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Chapter 1

One

This bunny is based on a discussion in which someone suggested that Buffy dreamed the entire seven seasons of the BtVS.  What if that is what happened? What if it isn't ? How would she know which world was real? How will the reader know? This fic does not offer pat answers to those questions - it just raises the questions.  Beta'd by Always_jbj, Eowyn_315 and Just_Sue. Banner by Always_jbjNormal Is Just a Word














Buffy ran her hand over the bare mattress, gazing round the room that had been her home (and prison) for so long.  The walls were empty of the posters her parents had brought, hoping the familiar scenes might help bring their daughter back. The ones she'd outgrown were now out with the recycling, the newer ones rolled up and held with a rubber band.  She walked over to the window and gazed out at the bright sunshine and crowded parking lot.  In the distance she could see the skyscrapers of downtown Los Angeles.









"Are you ready, honey?"









She spun around to see her parents smiling at her from the doorway.  She smiled back and nodded.









"I'm all packed up.  I just have to stop in to see Dr. Swinson before we leave.  She wants to talk to me one more time."









Hank entered the room and hugged his daughter tightly.  









"I'll just take your stuff out to the car, sweetheart.  Your mom can stay with you and bring you out when you're ready."









" 'k. Let's go, Mom."









Buffy led the way, her new confidence lending a firmness to her stride that her mother was hard-put to keep up with.  She walked into Dr. Swinson's office with a cheery, "Hi, Mrs. Johnson," to the receptionist.  Dr. Swinson emerged from her office as soon as she heard Buffy's voice, holding out her hand to Joyce.









"Mrs. Summers! How good to see you.  I just need to chat with Buffy for a few minutes and then she's all yours to take home."









Joyce nodded and sat down in the outer office, watching with a calm smile as Buffy waved and followed the doctor into her warmly decorated office.









Dr. Swinson sat back in her chair and smiled proudly.  She indulged in no false modesty as she studied the girl she'd helped come out of the most detailed and long-running fantasy she'd ever seen. 









"Oh, Buffy," she said, seemingly at a temporary loss for words.  "I'm so very, very proud of you. You've come such a long way in these past several months, and I know how hard you've worked to get here." Her expression darkened, "Although, I have to say that I never expected you to throw yourself off an imaginary tower to make it happen...." She glanced up and her expression cleared.  "But, as I told you at the time, it was really quite brilliant on your part.  You destroyed the Buffy who was living in that world, and your need to be there died with her. An excellent strategy that beautifully closes the door on any need or chance to return." 









She smiled at Buffy, who smiled back tentatively, then looked briefly uncomfortable before smiling again. "Yeah, and, hey bonus, I saved the world when I did it."









Dr. Swinson narrowed her eyes.  "The imaginary Buffy, the one who is a 'slayer', she saved that world.  Please don't tell me that just as I think you've completely recovered, you think it still exists?"









Buffy paled.  "Oh, oh no, Dr. Swinson.  I just meant that it was a good way for me - her - to go out. Saving the world.  Which isn't real, so it really doesn't matter if it gets saved or not, does it?"  Buffy gave the doctor a brilliant smile, hoping she hadn't just blown her chances of leaving the hospital and getting back to a normal life.  Whatever that was in this world - so different from the one she thought she'd been living in for the past five years.









The doctor relaxed and leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers.









"You wouldn't be trying to play me, now, would you, Slayer?" she said with a teasing smile, her confidence in Buffy's recovery seemingly restored.









"What? No! No, I wouldn't do anything like that.  What would be the point? Just to get out of here?  That's what I'm supposed to want, isn't it? To go back to a normal life with my parents and whatever friends might remember me?"









"No, I suppose not.  So, you really have no desire to go back to that strange world? To Sunnydale?"









"Dr. Swinson," Buffy was suddenly very serious, fearful that her hard work over the past several months might be going right down the tubes. "You know that world as well as I do. Have you forgotten what it was like? In that world, my parents got divorced, I never see my dad, my mother is dead, my only two boyfriends both left me, the closest thing I have to a romantic life is a neutered vampire crushing on me. I have no money, a mortgage, and I have to save the world every frickin' spring.  Why on earth would I want to go back to that? It was like having a nightmare that lasted for years."









Buffy stood up and began to walk around, waving her arms.  "I died twice - did I mention that? That I died when I was only sixteen?" 









 Dr. Swinson nodded her head. "I believe we've talked about that before; about how you had a brief moment of lucidity that didn't last. But that was before I was on staff here," she said, seeming to encourage Buffy to go on.









"Well, it was only for a minute, and I totally kicked his butt when I got back up, but the point is - I died!  And I didn't even get to wake up here, like this time." The doctor started to interrupt and point out again that Buffy had been briefly awake and aware, but shut her mouth as the girl continued. "And then, Spike..." Buffy faltered for a minute, then took a deep breath and went on, "he came to town and he kidnapped Angel and then I...well, never mind that...but Angel lost his soul and he turned into Angelus and killed Giles' girlfriend and I had to kill him to - wait for it - save the world again.  And then, Angel comes back, but he decides to leave me - for my own good.  And I have to - oh yeah, save the frickin' world again. Or Sunnydale, anyway. Not clear on that one. Maybe the mayor only wanted to take over Sunnydale...  









 "Where was I?  Oh yeah, and then I met Riley, but he wasn't a college boy, he was a commando and his boss was an evil bitch that tried to kill me.  Then her pet monster got lose and tried to kill everybody, and Spike got chipped - okay, that wasn't such a bad thing -" Buffy stopped again and sank down into the chair.   "And, you know, it was pretty much all downhill from there."  She stared Dr. Swinson in the eye.  "And you think I want to go back there?  Do you think I'm crazy?"









Dr. Swinson smiled and stood up, walking around her desk to rest her hand on Buffy's head.  "Not any more, you aren't," she said with a laugh.  "Welcome back, Buffy."









She walked Buffy to the door, hugging her tightly before letting her join Joyce in the outer office.  She shook hands with Joyce and graciously accepted the thanks Buffy's mother insisted on repeating and repeating.  After reminding Buffy that she still wanted to see her every week, just to "keep in touch and see how things are going", she watched them walk down the corridor and out of Shady Pines Rehabilitation and Rest Facility.  As she returned to her office, she congratulated herself on the successful completion of what had once seemed a very daunting case.









While it was fresh in her mind, she quickly spoke into her recorder, adding to the file on the case.  As proud as she was of having been a part of bringing this young woman back from her delusions and into the real world, she was also not blind to the opportunity it presented. She was sure that once she had time to write it up, she would make the literature with her story of how a perfectly healthy and normal fifteen year-old-girl suddenly slipped into an imaginary world that was so detailed and real to her that she could respond to any question about it with an immediate and comprehensive answer.









After adding the new-to-her information about Buffy's first "death" and her subsequent activities, she saved the file and closed her laptop, giving it a satisfied pat.









"You're going to make me famous, Buffy Summers."









~~~~~~~~~~~~~~









Buffy and Joyce quickly made their way out to the parking lot and climbed into the big SUV in which Hank was waiting for them.  









"New car?"









Joyce shrugged. "I think I told you about the new cars, Buffy.  This one is for me - and you, as soon as you get your license.  Your dad has his own new car. It just doesn't hold more than two people, so---"









"Dad got a sports car?" For some reason, the idea that her father was driving around in sporty new two-seater made Buffy uncomfortable. Perhaps it was too similar to the way he'd behaved leading up to the divorce in her imaginary world.  Scolding herself for bringing that world into the real one, she put a bright smile on and asked, "So, do I get to drive it when I get my license?"









Hank met her eyes in the rearview mirror and laughed. "I'll let you drive it, sweetheart. As soon as I think you're experienced enough.  In the meantime, you just concentrate on getting your license, huh?"









" 'k," she said, looking around eagerly. When she'd begun to regain her grip on reality, she had been allowed to leave the facility for closely supervised visits to a small nearby mall, but this was the first time she'd actually been out of the watchful care of one of the attendants.  For just a brief moment, she was seized by fear of venturing out into the "real world" by herself, wondering what might happen to her if she had a relapse while no one was around who knew about her past hospitalizations.  Then her attention was pulled to a theater marquee showing the latest romantic comedy and excitement and anticipation replaced the fear.









"Oh, I saw the trailer for that movie on television last week. It looked really good."









Her father grumbled about 'chick flicks' while Joyce laughed and promised Buffy that they would go by themselves to see it.









~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~









Coming home was both comforting and disturbing.  Comforting because it was home. It smelled like home, it looked like home and yet... Buffy stared around at unfamiliar furniture and curtains.









"Um...shouldn't there be a couch there?" She pointed to the area under the windows where a long table with shelves held a couple of houseplants and some magazines.









"We've never had a couch there, Buffy," Joyce said gently, her smile a little strained.









"Huh! I guess my memory isn't as good as it ought to be.  You're right, of course. I remember now.  The couch is there in--" She stopped herself when she saw her mother's face fall.  "It's okay, Mom," Buffy hastened to assured her. "Dr. Swinson said that my memories of that other place will take a while to fade away completely.  She said it's kinda like when you're dreaming and then you wake up. At first, you think you're still in the dream, and then you know you aren't but you still remember it - then, a few hours later, you can barely remember what it was about.  It's just going to take me more than a few hours cause I was...asleep...for such a long time."









Buffy looked around the house with its familiar rooms and nodded. "Even in my fantasy I remembered this house. I just filled it with different furniture and put it in a different town.  But it was this house. I never forgot it was home." She looked at her parents and smiled tentatively.  "That's got to be good, right?  That it always felt like home to me?"









"Yes," her father said tightly as he set her suitcase down at the bottom of the stairs. "It's good to know that you hung on to the house, even when you pushed your parents out of your life."









"Hank!" Joyce snapped as Buffy's face crumpled.









He heaved a sigh and smiled apologetically.  "I'm sorry, sweetheart. I didn't mean that.  It's just that...this has been hard on us, you know?  All those years we've missed while you were growing up without us.  It's hard not to think that you didn't want us around..."









When Joyce had glared him into silence, he shrugged and turned around, grabbed a different set of keys off the table and opened the door.  I'm just going to go for a drive," he said, not meeting Buffy's eyes.  "I'll be back by dinnertime."









Joyce and Buffy stood in silence and watched as he pulled the door shut. The muffled roar of what Buffy recognized as his version of Giles' midlife crisis car faded as it left the driveway.  They looked at each other; then Buffy shrugged.









"It's all right, Mom. It's going to be strange for all of us for a while.  I mean, I know you guys love me and that you've visited me faithfully - even when I didn't know who you were--" She broke off, remembering all the minions she'd vanquished, only to be told when she was more lucid that she'd been screaming at her parents that she would never let Glory have her sister.









"Oh, God," she whispered, collapsing onto the couch.  "What I've put you through. No wonder Dad wants to get away from me!"









"No, Buffy! No. Please don't think that.  He's just...he'll be fine. He loves you just as much as I do and he's happy that we have you back home.  We just have to get used to each other again.  All of us.  We lost a teenager and we've recovered a young woman.  We've gone from boy bands and "No, you're too young to date" to having someone who should be in college and who has--" She broke off, and Buffy knew she was remembering that in her imaginary world, Buffy had been sexually active since she was seventeen.




 




Wishing the staff hadn't been so quick to share all the details of her delusion with her parents, Buffy blushed from her hairline to her chest.  "Yeah, well, I guess we can just chalk all that up to hormones, huh? Erotic dreams and all that."  She looked at her mother with wide eyes.   "Oh my god! I'm probably the only twenty-year old virgin in LA!  I should go on Oprah!"









Joyce laughed and hugged her tightly.  "I'm sure you're not the only one left, Buffy." She pulled back and looked into Buffy's eyes.  "I hope you aren't going to jump into anything...uncomfortable...just because you think you should."









"Don't worry, Mom," Buffy said with a wry smile. "If I learned nothing else from my imagination, it's that Buffy and sex isn't very mixy.  They turn evil, or turn out to be already evil - in a sleazy kind of way, or they get all insecure and-- yeah, I'm not feeling any sudden urge to find myself a boyfriend. Trust me."









"I didn't mean that you shouldn't date, honey.  I want you to enjoy life and get back into the swing of things - it's just that..."









Buffy nodded and grabbed her suitcase.  She had a moment of confusion and almost vertigo as she tried to swing it up the stairs; then flushed as she realized she'd expected to be able to handle it just as she would have when she thought she was a slayer.  Hoping her mother hadn't noticed the lapse, she dragged it up the stairs, bumping the wheels from step to step, and down the hall to her room. 









She dropped the handle and stared around the room that was so familiar- and yet so different.  The bed was in the same place, the walls were the same color, the closet was standing open and almost empty - waiting for her to unpack what few new clothes she had.  With a loud sign, she squared her shoulders and heaved the suitcase up on the bed.









"Time to get to work, Buffy. This is the real world - if you don't take care of your stuff, nobody else is going to do it for you."









Even as she said that, she knew that her mother probably would take care of anything Buffy needed help with.  Just one more reason to be grateful that this was her real life, and not the pain-filled, unending horror that she had inexplicably lived in for the past five years.   Without meaning to, she let herself remember some of the worst things that had occurred in that strange world in which she'd been so sure she belonged.









While she shoved the clothes that she'd worn as a fifteen-year-old to the side, wrinkling her nose at the childish styles, she remembered how she'd felt when Angelus killed Jenny Calendar.  The guilt that she'd had him down and hadn't been able to bring herself to stake him made her shudder all over again.  As Dr. Swinson had advised her to whenever she felt herself slipping into the memories of that life and allowing them to affect her mood, Buffy took a deep breath and tried to clear her mind. She deliberately stared at a poster that she was sure had been dream-inducing when she was fourteen, and that now left her wondering what she'd been thinking.









The laughter inspired by remembering her crush on the members of that boy band brought her back to reality and she continued to put her few "grown-up" clothes into the closet with the mini-skirts of a much younger and more carefree girl.





















Chapter 2

Two


Chapter Two

Buffy did her best to slide back into a normal life. Except for the occasional nightmare in which her sleep was haunted by creatures with claws and fangs, she felt she was handling it surprisingly well. In one of their morning chats over coffee, Joyce tentatively mentioned that she and Hank had expected Buffy to have more trouble adjusting to the outside world than it seemed she was. 

Buffy shrugged.

"I don't know, Mom.  I guess I should feel more confused—and sometimes I do. Honestly.  I mean, I'm having to relearn my way around the neighborhood and the city's still a pretty big mystery."  She peered at her mother and said with a smile. "I do know my way to the mall, though.  You really don't need to keep taking time off work to take me shopping."

Joyce shifted uneasily.  "I'm sure that's true, honey. But you know, I'm just not comfortable letting a girl your age--"

"I'm almost twenty-one, Mom," Buffy reminded her flatly.
 
"Yes, but..." 

Buffy's face tightened into the expression her parents were beginning to recognize as her "You may think I'm fifteen, but I'm not; and I've been taking care of myself for quite a while " look. Joyce quickly backed down, just nodding and reminding herself that Dr. Swinson had given Buffy an explanation for her seemingly easy adjustment to the world and her surprising confidence in her ability to deal with it.

"I know you think it's odd, Buffy," she'd said in response to a question during one of Buffy's weekly visits.  "But you have to remember, in your imagination, you've  been living in the world all this time. As far as you're concerned, only the past couple of months when you began to emerge from your delusion have been spent here at Shady Pines."

Dr. Swinson had explained away Buffy's ability to be fairly current on slang, pop culture references and styles of dress by reminding her that she had spent large amounts of time just sitting in the dayroom, carefully restrained and sedated. 

"Even though you were often lost in your own world, you were being exposed to a steady diet of television, and your subconscious was probably absorbing information from the shows that were on—regardless of whether you were aware of it or not." 
.
Shortly after Buffy's return, Joyce had taken her to the nearest mall to purchase some new clothes. Even if Buffy had wanted to wear the same things that had appealed to her as a teenager, they wouldn't have fit her marginally taller, more slender body. 

Over cookies and iced tea in the food court, they talked a bit about Buffy's concerns about fitting in.

"You don't think it looks too 'I just got out of a mental hospital'?"

"No, honey. I think it looks fine. But if you want to, we can make an appointment with my hair dresser and you can get it cut some other way."

Buffy studied her reflection in the glass tabletop.

"I guess I'll leave it long for a while. It's what I'm used to. "

Joyce nodded. "It's probably not a good idea to make too many changes right away.  Give yourself a chance to figure out who Buffy is now that she's all grown up."


It was on one of those shopping trips that Buffy began the process of weaning herself away from the constant supervision and attention. Beginning with not being completely financially dependent upon her parents. Although Joyce always insisted she could buy whatever she wanted, Buffy was only too aware of the money her parents had spent over the past several years just to keep her confined and safe from her own imagination. 

Without consulting either parent, Buffy decided her first step should be to complete her education, and she called her old high school to get information about earning a GED.  Information jotted down and in hand, she began her quest for a high school diploma.

She took a bus to the testing center, talked briefly with one of the counselors there, and took a sample test. Mildly surprised at how easy it was, she asked if she could take the real test right then.  The pleasant woman laughed and suggested she come back in a few days, prepared to spend all day taking the five tests involved. She sent Buffy home with a study book and the time of the next scheduled test.

Three days later, Buffy walked out feeling confident and wondering if she would be able to keep her secret until the diploma came.  She was home in time to greet Joyce at the driveway and smile mysteriously at her mother's questions as to where she'd been. Joyce responded to Buffy's happy hug with enthusiasm, but some trepidation.

"I'm glad you're so happy, honey, but can't you share why?"

"I will, Mom.  As soon as I have something to share."

Two weeks later, they were all seated at the table when Buffy sprang her news on them.

"Oh my god, Buffy!" Joyce was almost speechless as she looked over the diploma, staring at her daughter with new respect.  Hank, too, as he listened to Buffy's explanation about making the arrangements and taking the bus to the testing center and back, had to admit that she had shown herself capable of more than he was willing to credit.

"I'm sorry, sweetheart," he said.  "It's just that, to me, you're still Daddy's little girl, you know?  And I worry."

"I know that, Dad - Mom.  And I understand it. Really I do.  But I have to start living my life.  And I want to live it as an adult—not as fifteen-year-old Buffy whose mom and dad go everywhere with her."

"All right, honey. You've made your point.  We'll try not to be so smothering or so protective.  If you promise not to go running off to see the world or something."

"I wasn't actually thinking about going much farther than the mall and the community college.  Since I've got that diploma, I may as well see how well I can handle college-level classes."

Buffy made a mental note to ask Dr. Swinson how her subconscious could have learned enough from a television set to pass a test designed for students with much more than a freshman year of high school, when in reality she'd not set foot in one for years. But for the time being, she pushed that disturbing thought aside in favor of taking advantage of the situation and using it to move closer to adulthood.
 
Her next step was to find a job. Preferably one that would allow her to attend college classes if and when she got in.  Accepting Joyce's offer of a ride to the nearest mall, she began to wander up and down the corridors, hoping for inspiration to strike.  She was contemplating looking into a waitressing job in one of the restaurants attached to the mall, when she spotted the "help wanted" sign in the window of a small bookstore. On a whim, Buffy entered the store and inquired about the job.  

The friendly store owner introduced herself as Marcia and listened carefully to Buffy's stammering explanation for why she wanted to work there. 

"So, you've been abroad for the past few years?"  Marcia's innocent question had Buffy scrambling to come up with something better than "not around here".

"Not so much abroad, as just... not able to do a lot of things other girls do. That's why this will be my first real job."

"Were you ill?"

"Yes. Yes, I was.  But I'm fine now, and ready to catch up on the things I missed. Like college and working."

After more discussion, during which she glossed over her hospitalization as best she could without actually lying, Buffy found herself employed, and with hours that could be flexible enough to allow her to attend classes at the community college.

As she met her mother outside, Buffy couldn't keep the happy smile off her face and Joyce quickly responded to it.

"You look pleased," she said, pulling away from the curb.

"You'd be pleased too if you had just gotten your first job," Buffy said, too excited not to blurt out her news.

"Oh Buffy! That's wonderful.  Wait until your dad hears about this."

Hank was equally pleased to hear that Buffy was now, not only a high school graduate, but an employed high school graduate.

"That's wonderful, sweetheart.  You don't know how good this makes me feel. It makes it all worth it. Every bit of it."

Buffy's happy smile faded a bit. "Every bit of what?"

"Nothing," Joyce said, sending her husband a glare.  "It's nothing, honey. We're just really, really happy to have you home again. And yourself."

"Your mom's right, Buffy. I didn't mean anything - I was just remembering how l much I missed having our family dinners at our own table rather than the Shady Pines cafeteria; and how happy I am that we're all here again."

"Speaking of dinner," Joyce said, "I'd better get started on it.  Do you want to help me, honey?"

"Oh, sure.  I'd love to.  Just let me put my stuff away and I'll be happy to show you how awesome I am in a kitchen."  Buffy smiled and ran up the stairs with her bags, completely missing the looks that went across her parents' faces.

"How the hell does she know if she's awesome in a kitchen?" Hank growled. "Do you think she--"

Joyce shook her head, even as she admitted, "Dr. Swinson said this might happen.  All her memories from the past five years are from that imaginary world she thought she was living in.  As long as she realizes that the memories are only memories of an imaginary place and imaginary events, we're supposed to try to ignore it when she talks about them."

Hank rolled his eyes and went into the living room, muttering to himself about over-paid psychiatrists who were more interested in hearing about Buffy's delusion than they were in curing her of it.

~~~~~~~~


Three weeks later, Buffy was enrolled in the community college's summer semester - due to begin in another week - and was already enjoying her job in the bookstore. 

"Sure beats working at McDonalds or someplace like that," she assured herself as she sneezed on the dust she'd just brushed off a top shelf.  She teetered briefly on the stepladder, grabbing the shelf to keep herself steady, then began reaching for the last bit of dust.  Which was one reach too many, as she lost her balance and began to slip towards the floor. 

Her about to be embarrassing and possibly painful descent was halted when a strong hand gripped one arm while a muscular arm went around her waist, supporting her until she had recovered her balance.  When she was safely standing upright, the hands released her and their owner stepped back.

"Lucky for you I was passing by." 

Buffy looked up into warm (familiar?) brown eyes that belonged to a tall, very handsome man. Even with her standing on the second rung of the stepladder, he was still an inch or so taller than she was, but the ladder put their faces close together, giving her an opportunity to study him in great detail. She blushed at the admiration in his eyes and moved back as far as she could without falling off the ladder again.

"Yes, yes it was," she managed to say. "Lucky, I mean.  Thank you for saving me from possible pain and humiliation."

"Anytime, Miss...?"

"Summers. Buffy Summers."

"It was my pleasure, Buffy."  He smiled again.

"Is Will here?" he asked, glancing down the long row of shelves towards the back of the store.

"Uh, no. No, he isn't.  I actually haven't met him, yet. Not in person. We don't usually work the same shifts.  I'm in school and-- And you really don't care about why we don't work the same shift, do you?" 

"I can't imagine not caring about everything Buffy," the man said with another smile.  "In fact, if you'll tell me when you get your next break, I'll come back and we can sit down in Starbucks while you tell me all about yourself."

"I...well..." Buffy stumbled, her actual lack of experience with men interfering with the imaginary experiences that dream Buffy thought she'd had.  She had no idea how to respond to his polite, but very smooth come on.

"Come on," he coaxed, obviously sensing her reluctance, "If you need a reference, you can always ask Will the next time you talk to him.  He's known me for years."

Buffy nodded.  "No, it's fine. I'm sorry. My social skills kind of suck sometimes.  I get off around 7:00 for a half-hour break."

"Great! I'll pick you up at seven, then.  See you later, Buffy."

With a wave he turned and exited the store, leaving Buffy staring after him in confusion.  She wanted to run after him and ask him his name, but the phone rang and she got off the ladder to pick it up instead.

"Books and Browsers.  May I help you?"

"Hey, Buffy, it's Will.  How's it going?"

"Will! Hi! I need... I mean do you know a... there was this guy, and he said he knows you, and...."

There was a laugh and a sigh on the other end of the line.  "So, you're trying to say that Sean stopped by tonight?"

"Is that his name? He didn't tell me his name, he just..."

"I'm pretty sure I know what he just..." Will said, laughing again. "That's his MO when he meets a pretty girl.  Don't let him sweep you off your feet, luv. He's a charmer, but—"

"So, I shouldn't have told him I'd go out for coffee?" Buffy asked in a small voice.

She could hear the smile in Will's familiar voice as he said warmly, "Of course you should, Buffy. It's just coffee.  Enjoy yourself; just don't believe everything he tells you."

Buffy had given up trying to convince herself that his slight accent didn't remind her of Spike and Giles, and perhaps that was why they'd formed such a warm, if tentative, friendship over the phone. She could now even hear him call her "luv" and "pet" without flinching and picturing a vampire with shockingly white hair.

After some hesitation, she went with her gut feeling that she could trust him, and said, "I don't know much about guys - I've never - I mean I don't date much and I don't think I know what to do."

Frustration with her inability to be honest about where she'd been colored her voice and she could hear Will's concern as he said, "Buffy? If you're not comfortable going out with him, don't do it. Just tell him to come by sometime when we're both there and I can introduce you properly and come along as a chaperone."

"No," she said, standing up straighter and speaking firmly. "I'll be fine. I'm just being silly.  It's not like I'm some teeny bopper who's never been on a date." She crossed her fingers behind her back and hoped she wouldn't have to explain that said dates had occurred when she was in her early teens.

"Of course not! Beautiful girl like you - probably had a lot of dates, yeah?"

Buffy giggled. "You don't know what I look like," she said. "But thanks, anyway."

"You're welcome, luv.  So, aside from a coffee date with Sean McCarthy, what have you accomplished this evening?"

The conversation quickly went into an exchange of information about the day's happenings and the expectations for the evening.   Promising to check back before closing time to see how her date had gone, Will told her "good-bye" and she went back to her dusting chores. 

Buffy's nerves were calmed considerably by seeing how comfortable her boss was with Sean when he returned promptly at seven; and she went off happily with Marcia's "take your time; enjoy your dinner" ringing in her ears.

Instead of Starbucks, Sean insisted on taking her to one of the fast food restaurants in the mall, saying that if it was her dinner break, he was going to be "damn sure" she got a meal.  Finding a relatively quiet table, they ate their meals and exchanged small talk about themselves. Fortunately for Buffy, Sean seemed quite happy to monopolize the conversation, telling her all about his job working for a law firm downtown, about his apartment near the beach and about how he and Will had known each other since high school.

"So, you guys are like best friends?"

"I guess so.  We've gone in different directions career-wise, but we still enjoy each other's company enough to hang out as much as we can."
 
"He sounds very nice over the phone," Buffy said. "Is he really like that in person?"

Sean pretended to think, then laughed. "Yeah. He's pretty much what he seems to be. He's a great guy. As long as you don't piss him off, anyway.  He's a hell of a fighter if he loses his temper.  Studied all sorts of martial arts and stuff like that."

Buffy's mind inexplicable strayed to the wide assortment of martial arts moves she seemed to have stored in her memory and she temporarily lost the gist of the conversation.

"Buffy? Buffy? Where'd you go?"  Sean was smiling at her with a bemused look on his face.

"Oh my god! I'm so sorry! I just--" She blushed and cringed mentally, but he was laughing and seemed unbothered by her zone-out.

"Hey, no biggie. I do that myself sometimes - I get distracted by something and the next thing you know, it's Tuesday already."

"Heh. Well, I'm sorry, anyway. It was rude of me."

"So, what was it?" he asked. "That took you away from me?"

"Oh, it was...it was the martial arts stuff, I think. I used to...that is, I think I...You know what? It doesn't matter.  Tell me more about your job. It sounds fascinating."

It was soon time for Buffy to return to the store, and Sean walked her back, chatting the whole time about his job, his weekend activities and his latest hobby - making it easy for her to resist volunteering more information about herself.  They got back to the store to find that Marcia had already left and in her place was a young man wearing rimless glasses and too-long curly light brown hair.

Before he could introduce himself, Sean bellowed, "Will! What are you doing here? I thought you weren't working tonight."

"Had to make sure you were doing right by Buffy, didn't I?" Will said with a smile in her direction.  He extended his hand and Buffy automatically reached out and shook it as he continued, "Did he treat you right? Or do I have to take him out behind the mall and put the fear of God into him?"  He squeezed her hand lightly before releasing it to favor Sean with a mock glare.

Buffy laughed nervously at the idea of the slender, bookish man in front of her taking the much larger Sean anywhere, but stopped when she remembered what he'd said about Will and his temper. She quickly nodded, saying, "Yes, he fed me and entertained me and got me back to work on time. So it's all good."  She favored Will with a dazzling smile, pleased when he smiled back at her and stopped pretending to glare at Sean.

"Glad to hear it." He turned toward Sean and answered the other man's earlier question as if there had been no interruption.  "Marcia had to leave for some kind of baby emergency, and she called me to come in for her."

"What's wrong?" Buffy's anxious question brought his head swiveling back to her.

"Nothing serious. Just something the babysitter couldn't handle and Dad wasn't home yet. We're not to worry - those were her direct orders."

Buffy nodded and moved away from the two men to wait on one of the browsing customers who was staring at a shelf and frowning.  While she helped the woman find the latest book on becoming multi-orgasmic - "for my best friend," she hastened to assure Buffy - Sean and Will chatted quietly at the front of the store.  

It was a busier night than normal for that time of the year, and after having one too many conversations interrupted by either Buffy or Will - or both - having to help a customer, Sean told them "goodnight" and left, promising Buffy he would come back soon and treat her to a real dinner.
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It was only a few minutes before closing time when the steady procession of customers ended and Buffy and Will actually had time to say more than a few work-related words to each other.  While he leaned against the counter, Buffy sank into a chair and took her sandals off, rubbing her aching feet vigorously.

"Note to self - do not wear heels to work anymore."

Will laughed as he lounged against the glass case, seeming perfectly fine with having worked all day and then having to come back for another couple of hours.  

"Ah, but they look so lovely on you. You have perfect little feet, Buffy. You should show them off all the time."

Buffy blushed and muttered something about needing a masseuse to follow her around if she did that; looking down and completely missing the way Will's eyes roamed from her feet up her bare leg as far as he could see. By the time she looked back up, he was smiling sympathetically.

"Pay me no mind, luv. If you look around the mall, you'll find that all the experienced saleswomen here have at least two pair of shoes and they change them all the time.  Even in Nordstrom, they don't spend the whole day in heels. I'm surprised Marcia didn't mention it to you."

"I guess this is the first time it's been so busy. Usually I have time to sit down or stand behind the counter with my shoes off," Buffy said. "I'll have to remember that about the other shoes."

He pulled open one of the drawers behind the counter and showed her the comfy-looking flats that Marcia had stored there.  "There's room for more in here. Be sure you bring yourself something to change into every night."

"Good advice. Thanks."

"I'm here to help," he said.  "Now let's get the money counted and the store locked up for the night."

Buffy watched closely as he turned out lights, checked locks and then ushered her into the mall so he could bring down the metal mesh that covered the store's entrance while it was closed.  He insisted on walking Buffy outside and waiting with her until her father drove up to take her home.

"I'm really fine here, you know," Buffy said, smiling at his gentlemanly behavior, but unable to shake the confidence in her own ability to take care of herself that she'd lived with for so long in her delusional world. 

"I'm sure you are, but my mother would never forgive me if I walked off and left you out here by yourself."

"Your mother?"

"Lovely woman, but a bit unreasonable when it comes to my manners."

Buffy giggled at his disgruntled expression, teasing, "So, you wouldn't be here if you weren't afraid of your mother, huh?"

"Maybe not," he admitted. "Guess I should thank her, yeah?" He nudged her arm and winked.

Buffy blushed at his blatant flirting, but was saved from having to answer him by the arrival of her father in what she couldn't stop thinking of as his mid-life crisis car.  Giving Will a, "Thanks for waiting with me, goodnight," she quickly opened the car door and got in.  She waved as they pulled away.

"Made a new friend?" her father said with a sideways look.

"Wha- huh? Oh, Will? No. I mean, yes, I guess he's a new friend. He works at the same store, but he's usually not there when I am. Marcia had to leave early tonight and she asked him to come in to help out."

"Did she ask him to walk you to your car, too?" 

Buffy smiled at her father's gentle teasing. "No. He said his mother would never forgive him if he left me standing out there all alone, so he insisted on waiting until you showed up."

"Your mother is going to be so disappointed," he laughed. 

"Well, I did go out to dinner with his friend, Sean," Buffy said.  "That should make her happier."

Joyce was, in fact, quite pleased to hear that Buffy had made friends with not one, but two young men.  Attempts to pick up where she'd left off with her old friends from middle school and her freshman year of high school hadn't gone anywhere. Too many of them remembered that Buffy had been withdrawn from school due to some behavior issues that caused her to be hospitalized; and even those who didn't remember what she'd done had moved on with their lives and barely remembered her.

After one too many disappointing phone calls to girls she'd once been sure she'd be friends with for the rest of her life, Buffy refused to call anyone else, telling her mother that she would have to make "new, grown-up friends" among the people she would meet at the community college or the mall.


~~~~~~~~


To her surprise, when she arrived at work the next evening, Will was still there and Buffy looked at Marcia in surprise.  

"Am I fired?"

Marcia laughed and shook her head.  "No, actually, I think you've learned the ropes so well that I don't think I need to be here so much.  Will and I talked this morning, and he has agreed to come in a little later in the day so that he can stay here in the evenings and I can go home to my family.  You don't mind, do you, Buffy?"

Buffy glanced at Will's warm smile and shook her head.

"No. I don't mind. I'm glad we can let you spend some more time at home."

"I can keep in touch from there - if anything comes up that you can't handle, I'm just a phone call away, or an e-mail," she said as she was gathering up her purse and jacket.  "Okay, I'm off. Let me know if you have any problems, I can be back in ten or fifteen minutes."

"What? You don't trust us not to ruin your life's work while you're gone?"  Will's voice was gently teasing and Marcia responded by wagging her finger in his face. 

"If you can live with knowing you'd be taking food out of the mouths of my children...."

"Go on," he said with a snort of laughter. "We'll be fine."

With a final wave, Marcia left and Buffy quickly went behind the counter to put a small bag in the drawer.  Peering over her shoulder, Will smiled when he realized what was in the bag.

"Brought some other shoes with you, did you?"

She flushed and nodded.  "I did. It was a good idea.  Especially if we have another night like last night."

He nodded his approval and watched her put the shoes away. However, the night remained fairly quiet and Buffy had a lot of opportunity to rest her feet. There was also plenty of time for conversation while they worked at straightening up the tables of remaindered books, and by the end of the evening, Buffy felt as though she'd known Will for years and that he was one of her best friends.  He'd shared much of his life story with her, telling her all about his reluctant move to California after his father died and his mother remarried an American businessman.

"So, you don't like it here?"

"Now I do. It was just a rough first few months - being wrenched away from everyone and every place I'd ever known.  But I survived it.  Don't think I'd want to move back there now."


It wasn't long before they had established a regular routine for their quieter nights - Buffy going out for dinner first, sometimes with Sean who stopped by at least once a week - and then Will running out to eat and flirt with the girls in the stores on either side of theirs.  When the store was busy, they kept it running efficiently, working together seamlessly without much need for conversation about what each was going to do next.  It was comfortable and familiar in a way Buffy was enjoying more than she cared to admit.

As the weeks wore on and Buffy and Will became more and more at ease with each other, it was becoming much harder for her to avoid mentioning her hospitalization.  She'd told Sean - who was now more of a friend-of-a-friend than a potential date - that she'd been "away" for several years, using that as an excuse for only beginning her freshman year of college at an age when most girls would have been in their junior or senior year.  Now that he had given up the idea of dating her, Sean didn't seem all that curious about her past and he accepted her explanations without question.

Will, however, was much more perceptive, and that, combined with the large amounts of time they spent together, meant Buffy found herself having a much more difficult time denying that she was lying by not telling him the truth.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

They were just preparing to close up one night when Will accidentally barked his shin on an open drawer.

"Bloody hell!"

Her breath caught in her throat and she suddenly flashed to blonder, slicked back hair and a long leather coat.  She stared at him, her eyes unfocused as she fought back the memories now flooding her imagination. While her mind filled with scenes of violent fights, spell-induced kisses, loud arguments and quiet conversations, her eyes were staring blindly at Will, who was trying to get her attention.

"Buffy?  What's wrong?  I'm sorry about my language, but damn, that hurt!" When she didn't acknowledge him, he touched her arm gently.  "Buffy? Are you alright?"

Startled out of her reverie, she jerked in panic and flinched away from him, her breath coming in hard gasps as she looked at him with newly aware eyes.  Without answering, she ran her eyes over his lean, muscular body, noting exactly how tall he was in relation to her and the grace with which he moved.  She looked into his worried eyes, registering the familiar blue color and the dark lashes before moving on to his sharp cheekbones.  Still without explanation, she grabbed his chin and held his head still while she stared at his eyebrows, exhaling in relief when she saw that they were both perfect - unmarred by the scar she'd been afraid she would find there.

"You're freaking me out a bit here, pet," he said softly, so as not to startle her. "Want to tell old Will what's going on?"

Her shoulders slumped and she shuddered, collapsing into a chair and putting her head in her hands.  She kept shaking her head as he hovered over her, unsure of what to do but afraid to touch her again.

"Buffy? Talk to me, luv.  What did I do?"

She took a deep breath and raised her head to smile at him apologetically. "Nothing, Sp-Will--" She bit her lip and continued. "You didn't do anything. I just...I need to go now.  I'll talk to you tomorrow.  I'll...maybe I'll explain then. Okay?"

"Okay," he agreed, "but you're not running out of here this upset by yourself.  Let me finish up and I'll walk you out."

Instead of arguing, Buffy just stepped out into the mall corridor and waited patiently.  She kept her attention sharply focused on the various posters in the shop window, reading them over and over until she was sure she could have reproduced them if needed.  She kept her eyes away from Will, refusing to look at him again until they were on their way outside.

"You are going to explain this to me, aren't you?" he asked quietly as they stood waiting for her mother to pull up. 

"I will...someday. I promise. I just...I need to talk to someone first...and I need to--Oh, look! Here's Mom!"

Joyce refused to acknowledge Buffy's frantic clawing at the locked door, choosing instead to get out and come around the car with her hand held out.

"Hello," she said with a warm smile. "I guess you must be Will.  I'm Buffy's mother, Joyce. I want to thank you for keeping her safe every night."

"It's my pleasure, Mrs. Summers," he responded taking her hand and shaking it with just the right amount of warmth. "I'm sure she's perfectly safe here, but..."

Joyce gave Buffy a quick glance, immediately reading her agitation and decided to forgo her planned interrogation of the young man who figured so prominently in Buffy's stories about work in the bookstore.  She gave him another warm smile and clicked the unlock button on her keys.

"Well, I appreciate it," she said quickly. "Even if she doesn't. So thank you. I hope to see you again sometime."

With Buffy already in the car, Joyce hurried around to the driver's side and got in, not speaking until they had pulled away from sidewalk where Will was staring after them.

"What happened?"

"I need to see Dr. Swinson," Buffy replied. "Tomorrow."

"Buffy..."

"It's okay, Mom. I'm still here. It's just that...I'll tell you about it after I talk to her, okay?  It was just a flashback - I never went away, I just couldn't stop the memories and Will..."

"What about Will?" Joyce had gone into mother bear mode and was clearly ready to turn around and handle whatever the young man might have done to upset her daughter. "What did he do?"

"Nothing, Mom. Relax. You don't need to hit him with an axe or anything..." Buffy let her head fall back against the head restraint. "Oh, crap."

"I want an explanation, young lady. And I want it now. If that man did something to make you have flashbacks..."

"All he did was curse in British."

"Excuse me?"

"He said 'bloody hell', Mom. That's all he did."

Joyce was silent for a while as she digested that information.  She knew quite a bit about Buffy's delusional world - both from things Buffy herself had said, and from conversations with the doctors when Buffy was younger.  

"So," she said carefully, "which one was it he reminded you of? The older man - Giles was it? Or the vampire?"

"It was Spike," Buffy admitted.  "He sounded just like him, and I...I just lost it. All of a sudden I was remembering stuff about Spike, things he did, things he said--"

"Wasn't Spike the one who was in love with you?  Maybe it was your sub-conscious taking another look at Will and realizing that he wants to be more than just friends."

Buffy startled and her head swiveled towards her mother. "Oh my God. I'll bet that's it."  The car was now parked in the driveway and Buffy leaned over to hug her mother tightly.  "Thank you, Mom. Of course that's it. I mean, not that I think Will really...we're just really good friends...but it makes sense that he'd remind me of someone else who was a friend and used words like that."

"Remind you of an imaginary someone," Joyce reminded her gently.  

"Right. Imaginary someone.  I knew that."Anyone who has suggestions about how this fic should be categorized, I would appreciate your letting me know. "Fantasy" was the best i could come up with, but I'm not sure that's the right place for it.
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In spite of having an explanation that seemed to make sense to both of them, Buffy and Joyce agreed that she should probably move up her scheduled appointment with Dr. Swinson. The doctor's staff quickly arranged for Buffy to see her the following morning.

Dr. Swinson greeted Buffy warmly, hugging her and leading her into the familiar office with its comfortable chairs.  They exchanged small talk for a few minutes, Buffy happily recounting how she'd driven there herself with minimal assistance from Joyce.

"I've been taking driving lessons from a professional driving school, and they think I'm ready to get my license.  It's going to be so much easier on Mom when she doesn't have to arrange her work schedule around taking me to school and work."

"Doesn't your father help out with that?"

Buffy's face clouded briefly. "Well, sure, he does. But you know, he's always busy and his work takes him away a lot, and...." Her voice trailed off.

Dr. Swinson studied her face for a few seconds. "Okay. Well, it will be a great day then when you get your license, won't it?"

Buffy nodded, eager to bring the conversation back to the things that were going well in her life.  "Yep. And since I have a job, I should be able to buy myself a used car and not have to depend on them at all.  For transportation, anyway."

The doctor smiled at her enthusiasm, then sobered. "So, are you ready to tell me why you needed to see me a week early?"

Buffy frowned, then briefly recapped the night's events, including Joyce's guess as to why Will's words had triggered memories of Spike.  Dr. Swinson listened and sat in silence until Buffy began to stir restlessly. She immediately lifted her head and smiled with reassurance.

"I think your mother might well be on to something," she with a small laugh.  "If this young man is harboring romantic feelings towards you, I can see how it would trigger memories of the last man you remember falling in love with you."

"Last vampire who fell in love with me," Buffy corrected.  She hesitated, and then said, "There's more."

Dr Swinson raised her eyebrows.

"Will... he kind of, sort of... looks like Spike.  I mean, no bleached hair or fangs, but he's the same size and build, and his eyes are the same color...."

"Coincidence, Buffy. Surely you realize that?  How many men with that build and blue eyes do you think there are living in the greater Los Angeles area?"

"With British accents?"

"Okay, I'll give you that. They may be less common. But Los Angeles is a multicultural city. People move here from all over the world—including England. All those actors who come here from England or Australia, plus anyone else who moved here for other reasons like Will apparently did. It's a big coincidence, I'll grant you, but that's all it is.  That's all it can be. You believe that, don't you?"

"Oh, yeah. I understand that. It's just that it really freaked me out, you know? Like all those memories were so... so real. And I couldn't stop them. I almost called him Spike!" Buffy paused and bit her lip. "Okay, I have another question for you"

"Yes?"

"Okay, you explained that Will looking like Spike is probably—" Dr. Swinson raised an eyebrow and Buffy hastily amended, "is a coincidence. But what if I know other people who remind me of people in my delusion? How many coincidences can there be?"

"That's an easy one, Buffy. I'm surprised you didn't come to this conclusion yourself.  More likely than your meeting new people who remind you of those in your imaginary world, is that you will find many of the characters in that world actually remind you of people you have already met. Incorporating them into that world would have saved you the energy required to replace everyone in your life completely." She smiled at Buffy.  "Your mother and father had the same roles—even though they behaved differently—so they stayed the same. However, I'm sure most of the other people in that world were based on people you already knew or had seen somewhere.  In fact, if you'd met Will somewhere before you got sick, I would say that you'd probably based Spike on him."  She looked at Buffy intently.  "Is there any chance of that?"

Buffy frowned. "I...I don't think so.  I never asked him where he went to high school, and he's older than me... but I guess if he was a senior... or somebody's older brother....  I'll ask him tonight!" she said with excitement in her voice.  "Wouldn't it be weird if he went to Hemery?  That means Sean would have, too—which explains why he seems familiar sometimes."

"I don't think it would be weird at all," Dr. Swinson smiled. "I think it would make perfect sense. And it would explain why you invented a character that seems to resemble him."

Buffy gave a sigh of relief, and sank back in her chair. 

"It would explain a lot," she said, slumping with relief. "I knew you would have an explanation. You know everything!"

Dr. Swinson gave a soft laugh and looked embarrassed. "I don't know everything, Buffy.  When it comes to you, I'm amazed at what I don't know.  But I do have an idea..."

Buffy sat up and waited for the doctor to continue.

"I thought about doing this as soon as you began to get well, but I wanted you to remove yourself from that world as much as possible at that time.  However, now that you seem to have such a good grip on the real world, we—you may find this useful.  I want you to get two notebooks.  In one of them, I want you to jot down every time you have a flashback.  What set it off, if you know what it was.  What was it—real 'memory' or just a flash of something familiar? Was it a person, a place or an event? How long did the flashback last and how did it make you feel? What emotions did it elicit?"

"Dr. Swinson, you keep calling them 'flashbacks' and 'memories', but if that world was all in my mind, aren't they just... nothing?"

"I call them 'memories' because, for you, that's what they are.  That world is where, for all intents and purposes, you have been for the last several years.  Your body was here with us in Shady Pines, but your mind was somewhere else. Those memories are all you have of that time—and all you are ever likely to have. I cannot imagine, as deeply as you were into your imaginary world, that you are likely to have any conscious memories of anything else.  I'm sure anytime the real world managed to intrude into that other life, it was quickly explained away as a dream."

"So, my dreams were my real world, and the real world was a dream?"

"Basically. I would love to think that at some level you knew what was really going on around you, and that we were trying to help you; but except for whatever your subconscious may have picked up from the television, I seriously doubt it. You were fighting us too hard."  She shook her head, saying, "You said yourself that you think you must have incorporated many of the things going on here into your delusion.  We hated to use restraints or force on you, but as you know...."

"Yeah." Buffy sighed.  "At least some of the times I thought I was fighting minions, or chained up--" She stopped to shake her head free of the memory of Spike's unique method of telling her he loved her.  "At least some of the time, I guess I really was fighting...somebody or something." 

"You were," Dr. Swinson said kindly.  "It was all we could do for so many years—just try to keep you safe and quiet. If you remember what I told you when you first came back to us, it wasn't until we started you on the new anti-psychotics that you began to be here long enough for me to begin serious therapy."

"I'd almost forgotten about the drugs," Buffy said, her eyes narrowing. "I'm not sure I like that I was on drugs. How could I have forgotten that?"

"It wasn't necessary for you to remember it. As soon as you were able to remain mentally here—with us—for extended periods of time, we began to wean you off the meds.  They're very powerful and can have unintended side effects; but in your case, they were what it took to break the hold over you that your imaginary world had. Once the hold was broken..."

"So, I could go crazy again at any time?"  Buffy's willingness to openly express her deepest fear brought a quick response from her doctor. 

"I certainly hope not!" Dr. Swinson said.  "I'd like to think that once we broke you out of that world, it lost its hold over your imagination. However," she said, staring hard at Buffy, "if at any time you feel yourself slipping away—even if it's just a dream from which you wake up in the morning— I want you to come in immediately. I would much rather you come in willingly before things get bad, than for your parents to have to bring you in because you've lost touch with reality again."

Buffy nodded. "I wouldn't want that to happen, either. I've done enough to screw up their lives already."

"They love you," the doctor said quickly. "Please don't think of yourself as a burden to them."

Buffy shrugged. "So, what's the other notebook for?"

"Ah, that one I want you to use to write down everything you know or can remember about your other world. In chronological order."

At Buffy's shocked reaction, she smiled.  

"I know it sounds strange that I want you to remember it, but this is where you've been. These are the experiences you think you've had."  She hesitated, admitting, "In all honesty, it's as much for me as for you.  I can rationalize much of what you seem to know, but I'm having a hard time understanding how you went from a high school freshman to a college freshman without ever having cracked a textbook. Or, that your mother tells me about the books you've "read" that we know we don't have here at the hospital. There are some really intriguing gaps in your experience that you seem to have managed to fill somehow, and I'd like to try to figure out how.  It could help me cure someone else someday."

"Ooookay," Buffy said dubiously. "I don't think one notebook is going to do it, though..."

"Probably not." Dr. Swinson nodded her agreement. "But let's just begin with one notebook and see how it goes.  You'll basically be writing the history of the past several years as you think you lived it."

"Don't you already have most of this on tape?"

"I do. I have a great deal of the major events and facts—that you believed yourself to be Chosen to slay vampires; that those creatures actually exist; and the names of the people who were important to you in that world. What I don't have is the day-to-day record of that life.  The incredibly detailed structure that you created to make the delusion work as well as it did."

She paused and looked at Buffy's worried face, smiling her reassurance.

 "If you just start writing, almost like you were keeping a daily journal—except, of course, that you will have to remember the events from years ago rather than writing them down as they are fresh in your mind—I think it will work.  You can always go back and fill in other details as they occur to you."

"So, I'm not sure I get this: instead of trying to avoid remembering stuff that never happened, you want me to write it down? Just like it was real?"

"I do." Dr. Swinson nodded firmly.  "It may actually help you to maintain your grip on the real world, as you record these somewhat... um... unusual events."

Buffy gave her a wry grin. "You mean you think having to admit to myself that I think there are such things as vampires and demons and witches might embarrass me out of it?"

"Something like that." Dr. Swinson smiled warmly.  "Let's give it a try. If you think it's becoming too stressful, or that you're dwelling on that life too much, then stop immediately and give me a call. I don't want this to backfire on you."

"I'm game if you are." Buffy felt a strange sense of relief that she was no longer going to have to smother the memories that popped up from time to time. She looked at the doctor eagerly. "I'm going to get those notebooks on the way home—but I'm going to get three of them."

"Three?"

"I'm going to keep track of everybody I can remember from before I got sick—and I'm going to try to figure out who I might have made them into in my delusion."

"That's an excellent idea, Buffy. The more you understand where the imaginary people came from, the less likely you will be to go back to believing that they are real."

"This was great, Doc! Thanks so much." Buffy jumped from the chair, ran around the desk and gave Dr. Swinson a hug before bolting out the door and grabbing her mother's hand.  "Come on, Mom. We've got a stop to make before we get home."

As Buffy tried to explain what Dr. Swinson wanted her to do, she could see Joyce's face tightening up.

"It's going to be okay, Mom.  Really.  It's like I'll be writing a story—and it will be so weird and unreal that it will help me understand why it can't be true.  And, bonus, I don't have to feel guilty or worry every time I think I'm remembering something that isn't real.  I can just write it down and go about my business.  It'll work. You'll see."

"I hope you're right, honey."
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Since Buffy and Will couldn't be out of the store at the same time, Sean had formed the habit of eating dinner with whichever one was free on the occasional nights he dropped by. Between the two of them, Buffy had learned a lot about their lives and friendship. Both had been jocks—Sean a football player and Will a valued member of the soccer, or, as he insisted on calling it, "real football", team.  They both loved the beach and were weekend surfers. 

They'd gone to different colleges and pursued different career paths, but somehow had maintained the friendship they'd begun when Will first arrived at South Lakes High School, a stranger to both the school and the country.  Sean had taken the smart, funny and athletic young Brit under his wing.  Will's need for friends and guidance in the ways of his new country was long gone, but he still remembered Sean's welcome assistance when everything was new and different and, in spite of the differences in their current life styles, he still enjoyed his old friend's company.

There'd been a few days of awkwardness between them following Buffy's first dinner with Sean, but Will's growing feelings for her were more than obvious to someone who had known him so long, and Sean had eased himself out of the picture without making a big deal of it.  His transition from potential dating material to casual friend was so gradual and seamless that none of them noticed there'd been a change.  Will was Buffy's daily companion, and Sean his charming friend who showed up occasionally to visit with them on slow nights.

Having the steady company of two such different but good-looking and entertaining men more than made up for the lack of actual dating in Buffy's life.  And if she occasionally woke in the middle of the night, remembering scenes of fighting with and against men who bore an uncanny resemblance to her two new friends, she just jotted the memories down in her notebook and went back to sleep - happily ignoring both the resemblances and the occasions in which her dream men were wearing fangs and distorted faces.

~~~~~~~~~


Since Buffy took her notebooks with her everywhere, she couldn't hide them from Will for very long.  It didn't take him long to realize that she wasn't doing homework when she sat down during lulls and jotted things down in one or the other of the notebooks, but his first question about what she was writing so vigorously put such a frightened expression on her face that he quickly backed off and assured her that he didn't want to pry into her business.  However, his curiosity was obviously killing him, and one evening when the store was particularly quiet, and she had been scribbling furiously, he couldn't contain himself any longer.

"Should I be worried?" he said with a teasing smile.  Buffy blinked at him.

"Worried? About what?"

"That you're going to be a famous author long before I am."  

"Oh—you mean this stuff...." She studied his kind face, searching for any sign of a mean streak that she was sure he didn't have.  When she saw nothing there but affection and genuine curiosity, she beckoned him to sit down opposite her.

"If I..." She stopped, shook her head and stared over. "I want to tell you some... stuff... about me, but I'm afraid you won't like me anymore and you'll want to stay as far away from me as you can get."

He reached forward and took her hand in his. The calluses from his martial arts training gave her another flashback to a paler hand with similar rough areas and she gasped.  Frowning at her response, but encouraged that she hadn't pulled away, he stroked her hand gently.

"Buffy, I think you know by now that there isn't much you could do to make me stay away from you.  I'm your friend, and if you want to tell me what you're doing, I want to hear it. But if you don't, if it's too personal or none of my business, that's alright, too."

"I know you're my friend, Will," she said. "And I trust you, I do. I—" A sudden flashback to a time when she hadn't trusted Spike and been surprised to find she could sent her diving for her "memory" book.  She hastily scribbled down enough to remind her that she needed to write about Spike and how he'd earned her trust for the first time.

She finished her notes and looked up with an apologetic smile.  "I'm sorry. I did it again, didn't I?  I'm going to explain, really. You just have to promise you won't think I'm crazy.... Er, well, actually, that's kinda what I have to tell you—that I am crazy. Or, I was, but now I'm better and all this writing stuff down is supposed to be helping me stay better."

Taking a deep breath, she glanced around to be sure there weren't any customers and then began. "I spent the past few... okay, several... years in a mental hospital," she said, looking him firmly in the eye as she did so.  He just nodded encouragingly and sat back in his chair.  Twenty minutes later, she was winding down just as a mother and her daughter came into the store looking for some research materials and Buffy got up to wait on them.

When she had checked them out, she walked slowly back to where Will was still sitting in his chair, seemingly staring off into space. He glanced up when he felt her approach and gave her a warm smile.

"So," he said, "I was right. You will be a famous writer long before I am. There's no way I can match that imagination."  There was no mockery in his voice, or on his expressive face, just a soft understanding and a trace of admiration.

"Yeah, that's me. Buffy the imaginer," she agreed with a wry smile.  "Pretty weird, huh?"

"It's pretty amazing, actually."  He picked up the notebook in which she was recording her memories of her daily life as well as she could remember it.  "May I?"

Buffy nodded shyly.  "I'm supposed to be keeping a journal—except it's all stuff that happened a long time ago, so I tend only to remember the exciting stuff.  Sort of like a diary, I guess. Only with blood and killing things."

Without responding, he skimmed through the first several pages, pausing occasionally to read something more carefully, then skipping ahead again.  Buffy fidgeted in her chair, grateful when she had to get up again to wait on customers and didn't have to watch his face as he read through what she still sometimes thought of as her life.

"Will?" she said, interrupting his reading. "It's time to go home."

He stood up and handed the notebook back to her, gesturing at the other ones. "So what's in those?"

"Oh, well, this one is for my flashbacks. Each time it happens, I have to write down what it was and what I think might have triggered it. "  She flushed and looked at the rug. "I think that's Dr. Swinson's way of making sure that I'm not spending too much time out of touch with reality. If I have to stop and write stuff down, it reminds me that it didn't really happen."

"And this one?" He pointed at the one that seemed the least used.

"That was my idea. I was going to write down everything I can remember from my real life, before I got sick.  To see how many things or people I put into my delusion that are actually based on real people or things that happened."

"And how's that working out?"

Buffy frowned. "Probably not as well as she thought it would. Except for my parents, I haven't come up with anybody I used to know who reminds me of somebody in Sunnydale."  

He cocked his head at her in a gesture already so familiar that she no longer bothered to enter it in her "flashback" notebook.

"Does this have anything to do with asking me and Sean what high school we went to?"

Buffy blushed. "Yeah, it does.  I thought maybe if you guys went to Hemery, even if you were, like, way ahead of me, I might have seen you often enough to...."

"To make us part of your fantasy?"

"It isn't... wasn't a 'fantasy'. It was a delusion. An imaginary world." Buffy glared at him, which felt much too familiar considering that this was the first time Will had so much as mildly annoyed her since they'd met.

"And we were part of that imaginary world?  Seriously?"

"I don't know," she mumbled, embarrassed at how silly it sounded when she said it out loud. "I just know that you look a lot like Sp—one of the people in my delusion. You even have sort of the same name," she added when he started to shrug.  "And Sean kinda looks like An—another person I knew there. And you're kind of connected. I mean being friends and having gone to high school together and stuff, so I just thought...."

"But we didn't go to Hemery, Buffy," he said.  "We don't even know anyone who did.  We're from the opposite side of the city."

"I know," she pouted. "You told me.  But you look so much like him!"

"Ah, come on, luv." he said, "How many men must there be who look like me?  I mean, granted, they can't all be this good-looking, but—"

"And now you're starting to sound like him," she said, stamping her foot.  "Don't do that!"

"Why not?" His brow wrinkled at her uncharacteristic vehemence.  "I thought you wanted to have more flashbacks to write in your little book there."

"I don't want them! I want to understand them.  And right now, every time I look at you, you say or do something that makes me think of Spike!"

"Spike?  I remind you of some guy called 'Spike'?"  Will did his best to look only curious, but something in his expression made Buffy narrow her eyes suspiciously.

"Yes, Spike. Why?"

"No reason. No reason at all."  He bit back a comment about not caring to be compared to someone whose name reminded him of a dog.

"You're lying. You've always been a lousy—I mean—" Buffy slumped back into the chair and moaned.  "Oh, God. Now I'm starting to talk to you like you are Spike.  I knew this was a bad idea."

Torn by her obvious distress, Will dropped to his knees in front of her.

"I'm sorry, luv.  Please don't be upset. We'll figure this out.  There's got to be an explanation.  Maybe we met somewhere else.  I used to work at soccer camps in the summers when I was in high school; maybe you were at one of them?"

Buffy shook her head. "I was an ice-skater and a gymnast. I never played other sports because I was afraid I'd get hurt and not be able to compete when I needed to."

"Well, I'm sure there's a reasonable explanation for all this. We just have to sort it out."

"The only reasonable explanation is that I'm going crazy again."  Her shoulders tensed and her face fell into unhappy lines.

"Don't say that!" he snapped, fighting the urge to shake her.  "You're here now, and you're going to stay here. You're going to finish college and...and lead a perfectly normal life."

"Don't be so sure," she grumbled, even as she relaxed a little.  "You don't know that."

"I know that you're strong and brave and smart, and that you're not going to let this thing ruin your life.  I won't let you."

Buffy suddenly leaned forward to where he still knelt in front of her and brushed her lips across his.  Then gasped as the memory of another time and place, another grateful kiss, hit her. 

"What's that, then?" Will asked quietly, not moving away.

"Thank you. Thank you for being my friend and for believing in me and for not wanting to run away when you found out you were working with a crazy person."

His eyes asking for silent permission, Will leaned in and touched his lips to hers, lingering just long enough to make it clear that it was a kiss, but not so long as to make her uncomfortable.  He sat back and cocked his head again, noticing her tiny flinch, but ignoring it in favor of saying what he wanted to say.

"I can't imagine anything you could do that would make me want to run away from you," he said, raising one hand to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear. 

When her only reply was to blush from her hairline to what he could see of her cleavage, he sighed and rose gracefully to his feet, holding out his hand and pulling her up too.

"Let's get you home and we'll figure this out some more tomorrow, yeah?" 

"Yeah, okay. Let me get my stuff."  She scooped up her notebooks and pen, got her purse and good shoes from the drawer and walked outside to wait for him to drop the anti-theft barrier.  They walked through the mall, not speaking but in a relatively comfortable silence for two people whose friendship had perhaps just moved to a new level.

As they walked towards the parking lot, Buffy tried to come to grips with this new development in her life.  She'd made a lot of casual friends among the other girls her age working in nearby stores, and even had a few "study buddies" from the college.  However, no one had become a part of her life the way Will had.

Buffy's admission that she'd been in a mental hospital, and the subsequent exchange of kisses, contributed to a few anxious moments when they approached Will's car. What had begun as a friendly gesture on his part—dropping her off at home after work so that her parents didn't have to work around her schedule—suddenly loomed much larger. 

When he moved ahead to open the car door for her, she froze and stared at him with wide eyes.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Except... I can open my own doors.  You don't need to--"

Will sighed and closed the door, leaning up against it to look at her.

"Buffy," he began, pausing and running his hands through his hair.  "I can't take back the kiss.  And I can't take back anything I said tonight.  But if it's going to make you uncomfortable to be around me--"

"I'm sorry," she whispered.  "I don't mean to... and I'm not saying we can't... but I...." She blew out her breath in a loud sigh.  "I just told you a big, important secret about me.  And I did it because you're my friend. I trust you, and I... I need... I need to know that you're still my friend."

He reached out a hand and pulled her closer, almost, but not quite holding her in a loose embrace.

"I will always be your friend, Buffy. No matter what else does or doesn't happen between us—nothing will change that.  I can't tell you what it means that you shared your secret with me.  That you trust me that much.  I don't want to do anything to jeopardize that relationship.  And I sure as hell don't want you to be uncomfortable or afraid to be alone with me."

Buffy shook her head in frustration. "See? This is the problem. I don't know how to do this. In real life, I've never had a boyfriend—not since ninth grade, anyway.  In my imaginary world, I've had at least some—or, well, two maybe... if you don't count that jerk, Parker... and Spike isn't.... Anyway, the point is, I don't know how to behave with a guy who likes me. I don't know how to date, I don't know how to not date if I don't want to, and I don't know how to tell what the guy wants.  It scares me. I don't want to do something wrong and lose you as my friend."

"Not gonna happen, luv."  He stood up and opened the car door again.  "Tell you what. You decide if, when and how much you want our relationship to change. I won't push you, and if anything I do or say makes you uncomfortable, you just tell me, yeah?  I'll stop."

"Really?" Buffy said, as she slid into the car.  "You'll let me be the decider?"

"That's what I said, isn't it?" He got into the driver's side and pulled his door closed.  As he worked on putting the key in the ignition, he turned his head to grin at her.  "Doesn't mean I'm not going to be hovering around, mind you. Just in case you do decide you want more; I don't want to be too far away."  He waggled an eyebrow at her and gave her a theatrical leer.

Buffy giggled and relaxed into her seat.  The rest of the ride home was spent in easy small talk that ended when they reached her house.
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Chapter Six

"Do you want to come in?" Buffy asked.  

They'd formed the habit of having tea or hot chocolate with her mother one or two evenings a week if she was still up when Buffy got home.  Joyce was becoming quite fond of the young man who was doing so much to keep Buffy out of her imagination and in the normal world.

"Not tonight, pet.  I'm meeting Sean at some new club he found. He needs a wingman, so I said I'd come by when I got you safely home."

"Wingman?"

"I'll explain tomorrow," he said with a chuckle.  He opened his door and was around to her side of the car before she could step out. Offering his hand, he helped her to the sidewalk and closed the door behind her.  They walked slowly to her front door, suddenly aware that they would be saying "goodnight" on the front porch—a classic "should I or shouldn't I?" situation.  Will stopped before the steps and stayed there while Buffy started up. She stopped and turned around, her position on the bottom step putting her face level with his.  Their eyes locked and for a full minute they just stared at each other, neither one willing to risk tipping the balance.

Finally, with a "Bloody hell!" that seemed only too familiar, Will leaned forward and brushed his lips across hers.  Before he could move away, Buffy grabbed his face and held it still while she planted a chaste but firm kiss on his mouth.

"Goodnight, Will," she said, quickly backing up the steps before he could turn the kiss into anything more. "Thanks for the ride."

"My pleasure, Buffy. See you tomorrow."

"Tomorrow," she promised, opening the front door. "Tomorrow."

She watched through a crack in the curtain as he walked back to his car and got in, not dropping it until she couldn't see the taillights anymore.  She gave a guilty jump when she turned around and found her mother watching her.

"Is Will not coming in tonight?" Joyce asked with a smile. 

"No. He's going to meet Sean somewhere." Buffy started towards the kitchen for an after-work snack.  "Mom, what's a 'wingman'?"

Joyce blinked several times, then laughed.  "I think it has something to do with picking up girls.  The wingman's job is to... you know, I'm not really sure what his job is. But I do know that it's the man who needs the wingman who's on the prowl," Joyce said with a shrewd glance at Buffy's face.  "The wingman isn't there to pick up a date. He's just a helper."

Buffy's shoulders relaxed and she opened the refrigerator. "Oh. Well, that's okay then."

"And it wouldn't have been okay if the wingman was picking up girls?"

"Well, no.... I mean, yes. Of course it would. Will and I are just friends, and he can— Are you laughing at me?"

Joyce shook her head and tried to hide her smile.  "Not really. I'm just happy to see you taking an interest in such a nice young man. That's all."

"He is nice, isn't he?" Buffy said.  "I think I like him."  She shrugged and picked up her notebooks. "Which, considering who he reminds me of, is really wild.  Spike would be so happy—" She caught a glimpse of her mother's suddenly tense face and quickly added, "If, of course, he was real. Which he isn't, so we don't care if he's happy or not. And I'm just going to...." She gestured at the hall and began sidling towards the escape route.  "Goodnight, Mom."

"Goodnight, Buffy," Joyce sighed, sitting on a kitchen stool and fighting the urge to cry.
~~~~~~~~~~~

Halloween proved a bit of a challenge to Buffy's ability to put her delusional world behind her.  The occasional costumed adult wandering through the mall sent adrenaline coursing through her veins at every glimpse of a distorted face or cheap, plastic fangs.  She almost backed out of her agreement to accompany Will and Sean to a  party that night—afraid she might lose it and try to stake one of the guests. However, Will had laughingly assured her that very few of the guests were likely to be wearing vampire costumes.

"They're mostly Sean's friends from work. Lawyer types. Scary enough all on their own, really," he said with a straight face.

"You're sure?  I don't want to embarrass Sean by trying to drive a cocktail toothpick into the chest of one of his friends."  She bit her lip and gave a worried shrug.

"You'll be fine. Just keep reminding yourself, 'Yes, lawyers are evil, but they are allowed to be so in this world.  No staking or beheading is required'."

"Very funny," she muttered, punching him in the arm, then rubbing it in apology.
"I don't know why you put up with me," she sighed.  "I'm sure you could have found a sane girl to take to the party."

"Got the girl I want, don't I?" he replied, giving her a small hug.

True to his word, he hadn't physically followed up on the gentle kisses they'd exchanged after her confession about her illness. They had, however, begun to act more like a couple and less like co-workers and friends. Tonight's party was their first venture out into a social setting at night. Until this point, their only contact outside of work and rides to and from the store had consisted of the occasional trip to the beach with Sean, or an afternoon watching an LA Galaxy game at the Home Depot Center with some of Will's soccer-loving friends.  

There was no way, however, that tonight was not a date, and Buffy was nervous enough about that aspect of the evening without having to worry that a costumed guest might give her the flashback to end all flashbacks.  

She gave Will a grateful smile and stood up straighter.  

"I'll be fine," she said firmly as they arrived just in time to see Sean getting out of his car.  

"Know you will, luv." 

Will waved at Sean, who waited for them to catch up and walk into the party with him.  He gave Buffy a friendly hug and said, "Try to see that he doesn't embarrass me, will you, Buffy?  These guys wouldn't know a Battlestar from a Space Shuttle. If he starts talking geek at them..."

Buffy giggled.   "I'll do my best. But you know how he is when someone asks him what he writes about..."

"My point exactly.  Keep him under control. No aliens, no alternate dimensions, and for God's sake, don't let him tell them he writes Science Fiction."

The first time Sean had twitted Will about his writing, Buffy had become wildly indignant in his defense. Now, she was more comfortable with their tradition of exchanging insults, letting the barbs flow over her as they sparred about evil lawyers and UFOs.

She gazed around at the other guests, noticing that, as Will had predicted, the vampires, witches, goblins and other familiar creatures that she might have expected to see at a Halloween party were few and far between. Those guests who had chosen to dress up were usually costumed as historical figures or pirates.  Only once had her heart rate sped up when a guest in a long red cloak spun around and leered at her, baring his very real-looking fangs.  

Will's whispered, "Easy, luv," calmed her immediately, and she just took a deep breath and smiled at the man.

"Hey, there, Drac,' she said, her voice steady. "Long time, no see. How have you been?"

Without explaining herself, she turned away and let Will lead her across the room.  He was chuckling to himself at the expression on Dracula's face and Buffy wrinkled you brow at him. 

"What?"

"Nothing, pet. It's just - I'll bet that's not a response he's used to."  He looked at her quizzically. "So, Dracula, huh?  I must have missed that entry."

"I'm not quite caught up to that, yet," she said.  "But, yeah, Dracula.  Pretty cliché, huh?"

"Yeah, actually. Got to say, I'm a bit disappointed in you."  He grinned to take the sting out of his words and she laughed with him.  The fact that he could get her to joke about her illness and the things she'd done in that imaginary world was just one more reason to be very glad that he had found his way into her life.

That night, when he took her home, the goodnight kiss they exchanged was still brief and chaste, but full of promise. Buffy went to bed with a warm, comfortable feeling in her chest that had nothing to do with the party, and everything to do with the man who'd brought her home.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~



After a busy Saturday night, when it seemed as though everyone in Los Angeles had decided this was the night they would look for that obscure book that they couldn't find at Borders, Buffy and Will pulled the anti-theft barrier down while they had a temporarily empty store. Telling customers that they were closing hadn't seemed to discourage anyone from begging for "just five more minutes", so Will had decided he would just prevent any more people from entering.

They collapsed into the comfy chairs in the center of the store, and breathed matching sighs of relief.

"Wow! I can't wait for Christmas time, if this is what it's like already!"

"It's just going to get worse," Will assured her.

"Wonderful.  Is it too late to become a streetwalker? Oh wait, that'll make my feet hurt too... damn!"

He laughed softly and pulled her feet into his lap, gently massaging first one foot, then the other.  She tried to muffle her moan of relief and pleasure, but what he was doing felt too good.  Instead, she left her feet in his lap and slid down in her chair so that he didn't have to reach too far to continue his soothing motions.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, losing herself in the sheer sensual pleasure.  Unlike what happened so often when she was completely relaxed, there were no unwelcome memories of another life intruding on her quiet enjoyment of Will's attentions.  Her murmurs of appreciation were made almost in spite of herself as she basked in the attention. She was so relaxed it took her a few seconds to realize that the wonderful sensations had ceased.  She opened one eye to find him flushed and staring at her.

"You stopped."

He took a deep breath and began to rub her toes again.  "Yeah. I did. Sorry."

"No, it's okay." She sat up and gently pulled her feet back to the floor.  "I didn't mean that you had to keep doing it if you don't want to, I just..."

Will shifted uneasily, then stood up and turned his back to her.  

"I'll just get the money sorted and we can lock up for real," he said as he walked away.  Buffy stared at him in bewilderment, turning bright red when she realized what was wrong with him.

Oh my God! He got turned on rubbing my feet. He's got an erection that he's trying to hide.  I am soooo stupid!

Giving Will the space and privacy that he obviously needed, Buffy pulled on her sneakers, collected her extra shoes, notebooks and purse.  She walked over to the barrier across the front of the store and turned the key that would raise it.  In the months that she'd been working at Books and Browsers, she'd fairly quickly picked up the important things to know.  Although Will was still technically the store manager, he had taught Buffy how to do almost everything he did, giving her even more confidence in her ability to function in the real world. Sending a warm smile in his direction, she stepped into the mall and waited for him to join her.

They walked side-by-side to the employee entrance, Will apparently once again in control of his body as he brushed against her shoulder and teased her gently about having not had time to write anything in her notebooks.  Buffy bit her lip, then said, "You know what happened when you were rubbing my feet?"  At his panicked expression, she remembered what had happened to him and rushed on before he could stammer out an apology. 

"To me! Do you know what happened to me?"

He shook his head dumbly, looking away from her and blushing.

"Usually, anytime I relax like that, I get flashbacks, or memories, or something. I almost feel like I'm getting pulled away.  But, when you were rubbing my feet, all I felt was warm, and comfortable and really happy that you were touching me.  No memories. No flashbacks to Spike. Just Will. Taking care of me."

"Always will—if you'll let me," he mumbled, still worried about his own reaction and wondering if she'd noticed it.  

"I'd like that," she said softly, slipping her hand into his and linking their fingers.  "You make me happy to be here."

"You weren't happy before?" He gave her a sharp look, as he squeezed her hand.

"Oh, yeah. In the 'I'm not crazy anymore and I can go shopping by myself' kind of way. But there was always...something.  Those flashbacks—I'd worry about those people in the other world.  They were my responsibility, you know? And I'm not there anymore.  I feel... guilty, sometimes."

"Buffy...." He stopped, not really sure what, if anything, he wanted to say.

"But not when I'm with you," she went on as if he hadn't spoken.  "When I'm with you, I feel... whole."

She dropped her head and let her hair cover her face as she felt him stop and turn towards her.  He put a finger under her chin and tipped it up so that she had to look at him.  

"Do you mean that?"  

She nodded, never taking her eyes off his.  With a groan, he pulled her against his body and dipped his head to meet the lips she was offering. Nothing in the light, chaste kisses they'd shared before had prepared her for what his lips and tongue were doing to her now. She felt her knees weaken and was sure only the strong arms wrapped around her so tightly stood between her and an embarrassing collapse to the sidewalk.

They'd been kissing for several minutes, oblivious to the last minute shoppers and other homeward bound employees hustling past them with looks ranging from benevolent smiles to frowns of disapproval.  When someone finally yelled, "Get a room!" they broke apart with embarrassed laughter.

"Whoa! And wowie, wow, wow," Buffy said, blushing furiously and grateful that the parking lot wasn't as brightly lit as it could be.

Will laughed and took her hand again, pulling her along towards his car.  "There's more where that came from."

Although Buffy, with advice from both Will and her father, had bought herself a used Honda, she didn't use it to get to work on nights her mother could drop her off. Joyce was more than happy to take Buffy to work as often as possible, knowing that it allowed her some extra time with the man who had clearly worked his way into boyfriend status.

They reached the car, and Will had just unlocked it when three teenagers ran up.  While two of the boys pushed him away from Buffy and into the car door, the other made a grab for her purse.  Without thinking, Buffy snapped out a kick, sending the boy to the ground holding his knee and screaming.  She fell into a fighting stance, dropping her notebooks on the pavement but keeping her purse on her shoulder.  As soon as she realized the boy wasn't going to get up to try again, she relaxed a little and switched her attention to Will and the two young thugs who had gone after him.

One of them was already on the ground, apparently unconscious, while Will threw the remaining, now terrified, boy against the car and drew back his fist.  Buffy could hear his muffled curses as he prepared to take out his fear for her and his anger at having their moment interrupted on the easiest target. He'd only managed to hit the boy twice before Buffy grabbed his arm.

"Will!  Will!  Stop it. He isn't fighting back."

Buffy's frightened voice got through the rage that had taken over when Will thought she was in danger, and he let go of the frightened boy, watching dispassionately as he slid to the ground to join his friends. The one he'd knocked out was now struggling to sit up, throwing terrified glances at the two people glaring at him.  Finally climbing to unsteady feet, he began to back away.

"Oi!" Will's accent suddenly became much more noticeable.  "Take these wankers with you or I'll call the cops on the lot of you."

With a fearful look at Buffy, who had begun bouncing lightly on her feet as he started moving, the one she'd kicked in the knee got slowly to his feet.  He limped over to his friend and between the two of them, they managed to drag the still groggy third boy away from the car and over to the building.  Mall security came driving up just as they reached the relative safety of the sidewalk, and Will walked over to explain what had happened. The security guard rolled his eyes in disgust.

"I know these guys. I've kicked them out half a dozen times.  Do you want to press charges?" he asked hopefully.

Will shook his head. "No. They didn't get anything, and my girl and I have plans for the night. Don't want to spend it filling out papers and whatnot."

The guard nodded, disappointed but accepting. "I'll handle it then."  He looked again at the subdued would-be purse snatchers.  "Did you take out all three of them?" Respectful admiration colored his voice.

Will started to answer, then turned to look at Buffy with sudden realization. She had stopped bouncing once the boys were out of reach, but her posture still screamed "ready to fight" to anyone who was familiar with martial arts.  

"No," he answered slowly, never taking his eyes off Buffy. "She did for that one." He pointed to the boy who was trying not to put any weight on his leg.  

"Guess she really wanted to keep that purse," the rent-a-cop said with a smile.

"I guess so...." Will waved his goodnight and walked towards the car, watching Buffy visibly relax as the security guard put the boy she'd kicked in the back of his three-wheeler and ordered the other two to walk towards the mall office.

Buffy picked up her notebooks and smiled at him hesitantly. She hadn't missed the expression on his face as he told the mall guard about her actions.

"Kind of a mood-killer, huh?" she ventured, walking around to her side of the car.

He didn't answer, just slid behind the wheel and put his bloodied hands on the steering wheel.  They sat in silence for several minutes before he turned to look at her.  As he'd expected, she was opening her flashback book and searching for her pen.  She seemed intent on her writing, so he started the car and pulled out of the parking lot, automatically turning towards her neighborhood.

They drove in silence, even when Buffy had closed the notebook and put it away. As they turned onto her street, Will finally spoke.

"So, which notebook did that go into, luv?" he asked, his voice tight. "Was it a flashback, another memory to add to the story, or did those gits remind you of somebody you knew?"

Buffy's head whipped around to stare at him.

"Are you... are you sorry that I kicked him?"

He sighed and pulled over to park several houses down from the Summers home.

"No, luv. I'm not sorry. It was bloody brilliant.  But it was a pretty good move for an ice skater.  And for a while there I wasn't sure who I was looking at—Buffy the college student, or Buffy the..."

"Buffy...the vampire slayer?" she asked, her whole body tensing up.  "Do you think I wasn't... wasn't me?"

"Were you?"  When he saw the sheer terror on her face, he reached for her hands and pulled her towards him.  "I'm sorry, love. I didn't mean that.  Of course you were you; you just accessed some information you probably never knew you had and you used it.  It's like the other stuff you told me about. You probably watched a lot of martial arts movies while you were in hospital and you absorbed enough of it to be able to use it."

"I scared you," she said dully, her eyes down and her hands lying limply in his.  "You were afraid of me."

"No!" he said with more force than he meant to.  "I was afraid for you.  That you might have slipped away from me, and it scared me more than I want you to know." He squeezed her hands tightly, as if he could force her to believe what he was saying.

"I didn't, you know.  I didn't leave. I just suddenly knew what to do and how to do it.  It would have been pretty cool, actually, if I hadn't seen your face and thought—"

"You didn't scare me, luv. I thought you were magnificent. Another girl would have screamed or cried; you just took him out with one well-timed kick and then waited for more action."

"But...  what if you should be afraid of me?  What if I do slip away and I think you're Spike? What if I try to hurt you, or stake you?"

"Not gonna happen, Buffy. You did a good job for a girl who has never studied the sport, but you can't hurt me.  I could easily stop you before that happened."

"Huh! That's what Spike always says. Usually just before I kick his ass."

"I'm not Spike." He tried to keep his voice light, ignoring her use of the present tense.

"No. No, you're not. You're Will—and your hands are bleeding.  Let's get to my house so we can clean them up."

He put the car into gear and eased down the street and into her driveway.  "Maybe I shouldn't come in," he said. "It's later than usual and I don't want to frighten your parents by looking like I got into a fight."

"You did get into a fight. But you didn't start it, and we won, so yay.  Anyway, Dad's probably asleep already; maybe they both are."

Without further argument, she got out of the car and started towards the door, glancing over her shoulder to be sure that he was following.
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Joyce was dressed for bed but still awake, and she fussed over Will's bloody knuckles while Buffy went for the first aid kit.  Their eyes met over Buffy's head as she began pulling out supplies and muttering to herself about what was missing.  While Will washed his hands, assuring Joyce that most of the blood was from someone else, Buffy laid out the items she wanted and waited calmly. As soon as his hands were clean and dry, she quickly and efficiently evaluated the damage and handled them with the calm manner of an experienced ER nurse.

Will sat with an ice pack on his one swollen knuckle and ointment on his barked ones, exchanging looks with Joyce who was clearly fighting panic at seeing Buffy handle fight injuries in a way that indicated they were neither new nor bothersome to her.  Joyce was opening her mouth to comment when Will shook his head, his eyes pleading with her to ignore what she was seeing.  She gave a tight nod and wished them 'goodnight', taking her worries about Buffy's state of mind off to bed with her, leaving the discussion to the man she was coming to trust.

" 'nother set of good skills you've got there, pet," he said mildly.  "I'm guessing they come from the same place?"

Buffy sighed, closed the first aid kit and came to stand beside his stool.

"I guess so—if, by that, you mean lots of TV when I wasn't aware of watching it."

"Because anything else is unthinkable?"

Her eyes flew to his. "Of course, it's unthinkable!  I was crazy, Will. Not living in a... a...."

"An alternative universe?"

"What are you saying?" she whispered.

"Nothing, love. I'm just trying to figure out what the options are.  I'm afraid that sooner or later you're going to find yourself with knowledge or a skill that can't be explained away by background TV, and I don't want you to go to pieces on me when that happens."

"You think that world is real?" Buffy stared at him as though she was beginning to think he was the former mental patient.  "Will, I've worked really hard—and taken some heavy meds—to convince myself that Sunnydale doesn't exist, and now you're trying to tell me it does?  Do you want me to be crazy?"

"No, pet, no. I don't." He dropped the ice pack and pulled her into a loose embrace, spreading his knees so that she could get closer to the stool.  "I want you to be happy. And that's not going to happen until we can suss out why and how you know these things that you shouldn't know, but the other Buffy would. I'm a science fiction writer, pet. It just popped into my head.  I'm not saying there is such a place; I'm just throwing it out there as one potential, if highly unlikely, option."

Buffy leaned in to rest her head on his chest.  "I don't want it to be real," she whispered. "I want to be here. With you and my parents and a nice normal life."

"And you will, love," he whispered back, his breath stirring tendrils of hair over her ear.  "I'm not going anywhere, and I'm not letting you go anywhere, either."

"Promise me?"

"With all my heart..." he drew a cross over his chest, "and hope to die," he added with a small smile.
 
"Don't say that! People die all the time in that other world."

"We're not in that other world, are we?" he purred in her ear.  "We're right here, and you're all warm and soft and...." He pushed her gently away. "And I'm going to have to leave before I get myself in trouble with your parents."

"What trouble? They're in bed and I'm...." She moved back to him, making no attempt to avoid the growing bulge nudging her thigh. "I'm right here."

He groaned and pulled her closer. "Yes, you are.  You most definitely are." Even as he murmured to her, he was running his lips down her neck and smiling at her little gasps of anticipation.  "But I don't want our first time to be on your mother's kitchen floor—even if she is asleep."

"Point," Buffy gasped. "That wouldn't be appropriate at all." In spite of her agreement, she continued to press up against him, raising her lips for another one of his bone melting kisses.  They were soon breathing hard and running their hands over each other's body, while continuing to kiss without letup.  If one of her parents had not flushed the upstairs toilet, Buffy had no doubt that they would have ended up on the kitchen floor—or possibly the countertop.

However, the sound reminded them that they were not alone in the house, and with a shaky laugh, Buffy pulled away and straightened her clothes.

"Guess we'll have to take a rain-check, huh?"

He nodded wordlessly, picking up the ice pack and pointedly placing it on his crotch. Buffy blushed and turned away, laughing in spite of herself as he chuckled behind her.

"Sorry, pet," he said, not at all apologetically.  "Got to do something so I can walk out of here."

She turned around and grinned at him.  "I guess this is another one of those things I got from TV, huh?"

"What is?"

"Not being totally wigged by what you're doing, and knowing what it is you're doing it to."

"Not following you, love."  He set the ice pack on the counter and stood up, trailing her out to the front hall.

"Don't you remember what I told you a long time ago? About how many boyfriends I've had—and when?"

He frowned, and then his face fell into a surprised smile.  "You haven't had any—not in the real world.  Not since you were—"

"Fourteen," she said. "Well, fifteen, I guess. But by then I already thought I was off in the world of slaying vampires, so not much time for boys—even imaginary ones."

"Then you're..."

"I guess we'll find out, won't we?" she said, wrapping her arms around his waist and resting her head on his chest.  "I wonder what I'll 'know' about having sex?"

"Jesus, Buffy! I forgot all about that.  If this is rushing you...."

She shook her head against him, too embarrassed to look up, but determined to make him see how much she wanted it.  "It's not rushing me. It feels right." She stepped back and trying to control another blush said, "Just not on the kitchen floor, okay?"

"Got it. No floors. Not yet, anyway." He leered at her, the warmth in his eyes putting the lie to his wolfish expression.

With much kissing and breaking apart, and kissing again, they managed to say goodnight.  Will suggested they rent a movie and spend a quiet evening at his apartment after work the next evening. Left unspoken was the obvious reason for going there rather to Buffy's house.  After another promise from Buffy that she really really  wasn't feeling pushed or pressured, he tore himself away from her lips and left the house, turning to wave at her before getting into his car.

Buffy floated up the stairs, humming and never noticing her mother peering out of her bedroom.  Joyce smiled to herself at Buffy's good mood, and went back to bed, much more comfortable about her daughter's mental health than she had been earlier.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The following evening at the shop went more smoothly, with enough business to keep Marcia solvent, but with enough breaks in the busy spells for Buffy and Will to talk, and for Buffy to add a few things to her notebooks.  She was glad Will had forgotten his question about what she had written down the night before.  No sooner had the fight been over, than she'd been struck with how completely familiar it felt fighting with Will by her side.  Without identifying why it was familiar, she'd felt it was important to write it down while it was fresh in her mind.

Once she'd calmed down from the arousal brought on by Will's kisses and roving hands, her sleep that eventful night had been full of dreams she struggled to remember when she woke up.  She'd jotted down the highlights when she awoke, and was now spending her free time filling in the missing information.  Into her book about her life in Sunnydale, she entered what she remembered of her dream—in which Spike and she ended up fighting on the same side against a group of vampires.  The fight dynamics were so similar to what had just occurred that it was easy for her to understand why it had felt familiar.  

She already knew that delusion Buffy and Spike fought well together.  That Buffy had enjoyed her fights against him when he was trying to kill her, and she'd enjoyed fighting with him at her side after he got his chip and demons became his only painless outlet for his need for violence and bloodshed.  That she could feel as relaxed and confident with Will at her side was both comforting and frightening.  The more he seemed like Spike, the harder it was to keep telling herself it was only a coincidence. And yet, there was no logical—or illogical—explanation for it.

As they closed up the store the following evening, Buffy could feel her heart rate go up, anticipating an experience that, in real life, was going to be new to her, but in her mind was something with which she was quite familiar—if not exactly brimming with experience.  She caught Will looking at her, the hunger in his eyes barely concealed and she gave him a tremulous smile back.

Will closed up quickly and they walked out, their hands tightly linked as they almost ran to his car.  He stopped for a quick kiss that turned into something very different before they remembered where they were and broke apart laughing.

"I was going to ask you if you're sure, but I'm going to take that kiss as a yes," he said, brushing his lips across hers again before opening the door.

"I think 'yes' would be a good translation."

The drive to his apartment was only fifteen minutes or so, but it seemed like forever to Buffy.  If she was bothered by how much she wanted to make love to Will, in spite of theoretically having no idea what that really meant, she shoved the thought down firmly.  She was determined that nothing would spoil the night for her. When he showed her the movies he'd rented earlier, she just nodded, already sure that she wasn't going to be watching any of them.

I don't care if we get attacked by real vampires, if Angel shows up, if Will's neighbor looks like Giles—I'm going to sleep with my boyfriend and Sunnydale can just fall into the Hellmouth.

Will ushered her into his small apartment, taking the notebooks from her and placing them on a small table.

"No Sunnydale tonight," he murmured, pulling her close.  "It's just Buffy and Will"

She giggled and rubbed her face on his shoulder. "That's exactly what I was thinking when we pulled into the parking lot.  The hell with Sunnydale. I'm about to have sex with my boyfriend."

"Your boyfriend is about to make love to you," was the gentle correction as he led her towards his bedroom.

"That's what I meant," she mumbled, embarrassed that she'd sounded so clinical about something that clearly meant a great deal to him.

He shrugged and sat on the bed, pulling her over to stand in front of him.

"Don't know if that's what you meant or not, but I do know that's what you're going to get."  He tugged gently until she sat down beside him.  "I'm not taking this lightly, Buffy. I want you to know that.  Want you, yeah. Can't deny it.  But that's not all I want. I want Buffy. I want her ups and her downs, her giggles and her tears, her dreams and her nightmares.  I want this to be the beginning of something important. Something good."

She put her hand on his cheek and swallowing a familiar urge to keep her thoughts and emotions to herself, she said, "I know it will be good.  I think you're the best thing that has ever happened to me—in this world, or any other."

Without further talk, except for Will's murmured endearments, they began to make out, moving quickly from sitting up on the edge of the bed to lying side-by-side so that their hands could roam.  Buffy had thought she wouldn't be able to stand it if he stopped kissing her—until he ran his lips down her neck to her chest and sucked a lace-covered nipple into his mouth.

With a muffled gasp, she arched into him, her mind going blank of everything but what his mouth was doing to her. She wasn't even aware that she'd shed her clothes until she felt his warm skin against hers.  His mouth was everywhere, leaving wet, open-mouthed kisses and swipes of a tongue that had to be longer than normal.  Her head was tossing from side to side as he worked his way down her body, her "Oh, God! Oh, God!" all that could be heard when he buried his face and put his tongue to good use.

While she was still recovering from the shuddering orgasm that had caught her completely by surprise, Will grabbed a condom from the nightstand. He guided her hands as she willingly assisted him in putting it on.  She forced herself to ignore the voice in her head whispering that she'd never even seen a condom up close, let alone touched one, and really shouldn't have felt so comfortable with its use.  She told the voice to shut up and sighed as Will slid up her body, pushing gently, but waiting until he could see the encouragement in her eyes before starting to nudge his way in.  They both flinched when he encountered what was left of the small physical barrier that Buffy—if she were being honest with herself—hadn't really expected to be there.  A brief memory of a much larger man gently forcing his way past her maidenhead was quickly wiped out by Will's gasp when she pulled him towards her, wrapping her legs around his waist.

"God, Buffy. I want you so much..." She could feel him trembling as he fought to resist his urge to plunge into her.

"Just do it," she murmured.  "I want you too.  Do it, Will."

With a relieved groan, he pushed harder, easily parting the tiny piece of flesh and sliding into her.  They remained locked together for several minutes, Will waiting for her to give him some sign that she was ready for more, Buffy basking in a familiar and at the same time, totally new sensation.  The phrase "joined as one" suddenly took on real meaning for her as she surrendered to the feeling of completion she got from being so intimately connected to a man she was becoming more and more sure was someone she could love.

"Can't wait any longer, sweetheart," Will said, his hips beginning to move gently. "You feel so good. Like honey and Heaven you are," he whispered. "Could stay in you forever."

Less articulately, Buffy whimpered and began to move her own hips, meeting his increasingly powerful strokes with her own upward thrusts of her pelvis.  He seemed to instinctively know exactly where and when to roll his hips against hers, sending her into another frenzy of calling upon God to witness her complete surrender to sensation.  As Buffy felt herself falling over the edge into another, more intense release, she bit his shoulder to keep from screaming.  His own shouted, "Buffy!" as he jerked against her brought a small smile to her face—a smile that grew broader as his hips kept working until he collapsed atop her body, breathing so hard she wondered if he was going to lose consciousness.

Eventually, his breathing went back to normal and he stirred, rising up on his elbows, but keeping their lower bodies connected. Buffy gazed up into loving eyes that now looked nothing like the identically-colored ones belonging to her imaginary vampire.  Will rested his forehead against hers, whispering, "I love you, Buffy Summers."

"I think I love you, too," she whispered back.  "If I hadn't been crazy for the past five years, I think I'd be sure of it."

He snorted and rolled off her sated body, pulling her with him to lie with her head on his chest. "That'll do me for now, love," he said, dropping a kiss on the top of her head.  "You'll let me know when you're sure, yeah?"

"Yeah," she agreed softly.  "I'll let you know."  She squirmed against him, one leg draped over his thigh as she asked tentatively, "So, can we do that again sometime?  I think I liked it."

His body shook with laughter as he pulled her completely on top of him and began to nuzzle her neck. He pulled off the used condom and dropped it over the edge of the bed. Buffy watched with interest as he opened another packet and placed it within easy reach.

"Just give me a few, pet, and I'll see what I can do about that."

"You mean we can do it again...right now?"  

A brief memory of a night spent in spell-induced non-stop sex with Riley flitted through her brain and was immediately discarded.  She admitted to herself that she'd expected all her memories of sex with her imaginary lovers would turn out to be unrealistic. It was a pleasant surprise to learn she'd been wrong.

"I'm pretty sure with you around, I could do it all night.  Might need to rest a bit between goes, but I can't imagine not rising to the occasion anytime you want to, sweetheart."

"Cool."  She snuggled against him, feeling his cock stir against her leg.  "I don't think I knew that. Or believed it, anyway."

"Guess that other Buffy wasn't as smart as you thought she was, huh?" he murmured, pushing her down until she was once again where he could slide into her.  He gently urged her to sit up until she was riding him, wriggling her hips around and experimenting with different angles and positions.   The expression of absolute devotion on his face smothered the inhibitions and embarrassment that had come over her when she realized what she was doing, and she gave him a shy smile as she unintentionally squeezed his cock.

"Oh, Jesus! Like that, love. Do that again, Buffy."  His eyes had rolled back in his head and she giggled, reveling in her newfound power over him and determined to make him as mindlessly turned on as he'd made her.  She sat on his hips, alternately squeezing her vaginal muscles and rotating her hips, her hands planted on his chest and an expression of complete concentration on her face. Her hair hung down on either side, tickling the skin of his chest and stomach as she moved around on him.

Before long, his hips were thrusting up and he was muttering incoherent obscenities as he held her down tightly.  It briefly occurred to her that his fingers were probably going to leave marks on her hips, but she quickly dismissed it as unimportant and not something anyone would ever see.  She watched with almost detached interest as his face clenched and his eyes closed in ecstasy. Before she could register that he'd climaxed and was softening within her, his hand was between them, quickly rubbing her to her own third orgasm of the night.  

She collapsed on his chest with a small moan, lying limply in his arms as he held her in place and stroked her back.  After several minutes, she felt him stir to life again and she sat up abruptly.

"You've got to be kidding me!"

He laughed and pulled her back down to snuggle against him. "I told you, pet. It's what you do to me.  But if you're too tired or sore, we can wait.  There's always tomorrow."

Buffy ran a quick mental check over her condition, and squirmed into a more comfortable position on him.

"I'm not tired," she said gamely.  "And I'm not really sore, either, so..."

"What does 'not really sore' mean," he was quick to ask.  "Did I hurt you?"

"No, not really. And don't worry about it. I have a really high pain threshold."

"And you know this...how?"

"Doctors used to tell my mom that all the time when I was growing up.  I broke a bone in my foot one time when I was skating, and I finished the whole program before I even noticed it," she finished proudly.  "So, a tiny little tear in something that was meant to be torn?  Not even worth noticing."

Seeing the relief on his face, she tilted her head and asked, "What did you think I meant?"

"Nothing," he said quickly.  "I just wanted to be sure it was really you talking and not some flashback to somebody made of tougher stuff."

"I'm made of tough stuff!" she protested, more bothered than she cared to admit that his first thought had been of the "other Buffy" as they'd taken to calling her delusional self.  However, his actions within the following few minutes drove any thoughts of her alter-ego and that life completely away. No matter how intense her memories of the disastrous night with Angel, the regrettable night spent with Parker, and the sweet love-making she'd enjoyed with Riley may have been, they couldn't hold a candle to the real, live, and more than willing man now making love to her again.  By the time they fell asleep, wrapped in each other's arms, there was no room for thoughts of anything except how perfect her life was now.
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The filtered light reaching the bedroom awoke Buffy just as Will was emerging from the bathroom.  She blinked in confusion for a moment, then blushed as she remembered the night before. She blushed again when she realized he was naked and so was she.  She sat up and clutched the sheet to her neck, turning her eyes away from his obviously wide-awake body and laughing face.

"What's this now?" he purred, slipping back into bed and pulling her down onto his chest.  "Gonna go all modest on me, are you?"

"It's morning!" she said, her voice cracking just a bit. "I stayed here all night!"

"Yes," he murmured, nuzzling her neck and smiling as she relaxed in spite of herself.  "You did. And it was wonderful. What's the problem?"

Resolutely pushing him away, Buffy said, "Have you forgotten that I live with my parents?  The parents who still want to think of me as a fifteen-year-old?  They're going to freak out!  I'mfreaking out!  I've never done anything like this before."

"Ah," he sighed, releasing her and lying back with his arms behind his head, giving her a distracting view of his toned and fit torso.  "I did forget that, love. I'm sorry.  There's nothing about you that seems like a little girl. I forgot that to your parents, that's who you are."

"They try," Buffy said, somewhat mollified by his apology. "I mean they know I'm not a kid anymore, but they still worry about me, and...."

"And staying out all night without letting them know has probably worried them sick.  I get it, pet."  He got up and grabbed his cell phone from the pants he'd left on the floor. He quickly turned it on and handed it to Buffy, wincing as he noticed all the missed calls from Joyce.

"Here, call your mum and let her know that you're all right.   We'll deal with the rest of the fallout later, yeah?"

Making a face, Buffy took the phone, staring at it as though it might bite her.  She took a deep breath, and punched in the number of her mother's cell.  It was answered on the first ring.

"Will? Where's Buffy?  Is she with you?"

"I'm here, Mom.  I'm sorry I didn't call. I wasn't expecting to...I didn't plan to stay out all night, but I...we...I fell asleep and..."

"Oh, thank God!" 

"Thank God?"

"That you were just... whatever you were doing that was so engrossing you couldn't remember to call home.  I thought maybe you—" Joyce paused, reluntant to say what both she and Hank had feared might have happened.

Buffy flinched, guilt overcoming her relief. "I'm sorry, Mom. Really, I am. I should have realized you'd think... I'm sorry.  It won't happen again." She glared at Will as he made an anguished face at her and mouthed, "It won't happen again?"  Ignoring his silent laughter, she tried to salvage what she could of the situation.

"I'll be home in a little while, Mom.  We can talk then, okay?"

"I'm going on in to work," Joyce said. "Now that I know you're safe, I need to get to the office.  We can talk tonight."

"Okay. Tell Dad I'm sorry, too, please?"

"All right. I'll see you later." Joyce paused. "And tell Will I'm holding him completely responsible for this!" Her voice carried, and Buffy's "Mom!" was barely audible over Will's shouted, "I'm sorry, Joyce. Don't get out the axe!"

Buffy slowly closed the phone and stared at him.

"What?"

"Why did you say that? About the axe? My mom doesn't even own an axe."

"I don't know, pet. It's something you've mentioned once or twice. I thought she did have one, from the way you talked about it."

"The other Buffy's mom has—had an axe. Well, not her axe. A fire axe. She hit Spike with it one time when he was trying to kill me."

"Ah," was the best he could offer as a reply.  He shook his head and came over to tip her face up to him.  "I'm sorry, pet. Didn't mean to bring up anything like that. I thought it was some sort of family joke."

"In that world, it is—was," she said, swallowing hard.  "But my mom is dead in that world, so—"

"So, even worse that I should bring it up. Shit, Buffy! I am so very sorry."

"No biggie," she said, giving him a brave smile. "If you can handle having a crazy girlfriend, I can handle being reminded of the crazy place.  We're good."

Heaving a very visible sigh of relief, he pulled her against his bare chest and put his lips on her neck. His still-alert cock pressed against her stomach.

"Didn't you get enough last night?" she grumbled, even as she felt a glow of pride that she was still having the same effect on him as she had before they'd made love all night.

"Did you?" He sounded so crushed that she could help laughing as she hugged him back.

"For now, I did," she admitted.  "I've got to get home, change, get to class and then to work—where I'll get to see my sexy, desirable..." She ran a bold hand down his chest and brushed it across his erection.  "...and always ready boyfriend," she finished, spinning away and heading for the bathroom, leaving him laughing through his curses as he gave up and pulled his pants on.  By the time Buffy came out, wrapped in a towel, he was already clothed and sipping his coffee.

Trying not to look as disappointed as she knew she shouldn't feel, Buffy quickly dressed and joined him at the kitchen counter to drink the cup he'd fixed for her.

"Ready any time you are, love," he said, putting his own cup in the sink and picking up his keys.

She nodded and gulped as much of the coffee as she could without getting the hiccups.

"What do you do in the mornings?" she asked, putting down her cup and walking to where he was holding the door open. "When you're not driving debauched virgins home, that is."

"I debauched a virgin? I think I like the sound of that.  I wonder if I could do it again tonight?"

"Nope," Buffy said cheerfully. "Once is all you get."

Their banter continued as they got in the car and made the relatively short trip to Buffy's home, where Will was relieved to find neither of her parents still there.  He kissed Buffy good-bye and returned home to get some writing done, leaving her to get herself off to class.  It wasn't until he got to his apartment that he found the notebooks she'd left in her haste to get out the door.  Instead of opening his own laptop, he found himself sitting down to read the detailed history of Buffy's life in the imaginary world that had held her captive for so many years.

~~~~~~~~~

Two hours later, Will's eyes had been opened.  Reading Buffy's account of her life after she'd slipped into that world had given him a completely new understanding of why she still made so many references to it in her daily conversations.  The notebook he'd been reading—an after-the-fact journal of her first few years as a slayer—was full of notes in the margins, inserted as Buffy had remembered more and more of that life and gone back to stick her new memories into their proper places. There was much more detail than had been there when he'd originally skimmed through the notebook only a few months ago.
 
Along with the big, potentially world-ending events and daily dangers that she'd faced, were the minutiae of her daily life as a high school student by day, heroic savior at night.  Alongside the aptly named "Scoobies," she'd spent her days being as close to a normal teenager as she could, and then after school they all went into what he could only think of as "superhero and her sidekicks" mode.

As he fixed himself another cup of coffee and settled in to read more, the novelist in him almost wished he had been a part of that life; that these were his notes that could be fleshed out to make an incredibly gripping story. He had to keep reminding himself that it probably wasn't in Buffy's best interest to encourage her to spend any more time remembering that world than she already did.  The more distance between her and her imaginary life, the more firmly she would be anchored in this one.

As he'd gone through the notebook, he'd been sucked in, and he found it hard to remember that it wasn't real—not really Buffy's history, only a very detailed illusion brought on by mental illness.  Eventually, he found that if he treated it as a novel, one in which he was really engrossed, he could maintain the boundaries between the two worlds without losing the thread of the narrative.  However, he also couldn't wait to move on to the next installments. 



~~~~~~~~~

Marcia raised an eyebrow when he rushed into the store, apologies falling from his lips as he immediately got to work.  It was over an hour before there was enough of a lull for her to give him a hard time about being late.

"Long night?" she asked, then narrowed her eyes when he blushed and avoided looking at her.  His non-committal mumble about being busy this morning, had her sighing and pursuing him to the back of the store.  "Are you cheating on Buffy?" she demanded, then flushed and apologized.

"I'm sorry, Will. That was out of line. It's just that sometimes Buffy seems so fragile, and I--"

"It's alright," he said, smiling at her.  "And, no, I wasn't cheating on Buffy.  Trust me," he laughed quietly. "She knew exactly where I was last night."

"Oh? Oh!  TMI, Will!"

"Sorry. Didn't mean it to come out like that.  But I didn't want you thinking I would do anything to hurt her.  I wouldn't. Ever."

"All right, then. So why were you late this morning?"

"I was reading and I got caught up in it."

"Must have been one hell of a book. Is it something we carry here?"

He coughed and shook his head.  "In a manner of speaking. But, no, to what you're really asking.  It's not a published book. Not yet, anyway."

"Oh, so it's yours?"

"Nope. Not mine. And that's all I'm saying about it.  I'm sorry I was late. It won't happen again."

"I wasn't really yelling at you, you know," Marcia said softly.  "I know you wouldn't have done it without a good reason."

"I knew that." Will did his best to hang on to his dignity. 

 Marcia gave an unladylike snort and went to wait on a customer, leaving Will to ponder the story that had kept him so engrossed.  He'd had a general idea what it was like in that other world where Buffy's mind had trapped her; he knew the names of some of the other inhabitants, which were good, which bad—although he gathered that could change from time to time. And he knew that Buffy had jumped off a tower to save both her sister and the world.  But until he'd sat down to really read her account of her life there from the very beginning, he'd really had no idea what she meant when she said she was living in another world.

He smiled to himself as he waited on a sudden influx of customers, comparing their seemingly mundane lives with what Buffy's imagination had provided her.  While he worked, smiling and chatting automatically with the people he waited on, a portion of his mind was always on the notebook and the new things he'd learned that morning. He had made it all the way through the first journal, taking him up through her last year of high school and the heartbreak when her vampire boyfriend decided to leave town to pursue his redemption in Los Angeles before he'd realized how late it was getting and he'd reluctantly put it down to rush to work.


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

When Buffy arrived that afternoon, he looked at her with renewed understanding and admiration.  Fighting the urge to greet her with a kiss, he settled for squeezing her hand tightly when she came behind the counter to change her shoes.

"How was class, luv?" he asked.

"It was class. It was mostly stuff I already know."

He raised his eyebrows.  "You've studied psychology?"

Buffy flushed, remembering that she hadn't really.  "You live in a mental hospital long enough, you pick up stuff," she mumbled, hoping he would drop the subject and not force her to admit that, in her memory, she'd taken psychology at UC Sunnydale only a year ago.

Ignorant as he was about the later parts of her life in Sunnydale, he accepted her remarks at face value and just nodded.

"Oh," he said, remembering. "I brought your journals with me.  You left them at my place this morning."

Buffy smiled her relief.  "I thought that's probably where they were.  Thanks for bringing them."

"My pleasure, love."  He hesitated and then continued, "I hope you don't mind. I read the first history notebook this morning. Cover to cover."

Fear flashed across her face, fading as his expression didn't change from its usual fondness.

"All of it?" she squeaked, remembering how graphic some of her descriptions had been—including her night with Angel.

He grinned at her and stepped closer. 

"All of it," he whispered.  "By the time I'm done with you, you won't even remember that vampire's name."

Buffy shivered as his warm breath stirred tendrils of hair.  "What vampire?" she murmured, batting her eyes at him.

"That's my girl," he said, laughing and moving away before Marcia could stop rolling her eyes long enough to send them back to work.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Much later that night, as they rested, temporarily sated, in his bed, Will turned the conversation back to her journals.

"You, know," he began in a conversational tone, "I'd like very much to read the next installment in the life of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Would you object if I read the next one?"

Buffy giggled. "You make it sound like it's a book or a movie."

"It would be an excellent book—or a movie.  But right now, I just want to know what happened next."

"I could just tell you that," she said, twirling the hair on his chest around one finger.

"Why don't you, then?  Tell me a story, Buffy."

"Just like Scheherazade, huh?"

"Just like," he agreed with a smile. "Except that you don't have to keep coming up with stories so that I won't kill you."  He reached over the side of the bed and took his phone out of his pants. "But first, call your mum and let her know that I've got you and you're perfectly safe."

Buffy giggled as she took the phone. "I think I might word it a little differently, but good idea."  She looked at his phone for a second, then handed it back to him.  "But I think I'll use my own phone. I don't want them to think you've kidnapped me and all communication has to go through you." 

She walked over to the dresser and took her cell phone out of her purse, missing the anxious frown on Will's face at her casual mention of kidnapping. Something, he couldn't help recalling, that seemed to happen to people fairly often in her journals. When she'd left a quick message that she was at Will's and didn't know what time she'd be home, she dropped the phone back in her bag and asked, "Where did you stop reading?"

"Right when your wanker of a boyfriend decided that being somewhere that he wouldn't be tempted by your nubile little body was a good move—even if it broke your heart."  A small smile touched Buffy's lips at how aggrieved Will sounded on her behalf. She got back into bed and snuggled up against him.

" 'kay, then.  Once upon a time..."

Buffy talked about her quiet summer, when she'd had little to do but think about how miserable she was without Angel.  Her story of how she met Riley by dropping books on his head in the college book store made him laugh until he realized that the man she kept referring to as "our TA in Psych" was actually another boyfriend.  

She skipped quickly past Parker, just saying that she'd fallen for a line of bullshit and learned her lesson.  He raised an eyebrow, but didn't bother to pursue it.  Will knew himself to be a possessive man, but even he couldn't see the point in being jealous of imaginary people who were long out of Buffy's life and not important to her.

"So," he said instead, "you met this teacher's helper and he turned out to be a soldier?"

"Yeah, The Initiative they called themselves."  She gave him a strange look and cupped his face briefly.  "It turned out they weren't the good guys we thought they were at first. Although I can't complain about the chip they put in Spike's head..."

"Chip? Spike? That's the vampire I remind you of?"

Buffy nodded. "Yes," she said. "That's the one." When he didn't pursue it, she went on to tell him about the experiments they were running on captured "hostiles" and how Spike had somehow escaped, but ended up coming to them for help when it turned out that he couldn't hunt for himself.

Will shook his head.  "Okay, let me get this straight—this guy spent two years trying to kill you. You hated each other. And yet, when he was helpless, he came to you for help?"

Buffy shrugged and gave him a crooked smile.  "Hey, it was Spike.  Great fighter: not so big with the planning and thinking."

Will cocked his head at her.  "You like him, don't you?  When did that happen?"

"Okay, see, here's where it starts to get really weird." 

She smacked his arm when he murmured, "Now it gets weird?"  

"Shut up. Okay, so Willow's boyfriend, Oz-"  

"The werewolf?"

"If you're going to keep interrupting..." He mimed zipping his lips and nodded at her to go on.  "Yes. The werewolf. Just go with it, 'kay?  Anyway, he had a little... thing... with a female werewolf and when she tried to attack Willow, he killed her.  Which freaked him out, or something, so he left Sunnydale and Willow was, like, devastated.  And she thought nobody was paying enough attention to her, so she did this spell--"

"Spell?"

Buffy glared.  "You're interrupting again. You know Willow's a witch. I told you that a long time ago."

"Right. Sorry. All right, so Willow did a spell. Then what?"

"Then, smart-ass, Spike and I got engaged." She grinned triumphantly as Will stared at her with his mouth open.  When he didn't shut it, she gently touched his chin and pushed it closed.  "So, is that what it means to be 'gobsmacked'?" she asked, blinking wide, innocent eyes.

He shook himself out of his daze and said, "Yeah, that would be a pretty good example of it, I reckon.  You are going to explain this, right?"

She snuggled back into his side and nodded.  "It was all because of Willow's spell..." She went on to tell him about the "My Will be Done" spell and the resulting chaos, ending with, "So, Spike and I spent that whole time smooching in Giles's big chair and planning our wedding."

"Should I be jealous?"

Buffy bit her lip as though actually considering the question seriously; then giggled and shrugged. "Nah, I don't think so.  You're a much better kisser."  

"And I'm real," he reminded her, not wanting to show how much it bothered him that she seemed to have slipped into telling her story as though it had really happened to her, and yet, too worried about it not to bring it up.

"You are," she said quickly, pulling him down for a languorous kiss that soon had them both breathing hard and forgetting all about Buffy's story.  They made love again, slowly and with more tenderness than passion, before falling asleep in each other's arms. Sunnydale and its citizens had faded completely away.


Chapter 9
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Chapter Nine

Buffy had been full of apologies again when she stopped by Joyce's office on the way to class. They'd had a long talk about her relationship with Will and the fact that she was, for all intents and purposes, a grown woman closing in on her twenty-first birthday. Joyce had finally agreed that as long as Buffy checked in at some point during the evening, her parents would not panic when she didn't make it home. 

"I'm not sorry that you have someone like Will in your life, Buffy.  You know how much I—we like him.  But, like it or not, you're not the average young adult and your father and I can't help but be concerned when we don't know where you are."

"I said I was sorry," Buffy said with a trace of a pout. "And I've promised to check in. I don't know what else you want me to do."

"Just be happy, Buffy. That's all I've ever wanted for you. For you to be happy. Oh! And careful... "

Buffy interrupted quickly before Joyce could begin a conversation about anything that would be embarrassing to them both.

"Got it covered, Mom.  Seeing the doctor tomorrow."

"Oh. Well, okay then," Joyce said with relief. 

She'd had a short, private talk with Will. If he was embarrassed to be talking to his girlfriend's mother about the fact that her daughter was sleeping with him, he managed to hide it well. He made it very clear that, while he liked and respected both her parents, Buffy and her wishes came first with him, and as long as she wanted to sleep in his bed, he was going to have her there.  He promised to let Joyce know if there was any sign that Buffy was slipping away, and to encourage her to keep her twice monthly appointments with her doctor.

"I love her with all I am, Joyce," he'd said quietly.  "I'll never do anything to hurt her or let her do anything that might cause her to hurt herself.  And God knows I don't ever want her to slip back to that place where so many horrible things happened to her."

Joyce had nodded and sighed.  "I know you don't, Will. I'm trusting you to take care of my daughter.  I can't tell you how happy we are that she has you in her life.  It's just...we worry."

"Of course you do," he soothed. "As well you should.  I can only imagine the nightmare those years were for you and Hank.  I'm going to do my best to see that she is too happy in this world to ever think about going back to that one.  I promise you."


~~~~~~~~~


With Joyce running interference with Hank, who finally admitted that Buffy was old enough to move out on her own if she thought she needed to in order to see her boyfriend when and wherever she wanted, her parents gradually got used to the idea that she would be spending more time with Will than with them. On those rare nights when Will was hanging out with Sean or other friends, Buffy came straight home from work and spent time with her parents, catching them up on work and school. Normally, however, she came home in the morning—usually in time to have coffee with her mother and father—took a shower, changed her clothes, packed up whatever she expected to need for the rest of the day and night, and went off to class and work. 

In spite of the joy brought by having a sane, happy Buffy around, Christmas that year was a fairly subdued affair. With Buffy and Will both working long hours and being tired at the end of the evening, they were spending most of their time at his apartment, staring mindlessly at the TV until one or the other of them fell asleep.  Buffy did her best to get up early enough to spend some morning time with her parents, but the holiday season was nothing like what she remembered from her childhood.  Balancing a boyfriend, his family, her family, and a very busy job left little time to actually enjoy the season. She was just grateful that classes were over for the semester and she didn't have exams adding to the stress.

By mutual agreement, they hadn't bothered with decorations at the apartment, choosing instead to spend as much time as possible with their families and allowing them to provide the Christmas trappings. Between their parents' homes, and a mall that had been decorated since before Thanksgiving, the urge to decorate the apartment they slept in just wasn't there.
 
On Christmas Eve, they had a pleasant dinner with Will's mother, Jane, and her husband. Long before that, they had welcomed Buffy into their lives in a way that almost brought tears to her eyes.  When she'd worried aloud that they wouldn't want her dating their son if they knew about her past, Will laughed.

"Told Mum about you a long time ago, love."

"You did?"  Buffy's eyes darted around the kitchen, as if expecting Jane to come in and order her out of the house any minute.

"I did. And she's fine with it. She likes you and she thinks you've been good for me. Settled me down, so to speak."

"You should have told me she knew," Buffy said with a pout.

"Why? So you could worry yourself into a tizzy every time you came over here?  You know you would have been watching for...I don't know what, but you'd never have relaxed."

"I suppose you think you're smart," she muttered, smiling in spite of herself.

"Know my girl, don't I?"

Buffy slept in Christmas morning.  She and Will had both agreed that she needed to spend Christmas Eve night and Christmas morning with her own family.  She woke up at 10:00 a.m. feeling rested and content.  Joyce met her at the bottom of the stairs with a cup of hot chocolate and a hug.

"Merry Christmas, honey," she said.  "We thought you were going to sleep all day."

"Are you complaining?" Buffy asked.  "It could be worse, you know. I could still be getting up at six and making you two come downstairs with me to open presents."

Joyce laughed and followed Buffy into the living room where Hank greeted her with a smile and a kiss on the cheek.

"There's my little girl," he said.  "All ready to see what Santa brought?"

"Uh, Dad..." Buffy said.  "You do remember that I'll be twenty-one next month, don't you?"

"Just kidding you, honey.  Ready to open gifts?"

Shaking her head at her father, Buffy sat down and sipped at her cocoa.

"You guys go first.  I want to see if you like what I got you."  Her pride in having been able to buy them gifts with money she'd earned herself was clear, and they happily complied.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Moving some of her clothes to Will's, a few things at a time, just seemed like a sensible thing to do, as did buying a new toothbrush, deodorant, and other necessities that were annoying to pack and unpack every day. Gradually, Buffy was having fewer and fewer reasons to go home in the mornings.

Time passed, and they were dressing one morning when he said casually, "What would you think about making this official, luv?"

"Making what official?" Buffy stopped in the process of pulling on a new shirt that Will had given her for Christmas.

"Living here. With me.  You may as well be my roommate, as much as you're here."

"You mean move all my stuff in?  Change my address and all?"  She stared at him, her heart beating faster.

"Well, yeah. I think that's what I mean."  He stopped pulling on his socks and walked over to her, tipping her chin up.  "I love you. I want you with me all the time. Twenty-four, seven. I want us to be officially living together. Significant others, or whatever it's called."

"I love you too," she said slowly.   "But I don't know how my parents—"

"How much do you see them now, Buffy?"

"Well, it depends on how late I get up... Okay, you're right. I only go home to change clothes and do laundry.  Point taken."  She frowned. "But they'll be hurt anyway.  They didn't have me there for all those years, and now here I am living somewhere else again."

"But this time, they know how to reach you, and you know who they are," he argued. "You can call them, drop by whenever you want.  We could plan to have dinner with them every weekend, if you think that would keep them happy."

"You really want to do this, huh?" she asked, slipping into the arms he was holding out.

"Don't you?" 

She rested her head on his chest and nodded.  "I do. I want to be with you all the time, too. I want us to grow old together and—" She stopped, afraid she'd said too much, but he pulled her in more tightly and dropped kisses on her head.

"Do you mean that? About wanting to grow old with me?"

"I think so.  I guess I shouldn't have said that, huh? It makes me sound like I'm husband-hunting or something and that's not really what I me—"

"Hush," he said, releasing her.  "Stay right here. Don't move."

While Buffy stared at him in bewilderment, he ran to his closet and rummaged in the pocket of his dress coat.  He came back, holding his hand behind his back and watching her anxiously.

"I wasn't going to do this until we'd been officially living together for a few months, but...." He brought his arm around and extended his hand to her. Nestled in it was a small box from the jewelry store located in the mall.  "I don't have much; you know that.  Can't offer you a good living yet, but if you don't mind sharing your life with a starving writer...." He opened the box, exposing the small but beautifully set ring within.

Buffy gasped and stretched her hand towards the box, wanting to touch it and afraid to.

"For me?  You got that for me?"

"Don't see any other formerly crazy bints standin' here do you?" he asked, his shaky voice belying the sarcasm in his words.

With a trembling hand, Buffy took the ring from the box and slipped it on her finger. 

"It fits me!"

"Yeah. Had to guess at it, but I was pretty sure I was right.  You have such delicate little fingers."  He picked her hand up and kissed the palm; then closed it into a fist.  "Will you marry me, Buffy Summers?"

Still staring at her hand and the stone glittering there, she felt tears filling her eyes. She raised them to his and nodded silently before flinging herself at him.  

"Is that a yes, then?" he laughed, catching her and breathing a sigh of relief as she wrapped her arms and legs around him.

"Yes," she squealed into his ear. "Yes, it's a yes.  I will marry you, William Patterson."

Wriggling until he let her go, she dropped to the floor and ran to grab her cell phone from her purse.  Will watched with a bemused smile as Buffy used vocal ranges that could make ears bleed to tell Joyce her news.  He frowned as Buffy's excitement dipped and her face became less happy as she listened to her mother.

"I know it is, but—" She shook her head as though the woman on the other end of the phone could see her.  "We love each other, Mom. I'm not 'jumping into' anything.  We... we're going to live together and I thought you'd be happy that we're not just shacking up."

Obviously Joyce changed her tactics as Buffy's face cleared and her enthusiasm returned.  "Oh yes, Mom! Of course you'll be involved. It's not like we're going to run off and get married tomorrow.  You'll have plenty of time to plan it. And we'll have plenty of time to get to know each other better.  Okay. I'll come by tonight for sure.  Bye. Love you. "

"Not the response you were hoping for?" Will walked up behind her and put his arms around her from behind, dropping his head to kiss her on the ear.

"It's okay. She was just surprised and worried that I was latching on to you without knowing what else is out there." She glanced up at him slyly. "I don't, you know—know what else is out there. Maybe I should—"

Will gave a growl that would have done credit to one of her imaginary vampires and tightened his embrace.  "Maybe you should just forget that whole idea. Unless you want to be visiting me in jail—where I'll be after I take out any other man who even looks at you."

Buffy giggled and turned around to face him.  Her expression turned more sober as she met his eyes.  "I don't need to try anybody else. If I learned nothing else from being Buffy the romantically-challenged-vampire-slayer, I learned that a good man is hard to find; and when you find one, you don't let go."

"Just so we're clear," he muttered, his dignity offended by her giggles.  

"We're clear," she said, going up on her toes to brush her lips across his.  "And now, I have to get to class. And you have to get ready to go to work.  I'll see you this afternoon. 'kay?"

"Alright, love.  Off you go. Get that education so you can support your poor, starving artist of a husband."

"You're not starving," she said with quick loyalty.  "You just don't make enough with your writing to quit the day job."

He shrugged and nodded. "True enough.  Someday though..."

"Maybe you can sell my story?  Or the other Buffy's story?  You could make it into a book and nobody would ever know... well, some people would know, but it's my story, so...."

"Maybe," he agreed.  "We can talk about it later. Right now you need to get yourself off to classes."

"I mean it," she insisted. "I know that Dr. Swinson thinks she's going to write me up and get famous off my story.  I'd rather you did it."

He shrugged.  "I doubt the good doctor is planning to write a fantasy novel."

"Well, just in case, you should do it first."

"It's not a half-bad idea, pet. Now that I think about it. But it would have to be sold as a collaboration.  I'd never try to take the credit for your imagination—might even sell it as your own story 'written with' or something like that. I'd be more of a ghost writer." 

Buffy smiled as she realized that he was actually considering her sudden burst of inspiration.

"You'd be a ghost?"

"Ghost writer, love. I've done it before.  It helps pay the bills.  Someone else's story—my ability to put it into readable prose.  Sometimes I get my name on it, sometimes I don't."

Buffy frowned. "That doesn't seem fair. After you—"

"Sometimes I don't want my name on it," he said with a wry smile.  "Trust me, it doesn't hurt my feelings at all."  He shrugged.  "I see it as being paid for a service I can offer.  It's got nothing to do with anything I write on my own.  Those few little stories that I've sold are good for the ego, just not all that helpful with the bottom line."

"I like your bottom line the way it is," she said, running hands over his ass and giggling at her own boldness.

"Aren't you turning into the cheeky one?" he laughed, giving her a quick grope. "I must be a bad influence on you."

"On that inappropriate and very distracting note, I'm off to class.  See you later."

"Drive safely, love."

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Although Sean couldn't resist teasing Will about giving up his life and being willing to wear a ball and chain, he was actually pleased that his friend had found someone to marry.  Sean knew that, even though he was thoroughly enjoying the life of a perpetually eligible bachelor, that wasn't true for Will.  As flirty and as fond of women as Will was, he had always been happier when he had a special girl in his life, and Sean was pleased that Buffy had become that special girl. 

To celebrate the engagement, Sean had convinced Marcia to give Buffy and Will the same night off so that he could take them out to dinner at a nice restaurant.  He picked them up at the apartment, giving Buffy a congratulatory hug and kiss before settling in for a night of giving Will a hard time about giving up his freedom.

Will and Buffy took his ribbing in the spirit in which it was meant, reminding him that he couldn't seem to keep a good woman for more than a month, and pointing out that Buffy was giving up her freedom, too.

"That's right!" Sean said. "And I saw her first, didn't I?"  He turned his warm eyes on Buffy.  "Are you sure you don't want to get a taste of the real thing before you settle for this second-rater?"

Buffy smiled back, so used to Sean now that she barely registered his slight physical resemblance to Angel.  He was so open and good-natured, and his attempts to put Will down were so obviously the teasing of someone who cared deeply for him, that she barely had to smother her anger when they sometimes struck a little too close to the bone.  Once in a great while he would say something that sounded more like Angel expressing his disgust at Spike, but she smothered the flash of irritation, knowing it had more to do with her remembering how much her imaginary vampires disliked each other than it did with Sean's actual feelings.

When Will left the table for a few minutes, Sean took advantage of it: "You've made him very happy."

"He makes me very happy," Buffy replied, turning her hand and admiring the way her ring caught the light.  "I'm a very lucky girl."

"You're both very lucky people," he said, almost wistfully. 'I wish you nothing but the best..." Will's return interrupted the serious talk and Sean immediately added, "But just so you know, I intend to embarrass both of you as thoroughly as I can when I stand up to make that best man's toast at your wedding."

Will shook his head and sat down, automatically reaching for Buffy's hand.

"Ah, everyone knows what a wanker you are. They won't be listening...or believing a word of it."

Buffy smiled at the banter between them, basking in the affectionate aura that seemed to surround their small table. While the two men tried to outdo each other with embarrassing anecdotes from their high school days, Buffy zoned out and began mentally designing her wedding dress.


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~



Buffy and Will settled into a comfortable domesticity, enlivened by the obligatory family meet and greet, where Joyce and Jane established an immediate rapport.  In no time they were calling each other regularly, discussing both the wedding, and the other things they'd found they had in common.  Hank and Jane's husband had enough activities in common that they had no trouble carrying on conversations about cars and golf on those rare occasions when they had to spend time together.

Every once in a while, Buffy would still get flashbacks to her life in Sunnydale, and she marveled at how wonderfully different it was here in the real world.  She insisted that Dr. Swinson figure out what could have triggered a need for her to escape her very ordinary and happy real life to spend years in one that offered only heartbreak and horror.

"Dr. Swinson, I know enough about psychology by now to know there had to be a reason.  Only a crazy person would go somewhere like that when she could be here, having boyfriends, getting engaged..." Her voice trailed off when the doctor just stared at her with raised eyebrows.  "Oh... yeah. Right. Crazy.  I was crazy." Buffy bit her lip.  "But why? Why did I go crazy like that?  I was happy—I think. As much as anybody is happy in high school."

Dr Swinson sighed. "Buffy, there's so much we don't yet know about the mind and how it works.  It's not uncommon for teenagers to have problems dealing with reality.  There are chemical changes in the brain, hormonal fluctuations..."

"Other teenagers don't go to live in another world where they have to fight vampires and demons every day," Buffy muttered.  They'd been over all this many times before and the answers just weren't satisfying her desire to understand why she would have ever left her very nice life.

"I suspect a chemical imbalance of some kind," the doctor said, giving a mental sigh and wondering how many times she was going to have to repeat herself.  "You started getting better when we started you on a new drug for treating schizophrenia.  I think we have to assume—"

"I'm a schizophrenic?"

"I think you have a form of it, yes.  Certainly you are not a classic case—you fell ill at a younger age than is normal, your episodes of being in touch with reality were very rare and never lasted long enough for us to make any progress—" 

"My dreams," Buffy interjected. "When I was asleep in that world, I was awake here."

"Sometimes, yes.  But as I said, those episodes were very few and far between; they really didn't give us enough to work with."

"Am I going to go crazy again?" Buffy's question was blunt and she stared hard at the doctor, daring her to lie.

"I think...I certainly hope not.  You've done beautifully since you recovered, and I'd like to think you can tell the difference now.  Is it a possibility? Of course, it is. But your entire experience has been so unique, so different from anything we've seen before..." She gazed at Buffy with sympathy and warmth.  "Your life is so wonderful right now, I cannot imagine your wanting to escape to anywhere else."

"I can't imagine it either. I have everything I ever wanted here. I don't think anything could make me go back to that terrible place."

"And as long as you are faithful about taking your meds, I see no reason why you should have to worry about it."  Dr. Swinson smiled confidently.

"Yeah, I know. A pill twice a day keeps the vampires away."  Buffy made a face.  "Am I going to have to take them forever?"

"Well, for the foreseeable future, certainly.  As your flashbacks begin to fade and you have no episodes, we can talk about reducing the dosage - but even if, at some point in the distant future, we wean you off them, I would never want you to be without a pill or two within easy reach.  Think of these pills as your safety net. Always keep a few in your purse for emergencies. If you have a stronger than normal flashback and feel yourself slipping away, you should call me immediately, but my advice might very well be to take a pill right that second." 

"Don't worry," Buffy said.  "I've got a pretty good handle on those flashbacks and memories now.  I don't even get them much when Will's around.  He's a very stabilizing influence. And I think the journals are helping a lot." helping a lot."

"I've seen that." She smiled at Buffy. "And I do want to congratulate you on your engagement, even if I would have to agree with your mother that you could have spent a little more time exploring the world you've missed. But I cannot deny that he seems to be a good man and he's been very good for you."  She sat up a little straighter. "About the notebooks—journals...when am I going to see them?"

"Oh," Buffy said, ducking her head and evading the doctor's perceptive eyes. "Well, I'm still working on them.  I keep remembering new stuff and I don't want to give them to you until I think they're complete."

Somehow Buffy was sure that Dr. Swinson wouldn't think much of the idea that Will was reading the notebooks before she was. Let alone that he was taking notes on major events and outlining a novel on his laptop.  She gave what she hoped was an open and innocent smile.  I wonder if lying by omission to your psychiatrist is a sign of being crazy?  Deciding it wasn't, she waited for the doctor's reaction to her reluctance to turn over her journals.

Visibly trying to hide her disappointment, Dr. Swinson nodded in agreement. "I suppose that's the best course," she said.  "I do want them to be as complete as possible. And, of course, their primary purpose is to keep you aware and centered."

"That's what I thought." Buffy smiled and rose to leave.  "I'll let you know when I think I've remembered everything there is to remember." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~



It was the end of a busy night in the store - with Christmas long over and sale and inventory time also finished, they hadn't expected any heavy store traffic. However, this particular night was almost as busy as during the holiday season and time to talk had been in short supply. Both Buffy and Will were exhausted.  They put the cash and receipts in the safe in Marcia's office, locked up, and walked to the parking lot, anxious to get home and put their feet up.

After a quick shower, Will joined Buffy in their bed, snuggling up behind her and nuzzling her neck.  

"Are you asleep already?"

"Nope," she said, rolling over. "Just thinking."

"About...?"

"Will you be mad at me if I tell you?"

"Don't know, do I? Why would I be?"

"I was thinking about Spike..." 

She could feel the tension in Will's body, even as he tried to keep his voice neutral.  "Were you?"

Buffy put a hand on his cheek and stroked it gently.  "I was thinking about how much he changed that last year—about how much I came to trust him—and I was wondering how he took it that I died. If he hung around Sunnydale to protect Dawn, or if he left and went somewhere he could get minions to kill for him."

"What do you think he would have done?"  Will struggled to keep his face expressionless, to hide the fear that always gripped him when Buffy spoke of people from her delusion as though they were real and continuing their lives without her.

"I don't know," she said, rolling onto her back.  "I think he really liked Dawn, and he did promise me he'd protect her till the end of the world..." She saw the expression on Will's face and quickly recovered.  "I'm just speculating. In case you want to, you know, keep the book going longer than—"

"It's alright, love. Won't deny that it frightens me a bit when you get like that, but as long as I know that you know it's not—"

"It's not real," she agreed immediately, interrupting him.  "I know that. I promise. It's just that...those people...they are—were real to me, for a long time. I can't help but wonder about them sometimes.  I'm sorry," she whispered, turning to face him again. "I didn't mean to scare you."

"'s alright, sweetheart.  As long as you don't leave me, I don't mind if you wonder about them.  Just promise me you won't go there and try to find out what's happened, yeah?"

"I promise. No peeking in at them."

The kiss that accompanied her promise soon grew into something sufficiently distracting that neither one of them mentioned Sunnydale again.  After a sated and happy Buffy had snuggled into his side, safe and secure with Will's arms around her and his warm breath on her hair, she sighed happily and drifted off to sleep.
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Chapter Eleven

Buffy woke to a complete and utter absence of light. Disoriented and confused, she was aware only of a need to get out of the dark, airless space in which she found herself.  Instinctively, she put her hands up, encountering something unyielding and yet soft.  Fear-inspired strength allowed her to punch through the fabric and wood in front of her face—to find herself spitting out dirt that fell into her open mouth.  Panic set in. She clawed, punched and dug until she felt one hand emerge into open air.  Putting forth a last effort, she pushed her head out of the dirt and pulled herself out to lie gasping on the dew-soaked grass.

She staggered to her feet and stared around. Everything was blurry and indistinct, including the large stone in front of her. She frowned at it, something about the name carved upon it seemed familiar but her mind couldn't process what she was seeing well enough to — she froze.  It was a name. She squinted at it, rubbing her eyes to no avail. After another minute of confusion, she wandered away from the puzzling monument, her dark clothing shedding dirt as she walked through scenes of destruction.

Broken windows, small fires here and there, damaged cars...it was all so bewildering and strange.  And hard to see.  She squinted from time to time, hoping the blurry vision would clear up soon and she would be able to figure out where she was.  

Still struggling to see, she found herself on the outskirts of a group of rough-looking men with distorted faces and strange mannerisms.  They were looping chains around the arms and legs of a girl who looked oddly familiar.  Just as the motorcycles roared and their tires spun gravel onto the girl they were about to pull apart, Buffy recognized her. Her scream, "No!" was instinctive, as was the way she ran when the entire gang turned to focus their attention on her.

Her leap over the fence dropped her in front of a small group of unfamiliar people who all began talking at her and calling her by a name that barely resonated. She still couldn't see them very well, nor could she understand their muffled voices. She retreated, crouching in upon herself and hoping they would go away.  Their voices washed over her as their cries of "Buffy!" were interspersed with discussion of what she was doing there and what had happened to her.

A dark-haired boy stared at her, horror on his face.  ".... She was right where we left her," he said. "In her coffin..." Buffy's hearing was still as blurry as her eyesight; she wasn't sure what he was saying to her, only that he seemed to expect her to respond somehow.  "... You're home," he concluded, only those two bewildering words actually reaching through the fog in her brain.  "Home?" What did he mean?  What was home?

While she'd been distracted by the strange people all trying to speak to her, the motorcycle riding demons had found them.  She remained fearful and immobile until she saw the people who seemed to know her being hurt. Then, without any conscious thought, she stood up and fought, somehow knowing exactly what to do.  She faltered once or twice, the actions unfamiliar to her, but each time she recovered quickly and continued to use whatever weapons she could find to decimate her opponents.  

As soon as the demons had been defeated, she retreated into the frightened confusion that had been her companion since she'd clawed her way out of what she now understood to have been her grave. She ran away, ignoring the cries from the chattering people she still didn't recognize.

The sight of the rickety metal tower halted her escape to nowhere.  Drawn to it in a way she couldn't explain, she approached it cautiously and began to ascend the stairs.  She was staring out from the platform on top, flashbacks to events she couldn't understand or explain causing her to squeeze her eyes tightly closed, when a whispered, "Buffy?" caught her attention.  Another unfamiliar face was staring at her. A younger girl, one with disbelief and hope in her eyes. "Buffy?" she repeated.  "Is it you?" 

Buffy looked back at the end of the platform, once again drawn to the end projecting out into space.  The platform swayed and the girl grabbed onto a pole.  Buffy moved closer to the end.  "No!" the girl shouted. "Don't! Just walk to me, Buffy. Please!"

The platform continued to sway, the tower making creaking noises as though in pain.  The girl began talking rapidly: "I'm your sister, Dawn.  We were up here... together...and then we weren't. You went away... and... " Buffy tuned her out, continuing to stare with fascination at the swaying ground below them. She could feel herself being drawn more and more toward the edge, her progress halted when the other girl pleaded, "Talk to me! Say something!" 

"Is this...Hell?"  Buffy's voice was rusty with disuse and she repeated her question, hoping this girl could tell her what was going on.  "Is this Hell?"

"No!" Dawn began to babble again, doing her best to keep Buffy's focus on her and off the tempting drop.  But it wasn't until Dawn screamed at a particularly violent tremor of the tower that Buffy turned with something approaching recognition in her eyes.

"Dawn!"  Her instincts once again taking over, she ran to her sister, grabbing her in one arm and a nearby pulley in the other.  When they had ridden as far as they could before falling, landed safely on the ground and scrambled away from the collapsing tower, Dawn pulled Buffy into a tight hug.  "You're really here," she said. "You're alive and you're home. You're home."

Buffy wondered why those words weren't making her any happier as she submitted to Dawn's embrace and stared over her shoulder with blank eyes.


~~~~~~~~~~


Later, when Dawn had led her home and helped her to clean up, she began to remember more about who and where she was.  But, even while she returned Dawn's tearful hugs, she was conscious of the immense void where there should have been joy. A void that was all the emptier for her not being able to figure out what should be filling it.  All she knew was that she felt like she was missing a big part of herself, and that something wonderful had been ripped away from her. Which made no sense at all. She'd been dead. Now she was alive. Shouldn't she feel happier about it?

It was when she came slowly down the stairs to find Spike staring at her with awed eyes that the empty space seemed to shrink just the smallest bit. Although his eyes never looked anywhere but her face, she tried to finish buttoning the open shirt, only to end up hiding her hands behind her back when he noticed them and correctly guessed why they were so torn up.

She allowed him to lead her to the couch and felt herself relax a little when he took her hands in his. His expression remained kind and understanding as he sent Dawn to get the first aid supplies.  She stared at his familiar face, wondering why he had remained in Sunnydale.  Perhaps she'd been gone only a few days or weeks?

"How...how long was I gone?" 

"One hundred and forty-seven days yesterday. Uh... hundred and forty-eight today" He gave her a tentative smile that didn't reach his awed eyes. "'Cept today doesn't count, does it?" He waited for a response, dropping his eyes to her hands, then back up to her face.  "How long was it for you...where you were?"

"Longer," she said simply, searching his face for some sign that he might be able to tell her what had happened.  Before he could say anything else, her friends burst in calling for Dawn, and Spike was soon pushed aside.  She watched the door close behind him, confused by the pang of loss she felt when he left; a departure that shouldn't have mattered when the people who were really important to her were all there making a fuss over her return.


~~~~~

Inexplicably, her first act when she went out to patrol by herself was to let herself into Spike's crypt.  She was idly looking at some magazines on an unfamiliar table when he came up the stairs carrying a knife - which he quickly put down.

She knew he was waiting for her to tell him why she was there, but she really had no explanation to give him. Her feet had taken her to his crypt and she hadn't cared enough to question why.   She perched uncomfortably on a chair as he struggled to make conversation, ending an apologetic speech with a sorrowful, "Every night I save you."

Her eyes, blank until this point, flew to his, reading the grief and sincerity there. A sliver of understanding slid into her numb mind and she smiled briefly.

"You kept your promise," she echoed his earlier remark. 

"I've tried to, love.  Done my best for you since... But I should have been quicker, smarter, more... something!"  He stood up, becoming more agitated as he thought about what she'd been through.  "You never should have had to jump!'

Buffy rose to her feet and waited for him to calm down and stand in front of her.

He sighed.  "But you're back now.  Came through it like the amazing woman you are... You're back, and I... I can't be sorry about that."

Buffy twitched a little as he voiced what she'd been thinking - that for whatever reason, she did seem to be sorry about it.  She shook her head and walked towards the door. Just barely loud enough for him to hear, she whispered, "I'm glad one of us is happy about it."

She left the crypt and began her patrol, only to find Spike catching up to her before she'd gone very far.  He made no comment, just fell into step with her, watching with narrowed eyes as she staked two fledglings who had been sure the Slayer was dead and gone.

~~~~~~~~~~


As the days went on, and Buffy struggled to adjust to the harsh world in which she found herself, she began to understand where she must have been.  Only Heaven could have been so right, so warm and safe and totally different from the world to which she'd been returned.  It seemed strange that the only times she felt at all comfortable about being back were when she was alone with Spike, but she didn't question why she was so at ease with him, or why she trusted him so much that she shared her thoughts about where she'd been.

"I think I was in Heaven..." Spike's face reflected shock. In spite of his knowing how dangerous it had been for Willow to attempt the resurrection, he'd accepted her explanation that Buffy had been trapped in a hell dimension. That there had been another, more likely, possibility hadn't occurred to him. "They can never know," she whispered as she stepped away from him into the sunlight.  She couldn't have said why she was so confident that he wouldn't tell her friends; she just knew he wouldn't.  She moved quickly away, knowing the sun would prevent him from following her.

As her unhappiness lingered, she found herself spending more and more time with the vampire.  They patrolled together, attended Scooby meetings, and often finished the night by sitting in the kitchen of her house or in front of the TV in his crypt. When her friends commented on how much time she was spending with Spike rather than with them, she stopped inviting him to come home with her and began spending even more time at his crypt.

She did her best to ignore the way he looked at her, telling herself they were just friends, patrol buddies who liked each other and who got along most of the time; that she didn't have to pretend with him, and that was why she was spending so much time in his presence.

The sadness that pervaded her life in a way that nothing else—even her mother's death—ever had was only slightly relieved by that constant presence. That Spike was the only one she trusted enough to confide in was an irony not lost on Buffy as she went through her nights mechanically staking whatever other vampires crossed her path.  It occurred to her one night, as she struggled to stake a stronger than normal fledgling, that without Spike's unasked for backup, she might very well have fallen victim to any one of the smarter or stronger vamps she'd faced since her return. It was a fate that was often more tempting than she would admit to him...or to herself.

As she coughed out the dust and stood up, she voiced her thanks.

"Good thing you carry a stake now, isn't it?"

"So it seems.  Bit off your game tonight, are you, Slayer?"

"I'm fine. Just a little tired... or bored. Nothing to worry about."

She shrugged off the danger, confident in his ability and desire to keep her safe. If she sometimes noticed the concern on his face whenever she faltered or took a misstep, she ignored it in favor of accusing him of stalking her. 



And then Sweet came to town. 

Nothing here is real
Nothing here is right....

...I just want to feel...alive...

Buffy was grateful that the only ones to hear her were quickly disposed of before they could tell anyone. Not that she thought a couple of vampires and a demon would have run to her friends to tell them the Slayer was unhappy, but...

She'd thought Spike might have been immune, but she hadn't been in his crypt long before he was singing about the secrets he was keeping for her. As he really got into the song, she realized that listening to him meant she could no longer pretend that they were just friends. 

I can lay my body down, but I can't find my sweet release.
Let me rest in peace, he chorused, following her out of his crypt, expressing the feelings she'd been denying he could have. 

"I know, I should go,
but I follow you like a man possessed.
There's a traitor here beneath my breast, 
And it hurts me more than you've ever guessed...
If my heart could beat, it would break my chest,
But I can see you're unimpressed...

Why don't you let me rest in peace?

 And she felt...something.  Something she shouldn't have. So she ran away, his plaintive, "So, you're not staying, then?" ringing in her ears.


Till they pulled me out of Heaven. I think I was in Heaven...

When she sang out her secret, she almost smiled at the horror visible on the faces of the people who'd yanked her back into this nightmare existence. A sense of relief washed over her; she would no longer be expected to pretend gratitude she didn't feel. She danced, whirling and stamping in a frenzy of release and guilt. When the heat began curling up from her feet, she again almost felt something.  A sense of completion, that she could now leave this world again. Her friends would understand now. 

But then Spike was there. Stopping her before she could burn, singing, "You have to go on living..." and holding her with eyes that said more than she wanted to know.

She had to admit that the demon's final number was impressive. And that he was a good loser.  While everyone was singing the finale, Buffy followed Spike out into the alley.

The desperate, lip-bashing kisses they shared were a revelation. She could feel!  With Spike's lips on hers, the world faded away and she was alive again.  It was not even close to the sense of contentment and happiness she'd lost —but it was more than she'd had since crawling from her grave.  She clung to his arms and lips until they heard the others leaving the Bronze, then pulled away and turned her back on him. 

"Buffy..." he started, then stopped and blew out an angry breath before walking away, his boots echoing off the walls of the alley.
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Chapter Twelve



"You've been avoiding me."



"No, I haven't.  We just haven't been in the same places at the same time very much."  



"Not for lack of trying on my part, pet."



"Maybe you shouldn't be trying so hard.  Didn't you say you wanted me to stay away from you?"



"Didn't really mean that, and you bloody well know it." He gave her sidelong glance, his lashes almost hiding his eyes so that she couldn't really see the expression in them.  "Especially now that we—"



"Don't say it!"  



There was no ambiguity in Buffy's voice and he stopped with a low growl. She sighed and leaned against a nearby bench.  "I think you did, Spike. You meant it when you said – sang – that being with me was hurting you."  She raised her eyes to his.  "I don't want to hurt you.  I don't know why I don't – or why I want to be around you, for that matter. But I don't. And I am.  We're not the friends or slaying buddies I keep telling myself we are. It's time for me to stop pretending."



"I take what I can get, Buffy.  Told you that a long time ago. If this is my crumb, I'll take it.  If it gets so bad I can't handle it... well, that bike will get me a good distance from here before it runs out of gas."



"I can't be what you want, Spike.  And the more we're around each other—"



"I'm a big boy, pet. Let me decide what I do and don't want, yeah?"



Buffy didn't reply, just stared at his familiar face and wondered when it went from being the face of her enemy to that of someone she felt drawn to.  Sure, she had begun to trust him before she jumped, and nothing she'd heard about his actions over the summer had done anything to make her question that trust.  But he'd been just another fighter at her side. Someone strong enough to take up the slack if she wasn't around.  Since she'd come back, somehow being with Spike made her feel slightly less alone in this harsh world.  It was unsettling... and annoying.



His head was cocked; she could see him trying to figure out her thoughts. For once, he seemed to have no clue.  She stood up to leave, holding up a hand when he made to go with her.



"Just leave me alone to work this out, Spike."





~~~~~~~~~~~~~





"I should have known, starting the night off by saving his stupid life again... It had to go downhill from there."  Muttering to herself about how often she and Spike seemed to rescue each other, she walked past the cemetery where they'd had the encounter with Spike's bookie, and right into Giles' stammering explanation for why he had to leave.  She was so bewildered and shocked that it barely registered at first that he was saying he was leaving her... and soon.



"I have to."



"Uh-huh," she muttered as she sank onto a pile of mats. She leapt to her feet again when he continued, "You...you have to be strong.  "I'm...I'm trying to—"



"Trying to what? Desert me? Abandon me? Leave me alone when I really need somebody?"  Leave me with no one to lean on but a vampire who thinks he's in love with me?



Her pleas and barely suppressed tears had no effect on his decision and the conversation ended with her emphatic "You're wrong!" as she stomped out the door and into the shop.  Where things just became more confusing...



Spike burst through the door just as Giles was about to break the news of his latest departure to the group.  Buffy rolled her eyes when he explained why he was dressed so oddly and looked to her for confirmation; although she was grateful for the distraction.







Her plan to pretend the desperate kisses they'd shared had never happened lasted only as long as it took for Willow to work another spell.  And how weird was it that when they had no memories, she and Spike still ended up going out together to fight the vampires?  



Randy and Joan had seemed to be on the verge of something that felt both exciting and comfortable. Sure, it was annoying not to know who they really were, but they'd fought well together and the attraction between them was real. She felt like she could do worse than let this strangely dressed, but sweet and sexy vampire-hero into her life. Until the spell was broken, and she was staring at Spike – the non-hero vampire who loved her.



She told herself it was only residual spell influence that had her clinging to him under the stairs at the Bronze, falling into kisses that were both familiar and breathtakingly exciting and new.  She pulled away briefly, then tightened her grip on his neck and lost herself again.  It was only when someone bumped into Spike, pushing them against the wall and muttering, "Get a room," that she realized how long they'd been standing there, bodies straining against one another and mouths constantly in motion.



"Oh my God!" Buffy said, pushing him away and trying not to see the bulge that she had been rubbing against while she was clinging to his neck.  



"Buffy—"



"Don't!  Just...don't, Spike.  Please?  I'm... I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to... I'm sorry." 



Avoiding his eyes, she edged out of the shadows and pushed her way through the crowd.   She ran as soon as she got out the door, not sure if he would try to follow her, but determined not to be alone with him again. 









When she looked back on it, the sex seemed inevitable. She couldn't deny the attraction that had always been between them.  As much as she might do so to Spike's face, she knew he was telling the truth when he said there had always been something there. That she would act on that attraction seemed only more evidence that Buffy had been found unworthy of remaining in Heaven.  The Chosen One had once again given her body to a vampire – this time one with no soul. 



If she'd needed more proof, the fact that his chip didn't recognize her as human would have been it. He'd been cruel enough to call her on the way she'd been enjoying the fight as much as he was, which only contributed to her certainty that not only had Heaven rejected her, she hadn't even been sent back whole.  Suddenly giving in to the desire for his kisses and the need to feel again didn't seem like such a bad idea. 



As much as she wanted to do so, there was no way to accuse him of taking advantage of her. The hand on his zipper was hers, the hand that pulled her skirt and panties out of the way was hers, and the hand that guided him into her was also hers. Spike's only participation at first had been to stare at her with mingled awe and shock.  Her own amazement at both her boldness and the strange-familiar-wrong-right sensation of having him inside her mirrored the expression on his.



Spike recovered from his shock as soon as their bodies began to move and he quickly took the lead from her. In the dusty basement where their vigorous activities sent them, he showed her what over one hundred years of experience, a vampire's strength and stamina, and the lack of a need for air could do for a man's ability to make the painful world disappear – at least for a few hours.



"Spike!" Buffy cried out – not for the first time that night – writhing beneath him as he encouraged her to let herself go.  Oh my God. Oh my God.



"That's it, love.  Tell me what you want from me.  Do you like this?  Or would you prefer me to..."



"Oh, oh God... Yes!"



"Yes, what, love?"



"Yes...please..."



Don't spoil this. Please don't spoil this by—"



"Oh bloody... Buffy...." His voice was a hoarse whisper.  "What you do to me...

Knew you'd be wonderful, but this is..."



"Shut up, Spike."



"Make me."







The bright light of morning brought the world back with a vengeance. Waking up naked next to Spike in what little was left of the building sent her gasping and scrambling for her clothes. His pleas to stay and keep him company all day had less effect upon her than his insistent kisses that immediately reawakened the heat of the night before.  Only when he opened his mouth: "I knew the only thing better than killing a slayer would be—" did she come back to her senses and remember whose naked body she'd been clinging to.



Anger at Spike, anger at herself, and guilt over having been out all night combined to sharpen her tongue and it wasn't long before they were snarling at each other as though the night's couplings had never taken place.  Her "never again!" as she raced from the building kept repeating over and over as she ran home. 





~~~~~~~~~~~~~





Never was not in Spike's vocabulary, and once she'd come to him – even if she had been invisible at the time – he'd known he had her.  Even his anger at her for toying with him while he tried to hide her presence from Harris was tempered by the pleasure of hearing her giggle and knowing she was relaxed and enjoying herself. Until the interruption, they'd been indulging in the sort of playful, passionate love-making he'd always imagined sharing with her.



"Got to say, love, invisible Buffy is a bloody good shag."  They were sprawled across his bed, her invisible head resting on his stomach and his fingers running through her invisible, but silky, hair.



She snorted and poked him in the ribs.  "Are you saying I'm not any good when I am visible?" He could hear the pout in her voice, even if he couldn't see it. He slipped his hand from her head to her face and ran his thumb over her lower lip.



"Can see that pout, pet.  And you know it's not what I meant.  I just meant that this is nice. You and me... spending the afternoon making— shagging in my bed.  Might get out of this without any bruises."



"I didn't give you bruises when I threw you against the wall?" She sounded almost aggrieved, and his chuckle bounced her head up and down.



"Wasn't countin' those. I just meant I didn't have to hit you – you didn't have to hit me – to get the juices flowing.  You know I'd never object to a bit of rough and tumble with you... but this is nice too."



"It is nice, isn't it?" she sighed, turning her head to move her lips over his stomach.



"Even nicer now," he purred, squirming as she teased him by dropping kisses everywhere except where he wanted them.   They'd quickly moved from caresses and kisses to another round of what Spike continued to call love-making – although only to himself – and were enjoying the way their bodies pleased each other so perfectly when Xander's arrival put a stop to both the sex and the pleasant afternoon.



In spite of Buffy's "cheating" when Spike tried to tell her he didn't want her if she wasn't going to admit they were together, he couldn't forget how it was her very invisibility that had made her so free and easy with him that day.  Hoping he wasn't shooting himself in the foot, he managed to resist her enticements and insist that she leave.





~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~







"Want some help, Slayer?"  



Spike watched with worried eyes as Buffy spun and kicked in what looked like an uneven fight against three much larger vampires and two demons.  She rolled her eyes at him as she took a hard punch to her face and fell to the ground.



"If you're not too busy," she snapped, kipping to her feet in time to stake the first vampire to reach her.



"Never too busy to help a lady."



Spike grabbed the nearest opponent, using the demon's body to take out both his frustration over not having seen Buffy in a week, and his anger at himself for sending her away.  He listened to the sounds of the conflict behind him, keeping one ear cocked in case Buffy seemed to be in real trouble.  However, with his arrival and subsequent distraction, she had quickly staked the remaining two vamps and was now systematically beating the other demon into the ground.  Lacking a sword, she settled for picking up a tombstone and smashing it down onto the demon's head until she was sure it was dead.  Spike quickly broke the neck of the one he was fighting and they stood, panting, staring at each other.



"So..."



"So..."



Simultaneously, they leapt together, Buffy's mouth on his demanding and hungry.  He pulled her against his hard cock, muttering his apologies and begging her to give him another chance.  She didn't answer in words, just wrapped her legs around his waist and rubbed herself against him until they were both moaning with frustration and desire.



"My place?"



She nodded mutely, dropping her legs and letting him take her hand to pull her into a run.

 







They soon settled into a pattern of almost daily sexual encounters.  Sometimes Buffy came to his crypt in the daytime; sometimes he was waiting outside for her to take her break at the Doublemeat Palace; sometimes they finished a night of patrolling and slaying by tearing each other's clothes off the instant the heavy crypt doors closed behind them. No matter where or when, the world and all its burdens went away for those moments when she could get lost in his touch.



"I smell like Doublemeat burgers," she whispered as he pushed her up against the wall outside the restaurant. 



"You smell like Buffy," he insisted, inhaling deeply against her neck as his hips moved against her.



"Buffy smells like the Doublemeat Palace," she argued back, bringing one leg up to wrap around his waist.



"Fine, suit yourself," he said, pausing for a second or two. "You smell bad, and I want you anyway.  Happy now?"



"I smell bad?" Her voice was suddenly icey.  "You're dead, and you're telling me I smell bad?"



Their hips never stopped moving against each other, even as they exchanged angry glares and angrier words.  When he'd brought her off and emptied himself into her, she pushed him away, hiding her face as she straightened her clothing. Spike said nothing, just zipped up and turned to go.  He paused just before stepping into the light, turning his head to look at her.  He opened his mouth to speak, but Buffy turned away, her shoulders pulled forward tightly and her hands clenched around her arms.



The nights when she used him like he had no more feelings than the bot were hard on both of them. Spike, because he wanted so badly to believe that they were making love; and Buffy because she knew that she was using and hurting him.  The very things she'd told him she didn't want to do.







On a few, very rare, nights, however, she was a different girl.  One who was soft and giving, and willing to receive his caresses and hear his endearments without telling him to shut up.  Those were the nights he cherished, when she seemed to forget that he was a soulless vampire and treated him like the man he wanted to be for her.



"If I didn't know better, I might think you were starting to like me..."



"Don't let it go to your head.  I'll get over it by tomorrow."



He sighed and pulled her against his chest.  "I expect you will at that, love. But you can't blame me for enjoyin' it while I can."









Spike's constant nagging for her to spend the night was becoming harder to refuse, as dozing off next to him and waking up with his arms around her became more common and less horrifying. Although she usually did her best to keep her distance whenever they finally broke apart for much needed rest, somehow just knowing the vampire was sleeping beside her made her feel warm and safe even when they weren't touching. There was something so familiar, so comfortable about his presence...  



"That feels nice," she murmured as he rubbed the back of her neck with an ice cube.



"Is the headache going away, love?"



"Mmmm-hmmm."  Buffy yawned and allowed him to spoon her body as her eyes drifted shut.  



"That's my girl," he whispered. "Let those pretty eyes have a rest, yeah?"



"Jus' for a few minutes..." She relaxed completely, safely held by the creature she continued to believe was beneath her.









Although she threw his love back in his face every time he tried to express it, she knew she was becoming addicted. Not only to the amazing physical things he could do to her body, but to his very presence, his acceptance of her and her moods, the way he was always there, backing her up if she needed it, but never getting in the way.  More frightening than any demon she'd ever faced was the knowledge that Spike had become the person she most depended upon. The man who was gradually bringing her back to life, chasing away the numbness and adding color to her gray world, was a soulless, evil, dead man.



"You know, Buffy," he murmured in her ear very early one morning, repeating an argument that had become a daily occurrence. "If you just told the Bit about us, you wouldn't have to go running off before dawn every morning."



"Don't," she said shortly, unwilling to admit how reluctant she actually was to leave the only place she felt remotely content or happy. How hard it was to force herself to get up, dress and go home.



He sighed and flopped back on the bed, hands behind his head, biceps and torso on display.



"She won't care, pet. I promise you."



She whirled on him, eyes wide.  "How do you know? Have you told her anything?" 



"Relax, Slayer," he said, his face shutting down. "I know my place – and it's not being the one to say that you come to me for some cold comfort."  



When she didn't attack him, but just nodded and began to dress, he turned his back and put a pillow over his head.  



"Don't let the door hit you in the ass on the way out," he growled under his breath.





~~~~~~~~~~~~~~





"Where do you go?  When you stay out all night?  Where are you?"



"What?"  Buffy stared at Dawn, her mind whirling as she confronted the question she least wanted to answer.



"Are you with Spike? Is that why you don't come home?"



Okay. that was the question she least wanted to answer.



"Some... sometimes?  I mean, he is a creature of the night, and I'm... you know, it's night when I go out to slay and—"



"Sheesh! Chill.  I don't care, Buffy.  I just want to know."  Dawn's voice softened. "I worry about you.  I can't help it – you were dead. Remember?"  Ignoring Buffy's soft "No, I don't remember," she went on, her voice rising again, "Every time you aren't home when I go to bed, I worry.  I wake up a dozen times during the night, and you're not here.  What do you expect me to think?" She glared at Buffy, then her eyes went wide.  "And, ohmygod, I sound like Mom." 



'I'm... I'm sorry, Dawnie.  Really, I am.  But I'm safe out there. And... and sometimes Spike's with me, so then there are two of us, and..."



"And Spike would dust before he let anything happen to you.  You think I don't know that?  You think I don't know why he stayed around here and took care of me while you were gone? But if he's always with you, why can't he be with you here?"



"Why would you want that?"  Buffy frowned, genuinely confused for a second.  "And I didn't say he was always with me!" She remembered what Xander had let slip about Spike's summer-long devotion to Dawn and shook her head, at a loss to add anything that wouldn't give away more than she wanted.



"Because he's my friend?" Dawn's voice dripped sarcasm as only a teenager's can.  "Or he was. Before you came back and he stopped coming around. I guess he doesn't care about seeing me anymore -– now that you're back in his life."



"I'm not... it's not like that..." Buffy blew out her breath.  "Look. I'm sorry he isn't here every night tucking you in and reading you bedtime stories, but we... I just...." She stopped and glared.  "You know what? It's none of your business why he isn't here. Or why I don't come home.  All you need to know is that I'm safe." She watched her sister's face shut down and added, "And that Spike still cares about you.  He just doesn't come around as much because... because..."



"Because Xander and Willow think he's still got the hots for you and they'd bitch about it.  Do you think I'm stupid, Buffy?"



"No. Obviously you aren't stupid.  And, yes, that's got a lot to do with it. I don't want to deal with their... I just don't want to deal with it, okay?  I'll talk to him. Maybe you can... I don't know.  We'll work something out."  She stared at Dawn's rigid shoulders.  "He misses you, Dawnie. I know he does."



"Yeah? Well he's got a funny way of showing it," Dawn muttered, refusing to admit she was mollified by Buffy's words.



"Hey. It's Spike. Doing things wrong is his middle name."  Buffy's attempt at humor brought a small smile to Dawns lips.  "We're not trying to shut you out, Dawn.  We... I just don't want to listen to stupid accusations and... stupid... stupid things."



"If you're... like...with him, with him—" Dawn threw up her hand as Buffy leaped to her feet. "I'm not saying you are, I'm just saying, if you did want to... I wouldn't care if he stayed with you. In your room."



"That is never going to happen. And this conversation is over."  



Buffy almost ran from the house, only returning when she had to change into her Doublemeat Palace uniform.  But that night, she was home and in her own bed by midnight.  As she was for the next several nights.  She refused to explain to Spike, knowing he would just start the "You should just tell everyone" argument all over again.





~~~~~~~~~~~~~~





Riley's arrival, his perfect new wife, and Buffy's own mistake in killing the female demon all conspired to send her spiraling back down into the place where only one person could make things better.  Asking Spike to tell her he loved her – when she knew he did, and wanted only to be allowed to say it – felt like one of the cruelest things she'd ever done to him. 



His "In point of fact—" was cut off when she fastened her lips on his, silently begging for the release only he could provide.  It was one of the rare instances when she allowed him to make love to her the way he wanted to – sweetly, slowly and with murmured endearments that she usually refused to acknowledge.  



"Something's different, love," he said, stroking her bare arm as they rested quietly.  "Want to tell me what's going on?"



"Not really."  She turned her head away, but remained within touching distance.



Spike nodded, grateful for the physical closeness, even if she was no longer letting him into her life in other ways. As she rolled over to sleep, he leaned down and whispered in her ear, "I love you, Buffy," before settling down on his own side of the big stone slab.  There was no reply, but she allowed him to leave his leg touching hers as they drifted off.









The following day, guilt and shame overcame her craving for his body and the temporary oblivion that it could provide. Her farewell conversation with Riley had reminded her of the person she used to be, the person she would like to be again – the woman who was strong enough not to abuse another's feelings for her just because it helped her feel better.



"I'm sorry, William."



Without so much as a "thank you" for what his love had done to help her become strong enough to reject it, she turned her back and walked out to begin a new life in which her biggest problem was locating Warren and his two nerdy buddies.



The demon guarding their house was a surprise.  As was the immediate weakness she felt after being stabbed.   



Chapter 13
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"Buffy?  Buffy, can you understand me?"

Buffy looked around wildly, automatically holding up her fists to respond to another attack from the demon.  The adrenaline pumping through her system prevented her from recognizing her surroundings at first, then, as she felt the pain in her arm, she tried to find the demon's skewer so she could pull it out. To her surprise, there was an IV in her arm, rather than the demon weapon she'd expected.

She had barely begun to understand where she was, when she was no longer there, finding herself sitting on a bench and talking to Spike about Xander's non-wedding.  Somehow, their awkward - but unusually honest - conversation there had eliminated some of the tension between them, and she was tentatively feeling comfortable around him again. Comfortable enough to sit and talk to him about what had happened after he left the wedding.

She shook her head to rid it of the flashback-dream-hallucination that had come and gone so quickly.  

The Scoobies arrived just as she began to feel woozy again, putting an end to the conversation. While Spike and Xander sniped at each other, she felt the world begin to swim around her.  When Xander shoved Spike to the ground, her last thought as she dropped her head onto her knees was Something else that's my fault. I think they were getting along while I was dead.

~~~~~~~~

Buffy blinked her eyes and looked around, taking in the sterile white walls, the loose uniforms on the muscular men standing by and the worried look on the face of..."Dr Swinson?"

With an audible sigh of relief, the older woman straightened up and waved the attendants back.

"It's working," she said.  "I think she'll be fine now."

They looked dubious, but nodded.  "Just push the button if you need us," the taller one said.

"It'll be okay. Won't it, Buffy?"

Buffy blinked again and repeated, "Dr Swinson?  Am I really here?"

"You are.  You gave us quite a scare for a while there, but it looks like the drug has done its job."

Buffy plucked at the needle in her arm.  "Can we take it out, then? It kind of hurts.  And not in a good way."

"There's a good way to hurt?"

Sheer panic flew across Buffy's face as she realized what she'd said.  "No! Of course not.  I was just... just making a joke.  Not a funny one, I guess."

The doctor stared at her hard, studying her face and eyes before nodding.

"I think we'll just leave it in for a while longer," she said.  "Until we're sure we have you back completely."

Wincing, Buffy sat up in the bed and nodded with resignation.  "Okay. I guess that's..." Her eyes widened.  "How long was I gone this time?"  Although her time in Sunnydale had only amounted to months, she braced herself for being told that she'd lost another five or six years of her life.

"Several months," Dr Swinson said.  "You've missed the beginning of the spring semester of classes.  I believe your employer is holding your job for you, although—"

"Will! Where's Will?" Her eyes flew to her bare left hand. "Is he still..."

"Madly in love with you?" The doctor gave her a wry smile.  "I think you could safely say so.  He's often here. He sits and talks to you, strokes your hand.  I'm quite impressed, actually.  I think most young men would have written you off by now."

"My parents..." Buffy looked around, noting that this sterile room bore little resemblance to the one she'd had before her release the last time.

Before the doctor could respond, Buffy felt herself slipping away. 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

She gave a strangled cry and glanced up to find Willow and Dawn hovering anxiously.

"Buffy?  Are you okay?  You keep losing consciousness on us.  One minute you're here, then you're... gone... somewhere."

"Where do you go?" Dawn demanded.  "When you're not here, where do you go?"

"B... back," Buffy whispered, her voice filled with pain.  "I go back."  She closed her eyes, but when she opened them again she was still in her own room in the house on Revello Drive, and Willow and Dawn were still staring at her.  "What happened?" she asked, dropping her head back against the pillow.

"Do you remember being stabbed by the Nerds' demon?"  They frowned at her when Buffy laughed softly and shook her head. 

"I thought someone put an IV in my arm," she said, tears beginning to stream down her face.  "I was in a mental hospital and this was all just a bad dream."  She winced when she saw Dawn's face crumple.  "I'm sorry, Dawnie. But there – in that place – this just seems... unreal."

"Well, it's real. Trust me," Willow said, her resolve face to the fore. "You got stabbed by that demon. Turns out there's a toxin in its skewer that causes hallucinations and fever.  Spike and Xander are out looking for it now.  As soon as they bring it in, I can break off the skewer and start making the antidote."

"And in the meantime?"

"We'll just try to keep you comfortable and safe, I guess." Willow's brow knit. "I'm not sure quite what to do when you go...away...on us. But you just sort of lie there with your eyes open, so I guess it's not hurting you."

Buffy gave another sad little laugh. "No," she said, "it's not hurting me."

~~~~~~~~
 
She awoke to find her mother's face drifting in and out of her vision.

"Mom?  Mom? You're here? You're alive?"  Buffy began to cry as her mother lay down beside her on the bed and held her.

"I'm here, honey.  I'll always be here." Joyce was crying too, her tears mingling with Buffy's as she promised her they would move heaven and earth to see that she stayed with them.


~~~~~~~~~~~~


Buffy startled awake to find Spike lounging in the doorway.  "Back are you?" he said calmly, although his fingers were digging into the woodwork framing the door.

"So it seems," she sighed, shifting and wincing at the pain in her swollen arm.  "Did you guys find the demon?"

"Yeah, we got it. Got the bugger chained up in the basement. Seems he has to be alive when Red does her mojo or it might backfire."

The last time Buffy could remember speaking with Spike, it was in the cemetery just before she passed out from the poison.  She had a vague memory of hearing him suggest ice on the back of her neck before Xander and Willow had pulled her away and she'd lost consciousness.  With newly aware eyes she studied him, comparing him to Will and wondering briefly which one was real and which one had inspired the other.

There was no denying it.  For all that one was human and one was an old vampire, they were the same man.  The same warm blue eyes with which Will gazed at her so fondly were now looking at her, a worried frown just beginning to appear above them.

"Buffy? Slayer?"

Startled out of her musing, Buffy blurted out, "You know, if you were human, I think I could love you."

Spike gaped at her, his astonishment exceeded only by her own.  She clapped a hand over her mouth.  "I didn't mean—"

"No!" he growled, crossing the distance from the door with inhuman speed. "You don't get to say something like that and then take it back.  What the bloody fuck is going on?"

"I wish I knew," she whispered, unable to stop herself from stroking his face and closing her eyes against the pain she could read there.  "I don't know what's real anymore."

"Know that, pet," he said, pressing her palm to his check with a trembling hand.  "That's the poison at work. Soon's the witch gets that antidote, you'll be all fixed and you'll know which end is what again."

"What if I don't want to? What if I'd rather stay... gone?"

He stared at her, his fear palpable.  "Gone where?  Where is this place that you'd rather be than here with your friends, with us?" Memory kicked in.  "Are you... are you back in Heaven?"

Buffy shook her head. "Not in the way you mean it, no.  But it feels like Heaven. I'm loved and cared for and--"

"You're loved here," he snapped, adding when she flinched, "and I don't mean me. I mean the Bit. Your friends. Your missing watcher. Even the big poof still loves you – just not quite as much as he loves the idea of his redemption, but..." He shook himself. "We all love you, Buffy.  How can you feel loved in that world without any of us?"

Buffy looked into his genuinely grief-stricken eyes and whispered, "You're there. And...and Angel is there... sort of." She ignored his muttered, "Sort of?" and continued, "And my mom and dad are there. Together.  It's... it's nice, Spike.  I have a normal life, a family – minus the green glowing ball of energy that moved in here last year. I have a boyfriend—" 

His snarl caught her by surprise.

"Not Angel," she said with a tired sigh.  "It's you. Except... not.  You're human, and you don't bleach your hair, and you don't mind that I was – am crazy." She could see that she'd lost him at "boyfriend" and "you", and dropped her head back onto the pillow.

"I'm happy there, Spike," she sighed.  "I'm normal and happy and I just got engaged when they yanked me back here."

"Why didn't you tell someone – me – all this before?"  

"I didn't remember any of it.  All I remembered was that I felt safe and warm and loved... and done. I'd done my job and gone to my reward.  And then, bam! I went to sleep in the arms of my lover—" She had to pause and gulp when he couldn't hide his wince.  "And I woke up in a coffin, under six feet of dirt."

"Jesus Christ," he whispered.  "No wonder you hate it here.  You were in Heaven. Your version of it, anyway. Where I'm not... " He gave a snort of bitter laughter. "... not... me."  Buffy cringed at the anguish on his face as he straightened up and stared down at her.

"Hey, evil undead! Get away from her.  You've done your part. We got the demon. No more need for vampire muscles, so you can leave now."  Xander's voice was mostly serious as he took in the scene in front of him.  Buffy and Spike were staring at each other with damp eyes and sad resignation on their faces.  Before Xander could ask them what was going on, Willow appeared behind him to say that she thought she was ready to work on the antidote.

Spike leaned in and stroked Buffy's cheek, ignoring Xander's "Hey!" and Willow's gasp.  

"You need to tell them, love.  Tell them where you were – where you go."

He whirled and brushed past the two people in the doorway, going outside and walking blindly for miles before turning around and heading back to the house.


Chapter 14
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Chapter Fourteen

"So," Willow kept her voice calm and controlled, "when you go away, it's to the same place you were when you were... gone... before?"

"When I was dead," Buffy said, her eyes half shut as she tried to doze through the pain in her arm.  "You can say it - I was dead."

"And in your version of Heaven... where none of us... where I don't exist."  Dawn's face was twisted to match her bitter tone.  

"Dawnie... "Willow was no happier than Dawn to find that she had no place in Buffy's heaven, although she struggled to make some sense of the bizarre situation.

Ignoring her, Dawn flew out of the room, her voice carrying back to them. "It doesn't matter. I'm not real anyway, am I?"  Heedless of the darkness outside, she ran out the back door and straight into Spike's chest.

"Whoa, there, Bit. What's your hurry?  You know better than to be out here after dark without one of us."  He frowned as he noticed her tears and her trembling chin.  "What's wrong, luv?" he said more softly.  "Slayer take a turn for the worse?"  He fought down his own anxiety, smothering the urge to leave her and rush upstairs.

"What's wrong?  Oh nothing - from your point of view, I guess.  Buffy put you in her Heaven, you and Angel."  Her mouth twisted in distaste.  "It's the rest of us who aren't important enough to make the team."

"Oh, Bit." He pulled her into an embrace, holding her until her stiff body relaxed and she sagged against him, sniffling into his chest.  He stroked her hair with one hand and tried to come up with a logical explanation. "Maybe she just hadn't got round to you yet when the Scoobies decided to play God.  For all you know, you were already a glowing little ball of energy in your mum's womb - one Buffy didn't know about yet."

"Nice try, Spike," she snorted, pushing back from him and rubbing her arm across her face.   "Let's face it. Buffy's idea of Heaven doesn't include a bratty kid sister.  If she's dead, she doesn't have to worry about me anymore."

"Don't forget how and why she died," he growled, giving her a very light shake.  "Buffy loves you. If you aren't in her version of Heaven, there's a bloody good reason for it.  She didn't stop loving you just because she was—  That's it!"

"What's it?" Willow's voice was as cold, as the look she gave Spike. "What are you doing outside after dark, Dawn? You don't want Buffy to see you hitting on her fiancé, do you?" 

Spike's snarl didn't faze Willow at all, although Dawn's "Ewwww!" made her flinch a bit. 

"Sorry, Dawnie," she muttered. "I didn't mean that."  She turned her eyes to the angry vampire, but no further apology was forthcoming.  "What did you mean, 'that's it'?" 

"Surprised you haven't figured it out, witch.  What with all your mucking around in places you had no business mucking.  Raising the dead and whatnot..."

"Figured what out, Spike?  Why you and Angel are part of Buffy's Heaven and the rest of us aren't?"

"Got it in one." When Willow just continued to glare at him, her hands twitching as if fighting the urge to shoot fire from her fingertips, he sighed and put his hands in his pockets.  "Think about it - what do the poof and I have in common with the Slayer - now?"

"You and Angel?  Nothing! You're nothing but a couple of evil, dead...." Willow sank down onto the porch step.  "Dead... you're both dead."

"Just like she was.  Wouldn't expect to find a lot of the living walking around up there, would you?"

"No. " Willow shook her head.  "It makes sense...." She glanced up at Spike, unwilling to let go of her anger and jealousy so easily. "But what would a couple of vampires be doing in Heaven?"

"It's Buffy's Heaven, not ours," Spike bit out.  "It's not me living there with her, is it? It's some human git with my face and name."

"But—" Dawn interrupted, "what about Dad? He's not dead."

Spike shrugged.  "Maybe not, but he may as well be, as much good as he's been to either of you."

Willow stood up. "I'm going to have to research this, but it's as good an explanation as any."   Her expression softened a little.  "Come on back in Dawn. I think Spike's probably right.  None of us are there because none of us are dead."

"You're welcome," Spike growled as they went back into the house, closing the door behind them.


~~~~~~~~~~



"Buffy, do you remember how you ended this before? What you did?"

Dr. Swinson sat behind her desk and spoke urgently to the bleary-eyed girl in front of her.  In spite of their best efforts, and the judicious use of the anti-psychotic drugs, Buffy continued to go in and out of reality.  Whether she needed to be restrained or sedated seemed to depend entirely on what was going on in Sunnydale.  Much of the time, she seemed relaxed and, if not happy, at least at ease.  But other times, she was clearly fighting something or somebody; at those times, they had to put the restraints back on her to prevent her from injuring herself or someone else.

"I died," she replied numbly. "That's how I did it."  She stared at the doctor with suddenly very sane eyes.  "But it didn't take, did it?  They pulled me back.  Willow—nerdy little I-want-to-be-a-witch Willow—resurrected me! How is that even possible?"

"Buffy," the doctor said gently, "it isn't possible.  Surely you realize that? Doesn't that tell you something about that world? About its very existence?"

They were interrupted by a knock on the door as Dr. Swinson's secretary poked her head into the room.

"I'm sorry to interrupt. But you have another patient due in just a few minutes." She smiled at Buffy. "And Buffy has a visitor."

Without waiting to be told they were finished for the day, Buffy jumped up and ran to the door.

"Will?"

"Hello, love," he said, catching her in his arms as she burst through the doorway. "Did you miss me?"

"Every second you aren't here," she said, clinging to him tightly.  She raised her head and looked him in the eye. "Even the seconds I'm not here, I miss you."

"Not enough to give up your vampire for me, it seems." He tried to keep his voice light, but she could hear the pain in it.

While they walked back to her room, she hung onto his hand, willing him to understand.

"He's you," she whispered.  "It's like... there... in that place, I have a little bit of you. He's the only thing keeping me sane there.  He was the only thing that kept me from...."

Horror filled her eyes as she realized what she'd been about to say. And what the probable result would have been.  Before she could wish back her words, she watched Will's face harden as he finished her sentence for her.

"He was the only thing keeping you from dying again, so that you could stay here."

"No! No, it's not like that... when I'm there... I... I don't – didn't – remember this. And it's not like I can just slit my wrists or something.... I have duties, obligations, a sister... Oh God, Will, please stop looking at me like that.  Please...." Buffy's voice trailed off in sniffles.

"I'm sorry, Buffy. Don't cry," he murmured, sitting down and pulling her into his lap.  "I didn't mean to make you cry.  I just miss you so bloody...." He cuddled her to his chest and rubbed soothing circles on her back.  "It's hard to hear that what's keeping you there might be some version of me.  When the real me is here, and he wants you back so very, very much."

"It's not just him," Buffy whispered. "It's everybody. Dawn, Willow, Xander, Tara... they won't let me go. They depend on me too much.  And... and they love me."

His arms tightened, but his voice remained calm as he reminded her, "There are people here who depend on you, Buffy. Who love you and want you to have the life you deserve.  That other Buffy – she's done enough.  Come back to us, love... to me.  Come back...

~~~~~~~~~~~



"Hey!" Will's voice broke through the drug-induced stupor Buffy was in and she turned her head to smile at him.

"Hey, yourself," she said, grabbing the hand touching her cheek and kissing it. "I was hoping you'd come by today."

He bit his lip and refrained from reminding her that he'd been there the day before also.  Instead, he just settled into the chair beside the bed and leaned in to kiss her dry lips.

"I've got some news for you, pet," he said, handing her a plastic water bottle.  "About the outline I turned in to my agent."

"Yeah? So what did he think? Am I going to make you rich and famous?" 

"Well, at a minimum, you've earned me a book contract.  How rich and famous I'll get is anybody's guess."

Buffy stuck her lip out and tried to sit up, swaying a little as her brain rejected the new position.  "Of course you'll be rich and famous!  It's an amazing story and you're an awesome writer. How can it not be a best-seller?"

"Think I'd like it a bit more if I knew it was going to have a happy ending," he said, stroking her head.  "Don't want to be picking up that Hugo without my wife and muse by my side."

"I'm trying," Buffy said, turning her head and kissing his hand again.  "It's not like I don't want to be here with you, I just..."

"I know, pet," he soothed. "I know." 

Will's perusal of Buffy's later journals, including the current entries he was making for her, had given him a much greater understanding of the life to which she had returned.  In addition to the love she felt for her sister and friends, her sense of duty and obligation came through on every page of the notes she jotted down for him to take home and add to the journal entries already on his computer. Some days he felt as though he was having as much difficulty as she was in telling the difference between what was real and what was only her imagination.  The sense he got of her intense need to keep that world and the people in it safe was almost overwhelming.


~~~~~~~~~~~

"What do you mean, she won't drink it?  I'll pour the bloody stuff down her throat myself if I have to.  Give it here."

"This should be worth watching – I wonder how he's going to do that without frying his brain?"

Tara spoke up softly.  "I think it might be all right..."  She watched with a small frown as Spike took the mug up the stairs, shaking her head when Xander suggested they supervise.  "Leave them alone. Maybe he can talk her into it."

"Why would Spike be able to do it if we can't?"

Tara put a gentle hand on his arm.  "It's worth a try, isn't it?" she said, carefully avoiding an answer to his question which she decided to view as more of a complaint than a serious request for information.

~~~~~~~~~~~


"Just drink it, Buffy.  It's tearing us up to see you like this - trying to stay in what you think is Heaven when we're all here tryin' to bring you back to yourself."

"I'm happy there, Spike. Or, at least I was when I was sane and having a life that didn't involve large muscular men holding me down while—"

"Don't need to hear your fantasies, pet," he said with a wan attempt at a smile.

"My wha—? Oh. Ewww, Spike! You know what I mean!  I'm in a freaking mental hospital, for God's sake."

"Was just a joke, Buffy," he mumbled.  "It's hard to hear you say you'd rather be there, restraints and all..."

"I don't want to be there - not in the hospital. I want to go back to my life."

"Oh yeah. The life that doesn't include anybody here."

Buffy closed her eyes and sighed, tired of arguing with him about Will and Sean.  

"Just drink it, Buffy," he pleaded, setting the mug of antidote on the nightstand.

"Ooops!"  Buffy knocked the cup over, and dropped her head back on the pillow. " I didn't do that on purpose," she muttered, as Spike began swearing and trying to catch some of the spill in the cup. "At least, I don't think so..."

"It's alright, love," he assured her.  "I know Red has more of it.  We'll just get you another cupful."

Buffy nodded, wondering idly if anyone besides her could hear the difference between the "luvs" that Spike directed so frequently toward women and the "love" that his voice softened into when he was addressing her directly. He sounded just like Will when he called her "love", something she decided was either very reassuring or very disturbing.



Willow had told her about Spike's theory that she could only incorporate dead people into her other world and Buffy agreed that, with the exception of her father, it did seem a logical explanation for the absence of anyone else she cared about.

"Maybe we should just kill somebody - somebody important, but not too important - and see what happens?"

"I hope you're joking," Buffy had said, rolling her eyes.

"Of course I'm joking! What do you think I am?"

Somebody with some pretty shaky boundaries. Buffy kept her opinion to herself, just shutting her eyes and hoping to be taken away again.


Chapter 15
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Chapter Fifteen

"I wish you'd just tell the bloody Scoobies about us," Spike grumbled from the chair beside the bed. "Getting damn tired of Harris' whinging that I'm getting above myself, and acting like I shouldn't be trusted in your bedroom."

"As far as he knows, you probably shouldn't be.  It's not like he has any reason to think I'd be okay with you here if I wasn't going crazy every few minutes."

"My point, exactly, Slayer. If they knew you had some reason to—"

"No." Buffy turned her head to the side. "I'm not going to keep arguing about this. They don't need to know how low I sank."  

The chair fell over backwards as Spike leapt to his feet, snarling without restraint.

"When are you going to admit—"

"Hey!  Hey, hey there, slightly-less-evil undead boy.  No yelling at the sick lady. And no breaking of furniture."  

Xander's words were light, but his face was creased with worry.  He would have had to be blind not to notice the change in Spike and Buffy 's behavior since she'd been stabbed.  Learning that when she went away, it was to apparently the same place she'd been while she was dead and in Heaven, had hit him harder than anyone except Dawn. Particularly the news that, aside from her mother and father, the only people from her real life who showed up in her Heaven were the two vampires he disliked most. 

He accepted the explanation that only dead people could be found in Heaven because it meant she wasn't completely choosing her two vampires over her closest friends and family.  His disgust with her Heaven was just slightly alleviated by the knowledge that she'd chosen Spike - someone he'd at least become used to having around- over Angel when settling on a boyfriend.  

Spike now came and went from the Summers' house with even more confidence than he'd shown over the summer. He acted very much like someone with a perfect right to be at Buffy's side; and Buffy, in spite of the loud arguments they often had, seemed not to see anything strange about it.  Only the way she had accepted Spike's frequent presence kept Xander from physically throwing the vampire out of the house. But whatever they were currently arguing about seemed to be more serious than usual, and Xander readied himself to physically remove Spike if it became necessary.  Which it didn't.

"Either you do it, or I will," Spike said, pushing past Xander and going down the stairs.

"No, you won't," Buffy yelled after him.  

"What does he want you to do? You're sick. Even he ought to be able to see that! Do you want me to keep him out?"

She shook her head. "No. I need... I need for you guys to get along." Buffy carefully ignored his question about what Spike had been demanding of her.

"Buffy, you fight with him all the time. Can't I just tell him to stay away? To give you some peace?"

She shook her head again. "He's just worried, Xan. And he's got a right..." Her voiced trailed off as she came as close as she wanted to admitting there was more to her relationship with Spike than the little glimpses her friends had caught.

"We're all worried.  But you don't get into fights with the rest of us."

"No," she whispered. "No fighting with you guys. Just Spike." 


~~~~~~~~~~




"What are you saying?"  Buffy's voice was shrill and she shrank into the chair, her eyes darting around the room.

"We've consulted and discussed how things worked the last time and we think this it what it's going to take for you to let go."

"To kill everybody I care about?  That's going to make me better?"

"Those ties – the sister you know you don't really have, the friends you made up that are nothing like the people you knew here, and the... the vampire that loves you – they're what's keeping you there.  They pull you back because you think they need you.  If they didn't exist, there would be nothing to keep you in that world."

A flashback to Spike saying, "your family, the Scoobies, they're keeping you here," sent a shudder through her body. 

"So," she said calmly, "if I kill everyone I care about in that world, I can leave it. That's what you're saying?"

Dr Swinson gazed at Buffy's dull, expressionless face and backpedaled quickly.

"I'm not suggesting you kill them yourself, Buffy. I understand how difficult that would be for you.  But you could stop protecting them, couldn't you? It sounds like it's a very dangerous place... Sunnydale.  Surely you could just stop protecting them and allow one of the monsters to kill them?"

"Spike will be protecting them," Buffy said with a certainty that brought a frown to the doctor's face.  "He won't let anything happen to anyone – especially Dawn. He'd dust before he let anything happen to her."

"Ah, yes." The doctor nodded.  "The vampire.  The one that looks like the man who loves you and is waiting for you to get well so that he can marry you.  That one you may have to kill yourself."

"I can't," Buffy whispered.  "I couldn't..."

~~~~~~~~~~~~

Buffy poured the carefully brewed antidote into the wastebasket.  In spite of his earlier threat, Spike had just given her the refilled mug and begged her to drink it.  She'd taken a few sips, just to please him, but as soon as he'd left the room, she poured it out, and then lay back to mull over her options.

Willow, Dawn, and Xander – it would be easy to tie them up in the basement and let the demon loose. Not only would the demon probably kill them all, there was a good chance that it would kill her too.

"Bonus," she whispered.  "I won't have to stake Spike if I'm already dead."

~~~~~~~~~~~

"I'm going to try it," she said the following morning.  "I'll let the demon have them and then..."

"It's going to work, love," Will said with a weak smile.  "The doctors are sure of it."

"I'm not going to kill Spike," she responded with more firmness than he'd heard in her voice in months.

"It won't be necessary, sweetheart.  When that world vanishes, he'll vanish with it. And I'll be here. Waiting for you."

Will had given up being jealous of the vampire Buffy's imagination had created. When she was awake and aware, she meticulously recorded everything that had happened in her other world while she was there and he took those notes home with him every night.  He'd had a brief flare of hope when she broke off her sexual activities with Spike, but it was soon clear that the vampire had remained a part of her life in spite of the end of their physical relationship.

His understanding of her relationship with Spike was more thorough than he allowed Buffy to see; and while the things they had done to and for each other sometimes made him shudder, he could also read between the lines to understand how important Spike was to Buffy and to her ability to cope with her life in that world. Knowing that Spike was a version of him gave him some small comfort when he had to leave the hospital – as he so often did – without having been able to have a conversation with her.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Getting Willow to the basement was easy. Her eagerness to get back into Buffy's good graces overcame her normal aversion to being told what to do.  And with the duct tape over her mouth, she'd been helpless to save herself while Buffy tied her up. Xander was no problem once she'd clocked him with the frying pan. Even with her aching arm, Buffy was able to get him downstairs and tied up also. Dawn was the only one who seemed suspicious when Buffy began stalking towards her.  Something of her intention must have been visible on Buffy's face as Dawn tried to sprint past her.

Tara's surprise visit almost ruined things, but Buffy was able to trip her before she could work enough spells to defend everyone from the demon, now battling a very out-matched Xander.

The more dead not-real people, the more likely I am to be able to stay away, Buffy told herself as she crouched under the stairs.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

"Oh God! Oh God. I'm doing it! I'm actually going to let them die!"  Buffy's eyes darted around the room, seeing the familiar faces of her parents, Dr. Swinso and Will, seeking reassurance from them.

"It's for the best, Buffy. Surely you can see that?"

"They're going to die. The people who love me, who depend on me, are going to die and it will be my fault.  And the Hellmouth!  Who will watch the Hellmouth? Faith is in jail; there won't be a Slayer in the world...."

"Please, love... Don't tear yourself up over this. Let them go."

"I can't... I can't leave them to be torn apart by that... thing.  Don't ask me to, Will!"

He squeezed her hand in sympathy, the only one in the room who had a true understanding of how real these people were and how much her calling as the Slayer meant to her.

"We're not asking you for anything you can't do, Buffy.  We're just trying to make you better." Her father's voice was quiet, but shook with emotion. "We know you can do this, sweetheart."

"What if it doesn't make her better?" Will suddenly demanded from his place at her bedside. "What if she just stays there and has to live with the guilt?  I can't ask her to do that."

Buffy's hand clutched his in relief and gratitude.  She kissed his knuckles as he faced the outraged doctor.

"Don't be ridiculous," Dr. Swinson snapped.  "Once they're gone, there will be nothing to hold her there.  It may take a while to rid herself of all the ties that are binding her to that world – but this is a good start."

"She's not just bound by her ties to those people," Will said softly.  "She's the Slayer. The Chosen One.  She's responsible for that whole world." The reading he'd done in Buffy's journals had given him an understanding of her world and her place in it that the others didn't – couldn't have. His stomach clenched as it suddenly occurred to him that keeping those journals to himself may not have been in Buffy's best interest.

"Exactly," Dr Swinson said firmly. "And the sooner she lets go of that idea, that she could be responsible for an entire world's safety, the sooner she will be able to realize that this is the real world.  Getting rid of these imaginary people is the first big step.  Once she has removed them, the world itself will fade away."

"And if it doesn't?" Will asked softly.  "If she remains trapped there without her family and friends? Without the people who love her? Knowing that she was responsible for their deaths?"

"I love you," Buffy whispered into his chest.

"I know you do," he murmured back to her, low enough that no one else could hear them. "I've never doubted it. I Iove you too. The idea of leaving you there to suffer without your support system terrifies me."

"I have to go," she said, touching his face gently and gazing at him with bereft but very certain eyes.  "I can't let them die."

He nodded. "I wouldn't expect any less of you. Do what you know is right, love. I trust you."

"I love you," she repeated.  "Someday..."

"I'll wait for you," he promised, tears in his own eyes.  "When it's time, you'll be back and I'll be waiting for you."

"Tell my parents I'm sorry," she whispered, slipping out of his arms and into the loose restraints hanging from the sides of the bed.  "I'm just not done yet."

She never heard her mother's wail as Buffy's eyes rolled back in her head and her face went slack.  Will fell onto her body, sobbing unashamedly until the doctor gestured for the attendants to pull him away.


Chapter 16
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Buffy's back to normal - but is Spike happy about it?Chapter Sixteen

"I almost let them die."  Buffy's voice was flat, giving no hint of the guilt gnawing at her.  Even so, Spike seemed to know what she was feeling. 

"But you didn't.  You did what you needed to do to save everyone. You will always do the right thing, Buffy.  It's who you are."

"You mean it's what I am."

"No. I mean it's who you are.  Slayer or shop girl, you do the right thing because you're Buffy, and that's who she is."

"Stop calling me a shop girl," she said, grateful to him for giving her something to focus on that didn't involve acknowledging his intuitive understanding of the struggle it had been to give up her perfect world. She knew he'd done it to snap her out of her mood.

"It's what you were, yeah? Working in a bookshop.  Got to say, though, I pictured you as more the type to work in a shoe store.  Course then, I reckon, you'd get yourself fired for spending all your time trying on the merchandise."

"Very funny," she muttered, a faint smile tugging at her lips.  Spike leaned back with his own smile, pleased that he'd brought up her mood at least a little.



~~~~~~~~~~~

Buffy flopped onto a bus stop bench and moaned.

"This is ridiculous.  We're just running around in circles."  She dropped her head against the backrest and closed her eyes.  She felt the slight jar as Spike settled beside her.

"I told you to wait until Red could do some more cyber-snooping, pet.  When she figures out where they are now..."

"We'll find them and I'll go storming in and kick major nerdy butt.  Got it."  She rolled her head over to look at him.  "But I was getting bored.  Weren't you bored?"

"A little, maybe. But there was a Monty Python marathon coming up on BBC America.  Wouldn't have been bored then."

"You wouldn't have been bored then. I'd be sitting there wondering what was so funny, and you'd have to be explaining stuff to me all the time."

"I'd be too busy laughing to explain anything. You just have to learn to pay better attention so you can appreciate why I think they're so funny."

"You think the Three Stooges funny," she grumbled. "Pardon me if I don't take your word for how hilarious a bunch of English guys are."

"Come on, pet."  Spike stood up and held out his hand. "Let's go find you some undead evil-doers to slay.  Maybe you can even behead something."

Buffy laughed and allowed him to pull her to her feet, dropping his hand quickly once she was standing.  "You sure know how to sweet talk a girl," she snorted.

"Used to." 

Spike's quiet response was a rare reminder that sweet talk was not a part of their current relationship, and Buffy flinched at the reminder of a different time.  When she opened her mouth to apologize, he shook his head.

"'s alright, Buffy. Wasn't meaning to complain."

"Spike," she started, wondering if she really meant what she was about to say, "If being around me is too—"

"Isn't. If it was, I'd take myself off somewhere." He slid his eyes sideways. "May do that anyway for a bit," he said with a shrug. "After we nail the wankers that sent that demon after you."

"Is that why you're playing guard dog every night?  You think I'm going to get skewered again?"

He shrugged again. "I know it wouldn't have happened if I'd been with you to kill the ugly bastard before he jabbed you.  Not gonna let it happen again."

Buffy nodded and began walking towards the nearest cemetery. "You know," she said casually, "if I hadn't been all delusional Buffy, we wouldn't know about... and you wouldn't be going anywhere with me."

"I suppose that's true," he responded after a lengthy silence.  "Guess I should be grateful, yeah?"

"Well, not so grateful that you let it happen again," she said, nudging his shoulder playfully in an attempt to lighten the mood.

"I dunno, pet. Maybe next time you'll dream that you and me are married and have little fangy babies...." He grinned at her horrified gasp. "Harris really would have something to get his knickers in a twist about then, wouldn't he?"

Buffy gave an exaggerated shudder.  "He'd want to stake you for sure... And I don't think I'd like that," she added softly. "I think I'd miss you."

"Nice to know," he replied. "Now, what say we do a little damage, Slayer?" He gestured with his chin to where a small group of vamps had surrounded a new grave, clearly waiting for someone to rise soon.

"You're playing my song," she said, almost with enthusiasm, pulling out her stake and sprinting forward, Spike on her heels, his coat flapping behind him.

In a relatively short time, Buffy had efficiently dusted two vamps and was settling in to fight with a third.  Spike had quickly taken a startled fourth vampire out of the mix and was just watching the last one to make sure he didn't jump Buffy from behind. 

"Hey!" she yelled as the vamp she was fighting began to sidle away. "We're fighting here! Where do you think you're going?"   He began to run, only to be struck in the back by her accurately thrown stake.  Buffy walked over to the dust drifting away and kicked at it. "You weren't much fun."  She turned and narrowed her eyes at the remaining vampire.  "Are you going to be fun?"

The vamp shook his head rapidly, turning to leave but running into Spike's outstretched arm.  Buffy quickly took an extra stake from Spike's other hand and buried it in the vamp's back.  "Boy, nobody wants to be fun tonight," she said with a mock frown.  

Spike grinned at her, grinning even harder when she put her hands on her hips, demanding, "What?"

"Nothing, love.  Nothing. It's just... nice... to see you in action again.  Bit of the old Buffy Summers coming back. That's all."  He put his arm around her and squeezed, letting go before she could tense up and remind him that their new – and still occasionally uneasy– friendship didn't include hugs. 

Without the sex to distract them, they had drifted back into the comfortable companionship they'd enjoyed when Buffy first came back from the grave. In spite of her admission that Will was the human incarnation of Spike – or that Spike was the vampire version of Will  – she had steadfastly refused any tentative suggestions that she go back to having sex with him. 

"I won't use you like that," she'd insisted.  "It wasn't good for either one of us. You're my good friend. I know that, and I... I care about you, but I'm not in love with you. You have to accept that you have the same place in my life as Xander or Giles. Nothing more, nothing less." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

If Spike was frustrated about losing the physical relationship, he didn't show it very often. Her willingness to include him in her life and to stand up to her friends when they tried to object to his constant presence more than made up for the lack of sex.  Or so he tried to tell himself.


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The vamp dangled from Spike's hand, his legs kicking uselessly as Buffy struggled with his companion.  Spike's running commentary while Buffy fought with the other vampire was making her grind her teeth.  Apparently their newer, friendlier relationship didn't include a lack of annoying nagging from him. Hearing him suggest once again that she tell her friends about them in return for help with the vampire he was holding was the last straw of the evening.

"You tell them if you want. Go ahead."

She dusted the first vamp and stalked over to the stone pillar Spike was sitting on. She was talking the entire time, reminding him that she'd recently tried to kill everyone. "... and you know how much they care? Zero. Zero much."  She turned to walk away. "So I'm thinking, sleeping with you?  They'll deal."

Spike blinked in surprise, then dropped the vamp he was holding, barely watching as it took off after her.

"Then why won't you sleep with me again?"  

Buffy turned, calmly staked the distracted vampire, and continued walking away.

"Because I don't love you."

Spike dropped to the ground and glared after her.  "Like hell," he muttered.  "You'd love me if I was human.  You fuckin' said so." Knowing she was probably out of range for human ears, he shouted after her, "You'd love me if I had a bloody soul!"

In spite of Spike's short-lived anger at her refusal, he still didn't tell anyone about their earlier relationship, and they were soon back to the uneasy friendship Buffy insisted was all they had between them.  She blithely ignored his occasional slip into innuendo, pretending she didn't understand him.  She was just happy to have him back in her life without the complications that had accompanied their brief physical affair.

~~~~~~~~~~~~

"They're up to something," Buffy muttered, stomping her way through another cemetery, but thinking more about the nerd trio than the few fledglings she found.  "That camera in my yard... I'll bet it's not the only one."

"Prob'ly not," Spike agreed amiably.  "Think I found one in my crypt, actually."

She whirled. "Why didn't you say so? What did you do with it? What do you think they saw?"

"Easy there, pet.  Didn't say anything because you've got enough on your mind, and I smashed it to little bitty pieces, so no worries there."  He cocked his head at her.  "As for what they might have seen... unless I'm missing something and you're meeting another man in my crypt, there hasn't been anything for them to see, has there?"

She sighed at the aggrieved tone of his voice.   Although Spike had learned not to mention his unhappiness at the lack of physical contact in what had become an otherwise comfortable and close relationship, every now and then his disappointment still slipped out.

"Well, I don't know that." She shrugged.  "I mean, not me, obviously, but maybe you...not that you'd probably care that you were putting on a show, but..." She sighed and shook her head.  "Never mind. You did bring a date to the wedding. For all I know, you've had a different girl every night..." She stopped when the moon drifted out from behind a cloud and his face became visible again.

"In case you haven't noticed, Slayer, I'm with you every bloody night.  The only thing they might have seen in my crypt is me enjoying the company of my left hand."

Buffy wrinkled her nose at him.  "TMI, Spike!"  She relented when she saw that her casual remark had really hurt him.  "I'm sorry," she whispered, stepping closer and putting her hand on his arm.  "I was kidding. I know you wouldn't... not that you couldn't if you wanted to, but...."

He put his hand over hers and squeezed it.  "Quit while you're ahead, love." He released her hand, which she pulled away and dropped to her side.  "I'm a one-woman man, Buffy.  Always have been.  An' it doesn't seem to matter if the woman is participating or not."

"I'm sorry," she said again, her words covering more than just current conversation.

"'s alright, love. I'm a patient man."

Buffy's snort of disbelief allowed him to change the tenor of the conversation and pretend to be offended that she didn't think he was the soul of patience.  They finished the evening's patrol with less disturbing banter and easy laughter.  


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

"Why is Spike here again?"  Xander's glare was only half serious as he nodded his thanks for the beer Spike slid over to him after he sat down.

"He's here because he's one of us," Buffy said firmly. "And because I want him here."  She set her chin into a stubborn line that both men knew better than to argue with.  Spike couldn't resist shooting a triumphant smirk at Xander before smiling his thanks at Buffy.  

"Thanks, pet," he said softly.

"It's true, you know.  You are one of us. Just as much as..." She hesitated, casting an apologetic look at Xander. "...as Tara or... Anya."

"Neither of which are here," Xander said, smothering whatever else he was going to say as Willow approached the table.  "Hi there," he said, moving over to make room for her.  "I thought we might have a few more people here tonight...."

Willow smiled brightly. "We're taking it slow," she explained.  "Baby steps."  She waved her hand around the darkened nightclub. "This would have been a little bit too much like a... a date."

They all nodded and smiled, not sure if Willow was as happy as she seemed, but willing to pretend.   Anya's name was not mentioned.   Fortunately, the band soon began playing and it became too loud for easy conversation.  Willow and Buffy were tapping their fingers along to the music, casting sideways glances at Xander from time to time. Finally, Willow stood up and grabbed his hand.

"Come on," she said, tugging on him. "Friends don't let friends sit still when they really want to dance."  She pulled him onto the floor, leaving Buffy to stare at Spike speculatively. 

"Oh no you don't! Don't even think about it.  You can just wait till Harris comes back if you want to trip the light fantastic."

"Coward," she said with a pout.

"Guilty." He took a deep swallow from his bottle then tipped it up to the light.  "Oh, look at that. Almost empty. I'll be right back." 

With a grin at her narrowed eyes, he got up and wove through the crowd to the bar, taking his time getting a new drink and winding his way back to the table. By that time she had changed places with Willow and was keeping a thirsty-looking Xander busy on the dance floor. Spike sat down and cocked his head at Willow.

"So, you and Glinda... "

"We... we're talking.  I have to show her that I've changed – that I don't need to use magic for everyday stuff." She met Spike's raised eyebrow and accusing eyes honestly. "Or for stuff that could...  Yeah...." She stopped, then exhaled deeply.  "But Buffy's back, you know?  And, okay, she wasn't in Hell, so I didn't save her, but... but she's back. She's here and I think she's finally okay with that... so it turned out all right, didn't it?" 

"'s alright, Red. You did what you thought you had to do. I get that. I just... I'm not sure any of you really knows exactly how... damaged... Buffy was for a while. Or how happy..." he paused, unable to go on for a second, "or how happy she was there."

"Do you really think it was Heaven? I mean like, with angels—stop growling, you know what kind of angels I mean—and clouds, and stuff like that?"

"I'm not an expert, even if I am dead," Spike said, spinning his beer bottle around on the table. "Not sure what happens after we shuffle off. For all I know, old William went straight to heaven and was waiting there for someone like Buffy to come along.  Doesn't matter, does it? Heaven is what you make it, and that was what Buffy made.  Was where she was happy." 

Buffy and Xander returned to the table, Xander reaching immediately for his warm beer and draining it.  He pointed the empty bottle at Spike, saying, "Your turn next, deadboy. I'm all danced out."

Not deigning to answer, Spike just tipped his own beer up and emptied it. "As long as you're going..." he said, nodding towards the bar.  Xander shoved his chair back and headed for the bar, muttering under his breath about deadbeat dead men and mooching vampires.

To the eyes of any other patrons, the small group looked very much like two couples on a double date, or four friends enjoying a night out.  Buffy smiled to herself as she wondered what the other patrons would think if they knew that sitting at the table were a vampire, a slayer of vampires who had been recently dead and resurrected by the very powerful witch sitting next to the only ordinary human in the group.  

Seeing her faint smile, Spike nudged her with his knee. "Penny for you thoughts?"

She shook her head. "I was just thinking how ordinary we probably look to everybody in here."

"And how very unordinary we actually are?"

"Something like that," she said with another small smile, this one just for him.

"Even if we weren't what we are, we wouldn't be ordinary," Spike said as Xander returned with the beers.  "You and Red are drop dead gorgeous, I'm spectacularly handsome, and Harris is... " He stopped and frowned.

"You've got two seconds or I take my beer back."

"...good with wood," Spike finished with a grin, snatching the bottle away from him.

Buffy slumped back in her chair, feeling more relaxed and comfortable than she had in a long time. Spike and Xander were bickering, but not with the bitterness that had been so prevalent while she'd been ill, Willow seemed genuinely repentant and determined to earn back Tara's respect, and Buffy felt, if not happy, at least content.  Content enough to leave her knee resting against Spike's under the table while the conversation ebbed and flowed around them.

~~~~~~~~~~



 
She was slouched back against the couch cushion, bemoaning the fact that she had yet to catch the Trio, as the Scoobies had taken to calling Warren and his two companions-in-annoyance, when Spike draped an arm over her shoulder to squeeze his silent support.  Buffy leaned into him, her head resting against his chest in a familiar fashion. Without thinking, Spike dropped a kiss on her head, bringing his other arm around, pulling her closer.  For several comfortable minutes they rested together, until Buffy realized what they were doing.

"I'm sorry," she whispered, pushing herself up and away from his comforting arms.

"Don't be," he replied, dropping the arm that had been holding her close, but leaving the one across her shoulders.  "Don't want you to ever be sorry for turning to me – for anything."

"But it's not fair... I'm not stupid, Spike.  I know you still want—"

"Shhhh, pet," he soothed, his free hand pushing her hair off her face.  "What I want doesn't... I'll always want you. Can't deny it. But this... whatever it is... between us..." He shook his head helplessly.  "Can't explain to you what it means to me that you've let me into your life like this.  That you trust me enough to lean on me, to let me ease your way..." 

Slowly, reluctantly, she sank back into his side, sighed with contentment when his arm went back around her and he pressed his lips to the top of her head again.  

"This is nice," she whispered. "I've... I missed you.  Not you, you, cause you've been here for me and I appreciate it, but..." She glanced up at him.  "It feels good to be held."

"Anytime, pet. Anytime."

 
~~~~~~~~~~~

Almost too easily, Buffy took Spike at his word and cuddled next to him on those rare occasions when there was no one else around.  As promised, he allowed her the comfort of his arms without any suggestion that he was using every ounce of self-control he had to keep himself from asking for more. It was on one of those late nights, when Dawn and Willow were asleep, that Buffy sank onto his shoulder, struggling to keep her eyes open long enough to watch the old movie in which he was so engrossed.  She dozed off with her head leaning on his shoulder, and woke to find herself wrapped in his arms, her face pressed against his tee shirt.

Her hand rested against his chest, and her thumb unconsciously began to stroke the muscles under her hand.  A familiar rumbling under her cheek tempted her to slide the hand up to the back of his neck to play with the soft hairs there.  It wasn't until his lips met hers, that she realized she'd raised her head and tilted her mouth up to meet his.  Her sigh at the familiar kiss was all it took for Spike's libido to take over, and he sent his tongue out to gently press its way into her mouth.

Promising herself she would stop soon, Buffy sank into the kisses she'd been missing more than she'd wanted to admit.  Spike tasted of tobacco and whiskey, but the lips, if she closed her eyes and blanked her mind, were Will's.  In no time her breath was coming harder and she was making small whimpering sounds as she struggled to end the make-out session before it escalated out of her control.

Spike continued to hold her tightly, running his lips down her neck and whispering, "Don't push me away, Buffy.  I know you can love me. I know you can. Just let me..."

"No... We can't. I can't... Please, Spike." Buffy struggled feebly, sure that any second he would realize that she meant it.  "Don't... don't do this."

"Let me love you...  I know you feel it when I'm... Want you so bad, Buffy.  I know you want me..."  

It was becoming clear that he intended to push until she gave in and admitted that she wanted him.  For just the briefest second she considered surrendering to the desire to lose herself in his touch again, to closing her eyes and allowing herself to be back in Will's arms, however temporarily.  Her disgust that she would willingly use Spike's body while thinking about another man – this time with full knowledge that she was doing just that – finally overcame her weakness and she reacted with more force than she needed or intended.

"Oh God!"  She pushed hard, wrenching herself away and huddling at the other end of the couch. She stared in guilt and horror at the expressions flying across his face. 

Pain and disappointment had quickly turned to anger. "It's not a bloody apocalypse, dammit! The world isn't going to end if you admit you want me. Hell, as much time as we spend together, the Scoobies probably think we're shagging anyway."

 "I can't, Spike," she whispered.  "I don't want to use you that way again.  And I can't..."

"If the next words out of your mouth are 'I can't love you because you aren't my human boyfriend,' I swear I'll bite you."

"You are him – or he's you – I don't know. I just know that he's not a soulless vampire and you are!"

"He's also not real, Buffy. Or have you forgotten that little bit of data?  He's not real. I'm real.  And I'm here and I love you. Soul or no soul."   He shook his head. "And you love me – if you'd just admit it to yourself.  You love me enough to put me into that imaginary world and make me your bloody fiancé!"

"Spike... when I... that world..." She shook her head in frustration at her inability to articulate her thoughts. "It's where I was when I was dead.  It was Hea–a place that I... I could love you there. You weren't a formerly evil vampire, a killer of slayers – you were my very sweet and wonderful, human, soul-having boyfriend.  But here..."

"Here I'm just the soulless demon who thinks he loves you. I got it, Slayer."
 
If the bitterness in his voice hadn't told her how he felt, his use of her title rather than her name did.  Very rarely did he call her "Slayer" anymore. She was always Buffy.  Or, sometimes, "love". 

He stood up abruptly and walked to the door. With his hand on the knob, he looked back over his shoulder, taking in her anguished expression and the reluctant longing in her gaze.

"I'm going to fix this, Buffy.  Don't wait up for me."
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It was a couple of days before she realized that she hadn't seen or heard from Spike, and a few more days before the urge to see him overcame her stubborn insistence that, since he'd walked out in a huff, it was up to him to come crawling back to her.  The empty and deserted crypt hit her so hard she doubled over in physical pain.  After doing a thorough search for his motorcycle and having a talk with an almost sympathetic Clem, she was forced to admit that Spike had left Sunnydale... and her.  

The events following her discovery that Spike had left – something she'd been sure he would never do – were so traumatic and followed each other in such rapid succession that she really had no time to dwell on his disappearance until well into summer. 

Being shot and watching her best friend try to end the world in a paroxysm of grief put the loss of her latest poor choice of boyfriend into perspective, and Buffy was able to accept that he was gone.  If, in the privacy of her own room, she sometimes remembered his last words to her and allowed herself to believe that he wasn't gone forever, she didn't spend a lot of her waking hours worrying about it.

Summer slid into its normal slow rhythms, even slower than usual with both Giles and Willow now in England.  Dawn seemed to be growing up, managing not to mention that Buffy had driven away her "best friend' more than once a week or so.  Xander was reserved and quiet, still mourning both the loss of Anya and his own incredibly damaging way of breaking off the engagement.  He and Buffy spent their free time together for no better reason than that they could mope in peace without having to explain to anyone why they weren't happier.

"So, you and the evil undead, huh?" Xander said one afternoon when they were lying in the shade and drinking lemonade.

Buffy turned her head to meet his cautiously curious gaze. He'd obviously figured it out. She shrugged.

"For a while," she finally admitted.  "Didn't last.  I was using him – using his feelings for me to help me forget..." She broke off at his guilty wince. "And when I finally was healthy enough to realize what I was doing and be ashamed, I stopped."

"Speaking as someone who shares the same Y chromosome, I'll bet that made him all kinds of happy," Xander said, adding quickly, "Not that I'm saying you should have...." He paused, frowning.  "Is that why he left? Because you quit—"

"In a way, I guess," she said, her face falling into familiar sad lines.  "But not the way you mean it. You don't understand."

"What? You cut him off, he left town. What's to understand?"

Buffy shook her head and sat up.  "No. I 'cut him off', as you so delicately put it, right after Riley was here.  We weren't even... whatever we are–were...  until after my little crazy episode.  And then we were just good friends. We weren't sleep—  You know what? This is really none of your business.  He loved me, I hurt him, and he left. That's all you need to know."

She stood up and carried her glass into the house, leaving Xander staring after her from his place under the tree.


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


"You miss him, don't you?"  Dawn's question was casual, asked in between mouthfuls of popcorn.

"Sometimes," Buffy answered equally casually.

"Me too.  I hope he comes back soon."

Buffy's head whipped toward her sister.  "You think he's coming back?"

"Yeah. I think he'll come back." She stared at Buffy.  "He promised to protect me till the end of the world, didn't he?  How's he gonna do that from Afri-" Dawn quickly stuffed more popcorn into her mouth as Buffy sat up straighter and demanded, "From where? What do you know about where he is?"

With a sigh, Dawn slid a postcard from her pocket and handed it to Buffy. The postmark from Johannesburg and photo of a lion on the front made it clear where it had originated.  On the back, in careful, elegant script, it said simply, "I'll be back, Bit. Try to stay out of trouble until I'm there to rescue you. Take care of your sis."  It closed with a brief "Love you" and a large "S".

"When did...." Buffy turned the card over and over, as though she could find more information if she just studied it long enough.  "What is he doing...?"

"You know as much as I do," Dawn said, tugging on the postcard until Buffy released it.  "He just doesn't want us to worry, I guess."

"He doesn't want you to worry," Buffy said bitterly.  "Apparently he doesn't care about me."

"That's bullshit and you know it," Dawn snapped, ignoring Buffy's "language!"  "I don't know what he's doing over there, but I can just about guarantee it has something to do with you."


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The counseling job at the new high school was a surprise. Buffy had been sure that someone with barely three semesters of college and no work experience other than asking "Do you want fries?" would not be hired.  However, the attractive new principal seemed unconcerned about her credentials, insisting, after her first adventure in the new building, that the students were obviously taken with her and that her presence at the school could only be an asset. He'd assured her that she should apply for the open position, telling her immediately that she was hired.

Buffy was too worried about having found Spike in the basement that morning to do more than nod and agree to begin work the next day.  With the sun shining brightly, even if she'd been able to get him to come with her, she couldn't have taken Spike out of the building. She left him huddled in the basement, muttering to himself.  Wherever he'd been and whatever he'd done, it had clearly sent him into his own private world of insanity and pain.  Remembering her own venture into insanity, Buffy's heart ached for him, but her presence often seemed to make him worse, so she stayed away as much as she could, hoping he would come to his senses before his craziness caused him to walk out into the sunlight.

The fact that he began venturing out at night – even if was just to act crazy in the outside world – she took as a good sign.  Until his accidental slaying of a human disguised as a giant worm sent him into another guilt-fueled rant – one that ended with the smell of burning flesh and Spike draped over a large cross.  For precious seconds, Buffy was frozen in place as the shock of what she'd learned kept her from running to him immediately. A soul. He got a soul. Then she snapped out of her daze and tackled him away from the cross, wincing when he cried out as he hit the floor.

"Your soul," she gasped, staring down at his seared face.  "You got your soul."

"'s what you wanted, isn't it?  Did I do right, Buffy?  Is it what you wanted?"

"Your soul," she repeated.  "Oh my God, you got your soul." For me. You did this for me.

A quiet moan brought her attention back to him and she berated herself for not thinking of his burned flesh first.  She moved off his body and gently tugged him to his feet.

"Come on," she said.  "Let's go get some ointment on those burns."

"Hurts, Buffy," he whimpered, clutching his burned chest.  "Hurts."

"I know it does, Spike.  But we're going to make it better. As soon as we get home and I get some cream on those—"

"Not what hurts," he said, staring at her with reproach.   "That's just skin.  Here!" He hit himself in the chest.  "The spark is what hurts.  All those things I did..."

Buffy's moan of realization matched his.  No wonder he was crazy! She cupped his face and pressed her forehead to his.

"I know it does," she soothed.  "We'll make that better too. I promise."

"Shouldn't lie," he muttered, shuffling after her out the door of the old church.  

~~~~~~~~~~~
"He's hurt." Buffy's terse response to the raised eyebrows when she brought Spike's burned body into the house did not invite more questions.  She took him through the house and straight into the kitchen, asking Dawn to get the first aid and bring it to her.

Dawn stood behind Buffy, holding the first aid kit and staring at Spike's charred flesh in horror.   "What happened to him?

"He decided to take a nap on a cross," Buffy said, pushing him gently onto a stool and reaching for the burn ointment and bandages.

"Oooookay. So, still crazy then?"  She frowned as Buffy began smearing ointment over the burns.  "Shouldn't you be running cold water over them or ice or something first?"

"Oh God. Of course I should have— I'm sorry, Spike. Come over to the sink, let me—"

Spike put a gentle hand on her arm as she leaped to her feet.  "Let it go, Buffy," he said, sounding temporarily sane.  "I'll heal. You know I will."

"But..." Her face reflected her fear and confusion.  "But I want to help... help you.  What you did..." She took a deep breath.  "I want to help."

"Blood!" Dawn burst out.  "He needs blood to heal."

"Of course he does. Why didn't I think of that?  I'm not doing this right. He needs—"

"Forgiveness," Spike whispered.  "He needs forgiveness..."

"I forgive you.  I already forgave you.  You couldn't have known what would happen after you left...."

"Not from you, love.  Never from you.  Don't deserve it."  He shook his head and gestured around the kitchen expansively.  "Them. All of them.  All those people I... Don't know how Angelus bears it.  Should have gone crazy, he should... I can't..." He put his head in his hands and began sobbing.  "Can't... can't..."

"Buffy? What is he talking about?" Dawn's voice was barely audible.

"He's talking about his soul." Her own voice trembled.  "He got his soul back, and now he's paying for it.  He's remembering all the people he killed."

'Why did he do a crazy thing like that?"  Dawn moved closer to Spike and leaned over to shout at his bowed head.  "What did you do a crazy thing like that for?  Are you insane? "

He raised his head and gave her a look that said clearly he was questioning which one of them was not in full control of her faculties.  Then he shook his head and dropped it back into his hands.

"Spike, why?  Why would you do that to yourself?" There was no response to Dawn's plea until Buffy spoke.

"For me," Buffy said.  "He did it for me."  She stared at the vampire she'd been so sure she couldn't or shouldn't love; the one who shouldn't have been able to love her. Suddenly her world seemed upside down. "He did this to himself for me," she repeated.  She whirled and ran to the door.  "Take care of him," she said over her shoulder. "I'm going to go get blood."

"There's some in the freezer," Dawn shouted after her.  "I never threw it away."
She stared down at him, shaking her head. "Oh Spike," she said in a softer voice.  "What have you done to yourself?"


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Getting Spike to agree to live in the basement so that Buffy could take care of him was harder than she would have expected.

"Could just go back to my crypt, Buffy," he said. He sounded more and more lucid the longer he remained away from the school basement. However he was reluctant to stay in Buffy's house, even though she'd explained it was the logical thing to do.

"Your crypt is still a mess downstairs, and who knows..." She took a deep breath.  "Look, this being... crazy.  I could be my— Just let me help you.  Please? "

"Well, if I'm doing it for you..."

She nodded. "You're doing it for me. And for Dawn. She missed you this summer."

He cocked his head at her, looking more like himself than he had up till then.

"The bit missed me, huh?"

"Quit fishing.  I missed you too. You know I did. Don't be an ass about it."

Immediately, souled, subdued Spike was back.

"I'm sorry." He stared at the floor, his shoulders slumped. "I didn't mean to—"  

Buffy shook her head. "Just tell me you'll stay here - only until you've got yourself back together and I don't have worry about you. Then you can go live wherever you want."

He nodded his silent agreement; his head was still down, so he missed her visible relief as she left to get him some sheets for the cot.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~  

Not until her she'd plunged her stake into Holden's chest – barely even looking at the cocky fledgling vampire as she did it – did the full impact of what he'd said sink in.

Killing. Spike's been killing.  All those times he went out without me... I thought he just needed some time away from... but he's killing. Killing and siring more vampires.

Blinking back the tears that weren't going to help, she ran home, determined to find proof one way or the other.  The new vampire could have been lying. He'd never mentioned Spike's name until she did...  He's probably lying.  Just stalling for time hoping he could keep me talking.  That's what it is... 

Willow's computer search turned up several missing women. The sympathetic, if misguided, information from the bouncer at the club did nothing to relieve the cold lump growing in Buffy' chest.  And following Spike's own prowl through the bustling nightlife - a prowl that ended with her losing sight of him, and another girl dead, all combined to convince her that something had gone very wrong.  When Spike called to tell her he thought he remembered something, she sighed with relief, knowing he would have a good explanation. The explanation wasn't what she wanted to hear.  

As the new vamps Spike had sired held her arms, she watched the vampire she hadn't seen in years sneering and swaggering as he closed in for the kill.  Even as she tried to reason with him, telling him he really didn't want to bite her, she felt herself ready to do her job.  She had almost pulled her right arm free when the taste of her blood sent him into his human face and scuttling back into a corner.  There was no mistaking the shame and horror on his face as he stared at her.  

It's liking looking at two different people.  One minute, he's the old, evil, William the Bloody, and the next he's the cowering, confused vampire who came back with a soul.  Something's pulling his strings... and I think I know what it is.


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


"Yes, he's been killing, and no, I'm not going to stake him for it. He's being controlled by something and he doesn't even remember what he's done."
Buffy took the cup of warmed blood out of the microwave and opened the door to the basement.  "Just stay out of the basement if you're afraid of him."

Dawn and Xander stared after her as she disappeared down the stairs.

"Do you think he'll hurt her?" 

"No," Dawn replied shortly. "She already told us he was going to and then he snapped out of it."

"When her blood snapped him out if it.  Don't forget that part."

"I remember. The point is, as soon as he tasted her blood, he knew who she was and he snapped out of whatever was making him kill.  He isn't going to hurt her."

"I hope those chains are strong," Xander muttered as he turned away from closed door.


~~~~~~~~~

"Hey. I brought you dinner."  Buffy set the mug down beside the cot and tried not to notice how defeated Spike looked.

"Thank you," he said, his voice so low she could barely hear him.  "Condemned man's last meal?"

"Spike..." Buffy's voice was tinged with irritation and worry.  "I'm not going to stake you.  It won't bring back the people you... who died. And it wasn't your fault."

"The people I killed, Buffy.  You can say it.  I killed them, and if you were any kind of a slayer, you'd stake me for it."

"I'm so tired of having this argument... Could we just go back to fighting over whether or not to tell everybody we got horizontal for a while?"

"You should kill me for that too. Had no right. Was bad enough that I touched you... never should have...."

"Gah! You're making me so mad!"

"Mad enough to stake me?"  He looked at her hopefully. Buffy's breath went out in a defeated gust.  She came closer and knelt down, putting her hand on his leg.

"No," she said softly.  "I will never be that mad at you.  Will I do it someday if you give me reason?"  She bit her lip.  "I suppose I would.  If I could send the man I loved to hell, I guess I could... But I don't want to! And I won't do it over something like this. So stop being such a big baby and just drink your dinner."

"Bloody stubborn bint," he muttered, sounding almost like the Spike she remembered. He picked up the cup and eyed it warily, sniffing it and growling when she rolled her eyes.

"It's pig. I know better now."  She shuddered as she remembered his reaction to the expired human blood Clem had somehow obtained from the hospital.  Her voice softened again.  "Just drink it, Spike. I need you to be strong enough to help me."

Without waiting for an answer, she went up the stairs, wondering if he would ever be that strong again.  His reluctance to eat, his worry that he might accidentally hurt one of the people in the house, and his abject sorrow for the things he'd done before he got the soul all combined to keep him depressed and unwilling to be released from his chains.


~~~~~~~~~~~


"I believe in you, Spike."  No sooner had Buffy spoken and watched the awe and happiness begin to spread over Spike's face, than she was shoved to the floor, unable to see in the dark.  Leaving him to fend for himself, she ran upstairs to defend Dawn and Willow against the Bringers that had broken in.

It was much later when she went down to continue her argument with Spike, only to find the chains hanging empty against the wall.

"It was Spike they were after..."

~~~~~~~

"Buffy." Giles' voice showed his impatience. "I fail to understand why you are so eager to get Spike back.  There are so many more important things to do. The girls need training, the new arrivals need to be met as soon as they reach Sunnydale, that creature—"

"You said it was called a Turok-han."

"Yes. Yes, it is. An old term that I had hoped to never have reason to use.  The point is, you are facing the most dangerous vampire you have ever come up against, and yet you want to waste time trying to rescue a vampire that, by your own admission, seems to be under the control of the enemy."

"Sometimes, Giles. Sometimes he is. We just need to find the trigger – the thing that makes him go off. If we figure out what it is, we can fix it."  She straightened up, wincing from the bruises left by her battle with the Turok-han.  "But I'm going to have to go through that... thing... to do it."

"Perhaps easier said than done."

"Yeah, thanks for that vote of confidence, Giles.  Don't you have more potentials to go find or something?"

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


 


Buffy allowed Willow to put a butterfly bandage on her cheek, but then insisted on leaving to find Spike.  To her surprise, Xander gruffly volunteered to drive her to the tree lot.  Neither of them mentioned the possibility that there would be nothing left but a little more dust on the floor of the cave. 

With a quiet, "Wait here - but don't wait too long. If I'm not back in—"

"We'll be going in after you," he said firmly.  "Go on. Find fangless and bring him home."

Buffy gave him a grateful smile as she dropped the rope into the hole. She lowered herself down the shaft, leaving the rope in place, and cautiously picked her way toward the glow she could see far ahead.  Although she was fairly confident that there had only been one Turok-han, she knew better than to assume anything and she held herself ready.  It was almost anticlimactic when she rounded the corner and the flickering torches showed her Spike hanging from metal rings in the wall.

His sarcastic response to her presence and the knife in her hand was a surprise – until she understood that he didn't think she was real.  She remembered what he'd told her about how she had appeared to him in the school basement, mocking him and telling him how worthless he was.  With calm understanding, she walked up and began sawing at the ropes holding him up.  She felt the weight of his hand on her shoulder, and the tremor that went through him as he realized she was really there.  

Still without speaking, she released the other hand and, supporting his weight, began to lead him out of the cavern.  Her arm was wrapped tightly around his waist, allowing her to feel every bone that protruded to the point they seemed to be pushing their way through his skin.  She blinked back useless tears and concentrated on getting him to a safer place, where she could take care of him.  It took only a soft "Xander" to bring him to the edge of the hole, peering down and suggesting she wrap the rope around Spike's wasted body.   He easily pulled the emaciated vampire up to the surface, and tossed the rope down to Buffy.

Spike's defiant comments to what he'd thought was the First coming to torment him again and his subsequent relief at being rescued appeared to have exhausted what little strength he'd had left.  He slumped against Buffy's shoulder, seemingly unconscious until they reached Revello Drive.  Xander frowned, but didn't argue when Buffy pointed toward her room. He easily carried Spike up the stairs and into her bedroom, hesitating for just a second when Spike whispered, "Basement", then shaking his head and depositing him on the bed.

"Sorry, man. You're not the boss."  

He stepped back and went to leave, pausing when Buffy put her arms around him and hugged him tightly.  "Thank you," she murmured into his chest.

"No problem." Xander tried for a grin. "I'm just happy to have another testosterone producer around again - one that's, you know, actually manly."

From outside the door, where he'd been watching and listening, Andrew's voice could be heard.  "Hey! I'm manly!"

Xander rolled his eyes at Buffy, earning a small smile before he stepped away and put her hand on the door.  "Thanks again," she said. "I would have had a hard time getting him home by myself."

Buffy closed the door behind him and stared at the body on the bed.  Having had no idea what she was going to find, she'd stocked her room with bandages, splints, painkillers and a cooler full of blood.  But, as she studied the exhausted and apparently sleeping vampire, she decided that what he needed most was to be allowed to rest and get used to feeling safe again. 

She quickly brushed her teeth and checked her cheek to see that her slayer healing was hard at work, then got into her pajamas and slipped into the bed beside Spike.  After making sure that he was covered, she curled herself against him and fell into her own exhausted sleep, one arm wrapped possessively around his torso.
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As soon as Spike had awakened, drunk some of the blood – cold and straight from the bag, uncaring that Buffy was watching him guzzle the life-giving elixir – and had allowed her to tend to his visible wounds, he'd insisted on going back to the basement.  She distracted him temporarily by filling him in on the happenings while he'd been gone.  He nodded.

"Well, that explains all the extra activity around here," he said.  "Was wondering when you'd opened a school for wayward girls."

"Yeah, well. Since they're all in danger from those same creeps that took you, and since it's my job to keep them safe, I guess Giles figured my house was the best place for them."  She paused, looking at him with something like shame. "Not that being here did you much good...."

"Not your fault," he said gruffly.  "I'm just sorry it used me to raise that monster. Made me crazy for a while, wondering if it..."

"It's a dusty monster now. And it was a good lesson for the girls. Even big, bad, ugly monsters can go poof..." She stood up. "But the best way to keep you from being used like that again—" 

"Too much light up here for me," he interrupted, not meeting her gaze.  "And all the... distractions..." His gesture encompassed the house and the potentials living in it.

"They don't come in my room," she said stubbornly, hands on hips and glare firmly fixed.  "You need care, and this is the best place for it.  Besides, the girls train in the basement – they'd be bugging you all the time."

He snorted and shook his head.  "Doubt that." He finally looked at her. "They're terrified of me, Buffy. Can hear the way their heartbeats accelerate when they go past the door, can smell the fear on them."  

"They'll get over it," she insisted. "They have to get used to vampires."

"Not in their own home, they don't," he said, his voice firm but gentle.  "I need to be where I belong, love. In the cellar – not in your bed."

"Is this about that? Being in my bed? Cause, really? I'm so past caring what anybody thinks, and I—"

"Don't belong here, Buffy. You know it, I know it, and they know it.  's not right. Even baby slayers can figure out that much.  I appreciate what you've done, love, more than you can imagine, but it's time for me to go back down where I belong."

"Fine. Have it your way. Go sulk in the basement."

He gave her just the barest hint of a flirty smirk.  "Didn't say I wouldn't like to have a visitor now and then.  Got to be times you'd like to get away from them too."

"Oh, you have no idea!"  Buffy broke into a reluctant smile.  "Okay, then. Let's get you downstairs and settled in again."  Her expression hardened. "But no chains this time. You need to be able to fight."

"No chains," he agreed. "Not unless we need them."  The reminder that they still hadn't solved the problem of his trigger was enough to keep them both quiet as they went down the stairs and through the kitchen.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


"Ahhhhrghhhh!"

Spike's screams sent Buffy rushing to the stairs to where he was writhing against the wall.

"Is it the chip again? " she asked – unnecessarily, as she could see that he was clutching his head.   He was incapable of answering, so she ended up just holding him while he screamed until it stopped.  His nose was bleeding and he seemed to be unconscious for several seconds before shuddering and opening bloodshot eyes. It was far and away the worst episode she'd seen since it had begun malfunctioning.

"Are you all right?"  Buffy stroked his head, frowning in fear at the way his eyes had sunk into his skull.

"Just peachy," he replied shortly, his breath still erratic.  "Wasn't bad at first, but then..."

"Oh God."  She peered at him intently. "It's killing you."  Without waiting for an answer, she stood up, walked to the hall table and searched the drawer for a number she'd never expected to use.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

"That was an extremely foolish thing to have done, Buffy.  I cannot tell you how disappointed I am."  Giles's face was set into stern lines of displeasure.

"It was a judgment call. I had to decide right then – replace it or remove it, and I acted on instinct.  I told you, I don't want him muzzled anymore." She stared at his face and said pleadingly, "It'll be all right, Giles. You've seen him. He's got a soul now."

Although she insisted to herself and to Spike that she had complete confidence in him, she would have liked to know that Giles agreed with her decision to free him from the artificial restraint of the chip. However, his attitude seemed to be the same as when she'd first returned from the Initiative complex, unchipped and still-woozy vampire in tow. Giles continued to argue.

"He's also being controlled by the First Evil. Or have you forgotten the people he killed?"

"I haven't forgotten them," she said shortly.  "But I also haven't forgotten that he's the only one here besides me who's got a snowball's chance in hell if the First sends another one of those monsters up here. I can't have him incapacitated at a crucial time by a device he doesn't need anymore. "

Giles shook his head. Although he'd been absent for much of the previous year's events, he had picked up enough about Buffy's temporary retreat into a fantasy world to know that her feelings for the vampire were much deeper than he would have ever expected.

"I believe you are allowing your... affection for an imaginary man to cloud your judgment when it comes to Spike.  He is not the idealized boyfriend that you created when you were not in your right mind."

"I don't need this from you. You weren't here. You don't know..." She took a deep breath. "This has nothing to do with... Will..." She stumbled a bit over the name she hadn't said aloud for so long, missing Giles' frown.  "It has to do with Spike and what having him watching my back means to my ability to do my job."

"You don't need him," Giles insisted.  "You've proven you can—"  

"It's done," she said, her exhaustion plain. "Get over it."

~~~~~~~~~~~~~


From the time Spike's chip was removed, he'd begun to recover some of his swagger; and by the time Buffy unshackled him after the Prokaryote stone fiasco, he was almost back to his pre-souled, smirking self.  Knowing she was going to need the Spike who would fight anything, Buffy couldn't help but be glad to see his true nature emerge from the beaten-down, insecure man he'd become since earning his soul back.

"You know," she'd said to him evening, "the fact that you could and would do something like that more than proves that you didn't need to."

"Now you tell me," he growled, flashing his fangs at her in a fruitless attempt to appear seriously angry.

"Don't get me wrong," she went on, tapping him on his wrinkled forehead and smiling. "I'm so proud of you for doing it, and so..." She stopped and took a deep breath. "So very honored that you would do something like that for me...  You are an amazing man."

He shook his head.  "The only thing I had going for me was falling in love with an amazing woman.  She made me want to be a better man."

"Does anybody mind if I interrupt before I barf?"  Dawn's sarcastic voice startled them into jumping apart, even though they hadn't been doing anything but talking.

"Good sneaking, Nibblet.  Learnt that from me, did you?"

"Among other things..." She giggled as Spike began to frantically signal her with his eyes, causing Buffy to glare at them with mock suspicion.

"So, what's up?"

"Robin needs Spike to go help him with something. Some more weapons or something like that..."

Buffy raised her eyebrows, but Spike shrugged.  "Sure. Guess providing some muscle is the least I can do right now."

"I'll go with—" 

Dawn interrupted her. "No, you can't. Giles needs you for something. He said to get you too."

"'s alright, pet. I'll just go do the heavy lifting and be back soon.  We should probably plan to do a patrol tonight..."

For some reason she couldn't explain, Buffy had a strong urge to kiss him good-bye and tell him to be careful. Shaking off the dread that had sent a chill through her, she nodded and followed Dawn out of the room.  "Okay. I'll see you in a little while."


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Buffy stared down at Robin Wood's crumpled body, watching dispassionately as he moved and groaned.

"If you ever try to hurt him again, I'll..."

"You'll what?   Let him kill me?" he wheezed. "Have you forgotten your mission?"

"I was going to say, I'll probably kill you myself.  You might want to keep that in mind."

She turned and walked away, knowing Giles was probably rushing to the house to find out what had happened.  She hoped he choked on the knowledge that Spike was still alive – and that he hadn't killed the man who attacked him.  She shuddered as she tried to shake off the vision of that room – a room that had been designed for one purpose, and one purpose only.

She made no attempt to go find Spike.  He'd come back when he was ready; when he'd gotten his anger under control. In the meantime, she had plans to make.


~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The first meeting between Spike and Faith hadn't been auspicious; although once the damsel in distress had shown herself to be a vampire, things had warmed up quickly. "I should have known it would go downhill from there," Buffy muttered as Faith walked past her and sashayed up the stairs, her hips swaying.

Buffy stared at Spike and at the now-empty space beside him where Faith had been sitting so comfortably.  As hard as she tried to smother her instinctive jealousy, memories of Faith and Angel, Faith, in her body, and Riley made it impossible. And the way Spike was rubbing a guilty hand over the back of his neck and not meeting her eyes wasn't helping.

She was called away to talk to the new potential before either of them could say or do anything to make it better.  Buffy figured it was just one more sucky thing in this very sucky and getting suckier year.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

"It's good to be away from the hormone bombs, again," Spike said, nudging her arm. "This is much nicer company."

"Really?" Her voice sounded tired and defeated, causing him to spin around and frown with concern.  She continued as if she hadn't seen him react. "You could have stayed home and played 'you show me yours, I'll show you mine' with Faith, instead of coming out here to—"

"Bloody hell, Buffy.  You don't seriously think I..."

"Why not? You've got a thing for slayers; she's got a thing for sleeping with my boyfriends. You're made for each other."  Buffy shrugged, her expression as neutral as she could make it.  

"Why not?"  He threw his hands in the air and gave the closest thing to a real snarl that she'd heard from him since he'd come back with his soul.  "Have you forgotten who it's all about? If you think I'd seriously... I don't know whether to laugh or bite you."

He strode ahead of her, his coat flapping behind him. Buffy stared after him, wondering if she should let him go or try to apologize. She shrugged and decided she had enough to worry about and Spike would just have to get over his hurt feelings by himself.  She turned to go another way, planning to make a quick patrol in the hope she would come across the newest First Evil minion.  However, she hadn't gone a hundred yards before Spike was prowling beside her, his hands in his pockets and his head down.

"I would never, you know," he said softly.  "Promised myself I'd never hurt you. Wouldn't have done even without the soul, but now..."

"I know." She sighed.  "I'm sorry. I just... I wanted to talk to you, and she... and then you....  I was just feeling a little vulnerable, I guess."  She turned her head to look at him.  "I was afraid I might be losing my... I don't know what to call you. Best friend? Biggest supporter? Best warrior?" She shook her head. "I don't know what I'd do without you on my side."

"You called me your 'boyfriend'," he said quietly.  "Are you demoting me already?"

"I did?  I did, didn't I?"  She looked at him from the corner of her eye; he was keeping his gaze on the ground, but she could read the tension in his face.  She stopped him with a hand on his arm, moving it up to cup his cheek when he turned to face her.  "Can we just postpone this conversation until we've kicked the First Evil's butt back to hell?  I know that's not really fair, and I... but all I can think about right now is keeping these girls safe and—"

"It's fine, love." He turned his head to kiss her palm, then let her drop her hand. "You've got enough on your plate. I'm yours. You can call me whatever you like –I'll be here no matter what."

"I think I'll call you... William," she said softly. "If that's okay with you."

"'s my name, isn't it?"

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




"I've got him – go!"  Spike's voice, as he took Xander's weight off her shoulder, sent her hustling to catch up with the others.  She listened to be sure that he and the man he'd thrown over his shoulder were right behind her, turning occasionally to check on them.  Spike put Xander in the car, murmuring sympathetically as he prepared to take him and the injured potentials directly to the hospital, leaving Buffy to shepherd the rest of the potentials to safety.  She suffered a brief moment of hysteria as she acknowledged that the majority of her "army" consisted of girls not even old enough to drive.  And now, one of the few adults left had lost an eye.  She blinked back her tears and straightened her shoulders as she followed the rest of their vanquished raiding party back to the house.

~~~~~~~~  

She really shouldn't have been surprised by the revolt that broke out. Even her own sister seemed to have turned against her, spending much of her time hovering over Xander and being glared at by Anya.  Spike was away again, this time on a mission that Giles had assured her, meeting her cold, suspicious gaze as steadily as he could, would bring no harm to the vampire, but possibly important information to her.

As she walked numbly through the deserted town, she shook her head sadly at her own stupidity in calling a meeting without her strongest supporter there.

He sent Spike away so he couldn't stop what Giles knew was going to happen. So he couldn't interfere when I was kicked out of my own house.  Why didn't I see that coming? It's exactly what he did with me when Robin was going to kill Spike. Every time he tries to separate us, it means one of us is about to be shafted...

She bit her lip in worry, then decided that Andrew was too in love with his vision of Spike to be of any danger to him. Chances were the trip would just be a wild goose chase that meant nothing.  Spike would return, find out what had happened, and....

And what, Buffy? He's only one man – vampire. A pretty amazing one, but he's not going to be able to save this situation.  You're on your own... again.

She walked through the open door, calmly ordering the owner to get out of the house and out of the town before making herself at home.  She lay on the bed, eyes open, but unfocused as she thought about all she'd given up to come back to Sunnydale.

I wonder what would have happened to everyone if I'd just stayed in my dream world?  Would they all be dead? Would Spike still be here, or would he have died in agony when the chip malfunctioned? Would the First Evil have been able to become so powerful if I wasn't here? Would Xander still have his eye?

"Ah, there you are."  

His voice brought her gaze over to him.  And there he was. The vampire who wouldn't leave. The one who had wormed his way into her heart to such an extent that, in another world and time, she'd wanted to marry him. Here he was to remind her of all he was... and all he wasn't.


Chapter 19
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"I don't want to be the One," Buffy said with a trace of a pout.  Her mind went from Spike's impassioned speech about the kind of woman she was to a quieter, more gentle place where all she had to be was herself. Where the only people I have to please are my parents, my boyfriend and my boss.  Oh, and my shrink, I guess.  "I don't want to be the One," she repeated stubbornly.

"Well, I don't want to be this good-looing and athletic..." He smiled up into her rolling eyes. "We all have our crosses to bear."

He'd already stood up and moved away, telling her he'd return to check on her, when she scooted back on the bed and said the words that wiped every trace of snark from his face and voice.  Disbelief and awe were still fighting for dominance when Buffy patted the bed beside her.

"Just hold me?"

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


For the first time since she'd driven Spike away to get a soul, Bufy allowed herself the comfort of his arms.  There was no trace of unwanted sexual tension as they lay together, exchanging soothing caresses and looks that said more than words ever could.  Buffy dozed off, content for the moment to be held and cherished by the vampire who always had her back.

When she woke up he'd fallen asleep, the rising sun having taken its toll on his vampire constitution.  As she stared at his youthful-looking face, relaxed in sleep in a way he would never allow when awake, she mourned the wonderful man she knew he could have been if not for meeting Drusilla.

But then, I wouldn't have known him, would I? Some other very lucky girl would have ended up married to William, and they'd have both been dead long before I was born.

Shaking off her sad thoughts, she basked briefly in the renewed courage and conviction that Spike's confidence in her had awakened the night before. She was suddenly sure that she knew, if not exactly what was being hidden in the winery, at least who it belonged to.

"There's something there that's mine," she wrote, struggling for words to explain why she was running off while Spike slept. "You've given me the courage to go after it. I know you'll want to help, but I have to do this by myself. What's there is mine to take. I'll be back when I've got it."

Buffy stared at the piece of paper, wanting so badly to sign the note "Love, Buffy" but worried about the consequences at a time when they had so much else to deal with.  After. I'll tell him after.  She settled for drawing a small heart with a B inside it, folded the paper, set it on the pillow, kissed his forehead and tiptoed out of the room, shoes in hand.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Buffy stared after Angel as he disappeared into the shadows, guilt over the way she'd minimized Spike's real place in her life making her cringe.

It's not like I ever told him about that other world.  My 'heaven'. He has no idea why Spike is so important to me; and I don't see any reason to tell him now.  If – when – this is over, I'll sit him down and try to explain...

She put her hand in her pocket, keeping it safely wrapped around the amulet that Angel had told her was meant to be worn by "a champion".  "Stronger than human, but with a soul..." She tried to tell herself she wasn't sure what she wanted to do with it, but she knew she was lying.  It only took getting Spike's justifiable hurt and jealousy out of the way – and how she regretted now that she'd kissed Angel when she did – before she accepted that he already knew it was going to be him.  She slowly dropped it into his outstretched hand, her eyes apologizing for putting him in harm's way even as she watched him stand taller at this ultimate sign of faith.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

As she lay next to him, feeling the familiar arms draped around her for what they both knew could well be the last time, she felt an unanticipated sob catch in her throat. Before she could muffle it, or the one that followed, he was holding her more tightly and murmuring in her ear.

"Buffy? What is it, love?  You've been brilliant. You know that. You've done what you need to do – just as you always do.  You're going to win, Slayer. You know you are."

Unable to articulate what was causing the uncharacteristic breakdown, she just turned towards him and burrowed into his chest, letting his calming words flow over her and his gentle hands soothe.  When she felt she had control of her voice, she whispered, "I know we're going to win.  I do.  But some of us aren't going to make it. I know that too. I just don't know who it's going to be.  I'm sending people to their deaths. Me. The Slayer. The one who's supposed to give her life so that no one else has to."

"World doesn't work like that, Buffy. Never has.  There's no shame in bringing in help."  He tipped her chin up.  "And watching you give your life to save the world once was one time too many for me.  Never letting that happen again."

She snorted and rubbed her nose on his shirt.  "Who died and put you in charge?" she muttered, rubbing the wet spot she'd left on his chest.

"I'm just saying, love. If it's you or me... "

"How about if it's neither you or me?" she said, clutching him tightly.  "Can we make that the plan?"

"We can. I hope we do.  Got some important conversations to have yet, yeah?"

"Yeah," she agreed softly, stroking his face.  "We do."

"That's settled then," he said, dropping his head to the pillow.  "Neither one of us is going to die tomorrow.  Got a future to plan."

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

"Sp- William?"

"Buffy?"

"Are you awake?"

"Mmmmph" He squirmed around until he was facing her.  "I am now. What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Nothing's wrong, I was just..." She stroked her hand down his cheek. "I was just thinking that we have some time before we have to get up, and...."

His body tensed. "And what?"

"Do I have to spell it out?"  She nuzzled the side of his neck, sucking gently on the place she knew made him crazy.  Although his arms tightened around her and his interest was immediately apparent, his voice was not as welcoming as she'd expected.

"Might have to, Buffy.  Thought we'd agreed...."

"One of us might die tomorrow – today.  I just don't want...." She sighed. "I'm sorry, it was a bad idea, I guess."

"Oh, I think it's a bloody good idea, pet.  Think you can tell that."  He tipped her chin up and brushed his lips across hers in a chaste kiss.  "But I don't think I want to go out knowing you threw me a pity fuck."

"Ewwww!  And no.  I'm... I'm not doing it for you. I'm doing it for me."  She searched his eyes, seeing the fear under the bravado. Her voice softened as she stroked his face again.  "I don't think I'd want to live, knowing we could have and we didn't... and then we never....  I want you. I want to feel you again.  Make love to me?"

"You know I can't refuse you anything," he said, struggling to make light of her words and to keep his voice even.  "I just hope you appreciate the sacrifice I'm making here. The courage it takes to force myself to...."

"Shut up, you jackass."

"Shutting up."

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~




The light coming from the amulet on Spike's chest seemed to be pouring directly out of his body.  Every Turok-han the rays touched burst into flames or crumbled to dust. The entire Hellmouth was shaking, huge chunks of rock falling off the sides and bouncing their way into the abyss below.  Ignoring Faith's demand that she follow them out, Buffy moved closer to Spike  

"Gotta move, lamb," he said. "I think it's fair to say school's out for bloody summer." In spite of the pain he must have been in as his soul channeled the sun into the depths of hell, he looked like he was enjoying himself.  

And he probably is, Buffy thought with a sad smile. All this destruction and all from him... from his soul.

Instead of leaving, Buffy moved closer to him and raised her left hand to link their fingers.  The flames that licked between them burned with such a cold fire that she wasn't aware of pain, only of the man in front of her.  Her eyes were focused on Spike, glowing as he literally burned away the evil.  They stared wordlessly, their hands linked in flames, until Spike pulled his away.

"Go now!"

Her eyes brimming, Buffy realized that she was looking at Spike for what was probably going to be the last time.  A voice inside her began to scream as he started to burn from the inside out.

"I love you."  

He gave her a sad smile.  "No, you don't. But thanks for saying it," he said.  "Now go! It's up to me to do the clean up."

"I'm not leaving you!" She reached for amulet, trying to pull it away from his body, but the pull between it and the light he was emitting was too strong.  "No!"

"Shhh, love, shhhh. It's what I was meant to do, yeah?  This was the journey, the one that began when I saw you dancing with your friends all those years ago.  Don't cry for me, Buffy.  Live for me.  Go, have yourself a life. Find someone who will love you the way you deserve."

"I have that," she insisted, realization dawning even as he started to crumble in front of her.  "I have that!" she screamed, pulling on the amulet again, but only managing to burn her hand.  

"See you on the other side, love," he said, his voice fading as his throat crumbled to ash.

Blinded by tears, Buffy turned and began to flee the rapidly disintegrating cavern. She burst out into the school, but fell to the floor when it bucked beneath her.  Staggering to her feet, she watched in horror as the ceiling seemed to fold in on itself.  She began to run, the door she needed to reach just visible at the far end of the hall.  A muffled roar that grew louder told her that the building was collapsing behind her, and suddenly everything seemed to be in slow motion.

Her arms pumped, but barely, her feet hit the debris-covered floor so slowly that she was able to avoid the worst places. As she ran, she prayed that everyone had made it out, and that they were all safe on the bus, ready to head for safety. The ground continued to shake, an earthquake of such magnitude that even Southern California-bred Buffy wondered if the world was shaking itself apart. A sudden surge that buckled the floor in front of her sent Buffy to her knees, a piece of the wall landing on top of her and driving her down even more.

Buffy struggled to push the weight off her back.  "Have to get out – work to be done – I'm the Slayer. I have to...." Her thoughts churned as her body struggled against the crushing weight.  The Slayer – there were now hundreds of slayers in the world. She wasn't The One anymore. The First Evil had been defeated, if not forever, for long enough. Dawn was growing up and would soon be an adult, living her own life. Faith had proven herself worthy of being a slayer. Giles would have to work hard, but he had Xander and Willow, Anya  and... Andrew?   The Council would be resurrected. She could see it now. A Council that worked for slayers, not against them.

She sagged back to the floor, feeling the thousands of pounds of cinder block and drywall pressing on her lungs.  Why am I fighting?  I'm done... again. It's time, my time. As she gasped for air under the crushing weight of the wreckage now on her back, Buffy remembered Spike's last words to her: "See you on the other side, love."  She lowered her head and collapsed onto the broken tiles.  "Will...." she whispered as she closed her eyes.  "Will."
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