Niblet,” Spike greeted as he entered the magic 
shop.  A quick look around confirmed that the shop 
was empty except for Dawn, who was doing her 
homework at the research table.  It was after sunset 
and the shop was closed and Spike felt a shaft of 
concern go through him - wondering if they were 
still dealing with the robot and Xander had thrown 
himself into the middle of things despite his 
promise not to. 
 
  “Where is everyone?”  he asked.   
 



“Downstairs, looking at the robot,” Dawn told 
him.  “Buffy said I couldn’t watch until I finished my 
algebra homework.” 
 
Hiding his relief, he pulled up a chair next to Dawn, 
spinning it around and straddling it, resting his arms 
comfortably on the wooden back and looked at the 
pages covered with scribbled problems 
curiously.  “Can’t help you with that, luv.  In my day, 
a bloke was pretty well off if he could add and 
subtract without using his fingers.”  With careful 
casualness, he added, “Take it your sister was able 
to stop the robot from throwing any more people 
through windows, eh?  Good on her.  But why bring 
it back here?” 
 
“Xander thinks they might be able to reprogram it 
to fight Glory,” Dawn told him, pushing the math 
book aside with a frustrated gesture. 
 
Spike lifted an eyebrow.  “A sexbot fighting a 
hellgod.  That might be worth payin’ money for.”  At 
Dawn’s look, he protested:  “What?  A good cat 
fight’s always worth the price of admission.”  He 



smirked at her.  “Can see why the witch might be 
interested, but what’s your sister doing down 
there?  Decided to switch teams now her toy 
soldier’s left town?” 
 
“No.  And eeuw.  Because it’s a robot, not because 
of the switching teams thing,” Dawn explained 
hastily.  “Willow and Tara are cute together.” 
 
“Glinda’s too good for her,” he said shortly. 
 
Dawn frowned at him in a look copied from her 
mother.  “Why can’t you even try and get along 
with Willow?  What happened between her and 
Xander was almost three years ago and she’s really 
changed.”  Her tone suggested that those three 
years were unimaginable stretches of time. 
 
“Don’t care if it’s been 300 years, she hurt 
Xander.  She’s alive because Xander didn’t want me 
to kill her.  That’s more than she deserves.  Not 
going to play nice with her.”  Spike told her.  It still 
rankled, and always would, that he hadn’t been 
able to exercise his rights as a Master Vampire to 



take vengeance against someone who’d harmed his 
Claimed.  Having the witch back in town was 
rubbing salt in the wound every time he saw 
her.  He listened carefully for a moment, confirming 
that everyone else was still down in the basement, 
then looked at Dawn seriously and said 
quietly:  “Don’t you trust her either, Dawn.  You be 
careful what you say around her.  Don’t want her 
knowing you’re anythin’ but the Slayer’s little 
sister.” 
 
“Spike, she already knows.” 
 
“What?”  He was going to fucking kill the Slayer. 
 
“Well, duh.  She’s Buffy’s best friend and is helping 
us try and figure out how to stop Glory.  Kind of 
needs to know all the facts.”  Dawn was looking at 
him with fond exasperation, like he was the one 
being unreasonable. 
 
“Dawn, she’s a witch.  She went of her trolley 
because she got power hungry.  She used magic 
against Xander who she’s known since they were in 



nappies together.  What makes you think she won’t 
turn on you?”   
 
“She won’t.  Xander’s forgiven her,” Dawn pointed 
out patiently, as if he didn’t already know. 
 
“Xander’s soft that way.  Love him, but he forgives 
too bloody many people for too many things.”   
 
“Gee, thanks.  Remind me not to forgive you the 
next time you use up all the hot water,” Xander 
said, emerging from the steps to the basement. 
 
Knowing it was a lost cause, especially since the 
secret was already out, Spike sat back and looked 
over his shoulder at Xander.  “Only use up the hot 
water when you’re in there with me,” Spike pointed 
out.  “Remember two nights ago - ”   
 
Xander’s hand covered his mouth, cutting off the 
rest of the sentence.  “Dawn doesn’t need to hear 
about that.” 
 
“Yes, she does,” Dawn said eagerly. 



 
“No, you don’t.  Because Xander doesn’t want to die 
horribly and Spike will be leaving in a dustpan if 
either of them tries corrupting my little sister with 
sordid sex tales,” Buffy said pleasantly, walking past 
on her way to Giles’ office. 
 
Dawn gave her most put-upon sigh.  “You never let 
me hear the good stuff.” 
 
“Tell you what,” Spike said comfortingly.  “I’ll 
videotape the good stuff and save it for you for 
when you’re older.” 
 
“Yeah, that’ll happen,” Xander agreed 
sarcastically.  “Sorry, Dawn, but there will be no 
Spike & Xander peep shows.  Ever,” he told Spike 
sternly, though his eyes were sparkling with 
laughter. 
 
Spike slid his arm around Xander’s waist as his boy 
leaned a hip against his shoulder.  “Reprogramming 
the robot?” he asked, still amused by the idea. 
 



“Worth a shot.  Plus, who cares if she gets pulled 
apart.  Willow’s poking around trying to see if she 
can open it up.  Oh, Mr. Olsen called.  One of the 
Knights of Byzantium got brain sucked by 
Glory.  He’s at the hospital but we couldn’t get 
anything out of him.” 
 
“Tough week for that lot,” Spike commented. 
 
“What do you mean?” Dawn asked, looking 
between them.   
 
“Four dead, one a gibbering idiot,” Spike told her. 
 
“Dawn, aren’t you supposed to be doing 
homework?” Buffy said as she walked back into the 
room.  “Spike, she doesn’t need to hear about 
this.  And they’re mentally ill, not gibbering idiots.” 
 
“Same thing.  And why shouldn’t she know what’s 
happening?  Concerns her more than any of us.” 
 
“That’s what I’ve been telling her,” Dawn chimed 
in.  At Buffy’s look, she sighed, “but I’m just doing 



my algebra.  Go ahead and pretend I’m not 
here.  You always do.”  She pulled the book closer 
to her again and picked up her pencil. 
 
Spike winked at her.  ‘Tell you later,” he said, too 
quietly for Buffy to hear.  Dawn smiled 
conspiratorially at him then bent conscientiously 
over her book.   
 
“I’m off,” he announced, standing up.  He’d only 
stopped by to make sure that Xander wasn’t getting 
involved in the fight with the robot.  “Going to have 
a look around for the Knights myself.  Back at dawn, 
luv,” he told Xander. 
 
“Thanks, Spike.  Let us know what you find,” Buffy 
said.  “Because we so don’t need more of those 
nuts wandering around loose.” 
 
Spike was about to answer flippantly, but saw the 
way her worried gaze lingered on Dawn and just 
nodded in agreement.  Humans or not, he’d kill 
them all before letting them touch Dawn.  He kissed 
Xander, then strode out of the shop.   



 
Once outside, he didn’t head out on 
search.  Instead, he circled the block and returned 
to the shop, moving with quiet stealth to outside 
the front windows and stretched out his 
senses.  Buffy was sitting at the table, helping Dawn 
with her algebra.  Xander had also remained 
upstairs and, from the sound of it, was prowling 
around checking for anything that needed 
repairing.  Rupert was apparently off somewhere, 
because there had been no whisper of his presence 
in the shop.  From inside, he’d been able to hear the 
witch muttering to herself in the basement.  For a 
wonder, Glinda hadn’t been by her side. 
 
Which meant she was downstairs alone.   
 
Moving with silent steps, Spike circled the building 
and dropped down into the sewers from the alley 
behind the shop.  Climbing up into the shop from 
the tunnels below, he grinned ferally as he punched 
in the code on the combination lock Xander had 
installed.  Xander had worried about the tunnel 
access into the shop but wanted to leave it open for 



Spike and as an emergency retreat, if they ever 
needed one.  His solution had been to install a 
heavy metal gate over the entrance with a lock that 
only they knew the combination to.    
 
The gate swung open soundlessly, moving on well-
oiled hinges, and Spike entered the shop’s 
basement.  The witch was bent over a table, looking 
like a body snatcher from the middle ages doing a 
bit of clandestine dissection.  The robot was more 
real-looking than Spike had thought it would be.  It 
smelled of plastic and electricity but, except for the 
artificial stiffness of the body as it lay on the table, it 
looked like the real thing:  a young, sweet looking 
girl, dark hair falling around its shoulders as it lay 
with open eyes staring at the ceiling. 
 
He moved to a few feet behind her and planted his 
feet, folding his arms over his chest.  “Need to talk, 
witch,” he said, not loudly. 
 
The redhead jumped at the sound of his voice, 
spinning around, and for a moment her eyes 
widened with fear.  Then she regained her 



composure and let out a long breath.  “Spike.  You 
startled me.” 
 
“Meant to.” 
 
With careful precision, she set down the 
screwdriver she’d been holding in a white-knuckled 
grip and rose slowly from her chair, facing him 
squarely.  “Is this about Xander?” she asked. 
 
“Already had that talk.  Not planning on repeating 
myself.” 
 
 Her hand rose and rubbed at her throat 
absently.  “Trust me.  I still remember what you 
said.” 
 
“Good, ’cause we’re going to have the same talk 
about Dawn.” 
 
Her surprise showed.  “Dawn?  What about her?” 
 
“Not a lot of humans I care about.  Dawn’s one of 
the few.  Hurt her and I’ll kill you.  You get one 



warning and that was it.  We clear?” 
 
“Umm, yeah.  Really clear.  Spike, I would never hurt 
Dawn.” 
 
“Once upon a time, you didn’t think you were 
hurting Xander when you used magic on him.  Not 
using your definitions.” 
 
“You’re right.  I hurt Xander and I am grateful every 
day that he has forgiven me.”  Her eyes were bright 
with unshed tears as she spoke.  “I know how lucky I 
am.  A lot of people wouldn’t have forgiven me, but 
Xander’s…. Xander.  In England, when it got hard, 
when I would be tempted to do something with 
magic because it was easy and not because it was 
necessary, I just had to remember the look on his 
face when he found out about the memory 
spell.  He’s a big part of the reason that I’m still 
me.  I’m not going to risk losing his friendship ever 
again.” 
 
Spike nodded, acknowledging her words.  He could 
read the truth in them - or at least that she believed 



they were true.  He didn’t know how well she’d 
handle a crisis, but they could only wait and see.  He 
done what he could without simply snapping her 
neck, and Xander didn’t see her mere presence in 
town as a threat justifying that. 
 
“Long as we understand each other.” 
 
“We do.”  She turned back to the table and Spike 
had to give her points for having the nerve to turn 
her back on him.  Stupid, really, but gutsy.  Having 
given his warning, he turned to leave, as silently as 
he came. 
 
“Spike?”   
 
He turned to see the witch looking at him.   
 
“If I do anything to harm Xander or Dawn, or 
anyone else here, I hope you kill me before I do it, 
not after.”  Her eyes met his unflinchingly for a long 
moment before she turned her head back to the 
robot on the table. 
 



Surprised by her declaration, he stared at the back 
of her head for a long time before slowly turning to 
leave. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike slid under the covers, wrapping himself 
around Xander’s warm body as he spooned up 
behind him.  Long accustomed to Spike’s early 
morning returns, he usually slept through them, but 
this time he stirred sleepily.   “Spike?” 
 
“Expectin’ someone else?” Spike purred into his ear. 
 
He grinned as the sarcastic response was cut off by 
a yawn.  Then Xander half turned in his arms to look 
at him.  “Are there more of them in town?” he 
asked. 
 
“Yeah,” Spike admitted.  “’Bout thirty of them 
encamped on the edge of town.  Got the whole 
deal:  tents, horses, stacks of armor.” 
 
“Hmmm.  I’ll tell Buffy tomorrow,” Xander said, 



rolling over again. 
 
Spike listened as his breathing slowed back into the 
rhythm of sleep, the familiar sounds and scents of 
his Claimed surrounding him.  He’d visit the camp 
site tomorrow evening.  See it for himself.  If 
necessary, thirty of the buggers wouldn’t pose 
much of a problem.  His own inclination would be to 
simply swoop in with twenty or so vampires and kill 
them all.  A proactive strike would solve the 
problem neatly.  He didn’t like what he’d heard 
about the Knights.  A bit too keen on destroying the 
Key first and foremost and he didn’t think they’d 
change their mind if they found out the Key was 
now a human girl. 
 
‘Course, they’d been searching for the Key for a 
thousand years.  What were the chances of them 
finding it in the next few days? 
 
With that reassuring thought, Spike rested his head 
against Xander’s back and let the comforting 
familiarity of his Claimed’s heartbeat lull him into 
sleep. 



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“What can you tell me about the Knights of 
Byzantium?” Xander asked when the formalities 
were done.  He set down his teacup and regarded 
Mr. Okolo steadily.  He’d stopped by the house 
after work and Mr. Okolo had welcomed him in 
with no sign that he thought Xander was becoming 
a pest.   
 
“Not much, I’m afraid.  They have always held 
themselves apart, not sharing their secrets with 
anyone.”  Mr. Okolo took a sip of his tea and 
considered.  “They have been in existence for over a 
thousand years,” he said finally.  “Their sole 
purpose appears to be finding the location of the 
Key.  Rumor has it that they recruit their members 
as young children and raise them with this single 
purpose in mind.  If that is true, it is likely they are 
deeply indoctrinated and will not waiver in their 
purpose.” 
 
“Yeah, Giles thought they were like that as well.  I 



guess what I’m getting at is, are they basically good 
guys?” 
 
“From their own point of view, I am sure that they 
are,” Mr. Okolo said, with a slight smile.  “They are 
an ancient order of warrior priests the likes of which 
no longer exist in the modern world.  They are 
dedicated to their creed and prepared to do 
violence in its name.  If necessary, they will kill 
women, children, anyone who stands in their 
way.  They possess many honorable 
qualities:  courage, loyalty, dedication to an ideal, 
but one must always remember that their belief in 
the righteousness of their cause overrides every 
other consideration.  I would not want to come 
between them and their goal.” 
 
Xander nodded thoughtfully.  He finished his tea 
and then rose.  “Thanks, Mr. Okolo.  I’m really 
grateful for your help.” 
 
Mr. Okolo inclined his head.  “The threat posed by 
Glorificus affects us all.  I am glad if my small store 
of knowledge has been of assistance.” 



 
As Xander reached the door, he heard Mr. Okolo 
call his name.  Turning, he saw Mr. Okolo watching 
him.  His deep-set eyes appeared to be reading 
Xander with uncanny accuracy.  “Xander, please 
keep in mind that it is not a recent development for 
religious fanatics to be capable of committing 
unthinkable evil in the name of their god.  The 
Christian knights who participated in the Crusades 
slaughtered whole towns of innocent people simply 
because they worshipped the divine by another 
name.  In doing so, they believed themselves to be 
acting honorably and that they were following their 
god’s will.” 
 
Xander stared back at him for a long moment, then 
nodded understanding and left without saying 
anything. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“How’s it coming?” 
 
Willow had been downstairs in the basement all 



day, fiddling with the robot and trying to figure out 
what made her work.  It would be easier, she’d said, 
if she could charge the batteries and test things, but 
Buffy had pointed out that she wouldn’t get much 
done with the robot trying to kill her and Willow 
had agreed. 
 
She looked up now, pushing her hair back behind 
her ears and smiled at him.  “I’ve found the main 
systems and I think I can download her program 
files without having to power her up fully, which 
eliminates the she may try and kill us problem, so, I 
think I’m making progress.”  Seeing Xander’s blank 
look, she explained:  “If I can download the program 
files onto my laptop, then I can work with them 
safely and find out if its possible to reprogram her.” 
 
She pushed back from the table and stretched, 
rolling her shoulders and neck as she sought to get 
the kinks out.  “But this isn’t something that’s going 
to happen overnight.  We’re talking days, maybe 
weeks, depending on what I find.” 
 
“I’m glad you’re here,” he told her, moving behind 



her and massaging her shoulders gently.  “And not 
just because none of the rest of us would even 
begin to know what to do with her.” 
 
Willow turned her head and smiled at him 
gratefully, relaxing into the shoulder massage with a 
sigh.  “I’m glad I’m here too.  It wouldn’t be right to 
be anywhere else for an apocalypse.” 
 
“Have I mentioned that only crazy people run into a 
burning building?” he said, giving her shoulders a 
little squeeze. 
 
“Well, we’re all crazy to some extent.  Or why else 
would we still be here?”   
 
He thought about objecting, then remembered his 
plans for later that afternoon.  “True.   At least 
we’re in good company.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander approached the encampment, wondering if 
he should be carrying a white flag or something.  Of 



course, he didn’t know if that would even mean 
anything to these guys.  How far back did it go for a 
white flag to mean surrender?  These guys 
appeared to be living in the past in a big way.   
 
He’d left the magic shop without telling anyone 
where he was headed, sure they would object.  He 
didn’t think what he was planning was dangerous, 
but he suspected some of the others might 
disagree.  Bottom line, he knew Spike would have 
someone watching the camp through the nights 
and, if anything went wrong, word would get back 
to Spike quickly.  He’d thought about leaving a note, 
but hadn’t come up with any place he could leave it 
where it wouldn’t be found for a couple hours, but 
would be found in the next 12 hours or so.  He’d 
just have to rely on the fact that Spike would either 
be watching the camp himself come nightfall, or 
would send a minion to keep an eye on things.  A 
minion seeing Xander in the middle of the camp 
would be sure to notify Spike immediately.  They all 
knew that Spike tended to get cranky and blame 
everyone in arm’s reach when Xander was in 
trouble. 



 
He was familiar with the clearing the Knights were 
using from hiking in the woods with Jesse in past 
years, so it was easy to time his arrival for two 
hours before sunset.  There was plenty of cover for 
him to keep an eye on things and, if everything 
went according to plan, he intended to be out of 
the area by the time the sun went down. 
 
He watched the camp for nearly an hour before 
walking down into it, watching for patterns that 
would tell him who was in charge and what they 
were up to.  The Knights moved about the clearing 
like they were campers on holiday.  Campfires 
burned and the smell of cooking stew drifted 
through the woods to his position.  Tents and a rope 
enclosure for horses completed a scene that 
seemed more like a movie set than real life but he 
wasn’t learning anything useful from his vantage 
point.   
 
Finally, there was nothing else to do but either go 
forward or retreat.  Steeling himself, he rose to his 
feet and walked down the hill into the clearing, 



making sure to walk openly so no one would think 
he was trying to sneak up on them.  He kept a wary 
eye out for sentries but the first hint he had that 
he’d been seen came when a sharp point pressed 
hard into the side of his neck.  He stopped 
immediately, raising his hands in surrender and 
didn’t move. 
 
“Who are you?” 
 
The voice came from behind him and off to one side 
and he suspected that the man was far enough 
away that he couldn’t be reached with a sudden 
kick.  Which was fine, he wasn’t intending to fight 
these guys anyway. 
 
“My name is Xander.  I’d like to speak to your 
leader.”   
 
“Why should he waste time with you?”  The point of 
what appeared to be a very large sword traveled 
around his neck as the speaker circled around to 
face him, still holding the sword pressed 
uncomfortably hard against Xander’s neck.  He 



found himself instinctively arching his neck 
backwards, trying to relieve the pressure a little. 
 
“I’m here to negotiate a truce,” he said as calmly as 
he could, although his heart was pounding madly in 
his chest.   
 
When he got back, he really hoped that Spike would 
let him explain before killing him.  

 

Part Thirty-One 

“Ours is a holy war.”  The man growled out in a 
deep, gravelly voice that went well with his size and 
armor.  “We do not make deals with the enemy.” 
 
“Well, good, because I’m not your enemy.  We want 
to stop Glory and...” 
 
“You know of the Beast?” A new voice interrupted 
and a second Knight loomed into view.  Xander 
wondered if the Knights were all big or if it was just 
their armor making it seem like they were. 



 
“It’s a small town, she’s a little hard to miss.” 
 
“You work with the Slayer.”  A hand suddenly fisted 
itself in his hair, yanking his head back and the tip of 
a knife pressed into his throat, taking the place of 
the sword that dropped down to rest threateningly 
against his chest.  “She protects the Key.”  The 
Knight pulled him back against his body and dug the 
tip of the knife in harder until it broke the 
skin.  Against every instinct, Xander forced himself 
to stay motionless and not struggle against the 
hold, letting the Knight manhandle him even as 
drops of blood began to trickle slowly down his 
throat. 
 
“You will tell us all you know of the Key,” the Knight 
said with deadly intensity, his voice loud in Xander’s 
ear.  “Or we will flay the skin from your body.” 
 
“I know it exists and that’s all.”   
 
“Where is it hidden?”   
 



“I have no idea.  And neither does the Slayer.” 
 
“You lie.” 
 
“And you have no honor.”   
 
It was a calculated gamble and, for one heart-
stopping moment, Xander thought he’d lost.  There 
was a hiss of anger in his ear and the blade pressed 
more deeply into his neck and Xander exploded into 
motion.  Both hands shot up, grabbing the Knight’s 
wrist from the inside and pushing hard, stopping 
the knife before it could do any more damage.  As 
they each fought for control of the movement of 
the knife - Xander trying to force it away and the 
Knight struggling to bury the blade in his neck, he 
shoved back hard against the Knight’s body, gaining 
a precious inch of distance from the sword at his 
chest and forcing his captor to step back to 
maintain his balance.  Using the body behind him as 
support, he brought both legs up and landed a 
double-footed kick in the mid-section of the sword-
wielding knight, staggering the man back but not 
knocking him off his feet as he’d hoped.  Fire scored 



along his jaw as the knife carved a line across his 
skin and the knight behind him struggled to regain 
his balance as Xander’s weight shifted.  He seized 
on the momentary imbalance and shoved the knife-
arm away from him with adrenaline-born strength, 
lunging forward as he did so and yanking free of the 
grip on his hair.  He spun to face the knife-guy, then 
stopped abruptly, hands held out in a gesture that 
was half readiness and half showing he had no 
weapons.  His breathing was harsh in the 
momentary silence that followed in the wake of his 
attack. 
 
“I came unarmed among you to speak with your 
leader.  I have threatened none of you, yet you 
would kill an envoy unheard.” 
 
He wasn’t sure where the wording came from, but 
suspected an old war movie was to blame.  Or 
maybe Sergeant Rock.   
 
“Hold!” 
 
Xander turned his eyes from the knife-guy, seeing 



another Knight approaching.  Shorter than the 
others but still powerfully built, this one was a 
goateed black man, his forehead tattoo difficult to 
see in the increasing shadows.   
 
“He is right to chide you, brother,” he said to the 
knife-holder who hastily slid the knife away 
somewhere in his armor, and made a gesture that 
appeared to be some kind of salute - his arm 
brought up with his clenched fist to his 
breastbone.  “This is a matter for the General.” 
 
As the new guy gestured courteously for Xander to 
proceed him, Xander let out a long shaky 
breath.  He was so never complaining again that 
Spike spent too much time training him how to get 
out of situations where someone had a weapon to 
his throat.  Thank god what worked with teeth also 
worked with knives. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
They brought him to the center of the 
encampment, the black man leading and the two 



sentries following Xander with swords still drawn - 
which might have been flattering if it weren’t so 
nervous-making.  Quick orders had sent a half-
dozen knights out on a sweep of the surrounding 
woods, checking for anyone waiting in ambush and 
Xander was glad he hadn’t lied to them about 
coming alone. 
 
There was a campfire at the center of the clearing 
and a cluster of tents.  Outside one of them, the 
stocky figure of a man about Giles’ age was seated 
at a table, going through some papers.  One side of 
the man’s face was heavily scarred - an old wound 
of some kind, long-healed.  He wore the same chain 
mail the other Knights did but his forehead tattoo 
was more elaborate than the one the others wore 
and he had a metal chain studded with dark red 
stones around his throat and Xander wondered if 
they were rank insignia of some kind.  He didn’t 
need an introduction to know this was the 
General.  Command radiated effortlessly from him, 
even seated and distracted. 
 
“Who is this?” he asked, looking up, his eyes 



sweeping over Xander in a way that made him feel 
as if the man had catalogued everything about him.   
 
“He approached our sentries openly, General, and 
asked to speak to you,” the black man said.  “He 
was unarmed.” 
 
“You know us?” The General regarded him 
curiously. 
 
“I heard you were in town.  I wanted to talk to you 
before things get out of hand.” 
 
The general folded his papers away and sat back in 
his chair.  “The Beast is close to escaping her prison 
entirely,” he commented.  “Things are already ‘out 
of hand’, as you say.”  His English was perfect but 
somehow old fashioned and the modern phrasing 
sounded subtly wrong when he said it. 
 
“We have a common enemy - Glory,” Xander 
pointed out.  “I hoped maybe we could help each 
other.” 
 



“I have as many reliable soldiers as I need.  In what 
way could you possibly assist us?” 
 
“I have the current Slayer and the Master of the 
Territory, as well as a number of additional 
fighters.  We’ve successfully defended this town 
together for nearly five years, ever since the Slayer 
arrived.” 
 
The general frowned.  “We do not work with 
outside forces, especially those tainted with evil.” 
 
Xander let the evil bit slide without protest.  “Not 
even against a common enemy?” 
 
“Not even against a most uncommon enemy,” the 
General answered dryly.  “Your fighters are useless 
against the Beast.  She cannot be stopped even by a 
Slayer.  My warriors are prepared to die, but their 
strength is useless against her.  Our only hope is to 
find the Key before the Beast does.” 
 
“With all due respect,” Xander said carefully.  Given 
the number of armed men surrounding him, he 



suspected pissing off their leader would be a bad 
idea.  Especially since Giles had said something 
about these guys being fanatically loyal.  “You’ve 
been searching for the Key for hundreds of 
years.  Are you any closer to finding it now than you 
ever have been?” 
 
The General leaned back slightly, regarding him 
impassively.  “The Key is here.” 
 
“Do you know that, or are you just guessing 
because Glory’s here?”  Xander shot back.  “We’ve 
been looking for several months now and are no 
closer to finding out what it is than you are.  And 
we’ve been looking in one small town.” 
 
“The monks sent the Key to the Slayer.” 
 
“Maybe, but they didn’t tell her they were sending 
it and they sure as hell didn’t tell her what it looks 
like, or where it’s hidden,” Xander said 
calmly.  “They did a good enough job hiding it that it 
may be that no one will ever find it but, in the 
meantime, Glory’s out there now and, whatever 



else she’s planning, she’s sucking the brains out of 
the people who live here even as we speak.” 
 
“That is regrettable but not our concern.” 
 
Xander bit back an angry reply, saying instead:  “The 
man currently strapped to a hospital bed might feel 
a bit differently about that.  He used to be one of 
yours.” 
 
There was a stirring behind him, as the Knights that 
had been gathering around to listen reacted to the 
news.  The General’s face remained carved from 
stone but there was a flicker of concern in his 
eyes.  “One of my men is in the hospital?” 
 
“Yes.  Tall, slender, dark hair, grey eyes.  Forehead 
tattoo.”  He looked around.  “Not that that last is 
particularly helpful.” 
 
“Orlando.”  The Knight who’d brought him to the 
general spoke grimly.  He’d moved to stand behind 
the General, and Xander guessed from his position 
at the General’s shoulder that he might be the 



second in command. 
 
“Yes.  See to it, Dante,” the General ordered.  The 
black man bowed and backed away, signaling for 
two other men to follow him as he moved away, the 
Knights parting to let him through the 
crowd.  Spike’s numbers had been off, Xander 
thought uneasily, or else more Knights were still 
arriving.  He estimated there was close to fifty of 
them in the camp. 
 
“What’s he going to do?” he asked, taking a half 
step forward, then freezing when the Knights half-
drew their weapons.   
 
“Rescue our brother from captivity,” the General 
told him. 
 
“Oh.  Good.”  Xander relaxed, turning his attention 
back to the main problem.  “Since none of us have 
been able to find the Key, don’t you think we should 
focus on Glory instead?  I’d say our only chance is to 
stop Glory from finding the Key before the proper 
time and place for it to be used.” 



 
“Stopping the Beast in this time and place would be 
a worthy achievement,” the General 
acknowledged.  “It is not enough.  The Beast will go 
on, waiting for another opportunity.  Do you think 
that, throughout all millennia, this is the only 
moment in which the Key can be used?”  He shook 
his head.  “There have been times in the past and 
will be more in the future.  The only way to ensure 
the Beast is stopped forever is to destroy the 
Key.  With the Key destroyed, the Beast will lose 
hope and will wither and die.” 
 
“And again - you’ve been searching for the Key for a 
long time.  I don’t like your chances of finding it 
before the ritual.  Aren’t your efforts better focused 
on stopping Glory this time and buying us - well, 
you - another couple hundred years to look for it?” 
 
“The Key is too dangerous to be allowed to exist.” 
 
“So is Glory,” Xander shot back.  “Since our chances 
of finding the Key or stopping Glory seem equally 
impossible, I’ll settle for putting her back in 



hibernation for another century.” 
 
“The Key is the link.  The link must be severed.  Such 
is the will of God.”  The General’s eyes bore into 
his.  “That is our credo.  Our sacred trust.  We must 
destroy the Key.  It is the will of God.” 
 
“Will you at least not interfere with our efforts to 
stop Glory?” he asked, defeated by the utter 
certainty of the Knight.  “We could use your help, 
but at the very least, it would be nice if your men 
weren’t trying to kill the Slayer, because we need 
her - and not just against Glory.” 
 
The General tilted his head and regarded him 
steadily for a long moment.  Finally, he gave a short 
nod.  “We will not deliberately seek the Slayer’s 
death, so long as she does not interfere with our 
quest for the Key.”  He stood up, revealing himself 
to be a short, powerfully built man.  “But know this, 
if the Slayer knows where the Key is hidden, we will 
do whatever it takes to wrest that information from 
her.  There is no honor in making war upon women, 
but all other considerations are as nothing before 



our duty to our god.” 
 
Xander nodded.  “Understood.”  Buffy wouldn’t 
care about making war on women part - if anything, 
she’d probably be insulted by it.  But obviously 
these guys weren’t going to be deterred by the fact 
that the Key was now human.  They would destroy 
Dawn and think they were doing the right thing. 
 
“Would you be willing to share what you know 
about Glory?  Anything that might help us.”  The 
corner of his mouth turned up wryly.  “I suspect you 
know everything we know, but I’m willing to share 
what little we’ve learned, if it can help you.” 
 
“A fair exchange,” the General agreed. 
 
~~~~~~   
 
To Xander’s surprise, the General signaled for his 
men to bring chairs to the table and Xander found 
himself being served a large bowl of stew, and 
eating in company with the General and three of his 
men while the other Knights drifted away to eat at 



their own tents. 
 
There was something decidedly surreal about the 
meal.  Xander couldn’t decide if the Knights were as 
uncomfortable as he was or if they were just 
naturally quiet.  Very few words were exchanged 
during the brief meal and Xander was relieved when 
a young Knight appeared to pick up their dishes.   
 
“What do you know of the Beast?” the General 
asked him after the table had been cleared. 
 
Xander thought for a moment about their 
encounters with Glory.  “She’s a Hellgod.  From 
another dimension.  Nearly invulnerable.  And she’s 
trying to find the Key so she can get back 
home.”  He shrugged.  “That’s most of the 
important stuff.” 
 
The General nodded.  “The Beast is from a 
dimension of unspeakable torment, where she 
ruled with two other hellgods.  Along with the 
Beast, they were a triumvirate of suffering and 
despair, ruling with equal vengeance.  But the 



Beast’s power grew beyond even what they could 
conceive, as did her lust for pain and misery.  They 
looked upon her, what she had become, and 
trembled.” 
 
He broke off his recital, looking at Xander 
soberly.  “Such was her power.  They feared she 
would attempt to seize their dimension for herself, 
and decided to strike first.  A battle erupted.  In the 
end, they stood victorious over the Beast.  She was 
cast out, banished to this lower plane of existence.”  
 
“She’s imprisoned in a human body, right?  Any 
ideas about who that is?” 
 
A flicker of surprise crossed the General’s 
face.  “You have done well.  We believed we were 
the only ones who knew that fact.  Yes, in casting 
her out, the Beast was forced to live and eventually 
die, trapped within the body of mortal.  A newborn 
male, created as her prison.  That is the beast’s only 
weakness.” 
 
“So, if we kill the human she’s imprisoned inside, 



she’ll die too,” Xander said, half statement, half 
question.  The General’s nod confirmed it. 
 
“Unfortunately, the identity of the human vessel 
has never been discovered. 
 
“Are you sure about the newborn male part?  I've 
seen Glory and trust me, she’s full-grown and she’s 
not a guy.” 
 
“You have seen a glimpse of the true Beast.  Her 
power is too great to be completely contained.  She 
has found a way to escape her mortal prison for 
brief periods before her energies are exhausted and 
she is forced back into her living cell of meat and 
bone.” 
 
“So the human wouldn’t necessarily know his body 
is being hijacked?” 
 
“That I cannot answer.  There is much about her 
prison that remains unknown.” 
 
Xander hesitated, then asked:  “Are you willing to 



share what you know about the Key?” 
 
The General studied him silently for what felt like a 
long time before answering.  “The Key is almost as 
old as the Beast itself.  Where it came from, how it 
was created, is the deepest of mysteries.  All that is 
certain is that it’s power is absolute.  Countless 
generations of my people have sacrificed their lives 
in search of it.  To destroy it before it’s wrath could 
be unleashed.” 
 
“And Glory needs it to get back home,” he said. 
 
“Yes.  The Beast will use the power of the Key to 
return home and seize control of the Hell she was 
banished from.” 
 
“Um, just hypothetically - is that bad?  I mean, it 
would get rid of Glory, which seems like a good 
thing.”  Giles and Ethan had been pretty clear that 
opening dimensional doorways was not a good 
thing, but he was curious what the Knights thought 
about it. 
 



The General gave him a look, the kind a teacher 
leveled on a student who’d just asked a particularly 
stupid question.  “Once the Key is activated, it won’t 
just open the gates to the Beast’s dimension.  It’s 
going to open all the gates.  The walls separating 
realities will crumble, dimensions will bleed into 
each other.  Order will be overthrown and the 
universe will tumble into chaos.  All dark.  Forever. 
That is why the Key is too dangerous to be allowed 
to exist.” 
 
Put that way, Xander could see why they’d spent 
thousands of years trying to find and destroy the 
Key.  Under other circumstances, he’d be right 
there with them.  If the Key was a toaster, he’d be 
first in line with a sledge hammer.  Which was the 
problem.  The Key wasn’t a toaster.  It was a living, 
breathing, sometimes irritating teenager that he 
loved. 
 
“Do you know how long we have?  When the 
mystical convergence, or whatever, happens?” he 
asked. 
 



“Not the exact moment, but the time draws near.  It 
could be hours, or days from now.  A few weeks at 
the most.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Walking back to the Magic Box, Xander wondered if 
they should re-think the whole take-Dawn-out-of-
town-immediately idea.  If Glory only had a few 
weeks to act, could she find the Summers women if 
they got on a plane and just left?  And what about 
the Knights?  Would they figure it out if Buffy took 
her mother and sister with her?  Because they 
weren’t going to stop trying to find the Key, not 
when they’d been looking for - what was it the 
General had said?  “Countless generations”.  Those 
guys weren’t going to give up any time soon.   
 
He didn’t know what to make of the Knights.  On 
the one hand, someone seriously needed to drag 
them kicking and screaming into the 21st 
Century.  On the other, half the people he knew 
used swords and axes regularly and complaining 
about the Knights’ being old fashioned was 



probably hypocritical.  A reluctant grin creased his 
face at the thought, at least he knew how to drive a 
car in addition to his medieval weaponry skills.  In 
any case, it probably didn’t matter anyway because 
he had a depressing feeling that even firing a rocket 
launcher at Glory at pointblank range wasn’t going 
to do anything except make her bitch about her 
dress being singed.    
 
There were nearly fifty of the Knights here 
now.  Given that Spike’s minions tended to get 
dusted for failing Spike, he was pretty sure the 
minion who’d counted them the other night had 
done a good job.  Which meant more were arriving 
in town.  The one Knight had told Buffy they had a 
thousand warriors.  The guy may have been 
bluffing, but obviously they couldn’t rely on that 
comforting thought.  And that was a lot of people to 
go hunting if Buffy suddenly left town with her 
family.  Even without knowing about Dawn, the 
Knights were bound to assume that Buffy had taken 
the Key with her if she left.   
 
As if they didn’t have enough problems, they 



needed a long term solution to the 
Knights.  Otherwise, Buffy and Dawn would never 
be able to have a normal life.  Because, even if Glory 
conveniently disappeared for all time in a puff of 
smoke, the Knights wanted to destroy the 
Key.  They thought it was inherently dangerous and 
wouldn’t be satisfied to just let things go on as they 
were, even if Glory was out of the picture 
permanently.   
 
He shook his head impatiently.  The Knights could 
wait.  Glory was the immediate problem and getting 
past the time when she could use Dawn to open the 
gates between dimensions was the priority.  And for 
that, all they needed was to keep Dawn hidden until 
after zero hour.  And they had a chaos mage on 
their side.   
 
Would it be possible for Ethan to work some sort of 
spell to cover Buffy leaving town with Dawn?  To 
make it look like she was still here after she’d left? 
 
Pleased with the idea, Xander quickened his steps, 
hoping Ethan would be at the shop when he got 



there.  Running away and waiting it out seemed like 
two things they could actually do against 
Glory.  Sure beat the hell out of their current plan 
which mostly involved bleeding and dying and 
losing Dawn.  

A/N - Bits of dialog borrowed from the episode 
‘Spiral’  

 
 

Part Thirty-Two 

“Xander!  Are you alright?”  Tara stepped out from 
behind the counter, hurrying to meet him as he 
entered the magic shop. 
 
“I’m fine,” he told her, puzzled by her reaction.  It 
wasn’t like he’d told anyone where he was 
going.  “Where’s…?” 
 
“Your neck’s bleeding,” she interrupted.   
 
“Oh, that.”  Xander put a hand to his neck and felt 
the stickiness of dried blood.  Jeez, you’d think one 



of the Knights would have mentioned that he 
should wash up before eating dinner.  “It’s 
nothing.  A… misunderstanding.” 
 
“Well, that misunderstanding looks an awful lot like 
someone tried to slit your throat,” she told him, 
firmly steering him towards the back.  “Come on, 
we’ve got a first aid kit in the office.” 
 
He went willingly, hoping to get cleaned up before 
anyone else saw him.  The last thing he needed was 
for Spike to find out one of the Knights had tried to 
stab him.  Spike didn’t have a real live and let live 
attitude towards people who threatened him and 
Xander didn’t want him destroying the fragile truce 
with crazy vengeance schemes.  Ok, truce was 
probably a strong word for what he had achieved 
tonight, but any cooperation would come to a 
screeching halt if Spike started slaughtering the 
Knights in revenge for a minor cut. 
 
There was a small mirror that Buffy had put up for 
fixing her makeup after working out and Xander 
grimaced as he saw his reflection.  The knife had left 



a nasty cut running just below the line of his jaw 
and it had bled worse than he’d realized, leaving a 
dark red trail down his throat and discoloring the 
neck of his t-shirt.  A hand appeared next to his face 
and he jumped, then gratefully took the damp cloth 
from Tara, using it to gingerly clean the dried blood 
off. 
 
The wound itself wasn’t deep, except at one end 
where the Knight had dug the tip of the knife into 
his neck.  Other than that, the blade had just left a 
shallow cut, which had bled fairly heavily but wasn’t 
something he’d need much more than a band aid 
for.   
 
He was trying to decide whether a band aid would 
make things look better or worse, when Tara took 
the decision out of his hands, taping a square gauze 
bandage over the worst of the damage.  She gave 
him a stern look when he opened his mouth to 
protest and he subsided meekly. 
 
“Where is everyone?” he asked, peeling his shirt off 
and taking it to the bathroom sink.  He ran cold 



water over the bloody patch on the fabric and 
grabbed a bar of soap.  Tara followed him, watching 
as he scrubbed at the stain. 
 
“Willow’s downstairs with the robot.  I may start 
treating it as a rival if she keeps spending so much 
time with it,” she told him, and he glanced up at her 
in the mirror, seeing her impish smile reflected back 
at him.  “Giles drove Buffy to the hospital to pick up 
Dawn.  She’s fine,” she said quickly, seeing the 
alarm in his face.  “Ben called.  Dawn was in the 
psych ward talking to the Byzantium Knight.” 
 
“What?”  Xander dropped the shirt and swung 
around to face her. 
 
“Apparently, she wanted to ask him some questions 
about who she is.”  Tara shook her head, though 
her eyes were understanding.  “She thought that 
the mental patients might be able to tell her 
something since they seem to know there’s 
something different about her.” 
 
“Which is a really good reason to stay away from 



them,” Xander said in exasperation.  “Kinda missed 
the point about them being crazy, didn’t she?” he 
added more gently.  Like Tara, he could understand 
Dawn’s need to know more about what she 
was.  He shut the water off and inspected the 
shirt.  Most of the blood had washed clean and he 
tugged the damp shirt back on over his head. 
 
“Oh crap!” he exclaimed as a sudden thought struck 
him.  He yanked the damp fabric into place and 
stepped past Tara out of the bathroom, fishing his 
cell phone out of his pocket and dialing Buffy’s 
number.  He waited impatiently for the call to be 
answered, but the phone just kept ringing.  “Damn 
it.  She’s not picking up”  When the outgoing 
message ended, he said:  “Buffy, a couple of Knights 
are coming to the hospital to pick up their 
friend.  You guys might want to clear out before 
they get there.” 
 
Tara was watching him as he flipped the phone 
closed.  “How do you know that the Knights are 
going to the hospital?” 
 



“I talked to their General tonight.”  He shrugged at 
her wide-eyed stare.  “He was willing to tell me 
what they knew about Glory - some of which is 
possibly helpful - but they won’t back off about the 
Key.  That’s their priority, not Glory, and that isn’t 
going to change.” 
 
“You talked to the Knights?”  
 
He hadn’t heard the bell over the door ring, and 
Xander turned in surprise to see Buffy, Dawn and 
Giles standing behind him.  Buffy was scowling at 
him, arms folded over her chest.  “I thought we 
agreed that the Knights were the enemy.” 
 
“No, we just agreed they weren’t allies.  It’s not 
quite the same thing.” 
 
Xander darted a quick glance at Dawn, who looked 
sullen, in the way she got when Buffy had been 
lecturing her.  Finding out she was the Key hadn’t 
changed the fact that Dawn resented it when Buffy 
yelled at her for something.  Even when it was 
something that could have been dangerous.   



 
“Xander, you better have one hell of a good reason 
for talking to those people, because I am really not 
in the mood for dealing with any more idiotic stunts 
tonight.” 
 
Dawn’s lips tightened and she whirled away, flinging 
herself down into a chair at the research table, her 
folded arms and furious scowl a dead ringer for her 
sister’s. 
 
“How about intel on Glory?  That good enough for 
you?” 
 
“You’ve learned something new?” Giles asked 
eagerly. 
 
They all settled down at the table, listening as 
Xander filled them in on what the Knights had told 
him.   
 
Willow, whom Tara had called up from the 
basement to hear his story, interrupted as Xander 
repeated what the General had said about Glory 



being imprisoned inside a human male.  “Wait, that 
doesn’t make sense.  I thought you all believed that 
Glory was in a woman’s body?” 
 
Xander shrugged.  “According to the General, it’s a 
guy.  He said that when Glory escapes from her 
prison, we’re seeing a hint of her true nature.  The 
good news is, she’s apparently only able to escape 
for short periods of time, which is why she goes 
AWOL between sightings.  She’s back to being some 
anonymous guy who probably doesn’t know he’s 
got a hellgod hidden inside him.”  
 
Willow still looked puzzled.  “What was the bit 
about Glory being forced to live and someday die, 
trapped in the body of a mortal?”  She looked at 
Giles, “I thought Glory had been around forever?” 
 
“According to the Book of Tarnis, she was cast out 
of her own dimension millennia ago,” Giles 
confirmed.   
 
“So, does that mean that the human she’s 
imprisoned inside is re-born over and over, or that 



Glory was somehow sent to our time?” Willow 
asked, looking confused. 
 
“Who knows?”  Giles frowned.  “Since the Knights 
know the host body is male, and yet say they have 
never been able to ascertain the identity of the 
man, that would suggest that the prison changes 
every generation - the old host dies, and a new one 
is born.” 
 
“B-but wouldn’t that kind of movement from body 
to body leave an energy trail?” Tara asked 
hesitantly.  “I would think that could be traced 
magically, if-if that was the case.” 
 
“Good point,” Giles admitted.  “But I don’t 
understand how Glory’s… essence can have been 
trapped inside a single human if she’s been in this 
dimension for as long as the books say she has.”  He 
glanced around the circle at their attentive 
faces.  “A suitably inconspicuous host thousands of 
years ago might very well stick out like the 
proverbial sore thumb in the modern world.” 
 



“This is all really great theoretical stuff,” Xander 
said, lying through his teeth diplomatically, “but it 
doesn’t really matter how or when she got stuck 
inside her current host, or if she used to be in 
someone else.  Right now, we only have to deal 
with the one guy.  If we can figure out who it is, 
we’ve got our answer against Glory.” 
 
“What do you mean, ‘we’ve got our answer’?” Buffy 
asked.  “How does it help to identify the host?” 
 
“The Knights said that, if we kill the human host, 
Glory dies too,” Xander said bluntly. 
 
“You can’t mean that,” Willow said faintly, looking 
sick.  “We can’t kill a human being.” 
 
Buffy shook her head.  “No, we can’t.  That’s not 
how we…” 
 
Xander cut her off, his voice hard.  “Buffy, if you 
finish that sentence, I will never speak to you 
again.  We’ve already done that exact same thing, in 
case you’re forgetting.” 



 
Willow stared at him, then her eyes swung to Buffy, 
her face going white.  “You killed someone?” 
 
“No, we haven’t,” Buffy said crossly.  “Xander, what 
are you talking about?” 
 
“We all agreed to kill Glory’s minion in cold blood,” 
Xander reminded her, his eyes holding Buffy’s, the 
guilt that still burned inside him at what they’d 
done flaring into white-hot anger.  “Yeah, he was 
working for Glory, but he was tied to a chair and 
completely helpless and we all agreed to first 
torture and then murder him.  So I don’t want to 
hear another word about how we’re too good to kill 
humans, because we’re already murderers.  We 
killed a sentient being who was completely helpless 
and at our non-existent mercy.  And if you tell me 
that it’s different because he was a demon and not 
human, then you’re going to have to explain to me 
the difference between him and someone you like, 
like Mr. Olsen or Sergeant Morgan.  Because if 
they’re on your ok to kill list just because they’re 
demons, then you’d better tell them that.” 



 
There was a long silence and Buffy’s eyes 
fell.  Willow looked stunned, Tara and Dawn looked 
uncomfortable and guilty, and Giles… Giles was as 
expressionless as if he’d been carved from stone. 
 
“Xander’s right,” he said quietly.  “To prevent the 
destruction of this world, I am prepared to do 
whatever I have to.  As much as I would wish it 
otherwise, if killing the host body is the only way to 
prevent Glory from tearing down the dimensional 
walls and destroying this world, then we may have 
to do just that.”  He looked around at all of 
them.  “Even if that host is an innocent.” 
 
Xander got to his feet, feeling a thousand years old, 
and hating himself for losing it and saying all that in 
front of Dawn.  She was smart, she’d know they’d 
done it to keep her safe and she didn’t need that 
burden on top of what she was already dealing 
with.  It had been their decision, theirs were the 
bloody hands, not Dawn’s.  He hesitated, looking 
over at Dawn’s bowed head, but sighed and decided 
to finish what he needed to say anyway.  Dawn 



should know, especially if she was going to be doing 
crazy things like visiting the mental ward to find out 
more about herself. 
 
“The Knights aren’t going to stop looking for the 
Key, even if we find a way to stop Glory 
permanently.  They’re obsessed with the Key and 
think destroying it is the only way to prevent its 
power from being misused - by Glory or someone 
else.”  From somewhere, he dredged up a smile for 
Dawn who’d raised her head and was looking at him 
with wide, frightened eyes.  “It’s not an emergency, 
I just mean that we’re going to have to deal with 
them at some point.  So we need to come up with a 
plan that covers the Knights.” 
 
“Kill ‘em all works for me,” Spike suggested.   
 
Surprised, Xander twisted around to see Spike 
standing at the door.  Spike’s eyes flared yellow as 
they fastened on his neck and Xander only barely 
managed to stop his instinctive move to hide the 
bandage, despite the uselessness of any attempt to 
do so. 



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander’s angry tones had been clearly audible from 
the moment Spike had entered the basement.  He 
paused for a moment, head cocked, listening as 
Xander reminded the others in scathing tones about 
the minion they had killed.  He sighed quietly to 
himself as he listened.  He hadn’t spoken of it again, 
but it was obvious that Xander hadn’t put the 
incident behind him.  Human-like, he was still 
torturing himself over a worthless minion that was 
long since rotting in the rubbish heaps at the town 
dump and who hadn’t been worth a second thought 
when he’d still been alive. 
 
The raw pain in Xander’s voice urged him forward 
and he climbed the steps to the main floor on silent 
feet, grinning now at the shocked silence that 
followed Rupert’s pronouncement that he would do 
whatever was necessary.  Slayer should know her 
Watcher better than that by now.  His grin faded as 
Xander described the Knight’s obsession with the 
Key.  Slipping silently into the shop, Spike took in 



the positions around the table and Dawn’s 
frightened eyes.  Given the other’s reaction to 
Xander’s very sensible suggestion that they find and 
off Glory’s human host, Spike suspected they 
wouldn’t like his own suggestion that they simply 
kill the Knights and be done with it. 
 
Didn’t stop him from saying it. 
 
Xander twisted around at the sound of his voice and 
Spike saw the bandage on his neck for the first 
time.  Fury rose up in him, killing his amusement at 
the others’ reaction to his statement.  He knew a 
knife wound when he saw one and the thread-thin 
line emerging from the white patch of bandage had 
been a near-miss.  One that had come perilously 
close to killing Xander. 
 
He lifted his eyes to meet Xander’s, seeing the 
barely perceptible motion of his hand as Xander 
checked his immediate reaction to hide the wound.   
 
Behind Xander, he saw Buffy shake her 
head.  “Great plan, Spike.” 



 
“Usually works best,” he pointed out, his gaze never 
shifting from Xander’s face. 
 
Xander smiled at him.  “Still, we may want to tweak 
that one a little.” 
 
Spike walked over to join him and ran a gentle 
finger along his neck, just below the cut.  “What’s 
this, luv?” he asked quietly, holding back his anger 
with an effort. 
 
“A misunderstanding,” Xander said, then shrugged 
at Spike’s lifted eyebrow and added a few more 
details.  “Over-enthusiastic sentry.  His officer 
straightened him out.  I’m fine, Spike.” 
 
Long experience with Xander’s recklessness had 
taught him to listen to what Xander left out as well 
as to what he actually said.  If Xander had had an 
encounter with a sentry, he hadn’t gotten the new 
information about the Knights by chance.  He’d 
gone to their camp.  Xander had once again 
deliberately put himself in danger, going to meet 



with the enemy on his own and without telling 
Spike.  Probably because he knew bloody well that 
Spike wouldn’t have let him go. 
 
Spike’s jaw tightened and his hand closed firmly 
around Xander’s upper arm.  “We need to 
talk.”  Not waiting for an answer, he tugged Xander 
away from the group. 
 
“Spike!” Buffy said, “what are you doing?” 
 
“Stay out of it, Slayer,” he snarled.  “This is between 
me and my Claimed.”  He pulled Xander into the 
training room, shutting the door firmly on the 
curious faces of the others. 
As the door closed behind them, he released his 
grip on Xander, folding his arms and staring at his 
Claimed.   
 
“Spike, I’m fine.  It wasn’t a big deal.” 
 
“Almost getting your throat cut is a big deal, 
Xander.” 
 



Xander shook his head.  “That’s not what 
happened.”  At Spike’s glare, he had the grace to 
look sheepish.  “Ok, that’s kind of what happened, 
but…” 
 
“You promised me you would stop risking your life 
for no good reason,” Spike gritted out. 
 
“I didn’t…” 
 
“You bloody did!  You walked into the enemy camp, 
alone, and without telling anyone.”  It was a safe 
bet, that Xander hadn’t told anyone.  None of the 
others would have let him go into the Knights camp 
alone either.  “You could have been killed.  You 
almost were.  You promised you wouldn’t risk your 
life for no reason like that.” 
 
To Spike’s fury, Xander folded his arms 
stubbornly.  “It wasn’t like that.  I thought about it 
for a long time before I acted.  I knew that if I went 
in unarmed, they wouldn’t view me as a threat.” 
 
“You didn’t know that.  You guessed.  Xander, these 



aren’t the fucking Waltons.  They aren’t even a 
modern army.  They’re a bunch of religious fanatics 
on a mission.  Far as they’re concerned, you work 
for their mortal enemy.  They know the Slayer’s 
hiding the Key.  They already tried to kill her 
once.  The minute you walked into their camp, they 
could have decided to do what one of them bloody 
nearly did - regard you as an enemy and chop your 
head off.  Or they could have taken you prisoner 
and tried to torture the Key’s location out of you.” 
 
“But it didn’t happen.  One of the sentries got a 
little overeager, like I said.  His superior chewed him 
out.”  Xander sighed.  “Spike, I knew if I told you, 
you’d pitch a fit.  And we needed to know what they 
knew about Glory.  We’re fighting blind and that’s a 
hell of a lot more dangerous for all of us than me 
talking to the Knights.” 
 
Against his will, Spike had to concede that Xander 
had a point.  The information about Glory’s host 
was the most promising lead any of them had come 
up with for how to deal with her.  He wasn’t about 
to encourage Xander by admitting it 



though.  “Would have been a lot safer if the Slayer 
and I had gone with you,” he said. 
 
“Yeah, because you two are known for your 
diplomatic skills,” Xander said, smiling at him.   
 
He could hardly argue that.  The Slayer had the 
diplomatic skills of a herd of stampeding 
cattle.  “You implyin’ I can’t do subtle?” 
 
“Of course not.”  Xander’s smile morphed into a 
smirk.  “I would never imply that your idea of subtle 
is to beat someone up to make sure they got your 
point.”  He took a step forward.  “I promise, Spike.  I 
thought this through, and I was right.”  He searched 
Spike’s eyes earnestly.  “We learned something new 
about Glory, and we know the Knights are going to 
be a threat to Dawn.” 
 
Spike shook his head.  “Can’t keep judging 
situations after the fact, Xander,  Just because you 
weren’t actually killed, doesn’t mean there wasn’t a 
better way to handle it.”  He sighed.  “Fucking 
chainging you to the bed,” he muttered, knowing he 



was beaten and only somewhat cheered up by 
Xander sliding his arm around his waist.   
 
“Sounds like fun,” his boy murmured.   
 
Spike cocked his eyebrow at him, pulling him a little 
closer.  “Don’t tempt me.” 
 
Oh, well, he’d always known he was in love with 
someone with the survival instincts of a depressed 
lemming. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Need a break?” 
 
As usual, Willow had been downstairs all day, 
working on the robot while Tara was in 
classes.  Xander had gotten used to stopping off in 
the basement of the magic shop first thing to bring 
her a cup of coffee and give her a chance to stretch 
and deal with something other than the computer 
files she’d been obsessing over ever since she 
successfully downloaded them onto her computer. 



 
Willow lifted her head and looked at him blankly for 
a moment, then smiled and took her hands off the 
keyboard.  The rapid clicking of keys that had been 
the only sound died away and she stretched and 
shook her shoulders. 
 
“A break would be great,” she admitted. 
 
Xander held out the cup of coffee temptingly.  “One 
coffee, just the way you like it, but only if you come 
upstairs to drink it.” 
 
“Deal.”  Willow saved her work, then got to her feet 
stiffly.   
 
“How’s it going?” 
 
Her face lit up with excitement, banishing the 
tiredness from around her eyes.  “I’m really making 
progress.”  She took the cup of coffee from him and 
drank thirstily, then obediently followed him up the 
stairs.  “Warren really was a genius.  There are 
design features in that robot that outstrip anything 



currently being developed, and he’s a brilliant 
programmer.”  At Xander’s amused look, she rolled 
her eyes.  “Ok, he’s a psychotic, robot-girlfriend 
building, misogynist loser type of genius, and let’s 
not even talk about the sex subroutines, because - 
gross!  And that wasn’t really your question, was 
it?” 
 
Xander’s grin was out of control.  “Nope.” 
 
“Well, I’ve been able to clean out everything 
relating to Warren and sex.  And did I mention the 
gross part?” 
 
“You did,” he assured her. 
 
“I’m not having as much luck reprogramming her to 
fight.  She’s going to be pretty basic.  Pretty much 
see Glory, hit Glory, is about as good as she’s ever 
going to be.”  She sighed, looking discouraged.  “I 
don’t really know how to program her to do 
anything sophisticated.” 
 
“If you can program her to hit Glory really hard, and 



with big heavy objects, that should be good 
enough.  Willow, nobody expects her to be 
perfect.  Think of her as an expendable shock troop, 
something to throw at Glory so the rest of us don’t 
have to tackle her.” 
 
“I can do that,” Willow said thoughtfully, sitting 
down at the table.  “Where is everyone?” she 
asked, looking around at the empty store. 
 
“Giles took off on an errand as soon as I got 
here.  Everyone else is still at school, and it’s not 
quite sunset yet.” 
 
Willow took another sip of her coffee.  “Xander, 
there’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you 
about.”   
 
“What’s that?”  
 
“The other day, when you were telling us about the 
Knight’s?”  Xander nodded and she continued 
hesitantly.  “The way Spike dragged you out of 
here…” she hesitated, then continued resolutely.  “I 



know the two of you came back in and everything 
seemed fine, but he was obviously angry with 
you…” 
 
“Willow, Spike didn’t hurt me, if that’s what you’re 
asking,” he interrupted. 
 
“No, I know he didn’t hurt you physically.  But 
Xander,” her brow furrowed and she chewed on her 
lip nervously for a second, “There’s other ways of 
being abusive.  From an outsider’s perspective, it 
looked a lot like he was controlling you.” 
 
“He was angry, Willow.  He thought I’d put myself in 
danger by talking to the Knights.” 
 
“Well he wasn’t wrong about that.”  He pointed an 
accusing finger at the fading cut on his throat.  “It 
was a dumb thing to do, Xander.” 
 
“Maybe,” he conceded, “But it worked out ok.  And 
that’s pretty much what Spike and I hashed 
out.”  He shook his head, not sure what to think 
about her concerns.  “Spike doesn’t control me, 



Willow.  He lets me do things that no other Master 
Vampire has ever let their Claimed human do.” 
 
His attempt to reassure her was an abysmal failure 
as her eyes clouded with worry and the beginnings 
of anger.  “Listen to yourself, Xander.  He ’let’s’ you 
do things?  He is controlling you.” 
 
“You’re wrong,” he said flatly.  “Spike has given up 
more for our relationship than you can even 
imagine.  It’s different with demons, Willow.  They 
don’t see things the way we do.  Spike’s instincts 
tell him that I belong to him, that I’m his property, 
and that I should be with him every minute.  He 
fights those instincts every day.   And he does 
because he loves me.”  He stared at her, willing her 
to understand.  “No other vampire would let their 
Claimed work, have friends, leave the lair without 
him.  Spike does all of that and more and you have 
no idea of how much that means, that Spike is 
willing to give that to me, because it makes me 
happy.  If Spike was controlling me, we wouldn’t be 
having this conversation.  I’d be chained to his 
throne 24-7, by his side where I belong.” 



 
Willow looked shocked, then appalled at his words, 
but gradually the shock faded and she looked like 
she was thinking it over. 
 
“I didn’t start dating Spike lightly, Willow.  I knew 
what I was getting into.  And Spike is the best thing 
that’s ever happened to me.”  He hoped the utter 
certainty in his words would convince her, because 
he’d never spoken truer words. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“You killed him for me, didn’t you?” 
 
Xander closed his eyes for one second.  He didn’t 
have any doubt at all what Dawn was talking about 
and he wished with all his heart he hadn’t opened 
his big fat mouth the other day.  He wasn’t sure he 
was ready to deal with this, especially on the heels 
of his conversation with Willow.  Willow had 
headed back down to the basement shortly after 
Dawn arrived, reassured but still doubting.  Xander 
just hoped that their conversation had cleared the 



air a bit.  It had surprised and disconcerted him, 
learning that Willow thought he was a battered 
spouse - emotionally if not physically, and he hoped 
she understood things better now.  He was touched 
by the concern but suspected that it came more 
from lingering dislike and distrust of Spike, rather 
than anything else. 
 
He blew out a long breath and turned to face 
Dawn.  “Yeah, Dawnie,” her told her gently.  “And I 
do it again in a heartbeat.  If we’d let him go, he 
would have gone straight back to Glory and that 
might have led Glory to you.  None of us were 
willing to risk it.” 
 
Dawn looked away.  “It’s my fault.” 
 
“It was my choice, Dawn.  Not yours, not anyone 
else’s.  And I’d make that same decision again, for 
you or anyone else I love.  He chose to work for 
Glory, and he would have told Glory everything 
about us, and about you.  We couldn’t let him live 
or we might all have died.” 
 



Dawn ducked her head and concentrated on her 
homework, or pretended to and Xander sat down 
next to her and tried to think of something to 
say.  Nothing came to him.   
 
He’d killed a lot of things by now, vampires and 
zombies and demons of various kinds.  But that was 
the only time he’d ever killed something helpless, 
something that wasn’t fighting back and trying to 
kill him.  It made it different.  He hadn’t lied when 
he’d told Dawn he would do it again but it was 
hard.  Knowing that he had that kind of ruthlessness 
in him.  
 
Lost in his thoughts, he didn’t realize how long the 
silence had lasted or notice how long Dawn had 
been bent over the same page of her text, face 
hidden behind her hair until she looked up at him, 
her eyes troubled. 
 
“You shouldn’t have done it.  I’m not worth it.  I’m 
nothing.  I’m not even human.” 
 
“Of course you’re human.” he said quickly, snapping 



out of his own depressed thoughts, shocked at the 
hollowness of her voice. 
 
“I’m not.  They can see it,” she said painfully.  “At 
the mental ward.  I freaked out the patients.  They 
could tell I’m not human.”  She blinked hard against 
the tears that were threatening.   
 
He fought back the easy answer, that they were 
crazy and didn’t count.  “Dawn, the reason we’re all 
so worried about anyone finding out about you, is 
because you’re human now.  If you were still the 
Key, you’d probably be able to take care of 
yourself.  But the monks did a good job.  You’re 
human now.  Zits and all.” 
 
That won a fleeting, reluctant smile.  “I so don’t 
have zits.” 
 
“Maybe not this week…”  He put his arm around her 
and she leaned against his shoulder, looking lost 
and so young and fragile it broke his heart.  “I don’t 
care what you are, Dawn.  The Key, or just Dawn, 
Joyce’s younger daughter and all-around brat, I still 



love you.”  He pressed a kiss into the top of her 
head and she smiled again and this time it lasted a 
little longer.  “And remember, Spike isn’t 
human.  Mr. Olsen isn’t human.  Sergeant Morgan 
isn’t human.  If you’re a little more than just human, 
I’d say you’re in pretty good company.” 
 
“Maybe,” she said, not sounding particularly 
convinced. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The phone rang and he reluctantly left Dawn’s side 
to answer it, hoping he’d eased her mind a 
little.  She still had issues on issues about being the 
Key, but hopefully, she’d have years and years 
ahead for them to remind her that she was Dawn, 
and human, and loved. 
 
“Magic Box,” he said into the phone, waiving at Tara 
as she stepped into the shop.  She gave him a smile 
and a waive back as she stepped inside, Spike on 
her heels.  Behind them, Xander saw that the sun 
was well and truly down, twilight fading into true 



dark.  He’d been sitting with his arm around Dawn, 
her head on his shoulder for longer than he’d 
realized. 
 
“Xander?” 
 
“Hi, Mr. Olsen, what’s up?” 
 
“I’m wondering if we could set up a formal strategy 
meeting between our two groups.” Mr. Olsen 
sounded cautious, choosing his words carefully, 
almost as if he was trying to convey some message 
without actually saying it.  “Perhaps Master Spike 
and yourself, as well as the Slayer and her Watcher, 
with an equal number from our group.” 
 
Xander was silent for a minute, trying to figure out 
what Mr. Olsen wasn’t saying.  He watched as Spike 
settled down beside Dawn and she smiled at him, 
looking as if she hadn’t just been agonizing over her 
position in the world.  Tara had already disappeared 
down the stairs to the basement, and Xander 
turned his attention back to the phone. 
 



“I’m sure that would be fine,” he answered 
slowly.  “When would you like to meet?” 
 
“Tomorrow evening?  Perhaps 7:00, if that’s 
convenient?” 
 
Xander agreed and Mr. Olsen asked if his house 
would be suitable.  “The room where we met 
before defeating the Initiative together,” he 
suggested.  “Perhaps it will bring us a similar 
outcome.” 
 
Hanging up slowly, Xander was still puzzling over 
Mr. Olsen’s odd formality and wondering if he’d 
been trying to convey a message of some kind.  And 
why he hadn’t just come out and said it, if he’d had 
one. 
 
The sound of someone racing up the stairs from the 
basement, brought him swinging around to face 
them, his hand reaching for the weapons stored 
under the counter as the feet stumbled and 
clattered on the stairs in panicked haste. 
 



Tara tripped and nearly fell as she reached the top, 
and Xander leapt forward to meet her as her hands 
clung to the wall to keep herself upright.  Her face 
was white and her hands were shaking as she 
gasped out:  “Willow’s gone.”  

 

Part Thirty-Three 

Spike was moving almost before the words left 
Tara’s mouth, shoving his chair back and brushing 
past her as he leapt down the stairs.  He scanned 
the basement quickly and cursed out loud as he saw 
no signs of a struggle.  The robot lay undisturbed on 
the table, same as it had all week, and the witch’s 
laptop was open, its screen displaying lines of 
gibberish.  If that fucking bitch had sold them out, 
he was going to eviscerate her, he thought savagely. 
 
He dropped down to the sewer entrance and 
stopped short, frowning as he saw the gate that 
they’d installed over the entrance to the Magic 
Box.  It had been pried off its hinges, hanging 
twisted from the lock, the narrow gap wide enough 



for the witch’s slender body to pass through it, but 
he had to admit he doubted the redhead would 
have had the foresight to pry the gate off with a 
crowbar to cover her tracks.  Something must have 
taken her.   
 
“Spike?  What do you see?” 
 
Spike crouched down, snatching at the scrap of 
coarse wool that had snagged on the sharp edge of 
the lower hinge.  One whiff told him what he 
needed to know and he looked up grimly at 
Xander’s anxious face at the top of the ladder.   
 
“Glory,” he said.  “Her minions anyway.  One of 
them caught his robe here.”  Glory’s minions had a 
distinct, unpleasant smell, like the heavy, musty 
odor of rotting grain, and it permeated the scrap of 
fabric. 
 
Tara’s gasp sounded from behind Xander and 
Xander’s face went pale.  “Can you track them?” he 
asked anxiously.  “They can’t have gone far, there 
hasn’t been enough time.” 



 
Spike was already on it, forcing the broken gate 
open wider, he stepped into the tunnels and 
stretched out his senses, looking, listening and 
smelling for any sign of which way they’d gone.  No 
tracks and the smell wasn’t strong enough for him 
to follow - he wasn’t a fucking bloodhound.  The 
tunnel was silent, except for the ever-present sound 
of water dripping, no sound of a hostage struggling 
or hurrying footsteps to follow.  The only possible 
clue was the faint skittering sound of claws on 
cement as something small and timid scurried along 
the tunnel.  Question was, did it mean something 
just disturbed by the passage of something larger 
and scarier, or was that an all-clear for that 
direction and they should head the other way?   
 
He cursed his indecision and moved down the 
tunnel a few yards, hoping for some sign:  another 
fragment of cloth, a drop of blood, a suspicious 
scuff mark on the concrete, anything for them to 
follow. 
 
There was nothing. 



 
Xander pushed his broader body through the off-
kilter gate with a screech of protesting metal and 
entered the tunnel, human eyes scanning anxiously 
for clues where vampire vision had found 
nothing.  Spike knew that his own failure to find 
anything showed clearly and Xander’s face 
hardened.  “Ok, we split up and each take a 
direction.  One of us will find them.” 
 
“There’s another way.”  Tara dropped down the 
ladder and joined them, Dawn following closely 
behind.  “I can track Willow magically.” 
 
Xander’s expression cleared.  “Thank god.  What do 
you need?” 
 
“Nothing.” 
 
Tara closed her eyes, holding her hands up and out, 
the thumb and fingers of each hand touching in a 
gesture that was somehow ageless and 
meditative.  She spoke and, despite the quiet, 
almost conversational tone, Spike could feel the 



power in her voice, like the far-off smell of an 
approaching electrical storm:  “Aradia, Goddess of 
the lost, hear my words.  Grant me your aid and 
show me the path of the lost one.”  
 
A spark lit and hovered in front of her for a 
moment, looking remarkably like an oversized 
firefly as it circled her, then darted away down the 
tunnel.  “The light will guide us to her,” Tara told 
them, already starting down the tunnel after the 
brightly glowing light. 
 
Xander caught her arm, stopping her.  “Tara, we 
need more weapons than none.  It’ll only take a 
second.”  He peered after the spark anxiously as it 
disappeared around the curve of the tunnel.  “Can 
you make it wait for a minute?” 
 
A quick gesture from Tara had the spark obediently 
reappearing around the corner, where it hovered 
jerkily, almost seeming impatient as it waited for 
them. 
 
“Give me three minutes,” Xander said, turning back 



towards the shop.  He urged Dawn before him, 
shepherding her firmly up the ladder despite her 
protests. 
 
Spike looked at Tara.  “Should stay behind with 
Dawn, Tara.  You’re not a fighter.” 
 
Tara met his eyes stubbornly.  “I’m going.  It’s 
Willow,” she said simply.   
 
“Getting yourself killed’s not going to help her 
much.”  He gestured towards the animated 
light.  “Done your bit, Glinda.  Should leave the 
rescuing to Xander and me.”  He had his doubts 
about whether this was a rescue mission or not but 
he kept silent about that.  If the witch was blabbing 
to Glory about Dawn, he’d kill her without batting 
an eye.  For Tara’s sake, he’d prefer not to do that 
in front of her. 
 
“And what if Glory has counter-magicks set up?” 
Tara asked.  “I may need to renew the spell or try a 
new one.  I’m going.” 
 



Spike had spent too much time with Angelus not to 
know an immovable rock when he saw 
one.  Hopefully Xander was having more luck with 
Dawn than he was with Tara. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“I’m going with you.”  Dawn said.  She planted her 
feet and squared herself for an argument, looking 
determined and so scared it broke Xander‘s heart. 
 
“Dawn, I need you to stay here.”  He held up a hand 
to cut off her protest.  “We don’t have time to 
argue about this.  Call Buffy and Giles and tell them 
what’s happened.  Get them headed this way and 
tell them we’ll call as soon as we come up from the 
tunnels.”  He had no doubt the trail would lead 
above-ground, there was no way that Glory was 
living in the sewers, not with her penchant for 
designer dresses and strappy sandals.   
 
“Then call your mom and have her come pick you 
up right now.”  He fished his keys out of his pocket 
and tossed them to her, before grabbing two axes 



from the weapons chest.  He hesitated for a 
moment, then pulled a baseball bat out as 
well.  “The two of you go to the mansion and stay 
there until you hear from us.”  Dawn still looked 
rebellious and he forced himself to take the time to 
explain.  “It’s important, Dawn.  You and your mom 
need to be somewhere that Glory can’t find 
you.  We don’t know why she’s taken Willow or 
what’s happening.”  If Glory was trying to torture 
the Key’s location out of Willow…  
 
He forced himself not to think about it.  Not to think 
about what godlike strength could do to fragile 
human flesh.  “I know you want to help Willow, but 
the most important thing you can do is stay safe.  If 
Glory gets ahold of you, the world ends.  More than 
anything, Willow wouldn’t want that.”  And if Glory 
learned that Dawn was the Key, the house was the 
first place she’d look.  The mansion should be safe 
since no-one else knew of its 
existence.  “Dawn?  I’m counting on you.  We need 
Buffy and Giles for backup and we can’t risk you 
anywhere near Glory.  Ok?” 
 



She nodded reluctantly, looking scared and a little 
relieved and worried sick.  He smiled and gave her a 
quick kiss on the forehead, then pushed her gently 
towards the counter.  “Make the calls.” 
 
She started obediently for the counter and Xander 
ran back down the stairs to rejoin Spike and Tara. 
 
~~~~~ 
 
He handed Spike a heavy battle-axe, keeping the 
smaller one for himself, and held the baseball bat 
out to Tara.  She stared at it, then shook her head.  
 
“Tara, if you’re going with us, you need to have 
something to protect yourself with,” Xander told 
her.  “I know you’re Wicca-girl, but sometimes the 
enemy doesn’t give you time to do a spell.  Hit them 
with that and it buys you time.”  Well, it would buy 
her time against the minions.  Glory would just 
laugh. 
 
“I can’t,” she said, looking up at him and shaking her 
head.  “It’s not how I defend myself.” 



 
Xander exchanged a quick look with Spike, who just 
shrugged.  It wasn’t likely Tara would be able to do 
any damage anyway, he admitted, none of the rest 
of them could, so he supposed it didn’t really 
matter.  They’d just have to protect her somehow. 
 
“Let’s go,” he said, setting off in the direction the 
spark was hovering, bobbing up and down 
impatiently as it waited for them.  “Dawn’s calling 
Buffy and Giles and telling them to stand by.  We’ll 
give them our position as soon as we know it 
ourselves.” 
 
Tara was at his heels immediately and Spike shook 
his head but didn’t say anything else.  He couldn’t 
argue with her right to rescue or revenge her 
girlfriend, but unless she had some serious magic up 
her sleeve, he didn’t see how she was going to 
survive an encounter with Glory. 
 
~~~~~ 
 
The spark lead them through the sewers for less 



than a mile, then darted up to the surface through 
an access shaft.  The three of them climbed the 
ladder and came out in the middle of a grassy 
expanse. 
 
“This is Wilkins Park, isn’t it?” Xander said, looking 
around.  “Big surprise.  Figures Glory would be in 
the high rent district.” 
 
Spike wasn’t that familiar with the area.  Too many 
street lights and private security guards meant that 
demons generally avoided the area, so it wasn’t on 
his regular patrol schedule.  Xander was already on 
the phone, passing the word on to Buffy and 
Rupert, and Tara set off across the grass, her eyes 
fixed on the spark of magic she’d called to guide 
them.  Gripping his ax, Spike followed her. 
 
Xander jogged to catch up.  “They’ll be here in a 
minute.  They’re in Giles’ car,” he told them. 
 
They crossed the park, their eyes drawn inevitably 
to the expensive apartment building lining the 
street facing the park, watching as the flickering 



light headed straight for one of them.  An old 
building from the ‘20’s with an art deco look to it. 
 
The sound of a racing engine filled the gentile quiet 
of the neighborhood and Spike rolled his eyes.  As 
Rupert’s convertible raced up and Buffy leapt out of 
the passenger seat, he said:  “Subtle entrance.” 
 
She scowled at him.  “Which building?” 
 
Xander gestured towards the art deco building and 
Rupert joined them, a tire iron snatched from the 
trunk in his hands.   
 
“Let’s go,” he said grimly. 
 
~~~~~~~~ 
 
Buffy’s kick shattered the door jamb and sent the 
heavy mahogany door flying open to smash into the 
wall.  She was through an instant later, Spike 
moving with her, with Tara, Xander and Giles at 
their heels. 
 



The door opened onto an enormous room, 
something that looked more like a stage setting 
than someone’s apartment.  An obscenely large 
living room, luxuriously furnished with plush wall-
to-wall carpeting, elegant furniture, and a hellgod 
descending a curving flight of marble stairs.  Like 
every other time he’d seen her, Glory was wearing a 
slinky silk dress, this one red with black embroidery, 
and high-heeled sandals, which made the three 
scabby minions trailing her down the steps look 
even shabbier and more out of place than usual. 
 
She laughed as she saw them.  “Well, if it isn’t 
Mousy the Vampire Slayer and her little gang of 
misfits.  How cute.” 
 
The minions abandoned ship, scrambling back up 
the stairs to the second floor while Glory stepped 
down into the living room.   
 
“Here to rescue the witch?  You’re a bit late.  That 
story about her just arriving from England fooled 
those worthless minions of mine.  Turns out, she’s 
just a human after all.  Still, she wasn’t completely 



useless.”  Glory smiled almost giddily, like someone 
who’d been drinking spiked punch.  “What a mind 
she had.  I’m still a little buzzed from eating her.” 
 
Tara made an anguished sound, like someone had 
snatched all the air from her lungs and Xander felt 
like an iron fist was squeezing his heart.  They were 
too late.  Too late to save Willow.  Too late for 
anything but revenge.  Forgetting everything but 
the anger inside him, Xander leapt forward, his ax 
swinging in a vicious arc of shining metal, slicing 
through the air as he swung it at Glory with all his 
strength.  It hit hard, jarring his arms and tearing 
her dress. 
 
“Hey!” she snapped, and grabbed the axe before he 
could pull it back, snatching it out of his grip with 
effortless strength and backhanding him so hard he 
flew across the room, landing on a glass-topped 
table near a couch.  The thick glass shattered under 
the impact, sending him sprawling to the ground in 
a shower of broken glass, the force of the blow 
leaving him stunned and barely clinging to 
consciousness. 



 
He vaguely heard Spike’s roar of rage and then the 
sound of flesh impacting on flesh, followed by the 
crash of a body and wood splintering.  Fear cut 
through his daze and he struggled to sit up, wincing 
as glass cut into his palms and dug through the 
fabric of his jeans, blinking hard to clear his blurry 
vision.  On the far side of the room, a door had been 
smashed open under the impact of a body and 
Spike was staggering to his feet, preparing to return 
to the fray. 
 
Buffy had closed with Glory, fighting in grim, furious 
silence without any of her usual quips‘ a rapid flurry 
of punches and kicks that were keeping Glory off 
balance, even though they obviously weren’t doing 
any damage.  Giles was circling around the two, 
holding the tire iron ready, waiting for an opening 
to attack without risking hitting Buffy by mistake. 
 
“Is this the best you can do, Mousy?” Glory was 
saying, her voice as calm as if she wasn’t in the 
middle of a fight.  “I may have missed the mark with 
the little witch, but it’s only a matter of time.  The 



Key’s hidden away in a flesh wrapper.  I’ll find it if I 
have to rip through every human in this pathetic 
little town.  But I suspect that it won’t take that 
long.  How about I just start with your friends?”   
 
She threw a punch that caught Buffy square in the 
face, knocking her across the room.  As she did, 
Giles brought the tire iron around in a deadly arc, 
hitting Glory on the back of the head with enough 
force that it should have caved her skull in.  Being 
Glory, it did nothing but piss her off. 
 
“Watch the hair!” she snapped and grabbed the tire 
iron away from him with her right hand, 
backhanding Giles with her left in the same 
movement, sending him flying away from her.  He 
crashed into Buffy, who was just getting to her feet 
and both of them crashed to the floor in an 
ungraceful tangle of limbs. 
 
Glory spun around, the tire iron poised to throw like 
a javelin, just as Spike flung himself back into the 
fight, using the stair railing as a fulcrum to launch a 
powerful two-footed kick.  His boots landed 



squarely in her stomach, the impact throwing her 
backwards and causing her to drop the tire 
iron.  She slammed into the fireplace with such 
force the bricks crumbled into dust, and the 
sculptures on the mantle piece fell to the floor with 
the crash of breaking stone.  Spike was knocked off 
his feet from the force of his own blow, and he 
bounced back up an instant later, pivoting on one 
foot, bringing his leg around in a vicious spin-kick 
aimed at the fallen hellgod’s head.  Glory was 
already on her feet, moving with impossible 
speed.  She grabbed his boot in mid-air before the 
kick could land and twisted, using his own 
momentum against him, tossing him across the 
room with that terrifying, effortless strength.  Spike 
flipped in the air and landed on his feet with cat-like 
grace just as Glory snatched up a marble-topped 
end table and threw it at him.   
 
The small table smashed into Spike before he could 
duck, and the force of the impact sent him to the 
floor in a crash of broken wood and marble.  
 
Glory ignored the mess, just as she ignored Buffy 



and Giles scrambling back to their feet, turning to 
face Xander with a gloating smile.     
 
“You.  You’ve caused me more trouble than any 
human ever has.  Took my monk, killed my 
snake.  Let’s just find out if you’re my Key.”  
 
She strode towards him purposely and Xander 
backed away from her rapidly, looking around 
wildly for anything he could use for a weapon.  His 
back smacked into the wall behind him, stopping his 
retreat, and he braced himself for the hopeless 
effort of fighting her off. 
 
Spike roared with fury, throwing himself at Glory 
with reckless disregard of the danger.  She 
backhanded him away without even turning to face 
him, sending him hurtling across the room again as 
she continued stalking towards Xander. 
 
Buffy was charging towards them, but Xander could 
see she wouldn’t reach him in time and he grabbed 
a floor lamp, swinging it wildly at Glory who just 
laughed and tore it from his grip. 



 
“Skutatori!” a voice shouted and Glory’s reaching 
hands hit an invisible barrier barely a foot from 
Xander’s face.   
 
He looked up in shock and saw Tara standing at the 
top of the stairs, one arm around Willow, the other 
outstretched towards him.  Willow looked dazed 
and barely conscious and Tara was having trouble 
keeping her upright.  He snapped his attention back 
to Glory as she cursed and threw a punch at 
him.  The air in front of him rippled like water, 
stopping the blow before it reached him.  Glory 
snarled and threw another punch and this one went 
straight through the barrier, her fist smashing into 
the wall beside his head as he ducked barely in 
time, flakes of plaster covering both of them as her 
fist buried itself halfway to the elbow in the 
wall.  He scrambled away as she yanked her arm 
free, the brief delay giving Buffy and Spike time to 
converge on her from behind. 
 
Xander took the stairs three at a time as Glory was 
distracted by Buffy kicking her in the face and Spike 



punching her in the kidney.  He took Willow from 
Tara, sweeping her into his arms, then turned 
immediately to run back down the staircase, intent 
on nothing but retreat.  Tara followed him, pausing 
at the foot of the stairs as he dodged around the 
three-way fight in the center of the room, heading 
for the door.   
 
“Secerno Secrevii!” 
 
Glory, Buffy and Spike were pushed back away from 
each other by an invisible force and Glory laughed 
contemptuously.  “Is that the best you can do?  The 
other witch had a lot more power than these 
pathetic tricks.” 
 
Tara spoke again in that powerful voice, so unlike 
her usual quiet speech:  “Tenere!”  She flung out 
one hand in Glory’s direction. 
 
Glory snarled as the air thickened around her, 
holding her in place.  She struggled to move and 
Xander could see that this spell wasn’t going to hold 
long either.  Buffy and Spike looked like they 



wanted to attack her again while she was caught up 
in the spell but behind them, Tara’s knees had 
buckled and she was clinging to the banister, her 
face white, looking like she was close to passing 
out.  Giles hurried over to her. 
 
“Let’s go!” Xander shouted, pausing in the doorway 
long enough to see Giles throw an arm around Tara 
and pull her towards the door.  Buffy and Spike 
retreated after them, keeping a wary eye on Glory, 
and Xander turned and ran for the stairs down to 
the ground floor, Willow was muttering to herself 
and Xander’s heart ached as he realized the words 
made no sense at all.  Her body was feather-light in 
his arms as he crossed the lobby, hearing the 
reassuring clatter of the others’ feet on the stairs 
behind him as he shouldered the outside door open 
and ran out into the welcome, sheltering darkness 
outside. 
 
“This isn’t over!” Glory shouted, the words echoing 
through the lobby after them. 
 
~~~~~~~~~ 



 
Once more they were in ignominious retreat from 
Glory.  Barely staggering away with injuries to every 
one of their party and nothing to show for their 
efforts.  Glory didn’t have so much as a scratch on 
her and Spike was getting fucking tired of throwing 
everything they had at her and having it not just be 
not enough, but be completely useless.   
 
Xander’s hands were bleeding, dozens of cuts from 
broken glass covering his palms.  The Slayer had a 
beauty of a shiner puffing up one side of her face, 
one that wasn’t going to heal overnight, even with 
Slayer healing.  The Watcher was limping heavily, 
helping Glinda who, though barely able to stand, 
had kept trying to talk to the witch still cradled in 
Xander’s arms, all the way to the Watcher’s 
car.  Spike himself was going to be sporting a set of 
bruises on his back and shoulders for at least a day 
or two. 
 
It wasn’t that he minded getting injured.  Having 
Xander to fuss over him and tend his wounds, a 
process that often turned into slow gentle 



lovemaking, was one of the joys of their 
relationship.  No one else in his unlife had ever 
worried about him and fretted over minor injuries 
like his boy did.  It was just that he was used to 
having something to show for his injuries - mostly 
the beaten bloody pulp of his opponent.  How many 
fights had they had with Glory now?  The biggest 
score they had against her was one broken shoe.  It 
was downright embarrassing.   
 
They’d all piled into Rupert’s car.  It was a tight fit, 
but no one complained, everyone looking shell-
shocked from the fight, or, in the humans’ case, 
from the witch’s condition. 
 
They’d rescued the witch, but it had been a wasted 
effort.  She’d be better off if they strangled her 
where she sat, babbling nonsense and flinching 
away from sudden noises.  There was a trickle of 
blood from the corner of her mouth and one cheek 
was swollen and discolored, but other than that, 
she appeared fine - physically.  Mentally, she’d gone 
‘round the twist, like all of Glory’s other brain-
sucked victims. 



 
They were well and truly screwed now.  Glory knew 
the Key was human.  Much as he’d like to lay that 
piece of luck on the witch, he had to admit that if 
Glory had gotten that much out of her, it was likely 
that she would have told Glory that Dawn was the 
Key.  Since Glory had admitted she didn’t know who 
it was yet, most likely she’d gotten the information 
about the Key being human from someone 
else.  Probably that Knight she’d brain sucked. 
 
“What happened back there, Glinda?” he asked, 
breaking the silence that had fallen over everyone 
but the witch.  Tara was the only one of them 
without physical injuries and he didn’t understand 
why she’d collapsed. 
 
Tara looked up from the witch, who was seated on 
her lap, and who she’d been crooning reassurances 
to as the motion of the car made her struggle and 
cry out, trying to pull free. 
 
“Willow and I have been practicing protection 
spells,” she explained, her voice showing the same 



fatigue as her white face.  “It was a bit more power 
than I’m used to using.  I don’t usually do unbased 
magicks.” 
 
“Unbased?” 
 
“It means spells that are drawn entirely from your 
own life-force,” Giles explained over his shoulder, 
his tone disapproving.  “It can be very 
dangerous.  Witches have died from doing that kind 
of magic, using up so much energy that their body’s 
can’t take it.  It’s the reason witches often work in 
groups, to spread the power drain.” 
 
“Not that we’re not incredibly grateful, Tara,” 
Xander told her, looking up from where he was 
awkwardly wrapping the strip of cloth Spike had 
given him around his hands as a makeshift 
bandage.  Far too much of Xander’s blood was 
staining the witch’s clothing from where he’d 
carried her to the car, ignoring his own injuries.  “I’d 
be…” his gaze flickered to the witch and he didn’t 
finish his sentence but they all knew what he’d 
meant.  He’d be dead or brain-sucked if it hadn’t 



been for Tara. 
 
“Not going to forget it, Glinda,” Spike told her 
gruffly. 
 
Buffy snapped her cell phone closed.  “Mom and 
Dawn are fine.  They’re waiting for us at the 
mansion.”  She looked at Willow, her eyes filling 
with tears and ran a gentle hand down her 
hair.  “Maybe we should take her to the hospital.” 
 
“No,” Tara said instantly.  “They can’t do anything 
for her there.  They’ll just strap her to a bed and 
give her drugs to keep her quiet.”  She rested her 
head against Willow’s, her own eyes red-
rimmed.  “I’ll take care of her.  I’m going to find a 
way to fix this.” 
 
There was a brief, uncomfortable silence before 
Rupert cleared his throat.  “We’ll all do everything 
we can,” he told Tara. 
 
Spike suspected he was trying to be reassuring but 
the doubt in his voice gave him away.  Tara pulled 



Willow closer to her, as if she could shield her from 
anything bad just be willing it not to happen.  
 
 

Part Thirty-Four 

Spike prowled the mansion restlessly, unable to 
settle down beside Xander, who’d long since fallen 
asleep.  There were too many humans present, 
scattered around the mansion, and he wasn’t used 
to the sound of so many humans sleeping 
nearby:  the deep, regular breathing that filled the 
quiet rooms, the creak of mattress springs as 
someone shifted position, the steady thrum of 
resting heartbeats all around him. 
 
Well, not so much unused to the sounds of sleeping 
humans as unused to not stealing from room to 
room, bed to bed, behind Drusilla, as his Dark 
Princess trailed feather-light fingers over each 
innocently sleeping figure while she debated which 
ones to kill and which to pass over, survivors who 
would wake to horror in the morning.  The game 
had been a particular favorite of hers, one he had 



joined in readily to please her, ignoring his own 
preference for violence and terror. 
 
The sound of soft weeping and a low murmur of 
comforting words were the only disruption in the 
stillness of the mansion.  Even the witch had been 
drugged into quiet.  The chaos mage had arrived, 
called by Rupert, with a bottle of sleeping pills 
nicked from somewhere, which had brought 
blessed silence to the girl’s random, disjointed 
comments and occasional struggles which had left 
everyone else distraught, regardless of how easily 
subdued she was. 
 
Padding silently towards the sound, Spike found 
himself outside the door to Tara and Willow’s 
room.  He wasn’t surprised to overhear Joyce’s 
quiet tones but that Glinda’s was the muffled, 
heartbroken sobbing came as a shock.  Tara had 
been a rock since they’d arrived at the 
mansion.  While everyone else had fallen apart, 
grieving over the witch’s lost mind, Tara had simply 
set about doing what needed to be done; getting 
the witch settled and fed, talking to her softly in 



soothing tones, explaining everything she was doing 
as if to a child.  Certainly the witch had responded 
to her better than to anyone else, and Tara had 
rewarded her with a hug and a genuine smile when 
Willow had spoken her name. 
 
Of course, she had immediately followed it with a 
burst of gibberish, and Spike shook his head, still 
thinking the witch would be better off dead.  Not 
because of his own long-standing hatred of her.  He 
couldn’t really muster his usual rancor right now - it 
was a waste of time when she no more understood 
why he still despised her than a lump of dirt 
would.  No, demons didn’t waste their time on 
useless, helpless creatures the way humans 
did.  The helpless either died or were killed.  Made 
things simple.   
 
Not that he intended telling any of them that.  All of 
them were clinging to the hope that they could 
somehow fix what was irretrievably broken, 
ignoring the inconvenient fact that no one had been 
able to “fix” any of the other loonies Glory was 
leaving strewn in her wake. 



 
Still…, watching Tara with Willow earlier tonight, 
Spike had been uncomfortably reminded of 
Drusilla’s last days and weeks, when he had tried so 
hard to coax her to eat, to talk to him, to 
acknowledge his presence as he held her in his 
arms, determined in the face of all evidence to the 
contrary that he would find a way to save 
her.  None of it had done any good and Dru had 
wasted away to dust.  It made a part of him ache for 
Tara.  She was a rarity, a truly good person, and she 
didn’t deserve the heartache awaiting her. 
 
He slipped away, as silently as he had come, leaving 
Joyce to comfort Tara.  Joyce had taken charge of 
them as they’d stumbled through the door of the 
mansion after yet another useless fight with Glory; 
assigning rooms and tasks as calmly as if they were 
merely settling in to a vacation home and not 
fleeing from a hellgod intent on killing them 
all.  Xander had prepared the mansion weeks ago in 
case they needed it, filling the freezer with frozen 
dinners and blood bags, buying sleeping bags and 
air mattresses enough for all of them and laying in a 



supply of weapons borrowed from the magic shop.   
 
The mundane activity of getting settled into the 
mansion had calmed the humans - all except 
Dawn.  Dawn had fled to the furthest reaches of the 
garden upon seeing the witch, sobs shaking her 
entire body, and nothing her mother and sister had 
said had helped.  In the end, it was Tara who had 
successfully coaxed Dawn back into the house, 
quietly asking for her help in caring for the 
witch.  Somehow that had gotten through to Dawn, 
where all her mother and sister’s reassurances 
hadn’t.  As the evening progressed, Dawn had 
seemed to find comfort in helping to feed and tend 
to what was left of the witch. 
 
When Willow had finally been drugged into blessed 
unconsciousness, the rest of them had held a 
council of war, gathering around the folding table 
Xander had set up in the dining room.  The smell of 
despair and fear in the room had nearly 
overwhelmed Spike, although they had all done 
their best to put on a brave face.  Dawn had joined 
them, pulling up a chair defiantly as if it was her 



right, and even Buffy had recognized that it was too 
late to try and shelter her sister from the gathering 
storm, accepting Dawn’s arrival with a resigned sigh 
and continued arguing with the others about the 
best course of action. 
 
Buffy had insisted they all leave 
town.  Now.  Tonight.  No looking back.  Just make a 
run for it and hope for the best.  Try and stay ahead 
of Glory and hope they managed to outwait her 
deadline to use the Key. 
 
“We can’t fight her,” she repeated.  “Now that she 
knows the Key is human, she’s going to be coming 
after all of us until she finds out who the Key is.” 
 
“Buffy, we’ve talked about this,” Giles told 
her.  “We would be more vulnerable on the road 
and without the resources we have here.  If we’re 
careful, it should be a good long while before 
anyone learns where we are staying.  I’ll close the 
Magic Box and Joyce will take a leave of absence 
from the gallery and we wait it out.  We know Glory 
has only a certain amount of time to act, it won’t be 



forever.  And far better here than on the road, 
where we may have to make a stand where fate 
and Glory finds us.  At least here, we can choose our 
ground.” 
 
“And there’s still the risk that it’s the Hellmouth 
that is powering the spells that are hiding Dawn 
from Glory,” Joyce reminded her.  “We can’t leave 
town unless we know for sure that leaving won’t 
expose Dawn as the Key.” 
 
“Any chance Tara can do that spell again?” Buffy 
asked, glancing somewhat guiltily in the direction of 
Tara and Willow’s room.  Tara was the only one of 
them not at the table, having chosen to stay with 
Willow.  “The one to see other spells?  Maybe that 
would let her see what’s powering the spells on 
Dawn.” 
 
“Unlikely,” Ethan answered crisply. “That spell is 
just to reveal the presence of magic, not trace it 
back to its source.  If you are expecting to find a 
little trail of sparks between your sister and the 
hellmouth, well, you’re as ignorant of magic as you 



have always appeared to be.”  He just smirked at 
Buffy’s scowl. 
 
“At the very least, we need to wait until tomorrow,” 
Xander reminded them.  “Mr. Olsen called that 
meeting, remember?”  He looked around the circle 
of blank faces and realized that he hadn’t had a 
chance to tell anyone about Mr. Olsen’s 
call.  Everything else had been forgotten in the rush 
that followed learning of Willow’s 
disappearance.  Now, belatedly, he relayed the 
message that the demon community wanted to get 
together with them for a strategy meeting. 
 
“Bloody good,” Giles muttered, obviously relieved 
to see Buffy derailed from her brilliant strategy of 
run away with her tail between her legs.  “Let’s 
hope that they’ve been able to come up with some 
ideas for fighting Glory,” Giles said hopefully.   
 
“That would be nice,” Buffy said gloomily.  “Because 
we’ve got nothing.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
Spike led his party into the deserted building well 
ahead of the scheduled meeting time.  Mr. Olsen 
had called with a last minute change in plans for the 
location, mentioning that there would be a few 
more people there from the demon 
community.  Xander had been relieved by the call, 
saying that Mr. Olsen had been much less cryptic, 
more like his usual self, but Spike was concerned by 
the change in location and numbers and wanted to 
get there first. 
 
The office building was deserted, save for a security 
guard who had obviously been expecting them and 
whom Xander and Giles both recognized.  The man 
had a Lyrr’chrrn’tkk grandfather and had been one 
of the volunteers who had participated in the vessel 
spell they’d used against Adam, sitting home with 
his family and meditating, contributing their tiny bit 
of power to the greater whole the witches had been 
weaving. 
 
“Mr. Myers, how are you doing?”   
 



The tall, solidly built man came out from behind the 
security desk to shake hands.  “Can’t complain.  Mr. 
Giles, Xander, it’s good to see you.”  He nodded 
affably enough to Spike and Buffy but didn’t offer to 
shake their hands.  Spike ignored him, moving to 
check out the security monitors behind the desk, 
while Buffy folded her arms, giving off suspicious 
Slayer vibes as her eyes swept the lobby.   
 
The guard saw Spike checking out the monitors and 
told them:  “You’re the first to arrive.  The rest 
should be here shortly.” 
 
“Are you joining us?” Rupert asked in surprise. 
 
“Nope, I just volunteered my building.  No one’s 
here and I’ll make sure you guys aren’t 
disturbed.”  He winked.  “Already chased everyone 
else out of the building tonight.  Seems we got a 
late notice that the building manager was spraying 
for cockroaches.”  He grinned conspiratorially at 
them.  “Go on up.  Conference room on the fourth 
floor’s open.  Go left as you get off the elevator.” 
 



~~~~~ 
 
The conference room was large enough to hold over 
a dozen people and Spike began to wonder just how 
many demons were showing up for this little 
meeting.  He slid into the chair at the head of the 
table, beating the Slayer to it, and signaled for 
Xander to take the chair to his right.  Buffy took the 
seat on his left with Rupert sitting down on her 
other side and all of them waited with varying 
degrees of patience for the others to show.   
 
They didn’t have to wait for long.  The elevator bell 
chimed in the hallway, followed by the muffled 
sound of footsteps on carpet and seven demons 
and demon hybrids filed into the room.   
 
Unlike the others, Spike recognized all of 
them.  Four of them were among the demons 
who’d served as delegates to his Court.  The first 
two were Jhaan demons, a hive species with no 
individual identities.   They hadn’t returned to the 
Court since the first time the peaceful demons had 
approached him officially and Spike had always 



suspected they’d been chosen for that first meeting 
because their species had the ability to 
communicate telepathically with others of their 
kind. His eyes narrowed now, as he considered the 
implications of them being here.  What was it about 
this meeting that made the local demons feel that 
they needed the ability to be instantly warned of 
trouble? 
 
The other two had been the only two demons that 
had come to his Court with every 
delegation.  Tiirpok, the incredibly powerful Inajii 
demon and Frergyrd, the half Nik’tashen.  They 
made an odd couple, the tall, powerfully built 
woman with her fall of waist-length red hair, and 
the small, slender man whose half-bald pate barely 
reached her shoulder.  Spike wasn’t fooled 
though.  Despite his frail appearance, the Inajii 
would give the Slayer a run for her money in a fight 
and Spike himself wouldn’t want to mix it up with 
him without a good reason.  As for the woman, 
despite a more than passing resemblance to old 
lithographs of Celtic warrior princesses, she wasn’t 
much of a fighter, instead, she had an intellect that 



rivaled Rupert’s.  Both could pass for human and 
had human names, which Spike hadn’t bothered to 
learn. 
 
The four were accompanied by Mr. Olsen, Sgt. 
Morgan and Mr. Okolo, all of whom looked relaxed 
and unworried, greeting them cheerfully 
enough.  Xander stood to greet them, leaning across 
the table to shake hands and Mr. Olsen murmured 
something to him that Spike couldn’t quite make 
out but which sounded reassuring. 
   
Spike simply gave them all a shallow nod, his face 
impassive.  Buffy was watching the demons warily, 
while the Watcher was surreptitiously studying the 
two Jhaan demons - either trying to identify their 
species, or just curious about the reclusive hive 
demons.  It was unlikely he’d ever seen one before, 
since they rarely interacted with anything but their 
own kind. 
 
The demons spread out around the conference 
table, and took their seats, except for Tiirpok, who 
remained standing, taking charge of the 



meeting.  His voice was a smooth, rich tenor, not 
the elderly quaver the Slayer at least had clearly 
been expecting.  From his place at the other end of 
the table, he looked at the three humans at the 
table.  “I am Tiirpok, also known as Terrance 
Johnson.  My companion is Frergyrd, sometimes 
called Gwen Masters.  These two are Jhaan demons, 
who do not have individual names.   All of us have 
served as delegates to Master Spike’s Court from 
the community of peaceful demons here in 
town.”  He indicated the other three members of 
the community.  “I believe you are all acquainted 
with our colleagues.” 
 
The Watcher’s eyes brightened with interest as he 
studied the demons  “Yes, indeed,” he 
murmured.  “I am Rupert Giles, Watcher for Buffy 
Summers, the Slayer.”  Buffy lifted a hand in 
greeting, smiling tentatively, although Spike could 
see the tension in her body.  By profession, the 
Slayer was not automatically comfortable with 
meeting unknown demons for the first time, and 
she was still shaken by what Glory had done to the 
redhead.   “Spike you all know, of course, and 



Xander Harris, his Claimed human.”  
 
Spike slid Rupert a sideways glance at that, taking 
his eyes off the demons for the first time, pleased 
that Rupert has so easily acknowledged his 
Claim.  Mostly, Xander’s status made the humans 
uncomfortable and they rarely referred to it.  He 
pulled his attention back to the meeting as Tiirpok 
spoke again. 
 
“We are aware of the situation with Glorificus,” the 
Inajii was saying, “and we believe we have 
something that we can contribute to the coming 
battle.” 
 
Buffy straightened, shedding her wariness at the 
prospect of useful help.  “What is it?  Because 
frankly, we’re pretty much spinning our wheels 
trying to figure out how to fight her.” 
 
“It is not a weapon, per se,” Frergyrd told her.  “And 
it is useable by only one of us here.”  Her gaze went 
to Spike as she continued.  “We are in possession of 
the Gem of Amara.” 



 
Spike felt a surge of irritation go through him:  as if 
they didn’t have enough problems already without 
this poppycock.  He saw Rupert’s eyebrows shoot 
upwards in astonishment while Xander and Buffy 
just looked puzzled, although Xander looked like he 
was mentally snapping his fingers, trying to recall 
where he’d heard the name before.  
 
Before any of the humans could speak, Spike 
scowled at the two demons.  “Are you out of your 
fucking minds?” he asked rudely.  “The Gem of 
Amara’s a myth.  It’s no more real than the bloody 
tooth fairy.” 
 
The demons just looked amused.  Mr. Okolo 
answered, speaking for the first time.  “Not only is 
the Gem real, it is here in Sunnydale,” 
 
“Forgive me, but are you sure?” Rupert 
interjected.  “Like Spike, I was under the impression 
the Gem of Amara was a myth.”  
 
“What’s the Gem of Amara?” Buffy asked 



impatiently, “and why is Spike the only one who can 
use it?”  Spike smirked, hearing the thread of envy 
in her voice at the thought of Spike having a 
weapon she didn’t get.  He firmly squelched the 
flicker of excitement inside him at the confirmation 
by Mr. Okolo.  He’d believe in the Gem when he 
was holding it in his hand and standing out in the 
midday sun.  Still… if anyone was in a position to 
know if the Gem was real or not, it would be the 
nearly immortal Teer’ah demon. 
 
“The Gem of Amara is the vampire equivalent of the 
Holy Grail,” Rupert told her.  “It’s supposedly the 
source of some tremendous power, but I don’t 
believe I’ve ever found any description of exactly 
what that power is supposed to be.” 
 
“The Gem of Amara makes the vampire who wears 
it invulnerable,” Tiirpok told them.   
 
Xander’s hand closed convulsively on Spike’s arm 
and Spike could hear his heartbeat accelerate. 
 
“Invulnerable as in…?” Buffy asked. 



 
“As in unable to be killed,” the Inajii answered.  “A 
vampire wearing the Gem can stand outside in the 
full light of the sun and not be burned.  They cannot 
be killed, not even by beheading.  They are 
invulnerable.” 
 
Xander was staring at Spike, looking like a kid on 
Christmas morning.  “Invulnerable, Spike,” he 
whispered.  “You’d be invulnerable,” he repeated, 
as if he liked the sound of the word on his lips.  His 
smile was slowly widening until his entire face was 
glowing and Spike returned the smile, despite his 
own skepticism.  Xander’s joy at the thought of him 
being immune from harm was touching. 
 
“Like to walk with you in the sun, luv,” he breathed 
in his Claimed’s ear, for Xander’s hearing alone. 
 
“Where is it?” Xander asked eagerly, looking across 
the table at the demons. 
 
“Hold on, this is a lot to swallow.  We need to talk 
about this.”  Buffy looked apologetic but 



determined. 
 
“Yes, I’m afraid I agree,” Giles said, removing his 
glasses and polishing them in his familiar stall as he 
spoke.  “Spike has proven himself reliable but 
absolute power is a great deal of temptation to 
trust anyone with.” 
 
Xander bristled defensively.  “Excuse me, I didn’t 
hear anything about absolute power.  I just heard 
invulnerable.  Nobody’s said that Spike will get 
stronger than he already is, or won’t feel pain, or 
anything like that.”   
 
“Xander, knowing he’s invulnerable…” 
 
Xander cut Giles off before he could finish.  “He’s 
already immortal.  This would just mean that his 
immortality couldn’t be cut short.” 
 
“You’re being deliberately naïve, Xander.” Giles told 
him.  “There is in fact a great deal of difference 
between the possibility of immortality and the 
certainty of it.  Fear of death keeps us all in check, 



not just vampires.” 
 
“Already dead,” Spike couldn’t help pointing out. 
 
“You know what he meant,” Buffy said, 
exasperated. “Spike, I trust you, but with something 
like that… you’d be unstoppable.” 
 
“Isn’t that the point?  I don’t think they’re offering 
him the Gem because it’s a get out of jail free card 
for final death,” Xander answered her, nodding in 
the direction of the silently watching demons.  “We 
need someone who can go toe-to-toe with a god 
without being killed.  Who can keep a fight going for 
long enough to do some good.  And while the Gem 
means that Spike will survive the fight, my guess is 
he’s going to suffer plenty during the course of it.” 
 
Frergyrd cleared her throat.  “If I might interrupt - 
Mr. Harris is correct.  The Gem carries a heavy 
price:  in exchange for it, we require that Master 
Spike fight this battle for us.”  Her gaze swept 
around the table at all of them, human and demon 
alike, before coming to rest on Spike.  “This was not 



a decision we reached lightly.  We have debated it 
amongst ourselves for some time and have only 
now been able to reach a consensus.  Of those who 
know of the Gem’s existence, there have always 
been some who favored its destruction and others 
who preferred preserving it in case of dire need.  It 
is our decision that the present circumstances are 
such that the time has come to reveal the Gem’s 
location.” 
 
“How come you’re just telling us about it now?” 
Xander asked, his tone curious not hostile.  “It 
would have come in really handy against Adam.” 
 
“The threat posed by Glory is greater than that 
posed by the Initiative,” Sergeant Morgan told 
him.  “Glory has the potential to destroy the entire 
world, which Adam did not.  Last year, there were 
among us individuals who remained unwilling to 
reveal the location of the Gem.  And it has always 
been our agreement that the Gem’s existence 
would only be revealed by unanimous consent.” 
 
“So, you’re saying that you’d rather the whole town 



be wiped out in a demon war than trust a vampire 
with the Gem?” Spike asked, one eyebrow raised 
sardonically. 
 
“Yes,” Tiirpok answered flatly.  “A vampire with the 
Gem could lay waste to a great deal more than this 
town alone.” 
 
Tiirpok stood, sweeping them all with a stern 
glance.  “The decision has been made.  We have 
debated all of these issues and many more, for 
generations.  This is the first time that we have 
reached a consensus that the peril is grave enough 
to warrant utilizing the Gem.” 
 
“You know, Spike isn’t the only candidate,” Buffy 
hesitated, then continued almost 
apologetically.  “We could give the Gem to 
Angel.”  She didn’t actually add the words “he has a 
soul” but she might as well have, so loudly did they 
sound in the room. 
 
Xander rolled his eyes.  “Right.  Because Angel’s 
been such a model of stability lately.  According to 



Wesley, he’s so obsessed with killing Darla that he’s 
gone completely off the deep end.  He fired Wes, 
Cordy and Doyle and they’re on their own now, 
trying to do Angel’s job for him.” 
 
Buffy frowned and Xander realized she hadn’t been 
keeping up with the news from Los Angeles.  She 
had a tendency to avoid discussions of Angel and his 
crew because of the lingering emotions from their 
one-time relationship. 
 
Giles cleared his throat.  “I’m afraid I agree with 
Xander, Buffy.  Angel is simply not an option at this 
point in time.  From what Wesley has reported, 
Angel’s been acting suspiciously like Angelus 
recently.” 
 
“Master Spike is our choice,” Tiirpok repeated 
flatly.  “We will not give the Gem to Angel.  We are 
in contact with the demon community in Los 
Angeles.  There is an anagogic demon who has read 
Angel several times recently.  Angel is refusing to 
listen to guidance or counsel from anyone and has 
ignored a number of attempts by others to set him 



back on his true path.  We will not trust him with 
the power of the Gem.” 
 
Even Buffy recognized that that was the end of the 
discussion for the demons.  She nodded, accepting 
their judgment. 
 
“What are you asking for?” Spike said casually, like 
none of this mattered, ignoring his own rising 
excitement at the prospect that the Gem of Amara 
was actually real. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Mr. Olsen stopped him briefly on their way out the 
door.  “Xander, I apologize for not giving you 
advance notice about what we were 
proposing.”  His faded blue eyes held a world of 
apology, obviously remembering the way the coven 
had sprung the idea of the vessel spell on him last 
year.  “I promised that I wouldn’t mention the Gem 
in any way before this meeting.”  He smiled 
ruefully.  “I think Spike should have been entrusted 
with the Gem last year.  But others felt that, with 



the coven arriving to help that it wasn’t 
necessary.”  He spread his hands 
apologetically.  “Too many demons simply do not 
trust vampires, and the idea of a vampire that can’t 
be killed frightens them silly, I’m afraid.” 
 
“It’s alright,” Xander assured him.  Even the worry 
over how this was going to play out over the next 
days and weeks wasn’t enough to stop the giddy 
happiness bubbling up inside him.  Spike was going 
to be invulnerable, that was all that really mattered. 
 
Mr. Olsen smiled, perhaps recognizing that Xander 
needed to be alone with Spike right now.  “We’ll 
talk soon,” he promised. 
 
Xander smiled at him and hurried out after the 
others.  “Guys, we’re going to go home tonight,” 
Xander told them, putting an arm around Spike’s 
waist.  “Pick up a few changes of clothes, that kind 
of thing.” 
 
“Are you sure that’s wise?” Giles asked. 
 



“Glory doesn’t know about the Court,” Spike told 
him.  “She’s not interested in the power structure 
here in town.  Doesn’t play well with others, that 
one.” 
 
“Don’t worry, Giles, we’ll be fine.  I’m going to call 
my boss and take a leave of absence and we’ll rejoin 
you at the mansion tomorrow.  I’ll bring some more 
supplies in.” 
 
“Xander, you heard what Glory said.  She wanted to 
brain-suck you first,” Buffy reminded him. 
 
“We’ll be careful,” he assured her, repressing his 
impatience to be gone with an effort.  He loved 
them, but he really needed to be alone with his 
vampire right now. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
They barely made it through the door of the 
apartment before Xander launched himself at Spike, 
shoving him up against the kitchen cabinets and 
kissing him hungrily.  Spike let Xander have free 



rein, his lips parting under Xander’s, as Xander’s 
tongue plundered his mouth.  Xander’s body 
pressed hard against his, his big hands cupping the 
back of Spike’s skull, holding him in place as their 
mouths and teeth clashed.  Spike slid his arms 
around his boy’s strong body, cupping Xander’s arse 
and pulling them even closer together, loving the 
warmth and strength of his boy and the hardness 
he could feel between them, glorying in the 
fierceness of Xander’s kisses. 
 
Xander dropped his hands to Spike’s chest, 
frantically tearing at his black t-shirt,  before 
stepping back just long enough to yank the shirt off 
over Spike’s head.  His warm, calloused hands 
caressed Spike’s chest and back, sliding over the 
cool, ivory skin before he ducked his head, 
mouthing and nipping at the flat brown nipples, 
quickly bringing them to aching peaks, while his 
fingers dug into the muscles of Spike’s back. 
 
Spike arced his head back as arousal shivered 
through him.  He tightened his grip on Xander, their 
hips moving in rhythm against each other, erections 



straining the denim of their jeans.  Both of them 
were rapidly approaching climax and Spike reached 
up with one hand, burying it in Xander’s hair and 
pulling him up so their lips met again, kissing him 
hard as his hips moved more rapidly.   
 
He released his grip on the dark waves and yanked 
down the collar of Xander’s shirt, dropping his head 
to nuzzle and lick along the tanned skin, inhaling 
deeply, loving the mingled odors of sweat, arousal 
and his boy.  Feeling his own orgasm approaching 
rapidly, he shifted to his true face and buried his 
fangs in his Claim mark, renewing the mark and 
tasting Xander’s pheromone-spiked blood even as 
they both exploded into orgasm. 
 
~~~~~ 
 
Hours later, sprawled amid tangled, sweaty sheets, 
Xander was spent and sated, lying curled next to 
Spike, his body aching and thoroughly debauched 
from hours of lovemaking.  He let out a contented 
sigh, one hand tracing over the clean lines of his 
lover’s chest. 



 
“Invulnerable,” he repeated. 
 
Spike chuckled, his chest moving slightly under 
Xander’s cheek as he did.  “Believe you’ve said that 
before, luv.” 
 
Xander mustered the strength to lift his head, 
looking into Spike’s blue eyes.  He didn’t even care 
that he’d been repeating the word all night, even 
chanting it out loud as he’d arced in orgasm, 
crowing the word to the ceiling as he straddled his 
vampire, riding Spike’s cock and driving them both 
over the edge. 
 
“Stop being such a skeptic,” he ordered.  “You know 
Mr. Okolo would never have said anything unless he 
was sure it was the real deal.  Same for Mr. Olsen 
and Sergeant Morgan.”  He didn’t know the others 
well enough to say if they were the kind of people 
who would speak carelessly about something like 
the Gem without being sure, but those three he was 
sure of. 
 



Spike made a non-committal sound and Xander 
shook his head in fond exasperation.  “Just sayin’, 
I’ll want proof before I stroll outside in daylight 
wearing nothing but the Gem and a smile.” 
 
Xander grinned lasciviously at the picture that 
brought to mind, but he was so tired his cock didn’t 
even give an interested twitch.  “Might have to try 
that one day,” he said, settling down against Spike 
with a yawn.  “We are so going to Hawaii once you 
have the Gem.”  

 

Part Thirty-Five 

From the slivers of light escaping through the blinds 
and lessening the darkness of the room, Xander 
could tell the sun was well up.  He smiled to himself, 
not surprised he’d slept late after last night’s 
gymnastics. 
 
For a long interval, he just lay there, feeling utterly 
content.  Spike’s wiry frame was nestled behind 
him, one arm thrown around his waist possessively, 



holding him close even in sleep.  With lazy 
detachment, he watched the dust motes suspended 
in the angled beam of light from the largest gap in 
the blinds.  He’d never bothered to fix it since the 
light that spilled through fell high up on the wall and 
didn’t endanger Spike, and he liked having some 
sun in their home, lighting up the perpetually 
gloomy interior.  Soon, he thought, they might be 
able to get rid of the heavy blinds and thick 
curtains, letting the morning sun fill the room, be 
able to see Spike’s pale skin lit up with the sun’s 
glow. 
 
He couldn’t stop the laughter that bubbled up 
inside him at the image, wondering what Spike 
would look like after a day at the beach.  Would his 
lover’s pale, cool skin become as sun-warm and 
darkly tanned as Xander’s own?  Or would the Gem 
prevent even that harm from happening, leaving 
Spike with his ivory-colored perfection intact? 
 
“Somethin’ funny, luv?”  
 
He turned and met Spike’s sleepy gaze.  The 



vampire’s hair was tousled and his eyes heavy-
lidded with the unnatural hour.  No, even with the 
Gem, Spike would remain a nocturnal creature.  He 
was a night predator, his entire existence adapted 
to darkness.   
Still, if Xander could take the occasional week off 
and lead an entirely nocturnal existence, Spike 
could do the same for him - take a vacation and 
spend a week in the sun with Xander.  He knew 
Spike missed the sun.   
 
“Just wondering if you’ll freckle,” was all he said, 
surprising a laugh out of the vampire. 
 
“Won’t take up sunbathin’ until I see if the thing’s 
real,” was Spike’s cynical answer. 
 
“I know.” 
 
Reluctantly, Xander untangled himself and rolled off 
the bed.  He’d phoned his boss last night and told 
him he wouldn’t be able to come in to work for the 
rest of the week but he should pick up some 
additional supplies and weapons and return to the 



mansion.  Last night had been pure indulgence, 
time out from the apocalypse.  He didn’t feel even a 
smidgen of guilt, but it was time to remember their 
responsibilities.  They needed to work on the plan 
for taking on Glory.  As plans went, giving Spike the 
Gem and a good luck kiss before throwing him to 
the hellgod seemed a little sketchy. 
 
“I need to check on the others, talk strategy,” he 
told Spike.  “Join us after dark?” 
 
“Got an errand to run first,” Spike said, shutting his 
eyes firmly.  “Be there about midnight.” 
 
“What errand?” Xander asked suspiciously.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The woods reeked of slaughter.   
 
The smell of blood hung heavily in the air, the 
metallic taste of it filled his senses, along with the 
fading scents of fear and pain and the stench of 
bodily wastes.  Death had come and gone, leaving a 



crimson-splashed swath behind it, but this was no 
battlefield.  Charnel house, more like. 
 
Spike picked his way cautiously towards the clearing 
where the scents lingered most strongly, his senses 
stretched out, listening for any hint that anything 
remained alive in the woods around him.   
 
Emerging into the clearing, he looked around at the 
carnage with expert eyes.  Something had swept 
through here, dealing death with pitiless hands, 
leaving nothing but scattered corpses 
behind.  Bodies lying where they’d fallen in the 
sprawled indignity of death. 
 
Glory.   
 
There was absolutely no doubt in his mind that 
Glory had done this.  There was nothing else in 
town with the strength to kill this many people that 
wouldn’t have savaged the bodies after death with 
teeth and claws.   
 
Spike crouched down beside the closest body.  The 



Knight had been left lying in the dirt, eyes staring up 
sightlessly at the night sky.  The man’s head had 
been twisted nearly off, before he’d been dropped, 
limbs splayed, like a child’s broken toy abandoned 
on the damp ground.  His sword was still in its 
sheath, less than half drawn.  Death had taken the 
Knight almost unaware, too swift for him even to 
defend himself. 
 
He rose to his feet and surveyed the Knight’s 
campsite, his eyes counting the scattered 
bodies.  The campfires had long burned to ash and 
he estimated from the smell of rotting flesh that 
was beginning to permeate the air that the Knights 
had been killed sometime the previous day.   
 
Lighting a cigarette, he walked through the 
campsite, tallying the dead.  Thirty-seven bodies in 
all, including two black-robed priest 
types.  Question was, had Glory gotten them all? 
 
The Knights of Byzantium were fanatics and Spike 
didn’t give a piss if they were dead.  Made his job 
easier.  He had not intended to leave them alive to 



threaten Dawn.  He’d planned to bring the Court 
down on the camp to take care of the 
problem.  Only reason he was here instead of the 
Court was because the minion keeping an eye on 
the camp hadn’t returned at sunrise as ordered.  No 
doubt there was a scattering a dust somewhere in 
the wood to account for that disobedience. 
 
Problem solved, hopefully.  If there were any 
stragglers that had missed the massacre, his 
minions would find them and take care of them.   
 
He dropped his cigarette butt and spun on his 
heel.  He’d return to the Court and set the minions 
hunting for any surviving Knights, make sure none 
of them lived to see another sunrise.   
 
He wouldn’t even have to lie to Xander and hadn’t 
had to break his promise to his boy since none of 
the Knights had died by his hand.  The fact that he’d 
been prepared to kill them all, well, no reason for 
that to ever come up.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
Stepping into the mansion, Xander toned down the 
cheerful greeting he’d been about to give as Dawn 
looked up from her book with red-rimmed eyes that 
had nothing to do with too much reading and 
everything to do with blaming herself for things that 
weren’t her fault.  Everyone else, even Ethan, was 
gathered around the table with books piled around 
them, in the midst of a full-blown research session.   
 
“What’s up, guys?” Xander asked.   
 
“We’re trying to find something that might help 
Willow,” Buffy answered, sitting back and stretching 
like she’d been bent over the books with unusual 
dedication.  Buffy was never their best researcher 
but she was clearly doing the work this time. 
 
“Any luck?”  
 
Giles glanced at Tara quickly, then shook his 
head.  “Nothing yet.  We’ve been trying to find a 
way to return what Glory took from Willow, but the 
problem is this isn’t really about restoring 



balance.  Essentially, we hope to steal back what 
was stolen from Willow and that’s more dark magic 
than light.  It could have unpredictable results.” 
 
“Like…?” he asked, not liking the sound of that. 
 
“Glory ‘feeds’ on mental energy.  That implies that 
she is digesting what she takes, in some form or 
another.  We cannot assume that Willow is her last 
victim.  What if the spell takes the mental energy of 
a more recent victim?  At best, it could result in an 
entirely new personality.  At worst, mental 
breakdown and rejection of the restored energy, 
possibly death.  And not just for Willow.  Dark magic 
of that kind can affect the spell caster’s power, 
tainting their natural magic, perhaps permanently.” 
 
“That doesn’t sound good,” Xander said slowly. 
 
Ethan gave him a withering look.  “Bloody do-
gooders.  Always worrying about being 
contaminated by what’s already inside you,” he 
muttered. 
 



“Fine, so what does the dark side of the Force have 
to offer?” Xander snapped back. 
 
“For starters, not wasting our time trying to find a 
spell that will do what you want without getting 
your hands dirty.” 
  
Giles’ face tightened but, before he could say 
anything, Tara asked:  “Is there a way to do this by 
getting our hands dirty?” 
 
Xander wasn’t sure who was the most shocked by 
her calm question.  Tara met their eyes steadily.  “If 
it will help Willow, I’m willing to take the risk.” 
 
“Tara…” Giles began helplessly, but Ethan’s laughter 
cut him off. 
 
“Bravo, little girl.  We’ll bring you around to the 
chaos view of things in no time with that attitude.” 
 
“God forbid,” Giles muttered, but didn’t say 
anything else as Ethan began enthusiastically 
outlining  theories and possibilities.   



 
Xander and Buffy exchanged dubious looks, then 
Buffy just shook her head helplessly.  They didn’t 
have the right to tell Tara what she could and 
couldn’t do, they would just have to hope her usual 
good sense prevailed and she didn’t agree to 
anything crazy.  A quick glance at Giles showed that 
he was listening carefully to Ethan.  Most of what 
they were saying wasn’t making a lot of sense to 
Xander but he trusted that Giles would make sure 
that Ethan didn’t go too far. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander excused himself from the session to relieve 
Joyce, who was on Willow-sitting duty.  Tapping 
quietly on the door, he pushed it open and stuck his 
head in.  Joyce put a finger to her lips and came out 
to meet him, shutting the door behind her.   
 
“She’s still asleep,” Joyce reported.  “She probably 
won’t wake up for awhile yet, because of the 
sleeping pill, but I’d rather she slept as long as 
possible.” 



 
“Do you mind if I sit with her for awhile?” 
 
“Of course.  I’ll just check on Buffy and 
Dawn.”  Joyce smiled at him and patted him on the 
shoulder reassuringly.  “We’ll get through this, 
Xander.” 
 
“I hope so.” 
 
He tiptoed into the room and took Joyce’s chair, 
pulling it closer to the bed.  Willow was lying on her 
side, breathing deeply, her hair falling across her 
face as she slept.  With gentle fingers, he stroked 
the wayward strands back from her face. 
 
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.  “You came back to help 
us and this shouldn’t have happened.  We’ll get you 
back, Willow.  Everyone’s working on it and we’ll 
find a way.  So you hang in there.” 
 
He sat by her side for a long time, holding her small 
hand in his much larger one, remembering, not the 
recent past, but the years growing up with her and 



Jesse.  Back when they were the three musketeers, 
inseparable friends.  Back before they’d known 
about vampires and hellmouths and death and 
loss.  Remembering the funny, smart little girl with 
long red hair who’d been his friend and playmate 
for as long as he could remember.  Remembering 
the tall, lanky boy who’d been his best 
friend.  Remembering movies and baseball games 
and shared comics.  Laughter and study sessions 
and picnics at the beach. 
 
“It’s been a long road, Willow.  You and Jesse were 
my best friends, and for a long time, I thought I’d 
lost you both.  And I’m not losing you, now that 
we’ve found each other again, you hear me?  So, 
you’re just going to have to get better.” 
 
He hoped it wasn’t a bad sign that Willow didn’t 
respond, not even shifting restlessly at the sudden 
sound of his voice in the quiet room. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“She killed them all?” Buffy said, her voice rising 



incredulously. 
 
Sometimes it just wasn’t worth telling humans 
anything.  They spent far too much time being 
shocked and repeating what you’d just said. 
 
“Got the boys doin’ a sweep for stragglers,” Spike 
admitted, “but looks like.” 
 
“Why?”   
 
Spike rolled his eyes.  The Slayer obviously wasn’t 
moving on any time soon.  “Dunno.  Don’t 
care.  Solves our problem pretty neatly though.” 
 
“Spike!” 
 
“What?  We’ve all known it might come down to 
this.  Just be glad someone else did the work for 
you.” 
“We wouldn’t have…” Buffy stuttered to a halt at 
his lifted eyebrow and disbelieving look.  She sighed 
and didn’t continue protesting that it wouldn’t have 
come down to killing the Knights to protect 



Dawn.  They both knew she’d have done it if she 
had to. 
 
“Why would Glory kill the Knights?“ she asked 
instead.  “What do you think it means?” 
 
“Doesn’t mean anything, Slayer, except what we 
already know:  she’s a nut job with an impulse 
control problem.” 
 
“Not like we know anyone else who fits that 
description,” she muttered under her breath.  Spike 
just smirked at her and she grimaced, looking 
embarrassed.  “I’ll tell the others,” was all she said. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
The box was small and made of age-darkened 
wood.  Xander’s shocked inhale was audible as he 
saw that the surface of the box was entirely covered 
with crosses, carved deeply into the wood. 
 
“We have taken our guardianship seriously,” Tiirpok 
said.  “To the best of our ability, the Gem is 



protected while it remains within this box.”  His 
hands caressed the wood absently as he 
continued.  “The box itself is spelled to be 
impervious to magical detection and, in addition to 
the obvious,” he traced the carvings on the lid with 
a single finger, “the wood itself was soaked for 
weeks in holy water prior to be used.” 
 
Spike was getting impatient but held it back, not 
wanting to reveal how eager he was.  Damn Inajii 
was being tighter than a father with his underage 
daughter’s chastity, obviously still having second 
thoughts about showing the goodies. 
 
If this turned out to be a fake, he was going to kill 
something very dead. 
 
Finally, Tiirpok opened the box and took out a small 
object, setting it on the table.  Both Spike and 
Xander stared at it as the demon carefully set the 
box down behind him, well away from Spike. 
 
It was a ring.  Nothing unusual about it except for 
the ugliness factor.  Gold, with a green gem that 



vaguely resembled an emerald.  Spike felt a rising 
excitement as he looked at the heavy gold, worked 
by hand in a way that hadn’t been common since 
the Middle Ages.  Damn thing looked old enough to 
be real. 
 
“That’s it?” he asked.  “‘expected somethin’ a bit 
more impressive.” 
 
Xander’s elbow dug into his side in reprimand for 
his rudeness but the frail looking demon was 
indifferent to it.   
 
“The Gem has mystical properties that no one has 
ever been able to duplicate - even under 
torture.  So far as we can tell, it is not from this 
dimension.” 
 
“Has a vampire ever worn it?” Xander asked. 
 
“Wars have been fought over it, and vampires have 
spent their unlives searching for it.  None have been 
able to keep and hold it for more than a few days.” 
 



Xander looked at him unhappily.  “Maybe you 
should think about this, Spike.  It sounds like every 
vampire in the world will be after you if they ever 
find out you have it.” 
 
“Not worried about that, luv.  If this is the real deal, 
I’ll be invulnerable.” 
 
“Only if someone doesn’t pull it off your finger,” 
Xander pointed out, still not looking happy. 
 
“Goin’ to have to defeat me first to do that,” he 
shrugged.   
 
“And if 50 vampires pile on top of you, you won’t be 
in a position to argue,” Xander muttered but didn’t 
object when Spike put out a hand to pick up the ring 
and slide it on his finger. 
 
He waited, thinking something this momentous 
should be marked in some way.  A tingle of magic, a 
mystical light, a fuckin’ mariachi band, 
something.  Instead, he felt nothing, not taller, 
stronger, or in any way impervious to harm.  “Sure 



this thing works?” he asked.  “Shouldn’t we be 
seein’ a light show about now?” 
 
The Inajii didn’t answer verbally.  Instead, with a 
movement to swift for even Spike to follow, he 
reached into his pocket, produced a stake and 
drove it hard into the center of Spike’s chest. 
 
“What the hell are you doing?” Xander yelled, 
grabbing Tiirpok’s arm and yanking it away from 
Spike.  Or trying to.  He was obviously shocked 
when the demon - who resembled a frail elderly 
man - didn’t budge an inch. 
 
Spike was feeling pretty shocked himself as he 
looked down at the stake buried in the center of his 
chest in what should have been a killing blow.  For a 
long moment, no one moved as they waited for the 
explosion of dust that should have ended Spike’s 
unlife. 
 
Finally, point made, the Inajii yanked the stake back 
out and Spike watched in disbelief as the wound 
closed over immediately.  There’d been no pain, he 



realized belatedly.  He’d felt nothing but pressure as 
the wood sank deeply into his flesh.  Xander’s 
shaking hand touched the hole in his black t-shirt, 
confirming by touch what his eyes told him:  that 
Spike was completely healed, without so much as a 
mark or a drop of blood to show what had just 
happened. 
 
“Hey!” Spike complained.  “That was my favorite t-
shirt.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike closed his eyes and tilted his head back, 
forgetting everything else for the moment, lost in 
the sensation of warm heat on his skin, the nearly 
forgotten pleasure of the sun’s rays pressing against 
him with an almost tangible warmth.  It was only 
with an effort of will that he stopped himself from 
spinning around like a child, laughing out loud at 
the return of something he’d known he would 
never experience again.  For more than a century, 
the sun had been an implacable enemy, it’s slightest 
touch bringing pain and the risk of final death.   



 
He opened his eyes, feasting them on the sight of 
the perfect spring day, the intense colors under the 
bright light of mid-day, colors that were muted and 
pale under the moon’s dim light were intense and 
sparkling by day - a sight denied to him except from 
a distance for so long he hadn’t even realized he 
missed it. 
 
Xander’s brown hair shone in the light, he noticed, 
the sun picking out highlights he’d never seen 
before.  The glow in the brown eyes was pure 
happiness though, owing nothing to the sun and 
Spike basked in it even more than the light of the 
sun, knowing Xander was simply and purely happy 
for him. 
 
“Not bad,” he managed to say calmly although he 
could feel the out-of-control smile spreading across 
his face.  

 
 

Part Thirty-Six 



“Oh my god!  Spike!”   
 
Dawn flung herself across the room and into Spike’s 
arms, her piercing shriek shattering the stunned 
silence that had followed Spike’s arrival.  The 
vampire had strolled into the mansion through the 
front door as if the afternoon sun wasn’t lighting up 
the front of the house, and was now standing 
nonchalantly in the wide patch of once-fatal sun 
that streamed in through the open door behind 
him.   
 
Well, almost nonchalantly.  The irrepressible smirk 
that seemed to have permanently attached itself to 
his face despite his best efforts was a bit of a 
giveaway for his mood.  
 
Now he just laughed out loud and swung Dawn 
around exuberantly before setting her down 
again.  Dawn’s face was split with the kind of smile 
none of them had seen from her since Willow had 
been hurt, and her gleeful laugh was just another 
bonus that the Gem carried, as far as Spike was 
concerned.   



 
Rupert was polishing his glasses furiously as if 
perfectly clean lenses would allow him to believe 
what his eyes were seeing and Joyce looked like she 
was barely containing a delighted squeal of her own 
as she followed her daughter’s example, throwing 
her arms around Spike and hugging him hard.   
 
“I’m so happy for you,” she told him. 
 
“It works!  It really works!” Dawn crowed as her 
mother stepped back from Spike.  “Lemme see!” 
 
Spike waggled the ring at her and she grabbed his 
hand to examine it more closely.  “Way ugly,” was 
her opinion.  “But who cares?  You were out in the 
sun.  That is so cool.” 
 
“Been a while,” he admitted, ignoring the laughter 
in Xander’s eyes as he struggled to hold on to his 
outwardly cool demeanor.  He didn’t mind dropping 
his guard around Xander but he wasn’t about to act 
like a complete git in front of everyone, no matter 
how good it had felt to walk in the sun again. 



 
“Congratulations, Spike,” Giles said, more calmly 
than the others but no less sincerely.  “It’s 
wonderful to know that the Gem of Amara isn’t just 
a myth.” 
 
“And now you can take me to the park for ice 
cream,” Dawn told him, the smile on her face 
faltering only slightly as she added:  “Well, as soon 
as you kick Glory’s ass, that is.” 
 
“Sounds like a plan, Niblet,” he told her.  Even if she 
demanded Merry-Go-Rounds and cotton candy, it 
would be worth it to see her unafraid and carefree 
again. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“We need a plan.” 
 
“Spike is the plan.”  Buffy answered, saying the 
words without resentment.  She was standing by 
the window, caught up in watching Spike sitting in 
the sunniest part of the garden, laughing with Dawn 



and Joyce.  The incontrovertible evidence of the 
Gem’s effectiveness had gone a long way towards 
reconciling her to the Spike-takes-point plan. 
 
Xander shook his head.  “It’s not enough.  The Gem 
doesn’t make Spike any stronger.  It just means 
Glory can’t hurt him.  She can still immobilize 
him.  It’s not like she’s not going to notice that she 
can’t hurt him any more.” 
 
Buffy frowned, turning her gaze from the scene 
outside the window as she considered that.  “What 
do you have in mind?” 
 
“We need to figure out how, when and where to 
tackle Glory.  We can’t let her choose the 
ground.  We need to set it up so it happens on our 
time and to our advantage.” 
 
“I’m not sure I agree, Xander,” Giles said 
slowly.  “Our best bet may be to do nothing.”  He 
made a gesture that encompassed the entire 
house.  “Ethan and Tara have both set wards 
here.  The mansion is as safe as anywhere in town 



and, if we’re careful, there’s very little chance Glory 
will be able to find us here.  Once the time for the 
ritual has passed, Dawn should be safe.” 
 
“Especially since the Knights of Byzantium are 
apparently no longer in the picture,” Ethan said, 
voicing the relief which none of the rest of them 
were tactless enough to say out loud.  The Knights 
hadn’t deserved what happened to them, but they 
were all privately glad that they weren’t going to be 
a threat to Dawn any longer.  They had enough 
problems with Glory. 
 
“Sounds good on paper, Giles, but it won’t work,” 
Xander argued.  “Glory’s getting desperate and we 
can’t assume she’s doesn’t have some tricks up her 
sleeve.”  He looked around at all of them.  “Raise 
your hand if you  think Glory massacred the Knights 
because she was bored.”  Pointedly ignoring Ethan’s 
raised hand, he continued:  “My guess is, there’s a 
couple of bodies missing, and she took at least one, 
maybe more, to torture for information about the 
Key.” 
 



“But the Knights don’t know anything,” Buffy 
pointed out.  “Not about Dawn, or this house, or 
anything that Glory can use.” 
 
“And that will do them just as much good as it will 
the next group of people she starts killing to try and 
force us out of hiding.  We’re nothing to her, she 
doesn’t care about human life and she has the 
power of a god.  That’s not a good 
combination.  We can’t just sit here and wait for her 
to start killing everyone in town.  And isn’t that 
exactly what she said she would do?  Something 
about ripping through every human in town to find 
the Key if that’s what it took?  We can’t wait for her 
to decide it’s time for that plan.” 
 
“What are you suggesting?” Giles asked.  “You’re 
right that the Gem of Amara doesn’t change the 
fact that she’s still stronger than both Buffy and 
Spike.  The robot isn’t an option any longer because 
Willow didn’t have a chance to finish 
reprogramming it and none of the rest of us have 
the skill to finish the work.” 
 



“We outnumber her,” Xander countered.  “You ever 
watch those nature shows?  I’m thinking about 
those packs of wolves taking down a 
wildebeast.”  He frowned, not sure if that was the 
right animal, then shook his head 
impatiently.  “Anyway, Spike takes point and the 
rest of us jump in any time Spike gets knocked 
across the room.  Even if none of us can hurt her, 
we can keep her busy until Spike gets back on his 
feet and attacks her again.  If we do that for long 
enough, hopefully she’ll get tired.  And then, with a 
little luck, she turns back into an ordinary guy.” 
 
“You mean kill the human when she gets pulled 
back inside him?”  Giles’ voice was even and he 
showed no sign of emotion. 
 
“That’s exactly what I mean.”  Xander said it 
unflinchingly, despite the pang of guilt.   
 
Buffy’s eyes dropped but she nodded reluctantly, 
while Ethan looked as if he didn’t care. 
 
“What about Willow?” Tara asked, appearing 



silently from down the hall where she’d been sitting 
with Willow.  Despite the fatigue shadowing her 
features, her gaze met theirs steadily. 
 
“We’ll have to hope that, if Glory’s dead, then what 
she did will be reversed,” Xander told her. 
 
“That won’t work,” Tara told them with quiet 
authority.  “What Glory did to Willow and the 
others isn’t a spell, so it won’t be reversed by killing 
her.”  She pulled up a chair and sat down, looking 
unutterably weary.  In addition to taking on the 
majority of the burden of caring for Willow, she’d 
been spending every free minute searching for a 
way to repair the damage Glory had done.  “Mr. 
Rayne and I have an idea.  We’ve found a spell that 
might undo what Glory did, take back from her 
what was taken from Willow.” 
 
“What spell?” Giles asked. 
 
“It’s a chaos spell,” Ethan said indifferent to Giles’ 
immediate and obvious disapproval. 
 



“You can’t mean for Tara…” 
 
“She offered,” Ethan said provokingly, but then 
shrugged.  “But no.  Ms. Maclay’s magic is about the 
least suited to chaos spells that I have ever 
encountered.  Far too balanced and in touch with 
her inner self to appreciate chaos, I’m afraid.  I was 
planning on doing the spell myself.” 
 
“You?” Buffy asked skeptically.  “You’re going to 
come with us to fight Glory?”  
 
Ethan’s sardonic look put the lie to any recollection 
of himself doing just that not long ago.  “Hardly, Ms. 
Summers.  I’m not foolish enough to simply walk up 
to Glory and attempt to pull off a rather 
complicated spell in the split second before she 
knocks me through the nearest wall.  I can perform 
the spell from a safe distance and have every 
intention of doing so.” 
 
“The good news is that Mr. Rayne thinks the spell 
might restore more than just Willow,” Tara 
explained.  “The spell should tear free anything 



Glory has taken not just from Willow, but from 
anyone.  With luck, everyone she’s… hurt will be 
restored.” 
 
“With luck.”  Buffy repeated, still sounded like she 
wasn’t buying anything Ethan was selling.  “You 
have that much power?” she asked Ethan. 
 
Ethan leaned back in his chair and folded his arms 
complacently.  “You do remember a rather more 
interesting than usual Halloween a few years back?” 
he asked, obviously amused.   
 
Buffy looked torn between remembered outrage 
and a hint of belated respect at the reminder that 
Ethan was capable of casting spells that had town-
wide impact.  Had done it more than once, Xander 
recalled, remembering band candy night.  The fact 
that he’d done spells of that magnitude for a joke - 
or possibly to impress Giles - made Xander wonder 
for the first time just how powerful Ethan really 
was.  He’d certainly pulled off the spell to disable 
the chip in Spike’s head with seeming ease.  Ethan’s 
attitude had really colored their perception of his 



abilities, he realized.  The chaos mage didn’t have 
the grave seriousness and caution about his power 
that Tara and the coven did, treating his power as 
lightly as a child showing off a new stunt - 
something none of the other kids could do, but still, 
nothing more than a lark.   
 
Looking around, Xander could see that everyone 
else was also adjusting their image of Ethan from 
somewhat annoying outsider, there because of 
Giles and for no other reason, to a powerful magic 
worker who could be truly useful, if he chose, or 
dangerous, if that’s what he wanted.   
 
“Ok, good.  Ethan gets set up, does the spell, then 
we tackle Glory,” he summed up crisply.  “So, where 
do we fight her, and how do we get her there?”  He 
looked around at the others hoping one of them 
had more inspiration than he was currently coming 
up with. 
 
~~~~~~~ 
 
“What if we lure Glory into an 



ambush?  Somewhere of our choosing outside of 
town where there aren’t so many people for her to 
kill?” 
 
They’d been discussing options for more than an 
hour and hadn’t come up with anything that felt 
solid.  All of them were tired and the reality that 
they were fighting a god was sinking in again after 
the brief euphoria of the Gem. 
 
“I know you’re not thinking of using Dawn as bait,” 
Buffy said tightly. 
 
“Of course not.  I was more thinking 
misdirection.  We waive a red flag over here while 
Dawn and Joyce are sneaking away over there.” 
 
“Still, we shouldn’t underestimate Glory.  Trying to 
get her to follow one of us to a place of our 
choosing…” Giles said dubiously. 
 
“I was thinking more along the lines of planting the 
information with her minions,” Xander admitted. 
 



“Might work,” Spike allowed.  “Given they’re not 
the brightest lot, but what could you tell them that 
would convince them we’re out in the open with 
the Key?  Which is the only thing that will get 
Glory’s attention this close to the ritual.” 
 
Buffy sighed tiredly, scrubbing her hands through 
her hair and trying not to sound as worried as she 
actually was.  “We need to find out more about the 
ritual.  We need to know exactly when it’s going to 
happen and we need to know what it 
involves.  Because I’m thinking that if we don’t 
know what Glory has planned, then we’re going to 
find out the hard way by Glory kicking in the front 
door.”  She grimaced apologetically in Tara’s 
direction.  “No offense, but I’m not sure the wards 
are going to hold if Glory gets really pissed and 
short of time.” 
 
Tara just shook her head.  “No, you’re right.  We 
don’t know how long they’re going to hold or if 
Glory will find a way through them to find us.” 
 
“So, all we need is to know exactly what Glory is 



planning and exactly when it is going to happen,” 
Giles summarized wearily.  “Something the Knights 
of Byzantium attempted to learn for centuries 
without much success.  Perfect.” 
 
“Always someone around who knows something,” 
Spike pointed out.  “Maybe we should find one of 
those scabby little minions again, ask them.” 
 
The worst part was, no one had anything better to 
offer in the way of a plan. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Buffy was sitting on the couch with her head on her 
mother’s shoulder, Joyce’s arm around 
her.  Watching them from the shadows, Xander 
couldn’t help thinking that Mrs. Summers was the 
only thing keeping Buffy together.  Every time they 
got a glimpse of cabin-fever Buffy, Joyce deftly 
distracted her - calling her in to the kitchen to help 
her peel vegetables, or wash dishes, or set the 
table, any one of a number of mundane tasks that 
always ended up with the two of them talking.   



 
Truth was, Joyce was keeping them all 
together.  Without ever belying the seriousness of 
their situation, she had single-handedly managed to 
make their forced confinement in the mansion feel 
almost like a family outing.  She quietly insisted that 
Dawn, in addition to her self-imposed Willow 
responsibilities and helping with research, keep 
doing her schoolwork, often with one of the others 
helping her. 
 
She cooked for all of them, putting her foot down 
about them stopping everything and all of them 
sitting down together at the table and eating a 
proper meal.  She allowed no discussion of Glory at 
the table, firmly keeping the conversation on 
mundane topics.  After a brief resistance, all of 
them realized that they were better off for the 
break from their relentless focus on Glory, returning 
to research after the break, refreshed and ready to 
tackle the problem with fresh eyes.    
 
Xander couldn’t even imagine how they would have 
made it through these past few days without 



her.  Buffy and Dawn especially would have long 
since fallen to pieces without Joyce and he 
suspected the rest of them would have as 
well.  Having her mother there to share the 
responsibility of protecting Dawn took some of the 
weight off Buffy’s shoulders.  Joyce’s calm presence 
kept Buffy grounded and stopped Dawn from 
panicking.  Without her, he suspected Buffy would 
have given in to her own fears and taken off with 
Dawn, with or without the rest of them, in a 
desperate attempt to outrun Glory for long enough 
to make a difference.   
 
Even with Joyce there, there was a building tension 
in the house, all of them aware that time was 
running out.  Willow unwittingly confirmed that fact 
as she periodically struggled against them, crying 
out that it was “time”.  Unfortunately, she wasn’t 
able to answer questions or given them any insight 
into Glory even during her rare lucid moments, 
whatever connection she had with Glory or the Key, 
she wasn’t able to talk coherently about it. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
Giles’ raised voice could be heard throughout the 
mansion.  “You bloody fool!  Are you trying to get 
yourself killed?!” 
 
“Careful, Ripper,” was Ethan’s amused reply.  “I’ll 
start thinking you care.” 
 
“And I’ll start thinking you’re trying to be some kind 
of hero if you ever pull another stunt like that.” 
 
“No need to be insulting.” 
 
“You endangered yourself and everyone in this 
house!” 
 
“Guys?  Is there a reason the whole street needs to 
be hearing this?” Xander asked, sticking his head in 
the room.  He’d been sitting with Willow when the 
argument started.  They’d been having to drug 
Willow more frequently, as she’d grown restless 
and agitated, struggling against the restraints they’d 
been forced to use and talking wildly about how she 
had to be somewhere.  Trusting to the sedatives to 



keep her quiet, he’d followed the angry voices to 
the dining room. 
 
Both men swung around to face him, Giles 
obviously barely clinging to his temper while Ethan 
looked completely unruffled.  Giles took an audible 
breath and deliberately unclenched his hands. 
 
“I apologize, Xander,” he said stiffly.  “Ethan just did 
something exceptionally foolish, even for him, and I 
was merely expressing my disapproval.  I hadn’t 
realized quite…” 
 
“How loud and condescending you were being?” 
Ethan finished for him with a slightly resentful edge 
to his voice.   
 
“What happened?” Xander asked, looking back and 
forth between the two of them. 
 
“Ethan slipped out without telling any of us and 
went to see a highly unreliable source, looking for 
information on Glory,” Giles explained 
scathingly.  “He’s lucky he wasn’t killed.  The 



Nathryck demon he visited…” he shook his head as 
words obviously failed him.   
 
“What’s Ethan done now?” Buffy asked, coming in 
from the garden followed by Dawn, Joyce and 
Spike.   
 
“Nathryck demon?” Spike repeated.  “You mean 
Doc?” 
 
“Yes, I wasn’t aware that you knew him,” Ethan 
said, breaking off his glaring match with Giles. 
 
“Don’t,” Spike said.  “Just heard about him.”  For 
the benefit of the rest of them, he added:  “Bookish 
type.  The kind of fellow who’s tuned in to the 
nastier corners of the magic world.  Connected, but 
not exactly what you’d call reliable.”  
 
“The kind of unreliable chap who just might be 
aware of Glory and her plans.”  Ethan gestured to 
the metal box on the table.   
 
Spike snorted.  “Beat it out of him, did you?”  When 



everyone looked skeptical, he smirked at the chaos 
mage.  “Doc’s about 80 in human years and weighs 
maybe 100 pounds soaking wet.  Even Mr. Heroic 
here could probably take him.” 
 
“Appearances are deceiving, Spike, as you bloody 
well know,” Giles exclaimed.  “Nathryck demons 
may look like elderly humans but they don’t fight 
like one.  Ethan could have gotten himself killed.” 
 
“But he didn’t and it looks like he got the goodies,” 
Spike pointed out. 
 
Buffy was already examining the box.  “What is it?” 
 
“Nothing,” Ethan said sarcastically.  “It’s what’s 
inside that’s important.”  He gave Giles an 
unreadable glance, opening the box and handing 
him a thick book.  The leather cover was dark and 
cracking with age and Giles opened it with cautious 
eagerness. 
 
“Apparently Doc has been waiting a long time for 
Glory to appear.” 



 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Could show a bit more gratitude, Ripper.” 
 
“I admit you pulled it off, Ethan, but why go 
alone?  Why not take me, or someone else as 
backup?” 
 
The two men had obviously not remembered the 
door was open and Xander paused for a moment, 
listening curiously for Ethan’s explanation.  The trip 
had seemed out of character for the chaos mage, 
especially if the demon was dangerous - Ethan 
tended to avoid physical danger whenever possible. 
 
“I’ve dealt with him safely before, Rupert,” Ethan 
said seriously and Giles stilled at the unusual use of 
his given name.  “Doc is a bit iffy.  He’s far more 
likely to tell a chaos mage what we needed to hear, 
rather than someone like you.  Bit obvious these 
days, Ripper, that you only pull for the good side of 
the Force.”  He lifted his hand and cupped Giles’ 
face, stroking his thumb across his cheek with a 



loving gesture.  “Pity all that lovely darkness is so 
often buried these days under all those layers of 
tweed.” 
 
“I’ll show you darkness,” Giles growled, taking 
Ethan’s lips in a savage kiss.  
 
Xander smiled to himself as Giles pushed the very 
willing Ethan back against the table.  He reached in 
and quietly pulled the door closed, giving the two 
men their privacy, hoping for their sakes that the 
folding table was sturdier than it looked.   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Watcher’s getting some, I see,” Spike commented 
when Xander came into their bedroom.  “Good on 
him.” 
 
Xander climbed into the bed beside him.  “They’re 
just making out.”  He glared at Spike when he 
opened his mouth to tell him exactly what the two 
were doing now.  “And if you ever want sex again, 
you will not put images in my head of Giles doing it 



with anyone,” he said threateningly.  “Got it?” 
 
“Right, pet.  The two middle-aged British guys are 
just sipping tea and holding hands.” 
 
“Damn straight,” Xander muttered and Spike 
laughed, sliding his arms around his boy.   
 
“Not like I’m getting any anyway,” he pointed 
out.  “What with your ‘no doing it while surrounded 
by other people’ foolishness.” 
 
“Yeah, like either of us would survive Dawn walking 
in on us.” 
 
“Speak for yourself,” Spike leered, then ducked as 
Xander took a mock swing at him.  He caught 
Xander’s hand and held it, pulling it against his 
chest.  Xander sighed and squirmed a little, settling 
down for the night. 
 
“Xander?” 
 
“Hmm?” 



 
“I’ll be gone for a few hours tonight, luv.  Back by 
dawn.”  He smirked as he remembered the 
ring.  “Or shortly after.” 
 
Xander sat up quickly, shooting him a look that had 
more than a little accusation in it.  “And why exactly 
do you need to leave when we all agreed we have 
to stay out of sight for as long as possible?  Ethan’s 
little errand this afternoon was risky enough.” 
 
“Gotta check in with the Court.”  Spike told him 
calmly, knowing Xander would understand the 
necessity.  “Been gone from the apartment three 
nights already.  Court doesn’t see me soon and 
some of the minions are going to start getting 
ideas.  Not to worry, luv.  I’ll spend a couple hours 
at the Court, knock a few heads together, and have 
the Lieutenants keep things in check for the next 
couple of days.  Tell ’em I’m going out of town or 
something.”   
 
While most Masters didn’t leave their Courts, Spike 
had left town a couple of times with Xander for a 



few days or a week.  Finishing off Glory shouldn’t 
take long enough for the Court to get restive.   
 
He hoped.   
 
Xander nodded reluctantly, then 
brightened.  “Good.  You can do something for me 
while you’re out.  Stop by a pawn shop and pick up 
nine more rings.” 
 
“What?”  Spike blinked in surprise, having assumed 
he was about to be handed a grocery list. 
 
“Spike, the first time Glory knocks you across the 
room and you aren’t injured, she’s going to figure 
out something’s up.  She may not be the smartest 
hellgod on the planet, but it doesn’t take a brain 
surgeon to know that something’s different when 
you start the instant healing thing.  She’s been 
around forever, what if she’s heard of the 
Gem?  What if she decides to pull the big, ugly, 
obviously old ring you’re suddenly wearing off and 
see if that’s it?  Let’s at least make it harder for 
her.  Or wear the damn thing on your toes to hide 



it.” 
 
“Toe rings aren’t exactly my style, luv,” Spike 
pointed out. 
 
“Well, lots and lots of ugly rings have just become 
your style, Spike.  Get used to it.” 
 
“Fair enough.”  It was a good thought on Xander’s 
part and Spike smiled.  That was his boy, always 
looking out for him.  Well, he was going to do the 
same for Xander, whether his Claimed liked it or 
not.  “Need you to do something for me, luv.”  Spike 
told him, turning slightly so he could look Xander 
directly in the eyes.  “Need you to sit this one out.” 
 
“What?  No!” Xander began heatedly. 
 
“I mean it, Xander.  All Glory has to do to make this 
-” he held up the hand with the Gem in illustration - 
“meaningless is to threaten you.  She puts a knife to 
your throat and the fight’s over.  And it isn’t going 
to take her long to figure that out.  Like you said, as 
soon as she realizes she can’t hurt me, she’s going 



to try something else.  Can’t risk it.” 
 
“Spike…”  
 
“Not open for discussion, luv.  Because if it’s a 
choice between you and the rest of the world, the 
world can go hang.  I’ll choose you every time.”  He 
shrugged and the careless gesture somehow 
managed to convey just how serious he was about 
this.  “I’m a demon.  Not really into all that self-
sacrifice for the greater good bollocks.  If it’s a 
choice between having you by my side in hell or 
living without you in paradise, I know which way I’ll 
go.  Love Dawn and Joyce, but I’d trade them for 
you without blinking.  That’s why I need you to sit 
this one out.” 
 
Xander stared at him for a long time.  He’d known 
he was important to Spike, that Spike loved him and 
that he considered their relationship 
permanent.  He hadn’t really understood that Spike 
would sacrifice everyone else he loved to keep 
Xander safe.  Hearing Spike say it so calmly…that 
Xander’s life was worth more to him than the rest 



of the world, was pretty scary making and humbling 
and really really amazing. 
 
“Guess I’m sitting this one out then,” was all he 
could think to say.  

A/N - bits of slightly mangled dialog borrowed from 
‘The Weight of the World’  

 

Part Thirty-Seven 

Spike signaled his Lieutenants as soon as he set foot 
in the Court, jerking his head slightly in the direction 
of the stairs.  Without waiting for 
acknowledgement, he climbed the stairs to the 
second floor, ignoring the curious looks from the 
minions who were drifting back to the factory as 
dawn approached. 
 
Four of the five Lieutenants were in the Court and 
they followed him into the conference room.  Spike 
stood at the head of the table, facing 
them.  “Hellgod in town,” he told them without 
preamble.  “Looking to open some kind of 



portal.  Followers are mostly short, scabby demons 
who wear brown robes.  Any of you seen them 
around?” 
 
“They’ve been all over town in the last few days,” 
Michael said immediately.  “Asking questions, 
looking for the Slayer.” 
 
“They getting any information?” 
 
“The Slayer hasn’t been seen for the last several 
nights.  She hasn’t been patrolling like usual, just 
those demons that sometimes cover for her,” 
Arkady told him. 
 
Spike nodded, thinking quickly.  He wasn’t going to 
sit in the mansion for days on end, not when they 
had the means now of kicking Glory’s overrated 
arse.  They needed to end this.  “Right.  The five of 
you are going to track them down.  Pass the word 
that the Slayer and her friends are hiding out in that 
deserted campground on the east side of town.  Be 
subtle,” his gaze lingered on Anthony 
warningly.  “Don’t talk to them directly.  Let them 



overhear you gossiping or some such.  But I want 
them to hear where the Slayer’s at as soon as 
possible.  That means I want you in the tunnels and 
spreading out around town by noon.  Take a minion 
with you, someone you can pretend to be bragging 
to, or giving instructions to, nice and loud so it can 
be overheard.  Stake ’em afterwards.  Jose, you find 
Mark and explain what I want.” 
 
They all nodded, none of them troubled by the 
instructions.  Michael and Anthony hiding their 
puzzlement, the other two just accepting that Spike 
wasn’t going to explain his reasons. 
 
“When you’re through, that’s the end of it,” he 
finished.  “No one else in the Court ever hears 
about this.  Clear?” 
 
He flung himself into a chair as the lieutenants filed 
out, satisfied that the word would get back to Glory 
this afternoon.  If her minions were canvassing the 
town, the witch’s ravings were on the money and 
time was running out for Glory to use the Key.  They 
could expect an attack within a few hours at most 



of Glory learning where they were hiding out.   
 
He pushed himself to his feet and strode down to 
the factory floor.  The sun was up and he noted with 
approval that Jose had pulled Mark to one side to 
bring him up to speed.  Tempting as it was to just 
walk out the front door into the early morning 
sunlight, he dropped down instead through the 
opening to the tunnels.  No point in letting anyone 
find out about the Gem until it was 
unavoidable.  Sooner or later, he was going to have 
to fight for it but he didn’t need the distraction 
now.  He had another errand to run. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
He kicked in the rear door of the pawn shop.  None 
of the businesses on the street were open yet, 
except the coffee shop three doors down, and the 
street was quiet enough that no one should notice 
him entering the pawn shop from the alley.  As he 
entered the deserted building, a small red light 
began flashing behind the counter and he 
smirked.  He’d be out of here long before the 



Sunnydale police put down their donuts and 
answered the alarm.   
 
He crossed to the jewelry section and smashed the 
glass case, grabbing two trays of rings and tipping 
them into a plastic bag he snatched from behind the 
counter.  Twenty or so rings tumbled into the bag 
and he figured that was enough to give him a 
decent assortment to choose from.   
 
Turning to leave, he hesitated.  There was 
something… 
 
He couldn’t quite place it but there was a familiar 
smell in the air, something that tugged at his 
memory and put him on alert.  Ignoring the rapidly 
approaching siren, he followed the faint scent to 
the racks of clothing, closing his eyes and following 
his other senses to the smell that was pricking at 
him.   
 
He ran his hand along the rack, tracing its way along 
a line of leather coats until his hand stopped at one 
particular one.  Pulling it off the rack, his jaw 



dropped and he laughed out loud, only 
remembering where he was as tires screeched 
outside the shop.  His hand closed convulsively 
around the worn black leather and he sprinted for 
the back, just as Sunnydale’s finest kicked in the 
front door. 
 
His duster hadn’t been lost after all in the burnt 
ruins of the Initiative.  The faint reek of chemicals 
and the vaguely familiar scent of one of the guards 
who’d patrolled the corridor outside his cells still 
clung to the leather and Spike laughed again as he 
took to his heels, ignoring the shouts behind 
him.  The soldier had pawned his duster and the 
beloved coat was his again.   
 
Losing the police, Spike slowed his pace and 
shrugged into the coat.  As the soft leather wrapped 
itself around him like they’d never been parted, he 
felt again the rush of winning the death match with 
the New York Slayer, drinking deep of her rich, hot 
blood spiced with adrenaline and that something 
extra that made Slayer blood the headiest drink of 
his life.  Twice now he’d tasted that blood, the 



power of it intoxicating him like nothing else he’d 
ever drunk.  Just wearing the black leather duster 
was enough to transport him back to that moment 
of unparalleled triumph:  when he became the only 
living vampire to have killed two Slayers.  Symbol of 
the toughest fight of his unlife, the coat had been 
part of his identity for more than two 
decades.  Having it back again made him feel 
invincible in a way even the Gem couldn’t.   
 
Spike lit a cigarette and stowed the pack in a pocket 
of the duster.  Taking a long drag, he turned and 
strode down the street in the direction of the 
mansion, the smell of cigarette smoke and leather 
accompanying him like old friends, the faint sound 
of the coat billowing behind him as he walked and 
the unfamiliar sensation of being completely 
heedless of where the shadows were filling him 
with reckless glee. 
 
Glory didn’t stand a chance. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 



The sound of people moving around upstairs roused 
Xander from sleep and he stirred, reaching for Spike 
sleepily.  His groping hand found only an empty bed 
and he woke the rest of the way, feeling that 
instinctive flutter of panic at the realization that 
Spike hadn’t returned to their bed by dawn.  After a 
moment, he smiled, remembering the Gem and 
rolled out of the bed.  Spike would either be 
upstairs chatting with Joyce as she fixed breakfast, 
or even taking his time strolling home through the 
sunlight.  Well, probably not that as they were all 
trying to avoid being seen outside the 
mansion.  Pulling on jeans and a t-shirt, Xander 
hastily brushed his teeth and padded upstairs to see 
what was up.   
 
Giles was in the dining room.  From the notes 
scattered around him, it looked like he’d been up 
for several hours already, pouring over the book 
Ethan had obtained from the demon. 
 
“How’s it going?” he asked. 
 
Giles looked up but didn’t answer right away, 



pulling his glasses off and rubbing at his eyes.  “Not 
well,” he said quietly.  “Tara tells me Willow had 
another violent episode this morning.  She didn’t 
say, but from the mark on her face, it appears 
Willow struck her.  It’s not Willow’s fault, of course, 
but I am worried that she will become too much for 
us to handle.  She is getting more and more agitated 
as time goes on.” 
 
“I know.  I think it’s going to keep getting worse 
until we stop Glory.”  
 
“I suspect you are right.  I’ve been reading the book 
Ethan brought and it contains more information 
about the ritual itself.  It doesn’t give an exact 
timetable for when Glory can use the Key but it 
does tell us what the ritual involves.” 
 
“So, how does it work?” Dawn asked, and Xander 
jumped at the sudden sound of her voice behind 
him.  Looking around, Dawn was staring at Giles, 
who faltered under her steady gaze and looked 
down.  “I want to know.” 
 



“Dawn…” Joyce began, entering from the kitchen, 
wiping her hands on a dishcloth and looking 
worried. 
 
“No,” Dawn insisted.  “I need to know.” 
 
Giles glanced helplessly at Joyce for guidance, who 
reluctantly nodded her permission.  “Why don’t you 
tell us all, Rupert,” she said. 
 
~~~~~ 
 
Everyone but Willow and Spike - who wasn’t back 
yet - gathered in the living room to hear what Giles 
had learned.  Looking as if he wished he were 
anywhere but here, Giles sat in an armchair facing 
them all.  Ethan leaned against the back of the 
chair, his face unusually shuttered.  The rest of 
them had found seats around the room. 
 
Xander couldn’t help noticing how defeated Giles 
looked, and he dreaded hearing what Giles had to 
say.  Giles was avoiding everyone’s eyes, especially 
Dawn’s.  He’d winced when Joyce had given her 



permission to tell Dawn but he hadn’t 
protested.  Now, he squared his shoulders a little 
and shuffled through his notes, clearing his throat 
before beginning to speak. 
 
“The book describes the ritual Glory must use to 
open the portal.  Much of it is information that we 
already know, but there are passages that…” 
 
He cleared his throat again and put on his glasses, 
picking up the book and turning to a marked 
passage.  “The Key was living energy.  It needed to 
be channeled, poured into a specific place at a 
specific time. The energy would flow into that spot, 
causing the walls between the dimensions to break 
down.  It stops -- the energy is used up -- and the 
walls come back up. Glory uses that time to get 
back to her dimension, not caring that all manner of 
hell will be unleashed on Earth in the meantime.” 
 
“But I’m not living energy anymore.”  Dawn said 
before the rest of them could think of anything to 
say.  She looked as fragile as porcelain as she sat 
there, pale and heartbreakingly young.  Joyce had 



her arm around her as if she could shield Dawn 
from harm by the force of her love alone.  “How… 
how is the energy released?” 
 
Giles lifted his eyes for the first time, looking at 
Dawn as he answered as gently as he could.  “Your 
blood, Dawn.  If your blood is shed at a certain time 
and place, the fabric which separates all realities 
will be ripped apart.  Dimensions will pour into one 
another with no barriers to stop them.  Reality as 
we know it will be destroyed, and chaos will reign 
on Earth.” 
 
“So how do we stop it?” 
 
Buffy’s grim question broke the awful silence that 
had followed Giles’ explanation.  He wrenched his 
gaze from Dawn with an almost physical effort and 
looked at Buffy, making a helpless little gesture. 
 
“The portal will only close once the blood is 
stopped. And the only way for that to happen 
is…  Buffy, the only way is …”  His voice faltered, 
unable to put it into words with Buffy and Joyce 



both staring at him with horrified eyes. 
 
“Is to kill me,” Dawn said with a horrible matter-of-
factness.  Despite her calm statement, her eyes 
were frightened. 
 
“No!”  Joyce pulled Dawn fully into her 
arms.  “That’s not going to happen, baby.”  Her eyes 
begged them to find another way. 
 
“It’s only for a short time, right?” Buffy asked 
desperately.  “Glory goes home and the walls come 
back up, no more hell on earth, right?”  Her eyes 
pleaded with Giles.  “Dawn survives and we can 
clean up the mess afterwards.” 
 
Giles shook his head.  “I wish that were true.  But 
the portal won’t close until the energy is 
stopped.”  He looked down at the book in his hands 
and read out loud:  “‘The blood flows, the gates will 
open.  The gates will close when it flows no 
more.’”   He closed the book.  “When….” 
 
“When I’m dead.”  Dawn’s voice was barely 



audible.   
 
“I’m very much afraid so.  According to everything I 
can find, the only way to close the portal once it’s 
opened is for you to die.” 
 
Buffy’s quiet response was unwavering.  “That’s not 
happening.  If the portal is opened, then you are all 
going to have to look out for yourselves, because I 
will not let Dawn die, even to save the world.” 
 
“Buffy…” Dawn began, her voice shaking. 
 
“No!  I won’t.  I can’t.  You’re my sister.  I won’t let 
you die.” 
 
“If I don’t, then you and mom and everyone else 
will die too,” Dawn said quietly, but with steel in her 
voice.  “I don’t want that.” 
 
“I killed Angel to save the world,” Buffy told them 
all.  “I can’t go through that again.  I won’t kill 
someone else I love to save the world.  I’m sorry, 
but I can’t do it.” 



 
“Then we have to find another way,” Tara said 
softly. 
 
“We have to take out Glory before she starts her 
ritual.”  It seemed obvious to Xander.  Obvious, and 
maybe impossible, but it was their only shot. 
 
“That’s what we’re going to do,” Spike said 
flatly.  “Today.”   
 
Xander wasn’t the only one startled by Spike’s 
sudden appearance.  They all turned to look at him, 
standing in the doorway, hands clasping his belt, 
whipcord lean and dangerous in black t-shirt and 
jeans, the familiar black leather duster hanging off 
his shoulders.  His eyes were fixed on Dawn and she 
straightened slightly, seeming to take comfort from 
the certainty of his voice. 
 
Xander blinked, not sure he was seeing 
correctly.  The duster had been lost last year, 
vanished inside the Initiative, but now, impossibly, 
Spike was wearing it again, looking just as he had 



the first time Xander ever saw him.   
 
“But…” 
 
Spike overrode Buffy’s hesitant beginning.  “Sent 
word to Glory where we’ve been staying, she’ll 
come for us.” 
 
“You what?!” Giles exclaimed angrily, rising to his 
feet. 
 
Spike just looked at him.  “Don’t be stupid, 
Watcher.  I didn’t tell her about the mansion, just 
where we’ve supposedly been staying.  The place 
where we’re going to kill her.” 
 
Giles relaxed.  “Oh.”  He sat back down 
slowly.  “Perhaps you should fill us in on what 
you’re planning,” he suggested. 
 
~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike told them about the arrangements he’d 
made, not caring if any of them thought he 



should’ve consulted with them.  Xander wasn’t 
upset and that was all he cared about.  Dawn 
needed them to end this and so did the rest of 
them.  They couldn’t just continue to wait for Glory 
to make a move, tension ratcheting up until it 
crackled in the air like static electricity, tempers 
fraying, and nerves stretching to the snapping 
point.  None of the humans were going to be fit to 
fight soon unless they stopped waiting and dealt 
with Glory now. 
 
For a wonder, none of them made more than token 
protests and most of those were actually practical 
concerns:  who went and who stayed, the lay of the 
land, and whatnot.   
 
“Won’t Glory know this is a trap?  We don’t have 
tents or anything and don’t have time to set 
anything up.  She’ll know we haven’t been staying 
there and that’s what your Lieutenants are telling 
her, right?  That we’ve been hiding out there for 
awhile now?” Buffy asked. 
 
“Not to worry, Slayer,” he told her.  “Already got 



that covered.” 
 
~~~~~~~ 
 
“A Winnebago?” Buffy asked in disbelief.  “Where 
on earth…?  And where did you get the 
money…?”  She bit off the rest of her question at 
Spike’s look.  “Oh.  Never mind.” 
 
“Well done, Spike,” Rupert said.  “This won’t arouse 
her suspicion.  We could very well have been 
camping out in this the entire time.  Ethan and Tara 
can remain safely inside the camper while they do 
the spell, while the rest of us wait outside for 
Glory.” 
 
“Ridiculous tin can, but it ought to do the 
trick.”  Spike had been pleased when he’d thought 
of the camper, even though it had been 
embarrassing to nick something so… human.  “Told 
the Lieutenants to head out at noon,” he reminded 
them.  A glance up at the sun told him it was nearly 
that.  “We need to pack up and head out.  My guess 
is she’ll be coming sooner rather than later.” 



 
“Agreed.”  Buffy turned back to the 
house.  “Weapons all around then, and whatever 
ingredients and books you guys need for the spell.” 
 
Everyone scrambled to get what they needed and 
Spike caught Xander’s arm, keeping him by his side 
as the others went back inside the 
mansion.  “You’re staying here, luv,” he reminded 
Xander.  “Watch over Dawn and Joyce until we get 
back.  And the witch,” he added belatedly.  He 
didn’t care about the witch himself, but she was 
important to Xander and he was prepared to use 
anything he had to, to keep Xander out of this fight. 
 
Xander nodded reluctantly and then threw his arms 
around Spike, hugging him tightly.  “Be careful,” he 
said. 
 
“Invulnerable, remember?” Spike reminded him 
cockily.  “We’ll take Glory out and be back in time 
for supper.” 
 
“You do that,” Xander said grimly, giving him a 



quick, hard kiss.  “Because if you let Glory kill you, 
I’m never going to forgive you.” 
 
He turned on his heel but Spike pulled him back, 
burying a hand in his hair and kissing him slowly and 
thoroughly.  “Thank you.”  
 
Xander’s brows quirked and then he nodded, 
understanding that Spike was thanking him for 
being willing to sit this one out.   
 
“Just don’t get used to it.” 
 
Spike let out a short bark of laughter.  “Love you, 
Xander,” he said quietly 
 
“Love you, Spike.” 
 
Xander turned and walked into the mansion 
without looking back and Spike let him go this 
time.  He knew how hard it was for Xander to let 
him go into this fight without insisting on being by 
his side.  He heard the others coming and swung 
himself up into the camper, settling into 



the  driver’s seat and turning on the engine. 
 
“Let’s move it, kiddies,” he called to the others as 
they climbed into the vehicle with weapons, books 
and a small box of magic supplies.  “Got us a hellgod 
to kill.”  

A/N - bits of slightly altered dialog borrowed from 
‘The Weight of the World’  

 
 

Part Thirty-Eight 

 
WARNING!! This chapter contains VIOLENCE!  

Buffy jumped down from the Winnebago and 
looked around the deserted campsite, her nose 
wrinkling a little in distaste.  Clumps of grass 
sprouted through the cracked and broken 
pavement of the parking lot and the tent and picnic 
areas were week-choked and overgrown and it was 
obvious the place had been a popular spot for illegal 
garbage dumping for some time.   



 
“Yeah, well, it’ll do.  Not like Culloden Moor isn’t a 
bloody swamp,” Spike pointed out, stepping out of 
the camper into the bright afternoon light and 
wondering if he was ever going to get tired of just 
popping out casually into the sun.  Not for a long 
time, he suspected, sternly repressing a smile that 
threatened to come down way too close to the 
giddy end of the scale. 
 
Buffy gave him a blank look. “Do I even want to 
know what you’re talking about?” she asked. 
 
“It’s no use, Spike.  We’re among the heathen,” 
Giles told him, with a shared ‘damn colonials’ 
understanding, giving Tara a hand down from the 
camper’s step.  “Over there,” he said, pointing 
towards where trees grew thickly at the east side of 
the parking area.  “We should set up under the 
trees because that’s what Glory would expect, given 
your former allergy to sunlight, Spike.  That also 
puts us far enough from the camper that hopefully 
Ethan and Tara will be able to work undisturbed.” 
 



“Are you sure you guys shouldn’t be further away?” 
Buffy asked.  “I was thinking you’d be out of sight 
entirely.  And definitely further than a pissed-off 
hellgod can throw an ax.” 
 
Ethan gave her a look that spoke volumes about his 
opinion of her intelligence.   
“Unless you want to risk having your mind torn out 
by mistake, there a limit to how far  away I can be,” 
he said impatiently.  “I need to have Glory within 
sight in order to focus the spell properly.  As soon as 
you fearless warriors” - his voice dripped sarcasm at 
the term - “have her attention, I’ll begin the spell.  I 
trust you lot can keep her too busy to spend much 
time looking around for a few minutes,” he said, 
obviously dubious of their ability to do any such 
thing.   
 
“Then why isn’t Willow here?” Buffy asked 
sharply.  “Don’t you need her nearby to restore 
her?” 
 
Ethan rolled his eyes.  “No.  The spell tears loose 
anything that doesn’t belong to Glory.  Willow’s 



mind will be drawn back to where it 
belongs.  Having her body here, screaming and 
thrashing about, isn’t necessary for the spell’s 
effectiveness and would certainly do nothing to 
assist with either our concentration or our ability to 
remain hidden.” 
 
“Oh.” 
 
“Remember the Gentlemen, Buffy?  Everyone in 
town regained their voice when you opened the 
box, not just those nearby,” Giles reminded 
her.  “It’s quite comforting really,” he added 
innocently.  “To think that order wins over chaos 
every time.” 
 
Ethan glared at him, then shrugged and 
said:  “There is a good chance that Glory will be 
momentarily disoriented at the very least, 
immediately after the spell.  I suggest you use that 
to your advantage.” 
 
Giles looked relieved.  “That will be of great 
assistance, Ethan.  Thank you.  Anything that helps 



weaken Glory will make our task easier.” 
 
Leaving the three magic workers to set up inside the 
camper, Spike and Buffy set out to check the 
perimeter.  The campsite was a good mile off the 
freeway and had been constructed in the woods to 
offer campers cool relief from the summer’s 
heat.  It had been deserted for years, closed for 
“maintenance” which somehow had never been 
completed.  Too many mysterious disappearances 
and ‘accidental’ deaths had occurred over the 
handful of years it had been a state campground 
and the government had quietly and unofficially 
shut it down permanently.  It hadn’t been used in 
twenty years and wasn’t even in the guidebooks 
any longer.  From the looks of it, even vampires 
hadn’t wasted their time hunting here in a long 
time.   
 
Spike had parked the camper in the center of the 
parking lot, leaving clear ground around the camper 
in every direction.  No one could get closer than 100 
feet to the magic workers without being seen. 
 



He’d found the campground during his early days as 
Master of Sunnydale, when he’d explored every 
square foot of his Territory, familiarizing himself 
with the area under his protection and control.  It 
hadn’t been on his patrol route since those early 
days and, now, visiting the place again for the first 
time in several years, he was pleased with his 
choice of battleground.  Far enough outside town to 
be plausible as a hiding place for the Slayer to have 
taken her people, the long-deserted area wasn’t 
something anyone was likely to stumble across by 
accident.  The extensive parking lot gave them a 
clear field to maneuver in, and the surrounding 
woods provided cover should the magic workers 
need to run for it. 
 
It would do. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander snapped the phone shut.  “Well, at least 
that’s something.”  He couldn’t stop pacing 
restlessly around the courtyard, despite the fact 
that he knew it wasn’t helping Joyce or Dawn.  He 



should be inside, sitting with Willow or talking to 
Dawn, something.  Doing something useful instead 
of wasting all his energy worrying himself sick about 
what was happening across town.   
 
“Xander.” 
 
Joyce stood in the doorway, gazing at him 
sympathetically.   
 
“Sorry,” he told her.  “I know I can’t do anything 
about Glory, she’s kind of a superheroes only fight, 
but…” 
 
“But you’re worried about them.  I am too.”  She 
stepped through the French doors and crossed the 
courtyard, hugging herself a little as she stood 
gazing at the jasmine, tumbling down the wall in a 
profusion of white flowers.  After a moment, she 
turned to look at him.  “You know who else I’m 
worried about?  The mental patients at the 
hospital.  If the spell works and they get better as 
quickly as they got sick, they’re going to wake to 
find themselves strapped to beds, possibly with no 



memory of why they are there.  We’re here for 
Willow, but…”  she gestured helplessly. 
 
“Mrs. Summers?  Have I told you lately that I love 
you?” 
 
She looked confused but pleased and Xander pulled 
out his cell again.  “That’s something I can do 
something about.”  He grinned at her.  “I know 
someone who works in the psych ward.  She can be 
there to keep an eye on things.”  Now that she’d 
mentioned it, it would probably be a good idea to 
have someone there who could help cut through 
the bureaucratic red tape that would get in the way 
of the immediately release of people who had been 
raving lunatics only an hour earlier.  Hopefully, the 
hospital would be so relieved to get rid of the 
mental patients that they would just accept the 
miracle cure the same way they accepted 
Sunnydale’s astounding number of barbeque fork 
accidents. 
 
“Is Willow awake?” 
 



Joyce nodded.   
 
“Maybe I’m just being stupid, but why don’t we 
bring her outside?  I have this crazy picture in my 
head of her…” he hesitated, not sure what to call 
it.  “umm, what Glory took from her, speeding 
towards us like a comet.  Or a swarm of bees.  My 
imagination can’t decide if it will destroy the house, 
or bounce off all this stone.”  He gestured to the 
thick stone walls that made up the house’s exterior. 
 
“That doesn’t sound like such a crazy idea to 
me.  Even if it’s not necessary, it might be a nice 
change for her, out here in the sun.” 
 
Joyce stepped back inside the mansion as Xander 
dialed the Olsen’s phone number. 
  
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Something’s coming,” Spike said, twisting around 
at the sound of a car on the road leading in from 
the freeway.   
 



It was mid afternoon and for hours they’d had 
nothing to do but wait.  Rupert was the only one of 
them who appeared to have accepted the inevitable 
down time, sitting reading in a chair near the 
camper, an ax and a baseball bat lying casually on 
the ground near him, doing his best to look as if he 
was just enjoying the warmth of the afternoon sun 
and not as if he was guarding anyone inside the 
camper.  Tara and Rayne were quiet as well, fine-
tuning their mojo, or whatever, and concealed from 
prying eyes by drawn curtains.    
 
All three of them were doing a better job than the 
Slayer and himself, Spike admitted.  He and Buffy 
had sparred somewhat listlessly for awhile but, not 
wanting to risk being tired out, there hadn’t been 
much point.  They’d taken turns doing the rounds of 
the campground, ensuring that no one was 
sneaking up on them through the woods, but 
otherwise there was nothing to do but wait for 
Glory to show.  And she was obviously taking her 
own sweet time, although he had to admit that she 
might not have even gotten the word yet that they 
were here.  The worst part was the nagging fear 



that she might not be taking the bait at all. 
 
Buffy and he rose to their feet, picking up their 
weapons as they did so and moved to the edge of 
the parking lot, Spike hanging back a few feet so he 
was in the dappled shade of the trees - close 
enough to true shade that he didn’t think anyone 
would notice that shafts of sunlight made it through 
the foliage as the breeze rustled in the leaves and 
tossed the upper branches about.  Without the 
Ring, Spike would have had to be constantly on the 
alert and shifting position to avoid a fatal sunburn. 
 
He frowned as a light blue sedan that had seen 
better days pulled into the lot and 
parked.  Somehow, he hadn’t pictured Glory 
arriving in such a mundane fashion.  The driver’s 
door opened and a familiar, bulky figure climbed 
out. 
 
Sergeant Morgan gave them a genial wave as if he 
was just dropping by for a chat, then moved 
immediately to the trunk and began handing out 
weapons to the other who got out behind him.   



 
“Well, this is unexpected,” Spike commented.  Buffy 
and he exchanged puzzled looks, then shrugged and 
went to greet the newcomers.  Rupert was already 
at the car, shaking hands and asking questions. 
 
There were five of them, all familiar faces.  Sergeant 
Morgan lifted a club the size of a small tree out of 
the car’s trunk and rested it on his shoulder, giving 
them a shit-eating grin at their surprise.  “Xander 
said you could use some back up.” 
 
“Xander was right,” Giles said firmly.  “Thank you all 
for coming.” 
 
Xander had done well.  Sizing up their unexpected 
help, Spike realized that all of them were either 
stronger and healed faster than humans.  Sergeant 
Morgan was Kobarien, human-normal as far as 
strength went - although at the high end of the 
scale, but able to absorb a lot of damage without 
being rendered unable to fight.  Tiirpok was full-
blood Inajii, his frail looking body was deceptively 
strong and Spike wasn’t sure Inajii’s could even be 



injured.  The half-Ferschiff demon had been with 
them in the battles at the Mayor’s Ascension and 
the Initiative.  Not as strong as the other two, she 
healed quickly and had the speed and agility to 
avoid most killing blows.  He didn’t know the other 
two very well - a half E’tofskoni demon who often 
took a patrol shift and one of Xander’s old 
customers.  Lrtokk blood, Spike guessed, from the 
faint smell of rotting flesh that clung to him and the 
hint of dark green shadowing the prominent veins 
of his neck.  Lrtokk weren’t fighters by choice but 
they were strong as the proverbial bull and their 
skin was a leathery armor, protecting them from 
anything but major damage. 
 
As far as distractions for a pissy hellgod went, 
they’d do as well as anyone in town.   
 
Buffy was eyeing the Inajii demon dubiously and 
Spike wondered if they had time for a 
demonstration.  Do the Slayer a world of good to 
have her arse kicked by something that looked like a 
stiff wind could blow him over.   
 



“Xander tell you the drill?” he asked. 
 
Sergeant Morgan nodded.  “You have point, we’re 
just the relief.  Between all of us,” his gesture 
included Buffy and Spike as well as the demons with 
him, “we should be able to keep her here and 
fighting until she tires enough to turn human.”  He 
looked enquiringly at Giles.  “Xander said you had 
no idea how long it would take for her to tire?” 
 
“I’m afraid not.”  Rupert grimaced 
apologetically.  “So far, we haven’t been able to 
keep fighting her for more than a few minutes.  We 
could conceivably be talking hours, although 
hopefully that is a pessimistic estimate.” 
 
Sergeant Morgan just shrugged his massive 
shoulders.  “I guess we’ll find out the hard way.” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
One moment they were alone, their recently arrived 
backup already having difficulty with the pace or 
relax dilemma.   Then the E’tofskoni hybrid was 



racing back in from his turn patrolling the woods, 
signaling for them to be ready.  He skidded to a halt 
near them, panting from his run.   
 
“Ten or more demons coming in.  They match your 
description of Glory’s minions:  short, brown robes, 
carrying weapons, mostly swords,” he reported 
crisply as Sergeant Morgan had taught all the patrol 
demons.   
 
“That’s them,” Buffy said.  “Any sign of Glory?” 
 
The E’tofskoni shook his head and they spread out 
in a defensive line facing the woods. 
 
The minions weren’t trying to be quiet, crashing 
through the underbrush with careless disregard of 
stealth and it was Buffy who first realized that there 
was method to their amateur approach. 
 
“Coming in from the side,” she warned. 
 
Spike cursed and swung around, trying to listen 
above what he now realized was a deliberate cover 



of noise.  “Both sides, and the front,” he confirmed. 
 
There were at least twenty of them, Spike saw in an 
instant, maybe as many as thirty, all of them 
carrying swords or axes.  Coming in from all sides, 
trying to encircle the defenders.  Their own 
response was initially ragged as they hadn’t 
expected this but all of them were too experienced 
to be caught off guard for long, and they moved 
into a defensive circle, facing outwards. 
 
Glory wasn’t visible and Spike wasted a moment 
hanging back, trying to find her.  What he saw 
instead was Rupert, on his feet, weapon in hand, 
hurrying in their direction.  Impatiently, he signaled 
the man to stay back by the camper and guard the 
two magic workers.  They didn’t need one slightly-
over-the-hill Watcher to help with this band of 
misfits. 
 
“Keep an eye out for Glory,” Buffy said tensely as 
they waited for the minions to come. 
 
Spike rolled his eyes.  “Thanks, Slayer.  Because 



none of us would have remembered that.”  He 
hefted the heavy iron bar he’d brought to fight 
Glory, thinking the length and weight would serve 
him well for an opponent who was impervious to 
cutting and stabbing weapons, wishing he’d brought 
an ax instead.  He hadn’t counted on having to deal 
with Glory’s scabby little minions. 
 
The minions attacking saved him from her 
reply.  They came in a wave, as if hoping to overrun 
them by sheer numbers.  Either they didn’t 
recognize an Inajii demon or were so gung ho about 
serving Glory that they didn’t care.  Tiirpok moved 
with the fluid grace of his kind, ducking a sword 
swipe aimed at his neck.  His return kick was 
powerful enough to send the minion flying 
backwards ten feet, landing so hard his body 
formed a small crater in the concrete.  Granted the 
concrete was old and split with cracks, but it was 
still an impressive move and Spike saw Buffy - who 
was running to defend the frail looking demon - 
stop cold, her jaw dropping in shock.  Shaking her 
head, she moved back into position, obviously 
deciding that Tiirpok could handle himself. 



 
All the demons could.  Sergeant Morgan was laying 
about him with his enormous club, calm as if 
occupied with nothing more than batting practice at 
a girl’s softball game.  The Ferschiff demon had 
dropped her claws out and was attacking with her 
natural weapons, the three-inch claws having 
already disemboweled her first opponent, who lay 
screaming at her feet, clutching his shredded 
guts.  The young E’tofskoni was handling himself 
well, putting a two-handed axe to good 
use.  Xander’s customer was swinging a baseball bat 
clumsily but with such force that Glory’s minions 
were hanging back, waiting for an opening.   
 
His distraction cost him as an ax bit deeply into his 
side.  The wound healed the moment the blade was 
jerked free, but the force of the blow staggered him 
to the side and he had to drop and roll to avoid a 
second blow.  He bounced back to his feet and 
slammed the end of the iron bar into the minion’s 
stomach.  The bar slid into soft flesh and out the 
other side and Spike braced his foot against the 
screaming minion’s chest to push him away as he 



yanked the bar out and swung at another opponent 
as the first dropped to the ground, already coughing 
up blood. 
 
He risked a quick glance at the camper as the 
second minion jumped back to avoid the first one’s 
fate.  Rupert was standing on the steps, watching 
the battle anxiously, but still keeping an eye out for 
danger to his charges.  Nothing moved in that area, 
the minions were ignoring the camper entirely and 
their was still no sign of Glory. 
 
Something was wrong.  Glory had never hung back 
from a fight.  Never let her minions do her work for 
her.  Spike spun to avoid a sword thrust, the shining 
metal slipping past him as he dodged, bringing the 
heavy iron bar around in a vicious swing at the 
minions head.  He cursed as the minion ducked, the 
bar humming as it parted the air just over the short 
demon’s head.  He kicked the minion in the chest 
before it could stab at him again and snatched the 
sword out of its grip.  He tested the edge on the 
minion and it proved to be serviceably sharp, biting 
deeply into flesh before it jarred on bone.  He 



yanked it out and the minion crumpled to the 
ground in a pool of blood-stained brown robes.   
 
Spike checked the others quickly.  The Slayer was 
fighting in deadly earnest, taking out days of 
frustration on two very battered looking minions, 
punching and kicking them with a vengeful fury that 
Spike could relate to.  The others were holding their 
own with ease, and nearly half of the minions were 
already on the ground, dead or out of commission 
for a good long time. 
 
Bending down, he grabbed the minion at his feet by 
the robes and dragged him into the center of their 
circle, noting with approval that Sergeant Morgan 
and the Ferschiff demon automatically moved to 
close the gap in their lines.  Spike dropped his 
sword and shook the minion violently. 
 
“Where the fuck is Glory?” he demanded.  “Too 
good to do her own dirty work?” 
 
The minion smiled, despite the gaping wound in his 
abdomen.  “It is an honor to die in the service of 



Glorificus.” 
 
Spike snarled.  “Don’t give yourself airs.  You aren’t 
going to die for a long time.  And every moment you 
live is going to be screaming agony.” 
 
“Her magnificent splendidness will remember my 
sacrifice as she returns home.” 
 
“And when is that?” Spike growled, shaking the 
minion like a terrier with a rat. 
 
“Too soon for you to stop it,” the minion gasped 
when Spike stopped shaking him.  “The 
preparations are complete.”  Despite his obvious 
pain and the blood pouring out from between his 
fingers, the minion looked triumphant. 
 
“Don’t got her precious Key, does she?  Can’t do the 
sodding ritual without that.” 
 
“She will return home and her followers will be 
rewarded a thousand fold.”  the minion said faintly, 
almost like a prayer. 



 
Spike felt the shock of sudden understand go 
through him.  His hand tightened on the minion’s 
robes as he cursed viciously.  “She’s gone to fetch 
the Key herself.  That’s why she’s not here, innit?” 
 
The minion’s smile was all the answer he needed 
and Spike reached down and snapped his neck, 
dropping the body before it had ceased breathing 
and yelling across to Buffy:  “Slayer!  Let’s go - 
Glory’s at the mansion.” 
 
Buffy froze, then jerked around to face him, her 
face going white.  Forgetting everything else, she 
turned and sprinted across the battlefield, heading 
for the mansion.  Spike hesitated just long enough 
to snap to Sergeant Morgan:  “You guys finish off 
this lot.  Glory’s somewhere else.” before turning 
and running after the Slayer.   
 
The camper they’d arrived in was too slow by 
far.  Glory had played them for fools and their 
ambush had been turned against them.  Her 
minions were nothing more than expendable 



diversions to keep them away from Glory’s real 
intention - stealing the Key. 
 
~~~~~~ 
 
The two of them raced through the woods, the 
Slayer’s harsh panting loud even against the sound 
of their pounding feet as they took the most direct 
route to the mansion.  Branches slashed across their 
faces as they dodged tree trunks, hurdling bushes 
and fallen tree trunks.  The woods were thinning in 
front of them and the ground rose rapidly.  At the 
top of the hill, Spike caught a glimpse of open 
ground.  If he was right, it was the road leading back 
to town.  Their shortcut through the woods had cut 
over a mile off the distance and, from here, the 
road was the shortest route. 
 
They scrambled up the steep bank together, the 
Slayer keeping pace with him.  Which was good, 
useful against Glory or not, he wasn’t waiting for 
her.  He cursed as his feet sank into the soft ground 
near the top and he caught at the metal barrier that 
lined the road, using it to drag himself free and onto 



the road.  A second later, he was running down the 
road, the Slayer at his heels. 
 
There was a horn blaring behind them and the 
sound of a racing engine.  As much as he didn’t have 
time for anything but reaching Xander, Spike 
couldn’t ignore a potential danger at his flank.  He 
threw a hasty glance over his shoulder and his pace 
slackened slightly in surprise.  The motor home was 
barely 50 feet behind them and, as he automatically 
slowed, it pulled up beside them with a screech of 
brakes and the door was shoved open from inside. 
 
“Get in the bloody car, you idiots!” Rupert yelled at 
them. 
 
Spike glared at him furiously.  “My grandmother 
could outrun that thing,” he snarled. 
 
Rupert gave him a fierce smile, something reckless 
and wild burning in his eyes.  “Not with me driving 
she couldn’t.” 
 
Spike believed him.  He and Buffy scrambled on 



board and Rupert put his foot down, sending the 
Winnebago careening down the road like a sports 
car.  Under other circumstances, Spike would have 
enjoyed this ride and even now, he couldn’t help 
but be reluctantly impressed.  Rupert had the 
camper going three times the speed limit, swaying 
dangerously as he recklessly took curves without 
slowing, sideswiping parked cars and blaring the 
horn to chase pedestrians out of their path, all 
without so much as a flicker of apology crossing his 
face.   
 
Buffy dropped to a seat, her harsh panting the only 
sound as Spike realized that, in addition to Tara and 
Rayne, Morgan and Tiirpok were in the back of the 
camper with them. 
 
“The other three can handle Glory’s minions,” 
Sergeant Morgan told him, the worry in his eyes 
belying his habitual calm.   
 
Spike nodded, bracing himself against the wild 
swaying of the camper as Rupert took a curve at 
speeds the lumbering vehicle was never designed 



for, then:  “Bloody fucking hell!” he swore sharply 
as he remembered he had a way to reach 
Xander.  Cursing himself for an idiot, he hastily 
fumbled in his pockets, coming up with his cell 
phone a moment later.  The plastic was cracked and 
flipping it open just sent the top spinning across the 
camper.  He swore again and pitched the useless 
thing violently away from him, finishing the job that 
landing on top of it during the battle had started. 
 
“Any of you lot got a cell phone?” he asked and was 
met with shaking heads.  Spike forced himself to 
calm down.  It would only be a couple of minutes 
until they reached the mansion. 
 
Tara and Rayne were clinging to handholds, trying 
to avoid being flung about the interior.  Tara was 
white-faced and panicked - not by the ride but the 
danger to the witch, while Rayne looked like he was 
thoroughly enjoying himself, staring at Rupert 
lecherously as if  he was thinking about telling him 
to pull over and shag.  Rupert on the other hand 
had lost that fleeting expression of wildness and his 
expression was grimly determined as he drove, 



intent on getting back to the mansion in time to 
save the ones they’d left behind. 
 
Buffy had said nothing about the utter recklessness 
of the way Rupert was driving, instead urging him to 
go faster, as terrified as Spike about what they were 
going to find at the mansion.  They’d left behind 
their most vulnerable and most precious people, in 
their arrogant certainty that they were safe behind 
the wards that Tara and Ethan had erected.  Now, 
they all feared the same thing:  that they would 
return to lifeless bodies and Dawn missing. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Dawn screamed as they burst through the front 
door of the mansion, slamming through it with 
enough force to send the door banging into the 
wall, pieces of plaster falling in a spatter onto the 
stone floor.  A second scream followed hers, trailing 
off into a burse of gibberish.  The sounds came from 
the patio garden and Spike sprinted across to the 
French doors and flung them wide. 
 



He skidded to a halt at the sight confronting him, 
feeling Buffy slam into him from behind, but his 
attention never wavered from the courtyard. 
 
Xander, Dawn and Joyce were all staring at him, 
wide-eyed with surprise and the beginning of fear, 
Xander was between the women and the doors, 
having obviously thrown himself, weaponless, in 
front of them to protect them from whatever was 
entering the mansion.  Joyce and Dawn had their 
hands full, trying to quiet and comfort the witch 
despite their own obvious fear at the abrupt 
entrance. 
 
“What is it?” Xander asked sharply.  Spike’s eyes 
swept the room, seeing nothing out of place.  From 
the scattered plates and glasses, it looked like 
they’d been having a late lunch.  
 
“Is everyone ok?” Buffy asked.  Like Spike, she was 
scanning the courtyard for signs of trouble, 
frowning a bit as nothing but their own entrance 
seemed to be disturbing the mansion. 
 



“Of course, Buffy.  Why wouldn’t we be?” Joyce 
asked, then was forced to turn back to the witch 
who was crying out about needing to be 
somewhere.  Tara hurried across the flagstones to 
gather the witch in her arms, rocking her and 
shushing her quietly, trying to calm her down.   
 
“You haven’t seen any sign of Glory?”  Spike was 
beginning to get a bad feeling about this.  Like they 
had been played for fools.  If the minions had been 
telling the truth, Glory should have been and 
gone.  And Glory wasn’t subtle.  Not exactly the 
sneaking around quietly type.  You knew when 
she’d been there.   
 
“No, of course not.”  Xander shook his head 
emphatically as Buffy hurried past him to hug her 
mother, her body shaking with relief.  Xander’s eyes 
took in the dust and blood on their clothing and the 
unmistakable signs of battle.  “She didn’t show?” 
 
“Just her minions.”  Spike’s sense that something 
was wrong was too intense to ignore.  “Come on, all 
of you, we’re getting out of here.” 



 
The Slayer looked back at him from her mother’s 
arms.  “Why?” she asked sharply.  “What do you 
know?” 
 
“Got a bad feeling,” was all Spike could tell her, but 
it was enough.  Buffy started moving immediately, 
herding her mother and Dawn into the 
mansion.  “Everyone, grab some food and anything 
you need for the next couple of days.  We’re leaving 
in five minutes,” she ordered and everyone 
scrambled to obey.  Xander grabbed the stack of 
grocery bags and began shoveling the contents of 
the refrigerator and freezer into them, while the 
others scattered for the bedrooms.  Spike moved to 
secure their weapons, while Rupert and Rayne 
began hastily packing up the books. 
 
Four minutes later, they were all gathered in the 
living room again, arms full of hastily packed 
supplies.  “Let’s go!” Spike said sharply.  The 
mansion no longer felt like a safe haven.  It felt like 
a trap, just waiting to snap shut on them. 
 



The others were picking up on his sense of urgency 
and they all moved quickly towards the front door 
and the dubious safety of the Winnebago waiting 
outside.  Before they could finish crossing the room, 
the French doors to the garden were jerked open 
with such force they were torn from their hinges, 
the two glass-paned doors tossed backwards into 
the courtyard in a cacophony of shattering 
glass.  Glory stood framed in the opening, smiling in 
that perky, psychotic cheerleader way of hers.  She 
settled her hands on her hips and tilted her head. 
 
“Looks like the gang’s all here,” she said, her 
chipper tones more frightening than any menacing 
growl.  “Now we just have to sort out which one of 
you is my Key.”  

Part Thirty-Nine 

For a long moment, no one moved, frozen in place 
where they stood, boxes and bags in hand, all of 
them staring back at Glory in shock.  Xander was 
afraid to breathe, afraid to blink, afraid that even 
the slightest twitch would send his eyes tracking to 
Dawn.  It felt like they were poised on the edge of a 



precipice.  Any second now, the situation was going 
to explode into violence and they had to get Joyce 
and Dawn and Ethan out of here before that 
happened.  Ethan’s spell ingredients were still in the 
camper.  He’d said it would only take a couple of 
minutes to do the spell, but they had to buy him the 
time to do that before Glory killed them all. 
 
“Gonna pay for those doors, bitch.”  Not 
surprisingly, Spike was the first to speak and Xander 
broke his own frozen stillness, his head snapping 
around to see Spike striding toward Glory, snatching 
a heavy battle axe out of the bag of weapons he’d 
been carrying, dropping the bag to the floor, 
heedless of the clash of metal that followed, his 
coat flaring behind him as he moved, already 
shifted to his true face, yellow eyes fixed on Glory - 
doing everything he could to hold Glory’s attention 
as he crossed the room with rapid strides. 
 
It broke them all out of their paralysis.  Using 
Spike’s movement as cover, Xander frantically 
gestured for Tara to take Willow and go.  Out of the 
corner of his eye, he saw Buffy drop the box she 



was carrying and grab her mom and Dawn, pulling 
them with her as she ran for the front door. 
 
Impossibly, Glory was suddenly there, blocking their 
exit, sending Tara and Willow reeling backwards as 
they almost collided with her at the entrance.  Buffy 
instantly reversed directions, keeping herself 
between Glory and her family as she backed away 
from the door.  Xander saw Spike spinning around, 
charging towards them as Buffy threw a desperate 
glance towards the back door.  Xander could see the 
sick realization in her eyes that she’d never make it 
as she looked back at Glory, still clinging 
desperately to Dawn and Joyce’s hands. 
 
“Now, Buffy,” Glory chided her, ignoring Tara and 
Willow.  “If I wanted anyone to leave, you’d know 
by them being thrown through the window 
already.”  Without taking her eyes off Buffy, she 
brought her fist around at the exact right moment 
to slam into Spike’s face, knocking him across the 
room.  “I told you, Buffy, that the next time we met, 
someone you loved was going to die bloody.  Lots of 
candidates here unless someone starts talking.” 



 
Before Buffy could answer, Glory staggered and 
spun around as a small figure hit her from the rear. 
 
“Hey!” she snapped and Xander saw that it was 
Tiirpak.  The demon leapt up and kicked Glory in the 
face, snapping her head back.  He landed lightly and 
launched another kick at her mid-section.  Glory 
caught his foot and flipped him backwards and 
Xander watched in disbelief as the frail-looking, 
white-haired demon somersaulted in mid-air, 
somehow managing to get in another kick before 
twisting with cat-like grace to land on his feet, 
poised and ready to attack.  Sgt. Morgan was there 
as well, swinging his club with the speed and power 
lent by his Kobarian warrior ancestors.  Glory 
ducked the first swing, and caught the club on the 
return swing, using it as a fulcrum to send the big 
sergeant sailing across the room.  He crashed into 
Spike who had been scrambling back to the fight, 
knocking Spike off his feet, the Sergeant’s massive 
frame tangling with Spike’s smaller body, sending 
both of them sliding across the stone floor until 
they slammed into the far wall.   



 
Glory brushed off her dress.  “Rude.  Attacking from 
behind.  This is a designer label, you know.” 
 
Buffy had Dawn and Joyce almost to the back door, 
using the fight as distraction, but Glory blurred and 
was across the room again, blocking the exit.   
 
“I thought I was clear, Buffy.  Nobody leaves,” she 
said.  “Not until I have my Key.”   
 
Buffy backed away, shoving her mom and Dawn 
behind her as she moved.  The rest of them moved 
closer together, forming a defensive knot.  Xander 
saw Giles whisper something to Ethan, who nodded 
and dropped back through the group, edging closer 
to the front door as he moved.  Buffy, Spike and the 
two demons lined up in front of the others, facing 
Glory with battle-ready stances. 
 
Glory glared at them, tapping her foot 
impatiently.  “Tick fricking tock, people.  I’m a little 
pressed for time here,” she snapped.  She stepped 
forward, her eyes sweeping over all of 



them.  “Either someone tells me who the Key is in 
the next ten seconds or people start dying.” 
 
She waited, eyebrows raised, watching them all and 
Xander could almost feel Dawn shaking beside him 
as the seconds stretched past.  Joyce broke the 
impasse, stepping forward, moving subtly in front of 
Dawn as she did. 
 
“I’m the Key,” she said defiantly. 
 
Xander’s grab was too slow and Glory’s triumphant 
smile had barely begun to spread before Dawn 
jumped forward, grabbing Joyce’s arm and holding 
on hard.  “Mom, no!  It’s me,” she told Glory 
desperately.  “I’m the Key.” 
 
“Not interested in a remake of Spartacus, 
people.”  Glory’s eyes swept them again, and 
Xander could tell she was trying to sense which one 
of them was the Key and it was all he could do not 
to snatch Dawn and shove her behind him.  “Don’t 
any of you little crap-gnats appreciate that I have a 
schedule to keep?” she complained.  “And your ten 



seconds are up.”  She reached out and grabbed 
Dawn by the hair, yanking her towards herself with 
brutal strength as Dawn gasped and struggled 
futilely.  “Start talking or the whelp is the first to 
die.” 
 
Spike’s angry roar was almost drowned out by 
Buffy’s furious shout.  They attacked as one, 
converging on Glory from both sides.  Glory laughed 
and threw Dawn into Spike who caught her and 
spun her away as Buffy flew at Glory, punching, 
kicking, pummeling her with everything she had. 
 
Sgt. Morgan and Tiirpak attacked as well and 
Xander grabbed Dawn and Joyce and shoved them 
towards the door.  “Go!”  
 
~~~~~ 
 
Freed of the necessity of protecting Dawn, Spike 
leapt forward, bringing his axe around in front of 
him in a vicious arc that never connected.  Glory 
snatched the weapon from him, twisting it out of 
his hands and backhanding him across the room in 



the same motion.   
 
He hadn’t even hit the floor yet when Buffy was 
there, grabbing Glory’s arm and yanking her around 
to meet her fist.  Spike hit the ground and rolled 
back to his feet, seeing the Slayer being sent flying 
through the shattered doors to land hard on the 
flagstoned terrace outside.  The Inajii got there 
before Spike, forcing Glory to deal with him and 
stopping her from following the humans out the 
door.  
 
Tiirpak lasted almost 20 seconds before Glory 
tossed him, and Spike launched himself back into 
the fray, determined to outlast the demon’s 
time.  He spun and kicked, and kept moving, 
slamming a punch into her face as he came back 
around.  Ducking her return blow, he came up 
under her guard and caught her with an uppercut 
that staggered her a step back.  She countered 
instantly, grabbing his arm and throwing him with 
that unbelievable strength of hers, sending him 
flying through the doors where the Slayer 
conveniently broke his fall. 



 
Sergeant Morgan stepped into the breach with that 
enormous club, getting in one solid blow that 
actually lifted Glory off her feet and sent her 
crashing into the table.  She lashed out with her 
foot and Spike winced as he saw the stiletto heel 
sink deep into the big Kobarian’s abdomen.  The 
Sergeant swore, his club dropping as his hands went 
instinctively to his gut, and Glory slammed her fist 
into him before any of the rest of them could get 
there.  The Sergeant dropped to his knees and 
Tiipak slammed his feet into Glory with a double-
footed kick that knocked her away from 
Morgan.  Spike and Buffy attacked again, keeping 
Glory busy while Tiirpak pulled Morgan away from 
the fight. 
 
It was working.  The four of them weren’t doing any 
damage, but they were stopping Glory from leaving, 
buying time for the others to get away.  Morgan 
was down but not yet out, slowly staggering back to 
his feet and reaching for the club that Tiirpak 
handed him.  The Inajii was still uninjured, the 
Slayer was bleeding from a cut over her eye and 



limping slightly, but her grim determination to 
protect her family was undimmed and, thanks to 
the Gem, Spike himself felt ready to go another 20 
rounds - which would probably be necessary as 
Glory wasn’t showing signs of fatigue yet. 
 
~~~~~~ 
 
Giles grabbed his arm, slowing him as they ran for 
the camper.  “Take my car,” he said, pressing a set 
of keys into his hand.  “We’ll stay here and do the 
spell while you get the others to safety.” 
 
Xander closed his hand around the set of keys, 
feeling them digging into his palm as he 
nodded.  “Be careful,” he said. 
 
Giles gave him a feral grin.  “Always.” 
 
Ethan was already climbing down from the camper 
with an armful of the spell ingredients and Tara 
gently disengaged Willow’s arms from around her 
waist, passing her to Xander.  Willow whimpered, 
trying to cling on to Tara, who paused long enough 



to press her palm lovingly to Willow’s face.  “I love 
you, Willow,” she said with quiet intensity, “and I’m 
going to get you back.” 
 
“I’ll keep her safe,” Xander promised, but Tara was 
already hurrying over to help Ethan.  Giles took up a 
defensive stance in front of them, sword in hand, 
obviously intending to defend them to his last 
breath. 
 
“Xander?” Dawn asked shakily and Xander forced 
himself to look away from the three, hating 
abandoning them but knowing Giles was right.   
 
“Forget the camper.  Giles’ car is just down the 
block,” he said briskly.  As a precaution, Giles had 
been parking his car several houses down from the 
mansion. 
 
“Where are we going?” Joyce asked, moving to help 
Xander coax Willow along as she hung back, her 
eyes fixed on Tara. 
 
“Away from here,” he told her.  He made an 



inpatient sound and swung Willow up into his arms, 
and began running down the driveway with Dawn 
and Joyce at his heels.   
 
They reached the car and Dawn balked, even as 
Xander was pretty much shoving Willow inside as 
she struggled against him, crying out that it was 
“Time!” 
 
“We can’t do this,” Dawn said tearfully, looking 
back up the driveway.  “We can’t just leave them.” 
 
“Dawn, honey,” Joyce began. 
 
“NO!  This is wrong.  We should stay 
together.”  Dawn looked at them pleadingly.  “We 
can’t leave them like this.” 
 
“Dawn!” Xander said, grabbing her and shaking her 
lightly.  “This is the only thing we can do.”  He 
gentled his voice and hands, because everything 
inside him agreed with her, and he hated running 
out on the others as much as she did.  “This isn’t 
about you.  This is about the whole world.  If Glory 



gets her hands on you, you’re not the only one 
who’s going to die.  We can’t let that happen.” 
 
Dawn bit her lip, then reluctantly nodded.  “Ok.” 
 
“Good girl.”  Xander gave her a quick, fierce 
hug.  “Let’s go.” 
 
They piled into the car and Xander slid behind the 
wheel, turning the engine on and peeling out like a 
pack of hellhounds were after them.  Or just a 
pissed-off hellgod.  He spent more time looking in 
the rear view mirror than out the front for the first 
few blocks, panicked about that speed of Glory’s.  If 
she got away from the others…  He had no idea how 
long and how far she could do the superspeed thing 
and just hoped she couldn’t do laps around the 
globe like Superman could. 
 
Ten blocks later, with no sign of Glory, he relaxed 
slightly and began thinking again.  Joyce was sitting 
silently beside him, Dawn was talking soothingly to 
Willow in the backseat and Xander quietly pressed 
the child-proof lock button, ensuring that Willow 



couldn’t jump out of the car.   
 
He needed to get the three women somewhere 
safe, somewhere they could hide until the others 
defeated Glory or until the time for the ritual had 
come and gone.  Glory’s time was running out, 
she’d as much as admitted it back at the 
mansion.  The Knights had said the time for the 
ritual was near.  Would have been nice if someone 
could have come up with an exact date, but he was 
pretty sure they only had a day or two to go, 
especially if Willow’s increasing agitation was 
somehow connected to Glory.  She kept talking 
about how it was “Time” and a “big day” and that 
she had “some place to be”.   
 
“Where are we going?” Joyce asked quietly. 
 
He made up his mind.  “A hotel,” he said 
firmly.  “I’m going to stash you three and go back.” 
 
“Xander…” 
 
“No, it makes sense,” he insisted.  “We still don’t 



know if Glory can track Dawn away from the 
hellmouth, and a nice, anonymous hotel where we 
pay cash and make sure no one sees you…”  His 
voice trailed off sheepishly, and he looked over at 
Joyce.  “Umm, how much money do you have on 
you?” 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Is that the best you little crap-gnats can muster?” 
Glory asked, straightening up as Buffy scrambled 
inelegantly back to her feet.   
 
“We’re just getting started,” she retorted 
breathlessly. 
 
“Well, I’m a little bored now,” Glory told her.  “And I 
need to fetch my Key.” 
 
She kicked Buffy in the stomach, then backhanded 
her hard, sending her flying across the room 
again.  Spike ran forward and Glory bent and 
snatched up a piece of wood from one of the chairs 
that had been smashed from bodies falling on 



it.  She strode past Spike as if he wasn’t there, 
slamming the chair leg into his chest with careless 
ease as she passed him, heading for the front 
door.  The piece of wood sank deeply into his chest, 
knocking him off his feet. She didn’t even glance 
back to see him turned to dust, tossing Tiirpak away 
when he attacked her and Spike realized that she 
had pretty much been playing with them up until 
now.  Now she was deadly serious and intent on 
tracking down the humans in their party, knowing 
one of them had to be the Key. 
 
Spike scrambled back to his feet and yanked the 
stake out, the wound closing instantly as soon as 
the stake was removed from his flesh.  He sent the 
chair leg whistling through the air to strike the back 
of Glory’s head just before she made it to the front 
door. 
 
“Think a god would have better aim,” he said loudly 
and Glory spun on her heels, momentarily 
distracted. 
 
“I am a god,” she said, her eyes flashing.   



 
“Maybe where you came from you were,” Spike 
conceded, striding towards her, “but in our world, 
you’re an idiot.  I mean, I just had no idea that gods 
were such prancing lightweights.” 
 
Glory’s face darkened and she swung at him hard, 
her hand a blur as it came at him.  He didn’t have 
time to move, much less duck, before her fist 
connected and he was thrown backwards to slam 
hard into the far wall, hitting with such force that he 
was half-buried in the plasterboard. 
 
“Good plan, Spike,” he told himself, pushing out of 
the body-shaped crater he found himself in.  He 
started forward again just as Glory screamed, her 
body enveloped in a burst of power.  Lightning 
flashed and sparks darted before his eyes as power 
crackled and blew around the room like an 
electrical storm from hell.   
 
It ended as suddenly as it began and Glory 
staggered, dropping to her knees and shaking her 
head.  “What the fucking hell did you people do to 



me?!” she gasped.  She braced herself against the 
wall and staggered to her feet.  “You made a hole.  I 
need a brain to eat…” 
 
“We’ll get right on that,” Buffy told her. 
 
Glory seemed to pull herself together a little.  “I 
suppose I could always use yours.” 
 
“Come and get it then,” Buffy invited. 
 
Enough of this, Spike thought impatiently.  As 
promised, Glory was momentarily disoriented.  If 
the spell had worked as it was supposed to, it 
should have sucked out of Glory the energy she 
took from others.  Given her comments about 
needing to eat, it seemed likely it had worked.  Now 
was their best shot at taking her down and the 
Slayer was pissing it away with chitchat.   
 
He launched a two-footed kick at Glory, his boots 
slamming into her chest and knocking her off her 
feet.  Spike landed in a crouch, then bounced back 
to his feet.  He spun around, bringing his leg up and 



around in a kick aimed at her head, overjoyed when 
the kick landed.  The spell had disoriented Glory, he 
thought with savage pleasure.   
 
Glory shook off the two kicks and got back to her 
feet, moving much more slowly than usual.  “That 
spell really slowed me down,” she complained.   
 
Buffy swung a punch, which landed hard, snapping 
Glory’s head back, then Tiirpak was there and the 
three of them attacked Glory from three sides, 
more and more of their blows landing as Glory had 
lost much of her ability to dodge.  From the corner 
of his eye, Spike saw Sgt. Morgan bending down 
painfully to pick up his club and join them. 
 
A particularly vicious kick from Tiirpak to the back of 
Glory’s leg dropped the hellgod to her knees and 
Sgt. Morgan slammed his enormous club down 
against her head.  She dropped to the ground, 
rolling on her back to face them, and Morgan 
brought the club down a second, then a third 
time.  Glory tried to roll away, but Buffy’s kick 
stopped her and Spike saw with a pleased start that 



Glory was bleeding.   
 
They’d actually succeeded in hurting her.  He kicked 
her viciously in the face, and skin split and blood 
began trickling down her cheek. 
 
“Stop!” she said desperately. 
 
“You’re a god,” Buffy told her.  “Make us stop.”  She 
drew back her foot for another quick and Glory 
seemed to almost shimmer for a moment, then 
suddenly morphed to a dark-haired male who 
looked decidedly odd in Glory’s dress and strappy 
sandals. 
 
Buffy faltered, halting her incipient quick.  “Ben?” 
she said, sounding shocked. 
 
“Know him, do you?” Spike asked.   
 
“He… he works at the hospital,” Buffy told him, 
staring down at the bloody face of the man. 
 
“I’m sorry…” the man said, staring dazedly up at 



them. 
 
Buffy looked torn.  “Tell Glory it’s over,” she said 
quietly.  She missed her shot.  She goes.  If she ever, 
EVER, comes near me and mine again…” 
 
“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Spike 
exclaimed.  He kicked the man, cutting off the 
beginning of his promise to leave town and never 
come back.  “You think Glory’s going to keep a 
promise?  Or that this idiot can control her?  Even if 
she’s missed her shot this time, she’ll still be around 
the next time the moon’s in the right phase, or the 
stars line up, or whatever the hell tells her it’s time 
to fuck with us again.” 
 
“Spike…,” she began. 
 
“No!  We agreed.  He dies.  If you won’t do it, then I 
will.”  He reached down, intending to snap the 
man’s neck, but Sgt. Morgan laid a hand on his arm. 
 
“I’ll do it,” he said quietly, his eyes steady on 
Spike.  “You made a promise to Xander that I don’t 



want you to have to break, even for the best of 
reasons.”  He shrugged slightly, then winced as the 
movement pulled at his gut wound.  “I’ve killed in 
the name of my country and I’m the one who can 
best stand up to scrutiny if anyone finds out what 
happened here.” 
 
Spike nodded and stepped back.  Buffy bit her lip 
but didn’t say anything as Sgt. Morgan bent down 
painfully to address the man.  “Son, I’m sorry, but 
we simply can’t leave you alive to threaten our 
world again.”   
 
Without further ado, he simply closed one big hand 
around the man’s neck, ignoring the beginnings of a 
plea for mercy, and pressed down, cutting off his 
air.  It was over in a minute, the man struggled 
feebly, clawing at the hand around his throat, then 
went limp.  Spike couldn’t help thinking that it 
would have been a quicker death if he’d just 
snapped the guy’s neck, but he didn’t care if the 
man suffered. 
 
Sgt. Morgan straightened up slowly, his eyes 



unreadable.  “We’ll need to dispose of the body,” 
he said quietly. 
 
“We’ll take care of it,” Rupert said quietly from the 
doorway.  “You look like you shouldn’t be on your 
feet.” 
 
Turning, Spike saw Glinda and the mage and Rupert, 
all watching them from the doorway.  There were 
lines of fatigue etching the Chaos Mage’s face and 
Glinda’s eyes held barely-restrained hope.  The 
spell, Spike thought, he didn’t know if it had worked 
the way it was supposed to or not, but it had sure 
done the trick for allowing them to kick Glory’s 
arse.  “Nice light-show,” he told them. 
 
They’d done it.  He realized.  They’d beaten a 
god.  He threw back his head and laughed with 
sheer exuberance that had the humans looking at 
him like he’d lost his mind.  He ignored 
them.  They’d killed a fucking god.  Nobody else he 
knew could make that claim.  He was going to be 
the most legendary vampire in history for this.  



A/N - snippets of dialogue shamelessly taken from 
the episodes ‘Blood Ties’, ‘Shadow”, ‘Intervention’, 
and ‘The Gift’  
 
 

Part Forty 

Xander was driving more cautiously now, not 
wanting to be pulled over for speeding.  One thing 
you could say about Sunnydale’s finest - they might 
be unbelievably eager to overlook the number of 
exsanguinated bodies left lying around but they 
sure liked handing out the speeding tickets.  There 
had been no sign of Glory following them, so they 
had all relaxed a little, except for Willow.  Dawn was 
doing her best, but Willow was upset and 
uncooperative and very unhappy about not being 
able to open the door.  Xander was just grateful for 
the child-proof locks on Giles’ car.   
 
“Hang in there, Dawn,” he called over his shoulder, 
wincing as Willow tried to slap Dawn and Dawn just 
managed to block in time, struggling to pin Willow’s 
hands down.  “We’ll be there soon.” 



 
They were well across town from the mansion, 
heading for a small hotel on the outskirts of the 
business district.  Nice enough to stash Dawn in but 
not a place that would question customers who 
paid in cash and registered as John Smith.  Not that 
he was really planning on using that name, but 
something similarly bland and forgettable.  Bob 
Johnson maybe.   
 
A blue flash lit the car and Xander swore, stamping 
on the brakes instinctively as he was blinded 
temporarily, bringing the car to a shuddering halt 
and slamming the gearshift into neutral as he 
blinked frantically, trying to clear his vision.  There 
was the blare of a horn and someone swooped past 
them, yelling an obscenity, but Xander had no time 
for even justifiably irritated fellow drivers. 
 
“What’s happening?” Dawn’s voice was frightened 
and Xander twisted around in his seat, squinting at 
Willow who was lit up by a glow of power, her body 
convulsing as Dawn bravely tried to keep hold of 
her so she didn’t hurt herself. 



 
“It’s the spell,” Xander exclaimed.  “It’s working!” 
 
Ignoring the fact that the car was still blocking the 
road, he scrambled out and yanked open the back 
door, catching Willow in his arms as she fell through 
the opening, just as the blue lightning died around 
her. 
 
“Willow?” 
 
She didn’t respond.  Her whole body was trembling 
uncontrollably and he eased her the rest of the way 
down, pulling her into his lap as he sat down on the 
pavement.   
 
“Willow?”   
 
She heard him that time, turning her head slightly 
to look up at him with confused eyes. 
He wrapped himself around her small body, rocking 
her, one hand carding through her tangled hair, 
only peripherally aware of Dawn and Joyce 
crouched beside them as he prayed silently that the 



spell had worked.  “Willow?”  
 
“Xander?” she said weakly. 
 
His arms tightened around her as she shook with 
reaction.  “You’re back,” he said, his voice choked 
with emotion.  “We got you back.”  He heard 
Dawn’s happy exclamation but he had no time for 
anything but his oldest friend.   
 
Her arms closed around him convulsively and she 
buried her face in his chest.  “Oh, Xander.  I got so 
lost.” 
 
“Shhhh,” he crooned softly, “everything’s going to 
be alright.  You’re back.” 
 
~~~~~~~ 
 
It was Joyce who finally separated them, gently 
coaxing them to stand, reminding him that they 
were in the middle of the street and beginning to 
draw a crowd.   
 



That got through to Xander.  Crowds were 
bad.  They couldn’t draw attention to 
themselves.  He stood up, bringing Willow with him, 
and steadying her as she clung to him, still looking 
disoriented but more just woken up confusion than 
brain-sucked mindlessness. 
 
“We can go back,” Dawn was saying, hovering over 
them, patting Willow wherever she could reach and 
looking like she wanted to shove Xander out of the 
way so she could hug Willow herself.  He didn’t 
blame her but he wasn’t ready to let go yet, 
something inside of him terrified that, if he didn’t 
hold onto Willow she would slip through his fingers 
again.  He needed to pull himself together, because 
they couldn’t just stand here in the middle of the 
street forever. 
 
“Go back?” he asked Dawn blankly. 
 
“To the mansion,” she said impatiently.  “The spell 
worked, so they’re ok.” 
 
“The mansion,” he repeated, his brain still not really 



functioning, then reality caught up with 
him.  “No!”  At Dawn’s startled step back, he shot a 
look of appeal to Joyce, already beginning to ease 
Willow towards the back seat. 
 
“Dawn, the spell was just the first step,” Joyce 
reminded her.  “We can’t go back until we know 
Glory has been defeated.”  
 
“But…” 
 
“No, Dawn,” Xander said firmly.  “We can’t risk 
it.  We still need to keep you hidden.  Glory could 
have escaped, or…”  For the first time, he realized 
he had no idea what had happened at the 
campground.  There hadn’t been time for any of 
them to explain before Glory kicked in the 
door.  “…or she could have followers still out there 
who don’t know Glory’s beaten, looking to capture 
you,” he said grimly.  “In the car, people, I’m 
stashing you guys at that motel.”  At her mutinous 
look, he said reassuringly.  “Don’t worry, I’m going 
back to check it out as soon as the three of you are 
safe.” 



 
Ten minutes later, they were checked in under a 
false name and had promised him they wouldn’t 
leave until he called them.  Willow had fretted, 
saying she was better and could maybe help, but 
had subsided when he gave her his ‘this is not 
negotiable’ look, the one that sometimes even 
worked on Spike.  He closed the door behind him, 
hoping they would be safe and headed back to the 
mansion to check on the others. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Between the Gem of Amara and Glory’s death, 
Spike was feeling nothing but sheer elation, 
although the others had all received injuries in the 
fight.  Sgt. Morgan had gotten the worst of it when 
Glory buried her 3-inch high heel in his gut.  He’d 
lost a lot of blood and was looking as pale as a dark-
complexioned human could, leaning wearily against 
the wall while Tiirpak wrapped a makeshift bandage 
around his middle, fussing at him for allowing 
himself to be injured. 
 



The Slayer was being tended to by her Watcher, 
who was washing the deep cut over her eye.  Buffy 
was reassuring him that she was fine and it was 
obvious she was humoring Rupert as she fidgeted 
under his care.  Rayne looked almost as hyper as 
Spike himself felt and Spike could feel the magical 
residue still crackling the air around him.  He looked 
smugly pleased with himself for pulling off the spell, 
although Tara was still wringing her hands, 
obviously torn about accepting the chaos mage’s 
word that the spell had worked as intended, and 
wanting to see with her own eyes that the little red-
head was better. 
 
Spike crossed the room to crouch down next to Sgt. 
Morgan.  “Good work, mate.  You gonna be ok?”   
 
“I’m good,” the sergeant told him.  “Tiirpak here’s a 
worry-wort.”  He started to heave himself to his 
feet and Spike and Tiirpak hastily steadied him as he 
winced and staggered. 
“We need to get back to the campground, check on 
the others,” he said.   
 



Tiirpak gave him a fondly exasperated look.  “They 
had things well in hand when we left, and I’m sure 
they are fine.  You, on the other hand, need 
stitches.” 
 
Spike looked around the room as they argued about 
what was more important.  Most of the few pieces 
of furniture were done for, smashed to pieces 
under the weight of their bodies.  The walls would 
keep Xander busy for weeks, patching the body-
shaped holes.  Glory had had a fine old time tossing 
her enemies around the room with that astonishing 
strength of hers.   
 
Of course, as an emergency bolt hole, the mansion 
was done.  Too many people knew about it 
now.  Probably best to just walk away, find another 
one, he thought.  Not like he cared about the place 
really. 
 
His elation at their victory was fading, as worry 
about Xander took priority.  “Anyone got a phone?” 
he asked the room at large, remembering that his 
own cell phone was smashed. 



 
“I do.” 
 
Spike turned and saw Xander standing in the 
doorway, a relieved smile on his face as his eyes 
swept the room and found them all relatively 
intact.    
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander tossed the keys to Giles’ car to 
Buffy.  “Franklin Street Inn.  Room 237.  And 
Buffy?  I really think your family and Tara and 
Willow should all stay there for a couple of 
nights.  Just to be sure.”  He smiled crookedly.  “Call 
it a vacation.  You know, like normal people 
take.  Nothing but room service and rest.” 
 
“That’s a good idea,” Giles said.  “There is a small 
risk that Glory could be re-born into another body 
or that some of her minions may survive and try 
and use the Key for their own purposes.  It would be 
best if we all lay low for the next two nights.  If 
nothing has happened by then, I think it will be safe 



to assume the time to use the Key will have passed 
and we can resume our normal lives.  I suggest we 
all keep in touch by phone on a regular schedule.” 
 
Tiirpak and Sgt. Morgan had already left, having 
called someone to give them a lift.  They were going 
to pick up the three demons they’d left behind at 
the campground and had promised to call if 
anything unexpected happened.  As Buffy and Tara 
headed out the door together, that left only Spike, 
Xander, Giles and Ethan at the mansion. 
 
“Takin’ my boy home,” Spike announced.  “Be as 
safe as anywhere there.  Mansion’s yours for the 
duration, if you want.  Best move the RV 
though.  Police are going to find it sooner or later.” 
 
“Of course, it would be a stolen vehicle,” Giles 
muttered.  “Whatever was I thinking to presume it 
had been acquired legally.” 
 
Spike just smirked.  “Not paying cash for something 
I can nick just as easy.” 
 



“And car rental places have this crazy thing where 
they demand you produce a driver’s license before 
they’ll let you take the car,” Xander pointed out 
cheerfully, sliding his arm around Spike’s 
waist.  Spike turned his smirk in Xander’s direction. 
 
“Killed a god today, luv.” he reminded Xander, just 
in case he’d forgotten in the last five 
minutes.  “Fancy a shag?” 
 
He laughed as Xander blushed furiously, shooting a 
mortified look at Giles, who coughed and pretended 
that he hadn‘t heard. 
 
“William the Bloody, the god-killer,” Ethan 
murmured sarcastically.  “You’d think no one else 
did anything at all.”  He shot a salacious look at 
Rupert.  “Still, I’ve heard worse ideas for ways to 
pass the time.” 
 
They strolled  out the door and Spike’s smirk 
remained intact as he heard the two men’s 
footsteps heading for the bedroom. 
 



“No.” Xander said firmly as they started down the 
driveway.  Spike glanced across at him in surprise. 
 
“No what?” he asked, puzzled. 
 
“You are not calling yourself Spike, the god-
killer.  Too porn star.  Cheesy porn star,” he 
emphasized. 
 
“Never even crossed my mind, luv,” Spike lied 
shamelessly. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander yawned widely, sliding back down under the 
sheets and snuggling in next to Spike.  It was early 
enough that Mr. Olsen had been surprised to catch 
Xander half asleep already when the phone 
rang.  He’d been very apologetic, but Xander had 
waived off the apologies.  He didn’t usually go to 
sleep this early, even when he had to be on the job-
site at dawn, but the relief from the unending 
tension of the days they’d spent at the mansion had 
hit him like the proverbial ton of bricks the second 



they’d gotten back to the familiar surroundings of 
their apartment.  It was one of those times when he 
wished he had Spike’s stamina.  Spike had obviously 
been hoping for marathon sex games and he’d felt 
bad when he’d admitted that he was too tired. 
 
“Mr. Olsen says the police found the rest of the 
crazies - former-crazies -”  he corrected himself, “in 
a vacant lot south of the business district.” 
 
“Yeah?” Spike asked, not sounding very interested. 
 
The mental patients had been gone when Mrs. 
Olsen had gone to the hospital.  Sometime the night 
before, they had all escaped, breaking through their 
restraints and simply walking out of the hospital.  It 
boggled Xander’s mind that nearly two dozen 
people in hospital gowns could just walk out the 
door of the hospital without someone noticing, but 
apparently no one saw them leave.  Or at least no 
one was admitting they’d seen 
anything.  Personally, he couldn’t help wondering if 
someone on the staff was just tired of dealing with 
the noisy restless patients and had turned a blind 



eye, hoping for a quiet shift.   
 
“Yeah,” Xander said, with another 
yawn.  “Apparently the police started getting calls 
not long after Ethan did the spell.  The patients 
didn’t understand where they were or why they 
were wearing hospital clothes, but almost all of 
them got better when Willow did.”  He 
sighed.  “There are a couple that were traumatized 
enough that Mrs. Olsen isn’t sure if they’re better 
or still…brain-sucked, but she’s going to keep an eye 
on them and see what she can do to help.  The rest 
are being picked up by their families.” 
 
“Good for them.  Thought you were tired, 
luv?”  Spike gave him a hopeful look.   
 
Xander kissed him apologetically.  “Tomorrow, we’ll 
celebrate, ok?  I’m going to the job site first thing in 
the morning and begging my boss to let me come 
back.”  He sighed.  “I can’t blame him if he tells me 
to get lost.  I’ve missed a lot of shifts in the last few 
weeks.” 
 



“He’ll take you back,” Spike said reassuringly.  “Be 
daft not to.  ‘Sides, not like you were playing 
hookie.  Helping me save the world, weren’t you?” 
 
Half-asleep already, Xander’s lips twitched.  Spike 
wasn’t giving up on that theme any time 
soon.  “Can’t tell him that, though, can I,” he 
murmured.  “Love you.” 
 
“Love you too, Xander,” was the last thing he heard 
before falling asleep. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Xander came home from work, almost bouncing 
with energy, despite a long day at the job 
site.  “Spike!”  He flung himself on the bed where 
Spike was blinking up at him sleepily.   
“Guess what?”  He didn’t wait for an answer.  “I 
made foreman!” 
 
“Thought you were going to be scrubbing latrines 
for the next week?” Spike reminded him of his own 
gloomy prediction that morning. 



 
Xander grinned.  “Remember Mr. Olsen told us that 
the crazy people had all ended up in some vacant 
lot?  Well, the police have been scratching their 
heads all morning because the patients built some 
kind of wacky tower in the middle of the lot.  You 
should see it, it’s like a giant erector set put 
together by, well, crazy people.  You name it, they 
used it to build this 60 foot tower.  It’s wild!” 
 
“Missing something, luv.  This connects to your 
being made foreman - how?” 
 
“My company got the contract to pull it down.  The 
things not exactly structurally sound.  A good stiff 
wind would blow it over and the town wants it 
pulled down as soon as possible, if not sooner.”  He 
grinned widely.  “Apparently, my boss is punishing 
me for missing work by making me foreman of the 
crew that’s going to tear the damn thing down.  I’m 
thinking someone may have told him about my part 
in blowing up the high school.”  He shrugged.  “On a 
more serious note, the tower’s got to have 
something to do with Glory -” 



 
“The god I killed?” Spike interjected and Xander 
grinned at him.   
 
“Ex-god,” he pointed out. 
 
“No such thing,” Spike told him dismissively.  “Once 
a god, always a god.  Besides, sounds better:  Slayer 
of Slayers, Bane of Dracula, and Destroyer of 
hellgods.” 
 
“Been working on that, haven’t you?” he asked, 
amused.  “And - gods, plural?  I didn’t realize Glory 
had a sister.”  Spike growled at him and he 
laughed.  “Ok, but reverse the order, put the god 
first.  Makes it more impressive.”  He still sounded 
suspiciously amused but Spike obligingly rearranged 
the order. 
 
“Destroyer of hellgods, Bane of Dracula, and Slayer 
of Slayers.  Not bad,” he decided. 
He gave Xander a smack on the ass.  “Serious 
business this is, pet.  Got a reputation to maintain.” 
 



“That you’re the baddest vampire in the land,” 
Xander interrupted, rolling on top of Spike and 
making himself cozy.  “Yeah, yeah.  I got it.  Of 
course, Buffy is claiming she killed Glory, and really, 
Sgt. Morgan and Tiirpak deserve at least a mention 
in the footnotes…” 
 
“Bit players,” Spike assured him.   
 
Xander laughed and kissed him to make him shut 
up.  “As I was saying,” he said sternly, “with all the 
mental patients - former mental patients,” he 
corrected himself with a pleased grin, “wandering 
around the construction site, wondering why the 
hell they were building a funky tower in the middle 
of town for no apparent reason, it has to have had 
something to do with the ritual.  Do you think I 
should have Giles look at the thing before we start 
pulling it to pieces tomorrow?” 
 
Spike shrugged, reaching up to brush Xander’s hair 
out of his eyes.  “Don’t matter anymore, 
luv.  Glory’s dead,” Xander laughed again at the 
shameless self-satisfaction in his lover’s voice, 



though this time Spike had managed to not actually 
say that he was the one who killed her.  “Glad the 
loonies have recovered and all, but none of ‘em 
remember a damn thing you said, so they won’t be 
giving away any secrets about Dawn.” 
 
Xander couldn’t help the smile that grew at that 
thought.  It felt like he’d been smiling like an idiot all 
day.  Once he’d almost caught himself singing ’Ding 
dong, the witch is dead.’  Wouldn’t that have gone 
over well with the crew?  “She can be just a normal 
kid from now on.  Isn’t that great?” 
 
“Great,” Spike echoed sarcastically although he 
couldn’t suppress the affection in his voice.  “All we 
have to worry about is temper tantrums, teen 
romances, and pimples.” 
 
Xander relaxed against him.  “That’s the best thing 
about being an uncle,” he said complacently.  “You 
don’t have to deal with the messy stuff.  That’s 
what Joyce is for.”   
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 



 
Spike looked around at the tables set up on the 
back lawn and shook his head.  Joyce had outdone 
herself.  The tables were piled with food and the 
guests were a mixture of species.   
 
Two weeks had passed since they’d killed 
Glory.  The tower she’d built by the ritual had been 
torn down, numerous patrols had shown no sign of 
any of her scabby little minions in town.  If any had 
survived, they’d moved on.  Dawn seemed to have 
shrugged off any worries about her true nature, 
bitching about Buffy not letting her go on patrol 
and  grumbling over having to take summer classes 
on account of missing two weeks of school like any 
normal kid.   
 
Buffy’s laugh sent his gaze moving in her 
direction.  She was talking with Glinda and the 
redhead, excitedly planning for resuming classes 
next term.  There’d been some talk about Red 
returning to Sunnydale for the fall term.  They’d 
never be friends, but she hadn’t upset Xander even 
once since she recovered her sanity, so Spike 



supposed he could learn to live with it if she 
decided to stay in town.  He was even willing to 
admit it was nice to see Glinda so happy, her face 
glowing with quiet pleasure as Red absently toyed 
with her fingers as she talked. 
 
Xander was talking to Rupert, explaining something 
about his new job, from the look of his 
gestures.  His boy had been pleased and proud that 
his promotion to foreman had lasted beyond the 
three days necessary to tear down Glory’s crazy 
tower and clear the site of the debris.  He was the 
youngest foreman on the site, which he’d explained 
meant he got all the easy jobs, but the rest of his 
time was still spent as a journeyman carpenter, and 
Spike almost regretted that Xander was so eager to 
roll out of bed at dawn to every morning to leave 
for work. 
 
The Gem hadn’t changed their lives as much as he’d 
thought.  He wasn’t flaunting it in front of the Court 
and still lived a mostly nocturnal life.  Xander still 
lived mostly in the sun and their lives intersected 
morning and afternoon.  It wasn’t what he wanted, 



but it was how it was, and Xander’s love and 
happiness made everything worth it. 
 
“Sickening, isn’t it?” Rayne’s sardonic voice purred 
in his ear.  To his surprise the chaos mage sat down 
in the chair next to him and proffered a bottle of 
beer.  “American swill, of course,” he said, taking a 
large swallow, “but one simply must have 
something alcoholic to dull the pain.” 
 
“Why’re you here then?” Spike asked, lifting his 
scarred brow.  He took the beer and followed 
Rayne’s example.   
 
“Same reason you are,” Rayne told him.  “I believe 
the technical term is ‘whipped’.”  At Spike’s 
darkening glare, he shrugged.  “What can I say?  I’m 
a realist.”  His eyes lingered on Rupert and a small 
smile lifted the corners of his mouth.  “Still, one has 
to keep up appearances.  And sadly, you’re about 
the only person here I can talk to without risking 
terminal niceness.” 
 
Spike took another swallow to hide his smile.  “To 



chaos and bloody violence,” he said, lifting his 
bottle.  Ethan clinked his own bottle against Spike’s 
and they both continued to gaze at their lovers 
down the table.  Xander turned his head at that 
moment and he smiled as he saw Spike watching 
him.   
 
‘Love you,’ he mouthed, then turned his head back 
to listen to Rupert.   
 
“And that’s why were both still here,” Ethan said 
quietly. 
 
Spike finished his beer and leaned back comfortably 
in his chair.  Drusilla had been right, He had found 
his destiny on the Hellmouth.  Although he 
wondered if even Dru had been mad enough to see 
where that destiny had taken him:  Master of the 
Hellmouth, yeah, but in love with a human, who 
would become his Consort in a few short months, 
friends with the Slayer, and picnicking with 
suburban housewives and demons. 
 
He’d never been happier in his life.  



 
 

Epilogue 

Looking out the window at the clouds below, 
Xander relaxed for the first time since they’d 
boarded.  It wasn’t that he was afraid of flying, just 
that he’d never actually been on a plane before.  He 
was pretty damn sure that Spike hadn’t ever been 
on a plane before either, but the vampire had been 
coolness personified, glancing around the cabin 
with a sneer as they boarded and ordering a Jack 
Daniels as soon as the plane lifted off. 
 
Two hours into the flight, well out over the Pacific, 
Spike had fallen asleep, slouched comfortably in his 
seat, leaving Xander with nothing to do but watch 
the clouds below and the brilliant blue of the ocean 
underneath them.   
 
He ran his hands appreciatively over the leather 
armrests and stretched out his long legs with a 
smile.  Giles had insisted on upgrading their seats 
from economy to first class, brushing off the gift as 



nothing more than common sense. 
 
“It’s a six-hour flight, Xander,” he’d pointed 
out.  “I’m cranky and irritated after two hours in 
economy, and homicidal after four.  Let’s not test 
Spike’s patience, shall we?”  His eyes had crinkled at 
the corners as he’d said it, but Xander had 
appreciated the gift.  While he knew Spike wouldn’t 
actually kill the person unlucky enough to be sitting 
next to him on a long flight, god knows what Spike 
would say to amuse himself.  The mental image of 
the carnage that would follow the air marshals 
trying to arrest Spike in mid-air had erased any 
qualms about Giles spending too much money on 
them.   
 
He leaned his chair back and closed his eyes, not 
quite able to shut off his thoughts and follow 
Spike’s example of sleeping.  They’d put off this trip 
for months and, even now, he could hardly believe 
they’d finally made it and were leaving California 
behind for three whole weeks. 
 
They’d defeated Glory six months ago now, and, as 



far as Tara, Willow, Giles and Ethan could tell, Dawn 
was just Dawn now, not a mystical Key.  They’d 
tried every spell in their collective repertoire and 
none of them had been able to discover anything 
unusual about her.  Either the energy of the Key had 
been absorbed undetectably into her human body, 
or the monks’ spell was just that good.  They last 
test had been a trip to Disneyland for the Summers’ 
women.  They hadn’t told Dawn, but the point to 
the trip had been to see if taking her away from the 
Hellmouth made any difference. 
 
To everyone’s relief, it hadn’t.   
 
Their small group were the only people who knew 
about the Key and they intended to keep it that 
way.  There had been no sign of any remnants of 
the Knights of Byzantium, or Glory’s minions, and 
no one seemed interested in following Glory’s 
lead.  Giles had told the Council that Glory was 
defeated, but that they had never figured out 
where the Key she was looking for had been 
hidden.   
 



In the meantime, Dawn had settled back into 
normal life, visiting her friends, and complaining 
bitterly about having to attend summer school to 
make up for the classes she’d missed while they’d 
been hiding from Glory.  It had been great to see 
her gradually putting the events of last spring 
behind her, shrugging off the strangeness like a bad 
dream and accepting that she was just Dawn, 
beloved sister and daughter, and all-around brat, as 
Spike sometimes reminded her.   
 
It wasn’t Dawn or his job that had delayed their trip 
though.  His promotion to foreman had meant he 
couldn’t take time off during their busiest season, 
and it had turned out to be a good thing because, in 
July, the town council had announced plans to 
rebuild the high school.  Which was fine, except, 
being Sunnydale and the officials still being as blind 
stupid as ever, the town had originally  planned to 
just bulldoze the old, bombed-out buildings and 
build the new school in the exact same spot.   
 
Xander had learned about the plans when his boss 
had called a meeting of all the foremen to discuss 



the bid they were submitting for the project.  One 
look at the proposed design and Xander knew they 
had to do something.  They couldn’t let the school 
be built smack on top of the Hellmouth again.  He 
hadn’t even waited until his shift ended, calling Sgt. 
Morgan and Giles with the news as soon as he left 
his boss’ office.  Sgt. Morgan had sent the 
information up the chain of command through the 
former Initiative soldiers, pulling every string he 
could to get them to relocate the new school. 
 
It was Joyce who came up with the idea of a 
citizens’ campaign, petitioning the new Mayor and 
the town council to create a memorial on the 
site.  Ostensibly it was for the four acknowledged 
victims of the “accident” at Graduation.  Quietly, 
they had agreed between them to find a way to 
include Scott Ubanya’s name.  Scott’s body had 
been taken away before the police and fire 
department personnel arrived, too obviously a 
demon to stand official scrutiny.  Scott had been a 
Rhythhken and the planned memorial included his 
name as well as that of the others who died at 
graduation, the unfamiliar symbols hidden within 



abstract design elements but perfectly readable to 
anyone familiar with the Rhythhken writing system. 
 
They’d built the memorial directly over the 
Hellmouth using funds they’d raised privately from 
both the demon and human communities in 
town.  What wasn’t on the official plans was that, 
beneath the base of the memorial, they’d 
constructed a solid reinforced concrete lid.  It had 
been designed and constructed with input from 
Giles and others in the know.  Both mundane and 
magical in nature, their hope had been that the 
construction would seal the Hellmouth forever. 
 
The memorial itself was in the form of a small, 
circular patio and garden, with stone benches and a 
low wall where the names of the dead were 
inscribed.  The patio was brick and they’d planted 
trees and flowers, so that it was a pleasant place to 
sit.   
 
Willow, still in town for the summer, had suggested 
raising the money they needed by allowing people 
to purchase a tile with their name on it.  The tiles 



were then used to pave the courtyard.  Xander still 
wasn’t quite sure how it had happened but, instead 
of putting their own names on the tiles, a lot of 
people bought tiles and had the names of the dead 
inscribed.  Tiles “In Loving Memory” outnumbered 
anything else by about ten to one.   
 
Xander knew exactly where Jesse’s tile had been 
placed.   
 
He’d been speechless when Willow showed it to 
him, running his fingers gently over the surface of 
the clay, the words inscribed so neatly “Jesse 
McNally, always remembered” had blurred.  A tear 
had splashed on the tile beside his finger, and, 
looking up, he saw that Willow had tears spilling 
quietly down her cheeks. 
 
The next day, for the first time, he’d taken her to 
Jesse’s grave in the small park, and they had spent a 
quiet afternoon there together, sitting side by side 
on the bench near the unmarked grave, Willow’s 
head on his shoulder and his arm around her, 
sharing memories of the dark-haired boy who had 



been their friend all through childhood.  Something 
still broken between them had healed then.  Xander 
hadn’t realized how much they needed that 
acknowledgement of Jesse, whose death had come 
so close to destroying their friendship, as the final 
step in healing the wounds between them. 
 
Willow had decided to go back to Oxford, but 
between Tara, Buffy and himself, her ties to 
Sunnydale remained unbroken and he knew she’d 
be back.  In the meantime, they had email. 
 
Xander eased himself out of his seat without waking 
Spike.  Between the three cokes and the 
bittersweet memories, he really needed a quick trip 
to the bathroom. 
 
Washing his hands, he looked up at his reflection in 
the mirror and felt his excitement building 
again.  He beamed at his reflection in the 
mirror.  “We’re going to Hawaii,” he said quietly, 
still hardly able to believe it.  
 
Dropping the paper towel in the trash, he opened 



the door.  A hand covered his mouth and Spike 
crowded against him, forcing him back inside the 
tiny space.  Intensely blue eyes sparkled wickedly at 
him as Spike shoved the door closed behind him 
and slid the latch closed. 
 
“Spike?” he asked, confused. 
 
Spike leered at him.  “Heard about this club,” he 
said, and Xander blinked at him in horror.   
 
“You don’t mean…” 
 
Spike pounced, cutting him off in mid-sentence, 
shoving Xander back against the sink, his mouth 
devouring Xander’s aggressively, his tongue darting 
inside to explore as Xander responded passionately, 
his mouth opening beneath Spike’s.   
 
As suddenly as he’d begun, Spike withdrew, 
spinning Xander around until he was pressed 
against the narrow counter, staring at himself in the 
mirror as his zipper was tugged down by invisible 
hands.  He gasped as Spike pulled his half-erect cock 



out, closing his fist around it in a cool, tight grip as 
his other hand worked to yank his jeans down. 
 
Xander couldn’t tear his eyes away from the 
reflection of himself in the mirror.  There was 
something almost unbearably erotic about not 
being able to see the hands that were stroking his 
cock and pinching his nipples, bringing him quickly 
to full-blown arousal.  He arced back into Spike 
wanting the confirmation from his other senses that 
Spike was actually there and this wasn’t just a 
fantasy.  Spike’s chuckle in his ear as he gasped as a 
finger pressed inside him without warning was 
confirmation that he wasn’t making this up.  Spike 
really was about to have sex with him in this tiny 
bathroom with a plane-load of people right outside 
the flimsy door. 
 
A second finger joined the first and Xander groaned 
as he was stretched almost too quickly for 
comfort.  Spike crooned reassuringly in his ear and 
Xander struggled to relax as the fingers inside him 
separated, stretching him and making him ready for 
Spike’s cock.  His own erection was throbbing as 



Spike kept up a maddening rhythm, squeezing and 
pumping him just hard enough to drive him crazy 
but not hard enough or fast enough to bring him 
off. 
 
His cock was leaking pre-come and jerking like a 
crazy thing in the mirror as Spike abruptly pulled his 
fingers out and Xander felt the head of Spike’s cock 
pressing against his stretched opening.  He watched 
himself in the mirror, eyes dazed and heavy-lidded 
as Spike pushed inside with agonizing slowness.  His 
harsh breathing was the only sound in the small 
room as he was penetrated, Spike’s hand still 
tormenting his cock as he worked Xander towards 
orgasm.   Muscles trembling, Xander rested more 
and more of his weight on Spike, letting Spike hold 
him up as his head fell back and his eyes closed, lost 
in the almost unbearable pleasure of being 
stretched and filled. 
 
Spike slid home and Xander whimpered as he 
stopped moving, his fist tightening around Xander’s 
erection, holding him back from the edge, until 
Xander was almost whimpering, needing Spike to 



finish it.  Then Spike’s hips were moving, pulling out 
slowly and thrusting sharply in as his fist began 
pumping Xander hard and fast.  Only Spike’s hand 
over his mouth kept Xander’s scream from escaping 
as he came hard, spurting the evidence of their 
activity all over the mirror. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Spike watched Xander as surfaced into the brilliant 
sunshine and shook his wet hair out of his eyes.  His 
Consort practically glowed with happiness as he 
began wading towards shore through the waist-
deep water and Spike smiled as his gaze followed 
the streams of water cascading down Xander’s 
broad chest and muscular frame.  Xander’s skin was 
darkly tanned from hours in the Hawaiian sun, and 
he was a feast for the eyes in the Speedo that Spike 
had snuck into his bags, removing the boxer-style 
swimsuit Xander had intended to wear.  His gaze 
turned predatory and he felt his cock stirring at the 
sight of his Consort’s slim waist and broad 
shoulders, wet strands of his dark hair curling 
around his neck, the ends still sending drops of 



water trailing down his torso as he reached the sun-
baked white sand and walked over to join Spike on 
the beach towel.   
 
“Had enough?” he asked as Xander neared.  He 
didn’t enjoy swimming as much as Xander did, 
although he’d had fun the first day when he’d 
simply walked straight out into the ocean and kept 
going as the water closed over his head, freaking 
Xander out completely, as his boy temporarily 
forgot that Spike didn’t need to breathe. 
 
Xander stood over him, dripping water onto him 
with a provoking smile and Spike growled and 
yanked him down beside him, rolling on top of his 
Consort’s larger frame and kissing him hard, rubbing 
his incipient erection against Xander’s 
thigh.  Xander’s body was still relatively cool from 
the ocean and he tasted of salt and sunshine as he 
eagerly kissed back, sliding a hand down to Spike’s 
hips to pull him even closer, squirming beneath him 
until their cocks were aligned and they were 
suddenly rubbing against each other frantically, 
arousal building rapidly until they both came hard. 



 
They lay there for a long moment afterwards, 
Xander breathing hard and Spike inhaling deeply, 
taking in the combined smells of sweat and sun and 
salt water and sex.  Then Xander rolled them onto 
their sides, brown eyes sated and content as he ran 
his hand down Spike’s arm, his dark tan contrasting 
with Spike’s own resolutely pale skin.  Despite hours 
spent lying in the sun watching Xander frolic in the 
water like a bloody fish, Spike hadn’t tanned.  The 
Gem apparently interpreted sun tanning as an 
injury to be healed.  He didn’t care - in fact it was 
probably better.  Even the stupidest Court minion 
would know something was up if he returned to the 
Court looking like George Hamilton. 
 
He didn’t expect trouble with the Court from this 
lengthy vacation.  Unlike when he’d gone missing 
inside the Initiative, he’d laid the groundwork this 
time for a lengthy absence.  The Lieutenants all 
knew that he was gone and when he would be 
back.  They didn’t know why or where Spike was 
going, but that was because he’d told them it was 
none of their fucking business what he was 



doing.  He grinned now, wondering what the 
Lieutenants were telling the Court.  Bit tricky, 
covering for him without admitting they had no idea 
why Spike had left his Territory for several 
weeks.  Their problem, not his. 
With Glory gone and the word spread that Spike 
had been the one to defeat her, the Court minions 
had been falling all over themselves sucking up to 
Spike, wanting the reflected Glory of being part of 
his Court.  He doubted any of them would risk final 
death or expulsion from the Court by questioning 
his absence. 
 
They’d put off this trip several times because 
Xander had gotten involved in things that he 
wanted to see through and Spike had begun to fear 
that Xander would never find a time when he didn’t 
feel like he would be shirking his responsibilities to 
leave town.  First his job, then the plans for the new 
high school.  And Spike had understood - especially 
about the high school, he just hadn’t seen the 
necessity of fixing the school now.  While he’d 
agreed absolutely that no fucking way was Dawn 
going to attend classes on top of the Hellmouth, but 



it wasn’t like she would be in high school for 
another year.  Plenty of time before then to burn 
down the new building, he’d argued unsuccessfully. 
 
Finally, with Buffy re-enrolled in fall classes, that 
damn memorial built, and Red safely back in 
England, Xander had put in for vacation time and 
here they were.  It was a good thing that Xander 
hadn’t left any room for doubt that he was looking 
forward to becoming Spike’s Consort.  They’d talked 
about it several times but having the Gem of Amara 
had eliminated Xander’s worry that becoming 
Spike’s Consort would endanger Spike.  The 
ceremony and the transfer of some of his power to 
Xander wouldn’t matter now that he was 
invulnerable.  Anyone trying to take advantage of 
the fact to take Spike down was in for one hell of a 
surprise.   
 
He’d removed the Ring for the Consort ritual, not 
wanting to risk that the Ring’s magic would 
somehow screw up the ritual, but the weakness 
that had followed the ritual, the loss of strength and 
stamina that was expected and was one of the 



reason so few vampires ever took a consort - or 
survived the weeks after the ritual - had 
disappeared in a matter of days.  He wasn’t quite 
back to full strength yet, but he was close.  By the 
time they got home, he didn’t expect to have any 
problems when the word he’d taken a consort 
inevitably spread. 
 
“Hey,” Xander’s voice pulled him from his thoughts 
and he looked into the warm brown eyes smiling at 
him from so close he could feel Xander’s breath 
feathering against his face.  Xander leaned closer 
and kissed him with slow, lingering passion.  “Did I 
tell you?” he said, his smile turning impish.  “I think 
we should come back here for our 100th 
anniversary. 
 
Spike’s own lips turned up in a puckish 
grin.  “Sounds like a plan, luv.  Does that mean I get 
to pick the place we spend our 200th?” 
 
“Seems fair,” Xander said judiciously. 
 



Spike laughed and kissed him.  Eternity with this 
man, his Consort, seemed just about enough time.  

 

The End 

 

 

 


