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Chapter 1

Chapter 1 and 2

Disclaimer:  Joss Whedon, ME, WB, Fox are the sole owners of all involved with Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel.  Thanks to Joss he allows us to play in his sandbox.  I derive no compensation for these flights of fancy.  The story concept is my "creation" as is all dialogue not in any original story script. ~*~
Prologue:
~*~

They were all dead now.  Buried round the globe, their lives reduced to names, dates and a few terse words to sum up the total of what they had been and what they had accomplished.

Only she remained and she knew she was fading quickly.

The dream also remained.  The dream that at times drove her mad and at other times saved her sanity.

They were all gone now, those who always believed they knew best, at least where her life was concerned.  The ones whose love for her kept love from her until all love had died as well.

There was no one to stop her now, to say it would be wrong.

She looked at the world she had existed in for far too long, sterile and lonely, and decided any other world had to be better.  Any world with him in it.

~*~
Chapter 1
~*~

Buffy wasn’t too sure what to think of this Tara girl who had suddenly become a part of their group.  She wasn’t too sure what to think about Willow’s sudden epiphany that she was gay.  Epiphany. Big word for a big event.  In all the years Buffy had known Willow there had been no hint she was gay.  She had crushed on Xander for years and then fallen hard for Oz.  Now she was totally convinced that Tara was the love of her life.

Tara was nice enough girl; it wasn’t that.  It also wasn’t any anti-gay feeling on Buffy’s part.  It was just weird; that was all.  Oz had come back only to leave again after being rescued from the Initiative.  Willow had clearly chosen her new love, her girlfriend, and the gang was just going to have to accept it.

Well, Buffy could easily slip that little adjustment into the "Egyptian vacation" file and do the deep denial she was so very practiced at.  There were more pressing matters with that monster Adam on the loose.

So lost in thought was Buffy that she didn’t see the old woman in her path and nearly collided with her.  "Oh, God!  I’m so sorry, ma’am!  I didn’t see you.  Are you all right?"

The old woman smiled at Buffy and let out a chuckle.  "Oh, I’m not nearly as fragile as I may look.  Still mend quickly, just never the heart.  Never the heart."

Buffy was a bit spooked by the words and the woman herself.  There was something vaguely familiar about this elderly lady.  She looked a bit like Buffy’s great-grandma back in Illinois.  Of course that lady had been dead for many, many years and this was no ghost.

"Well, as long as you’re okay," Buffy started to walk around the old woman only to find her elbow caught in the surprisingly strong grip of the woman’s gnarled fingers.

"We need to have a little talk, smug Buffy," the old one said.  "I know things you need to know. Important things.  Life changing things.  They’re no old wives’ tales either."  She let out a brittle, unnerving laugh at that and Buffy was seriously in the land of squigdom.

The last thing Buffy wanted was some nut job of a senior citizen adding more weirdness to her life.  Aside from the whole Adam mess and regular slayage issues, Buffy was finally trying to build a nice normal life on the side.
  
Riley was almost the stereotypical, all-American dream boyfriend: solid, strong, smart and best of all, normal.  True, he had badly disappointed her by not recognizing it was Faith in her body during the whole body swap thing, but Buffy finally admitted to herself that the whole situation had been beyond anything she should have expected Riley to anticipate.  Nice, normal Riley couldn’t be expected to think of bodyjackings. It was amazing enough that he understood the whole idea of demons and vamps and slayers.

Everyone liked Riley.  Well, okay, Giles liked the fact Riley was human.  He hadn’t been as pleased that Riley had been so close to the late Maggie Walsh.  Her Watcher had also commented on the unseemliness of a teacher’s assistant, one who helped grade Buffy’s work, dating a student.  

Her mom hadn’t said anything about Riley one way or the other, but Buffy knew that anyone would make her mom happy after Angel.  Mom hadn’t actually met Riley yet, but the news that he was human and a nice college boy with a military background boded well for her ready acceptance.   Riley dateage was peachy, in a nutshell.

"Yes," Buffy tried to convince herself, "Angel chose to help Faith.  It really is over."  That hurt so badly.  Angel was supposed to be on her side always.  They were supposed to BE always, even if they couldn’t be together.  He had come into town and decided he didn’t like Riley but told Buffy to leave L.A., even though Faith had taken Buffy’s body and tried to destroy her life!  Yes, Riley was a much saner choice.

"If you’re through wool gathering, we need to go somewhere quiet and talk.  There are things you must hear before it’s too late, before you miss too much."  The old lady was still there, still with her hand on Buffy’s elbow. 
 
Buffy rolled her eyes and decided that the easiest way to get rid of the old bat was to go somewhere safe and public and let her rattle out whatever story she wanted to tell and then move on.  Buffy wasn’t Faith; she couldn’t just knock the nursing home escapee to the ground yet she sure wasn’t going anywhere secluded with the nut case either.

"Okay.  You’ve got about ten minutes before I need to go meet my friends. Hope you can talk fast.  There’s a bench over there by the commons," Buffy offered.

~*~
Chapter 2
~*~

‘God, Was I really that annoying?!  Those eye rolls must have driven everyone to want to smack me a good one!’  The old lady shook her head in amazement.  She kept hold of Buffy and headed straight for the bench, moving much faster than she looked capable of doing.

"Wow, those must be some vitamins they give you in the home," Buffy snarked.

"You know all those quips you’re so self satisfied doling out?  Not so clever as you think, girl.  You’ve a sharp tongue and you leave lash marks on those you claim to love, or secretly love. Not very kind at all," the old lady admonished.

"Do you know me?"  Buffy was filled with the certainty that this woman knew her far better than she possibly could.  "Are we related or something?"

"Oh, yes," the woman stated firmly, "Very much so.  You must promise to hear me out though.  I can prove who I am in good time, but the tale is the most important thing, since you are far too busy to hear important life changing information at a leisurely pace.  You place far too much importance on pleasing your friends, dear."

"Okay, go on.  You have my undivided attention.  Tale tell away."  Buffy gestured with a flourish of a hand.

"Oh, no.  I know you far better than that.  I want your real attention, not an attempt to pacify a strange old lady before moving onto more important things."  The woman had steel in her green eyes, pinning Buffy in place with her glance.

"Okay, you got me.  Please, tell me this important information.  I swear that I’ll listen."  Buffy found herself oddly intrigued by this woman and eager to hear her story.

"I think I shall tell it as if it were a story.  Not a fairy tale, for there is no happily ever after.  This story is filled with regret, missed chances, epic love, deep denials and character flaws.  There are no real villains in this story, merely misguided individuals and a girl with all the courage in the world except when it came to her heart."  The old woman had a faraway look on her face as she began.

~*~*~
THE OLD LADY’S TALE part 1
~*~*~

"There was a brave and honorable girl who wanted very badly to be loved.  She had many disappointments from those who should have been ones she could rely upon.  Her parents divorced when she was at a critical juncture in her life.  She had just discovered that what was fantasy to most people was to be her reality from then on and that the literal fate of the world rested upon her young shoulders.  Needless to say, she was not able to turn to her parents with this information.  Their disbelief of the things she had already shared led them to send her to a psychiatrist until she got back to what they saw as reality.

The father ceased to be a father soon after the divorce, disappearing from her life to all intents and purposes.  He doesn’t factor in at all, actually.  It was as if he ceased to exist.   The girl, as most young people in this position do, blamed herself for the divorce and her father’s leaving.  She and her mother never really spoke of him with any depth and she didn’t try to explain her frightening world to her mother either.

She met a mysterious older man, a man who looked as if he had stepped out of her dreams, a man who understood her world even better than she did.  He gave hints of truth, hints of passion, hints of forever and then, like the wind, he would be gone.  He took a place in her heart that no one else could fill; she wouldn’t allow it.  He was enshrined there as the perfect love, the incomparable one that all others were compared to, to their detriment. He was flawless in her mind and memory.  No evil in him, he was her shining hero, hers always yet never really hers at all.

In time, after heartbreak that rivaled that of Juliet, the man left her as well.  The pattern was beginning to set for her.  Those she loved and trusted would go, leaving her with pieces of herself scattered at her feet.  Another pattern was also begun, one where bad things were done to her in her supposed best interest Somehow even then she knew that wasn’t really the reason.  She knew that there were selfish reasons for the abandonments as well.  Still she could assign no blame to this man, her first love.  She was still but a child really and knew no better.

 She had great friends.  They suffered at her side, fought battles that they did not have to fight.  They had courage and love that was real and true.  They had seen the hurt this first love had caused the girl and came to many wrong conclusions based on what they had witnessed.   These friends were as family to the girl.   She would gladly die for them. As it was, she ended up living for them instead in more ways than one.  One should never sacrifice one’s life in this way. It does no favor to anyone.

Where was I?  Oh yes, her friends.  The girl also had a teacher, a mentor.  In truth this man was more of a father to her than her own missing father.  She loved him dearly.  He too was placed on a pedestal where his superior knowledge was never really questioned.  True, she had in the beginning, in the time of the great love, but after that not really ever again.  He WAS authority in her mind. She knew his love for her was sincere and his knowledge vast and so she relied on his judgement more than he would ever have suspected, in spite of her outward rebellions.

In time, he left as well, again for her own good.  She was at her weakest, the neediest point in her life, pulled from paradise and put in a position of too much responsibility and yet this man decided she needed yet more responsibility on top of it.  She was most likely clinically depressed at that stage and still he left.  Now she had the weight of the world and all the burdens of an adult, including parenthood, resting on her tired shoulders.

There was one, only one, who understood her.  He knew her better than anyone had ever known her.  They had been great enemies, at least superficially.  There was a fire between them, though, from the first.  He made mistakes, as did she.  He struggled to be what he once was with no one to guide the way.  In fact, he struggled against the hurtful words and low expectations of those he saw as role models.  It was an impossible climb even with help and he had to make it alone.  But he did, mostly for her.

He watched her as she suffered and strived, admiring her and always finding a way to be there at her side when she most needed him.  He saw the good in her, the kindness, even when it was never directed his way.

For a long while, she didn’t really see him.  He had several…traits in common with her first great love, traits she decided made him impossible to care for.  She held him to a standard that was not possible to meet, not by a human, much less one who was not quite that.  Still, he stayed.  He accepted any crumb she offered because his love was pure and real.  You must understand he really did know her, good and bad, and loved all of her.

She might have realized his worth in time.  She was starting to soon after the father figure left her.  She was so terribly frightened though.  She knew her friends would not accept him in her life.  They had their reasons, some valid, to distrust him.  You see, just as the girl could see no bad in her first love, her friends could see no good in this man.  

What should have been an epic, adult love story between the two became a hurtful, muddled mess of a relationship.  She hurt him beyond belief, every nasty word, every blow as damaging as a stake to a vampire.  He in turn hurt her in his ignorance.  When he realized that he had indeed hurt her, he went to change himself so he could never harm her again.

What he did was the most amazing act ever to have been done by such as he.  By any human for that matter.  He didn’t even know the extent of what would happen by achieving what he set out to do.  For all he knew, it would be the same as suicide.  He left her intending to die, in fact or in character, so that she would be safe from any hurt from him. 
 
As with most things that truly mattered to him, he succeeded.  This man was capable of amazing depths of love, self-sacrifice, constancy and loyalty.  It is so sad that she didn’t see this soon enough.  She wanted someone to love her greatly, someone who would never leave her.  She had that in him and on some level she knew yet feared it.

He returned to her, but he was not in his right mind for a while.  Even though she had missed him while he was gone as if missing a part of herself, she still feared.  The fear increased as his madness underlined her ability to be cruel and her friends became even more vocal in their hatred of the man.  In time, he regained his mind but never his self-esteem or security in his perceptions where the girl was concerned.

This man--once proud, confident, secure, and determined--was in many ways a shell of himself.  She even publicly chastised him for exactly that and told him she wanted him to be as he had been when she had originally rejected him."

Buffy had been listening to the story raptly.  On many levels she knew that this old lady was somehow telling her future to her and her past as well.  It felt real and true and yet Buffy understandably wanted to run, to reject what she was hearing.

"I have no idea what you are talking about.  Look, maybe you know some things about me and Angel, about me and my folks, but all the rest of this is just bull.  I really need to meet Willow…you know, one of those friends who’s like family."  Buffy stood to leave.

"Buffy, Slayer…in a few days you will all turn against one another.  You will have been manipulated, but the seeds were already there.  This will be the last act this man will undertake against you.  He wouldn’t have done it had you been willing to help, to guide him to the light.  I don’t know how long I have. I think it is a short time.  After you defeat Adam, after you have your dreams of the First Slayer, maybe then you will be willing to listen to the important parts I have to tell.  I’ll be here.  I must be here. My life, your life hangs on it."


Chapter 2

Chapter 3 and 4


~*~
Chapter 3
~*~

The next few weeks were a blur of activity as Buffy and the gang came up with a way to channel their powers together and defeat the Frankenstein monster from hell that defied being destroyed in a conventional way.  Spike had sold them all out, the jerk!  He had sided with Adam after all they had done for him after the Initiative had chipped him!

Still they had prevailed.  Adam was now a pile of tissue and junk metal on the floor of the now defunct government lab. Spike slithered back to the crypt he had moved into after Giles had finally gotten rid of him and it was time for a Scooby celebration.

Buffy’s mom had gone to bed, not having the adrenaline high that the others had.  In fact, the details of the ordeal her baby had just been through had been skimmed over out of concern for her natural motherly worry instincts.  Even Giles was planning to join in the movie and popcorn fiesta of successful demony slayage.

The first dream had come to Willow.  The others noticed her nod off and weren’t too worried as she began to mutter and twitch.  After all they had just gone through, Willow more than earned any nightmare she might be having.

Xander crashed next and his sleep pattern seemed much like Willow’s.  He muttered something crazy about being a comfortadore, whatever that might be. Maybe Xan was dreaming of being a bullfighter? 
 
The film they had been watching, Apocalypse Now, was enough to cause more than one nightmare on its own.  Buffy had to laugh at the apt choice it had been.  Once more they had averted doom of the apocalyptic kind and lived to joke about it.

Giles was the next to be embraced by Morpheus.  Buffy began to get a bit wigged as her normally stoic Watcher writhed in the obvious throes of a nightmare of his own.  When Giles began to sing unintelligible words to a power ballad, Buffy began to genuinely worry about the whole group, only to find herself sinking into the sleep of the exhausted.

Eventually, Buffy awoke, having put the First Slayer firmly in her place.  They all nervously discussed the odd dreams they had experienced, not daring to reveal everything they remembered.

When everyone left, Buffy remembered the words of dream Tara, "You think you know what’s to come…what you are.  You haven’t even begun."  Buffy felt chills as those words rang in her mind.  "What’s to come."  That crazy old lady had told her about defeating Adam, Spike’s betrayal, the dreams, and then hinted that she knew what was to come in Buffy’s life…that it wasn’t what Buffy thought would happen at all.  "Maybe," Buffy thought, "I should hear the rest of her story after all."

~~~ 

The next morning heralded a bright, sunny day almost devoid of clouds of any kind.  The kind of day to keep most of the demon population, even those with sun tolerance, at bay.  Mischief and evil were things for the dark.  Speaking of evil things, Buffy decided to drop by Spike’s crypt and have a nice game of wack-the-vamp for his helping Adam the way he had.  They had been damned good to the evil bloodsucker and he had nearly destroyed them.

She kicked in the door of the crypt, managing to allow a stray sunbeam to hit the prone vampire before he yelped and slid off the sarcophagus to shelter from the daylight. "Bloody hell, Slayer.  This is the middle of the night for us vamps!  You nearly turned me into a soddin’ torch.  Have a care when you decide to come for an unannounced visit with the undead."

"I don’t much care if you fry, bake or grill, Spike.  You nearly got us killed by that freak.  You want the chip out so bad, fine.  I’ll pull it out of your skull for you.  Of course, then I’ll have to stake your ass too, but I’m thinking that won’t be any big loss either."  Buffy was furious, far more than she understood why.  If she thought about it, there was no reason to be feeling the betrayal she was feeling from Spike’s actions.  After all, they weren’t friends.

Spike barely hid the hurt look that flashed across his face at her obvious desire to see the end of him.  He was puzzled by the emotions her clear loathing brought up within him.  This was the Slayer.  He hated her and she hated him.  He would have killed her if they hadn’t shoved that bleedin’ chip in his head.  So why did it hurt so much that she still hated him?  Why did he secretly wish she had come by for a friendly chat or to ask his help in some demon fight?

"Don’t see why you’ve got your knickers in a twist, luv.  Helped fight off the bad guys in the end, didn’t I?  Did a right good job of keepin’ the whole Scooby crew safe as houses while they did that mojo you used to beat tall, pieced together and ugly."  Spike could see her anger had not abated one bit.  "I can see you’re not here to thank me for my timely help, so I’ll ask you to leave my home and come back at a civilized hour and in a civilized way."

"Like you’d know civilized," Buffy spat.  "I want to know why I should leave here without dusting your worthless hide?  We helped you, took you in, fed you and protected you.  The first thing you do when you move out on your own is to turn on us.  Why, Spike?  Are you really just that worthless?"

Spike felt stung at her words.  He liked to feel he had some sense of honor, in a vampiry kind of way at least.  "Yeah, helped me," he snarked.  "Tied me up, chained me up, teased me, insulted me.  Right great examples of do-gooders you lot are!  Not a kind word from any of you for the starvin’, confused vamp.  I coulda just grabbed a minion to kill all the nice, warm walking blood bags for me, but nooooo, I head to you, figurin’ you’d help a poor chipped vamp out.  Show me what to do.  Stop the bad guys.  At least just stake me.  Instead I got to be the personal vamp-shaped verbal punching bag for the lot of you.  Try out all those snappy little quips of yours, hone that razor tongue.  Whelp finally had a way to lord it over a big bad.  Not like I could expect to learn civilized from you lot." 

 Spike was half-sure Buffy was going to dust him anyway and he wanted to go down making sure he put a dent in her smug, self-satisfied opinion of herself.  "I’m a soulless, evil vampire.  What’s your excuse?"

Suddenly Buffy’s eyes grew large and shone with fear.  She heard the old woman’s voice speaking of a man and a struggle to become something good.  She couldn’t mean Spike, could she?  Buffy was more determined to find the old lady again than ever.  "I have to go.  Just… just…don’t go against us again, Spike.  That’s not how you win friends."  She turned and walked briskly out of the crypt, leaving behind a bewildered vampire.

"What the hell just happened here?"  Spike had a feeling that it was something monumental but completely mysterious.

~*~
Chapter 4
~*~

Buffy hadn’t been gone long before there was a slight, timid rap on the crypt door.  "Now who the hell is it?!"  The only person Spike could even remotely envision knocking on his door was the cute, shy blonde bird that nested with the witch.  Of course, what she’d be doing there was beyond anything Spike could grasp.  Just to be on the safe side, Spike made sure he was in a position to protect his unlife from whoever was on the other side of the door before shouting out, "Well, come in then."

The door opened slowly, carefully and Spike was startled to see an elderly woman enter, a look of near rapture on her face.  "Sorry, love, wrong crypt.  You here to visit any old friends, they’ve moved on.  New tenant here." 
 
Spike caught a whiff of a scent that could not be right. He narrowed his eyes and stared at the silent woman who now had tears pooling in her eyes and a look that somehow combined bliss and torment at the same time.

"Spike…I know I shouldn’t have come here.  I had to, don’t you see.  I had to see you again.  Had to see if your eyes were as blue as I remembered, your face as dear.  I had to see the proud tilt of your head, the curls that just won’t stay tamed.  I may not have sense enough to listen to myself and I couldn’t die without seeing you.  Telling you that you were wrong.  I meant it, more than I’ve ever meant anything.  I love you still."  The woman looked near collapse, as if that odd speech had taken the last of her strength.

"Here now, missus, have a care.  You look like you’d better sit a bit before you fall over and belong here."  Spike was wary and more than a little unnerved.  He knew the Slayer had family.  He’d met the mum when they had their truce a couple of years before.  But this woman smelled of the Slayer.  No, she smelled JUST like the Slayer…the current Slayer…Buffy.  It made no sense.  The smell was the smallest puzzle piece; her words completely flummoxed Spike.

"Don’t know who you are, but you must have been in the sun too long and gone all barmy."  He fought the urge to go to the elder woman’s aid, half in fear of her and the unknown she represented.

The woman smiled fondly and even gave a little laugh.  "You know who I am, Spike.  You’ve always known who I am.  You may not believe what you see and hear, but you know me.  I don’t have long, my love, and have to try with that stubborn idiot I was…but I had to see you one more time.  If you believe nothing else, remember nothing else…remember that I mean it when I say I love you.  I will always love you."

"Okay.  This is getting a bit too strange for me and I’ve seen a world of strange.  You can’t be who you seem to be and if you are, you sure as hell don’t love me."  Spike was circling the sarcophagus as the old woman became mobile again and approached him.  For some reason he was more terrified of this slight, frail human than he could ever remember being and he wanted to have plenty of space between them.

"I know this isn’t fair.  Not now, not at this time in your journey.  I should have avoided the temptation.  I promised myself I’d just look, drink you in from a distance.  Then to just hear your voice again…that would be enough, I convinced myself.  There was never enough when it came to you though, Spike.  I could never get sated, you know.  You were both too much and never enough.  Oh, it wasn’t your fault. It was mine.  If I had only let down the walls and let you in like you deserved, like you wanted…."  The woman sighed with a depth of sadness Spike had never heard in all his long years of existence.  "You would have been more than enough if I had let you in.  Now, it’s just an unending hunger.  I’ve paid for my foolishness… paid dearly, my love.

She stopped her movement toward the rattled vampire as if she knew how spooked he was by her words, her scent.  "For all eternity I will love you, my Spike, my William.  Never forget that I believe in you.  You are a good man, a worthy man, a hero who was never beneath me."  The woman began to cry at that and Spike couldn’t stop himself from going to her, trying to comfort this strange woman who claimed to feel things for him that he had always craved and never had.

He slid his arms around her slim body and patted her gently.  "Don’t cry, pet.  I don’t understand a bit of this, but don’t cry.  Never could stand the tears, even though Angelus tried to teach me it was better with them.  For what it’s worth, your words were nice to hear, Never heard the like…well, me mum loved me, but never heard anyone say what you have.  Can tell you mean it too, love.

Don’t cry, darlin’."  Spike could tell from this closeness that his nose had not deceived him.  Somehow this old woman now sobbing in his arms was the same Slayer that had just left his crypt after coming to threaten him.  He had no idea how it could be true, only that it was.

The woman pulled away with surprising strength and straightened up, rubbing at the tears on her cheeks. "Well, I sure know how to wait ‘til I look my best before I pour out my heart to a guy, don’t I?"  She laughed and it sounded bitter.  "I have to use the rest of my strength on her, me.  Don’t forget me, Spike.  I’m trying to make it better, make it right."  With that, the woman turned and left the vampire standing in shock.  

Somehow the same woman had managed to stun him into silence twice in a matter of minutes.  The same woman yet totally different in every respect.  Spike wasn’t sure if he were still asleep dreaming.  He pinched himself and began to curse loudly as the pain proved his wakeful state without doubt.  ‘What the bloody hell is going on?’ he wondered for the second time in the same hour.  

"Think this calls for a visit with my good friend Jack," he decided and reached for the bottle of Tennessee’s finest with a trembling hand.

~~~ 

Buffy looked all over the campus where the old woman had been weeks earlier.  She started to panic a bit when she remembered the woman’s warning that she wasn’t sure how long she had to pass on her message.  Maybe she was one of those gypsies like Jenny Calendar had been.  Didn’t they always tell you your future?  The woman didn’t look like any gypsy Buffy had ever imagined though.  Whatever this old woman was, Buffy felt a kinship with her that she could not explain and didn’t want to examine too closely.

Finally the adrenaline that had been fueling Buffy through the meandering trek from her house to Spike’s crypt and now the University campus wore off and Buffy felt the urgent need to sit or fall.  She moved to the bench where the woman had started her strange tale weeks ago and sat in the sun, eyes closed.

"Ah, you’ve decided to hear the rest, have you?"  Buffy opened her eyes to find herself looking at the wrinkled face of the old woman peering down at her.  The woman looked as though she had been crying.  She looked even more old and tired than she had the last time Buffy had seen her.

"You tell a good story.  I guess I kinda want to see how it all ends," Buffy ventured.

"Interesting choice of words.  Well, so you shall.  At least how my story ends; how yours does is entirely up to you."  The woman took a seat next to Buffy and prepared to continue her story.

~*~*~
THE OLD LADY’S TALE part 2
~*~*~
"Now, where did I leave off?  I’m becoming quite the cliché lately with the failing memory and emotional starts."  She smiled at Buffy with genuine fondness for a moment.  "Ah, yes, recriminations!  Now I remember.  Why don’t I skip ahead a bit, yes?"

At Buffy’s nod, the lady took a deep breath and Buffy noticed her eyes go out of focus as if she were seeing not the current surroundings but some distant, unknown world that Buffy couldn’t hope to see.

"Yes…there he was. Her gift, you see.  Her gift was death they said.  She didn’t understand for a long while that HE was that gift, his love.  All she had to do was love, forgive, give and it would have all been hers.  Everything the girl longed for, dreamed of.  She was foolish, as I said.

He died for her, you know.  No, of course you don’t know.  Soon, dear, you’ll see the possibility.  He’ll let himself be tortured for you all too soon.  He’ll hate himself for not dying in your place night after night…."

The woman saw the look of shock on Buffy’s face at the talk of her death and quickly changed tactics.

"That’s of no matter now.  It should have told the girl much about his character though.  She did see it, just denied it to herself and others.  He got his soul for her, fought for it by choice.  No Gypsy curse for him!  Even then the girl held him at arm’s length, deep in denial of how she felt.  How she had felt all that year before really.  She kept telling herself that once they won this latest apocalypse, then she’d tell him…then she’d let him in.  Always tomorrow with her.  Finally there were no more tomorrows and he was dust.  The world was safe once again, thanks to his willing sacrifice, but he was gone.

He gave her the life she claimed she needed, wanted…a last gift of love.  Funny thing was that once she had that life it was as much ash as he now was.  Her friends never fully understood the depth of her grief. She probably didn’t either at the time.  It was as if a part of herself, the best part, had burned in the Hellmouth with him.  She had the freedom she craved but no joy.  The friends she had denied him for scattered, as friends will always do.  They each had their own lives, their own loves, their own griefs.  The very thing she had feared would happen if she let herself love him happened anyway: she was alone. That was a bitter lesson.

She paid them back with wild behavior that frightened them.  Took up with a real soulless demon, one with no love in him, only vanity and avarice.  Life was one party after another where she could laugh and dance and perform and feel nothing.  They finally decided there was something wrong with her, never understanding it was grief.  They could never seem to believe that she really loved the good man.  Could never see him as a good man…or as a man at all.

After a couple of years, her first love found her.  He was human.  Rewarded for his years of toil in the service of the Powers.  Human, with a clean slate and every intention of eating those promised cookies."

Buffy nearly crossed her eyes in confusion at that statement.

"Yes, I know, stupid analogy.  But you did try, dear, however misguided."

"You keep saying ‘you’, am I the girl in the story?"  Buffy dared to ask.

"Let’s just continue this tale, why don’t we?  I think you are asking questions that you already know the answers to.  You were never as slow as they tried to make you think.  Just look at how well I speak now! You have a fine mind, Buffy, don’t waste it.

Now, where was I?  Oh yes, the return of the once and future love!  He came, flowers in hand, and charmed her with his newly beating heart and soft words of adoration. She let herself believe that she was finally going to be happy.  She was going to have the life she had dreamed of since she was a lass of sixteen.  Finally the empty hole in her heart, her soul would be filled.
Funny how reality and fantasy are rarely the same.  He was a good man, just not the man she thought he was.  He hadn’t changed; she just saw him clearly for the first time.  Of course this didn’t happen until they had been married for a little over a year.  The nagging discontent had been there from the start, but she had ignored it.

She discovered some half-truths told long before.  He had a son, for one thing.  He had done some things that she just could not justify in the years they had been apart.  She began to see that he was as he had always been.  What was different was that she was actually seeing him now.

The final stone on the tomb of her marriage, her first love, came when she discovered the biggest lie of all. The lie she could never forgive."

Buffy felt herself holding her breath in fear of what horrible lie could have destroyed this forever love the woman had spoken of.

"The man--the one who had died for her, the one she had grieved for and still was grieving for--had come back.  It had been a miracle.  He had dusted there in the Hellmouth but had been returned.  He returned to the very office of her first love.  He had been a ghost for a while and her first love had tried every way to get rid of him.  No one knew how it was that he was back.

The man who was like a father to this girl had been contacted and they decided that it was safer for the girl to not be told.  Who knew the powers behind a resurrection like this and who knew what evil the man might do if he was allowed back in the girl’s life?  They all agreed--her first love, her father figure and those same friends who had been the obstacle the first time.  The same friends who had been out of her life for years were now suddenly making decisions for her again."

"Surely she went to him, her real love, as soon as she found out, right?"  Buffy asked, very much caught up in the story.

"Sadly it was too late."  The woman teared up again and choked back sobs.

"You see, this first love had managed to finish the job the girl’s disdain had started.  The good man felt himself unworthy.  He feared that the love she had proclaimed at last, as he was dying, had been a balm to a doomed man and not a real declaration of love.  The first love made certain that doubt and remembrances of his previous evil deeds were a constant reminder of why the good man should stay away from the girl.

The father figure even arranged for the good man, in the company of her first love, to catch a glimpse of her dancing as if she had not a care in the world.  They made sure the good man felt certain that his beloved did not and had never loved him.

Soon after, her first love started a war, a terrible war against a force of evil they had no chance of defeating.  The good man once more gave his life fighting the forces of darkness, forces he was once in service of as a mighty warrior.   This time there was no miraculous resurrection.  The good man lay down his life saving her first love during the battle never to rise again.  The first love survived and was given the prophesied reward.  He was made human again, free to come to the girl, free of guilt and sorrow."

"God!  This is just not fair!  It can’t end like this! The girl tried to do the right thing and lost everything that mattered.  How is that fair?  The good man who loved her died thinking he wasn’t loved!  That’s so not fair.  Even the marriage to her first love didn’t make it to a second anniversary.  Tell me there was a happy ending somewhere?"  Buffy had forgotten this was more than just a romantic, tragic story and was caught up in it as if it were a chick flick..

"I’m afraid not.  No, the girl grew older.  She cut herself off for a long while from those who had deceived her, manipulated the two of them.  In time, the love that was at the core was remembered and they were friendly again.  It was not the same, of course.

She watched as her friends created the families she had been denied.  They loved freely whom they chose and grew old in the comfort of that love.  In time, one by one, they aged and died.  First the father figure, maintaining to the end that he had acted in her best interest.

The girl, now a woman, had many a scheme that she tried to get her friends to help her with, ways of getting her beloved back again.  Resurrection spells were suggested only to be abandoned as excuse after excuse was given as to why it would not work properly.  The idea of ripping the hero from a heavenly reward was the strongest argument against it.  The woman knew anyone who had done the deeds he had done had to be in paradise, not some hell his soulless self may have deserved at one time.

As the woman became older and older and science and magic merged more and more, the possibility of time travel appeared.  It was forbidden, of course, because of the dangers that come from changing the past. Still, the woman longed to go back, make those changes, take the happiness that should have been hers.  They always had the right words to prevent it though…until one day she was alone in fact as well as feeling.

The woman looked in the mirror and saw her days were coming to a close.  A wasted life in so many ways. Finally, in an ultimate act of what some would call selfishness, she decided to take the biggest chance of all.  The chance that she might say the right thing to change it all.  That she might keep this story from being a tragedy and instead make it the grand, epic love story it was intended by the Powers to be.  She stepped through the glass and came face to face with herself."  The woman looked hard at Buffy, willing her to see the truth of what she claimed.

"I am you, my dear.  I cannot change what I did in any way but this.  You have the power now.  You can see Spike for who and what he is.  You can help him be the good man he is trying to be, show him the way.  You can love him as no one else ever has and let him love you better than you dreamed you could be loved."  The old Buffy was pleading with her with every look, every word.  "Don’t let it end badly again."

Young Buffy was shocked.  Did she say SPIKE?  Why did that just seem like something she already knew?  She needed no proof, not really, she knew in her bones, in her soul, the truth that this older self had spoken. The tale felt real…like she’d lived it, suffered under the weight of it.  Now she realized she had the power to change it all, a chance to grab the happiness she craved even now.

Older Buffy saw the belief in her younger self’s eyes and sighed in contentment.  "I went to see him.  I had to.  You’ll find him ready to be molded, if I’m not mistaken.  He’s been rattled to the core, the dear, but he’s really remarkable.  You’ll see.  Go. Be happy.  I don’t know how YOUR future will be, but I imagine it will be wonderful.  Willow and Xander will either come around or they won’t; you have power there too.  They love you, you just have to trust in that love and in his."

Younger Buffy felt the tears as they began to course down her cheeks.  She wasn’t sure what to do with the information she now had, not sure if she should say a thing to anyone, least of all Spike.  Spike!  She had been attracted to him but would never have dared to act on it.  Maybe it was time to slay her own demons, kill her own fears.  She was the Slayer and no coward. Perhaps it was time to act like it.

As Buffy came to this conclusion, she glanced over where the older version of herself had been seated and found nothing but an empty space on the bench next to her.  Just as she began to wonder if she might have dreamed the entire thing up, she noticed a ring lying on the bench: Spike’s skull ring from their spell-induced engagement.  Buffy had kept the ring for some reason and here it was on the seat next to her.  She quickly opened her purse and felt around the bottom, gasping a bit as her fingers touched that same ring, her version of it at any rate, right where it had been since the ending of that engagement…in the bottom of her purse.

Now with one in each hand there was no way to dismiss the truth and no way to thank the Powers for this third chance, or first in her reality.  She wouldn’t waste it. Not again.


~fin?
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