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Chapter 1

Chapter 1


Zero
  When Buffy’s consciousness arose, she found her mind was a numbing blank, as if someone had taken a whiteout to her life. For a split second, she remembered nothing, not even herself. It was oddly serene. 
  Then the images came—a parade of harsh colors and numbing sounds, of heartache and pain, and reality slowly colored her senses. 
  DawnGloryMomGilesAngelWillowXanderDawnAngelWillowXanderTaraRileyGilesDawnMomFaithAngelMayorMomDawnGilesAngelAngelCordeliaOz
DrusillaJennyTheMasterAngelGilesWillowXanderMerrickPikeLothosMomDawn
  Dawn.
  Buffy’s eyes snapped open, manic green eyes searching…and finally falling on the warm body curled next to hers. It felt like the weight of the world was lifted off her shoulders; her tightened chest relaxed and her aching muscles instantly soothed. 
  Dawn was safe. They had taken out Glory--she and her band of Scoobies had taken out the Hellgod and now Dawn (and the dimensions) was safe. Buffy ran her hand through her sister’s long brown locks. Dawn is safe.
  On the other side of Dawn lay their mom, Joyce. She looked as disheveled as her two not-so-normal daughters, and her hands were draped protectively over her youngest, the tip of her fingers brushing Buffy. Mom is safe too. We’ve made it. After nearly one harrowing year, with a hellgod pounding down her door, a sick mother, and a key for a sister, she made it. At last, something had gone right. 
  Buffy sighed, allowing the joy and relief settle into her—except it didn’t. An uncomfortable swelling in her chest and gut, one she didn’t know was there before, deflected the happiness she was supposed to feel. 
  God, we won, for once we won and no one died, but I feel…
  *
  “It was all thanks to your Slayer dreams,” said Anya in her patented terseness. She sat at the research table in the Magic Box, busily calculating the cost of the damage done to the store, “So, Buffy, the lesson here is that you should sleep more often.”
  Buffy gave Anya a weak smile. The ex-demon was right: it had been Buffy’s successive Slayer dreams had saved them all. How else would they have known that Glory and Ben were somehow related (though the Cloaking spell hid the true nature of their relation)? How else would they have known that Glory needed Dawn’s blood in the ritual, and when the ritual might be performed? How else would they have known that a seemingly harmless demon called Doc was actually a Glory-worshipper, and that he might try to intervene on his goddess’s behalf? And most importantly, how else would they know that Joyce would have an aneurysm and needed medical attention right away? It was like someone was giving her flashes of what might come to divert disaster. And ooh boy, some disasters they would have been. The only “problem” she wasn’t able to change was Riley, but that was a non-issue at the moment. For now, it seemed like the Power that Be were giving their Champion a break, and she wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth.
  “Hm…why don’t we look them in the mouth anyways?” Buffy wondered to herself, though loud enough that the other heard it, earning her brief odd looks. 
  Still, Buffy couldn’t shake that feeling of being wrong. It was all wrong. Everything was so right, but it was also very wrong. 
  “I agree with Anya,” Giles put in, a tired smile on his face, “Buffy, your Slayer dreams were instrumental a-and you were magnificent. You defeated a God! I don’t think that’s ever heard of before.”
  “It’s one for the books, isn’t it Giles?” said Willow excitedly, “Do we call you Buffy the God Slayer now?”
  “I couldn’t have done it by myself,” Buffy said softly, smiling appreciatively at her friends “So, really, we all defeated a God.”
   “It’s too bad that I can’t put that on a resume,” said Xander with a look of mock resignation, “God-killing isn’t a useful skill in the job market. Guess I’ll stay the glorified bricklayer who helped bricklay-ed Glorificus.”
  Willow, Tara and Anya giggled at his joke, and even Giles pulled out a favorable smile. It was Buffy, however, who looked at her best friend like he was speaking another language. Her expression had not gone unnoticed by the group. 
  “Hey Buffy?” Willow began uncertainly, “What’s wrong?”
  Buffy’s attention snapped to Willow, confused. “Huh? What?”
  “You looked like you were trying to read my mind,” said Xander, “Which, for the record, not a cool experience.”
  “Oh sorry. I-it’s nothing…” Buffy muttered, “I just…I’m still feeling the tiredness I suppose. And…I dunno, I still feel out of it.” Heavy. Confused, even. She shook her head. Not now. Can’t rain on their happy parade. Probably nothing; just tired. “Maybe I’m just suffering from ‘run-for-my-life’ withdrawal.” 
  “I know what you mean,” Willow agreed, nodding, “That feeling of quiet after the storm—well, apocalypse—like a long day at the gym…of world end-age. Or something.” Willow frowned slightly. “See, I’m not making sense trying to explain what’s making me not make sense.”
  “It’s okay, sweetie,” said Tara with a soft giggle, “We understand.”
  “Hmmhmmm…” Buffy agreed, “And I think a good rehab strategy is more sleep and chocolate.”
  The Scoobies responded with smiles, giggles and sighs of relief. All seemed well. 
  *
  It was like a splinter, at first. Irritating, ever present and persistent. Then it grew, changed, rotting and killing. The ache in what was her heart, her gut…her mind? Something. Somewhere, everywhere. 
  The emptiness took the spring out of her step, the shine out of her smile and the life out of her eyes. She felt ragged all the time, felt tired to her very soul. She was reminded of when she lost Angel: being awake was a chore, breathing was painful, and every second she lived was bore down by guilt and heartbreak. 
  She knew then it was Angel who was the source of her pain, but there was nothing now to explain it. She should be happy, celebrating the fact that she survived an insane God after her Key-sister. Happy that her mom survived a threat that was even more dangerous than vampires. Happy. Should be happy. Life told her that she should be happy. So Buffy acted it. It wouldn’t be fair to Dawn and her mother to know that Buffy was…like this. After a year of being terrorized by Glory, it would be cruel to let them see her faltering, to let them know she was crumbling inside. 
  *
  Buffy dusted and quipped and dusted, faintly disappointed that the vampires didn’t quip back. There weren’t many fledglings in Restfield tonight. Easy as marzipan pie.
  Sighing, Buffy once again felt the swollen mass of…sadness. That was what it was…sadness, bleakness, emptiness. It was raw and tender, edemic and seemed about ready to burst. When she attempted to touch it, to investigate it, intense grief flared from it. She preferred the emptiness. Frightened, Buffy let it be. 
  *
  “Buffy, are you okay?”
  It would be Joyce who first noticed it. It was only a month after Glory’s demise, and things had fallen back into its regular routine. Buffy attended classes in the morning, patrolled at night, and tried to squeeze in life in between.
  Buffy was staring at the TV. Something about the cheesy soap Passions made her feel at peace, like it was normal, like it the one thing that felt right. She didn’t know why; maybe it reminded her of her mother, who intermittently watched the show. Buffy herself definitely didn’t like it. 
  “Buffy?”
  Buffy glanced at Joyce, who had two mugs of what looked like fresh hot chocolate. She gave her mother a small smile, and accepted the offering as Joyce took the seat next to her.
  “It’s nice you don’t have to patrol or train today,” sighed Joyce, reaching over to tuck Buffy’s hair behind her ears, “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed this.”
  “Yeah, I suppose,” Buffy answered, taking a small sip of her chocolate.
  Joyce gave Buffy a lingering look, trying to figure her out. It had been twenty years since those bright green eyes had greeted Joyce for the first time, and in that time Joyce still hadn’t figured out how to read them, to understand them. But right now, she could clearly see the diminished light of her daughter’s eyes. 
 




 "Is something wrong, honey?"









Buffy shook her head slowly. "No, mom. I'm just tired."




 


“Are you sure, Buffy? I just…I’m looking at you, and I feel like you aren’t complete.”
  Buffy looked at her oddly. “Complete?”
  “Well…not all there, sweetheart,” Joyce explained, a sympathetic frown on her face, “Are you worried that Glory might come back?”
  Buffy shook her head. “No. She’s gone for good, mom.” Buffy sipped the hot chocolate, and watched quietly as the little marshmallows bobbed around in the liquid, staining the white pieces brown.
  “Is there something else?”
  “I’m not sure.” Buffy laid her head on the side of the couch. “I’m really not. I hope not.” 
  “You can talk to me, Buffy, you know that.”
  Buffy smiled sadly. “I know. But I don’t know what to talk about. You’re right…I feel lost. No…I feel like I’ve lost something. Something crucial. I feel empty because of it. Like I can’t be happy. But I can’t put a finger on what it is.”
  “Maybe you are feeling bad about Riley?” suggested Joyce, “You never had the time to get over the breakup or come to terms with it.”
  Buffy considered it. She still ached for Riley, still felt sorry that it had turned out the way it did. Her Slayer dream warned her of his…transgression, and she didn’t want to believe it, didn’t want to know. It became a choice between trusting the dreams to save her sister’s and mother’s life, and also trusting it to tell her what Riley was doing that behind her back. Either both were true, or none of it was. In a way, she had passed him over and chosen her family, and consequently pushed him away. 
  She tried though, very hard, in the midst of the cancer and the hellgod, to understand. She tried so hard, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t hold onto him, couldn’t grasp him, and he had wanted to be held onto so very badly. He wanted to be chosen, and she could not choose him. She sent Angel to hell to save the world, so of course she wouldn’t have thought twice about letting Riley go to save Dawn and her mother. It was unfortunate, like everything about her relationships, but necessary. It always was. 
  Still, the ache she felt for his departure was like a drop in the ocean of the growing misery she was experiencing. “No. It’s not Riley.”
  *
   Dawn had been more bearable as of late, treating Buffy with renewed affection and respect after their ordeal. A brush with world-ending death had catalyzed the maturity in the youngest Summers, and no longer was she the bratty one, much. Her very-in-thick-of-things experience had led her to be more included in the Scooby world of research and monster fighting. Not that there were much monsters to fight in those few weeks after Glory’s fall. What had come about though, was Dawn’s increasing interest in Giles’s books. 
  “I’m thinking, because hello, I’m an ancient key, that I should you know…get in touch with magic and my keyness,” Dawn explained to Joyce over dinner one night.
  Joyce laughed. “If you put as much emphasis on your school studies, I’d be happier.”
  “Of course,” Dawn agreed, “I can’t learn to read Sumerians if I can’t even do a good job with English, right? Except math. Stupid math.”
  “Mathematics isn’t in our genes, true,” Buffy added with a wise nod, “It is the bane of the Summers women.”
  “Yes, our genes are quite…interesting,” Joyce said, beaming at her two daughters, “I’d never thought in a million years that I’d be a mother to an all powerful ancient key and a vampire Slayer.”
  “Huh, that’s true,” said Dawn, grinning widely at being, finally, included in the being special category, “You hit the jackpot, mom! Except, as the all powerful ancient key, I think I’m the bigger jackpot.”
  “It’s not a competition,” Buffy sighed, rolling her eyes. She looked down and stabbed her fork into her barely eaten pork chop. It was nearing the end of dinner, and she had barely put any food in her mouth.
  “Eating requires the actual putting of the food in mouth,” said Dawn, looking at her with raised brows, “Just so you know.”
  “I’m not hungry,” Buffy mumbled. 
  Joyce frowned. “Are you not feeling better, Buffy?”
  Buffy looked up, surprised by the question. It had been a week since their very short talk, and since then Buffy had made an extra effort to appear happy.
  “Is Buffy sick?” asked Dawn, confusedly looking between Buffy and Joyce.
  Buffy shook her head. “I’m good. Just tired.” She tried not to meet her mother’s eyes and stood up, gathering her plates together. “I gotta go mom. Slaying calls.”
  “Alright,” said Joyce, quietly, “Leave the plates. Dawn will get them.” (Dawn whined about it. There was still room for her to grow, Buffy supposed.)
  “Thanks. I’ll see you two tomorrow morning.”
  *
  It was the most prominent at Restfield Cemetery. The pain directed her instincts, and they took her to a crypt. The swollen mass seem to throb with yearning when she entered said crypt, and found it empty. It almost surprised her that it was empty. Which was silly, of course. What was she expecting to find, a couch and a TV-set? That’s exactly it.
  She cut her patrol short that night, the ache in her soul getting stronger. The heaviness took her to bed immediately, and she fell into a fitful sleep. And she dreamed about a box, black and plain, small and deceptive. 
  Open it Slayer, it’s all for you. It’s your Gift. Open it.
  When she awoke next morning, she remembered a glimpse of something blue in her dreams. It was a moment that filled her with the serenity her waking hours refused her. 
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One
  Her right hand moved without conscious effort, laying the black ink on thick and angry and bleeding. It repeated the same motions, the same shape, each time with more pressure so that she could feel the resistance of the paper as it ripped. She was aware of the mumbled noise in the periphery, but her mind seemed to have forgone any cognitive abilities, opting instead to focus all its power on her busy hand.   
  “Miss Summers? Miss Summers!”
  Her hand froze. The world seemed to crash its way back into her conscious mind, and for a split second she was overcome with panic. It passed quickly enough for her to realize that her Modern American Poetry professor was regarding her with a pointed look while half the class craned their necks towards her direction. 
  “Um…” Buffy began uncertainly, flushing with embarrassment. Not good. What was happening? Poetry? She briefly glanced down at her notebook, frowning when she saw the doodle she more or less carved into the paper. She looked up at the professor, offering him a sheepish smile while quickly turning the page—or rather a few pages—to hide her source of distraction. Of course, it just had to be the day she was forced to sit in the front seats. This never would have happened if she were in her usual row further in the back.
  “Welcome back Miss Summers—Buffy.” He gave her quick, wry grin. “I was just telling the class about the rather insightful essay you wrote turned on the two Emily Dickinson poems.”
  And here she thought she was going to get a sharp remark about not paying attention. Praise was good, though the last time a professor praised her work, she turned out to be Frankenstein wannabe who tried to kill her. And it was praise, right? 
  Right, Emily Dickinson—really the only poet that stuck with her from high school, thanks to Owen. Although she had chosen Miss Dickinson as an unconscious homage to her one-week relationship, the two poems that had struck her with a fierce understanding came from a completely different place. And Buffy connecting with angsty Emily Dickenson poems? Owen would be proud of her. 
  “Oh, thanks,” Buffy mumbled. She hoped to all the Powers above she wasn’t expect to read it in front of the class or something. They didn’t do that anymore in college did they?
  Fortunately for her, the Dr. Holtom looked at the time and announced it was the end of class, which his students were more than aware of. Some were already packed, eager and ready to dash towards the door.
  Buffy threw her notebook and pen in her bag and made to meld herself into the crowd flowing out of the room, but Dr. Holtom called out to her to stay—I want to speak to you a bit—
   Okay, so she might be in some sort of trouble. Wringing her hands, Buffy cut through the line of leaving students and approached the thin, bearded professor. “Look, Dr. Holtom,” she began, trying to sound as apologetic as she could, “Sorry for zoning out in class. I’ve just been so busy with my mom being sick and all, and I’ve been tired—”
  Dr. Holtom silenced her with a wave of his hand. “Buffy, if I scolded someone for every time they get distracted in class, I would never get to the teaching. No, it’s not about you ‘zoning out’. Well, actually it is.”
  Buffy looked at him confusedly. “Not following, exactly.”
  Dr. Holtom seemed to hesitate a moment before he spoke: “Buffy, I’m just a little concerned.”
  Her eyes widened a bit. “You are? About what? Is my essay really not good and you were just being sarcastic earlier?”
  “No, your essay is fine,” he reassured her with a small smile, “In fact, it is surprisingly insightful. You seem to resonate well with Emily Dickinson.”
  “We have a history,” said Buffy with a lopsided grin, “We go way back, she and I. She introduced me to a guy. Sort of.”
  Dr. Holtom gave her an odd look, but merely chuckled. “Well, I’m glad to see your humor is intact.”
  Buffy smiled, relaxing slightly. Okay, not trouble. “So, what’s so concerning about me?”
  The good professor gave her one of his small smile, this time traced with sadness. “I’ve noticed you’ve been very distracted lately. More than usual, and in a more concerning way.” He paused a bit, trying to gauge Buffy’s reaction, but she merely regarded him with a blank look. “But…um…you seem better recently...so…”
  “Oh…” Buffy began, not sure what to say or think. Dr. Holtom was worried? She didn’t even know professors paid attention to their students beyond their letter grades. It struck her as a little odd but she couldn’t help but appreciate the concern. But concern was where she wanted it stop. “I’m…fine. And dandy. Peachy in fact, with a side of keen. Top of the world and rosy mornings…and…” 
  Dr. Holtom just grinned and shook his head. “Alright alright, Buffy, I get it.” But he looked less than convinced with her. Buffy was afraid he was going to push the matter, but Dr. Holtom merely ejected a soft sigh. “You can go. But, um…if you do need anyone to speak to or need help, don’t hesitate to ask. There’s no rule that said you have to be alone.”
  Buffy looked at him strangely, taken aback by the unexpected advice. She felt a surge of panic, wondering if she was so noticeably off that even her poetry professor didn’t believe her rather enthusiastic display of okay-ness. But it couldn’t be: she had been extra careful about being cheerful. Willow and Xander had said nothing and seemed to notice nothing, and her mother’s constant looks of concern were dwindling to only a few times a day. She was sure the Happy-Buffy mask was a success. Perhaps Dr. Holtom was just extra sensitive—he did study poetry after all. Weren’t people who were into poetry supposed to be all sensitive and intuitive and stuff? 
  In return, she managed not to act awkward when replying with a quick “Ok. Thanks Dr. Holtom.” And a hasty exit to the left.
  ***
  Perhaps it was her essay. Sure she had chosen two very depressing essays, depressing even by Emily Dickinson’s standard, but it didn’t mean that her poetry professor had to start wondering if she was depressed. Wasn’t he used to overwrought and hackneyed essays about the woes of life from melodramatic college students? She was sure her essays qualified as such. There was no real meaning to it, there really wasn’t. 
  In front of her, her notebook lay open to the page of her carved doodle. Except that it really wasn’t just a doodle. Dark, harsh strokes crosshatched a shadowing frame, and in the center of the page was a box—the box she dreamed of every night. 
  Buffy shivered slightly. She had not known that she had been drawing it until Dr. Holtom snapped her out of her daze. What was even more eerie was how well she drew the box. Buffy had trouble drawing parallelograms in her math classes so drawing a perspective correct box with hinges and a woody texture without knowing she was doing it, in the words of her high school self, gave her the wiggins. But then the whole thing was superbly wiggy: dreams, disembodied voices telling her to open, box, rinse and repeat.
  She strummed her fingers absently on the table and looked around. She was in the Magic Box in its quiet slower time of the day, and the only sound was Anya humming some unknown tune as she did her daily inventory checks. It was nice not having anyone paying attention to her so she could drop her act. Almost two months had passed since Glory’s defeat and no one, save for her mother, had picked up anything about her. She was glad Happy Buffy was so convincing—if fact, if she could keep this up, she might think herself some hidden talent in acting.
  Happy Buffy was knee-jerk reaction personified; all stimulus bypassed her mind and heart and she reacted like she was expected to act, drawing from a vast Buffy-bank of past experiences. Xander joke: laugh. Willow paranoia: comfort. Exam: procrastinate. Vampire: slay. Slay: quip. And so on. Not unlike a robot. Like a Buffy-bot. (Buffy-bot? That was strangely familiar.)
  Happy Buffy’s smile glimmered with false light. Happy Buffy spoke about clothes, hanging out and classes. She laughed at Xander’s jokes just as she laughed at Willow-humor. She smiled uncomfortably at Anya’s strange and literal ways, acted the distracted college student in class, and trained hard as Giles’s proud god-slaying Slayer. Apparently, the Council sent her congratulations on her monumental efforts that were to be “recorded to inspire generations of Slayers and Watchers to come”. 
  Sighing, Buffy looked down at the drawing again. This time, her eyes went to the lid of the box where she had drawn a symbol. Buffy couldn’t remember there being any symbol on the box in any of her dreams—yet there it was. Squinting, she peered at her more closely: it looked like two comas, one slightly above another and their concaved sides facing each other. Between them was a solitary dot. Weird. 
  “Buffy, what’s that?”
  Buffy jumped in surprise at the sudden company, and silently scolded herself for being such a spaz. She looked up to see Anya, who was standing next to the table, a box of magic-somethings in her hands and frowning down at Buffy’s notebook.
  “What? Oh this?” Buffy glanced nervously down at her drawing, “Nothing. Just doodles.”
  Anya pursed her lips and shot Buffy a suspicious look. After a moment, she shook her head and said, “Your mom called a while ago. She told me that she was going to stay late at the gallery and she wanted you to check on Dawn.”
  “Oh, then I should get going,” said Buffy hurriedly, jumping out of her seat. “Thanks Anya.” She hastily stuffed her notebook back into her bag and just about sprinted out the door. Anya stared after the Slayer, befuddled and with a concern now seeded in her mind. The ex-demon let out slow sigh, put down her box and headed towards a particular section of the bookshelves.
  *
  Back home, Buffy was greeted with a silence when she expected Dawn to be blasting music instead of doing homework. This was either a good thing or a bad thing. Calling out for her sister didn’t get her any kind of response, so Buffy walked upstairs and hovered by Dawn’s door, trying to listen for any sounds of activity. It was quiet. Ugh, Dawn had better not skipped off with Janice again. I’m so not going to cover for her this time.
  Buffy pulled the door open and froze, her eyes going wide at the sight before her. Dawn was standing in the middle of a circle of sand, a lit candle set in front of her feet. The teenager’s expression was distant, her eyes glazed over as if she were looking past Buffy if not into an entirely different reality. 
  “Dawn?” Buffy exclaimed, rushing into the room and pulling out her sister out of the circle, “Dawn! What are you doing?”
  Dawn’s glassy expression was unperturbed by the sudden jerk, but her eyes finally trained on Buffy. An inscrutable expression passed over her face before several blinks seemed to snap her out of whatever reverie she was in.
  “Buffy?” Her voice was small and curious. “You’re home.”
   “Dawn, what the hell do you think you’re doing!” Buffy demanded, feeling a spot of anger welling inside her. 
  “It’s alright,” Dawn insisted, trying and failing to extricate her arm from Buffy’s Slayer grip. “I was just…”
  “Just what?” Buffy nearly growled, shooting a seething glare at her sister, “You know magic isn’t something you play with. You know this!”
   “I know I know!” Dawn exclaimed, her voice starting to adopt a higher pitch, “Let me explain! God, no one freaked when Willow started doing magic…and she was my age!”
  “No she wasn’t,” Buffy said sternly, letting go of Dawn’s arms. “She was older and—
  “Only like one year…” Dawn mumbled irritably.
  “And she was helping me take out the demons. What were you doing?” 
  Dawn sighed impatiently, rubbing her arm she was sure was bruised. “Just…the trance, you know.”
  Buffy frowned. “No, I don’t know. What trance?”
  Dawn pursed her lips and turned away from Buffy, her eyes glancing meaningfully at the set up in her room. Buffy followed her gaze to the set up, and noted how familiar it seemed. Then it struck her: the circle of sand—magical sand from the Magic Box—the candle…the trance. The trance, the once Buffy had used to figure out that Dawn wasn’t r—was the key. Anger was replaced by alarm and sympathy, and she looked at her sister with wide, questioning eyes.
  Dawn fidgeted a bit and crossed her arms, retreating a little from Buffy. “Well, you told me you figured this thing out about me with the trance…like I wasn’t there or something.”
  “I never—”
  “Well, Anya told me.”
  Buffy let out a short, angry breath. Anya really talked too much sometimes.
  “Don’t get angry at her,” Dawn added quickly. “I wondered, well, if I did it, then would I…not see myself? Or see myself as the key, like big giant green ball, and maybe—”
  “Oh Dawn, why would you do that?”
  “Because I want to know,” Dawn replied quietly, “I mean, what better way to really find out about myself than to…see myself. But hey, good news, I exist. Well, Dawn exists. I mean, I didn’t see myself not exist. My room was still here too.”
  “Of course you exist,” Buffy said emphatically, gently taking hold of her sister’s hand, “We went over this remember? You have my blood, Summer’s blood, remember? Me, you and mom. You’re ours.”
  Dawn smiled gratefully, if not a little uncertainly, and nodded. “It’s just…if I only exist because of the Monks’ spell…what if the spell breaks? Will I become a big ball of green stuff again? Would that…I dunno, undo all the memories as well? Would you guys even remember that I existed at all? It’s just a little…freaky, you know. To think that I wouldn’t even exist.”
  Buffy was stunned into silence. None of what Dawn was asking her had ever occurred to her, and she felt a stab of guilt. Here was her baby sister doubting her very existence while she was playing mopey Jane for no discernible reason the past two months. 
  “Dawn, if anyone tries to break the spell, they’ll wish they were never born. I’ll turn them into mush—Slayer feed.”
  Dawn giggled softly. “Promise?”
  “Of course. Remember what I did to Glory? And she was a crazy hellgod. Besides, you’re realer than any of us. You’re supposed to be ancient or something.”
  Dawn smirked. “Huh, does that make me the elder sister then?”
  “Ha-ha, nice try. Now, put all the sand stuff away before mom comes back.”
  The teenager nodded, but lingered in her spot, regarding her sister with an analytical eye. “It’s a good thing that I did the trance though.”
  “Hm? Why’s that?”
  “Cause, um…Buffy, I think there’s a spell on you or something.”
  *
  “Dawn said this?” Giles frowned, stroking his chin lightly, “Why was she doing the trance in the first place?”
  “That…she was just…” Buffy licked her lips. “She was curious. About the spell that made her human. Something of an existing-crisis going on with her.”
  “Dawnie is having an existential crisis?” Willow asked as entered the training room.
  “Um, existing crisis,” Buffy corrected, “I’ll…tell you later. But she said she saw a shroud of something around me while she was under the trance. A spell of some sorts.”
  “Really?” asked Willow in surprise, “What’s going on?”
  “We’re trying to figure that out,” muttered Giles, “Buffy, do you feel or notice anything different?”
  Buffy blinked. Yeah, I definitely feel and notice something different. Everything is different. I feel tired and bruised. Sometimes I feel like I’m rotting from the inside out and I can’t feel anything but...—and the dreams. I have the same crazy dream every night about a stupid box and it’s starting to drive me insane. I should tell you because dreams are so important these days but I can’t ‘cause the words can’t form when I think about it.
  “I—um…no, nothing that weird, really.” She shifted uncomfortably and looked at anything but Giles. 
  “Oh I see,” he said, sounding disappointed.
  “So, can we do this later?” Buffy asked abruptly, “I kinda wanna get to the slaying so I can get to finals studying. We’ll do it tomorrow afternoon. Promise. Just hit the books or something”
  “Well, Buffy I think—”
  “See ya Giles, Willow.” And the Slayer all but ran away from Giles and Willow.
  *
  Buffy patrolled Restfied, again. She was sure no vampire ever came to Restfield now with so much time that she spent there lately. It was always that crypt, that one particular crypt, calling out to her. She would enter it again and again, countless of times, each time hoping something would be different, and each time leaving disappointed. Wasn’t that a definition or insanity or something?
  Her visits to that particular crypt came to define masochism for Buffy. Here, she felt…not peace, it wasn’t peace—peace was cool and blissful—this was as painful as ever. She seem to feel ache deeper in the crypt, the pain more palpable, rotting, like a canker in the soul. Despite the obvious distress it was causing her, she could not keep away. The crypt gave her a very odd sense reassurance. Of Being right. It made no sense, at all, but Buffy was okay with that. 
  It was a while before Buffy started to wonder if the supposed spell on her was connected to her dreams, and it both were connected to this place. She felt the same sting here as she did in the aftermath of her mysterious box dream. 
  *
  When she slept, the dreams came. Or she thought they did. The never remained, and slipped away from her the moment she opened her eyes, warmth flowing away with those dreams. She was only left with the impressions of dreams, of sounds, colors, taste and noise. But there was one thing that was always the same: the black box, and a strange…familiar…voice urging her to open it. She was she sure she never did in her dream. Dream-Buffy, she realized, was frightened by it. 
  It was the same nearly every night: box, open it, fear, loss and emptiness, like creepy broken record. At first she wondered if they were Slayer dreams, but she concluded that it couldn’t be: Slayer dreams were alarmingly lucid, and she always remembered them. She could always draw meaning from them; this was not a Slayer dream.  
  Like always, she woke up to the sun streaming through her blinders and onto her face, the dreams just slipping away. And like always, she was left cold and hollow. For several minutes, she stared at the ceiling, her mind a buzzing blank. A door slammed and knocked her out of her daze. Dawn’s voice rose above the usual sounds of the day starting, dishes clanging, orange juice being poured and pancakes being made. Her mom’s voice urged the teenager to hurry up or she’ll be late—there were keys clanging and door slamming and engines revving and the car driving away. Then silence. Buffy still had not gotten out of bed.
  It was a while before she finally dragged her out of bed. Buffy began to open her drawers, not exactly looking for something but hoping to find something anyways. Like a shirt to remind her she had class that day, or a pencil that told her she had an exam in the next week she should start studying for. This time, when she opened one of her lower drawers, she was met with the sight of a bag of sand and a handful of tall, white candles. The memory of herself doing the trace last year flashed in her mind’s eyes, and a twinge of sandess followed when Riley accompanied the memory.
  Still, she picked up the sand and the candle as Dawn’s words floated into her mind. Not existing huh? To not exist—how devastating. Worse than death, because at least people remember the dead. Because at least death was still being.
  She clutched the items to herself as an idea took hold of her. Right now, her problem was this painful depression she could not even fathom, the strange dreams, the crypt and the spell. She grew more confident with each passing thoughts that they were all connected, somehow in some ways. Perhaps this was something she needs to bring up with Giles and the Scoobies, but it felt wrong to share with them. Felt wrong to involve them. This was between her and—
   She wondered...if she could perhaps see for herself…the source of it all.
  *
  The set up was fast this time around. Sand in a circle, light a candle, sit down, meditate.
  Buffy situated herself in front of the stone sarcophagus. It was late morning so she didn’t have to worry about vampires rising or strolling in to interrupt her. 
  She didn’t know what to expect, but a part of her knew something would come about. Maybe there was spell, she told herself, always drawing to her place. Maybe it was the spell Dawn saw. 
  Well, only one way to find out.
  She took in a long breath and slowly released it, letting herself settle into the reverie. She didn’t know how much time passed as the trance took her deep…deep into a hazy darkness, which eventually passed and a cool, refreshing wind swept away the haziness, leaving her mind still and with that familiar, jarring clarity. Gradually, Buffy opened her eyes, her senses rapidly switching back and forth between muted and heightened. She looked down at herself, hoping to see some sort of spell weaving in and out around her, but there was nothing. 
  Was Dawn mistaken when she said she saw something? Disappointed, Buffy slowly looked up—or it felt like she did—time was wonky when she was in the trance. 
  A surprise gasp escaped her as her eyes fell on the sarcophagus in front of her, as her mind registered what she was seeing. 
  Sitting on the sarcophagus, looking as pleased as he like, with his legs dangling over the edge, with his blue eyes teasing, a smartass smirk and that shock of platinum curls, untamed. 
  Her eyes become hot with tears and that pain, that nagging ache inside her seem to implode, taking away her breath and her ability to breath with it. Worlds, this, other, old, new, real, fake—all burst into her mind, and a whole tidal wave of emotions crashed her heart.
  Then she knew. 
  “Spike?”
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