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Chapter 1

Chapter 1: Times Change, but the Song Stays the Same

This chapter has been edited by the generous slaymesoftly.


Story banner by the talented xaphania.“Dawn!” she yelled from the front door. Buffy looked into the living room and then into the kitchen only to find them empty. Unnerved by the silence, she turned back toward the foot of the stairs and yelled up to the second floor. “Dawn!”



“I’m here Buffy,” Dawn calmly replied. Buffy heard her sister’s response before she appeared at the top of the stairs. She was cradling her left arm. 



Buffy exhaled with relief. Trying to mimic her sister’s calm but unable to keep the whine from her voice, she asked, “What were you thinking last night?”



“When?” Dawn replied with a slight smirk. “When I saved your life or when I said you should grow up?”



Buffy rolled her eyes at the first comment and couldn’t help but laugh bitterly at the second. 



“Dawn, you shouldn’t be taking those kinds of risks anymore." In a whisper, she added, "You don’t need to.” The words sounded stale to Buffy’s ears because they were. She sang this tune every week.



“I could say the same for you, Buffy. There are still other Slayers. They haven’t all died out yet.” 



Buffy refused to flinch at that. “Well maybe they haven’t all died because I do take risks.”



“And the same could be said for me, Buffy.” Dawn had her smug face on now. 



Well, two could have smug-face. “And what would Xander say?” This was the second verse to Buffy's favourite tune.



Dawn sighed to settle her rising irritation. “Buffy, Xander is taking the same risks. Okay, not so much. But more to the point, he respects me enough to let me make my own choices. Unlike you, there’s only one woman in all the world with the power to open dimensional doors.“ 



Buffy raised an eyebrow at that.



“Fine, maybe Willow can do it too, but not without stinky herbs and nosebleeds. And not as often or as easily as I can.” 



Buffy wasn’t convinced. 



“Its what I do, Buffy. It’s what I am. It’s how I’ve been able to make a difference for goodness sakes. You know this.” Dawn was being remarkably patient with her sister today. 



“And Jesse and Joycie?”



“Broken record, much? Buffy, they’re not kids anymore. They’re old enough to have kids, and they’re as committed to the fight as anyone.”



Buffy wasn’t going to win this argument. She never did, because she knew Dawn was right. But she insisted on arguing the point anyway. She knew Dawn had a purpose better than anyone. Dawn was older than any Slayer, if you counted her existence before she was made human. And the only point of her existence had been to unlock dimensional doors. The blood flows, the gates will open. The gates will close when it flows no more. It was only by accident, three years after Sunnydale was destroyed, that they had discovered Dawn didn’t have to die for the blood to stop flowing. It was only then that Dawn realized her power, her potential. 



But Buffy had a purpose too. Dawn had been made human for her to protect, and that mission hadn’t ended with Glory’s death. There would always be a homesick Hell God who could use Dawn if it knew what and where she was. So as far as Buffy was concerned, the less Dawn advertised her ability, the better. 



Although, there was no denying how useful Dawn had been over the years. Not every demon was so easily killed; but plenty of demons could be banished to another dimension if Dawn bled at the right time and place and was protected by Slayers while doing it. So Dawn had devoted herself to discovering the site and seasons of activity of portals around the world and would travel the globe to be of service to Slayers, while keeping a home base in L.A. This had required her further developing her talent for ancient and demon languages, a talent passed down to her children — both now seasoned scholars for the new Watcher’s Council in London. Understanding and developing the Key had become a family affair. 



Of course, Xander wasn't really all that keen on understanding how to utilize the Key. Even in high school, he had been less interested in the fight than he had been in supporting and protecting his friends. Joining the fight had been the means to do that. So researching portals and occasionally shadowing Dawn in the field was his way of protecting his wife. The problem was, Dawn didn’t always go into the field with Xander and a cadre of Slayers. At fifty-seven, she was still as impulsive as a teenager at times.



The other problem was, of course, that at fifty-seven, Dawn was no longer as quick. There had been plenty of narrow escapes over the years, and injuries to show for it. Last night was no exception. Dawn had got word from Joycie that Buffy was on the hunt for a particularly vicious Dragvlok demon that had left a trail of bodies from Vegas to Bakersfield. She'd known Buffy would attempt to cut him down before he made it to L.A. because he would make a beeline for the Slayers there. And it was far too convenient for Buffy to take him down herself, since she lived between Bakersfield and L.A. He’d be passing by her very doorstep. The Dragvlok should have known that, but then, they weren’t particularly thoughtful, nor were they at all fearful of Slayers. At least seven Slayers in California alone had been killed by a Dragvlok. 



So Dawn had been hot on her sister’s trail. Joycie had told Buffy of the Dragvlok’s whereabouts, and had told her mother about Buffy’s plans. Of course, she had assumed her mum would take back-up. In the end, Buffy did what she did best. Dawn’s sudden appearance behind the Dragvlok distracted the demon as he had Buffy momentarily pinned to a tree and she regained the advantage after he took a swipe at Dawn. She beheaded the Dragvlok with her trusted scythe. Then she hacked him into seven pieces for every Slayer he had murdered. 



Buffy had never been uncertain of victory. The Key hadn’t really been needed, and wouldn’t have been much help anyway. There wasn’t a dimensional portal for 10 miles. So there had been no point in Dawn getting slashed by his claws. 



It wasn’t a serious injury thankfully, just a wake-up call that Dawn was still placing herself in unnecessary danger. Buffy had silently patched her sister up at her place and would have driven Dawn home had Dawn not insisted she was fine to drive herself. 



Still, there was no winning the argument with her sister, so Buffy accepted defeat and changed the subject to now more important matters. 



“How’s the arm Dawnie?” she enquired with sisterly concern.



“It hurts,” she said simply. “But wounds always do. It’ll heal Buffy… with time.” She spoke the last words with some sadness. They both knew that time didn’t just heal wounds. It inflicted them, too. Dawn understood why she and Buffy were destined to continue this argument for the rest of her natural life. 



Buffy didn’t want to lose her. 



The Slayer looked upon her sister with a mixture of deep admiration and love before ascending the stairs. She took in her long brown locks, greying more every day. She was as lovely and graceful a middle-aged woman as she had been a girl, but with a preternatural composure borne from surviving countless wars and not a few apocalypses. There was a light in her eyes too — nurtured by the love of two amazing children and the devotion of one of the best men Buffy had ever known. Dawn was full of love. Buffy could not have been happier for her sister. She had gotten the life Buffy had always wanted for her.



Buffy gave Dawn one of her trademark suffocating embraces. There were no tears to hold back, though. They had all been shed years ago. 



“Any plans for the day?” Buffy asked her sister with sudden cheerfulness.



“Packing. I promised Joycie and Jesse that I wouldn’t miss my flight again, so I figured I’d pack during the day, freeing me up for any unforseen action tonight before the flight tomorrow morning.” 



“There will be no unforseen action, Dawnie, that the Slayers in town can’t handle.”



“Yeah, yeah. So did you drive all the way down here hoping for a last-minute sisters' shopping trip or were you just checking up on me?” Slaying had never quite killed the shopping bug in Buffy, though her purchases had become decidedly more practical. 



“Just checking up. Also, spring sales are over.” 



“Buffy I don’t think machetes are ever on sale,” Dawn teased. 



“True. But I could use a pair of fashionable but steel point boots. Like I said, just checking up. It’s only an hour’s drive anyway. What else is there to do during the day? No demons to slay,” she shrugged. “And I couldn’t sleep, anyway, for worry about you.”



“You’re becoming more vampiric in your sleep habits every year you know,” Dawn warned. 



“Grr. Arrgh.” Buffy scrunched up her face in her best bumpy impression.



“Funny.”



“Yeah well, a Council salary will do that to you. Daytime is for shopping and sleeping,” she said chirpily. 



“Don’t forget sunbathing” Dawn added. “For someone who’s spent the last five years back in California, you’re awfully pale Buffy.”



“Hey!” 



“Just saying. Why don’t you head to the beach for a nap while there’s still a bit of sun?” 



Dawn wasn’t sure why she made the suggestion. Buffy hadn’t been to the beach since Jesse and Joycie were little and the family would take trips back to California from London. She had taken enthusiastically to the Aunty role when the kids were young, and she was full of life then — more focused on family than ever before. The Slayer had taken a bit of a backseat to Aunty Buffy in those days. 



But after the kids were grown, there had been nothing to keep the Slayer from taking over Buffy’s life. Especially when the other Slayers started dying off too quickly and new ones didn’t emerge to replace them. Buffy’s mission came into sharper focus then. She was losing her Slayer family — a family she had birthed when she tasked Willow with awakening them all. The blood of every dead Slayer was on her hands now. If she didn’t stem the slaughter, she’d find herself alone. Alone with the burden of protecting the world. Alone with the weight of her guilt. Alone with a soul bathed in blood. So at some point Buffy stopped being a Slayer. 



She became a hunter. 



In the best shape of her life, Buffy was stronger, more flexible and twice as fast. She had spent twenty-five years in Europe training Slayers in London, and the challenge of besting hundreds of girls time and again had honed her skills. Every trick a new Slayer threw at her, Buffy adopted, until there was no Slayer who could handle her repertoire of moves. And every time Buffy went into the field, she fought alone. If there was a free Slayer in battle, she sent her to help her sisters. So after forty years of training with Slayers and battling with demons, Buffy had ascended to a level of skill no other Slayer could reach. 



After London, Buffy had spent ten years travelling the world to support and teach the Slayers who had refused to go to London. Not all of them wanted to use their power, and there were plenty outside of Europe who were too proud to accept instruction from a California blond named Buffy. They didn’t know their history. So she did the best she could and always left the door open for them to seek help from the Council when needed. After a decade roaming the world, Buffy had been desperate to replant roots, and so when Dawn and Xander had decided to leave London for the warmer weather of L.A. in their later years, she decided to follow. 



But L.A. really wasn’t her scene. Been there, done that, thanks for the memories. Also, it was Angel’s town. So she moved an hour north to a sleepy Sunnydale-esque town of law-abiding citizens who remained blissfully oblivious to the devils that walked among them. There were plenty of demons to kill in Santa Lucia and plenty to hunt in nearby Bakersfield and L.A. 



She was efficient in her work these days: fish’ em out, cut’ em down. No time for quips and batting around her toys before the kill. She couldn’t kill enough in a night. The more she hunted, the fewer the other Slayers had to. Like a lioness, she killed to protect her cubs. These days, she was always on the hunt. 



And hunters didn’t sunbathe.



“Maybe another day” she lied. “The beach will still be there.” There was a moment of awkward silence between the pair. Taking a deep breath she decided, “Well, I guess I’ll leave you to pack for London, then. Just let me run to the bathroom and I’ll be out of your fine but greying hair.” 



“Hey!”



Buffy couldn’t help but giggle. Dawn was still an easy target sometimes. The women shared a small smile before Buffy took her sister’s face in her hands and kissed her forehead like the mother she had never quite been. “Take care of yourself Dawnie. Give my love to the rug rats.”



“You could come you know,” Dawnie added.



“I know, but the Slayers in London have the Council and the Coven. Someone needs to back up the California girls. This isn’t a good time to leave them alone. There’ll be more Dragvloks coming to L.A. soon if Angel’s sources are right.” 



“Alright. Well, let yourself out. I’ll be burrowed in my closet for the next hour.”



“I love you Dawn. Be careful.”



“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to get a blood clot in my leg on the flight over.” Buffy narrowed her eyes at that. Dawn could be such a smart ass. Dawn giggled, “I meant, right back at ya.” The younger sister turned towards her bedroom and the arduous task of packing for a month away. She was looking forward to seeing the kids again. Xander had headed out two days earlier to catch Willow before she headed to Scotland for a week. He had telephoned that morning to tell her there was some exciting news. She was hoping that meant wedding bells for Joycie and the other Watcher she’d been dating for years. 



Buffy headed to the bathroom. Closing the door behind her, she caught her reflection in the oversized mirror over the sink. She supposed she should cut her hair soon. It was almost to her waist, a little heavy when it was down, and it tended to bounce when she… deciding not to finish that thought, she faced the mirror head on. She rarely looked in the mirror at home, but there was no avoiding it in Dawn’s bathroom. She noticed she had gotten curvier in the last few years on an American diet, but she was pleased to see that she was mainly muscle, lean and limber. She took in her face next. Huh. She was pale, she realized. How had she not noticed? Bending closer to the mirror, she inspected her face from different angles. She really wasn’t the sun-kissed girl of her youth anymore, with skin so pale. 



But in forty years, time had changed little else. 





* * *



[Three weeks earlier]



“Toohey’s Old, mate, and make it quick.”



“G’day to you too, mate,” the demon bartender countered with annoyance. 



Spike was in no mood for pleasantries. He was hurting in all the wrong places, and not in a good way. Yeah he was still the Slayer of Slayers, but one Slayer at a time for fucks sake. Not even ol’ Bat Face in his prime could have taken on a pack of seven Slayers. Hell, not even the poncy Immortal could have survived what Spike just had. He was the luckiest vamp on the planet for surviving that ambush, and he was pretty sure a broken rib had ruptured his spleen. 



“Bloody hell” he groaned as he tipped the bottle to his busted lip and felt a stabbing pain in his side. Immortality could be a real bitch sometimes. Unrelenting debilitating pain sure as hell hadn’t been in the bloody brochure. 



It was his own fault, he knew. The Council of Wankers didn’t know he’d survived the Hellmouth, let alone L.A.; and even if they had, ol’ Rupes would’ve been too happy to rectify the situation. Well, the Watcher is dead now, he considered with mixed feelings. He wouldn’t have told the Slayers anything good about Spike, that he knew. No doubt the prat had given Willow and the Slayers credit for the Hellmouth closing. Fair enough. They had all done their part. Anyway, who was he to demand gratitude? He had more blood on his hands than the First. Hell, the First didn’t even have hands. Come to think of it, neither did Spike once. Thanks to a Slayer. 



It was bloody inconvenient being a White Hat when everyone assumed he was still a Big Bad just because he had fangs. Everywhere he went — Chile, Turkey, Botswana, Nepal, you name it — he’d have to contend with a Slayer. Make that packs of Slayers. He was a better demon fighter when he let out his own, but the Slayers would just see two monsters in a tussle — not a White Hat doing their bloody job. 



Angel could have given the Slayers a heads up he supposed, but not without giving away Spike’s identity. And there was that. Spike wasn’t sure why he was so set on keeping his identity a secret all these years. Demons still knew who he was, of course, but they didn’t give him much trouble, or at least no more trouble than he could handle. But the Slayers would be off his back if he outed himself. 



But there was Buffy. 



She’d be around sixty now, he thought. Bloody hell, that was a hard thing to comprehend. Buffy old. She wasn’t supposed to live to see thirty. No other Slayer had. But he knew she was alive. The Poof would have told him otherwise. Plus, he had heard her name thrown around in more than one demon bar over the years — the name she would never relinquish that is: The Slayer. He’d hear something to the effect of The Slayer sicked her bitches after me from time to time. She must have settled nicely into the general role, he thought. No doubt she fought the good fight for a while before she settled down. She had always wanted a normal life, after all. 



So he figured the Slayer to have long been domesticated - a loving wife and mother — hell, a yummy grandmum by now — healthy, happy… and finished. She would’ve filled-out nicely, but she’d still be fit he reckoned. A glorious matriarch to a world of Slayers. 



She didn’t need to know about him, he insisted. What would he be to her after all these years? Nothing more than a semi-fond memory from a forgotten time. Or worse, a painful reminder of one of her darkest periods — not her hero come home. Not the knight in shining leather whose hand she held as the Hellmouth crumbled around them. Fuck that was a beautiful moment. Spike turned over his right hand and traced the scar in his palm that time wouldn’t fade. 



So he knew why he could never tell her. After all this time, he was no longer to her what he had been — whatever that was. She hadn’t loved him, he knew. But she had cared enough to say as much as he started to burn. That was something. Hell that was everything — the most he ever had in his unlife anyway.



She shouldn’t have mattered so much to him anymore. Forty years should have lessened the hurt, dampened the love. But that’s the funny thing about time when you’re immortal. Forty years is nothing. It’s like, because the body doesn’t age, the heart doesn’t either. Or the mind. Spike could remember with perfect clarity the first time he and Buffy had kissed when they weren’t under a spell, just as clearly as he could remember the pain he felt when he saw her kiss Angel after the night Spike held her in his arms. He could remember the smell of her sweat, the sounds she made when he touched her, the expression on her face when she came, the way she glowed when she was happy, the fact that he had never made her glow. 



And then there was the sad and beautiful fact that she was surely no longer what she had been: his fierce and fearless warrior-goddess with a damaging right hook. She would have handed over the reins to the bitty Slayers years ago. That was a good thing, he supposed. She deserved to rest, should’ve rested long ago. But fuck had he loved to watch her dance. 



She’d still be a goddess though - he was sure - just a greying, domestic one. William would have adored growing old with her. She’d be elegant, but strong, like his own mum had been. Maybe even wise. And still one hell of a woman.



But he wasn’t William. He was Spike. Still young. Still undead. Were he to face her now, she’d just see a freakish reminder of how different they were, how little he belonged in her world. How wrongly he fit. Stop it, he chided himself. Thoughts of Buffy only set him to brooding, and the world didn’t need another brooding bastard.



“Another Toohey’s mate.” He was nowhere close to being drunk yet. Maybe he should order a bottle of Jack, he thought. Didn’t seem right to him though, drinking Tennessee whiskey in Sydney. When in Rome and all that rot. They had some half decent beers in Oz he would admit, better than the Yanks made, but not as good as home. Seemed proper to drink a local schooner. Just have to drink a case of ‘em. Good thing the last demon he killed had some dosh to nick. 



Come to think about it, good thing the Slayers weren’t too tough either. He had barely survived his battles with Xin Rong and Nikki Wood. Seven Slayers should have killed him on superior numbers alone. The skill wasn’t there though, or the ferocity. Spike reckoned their travelling in packs made them soft — too reliant on superhuman back-up and too inexperienced in going all out — fist and fangs — in a battle to survive. That’s how Buffy had gotten too good to beat. Sure she had the Scoobies in an apocalypse, but she sent Angel to hell on her own. She bested Spike in the harsh light of day. 



Their numbers were dwindling fast too, the Slayers, especially the further you got from London. Used to be you couldn’t walk two blocks without sniffing out a Slayer. Plenty of them seemed rogue too, or at least not yet under the thumb of the Council of Wankers. Too many, too dispersed, he supposed. That meant they weren’t trained in centuries-old fighting techniques and demonology and whatnot. Some of the chits seemed to think a stake could kill anything. Well a stake can kill a new-born Slayer too. They learned that much. Sad, really. None of those girls had to die if they hadn’t been called. They could have been tucked warm in their beds every night, not out trolling cemeteries. But then, who knows how many people they had saved because they had been called. No use questioning the state of things now, he supposed. It was giving him a headache, anyway.



He had to get out of Oz, he decided; and not just because it was no fun finding dead Slayers on every corner, and even less fun getting beat down by packs of ‘em he could’ve easily bested in smaller numbers. It was too bloody sunny Down Under. The locals were always boasting about having the highest number of sunny days per year or some such thing. Sunshine and no subways. It was inconvenient as hell for a vamp accustomed to getting around by day. And anyway, it had been a month since he’d slaughtered that pair of Dragvloks he’d been hunting. Time to move on.



He just needed a place to go. 



Spike supposed he could always check in with the Poof. He usually rang Spike when he had a job in some far corner of the world that needed a tough bastard with nothing to lose. Hence the Dragvloks, who had been picking off Slayers like sausage on pizza ever since an army of them had blown up the Dragvlok homeland in Vancouver. They were vicious by nature and bloody tough to kill, especially for a Slayer, now that the Dragvloks wanted vengeance.



Spike hated to ring the Poof though. It looked too needy. He preferred Angel ring him because he was needy. He supposed he could always drop into L.A. on some pretence of passing through, and ever-so-subtly see what kind of action the Poof knew about. Angel would be shocked to see him, and none too pleased. Spike hadn’t stepped foot in California since the battle with the Black Thorn when everything went to shit. He had just started to fit in with a group again when they all got slaughtered. Even Big Blue. Only Spike and Angel had survived the bloodbath, and barely. And while they had come to tolerate each other at Wolfram and Hart, and had developed something of a working relationship, it was never going to hold up with just the two of them. They weren’t friends for fucks sake. They were just the only survivors of the destruction of what Angel had built for himself there. That’s probably why Angel seemed to want Spike to stay out of L.A. Ol’ Spike had become a painful reminder to everyone. 



So Spike had left California — the place of some very spectacular kickings of his ass. The place where he had lost the few friends he had managed to make in a century. The place where he had once meant something to a woman who had long since moved on and grown old. He wondered where she was now. 



Fuck it. He was bored, and killing random demons was fun, but unfulfilling. He preferred a mission, the tougher the better. And the Saviour of Slayers had a noble ring to it. So he’d get the heads up from the Poof on where the Dragvloks were hunting Slayers now and derive a small bit of pleasure from shocking Gramps. 



Spike dropped a twenty on the bar, pocketed his smokes, and headed to the back door. 



After forty years, Spike was headed back to L.A.
If you liked this chapter, please review!

Chapter 2

Chapter 2: A Time to Dance

Previously in Time's Fool...



Dawn heads to London to see the kids, Buffy slayed a Dragvlok, and Spike decides to head back to California after forty years away. 


Buffy leisurely punched in the code to the converted warehouse and entered after a lazy sweep of the area behind her. There was no point in being discreet. She had no doubt that any demons lurking about the neighbourhood knew it was Slayer Central. 

As seedy as the place looked from the outside, Buffy had to admit it was quite posh on the inside. The warehouse had been converted years ago to the L.A. training and command centre. It was well fitted with a computer room, multiple training rooms, a weapons room and a communal kitchen on the lower level, as well as sleeping quarters for two dozen on the second floor. Only eight Slayers took up permanent residence there at the moment. Six former residents had died in the last two years. The other L.A. Slayers weren’t the dorm room types, and preferred to live on their own in better parts of the city. 

Buffy kept a room there too, the smallest one in the West corner of the building. She didn't spend much time there – preferring to give the Slayers a bit of breathing room. She typically came once a month to conduct training sessions and to patrol with the girls overnight to observe and help if needed. If she was too tired to head home, she’d sleep there, but it wasn’t long before she’d hit the road for home. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to support them. She would have moved into the warehouse if they had wanted her to. She owed them that much. But they wanted to do things their way – keeping the Council at a distance. And whether she agreed with them or not, they considered Buffy a part of the establishment – someone to be kept at arms length until needed. She couldn’t fault them for that attitude. It was hers once. And to be honest, she preferred her independence.

She'd already checked in on the warehouse that month, but she might as well give them a personal heads up about the Dragvlok she had killed. He'd been the most feared member of his clan and the girls would be relieved that he was sliced and diced. Also, he had confirmed Angel’s claim that more would be coming. She knew that already. The girls didn’t though.

It wasn’t yet dusk, so the girls were still indoors. She found Gina and Pipa in the central common room discussing their planned routes for the night. 

“I’m not taking Venice Beach alone tonight Gina.” Hanging back in the shadows, Buffy warmed at the sight of Pipa. With her ash blond curls in a pixie cut and her round, grey eyes, even when she argued Pipa looked sweet. 

“Well you know I got Watts, girl” Gina replied. “That’s my territory, Pip. Period. I know the streets. I know the peeps. I can get info on the DL from my homegirls. I’d love to help you out, Pip, I would; but somebody’s gotta patrol Compton and Watts, and I can’t take you with me."

"Why not? I could take Compton, you could take Watts. Easy-peasy."

"Pip, cause ain’t nobody gonna talk to no white girl over there. Wish it wasn’t so, but there it is. Girl, look at yourself. Your jeans have friggin' sparkles on them. What's that about? And the T-shirt. 'Vote for Pedro'. Who the hell is he?"

"It's funny! He's -"

"Look, point is, in the hood, they’d trust you about as much as a vamp. Best you take another part of town you can handle on your own. Get the Ellens to take Venice Beach.”

“Ooh, good thought! Carla and and Sal can take Venice Beach and I’ll take Torrance. Since they insist on being together, let them take the hot spot. I like this plan. This is workable." Buffy noticed how Pipa folded her arms over her chest with satisfaction, while trying to subtly hide her T-shirt.

She liked these two Slayers. They were devoted to the mission and to each other. They were the two Slayers most in contact with the Council, and it was their idea to organize monthly training sessions with Buffy. They accepted help and knew that no one was more qualified to back them up than Buffy. They'd even managed to convince the rest of the girls of that fact. But they were still independent spirits. The notion of leaving their hometown for London to train was absurd to them, and they didn’t want Council types running the show in the city. But they respected the Council for what it was and kept in contact. They had good heads on their shoulders, these two. It was probably why they were the longest surviving of the group.

“Hey ladies,” Buffy interjected.

“Oh, snap! We didn't even hear you come in, sis!" Gina stood up to her full six feet and Buffy couldn't help but feel small. Gina had a wonderful mix of strength and gracefulness about her that didn't quite match the way she spoke. Everything about her was like caramel: her flawless complexion, the seductiveness of her voice, the way she was so fluid when she moved. Buffy noticed that Gina always styled her hair the same way: in tight corn rows ending in a thick, long ponytail. She wondered if the hair style and slang were Gina's way of fitting in back home.

“Buffy! Oh no. Is something wrong?" Pipa asked.

“Nothing we can’t handle, Pipa.” Buffy hoped that sounded mildly reassuring.

"You sure? Cause it's not like there hasn't been plenty we couldn't handle - exhibit A being the climbing death rate around here."

"Yeah, well, that was them, Pip. This is us. Buffy's saying we can handle it. Right?" Gina reassured. 

Buffy hesitated. "If we're smart, yes. If we stick together. Speaking of which, what's going on with Carla and Sally?"

Pipa answered with a groan. "Ever since they started dating last month, they've been inseparable. It was sweet at first, but now, not so much. Mainly because they've started keeping to themselves. They look out for each other more than anyone else, which, I guess makes sense. I mean, if I had a kid, or a sister or something, I'd feel a special responsibility for keeping them safe, but..."

"They ain't blood," Gina interrupted. "They're Slayers. And Slayers have bigger responsibilities than that." 

Buffy grimaced at that. Had she sacrificed Dawn all those years ago, she never would have died and been brought back. The First would never had grown strong from the imbalance of power. 

And these girls would never have been called.

"Well... I get that they want to protect each other. That's not a bad thing. Not ideal, but not bad. Work with it for the moment. Don't push. But it sounds like you're doing that already."

"But we're supposed to be a family, Buffy," Pipa said.

“You still are, Pipa. Hey, think you could round up the girls for a quick talk before patrol? I’ve got some good news and some… well, other news.”

“Uh, sure.” Pipa looked worried. Granted, Pipa always looked worried, but it’s probably what kept her alive. She never worried unnecessarily. It was pretty hard to do since there was always something to worry about. Buffy watched as Pipa shuffled away in the direction of the weapons room. The girls were no doubt carefully choosing their weapons for the night, depending on where they planned on patrolling. Some neighbourhoods were crawling with vamps. Others were favoured by more exotic species. 

“Guys, Buffy’s here!” Pipa yelled towards the weapons room. She went to the foyer and shouted the same up the stairwell. 


Buffy winced inwardly. She hoped she wouldn't ruin everyone's night before it had begun.

Pipa led the six girls back into the common room, Carla and Sal trailing behind. Some had brought their weapons of choice with them and Buffy was suddenly struck with the urge to say, "Do we really need weapons for this?" But no one would get the joke. 

"Hey girls." Buffy gave them her biggest smile. 

"Hey," they replied in unison. 

"So what's up, Buffy? I don't have a lot of time. I got a tip on a couple of Fyarls in Reseda and the longer I'm here, the colder their trail gets." Sonny reminded Buffy of Kennedy: overconfident and pushy, but brave. 

"Are you taking back-up?"

"Did you, when you were the one and only?"

"I didn't have it, Sonny. You do."

"What's the matter Sergeant Summers, afraid I'll outshine you? You know, us mere mortals don't have forever to leave our mark. We have actual lives to risk, and the best we can hope for is a bit of glory before we go. You're not denying me that. I don't care who you are."

"Death, glory and sod all else," she mused. 

"Basically." 

Oh, had she said that out loud? Buffy regathered herself. "You're right, Sonny. I can't deny you that. And you're right that fighting alone will make you better - if it doesn't kill you. Look, I'm not the general of a Slayer army anymore - more like special ops maybe... the point being, I'm just another Slayer in a world that's full of them, and I'd like it to stay that way." Sonny sat down on the arm of a chair, relaxing her shoulders, but still looked Buffy in the eyes.

"Sonny, I'm not eager to be 'the only girl in all the world' again. I fought alone when I had to, but I always accepted help when it was on offer. I wouldn't have survived high school without help. You won't always have it, so take it when you do. Going alone against vamps is one thing, or even against one Fyarl; but taking on two... It's not worth the risk right now. There's -"

"Why? What's so special about now?" Pipa interrupted.

Taking a deep breath, Buffy replied, "First, the good news. Gozen."

"The Dragvlok?!" more than one Slayer questioned.

"Ziplocked." Buffy laughed shyly at the cheers and howls that followed, and she was pretty sure she heard a “Booyakasha!” in the mix. 

"That's what's up! No lie, sis, that's what's up."

"Thanks, Gina, uh...I think."

"She means way to go Buffy," Pipa explained. "Great job, Buffy, really. Maybe that'll send a message to the others to back off, no?"

"Yeah, that's the... other news."

"Spill." Sonny, of course.

"According to Angel's sources, more are coming."

"Fuck Angel." Gina really did have a way with words.

"Um, okay. I mean, moving on... Gozen confirmed as much. He was boasting during the fight about how they were planning an attack on the Slayers in L.A.... a genocide, he called it." 

Buffy hadn't expected to be met with silence. At that, the few Slayers that had remained standing immediately sat down - everyone positioned on the sofas that formed a circle in the middle of the room. Buffy alone remained standing. Clearly, she was expected to continue.

"Although they hate all Slayers on principle, the Dragvloks' need for vengeance seems to be especially directed at us, since we're the ones responsible for destroying their homestead or whatever. So," she sighed. "What few that are left...they're headed our way."

"Few?" Sonny, of course.

"Uh... Less than thirty, we think." Holding her breath and looking around the circle, Buffy was certain she'd ruined their night after all. Gina was now staring intently at a crack in the floor. Sal was holding Carla's hand tight to her breast. Pipa was wringing her T-shirt as if to tie a knot to match the one in her stomach. Even Sonny looked less than confident, her eyes darting from one Slayer to the next as if to size up the quality of her back-up. 

After several minutes, Carla's response was barely audible: "You'd think we have enough variety of demon itching to kill a Slayer already."

"And too many that've already done it," Sal added, head down.

Pipa stood up. "What about the Council? Surely they can send reinforcements." 

Darn. Time for some dashing of hopes. "Normally, yeah. Now, no. The Council is spread thin, and there's a few hot spots around the world at the moment where the local populations are at risk without the protection of Slayers. The Council won't abandon the local communities to send Slayers to protect Slayers." Buffy paused, before explaining, "I'm the reinforcements."

. . . 

Well that went well, Buffy thought with characteristic sarcasm. 

She was headed home now as quickly as she could - her black Mini going almost twice the speed limit - which felt great with the top down and her hair flying behind her. The wind was cold and sharp, making her tear, but it helped to strip away the gloom.

Buffy hadn't given them the “Some of you will die speech.” These weren’t Potentials. They'd gotten the memo, and it had been written in the blood of their sisters. The Slayers who had died in L.A. had fallen to less ferocious demons than the Dragvloks. It was because the Dragvloks were so deadly that the Slayers had formed a small army to burn them out where they had lived. They had been easier to kill fleeing their caves on fire. No, Buffy didn't need to tell them the risks, and she couldn't reassure them that they would be left standing in the end. All she could do was tell them the one thing that was certain and true.

“You’re not alone.”

It was only a small consolation to them, though. Buffy couldn’t be everywhere at once, all the time. She understood that, and so she sympathized with them. But she envied them too. 

No one would ever be saying those words to her. 

Sooner or later, they’d all be gone.

Buffy tried to focus on the darkening skies ahead of her as she drove the winding road to Santa Lucia. Though she still hated driving, she had gotten pretty good at it. And when she had finally mastered a stick shift, she had felt like a god.

She hated to miss sunset in Santa Lucia. It was a particularly beautiful time of day in the sleepy town, and dusk brought out the richest colour of even the drabbest building or patch of grass. It also brought out the more impatient of its nocturnal residents, whose overeagerness for a bit of murder and mayhem made them easy pickings for her.

Sadly, she arrived just after dusk. She eased the car into her driveway and headed straight to the kitchen at the back of the house. She loved her kitchen. For someone who hated cooking, she spent a good deal of time there. Yellow and cheerful, the kitchen had huge sliding doors opening out onto the small but tidy backyard, and the central island reminded her of the one back in Sunnydale. She was fond of sitting at the island and gazing out back at her two peach trees. She’d eat the peaches when they were ripe, but took the greatest pleasure in watching the rabbits and other furries cautiously approach the fallen fruit. She would wake up around 1:00 pm most days and head straight to her kitchen island for yoghurt and bagels. Later, she’d have a sandwich there before patrol, and then a sugary post-slayage snack there when she got home. 

She was usually too wired to go straight to bed after patrol, so she’d snuggle into her living room couch with a glass of Shiraz to watch a movie. These days it was more Kung Fu flicks and B creature features on SciFi – the ones where the blond chick always trips in the forest as she clumsily runs away. You’d think these movies would annoy her. They did actually, and she would scream at the girls on the screen to do this or that. But she couldn’t stop watching them. She wasn’t sure why. 

The house was a real gem. It was small – one storey with two bedrooms and one bathroom - but charming. In the living-dining room she had large bay windows overlooking the front yard with cozy window seats, a working fireplace, and hardwood floors. In the partly refinished basement she kept an impressive collection of weapons recovered from various demons she had slayed over the years. It also held a collection of free weights, a punching bag and a floor mat for tumbling exercises. The bedrooms were simple and adjoined by a decent sized bathroom with a tub. The guest bedroom had never been occupied, but she still made the bed up with fresh linen every month. 

Buffy made herself a sandwich before patrol and sat down at her island to review the map of Santa Lucia that she had been marking up. Three girls had disappeared in the last week, but there was no pattern which she could detect from their addresses. They were all young, in their early 20’s. With no college in town, that meant their mostly like hang out was one of the two clubs in town: the Loft or the Basement. Maybe something was snatching the girls from the clubs. This called for a decidedly less practical outfit then. Something sexy. Situations rarely called for sexy anymore. This was good: a doable challenge requiring fashionable clothes to take her mind off the Dragvloks killing her rapidly shrinking family. Downing the last bite of her sandwich with a Diet Coke, she headed to her bedroom to get dressed to kill. 

Time to dance.

If you're still reading, please review. We're all writing fic to entertain you guys, so we need motivation to continue! 



Okay, we're also writing to fulfill our own fantasies, but still. Review, please.

Chapter 3

Chapter 3: What Time Won't Change

Previously in Time's Fool...



Buffy met with the L.A. Slayers to warn them about the Dragvloks plan for vengeance, and then returned to her home base of Santa Lucia, one hour north of L.A., to investigate a case of three missing girls.



*  *  *



This chapter is all Spike.   :-)Christ, the world was slow to change sometimes. L.A. didn’t look all that different from the last time Spike was there. The cars were electric and a bit more space-age, and there was plenty more steel and glass than brick and mortar. But the changes were all superficial. People never changed 

Look at him.

He looked the same, obviously, though he had ditched the bleach. Sixty years of bleaching his hair had finally gotten tiresome, and it had gotten too bloody hard to do it in the farthest corners of the world. His hair was now a natural dirty blond. Still slicked back though. He had standards. 

And black never went out of style. Whatever the country, he could always find a town that sold black jeans and T-shirts, or at least some variation on the theme. He had had to mix things up a bit with a few Army style black sweaters and cargo pants, but his look was still there since he wore them nice and fitted. He had ditched the Doc Martins long ago for a pair of R.M. Williams retrofitted with steel points and serrated blades at the back. They were much better suited for his kind of work these days. He had slimmed down a bit, too, since the last time he was in L.A. - not to the scrawny ponce he had been as a fledge - but back to his fighting best. Brawling with demons the world over and fending off clueless Slayers would do that. 

He was well and recovered from his tussle with the Aussie Slayers. After buying four Sydney butcher shops out of pigs' blood, he was well prepared for the journey by cargo ship across the Pacific. Drinking cold blood from an Eski for weeks hadn't been a picnic, but it had got the job done. He'd paid the ship's captain plenty of dosh to let him wander aboard freely, so there'd always been blokes to beat at poker over a pint, and a few of the lads had told some half decent stories. The real struggle had come when he had been alone on the top deck, hypnotised by the undulations of the water. His mental discipline would weaken, and he would inevitably think about the last time he had been in California. It wasn't L.A. he had thought about though.

After three weeks on that bloody ship, Spike reckoned he had relived every meaningful moment he could remember of his time in Sunnyhell. The memories had bubbled forth like a body at sea that refused to sink. The problem wasn't that the memories were bad - though most of them were. The memories just forced to the surface feelings for her that wouldn't bloody die - no matter how deeply he tried to bury them.

It had taken his death at Drusilla's fangs to reveal his infantile infatuation with Cecily for what it was; and it had taken more than a century for him to accept that his blind, unrequited devotion to Drusilla hadn't been what the poets had praised. No, he had learned about real love when he had died in the Hellmouth - a man made sacrificial burnt offering to the Powers that Be - merely for the life and the world of one girl.

When their hands and eyes had come together at his last moments, and she had whispered the sweetest lie ever told; real, honest-to-God, unadulterated love was born of the most self-less kind - effacing all previous incarnations his love had taken for her. 

When Spike had been cheated of a hero's farewell, and had materialized out of the amulet, his love for her had returned too, but with some older, childish elements. But it had fully matured - he believed - when he had resolved to let her go. She had never belonged in the dark with him. And more importantly, she had never wanted the dark. Never wanted him. 

Still, Spike had only been able to let her go, by refusing to let her in. At his most vulnerable moments, when his thoughts would turn to her, he would drink, brawl or shag them away. And when his chest would feel too tight, or when an ache would settle over his breast, he would refuse to give it meaning, consider its source, or acknowledge its significance. Whenever Angel discussed her, he would stay silent on the subject, or allow himself only the one question.

So the heartache was bearable, as long as Spike kept her out of his mind, and he had showed excellent discipline in that regard ninety percent of the time. At least, until the trip back to L.A. Three weeks of cold pigs' blood had healed fresh wounds, but his memories had reopened old ones.

When his ship had finally docked in L.A., Spike had been desperate to leave the memories at sea, floating on those cold undulating waves. As always, he hadn't been so lucky. Bitter scenes from the past stubbornly stayed with him, weighing him down like a shroud. 

So once in the city, Spike headed to the first demon bar he could find - reckoning he deserved the good stuff, He had picked the right joint too, because more than one demon there could tell him where the Poof lived. He was infamous in that town. First he was Angelus, former Scourge of Europe; then Angel of the tortured soul; then Angelus again, and back again; then the head of Wolfram & Hart; and then the vamp with the balls to take them on, in a backstreet alley. Most demons figured him for dead after that. And yet here is again, risen from the ashes, blah, blah, blah. The bloke changed allegiances so much, demons couldn’t keep up. So they mostly just kept away from him. As much as Spike would love to do the same, he was feeling aimless and wanted intel on the next Dragvlok requiring his funeral services. So after a few days sleep at a Hotel Six, he headed towards Angel’s place just as dusk was settling.

He reached the neighborhood after nightfall and stood across the street from the house to size up the place. He hadn’t figured Angel would keep a three-storey house, but he supposed it was more private than a high-rise apartment with nosy neighbours, and it probably had a basement. It reminded him a bit of the old mansion on Crawford Street in Sunnydale, only brighter and stucco. He guessed Angel didn’t mind recalling that chapter in history. Well it had been more a low point for Spike on the humiliation scale than Angel, though Angelus had him beat on the evil meter then. Evil or shame, take your bloody pick. He thought about that one. Watching Angelus fuck the love of your life while you’re stuck in a wheelchair waiting for Drusilla to feed you a puppy? Ugh. Spike would take evil any bloody day.

Crossing the street in long strides, he was about to barge in, when the Poof ruined his plan by opening the door, and his stupid mouth:

“Spike?"

Spike raised an eyebrow in reply. 

"Spike," he repeated blankly.

"You said that already, mate." Angel looked like a fish choking for air... like an angel fish. He stifled a chuckle.

"What are you doing here?” 

“Nice to see you too Gramps. I’d ask you to invite me in, but you’re a dead son of a bitch, so move over and let me through.” Angel didn’t move for a good ten seconds, before he let him into the foyer.

“So what's going on? Why are you back in L.A.?” 

Was it really that big a deal to the tosser? Curious. But Spike wasn’t about to let Angel know that. “Why not? It’s been forty years for christsakes. Any bad memories are buried, mate."

"Right," Angel replied, almost to himself. "So, how long are you here for then?” 

Spike didn't give a toss if Angel liked him or not, but after everything Spike had done, he thought he deserved more respect than this. The bastard hadn't even let him past the foyer, let alone offered him a drink.

“Relax, mate. Just passing through. Was in Oz hunting those Dragvloks, wasn’t I? And fending off packs of thankless Slayers I might add. Figured I'd head to Vegas for a bit of poker and R&R. Last time I checked, you had to pass through California to get to Vegas.” 

“So you, what, thought you’d just swing by to say hello?” 

Pathetic. Angel was never very good at snark. He’d been in America too long. Spike stayed silent for a moment as he thought about how to respond. He needed two different pieces of information from the Poof now: the latest intel on the Dragvloks, and the reason Angel didn't want him in L.A. 

“Actually, I thought I’d swing by Clem’s and say hello. Apparently he’s been in L.A. since Sunnydale. Heard a bloke at a bar mention him and was gonna look him up, but I heard another bloke mention you, and figured I give you the skinny on Oz while I was here.” Nice one, Spike. 

“And the skinny is what? You killed the Dragvloks? Good for you. Knew you could do it. Wouldn’t have sent you after them otherwise. Thanks for the personal telegram. Look, if that’s all, Spike, I’m heading out soon.” Angel left the foyer at that and started wandering around his bare living room as if there were things to collect before he went about his imaginary business.

“Actually, mate, the skinny is on the Slayers.” Angel looked back at that. “These young chits are soft. Uncertain. Untrained. Yet strangely overconfident,” he mused. "They’re sitting ducks out there. It was the same in Singapore as in Oz. Tel Aviv. Capetown. I hate to admit it, mate, but the Council of Wankers is slippin’ now that ol’ Rupes is out of print. These birds won’t last long.” 

“You sound concerned, Spike,” Angel deadpanned.

“Fuck you, mate. Last time I checked, I've been the one gettin' his fangs dirty out in the world, killing demons, protecting humans. My hat is whiter than yours, you tosser." And having to admit that still made Spike cringe, but after forty-odd years, there was no denying which side he was on. "Do I have to remind you, you prick, who volunteered first for your daft idea to take on the Black Thorn?” 

Bugger. He had already regretted the words before he’d finished saying them. He loved to get a dig in at Angel whenever he could, but those were Angel's best mates that had died, and Spike had grown a soft spot for the lot of 'em, even Blue. He could see he had wounded the prat. “Sorry. Forget I said that.” 

Avoiding the guilt-ridden eyes of his grandsire, he took an unneeded breath. “Look, yeah, I am concerned. The Slayer population looks to be shrinking fast, and I’m not getting a sense the dead ones are being replaced. I don’t know how this thing works now. I’m not in the loop, am I? And I know it was working alright when there was only one bird, but the world has gotten used to thousands of ‘em and they’re droppin’ like bullet shells. Just thought you should know how things are lookin’ outside your Hollywood bubble. Get on the digital whatnot and let the New Scoobs know what’s up, cause they’re losing the war out there. If I were still the Big Bad, I’d have bagged a hundred Slayers by now. There’s bloody fledges out there that can boast about baggin’ two Slayers now for christsakes. It’s pathetic!”

Spike waited a full minute for a response from Angel. Something was going on behind that massive forehead of his. Wheels were turning, with little rats on them. The Poof wasn't even looking at him anymore. 

“Alright, Spike."

"Alright, what?"

"I’ve got news on the Dragvloks.”

”Yeah?” That was easy. Task number one complete.

“Yeah.” Angel swallowed slowly. “Word is, they’re headed to L.A.... to take out the Slayers here." 

"L.A.? Then what were those two I bagged doing Down Under? Visting the bloody Opera House?"

"I'm not sure. They dispersed pretty widely after the Slayers destroyed their habitat. But my sources tell me they're being called back. Apparently Gozen, the oldest and most powerful among them, wants vengeance against the Slayers responsible, and most of them live right here." 

“Another L.A. showdown then. Sounds interesting. Where are the Dragvloks regrouping, then?”

Again, Spike found himself waiting for Angel to reply. Must be the rats again. 

“Doesn’t matter. We need to be able to handle them when they get here. Bu- ... but the Council’s Slayers will try to cut them off before they reach L.A. We’re the second front.”

"Hell yeah, we are. Second and last, mate.” 

So apparently Angel was okay with Spike in L.A. after all. Task number two was scratched off then. Maybe it was just the way he'd thought and Angel saw him as just a painful reminder of the past - but one that Angel would tolerate now that he was here - espcially with the Dragvloks coming. Hmm... And maybe Spike would meet a nice vampiress who would forgo her wicked ways for him and they'd run a pig farm in Idaho. Nope, the Poof was still hiding something. He just needed a bit of time to work it out.

"So who's coordinating this showdown then?" Spike asked with a trained nonchalance.

"Coordinating?"

"Yeah, you know. Who'd the Council appoint as the brains of this operation? Someone senior I imagine. One of the Golden Girls, no doubt." Spike was wearing his best poker face, but they both knew he had a lousy hand.

"Golden Girls?" Angel questioned.

"You know who I mean, mate. The Witch, the Whelp..." He swallowed unconsciously. "And the Slayer. They the puppet masters, then, for this showdown?"

"Willow's aware of the situation, but she's leaving it in the hands of the L.A. Slayers." 

Angel's poker face had improved. Fuck. Fine, then. He wouldn't give the pillock the satisfaction of hearing him ask about Buffy any further. The prick thought that gave him some kind of power over Spike - as if Spike couldn't find out about her on his own if he wanted to.

"Gotta say," Spike responded. "I thought Red was brighter than that - leaving the Slayers to fend for themselves - and more compassionate too. You reckon the power is getting to her head?"

"Spike, Willow's been in control of the magic for a long time." 

Condescending prick. "Not that power, mate. The more mundane, but equally destructive one - taking over the Council of Wankers from Rupes."

"I don't know, Spike," Angel replied in a sigh.

"Well, maybe she needs her friends to set her straight. Back in the day, they always had her back. No matter how much damage she caused with the magic -"

"Just ask, Spike..." Angel interrupted, as if exasperated.

Fuck. He had just told himself he wasn't gonna do it. He was a masochist - of the most pathetic kind - asking after a fucking grand mum. He sighed deeply, feeling suddenly exhausted. 

Head down, eyes askance, he relented: "Is she happy?" His voice was hoarser than he had expected. 

Angel landed a heavy paw on his shoulder, like a hammer to a stubborn nail. There was nothing comforting about it. A small smile played at the corners of Angel's mouth. "She's Buffy. What do you think?"

This time, the answer didn't satisfy.

“So, do you need a place to stay?” Angel added, disrupting his thoughts. 

“Huh?” Spike was pulled from his funk by a growing confusion.

“There’s plenty of space in the house if you want a room.” This was downright bizarre. And starting to piss him off.

“Don’t be a stupid git. I don’t fancy listenin’ to you sing in the shower everyday, let alone seein’ your mug first thing when I wake up. I'd rather sleep in a fucking greenhouse. Pillock. You know, this ain’t the naughties, mate. It’s the bleeding forties. Again. I’ve got resources now, legally obtained too.”

“Yeah? And what —“

“None of your damn business." Nothing like a little anger to give his mood a lift. "I’m at a hotel at the moment, but if I’m gonna be in town for a while, I’ll get a place. You know my number. Ring me with the when’s and where’s when you know 'em. Until then, you do your thing, I’ll do mine.” Spike turned to leave, but Angel grabbed his arm before he could take a step.

“Wait. You should know that the Slayers have got a warehouse southeast of here, on Trimmold Street. It’s better you look elsewhere for a place. They’re trigger happy with a crossbow these days after losing so many, and they don’t know you.”

Spike considered that. Why the prat suddenly gave a fuck about his unlife, he didn't know; but he really didn’t fancy another ambush from the very chits he was there to protect. Angel was makin’ a bit of sense, there.

“Actually, your best bet is my neighbourhood. Mine is the only one they don’t patrol because I’m here.” 

Ah, so the ponce wants to keep tabs on me? That works two ways, though.

“Yeah, alright. Sounds like a plan.” 

“Just let me contact a demon I know with some rental properties and —“

“Christ, mate, were you always this much of a control freak? I’m not a fledge anymore, Angelus. Spike’s all grown up now. I got this.” And with that, Spike was gone.

Storming out of the house and down the street, Spike cursed at himself for his lapse. "Forty fucking years of discipline and I go fishin' for information - giving the prick power he never deserved!" 

Digging into his pants pocket for his Winnie Blues, Spike stopped midstride to light his fag before taking a deep, long drag. He held the smoke in his lungs for several steps in the hopes that it would burn out the ache that had settled in his chest. 

"Fuck", he exhaled. 

There were some things time didn't change.If you liked this chapter, please review!

Chapter 4

Chapter 4: Next Time

Previously in Time's Fool...



Spike arrived in L.A., met up with Angel, and decided to stay in town for a while to help protect the Slayers from the Dragvlok threat.A week and a half had gone by and Buffy was no closer to discovering the whereabouts of the missing girls. Worse than that, two others had gone missing. That made five now. She didn’t need the blood of more girls on her hands.

She had gone to both of the night clubs in town, alternating between the two of them every night, hoping to catch the kidnapper in action. It was surprising to find vampires there most nights, since they'd become a rare breed in Santa Lucia since her arrival. They were far too easy for her to sense and just as easy to dust. The town had been crawling with them when she'd first arrived. These days, they barely survived long enough to feed, let alone turn anyone. The only vampires she'd discovered in the last two years had been out-of-towners passing through to L.A. or Vegas. 

From what she'd gathered, the vampires currently in town were all from L.A. Every night discover a few and slay them with ease, only to find more the following night. It was easy work, and in some ways pleasantly reminiscent of Sunnydale, when her world had revolved around fashionable clothes, slaying, and hanging out at the Bronze. But her trips down memory lane were getting her no closer to discovering the demon that might have kidnapped the girls. 

Propping her chin up with one hand, she absently tapped her fingers on the kitchen island with the other. She'd barely touched her club sandwich and her Coke was starting to lose it's fizz, when she was startled out of her daze by the telephone. Walking over to her coat on the kitchen wall hook, she dug through her pocket for her cell.

"Hello?"

"Buff!" Xander exclaimed. "Lady of Buffonia, how's it hanging? Uh, actually, I guess it's all hangin' pretty good in your case, what with the lack of ageing and drooping and-"

"Xander!" Dawn scolded in the background.

"What? I... It was just a..."

"Hey Xan," Buffy giggled. In forty years, two things hadn't changed: Buffy's body and Xander's foot-in-mouth disease. "How are the kids?"

"Adult-shaped, strangely. And also good." Away from the phone, Xander shouted, "Dawnie, can I share?" Returning to Buffy, "Well it's my news as much as Dawn's so I w-"

"Buffy?" Dawn interrupted. "Oh my god, guess what? No! Don't guess, because I want to tell you. Joycie and Simon are getting married!"

"Oh my gosh, Dawnie, that's fabulous!"

"I know. Finally!"

"When did he propose?" 

"Just today, and in classic Watcher-fashion."

"What, did he turn all Mr. Collins and give some long-winded explanation about the mutual benefits of matrimony or something?"

"No, much better than that. He wrote the proposal in Sumerian on a piece of parchment and slipped it in a book she'd been translating."

"Wow."

"Romantic, no?"

"Very, very. So where is she? Put her on!" All thoughts of missing girls had fled Buffy's mind. 

"She's out partying with the girls - an early 'hen's night' or a 'prelude to it' - something like that. She said she'd call you in the morning but gave us the go ahead to tell you tonight."

Buffy willed away the water building in her eyes and smiled brightly into space. "So, when's the wedding?"

"Some time in August, when it'll be as sunny and warm as possible in London. So, that gives us only four months to plan."

"Okay. So, how can I help? I want to be a part of this, Dawnie." Buffy was suddenly feeling a million miles away from what mattered.

"I can email you the various choices of things - you know, color schemes, bridesmaid dresses, menus and stuff. We're here for another few weeks now to help plan, but then we'll both be out of the loop after that. She doesn't want me hovering too long. The most important things you can do otherwise though, are to find a killer dress, and prevent any and all apocalypses from interfering on the day."

"Gee, there's a big load of responsibility to just drop in my lap," Buffy replied with laughter.

"Eh, you'll live."

"Funny, in a very not kind of way." But Buffy hadn't stopped smiling. 

"So, I hate to shift topic to less joyful matters, but have you had any trouble lately with more Dragvloks or other Big Bads?" 

It was sweet how Dawn never stopped being concerned, even though she knew Buffy was hard to kill.

"Nope on the Dragvloks. Just a mystery baddie in Santa Lucia." In a guilt-ridden tone, she added, "...and five missing girls".

"Hm."

"Oh! And vamps," Buffy remembered. "A steady stream of them have poured into town recently. Easy kills, though."

"Sounds related."

"Does it? Hm... I suppose it does when I say it like that. See? That's why I miss you. So, what, you think I should question the vamps?"

"Duh."

Buffy rolled her eyes, which was pointless without an audience. She was an idiot sometimes. Of course she should question the vamps.

"Alright. I'll do that. Pity I don't have a Willy."

"A what?" Dawn asked with a giggle.

"Dawn! A Willy, as in Willy the Snitch from Sunnydale! Remember? I could've beaten up a Willy for information."

"Yeah, because beating up humans is better than beating up vamps." 

"Yikes, you make it sound so unseemly. Willy was a bad guy, you know."

"Of sorts. Anyway, the other kind of willy isn't bad..." Dawn joked.

"Sure, until it shrinks, wrinkles and starts dribbling when the guy turns seventy." 

"Ugh!" Dawn laughed. "I won't tell Xander you said that. He lives in fear of that day." 

"He shouldn't." Quieter, she added, "You'll still love him."

"Buffy, I know I said it then, but I'm sorry things didn't work out with Angel."

"Oh, I'm not. I'm just sorry that I thought they would one day." 

Dawn remained quiet, as if waiting for Buffy to elaborate.

Buffy leaned against the kitchen wall. "You know, I spent all of high school and a good bit after pining for him, which was fine. First love and all that. But it's not like I spent any of the years after that thinking about him much. There was Slayer stuff to worry about. But... I did sort of keep him in my heart as an option, you know?"

"Yeah."

"But we barely spoke over the years, except when we needed intel from him to help the L.A. Slayers. And then, Willow usually dealt with him. Or Andrew. The U.S. was never my territory - well, since Sunnydale."

"The battlefield's gotten a lot bigger since Sunnydale."

"Yeah. And there's a lot more players." Buffy smiled slightly. "It's funny, really, thinking back. He used to be the go-to-guy back in the old days - or at least, the pop-up-out-of-nowhere with news of impending doom guy. Remember? Then he was CEO of Evil Lawyers, Incorporated, before he crawled out of the rubble of that disaster."

"Well, I think it's better for his never-ending redemption that he's a bit player now, Buffy. It's good for his ego too."

"Maybe... But, yeah, so when I came back to L.A., thinking I'd be a bit player too for a while, and -"

"Buffy, you're hardly that."

"You know what I mean. So when I came back and he was here... and I was alone... and we were both still young - so to speak - after all these years... And... I don't know. I guess I was just hoping that the love was as strong as it had felt when I was fifteen."

"And it wasn't."

"I guess everything that happens when you're fifteen feels monumental."

"Uh, talking to the Key here. I think what happened to me at fifteen was monumental."

"Well okay, I'll give you that," Buffy smiled. "Anyway, Angel and I gave it the old college try."

"You dropped out of college, Buffy."

"Exactly. Three months was enough."

"Of college?"

"Of Angel," Buffy deadpanned.

"Ouch."

"No ouchies here," Buffy laughed. "But yeah, I don't know if he's over it."

"Buffy, it's been like five years."

"Yeah, well, I guess that's nothing when you're immortal."

"True. Spike had loved Drusilla for over a century."

Several seconds passed. 

"Buffy?"

"Yeah... Um... I'm here," she muttered weakly. "Sorry. I guess I hadn't heard his name spoken for... well, years. You surprised me, is all."

"Sorry."

Buffy regained her composure. "Don't be silly. I'm sorry we haven't spoken of him more. He died a hero, Dawnie. He died for us."

"No, Buffy. He died for you. But yeah, he died a hero, too."

Several seconds passed again.

"Buffy?"

"Yeah, still here." In a brighter voice, she added, "Hey, you guys get some sleep. It's late. Tell Joycie I'll expect a call from her tomorrow."

"Aye, aye, Sergeant Summers."

"Don't call me that."

"Sonny does," Dawn taunted.

Buffy wasn't biting. "Bye, Dawnie. I love you."

"Love you, too."

"And congratulations to you and Xander."

"Right back at ya. She's yours too, you know."

"Yeah." But she wasn't, really.

* * *

Dawn's call had left her mildly unsettled, but helped her refocus her energy towards finding the missing girls. She finished her sandwich with a newfound hunger, opted for a more practical outfit over clubbing clothes, and threw her weapons sack over her shoulder before locking the door behind her.

The streets of Santa Lucia were eerily quiet. It was still fairly early in the evening, so the more oblivious residents in town had not yet ventured out to visit its clubs and cafes, or to take perilous moonlit walks through its parks. That meant very little bait. Buffy would have to rely on her Slayer sense to detect any vampires in the area. Vamps were more likely to kill the girls than kidnap them, but Dawn was probably right about a connection.


She headed to Lakeview Cemetery, Santa Lucia’s most beautiful, where most residents preferred to bury their dead. It had a natural lake at its centre that attracted all manner of wildlife - rendering it a place of serenity and beauty at any time of day, and a popular place to spend hours in contemplation. She figured it as likely a place as any to find the latest vamps in town before the clubs opened. 

She didn’t have to wait long before she sensed a group of vampires headed her way.

There were five of them walking towards her general direction. Dressed in silk shirts and pleated slacks, they looked like they were already ready for a suckfest at the Loft, the more upscale of the two clubs. Buffy barely needed her Slayer sense to detect them. A waft of five different colognes hit her nose the next moment and she had to fight the overwhelming urge to sneeze. 

Laying the scythe down silently, she reached for her stakes. She never left home these days without three: one at her back and one in each boot. At her left hip she kept her bowie knife — a sweet piece of weaponry she had picked up in Tasmania years ago. 

“Hold up, fellas,” said a black-haired one, as he lifted his right hand. He was the suavest-looking of the bunch, tall with broad shoulders and a large jaw. Buffy thought about cracking it. 

“What’s up Marco?” Asked a stout brunette.

“I smell an appetizer,” Marco replied, his lips forming a lopsided grin.

“And I can hear its little heart beat too,” giggled a sandy-haired one. 

Already bored with their pathetic attempts at stoking fear, Buffy decided to skip the pleasantries and bring on the pain. As she stepped out from behind a tree to face the pack, two stakes were already leaving each hand and piercing the hearts of the chattier sidekicks. 

Shocked by the attack and distracted by the dust of their friends, the two that had been silent were too slow to react. Recovering her scythe from the ground, Buffy rushed into attack, beheading one and staking the other with the pointy end of the scythe in one swoop. 

That left Marco, who immediately shifted into game face with a roar. He came at her with two hands as if to grab her, but Buffy countered by flinging his arms aside to deliver a head butt that rendered him momentarily dazed. She followed it with a right hook to his jaw and couldn’t help the glee she felt when she heard it crack. After pummeling his middle for a few punches, she drove the heel of her boot into his kneecap, which pitched him face forward into the dirt. Kicking him over so she that could see his face, she decided now was a good time to talk.

“Hey Marco. I’m Buffy.” There was no amusement in her voice. 

“Buf -?” 

“Shut up.” The name obviously scared him, which was kind of stupid, since he had already gotten his ass kicked. “It’s my turn to talk. It’ll be your turn when I’ve asked my questions. Got it?”

He nodded.

“Good. Where were you headed?”

“The Loft,” he spit out.

“Figured as much. More importantly, where were you coming from?”

Marco paused before answering. “L.A.”

That earned him a devastating punch into the solar plexus. 

“Try again.” 

"I’m telling the truth, you bitch!”

Buffy pressed the heel of her boot into his face, which threatened to break his nose, before he groaned under the pain.

“Okay, okay! Hillside! We were staying in Hillside!” She didn’t let up on her boot. After all, this was working for her.

“That’s a big neighbourhood, Marco.”

“Please!” He managed to get out, but to no avail. Buffy could feel the bones of his nose about to yield.

“Alright, alright! Fuller Street!” She let up a bit on his face. 

“Interesting.” There was an abandoned house she was curious about on Fuller Street. She couldn’t believe her luck. 

Marco tried to reclaim the advantage before she made him say more. Reaching out swiftly, he yanked her other foot out from under her, causing her to join him in the dirt. Buffy countered instantly with a kick to his spleen, before she whipped her knife out of it's holster and drove it deep into his heart.

“Agh!” He was coughing up blood now.

She sighed. She was hardly surprised he’d try something; but it was pretty stupid of him. He was going to die. He had to know it. This way he was just making it more painful. 

She continued her interrogation. 

“Where abouts on Fuller Street Marco? Actually, scratch that. Enough twenty questions. Just give me an address, a genus, a species and numbers. And don’t leave out the victims. This might end better for you if you spill everything now.”

She watched as he considered his options, before deciding he had none. “Lumbricai” he relented. “Lumbricai species. There’s only one of them, though. I don’t know the genus!”

Stifling a smile, Buffy pressed him for more. “Okay. One Lumbricai. Check. Care to tell me what the hell that is?”

“Worm demon” he sputtered. “Human-demon hybrid. They invade human hosts and extend from the human skull to feed on other humans.”

Buffy was suddenly assaulted by a disturbing memory. It couldn’t be. 

“Uh…these lumber cry -"

"Lumbricai."

"Whatever. They don’t, like... spew saliva that paralyzes you, do they?” 

Marco nodded a yes.

“Whoa.” It was the penis lady from the Doublemeat. Or a cousin anyway. How weird was that? Buffy refocused. “You’re forgetting something Marco. Address? Victims?”

“Yeah. She’s got five girls in that abandoned house on Fuller Street. You know, the red house with the boarded windows. They’re okay though! Just paralyzed. They’re not for her to eat, I swear! They’re hosts for her young, and the young haven’t hatched yet!”

“Ew!” Buffy scrunched up her face at the thought. “When do they hatch then?” She drove the knife in deeper for good measure.

“Agh! Day after tomorrow. She’s got eight young, and we were hired to get her three more. The previous vamps she hired got dusted. We were gonna get paid big time to deliver her the final three.”

Buffy had heard enough. The creep had been kidnapping girls to deliver to a penis monster who wanted to impregnate them. The conversation was over. She ripped the knife out of the vampire’s heart and replaced it with a stake.

Dusting off her hands and collecting her weapons, Buffy headed home. This called for a Ripley moment. 

She was gonna need more supplies.Reviews are like manna from heaven. Please feed me.

Chapter 5

Chapter 5: Biding Time

Previously in Time's Fool...



Dawn telephoned Buffy about her daughter's engagement, Buffy reminisced about her brief relationship with Angel five years ago, and Buffy discovered that Santa Lucia's latest Big Bad was in fact, the penis lady from the Doublemeat. Or a cousin, anyway.A week and a half had gone by and Spike was nicely settled in a furnished basement apartment in Angel’s neighbourhood, as far from the Poof as possible. The place was nothing like his last flat in L.A. It was spacious for one, with an open rectangular plan, polished concrete floors, and smooth, white walls. At one end, there were sliding dividers of frosted glass to close off the bedroom, and a frosted glass-enclosed wet room in the corner. At the other end, a stainless steel kitchen which remained untouched, save for the fridge and one copper pot he used for warming blood. The central living space was furnished with a sofa of burnt-orange suede and two similar chairs in midnight blue - all facing a sleek, black Comptel 5, the latest digital home efficiency and recreation interface. 

On the walls hung twelve large trompe l'oeil paintings - each depicting a window with the view of the neighbourhood one would see from its position, had the window been real. Viewed in succession, each represented a different time of day from sunrise to sunset. 

They were Spike's favourite part of the flat.

He hadn't spent much time in the flat, though. With the Slayers staying out of Angel’s neighbourhood, Spike had free rein of the area without interference - except from Angel of course, who would ring every couple of days to check in. He’d had a brawl or two with demons that didn’t serve humans on the menu, and several battles to the death with ones that did. There was plenty of A neg and Jack on tap at a local demon bar, and spicy Buffalo wings at a joint not two blocks from his house. He'd also found a decent poker game by the end of his first week, and had made a small fortune in cash and Siamese - enough to lease a bike for the month.

You’d think a bloke would be happy and at peace with a set-up so sweet, but he wasn't. Wherever the city, whatever the set-up, he could never get rid of a gnawing sensation in his gut. Like a homeless man's hunger. 

A feeling of emptiness. 

He was fighting the good fight, silently protecting the citizens of the world, so it wasn’t as if he felt useless. His life had a sort of meaning. And he didn’t need credit from humans for saving their sorry arses every night, either. That was Angel’s kink. 

He just didn’t want to be alone any longer.

The last few decades had easily been the loneliest of his existence. Spike had never been the brooding, loner type. As a man, he'd always had his mum. As a vampire for over a century, he'd had his Black Beauty to worship despite her insanity... and infidelity. When she'd left him in Brazil, he'd been lost in every possible way, so he'd gone back to the last place where he hadn’t been alone: Sunnydale. 

Only a man so thoroughly emptied and rudderless would have stayed in that piece of shite town, allowing himself to be abused by the Whelp and scolded like a child by the Watcher on a regular basis. He was a Master Vamp, for christsakes. And then he'd fallen for the Slayer, and there'd been no going anywhere if she wasn’t going too. ‘Until death do us part’ anyway. 

But even after he'd come back through the amulet, he'd had a gang — not his own gang exactly — but people he might have one day called mates. 

Spike wasn’t ashamed to admit that he wanted friendship and love. He was ashamed that after two centuries of existence, he had never managed to get either. 

It baffled him that Angel was so respected and liked. He was a royal bastard, had a truly sadistic demon, and even with a soul, was a self-righteous pillock. But he'd been given the respect of the Scoobies from day one, and had earned it back after torturing the Watcher, killing his bird and trying to murder them all. He'd gotten the respect and loyalty of the L.A. crew, even after he'd gone evil and back again. He had Dru’s undying devotion. He'd had Darla’s love even after he'd killed the bitch for Buffy. He had the trust of the L.A. Slayers now.

And Angel had Buffy. 

Her heart anyway. No human git she might have married would have replaced Angel in her heart, just like no demon chit he may have shagged had replaced Buffy in his. 

Spike had bedded quite a few women over the years. He might be dead, but his dick wasn’t. He usually preferred vamps over humans because he could let his demon out. Get a little rough. Have a bit of blood play. No one got hurt, and he wasn't tempted to drink deep. 

But vamp women were cold. He didn’t burn when he touched them. Couldn’t hear the rush of their blood flowing to their cunnies. Couldn’t hear their heartbeats pounding in his ears as he pounded them into the ground. 

Couldn't let them live if he caught them feeding afterwards.

Buffy had ruined him.

Spike thought on his situation for all of ten minutes before he decided that there was nothing about his mood that getting pissed wouldn’t fix. He was getting a bit stir crazy in his neighbourhood though, so he decided to find a decent pub in Venice Beach. Grabbing his latest duster, Spike left the apartment and jumped on his bike.

Parking his bike by the boardwalk, he wandered the surrounding streets for a while to get a feel for the place again. L.A. seemed to get pissed early, cause there were a hell of a lot of birds out in miniskirts, barely balancing on their pumps. He spotted one girl being dragged willingly into an alley by a bloke paler than he was, which was saying something. Bloody hell. A White Hat’s work was never done. 

Following lazily behind the two, Spike entered the blind-ended alley about twenty feet behind them. The vamp had the girl pressed into a brick wall and was doing the sniff and nibble along her neck. He smiled sadly to himself. He had always liked the sniff and nibble. 

“Mind if I join the party, mate?” Spike smirked.

“Fuck off you pervert!” The vamp shot back.

“Um, yeah! Oh my gosh. This is a private moment!” The girl added.

“Death always is,” Spike countered with growing irritation. 

“Wha-?”

Before she could finish the word, the vamp was in game face and lunging towards her neck. 

“Ahh! Hel-!”

Spike didn’t let her finish that word either. With dizzying speed, he grabbed the vamp by the neck and flung him across the narrow alley into the opposite wall - watching him slump to the ground like a sack of garbage.

He looked back at the whimpering chit. “Sober up and go home,” he chastised her. “And don’t follow blokes into dark alleys, you nit. No, on second thought, do whatever the hell you want, but at least know what you’re in for.” 

The girl wasted no time in running away, leaving one broken pump behind. 

Spike leisurely walked to where the vampire was rallying himself for a fight and couldn’t help but laugh out loud. It was so much funnier when the bloke actually thought he had a chance. Depressing, really, when he knew he didn’t.

Letting out his demon, Spike waited for the vamp to charge him, before tripping the vamp as he lunged, sending him flying to hit the first wall again. 

“This is like vamp ping pong!” He cackled.

Enraged, the vamp approached more slowly this time, growling for good measure, and threw a right hook at Spike’s cheek. Spike wasn’t sure how much faster he had gotten over the years, but he marveled at the swing. It looked to be in slow motion. Cupping the vamp's fist with his left, he countered with the right heel of his palm, crushing the vamp’s nasal bones into the base of his brain. It may not kill a vamp, but it would render him bloody stupid for the rest of his life. The vamp screamed in pain, clutching the sides of his head with both hands.

“Sorry mate, let me do that for you.” Spike clutched the sides of the vamp’s head with both hands and twisted until he was dust.

Wiping his hands clean of dust and still in game face, Spike turned to find two Slayers blocking the exit to the alley. Bloody hell. Sometimes his unlife really sucked. 

“Ladies, this really isn’t a good time for me,” he said wearily. There was no point in getting rid of his bumpies now that they’d seen them, but he shifted to his human face anyway.

"Well, we could always come back and stake you later, vampire, but we've got dinner reservations at nine." 

So the red-headed one had a bit of spunk. Turning to the brunette, the red-head whispered, "Carla, I’ll take him head-on. You approach a second later from his blind side.”

“Are you fuckin’ serious?” He was too dismayed to laugh at their stupidity. “You do realize that vamps have superior hearing?”

The girls looked to each other, clearly embarrassed by their error. 

Shaking his head and scratching at his temple, Spike thought about how best to get rid of the girls without hurting one of them.

“Alright. Carla, Ginger there had an alright plan. You can go with it, and get your arses handed to you, or you can show me your arses as you walk away now. Cause really, I'm not in the mood to hurt you at the moment. I don’t kill girls anymore, ladies. As a matter of fact, I don’t kill humans.”

“You think we’re stupid or something?” The red-head asked.

“Well, yeah.”

“Sal, something tells me we shouldn't mess with this one right now," Carla whispered, despite knowing Spike could hear. "Not without back-up, anyway."

“Are you kidding me, Carla? He’s one vamp! There’s two of us! Sonny would laugh at us for a month!”

“Alright, hold on there, Ginger. Carla’s right, and I’m betting Carla’s been a Slayer a bit longer than you, and will still be one when you’re in a bloody box, cause she's not nearly as dense."

The red-head looked at Carla then, as if considering the truth of his words.

Less irritated, Spike continued: "Look, you're Slayers. You’re not invincible. Just because you have a destiny or whatever, doesn’t mean you’re destined to win every fight." Pausing for effect, he continued in a quieter voice: "You’re gonna die ladies, and it’s not gonna happen because you’re weak. It’s gonna happen because you’re arrogant on the wrong bloody day.”

The girls looked at each other for several moments.

Spike sighed. "For the last bloody time, I’m not gonna hurt you. I’m not gonna hurt anybody — uh, any human body that is. I’m just out for a stroll and a drink." 

Still no response from the two. Balls. Did he really have to go there? 

"Fine. You don’t believe me? Ask Angel, then.”

“Angel?” Carla repeated.

“Yeah, you know ‘em, I’m sure. Everybody does." Media whore.

Carla nodded that they did.

“Yeah, well, we’re friends." That made him wince. "Uh, more like frenemies. Point being, we’re on the same side, which means I’m on yours.”

The girls relaxed their fighting stances and lowered their stakes, but didn't move from blocking the alley exit.

“Well ladies, it's been fun - considering nobody's ruptured a spleen - but I’ve got places to be. You’ve seen my face. Go ask Angel about me. If I’m lying, well, I’ll be around. Find me and we’ll dance. Maybe I’ll teach you a few moves.” Too impatient to wait for them to make up their minds, Spike walked straight towards them - eyes looking beyond them, shoulders and arms relaxed.

He was pleased to see them part to let him through. 


* * *

Spike was on his fourth bourbon at a demon pub in Venice Beach, wondering if Angel would out him to the Slayers and what that would mean for his unlife, when he caught a conversation between two vamps at the end of the bar. 

“Twenty G, man. For each girl you get. Unbelievable.”

“I don't get it. What’s so hard about snatching a girl?”

“I know! I guess the other vamps sent there weren’t up to it. Somethin’ about a Slayer being there.”

“Just one bitch?” the second asked. “Hell, L.A. is crawlin’ with them.”

“I know, right. But I’m hoping Marco and the fellas see the pointy end of a stick tonight, so me and Johnny can have a go. We could head to Santa Lucia tomorrow night, hit the local clubs, snatch three girls, drop 'em off at the house, get paid, and head to Vegas, baby!”

“Three girls. Man, that’s sixty thousand. Maybe you could cut me in. You could use the back-up if there’s a pretty tough Slayer there.”

“True. Twenty G is better than a stake. You’re in. Let’s just hope we’re needed. She only needs three more girls, and if Marco got the job done, no pay day.” 

Spike had heard enough. That was the great thing about vamps — embarrassing too. They were the most indiscreet demons on the planet. So some demon woman was paying vamps to snatch girls. Might be for the sex trade. Ritual sacrifice, perhaps, but that typically called for just one. Whatever the fuck her plan was, it ended tonight.

Spike couldn’t remember ever having been to Santa Lucia. It was one of those sleepy towns not worth going to, but in between two that were, so you may have passed through it and forgot it just as quick. It was only about an hour’s drive north. If he left the bar now, he could be there in forty minutes at the speed he rode. Then he'd kill the demon bitch, steal the cash, save the girls, and head to Vegas, baby. A night in Vegas for some poker and R&R wasn’t a bad plan after all. Only one, lonely Slayer? He'd manage her like a hand job - eyes closed and one-fisted. He’d be back in L.A. the next night. A little mission of his own making was just what Spike needed to take his mind off waiting for the Dragvloks to make their move. 

Maybe it would take his mind off how lonely he was too. 

Take his mind off of her.


Chapter 6

Chapter 6: Time to Kill

Previously in Time's Fool...



Spike found a sweet flat in L.A.; dodged the Slayers, Carla and Sally, in Venice Beach; and decided to head to Santa Lucia after hearing about a demon there snatching girls. Meanwhile, Buffy discovered the identity and location of the demon that was collecting girls and returned home to get more supplies."Okay. First, penis lady. She's easy. The scythe will do."

Buffy stood in the middle of her basement, hands on her hips, scanning her weapons collection for the right tools to take out Santa Lucia's latest Big Bad.

"Penis lady eggs? Hmm..." She needed something to burn them. What did Ripley use in Aliens to torch the eggs? Was it a flame thrower? Did flame throwers exist yet? Wait, maybe a flame thrower is the guy at the circus.... 

"Okay, no flame thrower. Maybe something to blow them up. Why don't I have grenades?"

'Because you're a purist Buffy', she thought to herself. But that wasn't exactly true. There'd been quite a few Big Bads requiring military firepower. 

"Stupid Council. Where are they when you need them? They've got grenades..." she pouted. 

Maybe she could use hairspray and a lighter like they did in the movies. But wouldn’t her hand catch fire? Unconsciously, she rubbed her scarred left palm against the side of her thigh. 

"Okay, hairspray it is. Egg problem solved." Buffy left the basement, deciding her scythe, a lighter and a can of Super Stiff hairspray would do for weaponry. She headed to the kitchen next, going straight for her junk drawer. 

The drawer was so full that it never fully closed. She opened it roughly, causing various odds and ends to spill out onto the floor. "Yikes. Why do I have so many packets of duck sauce?" Searching through the contents of the drawer, she inadvertently spilled out more. 

"Rubber bands... batteries. Are these old or new? Argh... comb... candle... Ooh, matches!... No, Buffy... microwave instructions... screwdriver... stake... cookie cutter... lipstick... Ha! One lighter!" Pocketing the lighter and closing the junk drawer easily now that half its contents were on the floor, she headed to her bedroom closet for the right outfit.

"Okay, I need spit protection..." She pushed aside each item that wouldn't do. "What I need is a wet suit. Why didn't I take up diving?"

She finally settled on a pair of tight black leather pants and her fitted black leather jacket. "A tank top will have to do for underneath." Grabbing a tight white tank, she threw the items on her bed and proceeded to change.

"Okay, now comes the tricky part. Head gear. Hm..." Buffy stood in her room turning in circles, as if the perfect protective headgear against paralyzing saliva would reveal itself. 

Ooh!" Racing back to her closet, she got on her hands and knees to reach the back corner and pulled out a black motorcycle helmet. She gave it a winning smile. "Thanks Angel." Buffy hadn't really needed the protection when she used to ride with Angel, but 'The law is the law' he'd always said. 

Head to toe in leather, with her helmet under her arm, Buffy grabbed a can of Super Stiff from the bathroom on her way to her backyard.

"Alright, let's test this out." She decided to wear her helmet in case things went horribly wrong, and she wound up torching her too-long locks. Well, that'd be one way to get a haircut.

Pulling the lighter out of her pocket, she held the flame in her right hand, as far from her face as possible. Hair spray in her left hand, she sprayed a small amount out towards the flame, causing a short burst of fire. 

"Wow. It really works!"

Trying again with more pressure, she managed to sustain a stream of fire without doing her hand any damage. 

Awesome. 

Satisfied with her homemade flame thrower, she now had to consider the matter of squeezing five girls into her Mini. 

Eh, they'd work it out.

Buffy locked the back door as she returned inside, threw her hairspray and helmet in her bag with the scythe, and went back into the darkening night to do battle.

"Hairspray to the rescue!" 

Bad joke, Buffy.


* * *

"Welcome home, sir."

Spike slammed the front door closed. "Shut it, Kit."

"Shut what, sir? The front door has already closed. And my name is not Kit, sir. It is C.H.E.R.I., for Comptel Home Efficiency and Recreation Interface, Model 5.0."

"D'accord. Ferme la bouche, ma cherie."

"Very well, sir."

Spike would've hit the road for Santa Lucia from the pub, but he'd figured a weapon might come in handy, so had back-pedaled home. Opening the sliding dividers to his bedroom, he went straight to the trunk at the foot of his bed, lifting the lid to his small armory. 

"Pretty tricky carrying a sword on the bike without being noticed..."

Opting for a long blade that he could hide under his coat, he pushed aside his sword and grabbed the knife and holster.

"This should do." 

He changed into a tight, black army sweater and cargo pants for the mission - not because he cared about the weather further north, but because it seemed more appropriate for the task. He also packed a small bag with a T-shirt and jeans for Vegas, in case he got bloody.

Fitting the holstered blade around his waist, he pulled his duster back on, threw his bag over his shoulder, and turned to leave. 

"Good bye, sir," C.H.E.R.I. announced as he opened the front door.

"Shut it, Kit."

And C.H.E.R.I. shut the front door behind him.


* * *

Buffy threw her bag into the front passenger seat and opted to leave the car roof down in case the Mini proved too tight a squeeze for the girls. Since the eggs weren't due to hatch until tomorrow, she decided not to risk speeding. It was only a ten minute drive to Hillside, plus another few minutes to find a fairly discreet parking spot behind the Fuller Street house.

Driving slowly down River Street, Buffy spotted a parking space two houses down from the back of the house. Eyeing her surroundings from the car, she noticed an old man outside with his dog - though she wasn't sure who was walking who - and a gang banger hopping into his Beemer. She waited until the BMW had disappeared and the old man had turned the corner. Returning her gaze to the house, she saw that the windows in the back were all boarded up with no light peeking through. It didn't mean that suspicious eyes weren't peering through the cracks though. 

There was no way to be stealthy in the burbs, so she grabbed her bag, shut the car door quietly, and walked to the back of the house as if she did it every day. Listening at the back door, she could hear nothing. Walking to one of the downstairs windows, she could see through a crack in the boards that the room was empty and dark. She checked the second downstairs window as well. No luck. If there were girls inside, they'd be upstairs, then. 

Buffy turned the handle to the back door. Locked. Biting her bottom lip at the noise she was about to make, she subtly leaned her left shoulder against the door while scanning the street for onlookers, before forcing the door ajar. On peeking her head through the doorway, the stench of urine, feces and something disgustingly alien hit her nose, and she fought the urge to throw up her club sandwich. She must have digested it already, because in the end, all she could do was dry heave. Quickly, she dug into her bag for her scythe and helmet - slamming the helmet on her head and pulling the visor down over her face.

In no mood to stop and smell the shit, she searched the downstairs rooms efficiently, finding them equally filthy, and showing no signs of recent use. Walking to the front of the house, she noticed the stairs, and decided the only place to go was up.

The old wooden stairs didn't creak so much as groan under her weight. She winced, knowing that the penis lady was sure to have heard her. At least the girls wouldn't be in any danger, though. The demon needed them. But Buffy fully expected to be attacked the moment she hit the top stair.

To her surprise, the hallway on the second floor was equally abandoned. There were five doors on the floor, all closed. 

"Okay. One by one," she mouthed silently. 

Turning to her right, she approached the first door. She turned the knob, opening the door slowly, and edged over to peek through the crack. Closet. Leaving it open so as not make more noise, she checked the second door in a similar fashion.

Bedroom. Empty. Filthy. Check.

Third room: Ew! Bathroom. Disgusting. And alarmingly, not the primary source of the smell of shit.

Okay, that left two doors. Taking a deep breath and regretting it instantly because of the stench still coming through her helmet, Buffy slowly opened the fourth door. She caught the sight of a dirty bare foot even before she had fully eased it open. 

"Oh my god." There was no point in being quiet now.

Five girls lay on the ground - their arms and feet shackled to the floor. The stench was coming from them, as they lay in their own excrement - their faces covered in what little vomit could escape the tape across their mouths. Scanning their forms for injuries, she was relieved to find them all fully-dressed, with no visible bite marks. 

The vamps had only kidnapped them. 

All but one of them appeared to be unconscious. On seeing Buffy enter the room, the only conscious girl began thrasing against her chains, eyes wide and pleading, her voice a series of broken and muffled cries. Clearly, the demon had been unable to keep them paralyzed forever.

Lifting up the visor of her helmet, Buffy reached to pull the tape from the girl's mouth before thinking better of it and stopping herself. The girl might start screaming about what had happened to her, and Buffy still had to check the fifth door.

The girl saw Buffy backing away and began thrashing even more.

"Quiet! Please!" Buffy whispered. "I promise you. I'm coming back." Buffy pointed in the direction of the fifth door, and the girl settled before nodding with understanding.

Turning to exit, Buffy lowered the visor on her helmet again. With her back to the wall, she edged closer to the fifth door - her scythe out in front of her, bag over her left shoulder. All the girls now accounted for, she opted for a dramatic entrance and kicked the door open, sending it flying off it's hinges.

"Whoa."

Here was the source of the alien stench. 

The penis lady was no where to be seen. Instead, eight slimy pod thingies that came up to her knees were scattered haphazardly about the small room - one nestled on the bed, as if it were just put down for a nap. They were purplish-black in color, and covered in what looked like corded blue veins.

"Ugh." 

Dropping her bag between two pods, she hastily fished out her hair spray, then dug into her pocket for her lighter. 

"Wait. Free the girls, first. Then cook the eggs," she mumbled. Leaving her bag in the room, Buffy raced back to the fourth room with her scythe. 

All of the girls were conscious now - no doubt awoken by the girl who'd seen Buffy - and looking wide-eyed at their rescuer.

Buffy figured the girls would want the tape removed from their mouths first, but she didn't want to answer a dozen questions while she was working. Lifting her visor to see better, she knelt down to the pair of feet nearest her, and inspected a shackle for the weakest point in it's short chain. She wouldn't have trusted anyone but herself to use the blade of the scythe to cut chains so close to the ankle. Backing up slightly, she lifted the scythe while focusing her eyes on the spot she'd chosen, and began to lower the blade.

"Mm Mm! Mm Mm!" 

Buffy stopped mid-swing, turning disbelieving eyes to the owner of the shackled feet. 

Clearly, the girl didn't trust Buffy's accuracy.

"Okay. Listen. You can trust me here, or you can stay here. I trust me. You should too."

The girl seemed to think for a second before nodding.

Refocusing her eyes on her chosen spot, Buffy could feel five sets of eyes on her, as she brought the blade down swiftly - freeing one ankle of it's shackle. More than one girl sighed in relief.

She made quick work of all the shackles, leaving the girls to remove the tape from their own mouths. To her surprise, no one said anything beyond "Thank you", as they let the tears flow freely and rubbed at their wrists and ankles.

Freeing the last girl from her shackles, Buffy stood up - the girls following with some difficulty after being in shackles for so long. "Okay, my car is outside. It's the black Mini with the top down, on River Street, just behind the house, two houses down. The doors are unlocked. I can take you guys to the hospital or home, whichever you need; but I've got to take care of the penis pods first."

The girls remained standing, blinking dumbly at her, as if confused.

"Okay, let's try this again. I'm here to rescue you. You're going to be okay, but only if you get out of here now. Leave the house as fast as you can and wait for me in the car. Here are the keys." Buffy placed them in the hand of the girl who had first seen her. "You can lock the doors, turn on the AC, whatever. If things look dicey, or if you see anything suspicious and feel unsafe, then leave me here and drive yourselves to the hospital. I can pick up the car later. Just leave the keys at the ER reception desk or something." 

Buffy turned to leave the room, but then turned back. "I'd rather you wait for me, though. I won't be long."

She left the room at that, and heard the girls shuffling behind her.

After watching them clumsily descend the stairs on weakened legs, she waited until she heard them leave the house before going back to the fifth room.

"Ugh." It just didn't stop being gross. She grabbed her Super Stiff from the top of the bag, pulled her lighter out of her pocket, and lowered the visor on her helmet. The penis pod on the bed was the furthest from the door, and would set a good flame on the sheets, so she torched that one first. She was half expecting a baby penis to pop out screeching, and was relieved that the Sci Fi movies weren't entirely right.

Smoke was rapidly filling the room, and if she didn't act quickly, she'd probably faint from smoke inhalation. Spraying the top of each pod enough to catch them on fire, she rushed to close the door behind her and tried to set the door aflame too.

Quickly, she raced down the stairs, through to the kitchen, out the back door, and on to River Street to where she had parked the car. 

The Mini was gone.


Chapter 7

Chapter 7: Same Time, Same Place

Previously in Time's Fool...



The good news: Buffy rescued the girls and fried the eggs. The bad news: She didn't find the penis lady and the girls fled the scene in her car. Meanwhile, Spike hit the road for Santa Lucia. 



* * *



Huge thanks to puddinhead for her beta work. :-)"Hell Rider. No. Ghost Rider. No. Blaze of... Bugger." 

Parked on the outskirts of town, Spike was struggling to find an original name for his bike while he finished his fag. The eighty mile trip to Santa Lucia was supposed to have taken an hour. He'd guessed he could do it forty minutes. He'd done it in thirty. 

"We'll sort it out, baby." He stroked the bike. "If I keep you." Crushing his cigarette under his boot, he restarted the engine and drove into town under the speed limit. 

As he cruised down Main Street, Spike was shaken by how old fashioned the town looked. "Bloody Sunnydale reborn." There wasn't much town to the place. The sign on the outskirts from L.A. had said 'Population 120,000' but it must've been mainly in suburban sprawl. It shouldn't take much effort to sniff out the demon bitch then, if she was set up in town.

Following the general direction of pedestrian activity, Spike ended up outside a club called 'The Basement'. He slowed the bike to a stop at the curb - just at the end of a line of kids waiting to get in. A sweet, curly-haired bird at the end of the line - barely eighteen he reckoned - was batting her eyelashes at him. 

"Evening, ducks." 

"Hi," she giggled.

"This the hot ticket in town, then?"

"If you're cool. Only trust-fund losers go to the Loft."

"I see. Well I haven't got a trust fund, love. Matter of fact..." Fuck it, he'd give it a go. "I was lookin' to make a bit of dosh while in town, and was wondering where the... uh... seedier part of town might be."

"Oh... Um... I don't know, Mister. Look, I don't want any trouble." The girl turned around toward the front of the line, looking everywhere but at him.

"Relax, love. I'm not lookin' to take you with me," he spoke to her back. "Like I said, just wondering where the low-lifes collect. The kind of blokes not good enough for a treasure like you."

She seemed to soften a little from the flattery, because she turned back around, though she wouldn't raise her eyes to him. "Um... Hillside I guess. It's got some pretty rundown parts. Gangs. Drugs. Abandoned houses and stuff. Low-lifes."

"Thanks, pet." Spike gave her a wink. Leaving his bike to walk to the front of the line, he approached the club's doorman - an overbuilt but well-dressed ponce who would no doubt pass for 'cool' in that town.

Spike approached the man and stared him down, head cocked to the side, his face a picture of menace. 

The doorman shifted from one foot to the other, glancing up to meet Spike's eyes for only a second at a time, before looking away again.

"Uh, can I help you, sir?"

"Yeah, you can. Do I look like I'm used to waitin' at the back of a line of fuckin' teenagers?"

The door man swallowed, eyed the line of kids, and nodded. "Go on through."

"Not without my girls, mate." Spike pointed a thumb towards the end of the line.

"Yeah, alright."

Smirking, Spike walked back to the curly-haired girl. "Fancy skipping the queue, love?"

She looked at him like he was a rock star then.

"Can Sarah and Lesley come, too?"

Giving a nod in reply, Spike offered his arm to the curly-haired girl which she took shyly before waving to her friends to follow. As the group walked to the front of the club, Spike stared down every boy in line who showed his displeasure.

Once inside the club, he released the girl's arm. "Have fun, ladies."

"Hey, do you wanna maybe dance or something?" the girl asked, beginning to show a trace of confidence.

"Thanks, but I'm just here to have a look around. Think I'll head to Hillside like you suggested. Maybe you could point me in the right direction."

"Yeah, sure. Just stay on Main Street until Franklin, make a right on Franklin, and then... uh... I think it's about five minutes or so before you turn left on..."

"Sunset," the girl's friend added.

"Yeah, Sunset. That'll take you into the general area. The worse streets are River and Fuller."

"You're a peach, love." Spike turned to walk away.

"See ya!" the girl shouted at his back. "Hey, and thanks!" Giggling, the girl grabbed her friends and headed to the dance floor. 

Spotting a free corner in the single-level club, Spike claimed it to get a good view of the crowd. He was only in town to find the demon, but he figured he might as well see if the vamps were in the club so that he could tail them. The crowd looked pretty innocent though - no one too pale, clearly on the prowl, or badly dressed in outdated clothes. Satisfied that the club was vamp-free, he left the place the way he'd come in.

"Cheers, mate," he called over his shoulder, as he passed the doorman on his way out. Back on his bike, Spike headed down Main Street for Franklin.


* * *

"Well, I guess the house catching fire counted as 'things looking dicey'." 

Buffy was trying not to fault the girls for leaving her at the house, as she cut through Lakeview Cemetery on her way to the hospital. "They better have left the car at Memorial, though," she grumbled. She was walking at a leisurely pace through the cemetery's north side - her hair down, helmet on her right hip and bag over her left shoulder. There was no real rush now that the girls were out of danger.

She was feeling pretty pleased with herself for having gotten to the girls in time; and in frying the eggs, it was unlikely the penis lady would be kidnapping anyone else. Buffy still had to find her though, and the trail was now cold. With her demon hidden, she could be any old lady. 

"Hmm... Maybe I should try the Meat Hut. They might all like fast food..." 

"No. Stupid Buffy," she muttered. She grumpily kicked up a thick patch of grass.


* * *

Spike hadn't needed directions to the house in the end. Once he'd gone down Franklin looking for the next turn, he noticed a thick plume of black smoke in the sky to his left and heard a fire engine coming from some distance behind him. Eager to suss out the situation before the authorities got there, he sped up in the direction of the fire.

He found himself on River Street, outside the back of a red, dilapidated two-storey house. The stench from the place was overwhelming to his sensitive nose, and smelled decidedly un-human. 

"Dude, that place reeks!"

Turning quickly to his left, Spike eyed a skinny, blond bloke with a pathetic attempt at dreadlocks, staring up at the burning house - his tattooed hand covering his face.

"Yeah it does. Any idea what happened here, mate?"

"Newsflash, dude. Someone torched the place! Hope none of the shorties were in there."

"Shorties?" 

"Yeah. Somethin' weird's been goin' on over there the past couple of weeks, man. I've seen dudes taking their ladies in there for a little... You know," he chuckled, elbowing Spike in the side. "But I've never seen the shorties come out until tonight. Saw a bunch of 'em run out the back and drive off in a Mini. Sweet ride, too."

"Uh huh. See anyone else, then?"

"Nope."

"Right." Bugger. The local Slayer must've beaten him to the prize. No doubt the stench was the demon bitch getting barbecued. "Fuck." 

On second thought, maybe the ride hadn't been a total waste. It was possible the vamps had delivered the girls and gotten paid before the Slayer had arrived. Wouldn't hurt to see if he could find them and fleece 'em. If he didn't, he could still head to Vegas. He had his own dosh, after all. It was just more fun losing another bloke's money.

"So how do I get to the other club in town, then, Shaggy? What's it called? The Loft?" Maybe the vamps were feeding there on their way out of town.

"The Loft? Dude, that's for trust-"

"-fund losers, I know. Just tell me how to get there, mate."

"Well, you could take Franklin to Main, then turn left on Market, but that's the long way. With the bike, it'd be quicker to cut through Lakeview straight to Market."

"Lakeview?"

"Cemetery. It's the big one in the center of town, dude. You can't miss it! That's what's behind all those trees lining the main roads in town. Sounds creepy, but it's not. There's a lake in the center, benches and stuff, and some sweet, hidden spots to uh... partake of nature's bounty, if you know what I'm sayin." Again with the elbow. One more time and Spike was gonna have to elbow him back.

"Right. Sounds like a plan, then. Cheers, mate."

"No worries. But hey, you sure you wouldn't rather head back to my place?"

Spike gave him a glare that could cut bone.

"Dude! Chill out! I just meant we could hang! I've got some stuff, is all. We could party, bro." Shaggy bared a bottom row of filmy, brown teeth, and an upper row of cheap gold. 

Unconsciously, Spike swiped his bottom teeth with his tongue, as if the film had somehow settled on his own. "Tempting, but, no. Thanks anyway, mate."

He'd give Santa Lucia one thing: The folks here sure were helpful. Hearing the sirens rapidly approaching, Spike started his bike and sped off in the direction of Lakeview.


* * *

Buffy could never resist stopping by the lake when she patrolled the cemetery. Tonight was no different. The Mini wasn't going anywhere - assuming the girls had actually dropped it off at Memorial.

Skipping the benches, Buffy dropped her bag in the grass along the lake's edge and sat on her knees so she could run her fingers through the water. The wind had picked up and the lake was forming gentle ripples, splashing as the water met land. Sitting at the lake always saddened her, but it was a comforting sort of melancholy, if there was such a thing. The kind that made her feel human. Alive and vulnerable. 

As her gaze travelled over the surface of the lake to its opposite end, a figure in black caught her eye amongst the headstones beyond. She would normally ignore the residents who came to visit the lake at night, but the figure was hovering near a crypt nowhere near the lake. Something wasn't right.

Sighing, she collected her bag and started walking towards the figure. Once she was past the lake entirely and had entered the east graveyard, the figure started moving away from her. He was headed towards the North Gate, the one she had entered from Hillside, but avoiding the lake, in a roundabout way. Quickening her pace, she widened her path to get a better view of his face and was startled when the face came into view. 

It was a woman. An older woman in fact. Her hair was grey and cropped short, her face pinched. She was slim and dressed in slacks and a black trench coat, which she held tightly closed with gnarled hands. 

She was moving furtively and she was walking towards Hillside.

Do the math Buffy. What's an older woman doing trolling the graveyard at night, hanging out at crypts and headed towards the bad side of town? One plus one plus one equals penis lady. 

Jackpot.

Buffy couldn't believe her luck tonight. Slowing down to give the woman a false sense of security, she dug out her helmet and secured it one-handed. Slipping her hand back into her bag, she gripped the handle of the scythe but left it covered. She quickened her pace then, to catch up with her mark.

"Goin' home to your rotten little eggs, lumber-cry?" 

The woman stopped abruptly but didn't turn around. 

Buffy took that as a yes. Letting her bag fall from around her arm, she brought the scythe forward, holding it firmly in both hands. "Come on, Tootise. Let's see your penis!"


* * * 

Cruising down Franklin Street, Spike found the North Gate entrance to Lakeview Cemetery with ease. He noticed the signs for the bike lane inside and reckoned that didn't apply to motorbikes. Not that he cared. He'd stick to the lane though, figuring that would keep him on the straightest path through and around the lake. He had to admit the place had a beauty about it that was spoiled a bit by the noise of his bike. Slowing down to a quieter speed, he'd barely penetrated the park when the wind carried a scent to his nose. 

Spike stopped the bike.

Widening his nostrils, he inhaled deeply.

He stopped the engine.

Ten seconds passed. 

He couldn't move. Refused to breathe. 

Sod it. He couldn't last any longer and inhaled deeply again. 

Time could fade a lot of things for a vampire, but never a scent. 

Never hers.

As certain as his nose seemed to be that it was her, his brain refused to believe that it could be. Not here. Not now. 

It just couldn't be. 

What the hell did he do now? He really didn't know.

His body had other ideas.

He wasn't even aware of getting off his bike. Like a ship with shredded sail, he let himself be pulled by the wind that carried her scent, back to its source. He couldn't stop breathing her in now. The further he walked, the more she filled his head, until every other sense was dulled to nothing. His eyes began to water, and it became impossible to swallow the growing lump in his throat.

Barely aware of himself, Spike found himself at the beginning of the eastern graveyard.

"Oh god." 

She was old. He knew she would be, of course. But seeing her. Watery eyes may have blurred his vision, but his nose never lied. It was her. Silver haired. Forlorn. Clutching her oversized coat across her chest to ward off the winds... 

"Oh god, no."

Someone was behind her. 

A figure in leather. Some biker chick with an axe. What the bleeding hell?

The only thing more devastating than seeing her again, was seeing what would happen if he didn't run.

Spike ran like a hound from Hell. 

With a speed he didn't know he had, he was flying - barely touching the ground in long leaps to save his girl. 

He didn't care where the axe landed when he dove to tackle the biker bitch.

"Oof!" he heard the bitch say, as they collided, sending them both on their backs.

"Run!" he yelled to his girl, lifting his head off the ground. God, he hoped she could still run like a Slayer. 

She started to flee towards the North Gate, and he was relieved to see her able to get to a decent speed. Still on his back, he felt himself quickly for injuries - surprised to find that the axe had missed him. 

"What the hell?" 

Wait. That voice...

Spike whipped his head to the left towards his girl's attacker. She was barely five feet away. Her helmet had flown off in the tackle, and she was sitting up, straight-legged, a curtain of gold hanging over her face, down to her waist. Pulling her hair behind her ear, she looked over to him.

And hazel eyes met blue.If you liked this chapter, let me know.
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"What the hell?" 



Wait. That voice...



Spike whipped his head to the left towards his girl's attacker. She was barely five feet away. Her helmet had flown off in the tackle, and she was sitting up, straight-legged, a curtain of gold hanging over her face, down to her waist. Pulling her hair behind her ear, she looked over to him.



And hazel eyes met blue.Silence.

Spike closed his eyes. It was a slow, deliberate manoeuvre.

Quicker than intended, he opened them again.

He swallowed. She was still there. All leather and light. 

He blinked again.

Bloody hell.

He was dead. No. He was insane. No, not insane. Hallucinating. Right. This was a fleeting hallucination brought on by the shock of seeing his girl again, grown old. Wishful thinking. A mirage. This was a-

"-joke?"

What? Had she said something? Oh god, what had she said?

Swallowing again, he managed the barest beginning of a word: a subtle sucking in of the cheeks.

"Wha-?"

"This isn't funny." Her lips were trembling. They were the only part of her that moved. Wet strokes of pink on white canvas. 

"In fact, it's the opposite of funny."

What is? What the hell was going on?

"You're going to die in two minutes..."

Right. Not dead, then. Just hallucinating.

".... But if you don't show me your real face right now, I'll make it hurt more than you will ever hurt in hell." 

The wind started to pick up her hair as she spoke, making it flare about her face like some medieval crown. 

It was the most glorious thing he'd ever seen. 

He managed the whisper of a word in response, this time. More a breath really. A question in a sigh. 

"Buffy?"

The kick came out of nowhere - landing with so violent a force that it brought out his demon as it sent him rolling face first into a headstone. 

Whipping his head back to her with a growl, he pushed himself to his feet with a newfound energy fueled by confusion.

"That's not your real face either, you bastard."

She was stalking him - hair swirling wildly about her pale face now, her weapon a natural extension of her arm. Her weapon... Not an axe. A scythe.

Bloody hell. Not a dream. 

He whimpered - his demon melting away. His voice was coming back to him. Hesitant, but there. "Buffy?"

He ducked - missing the swing of her blade by a hair, as it cut the wind above his head with a hiss.

He muttered quickly, before she'd strike again. "Buffy, love, I don't understand-"

The wooden point of the scythe just scraped past his chest as he twisted to the side away from her thrust. 

"Stop saying my name!"

"Bu-... Slayer, please!" He pushed his arms out in front of him, begging her to stop. 

Dropping the scythe, she flung his arms wide to head butt him, but he knew that move and countered quickly with the same - before grabbing her face one-handed and shoving her roughly to the ground.

"Slayer, listen to me, for fuck's sake!" He was starting to feel like himself again.

It was her. 

God knows how it was her - so young and gorgeous - but, bloody hell, it was. And it wasn't just his nose that told him now. Every sense of his was awake to the reality of her.

She was lying on her back, propped up on her elbows and staring up at him - a snarl on her face, eyes narrowed and hateful. An avenging angel, she was. 

God, how he'd missed her.

Rushing towards her, he bent down on one knee to try to talk to her again.

He caught her foot - just before it would've rammed into his chest. This only gave her the leverage to kick him in the chin, sending him flying onto his back, as she back-flipped to a stand.

She wasn't going to listen.

He was on his feet in a second and they started to circle each other. Eyes locked. Guards up.

He couldn't help it. Couldn't stop it for anything. 

Every muscle in his face relaxed into a smile. A wide, toothy, unguarded, goofy smile.

When she jabbed, he weaved. 

He threw a left hook. She ducked.

Spike laughed out loud. 

Sod it. He'd explain himself later. Didn't matter. She was there. They were together. And on that night, at that moment, she was his. 

All he wanted to do now was dance.

He started bouncing on his toes. "Tick tock, love. Wasn't I supposed to be dead by now?"

"Shut up!"

Buffy faked a left jab before delivering a lethal right punch to his sternum that sent him stumbling backward, struggling to stay on his feet. 

Fuck. He didn't remember her punches landing that hard. 

He croaked through the pain: "Nice one, love".

"Don't you dare call me that!" She looked unsettled, so her next move was slower, and he easily dodged another right hook.

Grinning widely, he teased, "Why, you've got a patent on it or somethin'?" 

She tried a sideways kick to his chin next, but barely nicked it with her boot as he caught her foot and drove his elbow into the side of her knee.

"Agh!" He'd made it hurt just enough to slow her down - sending her retreating a few steps, favoring her left leg. Grasping the opportunity, he advanced and sent a left hook to her cheek, following quickly with a roundhouse kick to the right one. 

Staggering slightly from the assault, Buffy looked him dead in the eyes and ground through clenched teeth, "What the hell are you?"

"I'm your match, pet," he replied with a grin. He just couldn't stop smiling.

She tried a left hook. He blocked it.

He sent an uppercut to her jaw and she bent back to evade it.

She dropped low to sweep his legs, but he jumped and landed a mid-air kick to her mouth - splitting her bottom lip. 

Bugger. Now all he could think about was tasting it. 

"Uh!" He hadn't been prepared for the blow to his gut. Coughing through the ache, he quietly scolded himself: 'Focus, mate'.

They started circling each other again.

"You're an idiot," she spat.

"You think you're the first person to tell me that, pet? Come to think of it, you think that's even the first time you've told me that?" He was chuckling at the insult and never stopped bouncing on his toes. 

"Stop the act!" She shouted furiously, still circling and looking for her opportunity to strike. "It's not working. You picked the wrong glamour, or whatever it is you've done to look like him. He's been dead for decades, brainiac. You should've picked a vampire I've actually dated in the last ten years."

Spike stopped bouncing. 

His gut twisted and clenched.

He could taste the bile rising in his throat.

Angel.

The bastard knew. He'd known the whole fucking time. 

Worse. He'd been with her. 

Spike's face sank, his shoulders and arms dropped.

Shutting his eyes from the truth, he wasn't prepared for the onslaught that followed. Punch after punch with dizzying speed hit his temples. Left and then right. Left and then right. Left and then right. Left and then right...

He was losing count of how many. 

Left and then right. Left and then right...

If he didn't stop her attack soon, he'd be out cold at any moment...

Left and then right...

And the dance would be over.

Left and then right. Left and then right... 

Forcing open his eyes, he saw her left fist shift direction and head straight for his nose. He knew that punch well, and had no desire to revisit the pain. 

Mustering his focus, he caught her fist with his right hand and grabbed her wrist with his left, mercilessly forcing them in opposite directions.

"Agh!" She screamed in pain. 

He forced harder.

"No!" 

Slowly, Buffy's fist began to uncurl from the pain, as Spike relaxed the hand that covered it. As both fists uncurled fully, their palms accidentally came together. 

Scarred palm to scarred palm.

And both gasped.

Widened eyes drifted towards where their hands were joined, before clashing again.

Bloody hell. 

He could feel it. The missing... the piece. That fit. 

Her hand. Moulded to his.

He'd never considered the pattern his scar had formed. He could feel the softer but toughened flesh of her hand pressing into every scarred rivet and valley of his palm.

He folded his fingers over her hand and squeezed. His whole body seemed to warm when she did the same.

"Oh, god," she whispered. "Spike?"

He smiled with his eyes. 

"Hello, cutie."

Buffy released his hand suddenly - as if it burned her - and backed away.

"What is this?" She asked, her breaths shallow and rapid. She looked away then, her eyes never settling anywhere, as she brought a hand to her mouth. "I don't... This... This can't..." 

Half a minute must have passed before she looked up, dropping her hand. "How?"

He kept the smile in his eyes. "You know how it is, love. Hard to get a good night's death around here."

"That's not an answer." 

He paused to consider his words. "Through the amulet. Had more power than we realized, I guess."

She looked down again, as if to process this new information, before returning her gaze to him. 

"When?"

Bugger. He couldn't lie. "About three months..."

She nodded with downcast eyes.

"... after we closed the Hellmouth."

Buffy's head shot up and her eyes grew two-fold. She said nothing. Just stared into his eyes, as if searching for something. 

Forever seemed to past before she spoke again.

"Oh."

Okay. That was unexpected. Or, maybe not. He sighed. He should've expected it. She was shocked at first, sure. Made sense. But in the end... 

She didn't care all that much. 

After forty years, Buffy really hadn't changed. Hell, neither had he. 

He was still a fool.

Gone was the smile in his eyes. "Right, then. Your turn."

"What?"

He spoke gently. "Buffy, you're supposed to be old, love."

"I am old. I'm six-"

"Bu-"

"Yeah, I know what you meant." She sighed. "I guess it's just one of those things, Spike."

"That's not an answer, pet."

"How about another question instead?" She countered. "Like, what are you doing here?"

He raised a questioning eyebrow.

"Here, in my town."

"Funny, I thought it was called Santa Lucia."

"Spike."

He shrugged. "Hunting a demon that was snatching girls."

"The penis lady?!" 

"Uh..."

"The demon that was paying vamps to kidnap girls?"

"Yeah, that's the one."

Buffy folded her arms and cocked her head to the side. "Then why the hell did you just help her get away?" 

Balls. 

He really was an idiot. 

Looking askance at her, he started rubbing the back of his head. "I uh... sorta thought she was you, pet."

"Ow!" 

She'd socked him in the nose, of course. 

"Bloody hell, woman! I was trying to save your life!"

"You bonehead! I don't look anything like her!"

"You were supposed to be a bloody grandmum by now!" Suddenly considering his own words, Spike inhaled sharply. "Are you?"

"Am I what, Spike?" She spat.

Shyly, he answered. "A grandmum... a mum." In a barely audible voice, he added, "A wife."

Her face turned stony as she looked at him. "None of the above." She turned on her heel then, and began searching the grass.

Spike didn't know how to feel about her answer. Sad for her, but...

Picking up her scythe and helmet from the ground, Buffy shoved them into her bag. With her back to him, she spoke again. "Where are you staying?" Her tone was businesslike. 

"Uh, nowhere, pet," he replied to her back. "Just got here, really. Was gonna head to Vegas for the night after I'd... saved the day." He ducked his head in embarrassment, though she couldn't see.

She let out a small chuckle. Turning to face him again, she looked sombre. "How's your chest?" 

"Huh?"

"I heard it crack."

He smiled. "That'd be cause you cracked it, love." He wasn't ashamed to admit she could do damage.

"Sorry," she said flatly.

That made him blink. It had been a while, but he was pretty sure she’d never uttered that word to him before. It did more for his wounds than a bag of blood could ever do - even if he couldn't detect any sympathy in her voice.

"No worries, pet. Sorry about the lip. And the..." He swallowed, remembering the moment they'd just shared. "... wrist." 

Seconds passed.

"I'm not sorry about the nose, though."

"I know, love," he said with a small smile. "I know."

She threw her bag over her shoulder then, but didn't move to go. She was searching his eyes again.

He didn't know what to think about that.

"Well... I guess you've got things under control here. Don't need me mucking things up again, do you?" He tried to laugh through the question, but his joke fell flat. His heart wasn’t in it. He was still feeling defeated, and not because of the fight. 

Reluctantly, he started backing up to leave, but lacked the will to turn his eyes away. It had been too long since he'd seen her face.

"Wait."

He stopped immediately. 

"Your chest. You should rest. Heal."

He tilted his head to the side, wondering where she was going with this. "I've been hurt worse, Slayer. They'll take care of me in Vegas. They've got all sorts of services, you know. Performed by very capable-"

"No." 

She looked away then. "You can stay with me." 

Right. First his eyes, and now his ears were deceiving him. She hadn't been even remotely happy to see him alive - or, undead - after all these years, but was inviting him back to her house now? 

She couldn’t want this. 

"I can manage on my own, pet. Have for centuries, you know. Don't want to put you out."

She still wouldn't look him in the eyes. "It's no trouble, Spike, really. We could both use a good night's sleep to mend." 

He noticed then that she was still favoring her left leg and using her uninjured hand to hold her bag.

"And anyway, I've got a spare room." She was the first to turn away in the end, taking two steps before stopping and turning her head ever so slightly to the side. "I mean... If you want it." 

In all the bleeding world he wanted nothing else.

"Sure," he replied nonchalantly.

He met her in three cautious steps but gave her a generous berth. The two started walking towards the South Gate - both focused on the trees in front of them.

It took all the power he possessed to suppress his smile.


Chapter 9

Chapter 9: Losing Time

Previously in Time's Fool...



Buffy surprised Spike with an invitation to stay.They’d only been walking a few minutes.



"Wait." Spike said, stopping abruptly.



Buffy turned questioning eyes to him, and Spike couldn’t help but notice how the moonlight reflected there…and on the tip of her nose…and on her bruised mouth…and down her-



"Spike?"



"What?"



"No. That was my question. Why are we stopping?"



"Oh. Uh…I've got a bike, love." He pointed a thumb behind him. "Just inside the gate, back a ways."



"Wait..." he added with a growing smile... "You've got a helmet in your bag. When did you start using motorized transport, pet? What've you got? A little scooter or somethin'?" He was grinning widely at the thought of Buffy zipping about in a little EuroScoot, but stopped when he realized how hot it was, too.



"No scooter. Just a helmet."



"Okay."



"Long story."



"I've got time, Slayer. And by the look of things, so do you."



"Yeah well, there's a time and a place for everything. Right now, it's time to find my car."



"You have a car?!"



"It's a Mini," she smiled proudly. It was the first time he'd seen her smile that night. "My little two-door tramp. She's gone off with the girls I just rescued from your girlfriend -"



"Oi!"



"Run, penis lady, run!" Buffy mimicked. Smile number two.



"Give me a little credit for wanting to save your arse, pet. Even if I'd thought it was old and unfit." He winked.



She glared. "Fine. Credit dispensed." Her smile vanished just as quickly as it had appeared, though. "Anyway, I'm hoping the girls left the car at the hospital. I need to head there to find out."



"Well, let's get the bike and ride there. I can follow you to the house after."



She captured his eyes for a moment. "Alright." Turning around, the two headed back to the North Gate at a comfortable pace given their injuries.



Spike started chuckling as they walked.



"What's so funny?" she asked, looking at him askance.



He kept his eyes straight ahead. "You, driving a car."



"I'm an excellent driver!"



"Uh huh."



"I am, damn it!"



"Prove it, then."



"What?"



Spike stopped again - causing her to overstep him and have to turn around.



"You can drive us to the hospital." He sucked in his cheeks to mask his grin.



Buffy blinked. "Fine. Sure. I can do that. It's just a bike. It's not like it's a fighter jet or something. No biggie."



That made him suck in his cheeks harder. Spike picked up the pace towards the North Gate, Buffy close on his heels. They let the noises of the night take over the conversation from there, but arrived at the bike quickly.



"Oh."



Buffy was looking at the bike like it was a fighter jet.



"It's not electronic, pet," he explained, stifling a chuckle. "It's a Bonneville."



"A who?"



"A classic. They don't make 'em like this anymore, love. Doesn't do the driving for you. You're in control." Raising an eyebrow, he added, "Think you can handle that?"



"Being in control? What do you think?"



"Alright, then." He smiled. "Take us away." Pulling the keys from his pocket, he extended his hand to her, palm up. Snatching the keys with one hand, she shoved her bag at him with the other. She hadn't taken the helmet out, which was kind of curious.



After securing the bag to the back of the bike, Spike threw his left leg over the seat and settled back far on the cushion to give her space.



Imitating his actions, Buffy settled into the space in front of him.



"Here, let me." Spike slid up against her back, and slipped his right leg under hers.



"What-"



"Just letting up the kickstand, love. Sparing your injured knee a little." He retracted his leg reluctantly and subtly readjusted his pants. "You can take it from here. You'll need to kick-start it, though. You know how t-"



"I've got it." Buffy scanned the various parts at the front of the bike.



"No, that there is the clutch, love," he explained, pointing to it with a finger. Behind her, he could smile freely, but he still had to struggle to keep the amusement out of his voice.



"I knew that."



"Just checking."



"Alright." She took a deep breath and exhaled. "Here we go."



Buffy successfully kick-started the engine on her first try. "Ooh!"



Guess it surprised her as much as it did him - though he knew she’d get the hang of it in the end.



"Hold on!" She shouted over her shoulder.



Yes.



God, yes.



Cautiously, Spike brought his hands forward to rest loosely at her hips - eyes trained on her to detect any tension it might elicit. She seemed to be prepared for it, though, because she stayed relaxed.



"Bloody hell!"



Spike gripped her hips more firmly as she threatened to throw him off the bike when she sped away.



"Sorry!" But she didn't sound it.



Buffy whizzed down the bike lane that followed the cemetery's tree-lined borders - long, fragrant locks flying wildly in his face. He wondered if she had skipped the helmet for that purpose - to try to annoy him. Shutting his eyes, he buried his face in her hair.



"Christ!" She'd made too sharp a turn at the cemetery's northeast corner and would've thrown him off the bike again had he not wrapped his arms around her middle.



He was a genius. A sick, evil genius.



With his arms enclosing her waist, his chest pressed against her back, and his face nestled in her hair, he let her warmth and scent envelop him. Thankfully, she had the habit of driving in spurts - accelerating and decelerating as she struggled with the gears. It gave him the perfect excuse to stay that way.



With his senses of touch and smell overwhelmed, and the hum of the bike dampening all other noise, Spike let himself fall into an almost dissociative fugue…Time passed unknown to him. Gone were the memories, the insecurities, and the loneliness. Gone was Spike. There was no William the Bloody. No Slayer or Savior of Slayers. No fool.



There was just warmth. And the floral scent of her shampoo. And the soft strength of her tummy.



"Spike."



And comfort.



"Spike."



And belonging.



"Spike."



And love.



"Spike!"



"Guaah!" Startled, he released her waist reflexively.



Buffy twisted around to see him. "Jeez! Did you fall asleep?" The bike had stopped, but the motor was still running.



He blinked rapidly in an effort to regain his focus. "Uh, yeah. Sorry, pet." He thought quickly. "Didn't have a good day's sleep is all."



Her brow furrowed in what looked like concern, but he couldn't be sure. "Well, sounds like you really need to rest after all." She signaled with her head to the building ahead. "We're here. Memorial. Keep your eyes peeled for my Mini."



"Oh," he sighed. "That didn't take long." He winced inwardly at the disappointment in his voice.



"It's Santa Lucia. What did you expect?" Looking ahead, Buffy scanned the parking lot. "Let's circle the lot to get a bird's eye view."



"A bird's eye view would be from above, pet."



"You know what I mean."



As she turned into the parking lot entrance, she started a loop around the perimeter and scanned every row as she passed it.



From behind her, Spike just stared at Buffy. He was in no hurry to find her car.



"Found it!"



Bollocks.



The car was parked in front of the ER entrance. Slowing to a stop beside it, Buffy cut the engine and inspected the car while still on the bike.



"The girls must have gotten scared, because they've put the top back on."



"Well, looks alright to me, pet. Though I'm surprised you went for basic black. They don't make 'em in pink?"



"They do, but I'm practical girl these days. Black is discreet." Buffy dismounted and turned to face him. "Speaking of discreet, I noticed you've gone for a less neon shade of blond now. Is that your natural hair color?"



"Is that yours?"



"Shut up." Pouting, she turned on her heels and headed to the ER doors.



"Where are you goin'?" He spoke at her back.



"Keys. I told them to leave them inside," she replied without turning around.



"It's a hospital, love - not a valet service!" He shouted, but she had already shut the ER door behind her.



Spike sat back on the bike and started thinking about his current situation. It was bloody unreal, is what it was. Not three hours ago he was nursing a drink in a bar in Venice Beach trying to escape the memory of a girl that was lost to him a lifetime ago. And now he was spending the night at her place. And she hadn't aged a day since he'd seen her last. And most insane of all —forty years hadn't weakened one bit, his want for her.



He sighed.



Christ, he wished he could make the want go away.



Angel must have been foaming at the mouth to get her back when he'd found out she wasn't ageing. And he'd gotten her too. But he couldn't keep her, could he? He was pretty sure she’d spoken of him in the past tense. Maybe she’d spent enough time with the arrogant prick to realize he wasn't worth a second go. The prat was never gonna be able to sell himself as a hero to the real thing.



At least he hoped so.



Spike turned his head to the ER doors to see Buffy hustling back, still with a bit of a limp in her step.



"Everything alright, Slayer?"



"Yup," she replied, showing him the keys. "The receptionist was a bit pushy, though. She kept trying to get me to talk to the cops about the incident."



"Cops?"



"They're in there with the girls apparently. I didn't see them and I didn't want to." Buffy pressed the unlock button on her keychain and opened the driver's door. 



"Bloody hell!" Spike covered his nose with the sleeve of his duster.



Buffy quickly turned away - a hand over her mouth - while kicking the door shut with her foot.



"Slayer, your car smells like shit."



Buffy sent him a death stare.



"Sorry," he added, hands raised in surrender. "Guess that's obvious."



"So what do I do now? I'm not driving home in this!" Buffy threw her head back as if she were imploring heaven to help her, before returning her gaze to him. "I don't suppose you-"



"No."



"You don't even know wha-"



"Forget it, Slayer. You really hate me that much?"



She looked stunned by the question and her response was quiet. "What?"



He sighed. "Do you know how sensitive a vampire's nose is?"



She didn't answer him.



"If I can smell human fear, for christsakes, what do you think your shit mobile smells like to me?"



Buffy looked away. "Sorry."



He blinked.



Bloody hell. Twice in one night. That made twice in history now.



She was still quiet. "So what now?"



"Well..." Spike eyed the car." I reckon all Queenie needs is a good airing out for a day before she's safe enough to drive to a car wash, or for us to wash."



"Who?"



"Oh, just named her Queenie for you."



"Um, why?"



"Cause it suits."



"Um, how?"



"You know, Buffy's Mini. So, Bitty Buffy - BB for short. Like B.B. King. Only all cars are birds, so Queen. But she's still not THE queen, is she? That'd be you, ducks.” He winked. “So, Queenie."



Buffy furrowed her brow at his explanation, then pushed out her bottom lip. "I like 'Joan'."



"Yeah, well, you're not the sharpest knife in the drawer." That earned him a gentle back-handed smack on the shoulder. “And anyway, that’s your name, too,” he added with a knowing smile. "Come on. Let's just roll down all the windows, take the top down and leave it until tomorrow night."



Buffy shifted her eyes from Spike to the Mini and back. "Yeah, okay. Good plan."



As Spike moved to get off the bike and see to the windows, she put a hand to his chest. It was gentle, but enough to make him freeze.



"No. I'll do it," she said simply.



But there was nothing simple about the way it made him feel.



Obliging her, Spike restarted the bike and rolled it in reverse to get clear of the Mini while she let it breathe.



Holding her breath, Buffy ducked her head in the car to turn the ignition - avoiding the soiled driver's seat. With the press of a few buttons, she lowered the windows and roof, and was quick to escape the car and get back to the bike.



"You drive, pet."



"Again?"



"You know the way," he shrugged.



"Oh, right. Okay." Buffy remounted the bike in front of him as he scooted back just enough to give her room. "Hold on."



Like taking candy from a baby.



Spike did as he was told. He just hoped her house was at the farthest reach of town.





* * *



The ride took five minutes.



Buffy eased the bike into the driveway of a small, one-storey cottage and cut the engine.



"Don't see why you need a car in a two-bit town like this Slayer. You never used to mind walking."



"The Mini is for trips out of town, Spike - L.A. mainly, but wherever I'm needed that I can drive to." Dismounting, she continued. "It's also handy for search and rescue, like tonight."



Spike dismounted too. "Go to L.A. often then?" He wasn't fishing. Really, he wasn't.



"Once a month, to help the Slayers there, and... whenever I feel like seeing Dawn."



He inhaled sharply. "Niblet?"



"I'm not sure that nickname qualifies anymore, Spike. She's taller than you, and looks a lot older than you, too."



"Right." He paused to consider Dawn with some seriousness. "You know, there's a reason vamps don't have relationships with humans."



"Yeah. The same reason I don't have relationships with my Diet Coke."



"Funny," but Spike wasn't smiling. "It's because they grow old. Change when you don't.” He paused. “Die." In a lighter tone, he added, "Also, what you said."



Caught it.



He was sure he'd just made the left corner of her mouth go up a little.



The two walked up the path to the front door. Buffy unlocked it and eased it open, but didn't step through. She turned to him instead. This time, she let both corners of her mouth lift a little.



"Heroes first."



Spike tensed his jaw.



He wished she couldn’t do that — dig into his chest and fondle his heart with two little words like fingers. She was also confusing the hell out of him.



Slowly, he walked over the threshold, avoiding her eyes, and stopped in the foyer. He tried to take everything in as if it were his only chance to do so. As if it would give him the answers to the million and one questions he had about her. 



He heard her lock the door behind them. “No need to loiter in the foyer, Spike. There are actually other rooms.”



He turned to look at her in the dark. “Right.”



“Do you want a drink? Sorry, I don’t have blood - or whiskey for that matter. I don’t have many guests. And the one’s I get prefer beer or wine.”



“I’d never say no to either of those, love. Well - except when there’s blood or whiskey.”



“Okay. Um, well… let’s go to the kitchen then. Oh. Um… maybe you want a tour first?”



“Huh?”



“Yeah! Let’s do a tour!” Buffy had taken to rubbing her injured wrist since she’d entered the house and hadn’t met his eyes for more than a second at a time. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was nervous. But he knew better.



He walked into the main living area while Buffy fiddled with what looked like an old C.H.E.S.S. keypad on the wall. All the lights came on suddenly, and Spike squinted to adjust.



“So this is the living room and dining room,” she said, as she walked into the room to stand beside him.



“Uh huh.” Not one minute ago he’d wanted to absorb his surroundings. Now all he could do was look at her. It was the first time he’d seen her in anything but moonlight. He’d thought she looked gorgeous before - a light in the dark. He wasn’t prepared for what she looked like now, in the light.



Her hair was longer than he’d ever seen it. Dirty blond - like his - falling in waves almost to her waist. After the ride on the bike, it had a windswept wildness about it that made him want to tousle it further.



She wasn’t sun-kissed anymore. Her skin was pale, but smooth, giving her a more ethereal look. And it was blemished only by the burgeoning bruises he‘d put there.



He suddenly felt like a monster for having bruised her face.



Buffy caught him staring and started moving. “Uh, this way is the basement. You’ll like this.”



Spike followed her at some distance to the basement door. The leather left little to the imagination, and he had to force his eyes away from her ass to appreciate the rest. She’d always been fit, but she’d filled out beautifully.



As they descended the stairs, the lights came on to reveal a pretty impressive weapons collection against the far wall.



“Very nice, love. Beats the sorry trunk of weapons I’ve got in L.A.” 



Buffy whipped her head around to him.



“You live in L.A.?”



“No,” he said quickly. He wasn’t sure why he’d felt cornered. “I mean… yeah.”



“Which is it?” She looked angry suddenly.



He exhaled just to settle himself. “Yeah. I guess I do now. But I haven’t really lived anywhere for years, pet. Been movin’ around a lot… But that’s where I’ve been the last week or so. So, I rented a place. You’d like it.”



“Let me guess, ‘quite posh’?”



“Got it in one.”



She nodded, before looking up suddenly. “Oh my god. Angel!”



He couldn’t help but flinch at her mentioning his name. Now he was angry.



“We should tell him — oh, unless you’ve already done it. Does he know you’re alive yet?”



Spike’s face turned cold.



“Of course, pet. He’s always known.”If you've read this far, please take one minute to review. We're writing these stories for our fellow Spuffy fans, so please let us know you're reading. Also, your feedback is often useful.  So start writing reviews, so we keep writing stories. Thanks!

Chapter 10

Chapter 10: London Time

Previously in Time’s Fool…



“Oh my god. Angel!” 



He couldn’t help but flinch at her mentioning his name. Now he was angry.



“We should tell him – oh, unless you’ve already done it. Does he know you’re alive yet?”



Spike’s face turned cold.



“Of course, pet. He’s always known.”Buffy froze. She couldn’t have moved if she’d thought to — which didn’t matter — because her brain was as paralyzed as her legs. Her eyes were large and unblinking, but she couldn’t see anything in front of her. 



She came back to herself within seconds and felt altogether differently. Hot. Sick. Restless. Her heart was beating like a frightened bird’s, and she was suffocating at the bottom of a thousand thoughts. Her eyes were blinking mechanically now, but all she could see was red. 



“That’s enough touring, I think.” Her voice was deeper than normal, and quivered slightly. “The rest of the house is pretty standard. Bedrooms, kitchen, bathroom, backyard. Help yourself to whatever beer you can find.”



“Buffy-“



“I’m going to take a shower.” 



“Love-“



“I’ve been knee deep in penis eggs, suffocated by the smoke of a burning house, beat up — though in all fairness I started that fight, and head deep in a shitty car — literally. I’m taking a shower.” 



She didn’t flee. With a breeziness that betrayed none of the storm inside her, Buffy stepped past Spike, ascended the stairs, and walked to her bedroom, quietly closing the door behind her.



After peeling off her clothes and slipping into her robe, she grabbed her cell phone from the top of her dresser and headed straight to her bathroom. The bathroom had doors to each of the bedrooms. She locked them both. After switching on the radio to full volume, she turned the shower on to run cold. 



“London,” she spoke harshly into her phone. The line rang five times, and with every ring, Buffy’s feelings condensed further into a simmering rage. 



“Hello?” A sleepy voice answered.



“Willow, it’s me.” 



“Buffy? I can hardly hear you… Are you at a club or something?”



“I’m at home. That’s the radio. And I’m not turning it down.”



“Okay. Well… what’s up? It’s pretty late. Have you forgotten your time zones already?”



“Tell me you didn't know about Spike.” It was an order, not a plea.



“What?... Oh, no. Did he bite Xander again? Cause I told Andrew he needs to keep him on the leash when-“



“What are you talking about?” Buffy didn’t hide the irritation on top of her fury.



“Andrew's dog.”



“Andrew has a dog named Spike?!” She was getting more irritated by the second.



“Oh, yeah. He got him a year ago, so I guess you wouldn't have seen him. He's a little blond labradoodle, and soooo adorable. He found him wandering the streets of London wreaking havoc on the populace and decided it was his duty to redeem him. It's very cute… Wait, who did you mean?”



“The other Spike, Willow.” 



“The delivery guy from Thai-rrific?”



“No, Willow. The other one.” Buffy couldn’t believe her own patience.



“Oh. Huh? Wait. You mean… Spike-Spike? Like, William the Bloody, Spike?”



Buffy rolled her eyes in disdain. “Tell me you didn't know he was alive, Willow.”



“Oh my goddess! He's come back human?!”



“No!” Buffy dropped the arm holding her phone to lean both hands against the sink. One deep breath was all she needed to compose herself again. “He's alive. As in undead. As in not dust. As in HERE.”



“Whoa. I didn't know Buffy, I swear. Also, I didn't do it, if that wasn't clear.”



Silence.



“You really didn’t know?” 



“Buffy, of course not! Why would I keep something like that from you?”



Buffy didn’t answer.



“You know, I’d say this was unbelievable - Spike coming back - but… it’s not, really. I mean. We’ve certainly got experience with this sort of thing. Angel came back from Hell too.”



“Who said Spike was in hell?!” 



“Nobody! Or, okay, I did, but-“



“Well he wasn’t!” She hadn’t meant to raise her voice, so she was careful to lower it to below the radio volume again. “He died a HERO, Willow. He saved the WORLD.”



“Okay. I know, and I’m grateful for that, Buffy. Really. I’m just saying that he also wasn’t the first vampire to come back from… wherever, you know?”



Somehow, defending Spike had settled her a bit, and the knowledge that Willow really hadn’t known, cooled her fury. “Yeah, maybe he’s not the first. But Angel reappeared after a few months, not forty years.”



“True. So when did Spike come back exactly?”



“Oh, right. That’s the best part,” she responded with sarcasm. “He reappeared tonight, but he actually came back about three months after we closed the Hellmouth.”



“In Cleveland?”



“Sunnydale.”



“What?! Wait. That means he’s been alive — er, undead — this whole time?”



“Yup.”



“Three months, you said?”



“Yup.”



“Like Angel,” she said pensively. “He was only gone three months, too. Huh. Like you too actually — although, okay — that wasn’t entirely unplanned. Still… interesting. I should look into that. “



“Is that really the most interesting part of this story?!” Back came the rage.



“Oh. I guess not. But Buffy, sorry, I’m confused. Are you just shocked or are you upset? Or are you just mad? And at who exactly? I think, mad. You sound mad.”



“This isn’t about being upset or mad! It’s about confusion! And… and betrayal! And being duped! And… secrets and lies! And ex-boyfriends laughing at me behind my back while they take me around on motorcycles and get me into bed!”



“Huh?”



“Maybe I’m mad at Angel. No, scratch that. Maybe I hate Angel.”



“Huh?”



“Oh, did I Ieave out that little tidbit? Angel knew all along! To quote Spike, ‘He’s always known.’ And still he wooed me and… and seduced me… and told me that we’d be together forever! And all the while he knew Spike was alive.”



“Maybe it wasn’t Angel’s secret to tell, Buffy.”



“Stop making sense!” Buffy covered her face with her free hand, as she leaned against the sink. Her voice fell to a pained whisper. “He didn’t tell me, Willow. He told Angel, who he hates, but he didn’t tell me. Why didn't he tell me? Does he resent me? Was I so horrible to him? Does he blame me for leaving him to burn in the Hellmouth? Did he want to forget me? 



“Well… what would you have done if you’d known he was alive, Buffy?”



“What?”



“I mean… would you still have dated Angel?”



“That’s not the point.”



“No. You’re wrong. That’s entirely the point. It’s the Mount Fuji of points. And the fact that you can’t answer the question, is probably why he never told you.”



Buffy felt her insides curl up.



“You were everything to him, Buffy. Everything. The way Tara was everything to me.” Willow sighed wearily. “Don’t misunderstand me. I don’t compare Spike with Tara. Sorry, but there’s no comparison. But I do compare him with me.”



“How?” She whimpered.



“He loved you, like I loved Tara. He was greedy and obsessive and self-destructive and manipulative. And he hurt you, like I hurt her. But he loved you, in the only way he knew how.” Willow paused. “I get that now. And… I kinda think he learned to be better at it that last year in Sunnydale. Like I did. Only I didn’t learn to love her better until she was gone.”



Thinking of Tara always affected Buffy. “I still miss her, Willow.”



“Don’t change the subject. Back to Mount Fuji.”



Buffy smiled sadly. Sometimes Willow could be amazingly selfless. Sometimes.



“So, can you really blame Spike for not telling you he was back? I mean, when you’re not even sure that you would’ve done anything about it?”



“That’s not-“ Buffy sighed. “It’s-“ She sighed again. “That was a lifetime ago, Willow. I can’t say what I would’ve done. There was a lot going on after Sunnydale collapsed. We had so much work to do. We still do. There wasn’t time to explore feelings.”



“Is there time now?”



“That’s just it! Too much time has passed! He obviously doesn’t care anymore. How could he? He hasn’t known me for decades, and he didn’t want to!” Buffy could feel a major pout coming on. “Why didn’t he want to?” She whined.



“Buffy, seriously. Why do you keep asking me these questions?” 



“Because I don’t want answers from him that I won't like! You’re my friend. You can give me better answers. Like… like maybe he had amnesia and was living the life of a horror novelist or something, and… and only got his memories back last week. Or… or, maybe he was kidnapped by an underground fighting ring to be a demon gladiator! Ooh! Or maybe he got sucked into that alternate universe where you were a skanky vampire. Or… maybe he was living in the world without shrimp. Oh! Maybe he came back human after all, but then got vamped again and lost his soul, so he didn't want anyone to know.” 



“Buffy…”



“Just tell me something like that.”



“Where is he now, Buffy?” Willow was beginning to sound exasperated.



“I don’t know. In the house somewhere.”



“Your house?!”



“Yeah.”



“He’s staying with you?!”



“Yeah, well...”



“So, he found you! Well, there ya go! He did come after you. Better late than never, right?”



“No, Willow. He didn’t find me. He didn’t even know I lived here. He came to hunt the penis lady and we ran into each other.”



“Oh. Wait… who?”



“Our apple-pie-loving demon from the Doublemeat in Sunnydale. Or a cousin, anyway.”



“Ew!”



“Yeah, and she’s still at large. Uh, no pun intended.”



“Again, ew. Okay, so he didn’t come looking for you. But that’s even better. The two of you found each other. So, he’s staying?”



“Just until he heals. We had a fight. Like, with each other.”



“Buffy, why-“



“Long story. He’s staying for the moment.”



“Well, that makes this telephone call even more ridiculous.”



“Sorry.”



“No you’re not. But I forgive you. Go talk to him, Buffy. I hate to pull the age card, but really, you’re too old for this shit.”



“Willow!”



“My mother’s gone, so no, I don’t kiss her with this mouth. And there are occasions — rare ones, mind you — where a potty mouth is in order. This is one such occasion.”



“Fine.”



“Good.”



“So… how are things at the Council?”



“Uh uh. We’re not having a debriefing now. It’s the middle of the night and you pulled me out of a deep sleep in the arms of a much prettier housemate than Spike. Warmer too.”



Buffy smiled. “Alright. Tell Amelia I said hello - you know, when she wakes up.”



“Will do. We can chat about work tomorrow. You can update me on the Dragvloks then, and I can give you the latest global reports — if you’re interested."



“I’m on a semi-sabbatical thingie, Willow. I’m not retired. Of course I’m interested.”



“Right. Okay. Good night Buffy.”



“Good night.”



“And good luck.”



“Yeah.”



* * *



Buffy hung up the phone with a deep sigh - suddenly noticing the radio for the first time since she’d called Willow. They were playing some horrible oldies song, and she moved to turn it off, but stopped herself. It would look too obvious. Best keep it on while she finished in the bathroom.



Turning the water to as hot as she could stand, she stepped into the shower to wash away the worst parts of the night. She must have been in the shower for over an hour, because the water turned cool after she’d finished conditioning her hair. Shivering through the cold as she rinsed out her conditioner, she jumped out quickly afterwards and slipped back into her robe. The last thing she wanted to do was blow dry her hair, because it took forever to dry, but she wasn’t about to let Spike see her with flat, stringy locks. After blowing and brushing her hair to a healthy sheen, she dabbed a bit of lip gloss on her lips and cheeks to keep that just-showered look.



“Spike?” She checked his bedroom first after unlocking the entrance from the bathroom. She noticed a small black bag on the bed she hadn’t seen before. It must have been on the bike. 



Her living room was empty as well, and she was about to check the basement again, when she smelled cigarette smoke coming from the back porch. 



She found him on her swinging chair eating a peach with one hand, and holding a glass of Shiraz in the other. A cigarette butt was still burning stubbornly in a makeshift ashtray at his feet. 



“That’s not an ashtray.”



He didn’t turn to look at her. Just kept his eyes on her peach trees. “I’ll wash it, Slayer.”



“Don’t worry about it.” 



He bit into his peach, and the sound drew her eyes away from his cigarette butt to his cheek bones… and to his jaw… and to his Adam’s apple as it moved when he swallowed. Spike always had a way of making everything he did with his mouth seem sinful. 



“Good peach?” 



“The best. Cause it’s not from a store. You know where it came from. Picked it yourself.”



“Good wine?”



“No.”



“Sorry.”



“I never thought I’d say this, Slayer, but that’s enough apologies for one night.”



This wasn’t going well. She thought about asking him if she could join him on the swing, but then remembered that it was her house and her stupid swing, so she took the empty space on the other side. He had stopped the swing once she’d sat down next to him, so she pushed off with her bare feet and got them swinging again.



“I see you found your room.”



“Yeah. Thanks for that. It’s a cozy room. Cozy house, too. A bit lonely, though, for only one person. Got friends in town?”



“No.”



Neither spoke for several minutes. Their eyes on the trees, they took turns restarting the swing. Finishing his peach, Spike threw the soggy pit into the bushes at the far end of the yard.



“Three months after we sunk Sunnydale, I appeared in Angel’s office at Wolfram and Hart. “



She turned to him suddenly - surprised by his confession. He was going to tell her. Had he heard her talking? 



“Apparently, Angel had received a package with the amulet inside, and I materialized out of it. I was confused as all hell. And all I did was ask for you.” 



Buffy felt her chest tighten. She opened her mouth to reply, but her voice caught in her throat. It was a good thing, perhaps. She didn’t want him to stop talking. He was speaking in a matter of fact way, so it was difficult to get a sense of what he was feeling. It didn’t help that he wouldn’t look at her. His eyes stayed focused on the trees.



“I wasn’t corporeal though. Couldn’t pick up a phone or anything. And I was trapped inside the Wolfram and Hart building for a while. Fred, the sweet Southern thing Angel was lucky to call a friend, she was the only one that cared. Tried to help me.”



Buffy felt a twinge of discomfort in her gut, but quickly pushed it away. She kept her eyes on him. He kept his eyes straight ahead. Why wouldn’t he look at her?



“In the end, I was made corporeal again and could leave the building. But there were things happening there. Or at least, I thought there were things I could do there. And Angel wanting me gone was reason enough to stay.“



He paused then, giving her the perfect opening to speak, but she was still wary. She wanted to hear more.



“Heard you went to Rome. Moved on. Had a Slayer army to deal with. Ended up actually going to Rome with Angel to do some business, and heard about you and the Immortal.”



Buffy’s eyes widened.



“Spike I-“



“Let me finish, Slayer. You’ll get your turn.”



Reluctantly, she closed her mouth.



“Saw you dancing in a club with the ponce. Was gonna go talk to you. But business got in the way again. And anyway, Andrew told us you were happy with the bastard, with your life, so there wasn’t much point disrupting it.”



“That’s enough.” She was going to murder Andrew. Slaughter him like a squealing pig.



He turned to her finally, his face a mask.



“I wasn’t in Rome, Spike.”



She saw his eyes widen slightly at that.



“I’ve had covers. Doppelgangers or whatever. Wait, are those evil? They weren’t evil. They were slayers. Girls who volunteered to impersonate me in a few cities around the world. It was a stupid safety measure. No, it was a selfish safety measure. Those girls were slayers, so they were always at risk; but they weren’t ready for the kind of risk that being me involved.”



“So that wasn’t you in Rome?” He still seemed skeptical.



“Well, I’ve been to Rome; but not immediately after Sunnydale. I was in Scotland. Another slayer was in Rome. She was dating the Immortal for information, or at least that had been the plan. Andrew was instructed to tell everyone it was me. It’s possible that he didn’t trust you, if you were with Angel then. We weren’t sure about Angel’s allegiances until after his battle with the Black Thorn.”



“So you never dated the Immortal.” It wasn’t a question. He said it as if he were telling himself a truth. His jaw was tensed again and he looked murderous. He must’ve been thinking about slaughtering Andrew, too.



“I can’t believe you ever thought I would date someone like him, Spike. You of all people were supposed to know me better than that.”



He looked at her sternly. “What I knew and what I saw and heard didn’t add up, Slayer.”



“Well then, I can’t believe you were fooled by an impersonator,” she countered.



“There’s that word again. Fool,” he spat.



“Did I say it before?”



“My mistake.” He was back to staring at the trees. Was he angry with her?



“You were telling a story, Spike. I’m listening,” she said gently.



He sighed and took a sip from the wine that had remained untouched since she’d come outside. “So we went back to L.A. — both deciding to leave you be — and handled business there. Angel took on the Black Thorn. I fought with his crew. And the only two to make it out alive were the ones who were already dead.”



Buffy shut her eyes with the realization of Angel’s lie. “Angel told us he was the only survivor.”



“Well…” He swallowed. “I had already told Angel not to tell anyone I was back. Told Andrew as much too. As much as I hate to defend either of them now, there it is.”



Buffy wasn’t impressed. Angel wasn’t excused. And Andrew was bacon.



“So what happened afterwards?”



Spike finished his wine in one gulp before pouring another glass. “I left L.A. for good. Left California, the U.S. It would take too bloody long to recount the last forty years in one night, Buffy. I did my thing. Traveled everywhere. Fought demons. Helped the slayers out when I found them — though they never wanted the help, and usually tried to kill me. The White Hat stuff I did for free; but I found other ways to use my skills for profit.”



Buffy furrowed her brow and was about to ask how, when he pre-empted her.



“Relax, Slayer. Nothing sinister. Did some mediator work. Handy knowing Fyarl, you know. Did some bounty hunter work for the more harmless demons. Mercenary work, too. Even worked as a bodyguard, for demons and humans alike. But that was usually very temporary. Boring, but lucrative. Actually protected a slayer in Jordan for a good year. That was my longest bodyguard gig.” 



“Really? Who?”



“You wouldn’t know her, love. The Council had contacted her family, but they sent the wankers packing. Didn’t want their little girl going off to some far off, godless place to do unladylike things. Wanted their girl to become a woman. Marry. But the local demons had gotten a sniff of her when she’d first shown her power. Got a taste of her, too. So the family hired guards, but all of the humans they’d hired got themselves killed. So… they decided to fight evil with evil.”



“What happened to her?”



“She left home without me one night.”



Buffy sighed.



“It was my fault. I should have trained her, should have let her fight. But that wasn’t what I’d been paid to do.” 



“Spike, I’m so-“



“We had that conversation already, love. Anyway, that was my last gig as a protector. I stuck to hunting and killing after that. And saved up enough dosh to make some savvy investments.”



“What-“



“Another story for another day, pet.”



“So what brought you back to L.A. after all this time?”



“The Dragvloks.”



‘”Really?!”



“I killed a couple in Sydney that were hunting slayers. Easy pickings too, those slayers. That’s a bit of a worry. I’ve seen way too many slayers taken down of late. Figured I’d see what gramps had heard about their movements lately.”



“Angel.” Buffy lowered her head, still reeling from the betrayal. “So, you’ve been in contact with him over the years.”



“Only when necessary. Usually when he’d heard of a job that needed done. But he only gave me jobs outside the States.” 



She looked up suddenly. “Did he ever mention me?”



Spike paused. “Rarely. And he never said much.” He looked away before he continued. “And I didn’t ask much either.”



Buffy wasn’t prepared for the nausea that overtook her. But she didn’t let it show on her face. She swallowed. Maybe she was hungry. 



“Hungry?”



He turned his head to her, a questioning look on his face.



“I mean… do you feel like a bit of human food? A snack? I usually eat a little something after patrol.”



“I could eat a little something. What’ve you got?”



“I’ll go see. Just sit tight. I’ll be back in a minute.”



Buffy hastened to the kitchen to get some fresh air - which was weird, since she’d been outside - but she needed to breathe. She couldn’t make sense of her insides, and her brain was overwhelmed with the night’s revelations. Unable to focus on finding a proper snack, she grabbed an unopened bag of Cheetos and an extra wine glass. Taking three slow breaths, she managed to calm her stomach a little, before heading back outside.



“I’ve got cheesy goodness. Fresh Cheetos.”



“Bit of an oxymoron, innit, love?”



“Nope. They’re kinda like a symbol of my life. Long-lasting, but still fresh.”



“That would make a nice segue into your story, pet.”



Buffy met his eyes and smiled slightly, as she sat back down and opened the bag.



“First, nourishment.” She offered him the bag, and he dug his hand more than half way down to get some.



“Nothing but air in here. What a rip-off.”



“Yeah. But it makes the few you get all the more sweet. Or, salty, I guess.”



Spike stuffed the whole handful in his mouth and spoke after one chew. “Spill.”



Buffy frowned disapprovingly at his eating habits, but she didn’t really care. “Spike, like you said, way too much has happened over the years for me to know where to start or what to include.”



“That’s not what I’m asking about Slayer, and you know it,” he mumbled, his mouth still full of Cheetos. Swallowing the last of it, he continued. “I know what you’ve been up to. Training Slayers. Preventing apocalypses. Saving the world twenty times over since I did it. The hero thing. Just tell me why you don’t look old enough to drink.”



She paused, looking him square in the eyes. “I’ll give you one guess.”



He looked at her closely for a moment, before opening his mouth slightly. “Willow.”



“Isn’t it always?” Buffy suddenly felt very tired.



Spike shook his head as if disappointed. “So what’d she do?”



It was Buffy’s turn to stare at the trees. “She’d already done it, Spike. The resurrection spell.”



“Bloody hell.”



“Yeah. Turns out, she had the power, but didn’t understand how to use it properly.”



“Sounds familiar. So the spell went wrong?”



“No. That’s just it. The spell went as planned. She just picked the wrong spell.”



Spike waited for her to explain further, so she shifted her eyes back to him.



“Look, I still don’t understand magic very well, but Willow did a lot of research after we realized I was the only one of us that wasn’t getting wrinkly around the edges. She went over the spell a hundred times - gave me a copy of it too. I memorized it years ago.”



“So let’s hear it. Never did know what went down that night.”



Buffy exhaled. “Alright. It goes: 'Osiris, keeper of the gate, maker of all fate, hear us. Before time, and after, before knowing and nothing, accept our offering. Know our prayer.'"



“Okay.”



“And then Willow said, Osiris. Here lies the warrior of the people. Let her cross over. Osiris, let her cross over."



“Still not getting it, Slayer.”



“Do you know who Osiris was?”



“Sure. Egyptian Lord of the Dead. Of the Underworld.”



“Right. But he wasn’t just the Lord of the Dead. He was sometimes called the King of the Living. According to our sources, the ancient Egyptians considered the blessed dead “the living ones,” so he was King of the Blessed Dead, too. And…” She took another deep breath. “… He was said to be, and I quote, ‘permanently benign and youthful’. The Egyptians believed that the Kings of Egypt that associated with Osiris would gain eternal life after death through magic.”



“So… because she called on the permanently youthful Osiris…”



“She unknowingly asked him to grant me eternal life after death, and I was brought back in his image. In other words, forever young.”



“Bloody hell.”



“Yeah. And it seems the wording she chose reinforced the request. She declared me ‘the warrior of the people’. As in, the official and only. We think those words implied that I needed to remain in this realm for as long as the people required a warrior.”



“An immortal slayer.”



“A slayer without a retirement plan.” 



Spike took a large gulp of his wine before setting it down and pouring her a glass. She took it gratefully. 



“So what does Red have to say for herself?”



Buffy slumped in her seat, letting her head roll towards him. “She thinks I should be more grateful, but she doesn’t say as much. She’s told me that I’ve been blessed. Despite the fact that I have to watch everyone I love in the world age and die, she thinks I’ve been given a gift.”



“Bollocks.”



“And I’m not sure she thinks I deserve it.”



Spike looked at her intensely. “No one in the bleeding world could be more deserving, Buffy. You must know that.” 



“Tell that to Willow. Actually, don’t. She’s bitter enough as it is, though she hides it well.”



“That bi-…” He swallowed the word. “Sorry, pet, but she does more harm than good with magic. I don’t know that the world needs all these chits dying left and right anyway. You were doin’ an alright job on your own.”



“Maybe. But I was barely making a dent. I prevented some apocalypses, sure. But the world needs all the good guys it can get.” Exhaling, she continued. “Anyway, Willow’s magic has been restrained.”



“How?” 



“Like you said, Spike. Another story for another day. And not a pretty one. Suffice it to say, she’s had to rely a lot more on that enormous frontal lobe of hers. Hence, taking over the Council from Giles.”



“I heard about him, love. I’m sorry.”



“Thanks. But no need to apologize. You didn’t do it… I did.”



He raised a questioning eyebrow.



“Do you know how he died?”



“No. Angel was never big with the details.”



“It was a vampire that got him in the end. A vampire I didn’t stop in time.”



“Buffy-“



“Do you know what he said when he died?”



He didn’t answer.



“He said, ‘It’s rather poetic… in a maudlin sort of way.’” 



Spike furrowed his brow. “That’s it?”



“No,” she sighed. “He said more. It wasn’t quick.” She winced at the memory of how slowly Giles had died. “He said all the right things to me. He was loving and supportive and empowering - like he’d always been at the best of times. It was probably our greatest moment together.”



“He was like a father to you.”



“He was. He really was. With all the love and disillusionment and disappointment and forgiveness that involves. It took me a long time to forgive him for betraying you.”



He turned his head away from her then. 



“He acknowledged your sacrifice in the end, you know. It was only then, that I really started to forgive him. But we were never close again. Not like high school.” 



Spike turned back to her. “I never wanted to come between you and the Watcher, love.” 



“I know. That’s what made you better than him that last year. He didn’t see it. I did.”



Spike blinked at her. Then he grabbed the bag of Cheetos from her hand.



“Stop hoggin’ ‘em Slayer.” 



“I wasn’t-“



“Stop tellin’ lies, you greedy bint.” He shoved his hand in the bag noisily and threw a handful into his mouth. The only sound in the night was his crunch.



Buffy couldn’t help but chuckle. She sat there watching him chew and swallow until his Adam’s apple stopped bobbing, before she spoke.



“So… think we should kill Andrew?”



Spike smiled with his eyes. “Tell you what… you snap his neck. Then let me drink.”



“Done,” she giggled, before snatching the bag of Cheetos back.If you're reading puddinhead's story, "Yours, William", you may remember the special role that peaches played. Thanks for the beta work puddin', as always. :-)



For those of you wondering what labradoodles look like, here's a blond one: http://www.labradoodle.com.au/brandysadventure.html  




Do I need to ask you guys if you remember Buffy's famous quote about Cheetos? It's actually relevant. If you don't remember it, shame on you.  




Do I need to remind you guys about Andrew trying to slaughter the squealing pig in Season 7? Come on, people! Catch my references!  




Season 8 Comic Spoiler Alert: Those of you who read Season 8 will have noticed that I try to honor it somewhat. Those of you who don't read the comic, don't blame me for my plot choices. Just sticking to canon. ;-)  




If you've read this far, please take one minute to review. We're writing these stories for our fellow Spuffy fans, so please let us know you're reading. Also, your feedback is often useful.  So start writing reviews, so we keep writing stories. Thanks!

Chapter 11

Chapter 11: Time Alone

Previously in Time’s Fool…



“So… think we should kill Andrew?”



Spike smiled with his eyes. “Tell you what… you snap his neck. Then let me drink.”



“Done,” she giggled, before snatching the bag of Cheetos back.She was smiling at him. Like she was happy. Happy to be with him. The moonlight was dancing in her hair again, and the soft honey light from the house was painting highlights on her face. But it was her smile that made her glow.

He had to get away from her.

Ever since he’d digested the fact that she’d never been with the Immortal, he’d been silently mourning the opportunity missed – quietly regretting the wasted buckets of salt he’d spilled over her betrayal. He had thought she’d been betraying herself as much as him. Dating the Immortal went against every value she’d claimed to have had. The values she’d always used to tear him down. The values she’d once worn like armor around her heart to keep him out. 

But she’d never betrayed them after all. 

Only now did he realize that a part of him had stayed angry with her – hated her even –for having treated his sacrifice so flippantly by dancing into bed with the world’s most unrepentant whore. But she’d never even known the bastard. And now, that small amount of hate he’d been carrying in his heart, like a knot in a muscle, came slowly undone. And after the bliss of relief came the lingering ache. And after the lingering ache came the love. More love. Bloody hell. He’d thought he loved her enough already.   

Now, looking at her – smiling and glowing – all he could think about was her robe… and untying it’s knot with one pull of her belt… and burying his face in her breasts while wrapping his arms ‘round her middle. Downing his wine had done sod all to dampen his yearning for her, and if he didn’t get away from her soon, he was gonna get another punch in the nose. Her scent was strong on the breeze, despite the shower. It hung in the air around his head, scrambling his brain and intensifying his feelings. And it was mingled with… peaches of all things. No doubt some body wash she’d used in the shower to-

Stop it, Spike thought to himself. Don’t think about Buffy wet. Don’t even look at her. He turned his head away from her and tensed his jaw. Why the bleeding fuck had she come out in a robe, anyway? It wasn’t fancy – not silk or anything. Just a plain cotton thing, pale green like her eyes. But it was thin. And it had the horrible habit of clinging to her frame, reminding him all too well of what it barely concealed – what he’d memorized in his mind’s eye, anyway. And where the robe didn’t cling, it fell open for him – revealing a sliver of her collarbone or a window of thigh, taut and smooth. 

He couldn’t stand it anymore. Couldn’t endure being around her in that fucking robe, with her hair, and her scent, and her giggles, and her smile, and her calling him a hero, and her saying he’d been a better man than the Watcher that last year in Sunnydale.

She seemed oblivious to his torment of course – happily munching on her Cheetos, sucking on her little cheesy fingers. At least when they’d been talking, he’d been able to focus on something else – get lost in the past. A half-naked, freshly scrubbed Slayer who had never betrayed him, could be pushed aside. For a moment, anyway. But he’d told his story, or as much as he felt like sharing that night. And she’d told hers. There was nothing left to distract him from wanting her now. 

“Think I’ll have a shower, love.” Spike stopped the swing with his boot and stood up – refusing to look at her.

“Oh. Um, okay.” 

“Had a long day.” Walking to the doorway, he turned his head towards her slightly. “Got in a fight with a bleeding slayer that can’t be killed. Wouldn’t mind letting some hot water run over my muscles.”   

“Of course. Don’t let me keep you.” Her voice was flat. She looked down for a moment, before looking up at him again. “Oh. Um, there may not be much hot water, though.”

He turned around to face her fully, wearing a scowl.

“Oops.” 

He wished her guilty face wasn’t so adorable. His scowl faded. It hadn’t been sincere, anyway.

“I’ll manage, pet. Not like I get cold, exactly. Just like the heat.”

“Um, it should be lukewarm at least. Or… actually, it’s probably been long enough for it to start to get hot again. I think,” she added sheepishly.

“Any soap of the less fruity variety?”

“Uh, yeah. There’s probably some plain white soap under the sink. I use the cheap stuff to wash away the more excessive blood and guts. Help yourself.”

“Cheers.” 

Spike walked silently to his bedroom and shut the door behind him. Leaning his head against the back of the door, he shut his eyes and exhaled heavily. How the hell was he supposed to stay with her now and resist the urge to gather her into his arms? 

Slumping onto the edge of the bed, he let himself sulk for a minute, before pulling off his sweater and T-shirt and unbuckling his pants. After kicking off his boots, he peeled off his socks and stood to let his pants drop around his feet. 

Suddenly, being naked only made him want her more. She was practically naked in the next room – nothing but a door and a scrap of green cotton between them. Not even human blood from the source running down his throat could compare to being tangled in her hot limbs and hair. 

With a newfound urgency, Spike hastened to the bathroom and kicked the door closed behind him. Grabbing a bar of soap from under the sink, he stepped into the shower and turned the water on full blast. It was cold at first, but he didn’t care. Hands against the wall, he lowered his head under the jet to let the water soak his hair and stream down his face.

Slowly, the water began to warm, and Spike tilted his head back, inviting the water to rain upon his sore and bruised chest. Once the water turned hot, he turned his back to the spray to let it massage his neck, shoulders and back. For several minutes he let the hot water caress him from behind, but his mind soon drifted back towards the evening’s revelations. 

Buffy had never been with the Immortal. That fact and its ramifications were still sinking in. Shaking his head in awe of the truth, he started the business of washing away the lies with the grime. Opting to skip her fruity shampoo, he used the soap to wash his hair, face and neck. 

She’d been in Scotland leading an army of girls, not moving on with some greasy tosser. Sighing, he turned to face the water and ducked his head back under to rinse clean his hair. He started washing his arms next, then his back, before moving to his chest. 

“Fuck,” he let out with a wince. His chest was still tender from her boot and hurt like hell when he stroked it. Moving down to safer ground, he began rubbing circles of suds into his stomach, before it clinched at a thought…

If she hadn’t been with the Immortal, then who? Surely there’d been men over the years. Men other than Angel. He sighed again. Angel. Had she only been with him recently? Was it over? Would things have been different had she known Spike was alive? Spike knew he was a fool, but he didn’t fool himself when it came to Buffy anymore. He knew he would never replace Angel in her heart, but knowing Buffy like he did, he was pretty sure she would’ve felt too guilty to sleep with Angel while Spike lived. Especially after that last year in Sunnydale, when they’d been… close.

Spike hissed as his hand brushed his cock. Looking down, he was startled to find it hard – bobbing slightly, as if begging to be rubbed next. He was mortified now – unsure of how long his own body had been betraying him. He wanted her, of course. He was overwhelmed with want for her.

But that wasn’t what he wanted.

Had she meant what she’d said in the Hellmouth? Could any part of her still mean it? And why the fuck did it still have to matter so goddamn much?

Spike pressed his bent head into the shower wall in frustration, eyes shut and arms limp at his sides. God help him, he loved her. Still. More, maybe. He couldn’t ignore the object of his feelings any longer – not when she was smiling and swinging on the other side of the door. A sob escaped his lips, sudden and pitiful, and he opened his eyes with an irrational fear that she might have heard. 

He pretended it was only the shower water that had wet his cheeks.

Standing suddenly to his full height, he exhaled sharply, then turned the water to ice cold. He finished his shower with a military efficiency – skipping certain parts – and hurried to his bedroom to dress quickly. 

He refused to spend a moment longer than needed in hiding, mourning what could have been or regretting what had been. Not when the object of his longing was in the next bloody room, waiting for his company. So after one more unneeded breath, Spike left his room to face his gi- 

… to face Buffy again with dignity.

“I see you’ve grown some ovaries in the last forty years.” 

Surprised by her voice, Spike stopped. He found her sitting on the living room sofa. The TV was on, but the volume was down.

“Huh?” He started walking again towards her.

“You take longer in the shower than I do, and you don’t even sweat. Or poo.”

Spike screwed up his face.

“Sorry. That was gross.”

That made him grin. That, and the picture she painted snuggled on the sofa. She’d changed out of her robe into another cotton number. She was wearing a pair of thin, fitted pajamas – baby blue this time – with her feet dug deep under a sofa cushion. She’d brought the wine into the house and was sipping it leisurely. 

“Anything good on?”

“Ooh, yeah. Mansquito!” Buffy’s face lit up with excitement as she repositioned herself against the arm of the sofa.

“Who?” Spike walked further into the room, eyeing the space beside her.

“It’s a classic.“

“Right. Like Barry Lyndon or 2001.”

“Is that the John Cusack one where the tsunami destroys the world?”

“Not even close, pet.”

“Oh.”  He loved it when she pouted through her embarrassment. But he didn’t like making her feel stupid – mainly because she wasn’t.

“Well, if you think it’s a classic, love, let’s see it then.”

She gave him a blinding smile, then patted the cushion beside her. “You’ll love it. It’s about this guy – part man, part mosquito.”

“Gathered that much.”  He sat down on the cushion beside her, her painted toes just inches away from his thigh.

Buffy poured him a glass of wine. “I love it because it seems so far-fetched, but it’s not, you know?”

Spike gave her a skeptical look as he sipped his drink.

“It’s not! You weren’t in Sunnydale for Mrs. French. Or, actually, the thing that pretended to be Mrs. French. She was a hot substitute teacher by day, and a virgin-eating mantis by night.”

“She ate virgins?”

“Just boy ones. She tried to eat Xander.”

Spike choked on his wine.

“Oops. Xander would kill me if he knew I told you that. But,” she shrugged. “Whatever. That was high school. He’ll get over it. It’s not like he’s that guy anymore. He’s married with kids for goodness sakes.”

“Yeah? What twit did the Whelp sucker into marrying him?”
  
Buffy frowned. “Dawn.” 

Spike spat out his wine in a spray and stood up. “Take that back,” he warned.  

Buffy rolled her eyes. “Sit down, Spike. It’s a little late to be playing protective big brother now, and not just because she’s 57. You didn’t just hide from me all these years, you know. You ignored Dawn, too.”

That made him sit down slowly and lower his head. He paused before speaking, his voice deep and low. “Didn’t think she’d want to see me, Slayer. We weren’t exactly on the best of terms last time we saw each other.”

“Maybe not,” she said seriously. “But you don’t give up on the people that matter. You think Dawn and me were always on the best of terms? No. But she’s my sister. So I kept trying.” 

Spike sighed. “Guess I thought she didn’t need me pestering her. I was there for her when you couldn’t be… that summer you…  But when she had you again, she didn’t need me.”

“Yeah well, I’m not enough.” Buffy paused. “For anyone.”

Spike looked up sharply. What the hell had she meant by that? He didn’t have the guts to ask, though. “I wasn’t hiding from you, love.”

“Right.” 

“It’s not like I was ducking around corners or slipping into caves, Buffy. It’s a big bad world out there, with too many vampires and slayers to count now.  I wasn’t avoiding you. I just didn’t broadcast that I was back like it was breaking news. You’re the one who’d made the headlines, going global. You had bigger things to worry about. A bloody army to lead.”

Buffy sighed.

He thought it best to change the subject. “So, Mansquito. A classic tale of realism.”

She gave him a small smile. “Yeah. And it echoes so much, you know? A man taken over by the instincts of his insect. Ooh! By his insect reflection!”

Spike furrowed his brow.

“Bad joke I guess, even now. Anyway, yeah, it’s totally realistic. Consider Xander. Again. He was possessed by a hyena once. Hmm. But he didn’t actually change form or anything. He just got very mean and horny. Maybe that’s not the best example.” She took another sip of her wine and swallowed quickly to speak again.

“It’s like you!” She exclaimed with wide eyes.

“Huh?”

“Mansquito! Part man, part mosquito. You know, with the blood suckage. You’re Mansquito!”

Spike growled.

Buffy started cackling. Her wine threatened to spill, as she let her head fall back on the sofa. 

“You’re cut off, Slayer.” He tried to grab her glass but she pulled it out of his reach.

“I so am not.” She was still giggling. “I can hold my liquor a lot better these days, thank you very much.” She settled down. “Okay, no more jokes or trips down memory lane. Movie is on now. Can’t miss the beginning.”

“No. That’d be a shame.”

She pushed him back into the sofa by his shoulder. “Just sit back and relax,” she said with a smile. “You’re supposed to be recuperating.”  

“Yeah, but-“

“Shh! It’s started,” she whispered.

Spike rolled his eyes and turned to face the screen.

The two watched the movie in companionable silence, their only conversation the occasional outburst from Spike about how lame Mansquito was being or how daft some victim had been before he got what was coming to him.  Buffy would agree with a giggle of delight, then shush him quickly. Thirty minutes into the movie, they had finished the first bottle of wine and Spike had fished out a second from the kitchen. Before the end of the movie, they’d finished the second bottle as well. 

“Well that was just, dumb.” The credits had started to roll and Spike was staring at the screen in disbelief at where he found himself: a two-hundred year-old vampire having just watched the full ninety-two minutes of a movie called Mansquito, with a sixty-year old vampire slayer named Buffy.  

Speaking of which, she hadn’t answered him. He turned to look at her and felt his heart melt. She was still sitting with bent knees, toes dug under his seat cushion, but her head was lolled to the side, mouth parted slightly, and eyelids closed and twitching. 

“Buffy,” he whispered. A little snore escaped her lips that made him smile sadly. It was a bloody crime her being so cute. 

Spike sat back and stared at Buffy as she slept. She was such an odd creature his… girl. A wonder, really. She had the face of a child, but the eyes of a woman who’d seen more death and bloodshed than most vampires. She had the tiniest frame underneath those cotton pajamas, but it was the most powerful weapon he’d ever come across. And she had the biggest bleeding heart, despite the fact that all her friends had betrayed her at some point in time. None more than Willow, who had torn her away from a heavenly rest just to fight their battles again, and who had carelessly cursed her to fight those battles for eternity. Now Buffy’s eyes would never stop seeing bloodshed and death. That strong but delicate body would never know rest again. And the most forgiving of hearts would ache long after every loved one had faded away. 

It wasn’t fair.

Spike stared at her more intensely with a new resolve. If he was sure of anything now, it was this: that he loved this woman with everything he had. That he loved her more than he wanted her. That it was like coming home just being near her. That it would be heaven for him just to help her. If he could lessen her burden even the slightest bit... If he could make her smile or laugh for even a few moments… If he could give her even brief periods of rest… he’d consider his unlife worth something. 

“Here lies the warrior of the people,” he whispered in admiration. 

Buffy murmured in her sleep. He wouldn’t torture himself by carrying her to bed, so he spoke loudly. “Buffy.”

He got a murmur in reply.

“Buffy,” he spoke louder.

“Huh?” Her eyes were still closed, but she seemed to be waking up grumpily.

“Chop, chop Slayer. Time for beddy-bye.” 

Slowly, she opened her eyes with a frown.

“Movie’s over, pet.”

“Really? Did I miss the end?”

“Don’t you know what happens?”

“Yeah, but, still. Did you see the whole thing, though?”

“Yeah. I had the displeasure.”

“You didn’t like it?”

“No. But I had fun, anyway.” 

That made her smile. “Okay. Bedtime.” Buffy stretched her arms above her head and yawned widely like a cat after a nap. Standing up, she went to grab the wine glasses when he stopped her with a hand to her arm.

“I’ll take care of this Slayer. Not really my normal bedtime yet. I may stay up a bit.”

“Thanks.” She looked down at him and their eyes met. She seemed to want to speak, but several seconds passed before she did. “Good night, Spike.”

Staring back at her, he replied softly. “Good night, love.”

Slowly, she shuffled away. When Spike heard her close the door to her bedroom, he shifted to her side of the couch. It was warm and smelled of sleepy Slayer and he nestled himself into the corner while the warmth remained. He wasn’t even remotely sleepy, but he knew he had to go to bed soon. He didn’t want to sleep through a single moment he had with her. He had no idea what would happen tomorrow. 

His wounds would heal overnight, even without any blood to drink; so there’d be no technical reason to stay beyond sunset. The thought of leaving her pained his throat and eyes, but he wouldn’t cry. He wasn’t a complete ponce. But in his defense, only Buffy could make a two-hundred-year-old demon cry.


*  *   *

On the outskirts of Santa Lucia, a lone woman sat on a park bench. One gnarled hand clutched her coat closed across her breasts. With her head bent low, her short, silver hair hung limply over her eyes. She let the tears flow freely, as she moaned and wailed through her grief. She’d barely even touched the apple-pie held loosely in her lap.Does anyone else feel bad for the penis lady? 



About that film: Mansquito is an actual film. My mother is a die-hard fan of monster movies on Sci Fi. The Sci Fi channel in the US typically airs an original monster movie on Saturdays. One Saturday, I rang her on iChat (from Australia where I live) and asked her what the monster was for the night, and she answered, “Mansquito!” I thought it was the funniest thing I’d heard in a while.

Chapter 12

Chapter 12: In the Nick of Time

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Spike told Buffy about his life after Sunnydale, and Buffy explained why she hasn’t aged. 

By three a.m., Spike had finished exploring every nook and cranny of the house. Through the few pictures and knick-knacks that adorned the place, he’d tried to imagine whom she’d become, how she’d changed. But the house told few stories. The pictures of Dawn were a shock, with her grey hair and laugh lines, but she was every bit as lovely as he knew she’d be. And the kids looked like decent enough people, though they favored the Whelp.



There were no other photos in the house though. None of the Watcher. None of Red. None of the other Slayers. Any pictures of Joyce would have been buried in Sunnydale, he supposed. Sad, that. There were several paintings and sculptures though, which looked to be from various cities around the world she must have visited. And plenty of weapons, of course – not just in the basement, but stashed all over the place. It was a charming house he had to admit. But it felt empty. 



From his window seat in the living room, Spike gazed out at the dark suburban street. He still wasn’t tired, but he didn’t want to lose a single moment with her, so he reluctantly got up and retreated to his room. After pulling down the shade, he threw a blanket over the window for good measure, then peeled off his clothes and climbed into bed. He was disappointed that the sheets smelled so little of her, but her scent still lingered in his nose from the rest of the house. Closing his eyes, it wasn’t long before he slipped into a light but peaceful sleep. 





* * *



Meanwhile in L.A...



Gina had been kicking stones through Watts for three hours. “This shit is pointless, Pip,” she grumbled into her wrist piece. 



Pipa’s disembodied voice was sharp and dissonant in the air. “I know. Torrance is sleepy too.”



“The Ellens seein’ any action?”



“Of course. Venice Beach is never quiet. I was glad for the swap before, but now…”



“I know, right? We could be home watching Animal Cops.”



“So did you dust anything tonight?”



“Nope. Haven’t dusted or beheaded a damn thing in two days. Somethin’ ain’t right, Pip.”



“What do you mean? You think it means something?”



“Hell yeah. When was the last time things were this quiet?”



“Hmm…” She paused. “Oh.”



“Well?”



Pipa let out a whine. “The September attack.”



“Exactly.”



“Great.” 



“Chill out, Pip. We’ll be ready when the Dragvloks make their move.”



“Yeah but-” 



“Uh oh, fellas! What we got up in here?!”



Gina turned around sharply to find five guys in colors walking towards her – gats at the ready on their hips. In the front of the pack was an overbuilt fuck in a tank top, arms covered in tatts. She figured him for the leader since he’d spoken up.



“Gina, who’s that?” Pipa whispered from her wrist.



“Just some homeboys, girl. Gotta go. Holla.”



“Be care-“



Gina cut the line. 



“Wassup, fellas? Y’all in the wrong part of town wearin’ them colors. Better watch out.” Gina subtly checked behind her to make sure she wasn’t cornered. There was no one behind her, which was something. But she knew she couldn’t outrun a bullet. 



“Bitch, wha’d you say?” 



Shit. He angered easily. “Calm down, homeboy. I’m just lookin’ out for you. The brothas around here don’t play. I know this is border territory with Westmont, but barely. Nobody wants blood, do they?”



The lead fuck gave her a grin, saccharine and sly. “Blood? Nah. That ain’t what we want, is it fellas?”



The fellas all thought that was funny. 



“Nah, shortie,” he continued. “Ain’t nobody lookin’ for blood tonight.” The lead fuck tilted his head to the side then, and passed an exaggerated gaze up and down her six-foot frame. “A bit o’ pussy might taste alright though.”



“Hell yeah!” she heard amidst the hoots and cackles that followed. 



But Gina had heard worse. She kept her face looking bored. “Well, then. You know where the hookers hang, playa’. Turn your ass around and head south. I’ve got business to handle, and you ain’t it.”



“You motha fuckin’ bitch!” The lead fuck stormed straight towards Gina to backhand her with his nine, but she’d caught his forearm with two hands, snapped it into a ‘V’ and caught the gun from his limp hand before he’d even registered the pain.



“Agh!” He screamed, as he slumped to the ground.



The next moment, four guns faced one.



“Kill that bitch!” The lead fuck cried at her feet.



“Hold up!” Gina stepped out of his reach and a walked a few steps forward towards the pack. “Cause I can take out two o’ you motha fuckas before you even think about dropping my ass!” 



“Bitch, there ain’t no way in hell you gettin’ outta here alive!” Another snarled. Second-fuck-in-command, she guessed. Walking towards her, he didn’t stop until their straps were barrel to barrel. 



Fuck. This wasn’t how she was supposed to go.



“Look-“



“Shut up, bitch! Nobody fucks wit’ us in this neighborhood!”



Gina heard the sound of a dozen gats readied then. 



And smiled.



“Nuh uh. Nobody fucks wit’ Gina in this neighborhood, punk-ass.”



Second-fuck shut his eyes in recognition, though he kept his heater in her face. That made Gina relax enough to look over his shoulder. More than a dozen of the brothas from Watts were locked and loaded behind the smaller pack from Westmont. 



But the Westmont pack didn’t move, and four guns kept Gina in their sights.



Second-fuck opened his eyes again with a new resolve. “Gina, is it?” he yelled in her face, but for the benefit of the Watts crew behind him. He was breathing heavily but kept his face a mask. “Well… Gina’s getting’ a bullet in the fuckin’ brain if y’all don’t step the fuck down!” 



He was probably just scared enough to do it; and Gina suddenly found herself actually thinking about killing another human being. Just to live. At least… until his eyes grew twice their normal size in terror, and he slowly lowered his gun. He wasn’t looking at her anymore. 



He was looking behind her. 



He mouthed more than whispered: “What the fuck?!” 



Whatever was behind her, Gina knew it was something only she could handle. That’s why the Watts boys always had her back: because she had theirs. They knew there were some things their bullets couldn’t kill. And when that shit showed up, there was only one real badass around. 



Second-fuck started backing up – ignoring Gina and the strap she still had pointed at his face. The rest of the Westmont pack started backing up as well, until both gangs stood together in a clump - mouths open, eyes wide, guns forgotten in their hands.



Lowering her piece, Gina looked down to the lead fuck whose arm she’d broken. She flipped the gun in the air – catching it by the barrel – and gave it back. Grabbing the gun with his uninjured hand, he scurried to join the rest of the homeboys several feet behind her. 



“Slayer.”



Gina took a settling breath and finally turned around to see the face that could stop a dozen gangsters. She swallowed. With more courage than she felt, she replied. “Yeah, that’d be me. Do I know you?”



She wasn’t prepared for the backhanded swipe that sent her flying back into the arms of the Westmont pack. 



“The Dragvloks will know vengeance tonight, Slayer.”



For a moment, Gina saw nothing but black, before the throbbing in her face woke her up to the urgency of the situation. Dazed and choking on her own blood, she pulled herself out of their arms and stood tall. “I could use some help here, fellas.”



No one answered her.



With a press of a button on her wrist, Gina made a distress call to every Slayer in the immediate vicinity. “I’ve got reinforcements comin’, but I’m gonna need a distraction to get a head start on this bastard so I can meet up with my girls. Just give me some bullet cover. He doesn’t want you, so there’s nothin’ to fear… unless you get in his way.”



“Fuck that! Ain’t shootin’ at the brotha gettin’ in his motha fuckin’ way?!” 



Second-fuck really was a punk-ass. “Just shoot and run.” She looked him square in the eyes then. “Trust me.”



They were all silent, but she knew they did.



“On three,” she added. “One…”



Every man raised his weapon high in the direction of the beast.



“Two…”



The Dragvlok – seemingly unperturbed by their plans – started advancing.



“Three!”



The demon roared as a barrage of bullets pelted his leathery hide. They wouldn’t kill him, but they were enough to make him pause and shield his eyes while Gina made a run for it – the brothas doing the same, but scattering in every direction. 



‘”Pip!” Gina was running west – as fast she ever had – and not daring to look behind her.



“I’m on my way, Gina! What is it? A Dragvlok?!”



“What the fuck do you think?! Yeah! Where are you?!”



“In a taxi headed north towards Watts. I’ve got your position. I see you’re on the move down Century Boulevard. I’ll meet you in ten minutes.” 



“Ten minutes?!” Gina spat out the blood that had pooled in her mouth. 



“This is L.A.! Just keep some distance between the two of you. Dragvloks aren’t so fast on the run. Just quick with the swipes. Where is he?”



Looking back for the first time, Gina saw him trailing about twenty yards behind her. 



“He’s behind me Pip… but I’ve got some yards on him,” she panted.



“Just keep running until I get to you!”



“Yeah.”



“And don’t die!”



Gina rolled her eyes as she kept running west. A few minutes later, her wrist was talking again.



“Gina, I’ve got your position.” The disembodied voice was calm and confident. 



“Sonny? Where are you?”



“Reseda was dead, so I was in Crenshaw, but I’ve got a bike, so I’m almost at Morningside Park. I’ll see you in five.”



“Where’d you get a bike?”



“Reseda.”



Gina didn’t have the energy to ask. Checking behind her again, she was dismayed to see the Dragvlok gaining ground. She was sprinting as fast as her legs could take her, but the muscles in her thighs were starting to cramp – making her seize up and stumble unexpectedly.



“I’m fit ladies… but I ain’t that fit!” Gina yelled at her wrist breathlessly. “Sooner or later…” She took in two big gulps of air, making her choke again on her own blood. “I’mma have to turn around and fight.” 



“Gina, no! Just wait for us!” That was Pip.



“Gina! Is it a Dragvlok?!” Carla.



“Yeah!” Gina let out in an exhale. “Get your asses over here!”



“We’ll be there in twenty!”



Gina rolled her eyes again. Fuckin’ L.A. was too damn big. 



She kept running due west through Westmont, the Dragvlok’s low-pitched growl rumbling in her chest. 



“Slayer!”



At least they weren’t verbose.



She was starting to seriously fatigue, and her lungs were burning from the effort. Looking back again to check his position, Gina swallowed her fear when she found him not ten yards behind her. 



She wasn’t sure how much longer she’d been running before she faintly heard the purr of a motorcycle engine in the distance. 



“That you, Sonny?”



“Yeah, I’m a few minutes north of you on Crenshaw Boulevard. Meet me in Hollywood Park. By the lakes.”



“Got it.” With a destination in mind and almost in sight, Gina found her second wind and picked up her pace. 



“Hollywood Park, Pip!”



“Gotcha. Hollywood Park, cabbie. And quick!”



“Yeah, yeah,” Gina heard him mutter. 



Gina had never been happier to see anyone than she was to see Sonny – all sixty-three inches of her. Not only did she look ready to brawl, but she was packing some serious steel on her back.



Sonny stopped the bike abruptly by the smaller of the lakes and Gina reached her in under a minute. Hands on her knees, Gina let herself breathe.



“How many?” Sonny asked calmly.



“Just one. But he’s got a vicious backhand” she added, as she wiped the blood from her nose with her sleeve.



“Here.” Sonny had dismounted and pulled a short axe from her back, thrusting it in Gina’s hands. “You’ve got a longer reach. I get the long sword.”



“Fine with me.” Gina took two more gulps of air before her breathing started to slow. “Anything is better than a knife and stake.” 



The two stood tall and positioned themselves side-by-side. There was nothing left to do but watch the Dragvlok rapidly approaching.



“You remember their weak spots?” Sonny asked coolly.



“Yeah. Eyes, neck and ankles. If you can reach ‘em.”



“Right. I say you go high, I go low.” Sonny’s eyes never left their mark.



“Alright, then.”



“Slayers!”



“Ready?” Sonny raised her long sword in front of her. She looked fearless, but Gina knew better.



“No. But let’s do this anyway.” Gina raised her axe to the side.



The Dragvlok ran straight towards them. They were expecting him to swipe with his talons immediately, so Gina jumped high and Sonny crouched low; but the Dragvlok surprised them both by jumping high and kicking out violently – landing a vicious blow to Sonny’s head, and a sickening kick to Gina’s middle. Both girls landed on their backs some distance away. 



Stunned from the blow to her head, Sonny was too slow to recover. The Dragvlok snatched her ankle in his talon and dragged her further away from Gina to begin stripping her into pieces. 



“Agh!” 



He’d made a good start on her chest before the sound of Sonny’s torment shook Gina out of her nausea and pulled her up from the ground. As the demon’s talon descended to take another swipe at Sonny’s breasts, Gina’s axe flew up to slice off the demon’s arm. 



The demon roared as the axe buried itself in the thickened hide of his forearm. Lashing out at frightening speed with his free arm, he cut three deep scores into Gina’s right shoulder – sending her scurrying back in pain without her axe. 



Fueled by adrenaline and a desperate will to live, Sonny took advantage of the momentary reprieve to roll over and run to her bike. Ignoring the lancing pain in her chest, she started the bike and headed straight towards Gina.



“Gina, let’s go!”



Gina hastily threw herself on to the back of the moving bike, but the Dragvlok was swift enough to score her back before the bike had carried her beyond the reach of his talon. 



Shifting gears, Sonny ripped up the turf as she made a sharp turn to exit the park – leaving the Dragvlok behind in a cloud of dirt and exhaust.



“Gina! What’s happened? You’re on the move!”



Gina’s shoulder felt like it was on fire, and her back was starting to burn. She could barely breathe from the pain. “Leaving the park with Sonny, Pip,” she managed with effort. “Gonna try to lose him…” She grimaced as the wind blew across her shredded flesh. “… head home.” 



“Gotcha. See you there. Cabbie, head southeast. Trimmold Street!”



“Gina? Where-?” 



“Home, Sal,” she breathed. “If we can lose the fuck.”



“We?”



“Sonny’s here.” Gina was starting to feel sick.



“Oh. Good. You alright?” 



Her breathing was getting laboured now. “Gotta get home.” 



Silence. “Okay, see you there.”



Sonny was driving ninety miles an hour – far too fast for the Dragvlok to match, so Gina started feeling safe enough to relax. But after only a few minutes, the bike started to slow.



“How you doin’ Sonny?” Gina asked worriedly.



Sonny didn’t answer. And the bike started to swerve as Sonny’s head began to drop.



“Sonny!”



Losing speed, the bike wobbled widely before tipping over to the side – throwing Gina off her seat and pinning Sonny underneath. With a new burst of adrenaline, Gina recovered quickly – pushing the bike off the wounded Slayer and standing it upright. 



“Sonny! We gotta go, girl! We gotta go!” 



Sonny laid still on the road. 



Gina looked down at her unmoving form. “Sonny!” Gina shook her violently.



“Wake up, Sonny, for fuck’s sake!’



“Can’t,” she whimpered. 



“Sonny!” She shook her harder still. 



No answer.



Gritting her teeth through the pain in her shoulder, Gina pulled Sonny to a standing position and threw the girl’s arms over her uninjured side, before dragging her on to the bike behind her. 



“Just hold on Sonny! I’ll get us home!”



Gina winced in agony as Sonny slumped against her shredded back, but forced her eyes open to drive. Restarting the engine, Gina thought only of getting home. So focused on the road ahead of her, she never noticed the red eyes glowing ever brighter in the rearview mirror.





* * *





Spike woke with a low growl to the intoxicating smell of blood. Slipping into game face, he shot up in bed, scanning the room quickly for the source. And then he heard it.



Buffy. Singing? And making a racket in the kitchen.



As eager to see her as he was to follow his nose, he pulled on his jeans – forgoing a shirt – and padded barefoot into the kitchen. Stopping abruptly in the doorway at the sight of her, he leaned against its jam to admire the view.



He wasn’t sure of the time since all the shades were drawn, but she was already showered and dressed, in a pair of dark, fitted jeans and an off-the-shoulder T-shirt, deep red. Her hair was swept up in a messy pony tail that still reached her mid-back and her cheek bore only the slightest trace that he had marred it the night before. 



She was humming happily – not singing – as she stood over a steaming pot of what, he was stunned to conclude, was his breakfast. 



“Morning, pet.”



“Gah!” Startled, Buffy twisted towards him with a jump. 



“Sorry.”



“You startled me…” she replied with a smile. Her eyes scanned the length of his body before she quickly turned back to her pot.



“You used to be more alert than that, Slayer.” 



“No. I used to live with dozens of screeching girls, so I was never surprised when people snuck up on me. I’m not used to hearing anyone else in this house though.”



“Forgot I was here already?”



She frowned at him, lifting the pot from the stove and showing it to him. “What do you think?”



He lowered his head, raising his eyes to her shyly. “Me thinks the lady’s made me a bit o’ tucker.”



“Huh?”



“Breakfast. That’s for me, right?”



“No. I always have ox blood and Wheetabix in the morning.”



Spike felt his chest tighten. “You bought Wheetabix?”



“Yup.”



“And ox?”



“Double yup.” She smiled widely at him. “More too.” Putting down the pot, she dashed to the refrigerator and showed him a whole shelf in the fridge stacked with blood, plus the freezer with three times as much. “There’s ox, pig, deer, cow, and…” She pulled out a smaller bag from the freezer. “Get this. Wolf!”



Spike went numb, his mouth slack. That was a week’s worth of blood. 



“You don’t like wolf?” she asked worriedly.



He swallowed and spoke cautiously. “Uh… who’s gonna drink all that, Slayer? You havin’ your vamp buddies over for a poker party or somethin’?”



“Funny. No… I just… Well, it was on sale, for one.” She threw the wolf blood back into the freezer and returned to her pot on the stove. “They don’t sell much blood at the butchers in Santa Lucia, since I keep the town vamp-free, so I got this from Bakersfield. But I’ve been thinning the herd there too, so they were happy to get rid of the stuff before it went bad.”



“You drove to Bakersfield this morning?!” 



She looked back at him briefly before returning to stirring his breakfast. “Oh. Um, yeah. I mean, how else were you gonna eat? And anyway… I didn’t know what you drank these days. I remember you always hating pig’s blood, so I figured I’d get a variety to see what you liked.” She started stirring more wildly – unwittingly splashing blood onto the stove. “I was just trying to heat this up to 98.6… but it’s tricky keeping it at that temperature for very long… and I wasn’t sure if you’d be up… but then I figured there was so much that I could just practice with this one, and-”



“Buffy.”



“… if I ended up burning it, I could just micro-“



“Buffy.”



She stopped stirring. 



What could he say?



“Thank you,” he said weakly, his voice cracking. 



She’d burnt the ox blood and it smelt god-awful, but no one had ever done anything like this for him. He didn’t know what it meant. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if he cared. It felt so bloody good just being thought of.



She looked at him then, with warmth in her eyes. “Hungry?”



“I could eat an ox, love.” 



She grinned widely. “One ox coming up!” Buffy moved to take the pot off the stove and gasped.



“What?” 



“The thermometer says 120 degrees! Oh… phooey! This is no good!” He could hear the pout in her voice, though he couldn’t see the lip.



“It’s alright, love.” He couldn’t help but smile as he walked over to her.



“No. No, it’s not.” Buffy quickly turned off the burner and dumped the blood down the drain. “Let’s start over.”



Spike sighed again. He wasn’t sure he could handle her being this nice. Or this adorable.



He moved to stand beside her, but she kept her eyes on the drain. “Tell you what, pet. I’ll make another pot of blood and you make yourself something to eat.”



She looked at him them. “I’ve already eaten, Spike. It’s three o’clock.”



“Oh.” 



Fuck. He’d missed half the day with her.



“Yeah, you slept a while.”



He sighed. “So… what else did you do today?” Grabbing the pot from her, he started washing it out so that he could start over. Buffy took the cue and took a seat at the island.



“Lots, actually. Had breakfast. Then drove the bike to the car wash in town and arranged for the guys there to pick up Queenie at the hospital. They’re gonna wash her inside and out and deliver her here when she’s ready.”



“Nice. How much did that cost you?” Spike grabbed two bags of ox blood from the fridge, tore them open with his teeth, and started heating them up on the stove.



“Um, lots, actually. But whatever. Better than us cleaning her. Anyhoo, after that was arranged, I drove to Bakersfield to get the blood, and then stopped off at a few stores to get some Wheetabix and other stuff.”



“What other stuff?” he asked with a studied indifference.



“You’ll see.”



He stopped stirring his pot but kept his back to her. “Yeah? When?” Maybe she’d let on how long she was expecting him to stay.



“After you pay me back for all the blood and goodies.”



“Yeah? How?” He lifted his pot off the stove to keep it from overcooking while he waited for an answer.



She answered shyly. “Spar with me after you eat?”



Spike furrowed his brow and turned to face her. “You wanna spar? We just bashed each other up less than twenty-four hours ago. Thought we were supposed to be recuperating?”



“We are. We did. Anyway, that was a fight. This is training. You got me one too many times last night, and I wanna see what else you’ve got. Steal whatever moves you’ve picked up.” She didn’t seem at all ashamed to admit as much. “No one’s gotten that many hits in for a long time.”



Spike smirked arrogantly to hide his happiness. He was gonna float away, he felt so light. 



He had to find out how long she wanted him to stay. He went back to his pot before he spoke. “I suppose Vegas can wait. Can’t hit the road until sundown anyway. We’ve got plenty of time to spar. Wouldn’t mind learning a few of your new moves too, love.”



Silence.



He was too nervous to look back.



A minute must have passed – the only sound, the scraping of his spoon.



Finally, she spoke. “What about the penis lady?”



He looked back at her in confusion.



Her face was blank. “You came here to kill her.”



He nodded.



“And you helped her escape instead.” 



He nodded again, but slowly this time and unconsciously, as if trying to process her real meaning.



“Yeah… guess I do have a job to finish…” he said tentatively, looking at her askance.



She didn’t reply. 



“So… you offerin’ food and lodging til I do?”



Her face came alive again. “At a price.”



He studied her. “Sparring.”



She smiled. 



He paused to consider – not his answer, of course – but her. 



“Done.” Spike finished heating his breakfast, poured half of it into the mug she’d put out for him, and leaned against the stove to drink. Buffy looked at him, expectantly.



“Well?”



“Tastes like ox.”



“Spike.”



He stifled a smile. “It’s good, pet. Fresh. And better than pig.”



And again she was smiling at him. “Good. Drink up. How’s your chest?”



“Fine. I could spar now. How’s the knee? You heal any faster with that immortality of yours?”



“Sadly, no. But I healed fast enough before. The knee is almost good as new.”



Finishing the mug, Spike poured himself the rest from the pot. “So how do we go about finding the old lady then?”



“Argh. I don’t know. She may have skipped town. But if I was a mother, and someone had just fried all my kids, I’d be looking for vengeance. Outside of the usual patrols and ass-kickings for information, we may just have to wait to see who shows up dead.”



Spike raised an eyebrow in surprise.



“I know. It’s not the kindest thing to do. But we need to be realistic here.”



Spike looked at her more closely. “You’ve changed.” 



“I’ve aged, Spike.” Buffy clasped her hands in front of her and looked down. “You know, I’ve seen a lot of people die because I couldn’t save them in time. Many of them Slayers who would’ve never died if Willow and I hadn’t woken them up in the first place. I could crawl under a rock and pity myself. Or I could delude myself into thinking that I can be everywhere, in the nick of time, to save everyone. Or…” She looked up then. “I could just do my best. And never stop trying.” 



Spike just stared at her with admiration in his eyes. 



She met his gaze. “You know, someone once told me, that that’s what he admired most about me.”



He looked at her questioningly.



“How I try.”



Bloody hell. It was too much. He couldn’t... 



So he drank his ox instead. 



She watched him intently as he sipped his drink, and the moment soon became too overwhelming for him, so he downed the rest of his breakfast in two gulps and started cleaning up the mess.



“Meet me in the basement in five, pet. Just gonna clean up here and splash some water over my face.”



“Cool,” she replied lightheartedly. “I’ll go change.” 



And she was off. 



Alone in the kitchen with his thoughts, Spike busied himself with the blood-splattered stove. He was painfully confused. What the hell had happened to his unlife? How had he ended up here? Everything he wanted was in front of him: Buffy. All to himself. In a cozy little house. Beautiful. Smiling. Kind. And young. Forever, young. Like him. 



But not his.



He wished he understood her. If only she hadn’t been such a bitch to him back in Sunnydale and so aloof that last year, he’d be able to make some sense of her behavior now. He didn’t know what to make of the thirty-one flavours of blood from Bakersfield, and the Wheetabix, and the hospitality, and the smiles and giggles, and the insistence that he stay. Was this just friendliness? Is that what old mates did? Is this how she treated Xander? Was Spike just a Scooby to her now? 



Was that enough?



‘Of course it’s enough, you selfish prick’, he thought to himself. He’d promised her as much last night while he’d watched her sleep. He could be that for her. They could be friends. It felt bloody wonderful being friends. And he could have her friendship forever if he played his cards right. He didn’t have to be alone anymore. There could always be her. 



She just wouldn’t be his.



Spike exhaled forcefully. 



He still couldn’t believe she’d bought him wolf’s blood. 



After finishing in the kitchen, Spike made a quick trip to the bathroom to wash his face and rinse his mouth. He felt ten times better for breakfast, and could feel his cracked bones mending all the faster. Walking through the house to the basement, he couldn’t help but notice that every shade had been drawn. There was nowhere in the house he couldn’t go.



He heard her pounding the bag before he saw her.



“Ready?” she asked as she saw him descend the stairs.



“Are you, pet?”
Come on people! This isn't a spectator sport! Review!

Chapter 13

Chapter 13: Crunch Time

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Gina and Sonny escaped a Dragvlok in L.A., but were badly wounded; and Buffy and Spike prepared to spar.Los Angeles, 3:15 pm



“Ow!”



“Sorry!”  Pipa peeled away the bandage from Gina’s back more gently. 



“It’s alright, Pip. Just get it over with.” Gina was in bed, lying topless on her stomach with her arms under her chin, while Pipa sat beside her, tending to the smaller of her wounds. 



“How’s it lookin’ back there?”



“Um… well it’s not as bad as your shoulder. How badly does it hurt?”



“Didn’t you just hear me say ‘Ow’?”



“Yeah, but ‘Ow’ is for stubbed toes, too. Does it hurt more than a stubbed toe?”



Gina looked over her shoulder and scowled. Pipa smiled sheepishly.



“Okay. I’ll finish redressing this one, and then I’ll get you some more stuff for the pain. What we really need, though, are antibiotics.” 



Pipa looked to the other wounded Slayer currently sleeping in her bed. “We should have taken you both to the hospital, you know.”



Gina cast her eyes at Sonny, sleeping peacefully on her back – her torso wrapped snuggly in white crepe. The afternoon rays were sneaking past the curtain into the darkened room and throwing beams of gold on to her form. She had the look of an ancient Christian martyr at that moment - bound up as she was in white linen. 



“You know Sonny.”



“And I know you. Since when do you follow Sonny?”



“I’m not following her lead here, Pip. I just agree with her on this one. We need to stay together, and we don’t need doctors asking questions about how we got slashed and why we heal so damn fast.”



“Yeah well, you’re not healing that fast.”



Gina pressed her face into the blankets. Her voice was muffled when she spoke. “So how bad is Sonny?”



“Worse. He’s ripped her chest to shreds. She would have died if you hadn’t stopped him.”



Gina turned her head towards Pipa again. “Stop him? Pip, I didn’t do shit but cower like a bitch when he a got a swipe in! If it weren’t for Sonny getting to the bike, we’d both be dead.”



Pipa gave her an admonishing look. “Then who got Sonny home?”



“Whatever.” Gina turned her face away.



“Hands off the bastinada!” 



Both girls turned their heads toward the door at the sound of Stevie’s angry voice in the hallway. 



“Who’s all here?” Gina asked.



“Pretty much everybody. After we got you two put to bed last night, we rallied the rest of the L.A. Slayers. It’s a full house.”



“You know, some of those independents don’t get on well with others.”



“I know. But they’re loyal when it counts. Anyway, most of us were up by noon, but a few of them had a late night. They must be getting up-”  



A knock at the door interrupted her. 



Not wanting to wake Sonny, Pipa crept to the door and opened it a crack.



“What’s up?” she whispered into the opening.



“Pipa, open the door. We need to talk.” Carla didn’t wait for an answer or permission, and caused Pipa to stumble back as she pushed herself into the room – Sally, Rachel, Maria, and Stevie behind her.



“Who threw the slumber party?”



All the residents of Slayer Central turned their gazes towards the weak and hoarse voice of the just wakening Slayer. 



“Sonny!”



“Yeah, Gina. We’ve met before.”



“How are y-?”



“What hap-“



“How big was the Drag-“



“Are you badly hu-?”



“Where’s Buff-?”



“Enough!” Pipa quieted the room with uncharacteristic forcefulness. “Guys, they’re both badly injured. How about we not attack them with questions.”



After a moments pause, Carla spoke again. “How badly are they hurt?”



Pipa looked to Gina, then to Sonny. “Pretty badly. And they’re not healing fast enough.”



“Put it this way,” Sonny croaked. “I couldn’t fight right now if I wanted to.” She winced as she shifted slightly. “And I don’t want to.” 



“This is bad,” Rachel whined.



“You really have a talent for speaking the fuckin’ obvious, Rachel.” 



“Shut up, Stevie,” Gina chided.



Stevie turned around in a huff and took a position against the wall. She always reminded Gina of a two-year-old when she did that, with her frizzy brown curls and her petulant pout. 



“Well it is bad,” Maria muttered. She plopped down next to Pipa on the edge of the bed. “If that Dragvlok was the first of many, then we’ll need every Slayer here fit and ready for war.” 



“Yeah, and Sonny and Gina are the best fighters,” Rachel injected. 



“Says who? Who’s out patrolling Venice Beach every night? Me and Sal. No offense ladies. You’ve got grit, I’ll give you that, but-“



“Classy, Carla. Real classy.” Gina frowned at Carla before she burrowed her face in her blankets again. She wasn’t really offended, because Carla wasn’t wrong. The Dragvlok had owned her last night, and she’d almost gotten Sonny killed.  



“I’m just say-“



“Focus, people.” Pipa commanded. “Look… Maria is right. We need every Slayer fit and ready for battle. So… we need help.”



“Angel?” Sally offered.



That got Gina’s head up again. “What the fuck for?” 



“Well, we need all the good guys we can get, right?”



“I meant medical help,” Pipa explained.



“Clem,” Sonny let out on a breath. “Call Clem.”



All the Slayers looked at Pipa, who nodded. “Good idea.” 



“I don’t know,” Rachel argued. “It’s been a while since we’ve used his guy. Think he’ll still help?” 



“You really know how to bring the pessimis-“



“For fuck’s sake, Stevie!” 



“I don’t see why not,” Pipa assured. “We’ve always paid him well. And we haven’t killed any of his kind since the last time he helped.” Eyes widening suddenly, Pipa scanned the faces in the darkened room. “Have we?”



No one spoke up.



“So that’s a ‘no’. Okay, we’ve got a plan. I’ll call Clem and see if he can contact the Caretaker. And then I’ll call Buffy.”



“What the fuck for?” Sonny mimicked. “She’s not a doctor.”



Pipa frowned. “Sonny, Buffy should know what’s happened. They’ll be more coming, and we’ll need her. She’s the reinforcements, remember?”



“Well, they’re not here yet,” Sonny countered. “Plus, they still need to find out where we are.”



“It’s hardly a secret,” Stevie retorted.



Sonny ignored her. “And the last time I checked, The Immortal One wasn’t a doctor – just a Slayer who never has to worry about getting her ass shredded into hamburger.”



“She’s been hurt too, Sonny,” Gina insisted. “She’s been dead for fuck’s sake.”



“Uh huh.”



“She should know, Sonny,” Pipa gently insisted. “But I’ll call Clem first.” 



Grabbing her phone from the desk, Pipa slipped out of the room to make the call.



“I’m calling Angel,” Carla declared, as she left the room too – Sally following not far behind.



“Whatever.” Gina didn’t feel like fighting her. 



“So who’s downstairs?” Sonny asked.



“The Indies,” Gina replied.



“All of them?”



“Apparently.”



“Great. That’s just what we need.” 



“It kinda is, Sonny.” Gina twisted her head back to Rachel. “What are they doin’ down there anyway, makin’ all that noise?” 



Stevie answered instead. “Pissing me off.” 



Rachel cast sympathetic eyes at Stevie before turning to Gina. “They’re online in the computer room… raiding the fridge… trying out weapons…”



“Like I said.”



The next moment, Pipa rushed back into the room, slightly breathless. “He’ll come.”



“The Caretaker?”  



“Yup.” Pipa smiled at Gina. “Clem said the Caretaker could use the cash, because he lost a ton at poker the other night, and now owes Clem two litters. Clem is getting him to come over now.”



Sonny sighed. “Thank god. I feel like shit.”



“You and me both, sister.” 



“Why do we always have to go through Clem anyway?” 

 

“Because we’re Slayers, Stevie. If you were a demon, would you want a bunch of demon killers with your number on speed dial? I mean, really. Would you ever feel safe refusing them when they called?” 



Stevie shrugged.



Carla returned the next moment.



“Angel’s coming.”



“For what?” Gina really didn’t get why they wanted to involve the tortured prick.



“To help. Assess. See what he can do.” 



“What did he say?” Sonny asked.



“Not much. Just asked about last night. How many there were. What the Dragvlok said about the others. He’ll be over in half an hour, cause he’s got to go underground.” 



Gina rolled her eyes. “Pip, give me the damn phone. I’m calling Buffy.”





*   *   *





Santa Lucia, 3:45 pm



Buffy’s phone lay buzzing on her bedroom dresser, before finally going to voice mail for the third time.  



“Unh!” 



Spike stuck his tongue behind his teeth. “Hurt. Didn’t it love?”



“You wish.” Buffy was smiling as she panted through the pain in her side. The two had been sparring full-on for half an hour and were starting to slow down. Languidly, they started circling each other again.



Spike threw a left hook, and she ducked it to deliver a body shot.



“Fuck!”



“Stop relying on your left, Spike.”



“I’m n-.”



“You are. I can see that punch coming the moment you step with your left.”



“That’s cause you know I’m left-handed, you bossy bint,” he let out through gritted teeth.



“No. It’s because you’re broadcasting that you are.”



Buffy jabbed with her right, but Spike bent back to evade it, then quickly pushed out his right heel to kick her dead in the chest.



“Mmph!”



Buffy flew backwards into the side wall, sliding down on her butt with a thump.



That was her move he’d used. She looked up at him with a sour expression. “That was better.”



“You think you’re teaching me here, pet?” 



She shrugged, still seated on the ground. “Someone’s got to.”



Spike dropped his mouth open, half smiling. “Yeah? How many Dragvloks have you bagged, Slayer?”



“Twelve,” she deadpanned. “And if you count the ones I killed when we torched their homestead or whatever… I don’t know… maybe twenty.”



Spike shut his mouth. 



“And how many have you killed, Spike?”



“That’s not the point.”



Buffy laughed.



“It’s not! I didn’t just kill the assholes, Slayer.” He was standing over her now, hands on his hips. “I hunted ‘em. Saved more than half a dozen of your chosen chits in the process, too.”



“Who asked you to do that?”



“Huh?”



“Why were you hunting them?”



“What do you m-”



Buffy blinked at him.



He blinked back. “Because… Because they were killing Slayers, pet.” The corners of his mouth started curving into a smile. “I’m the Saviour of Slayers, love. Haven’t you heard?”



Buffy’s eyes widened slightly and her lips pursed as if to keep her from laughing. “The who?” 



He ducked his head.



“Wow. That’s… spectacularly lame.”



Spike tensed his jaw as he turned his back on her, taking two steps away.



“But also sweet,” she added.



He stopped. But didn’t turn back.



“And… noble,” she finished in earnest.



He turned to face her again, but slowly. She was smiling at him shyly, and he couldn’t help but respond in kind. That seemed to conclude their sparring session, so Spike met her in three strides and extended his hand to help her up. 



The honking of a car horn outside stopped her from taking it. 



“That for you?” 



“I don’t know.” Standing up on her own, Buffy patted the dust from her pants and walked towards the stairs. “I’ll be back in a second.”



Taking the stairs by twos, she yelled down to him over the banister: “When I come back, I have to show you a few weapons. You won’t believe what I picked up in Kabul!”



Spike bit his bottom lip to keep from grinning as he watched her disappear. Sparring with her had been just what he’d needed. A few of her moves were new, sure, but he knew how to dance with her. Knew the rhythm. Knew when to take the lead. And he never had to hold back. She was the Buffy he remembered when they sparred.  Focused. Fast. Brutal. But playful too. But when they weren’t dancing… 



Spike sighed. This older Buffy… He thought about it for a moment before settling on an answer. There was a hunger about her that he didn’t recognize. For… life, maybe? Experience? Or maybe just a hunger for, more. And it was like a force drawing him in. 



But there was a calm about her too. A paradoxical inner quiet. She seemed more comfortable now in her own skin, and with her choices. She seemed… well… like a grown-up, he supposed. Add to that, this new generosity she displayed where he was concerned, and she was almost too fuckin’ close to his idea of perfection. In the old days, he could always rely on her emotional distance and close-mindedness to keep his adoration in check. To a point, anyway. But forty years seemed to have humbled her and left her more… open. 



He was doomed. 



But he was also nosy. 



She’d said she had no friends in town, so he wondered who could be keeping her.  No point wondering when he could find out, so he went upstairs. 



The sun was still high in the sky, so he’d have to carefully peek from behind the curtain. Kneeling on the window seat in the living room, he tipped his head to the side to peer with one eye outside towards the driveway.



Queenie was back. Behind her was a white van with the words ‘Pimped and Hosed’ painted on the side. Stupid name for a car wash, he thought. He bent his head a bit further to find Buffy. There she was. Talking to the-



“Huh.”



Shaggy. 



“Small world,” he muttered to himself. Well, small town, anyway. No doubt he was trying to seduce her back to his place before he’d relinquish the keys. 



“Good luck, meth mouth,” he grumbled. Spike had seen enough, so he pulled his head back and sat down in the bay window to wait. 



He was suddenly feeling nervous about the day. He figured they’d patrol for the demon woman, but that wouldn’t be until after sundown. They still had hours to… What? Talk? He wasn’t sure if they’d ever really talked. There’d been brief interludes of confessions shared, he supposed, but not many. There’d always been some dire threat looming around the corner. Or the Whelp. Or she’d realize that they were about to have a real conversation and flee. 



The prospect of time alone with her to do nothing but talk… well, it filled him with equal parts ecstasy and dread. He’d always wanted her to look beyond the monster, to try to see the real him, but-



A memory suddenly assaulted him.



“All I ask is that... is that you try to see me.“ 



“I do see you. That's the problem. You're nothing to me, William.”



And another.



“Say it’s true. Say I do want to. It would never be you. You’re be-“



Spike squeezed his eyes shut to will the memories away. Those were different times, he assured himself. Two lifetimes ago. He wasn’t that human prat anymore. He wasn’t even the soulless dick he used to be. He was… Well, he didn’t know what he was. 



He just didn’t want to be a fool. 



Spike slumped in his seat and let his head fall back against the curtain. 



“Fuck!”



He heard the sound of broken glass at the same moment he was hit in the chest by a beam of sunlight.



“What the hell?!”



Scurrying away from the window on the floor, he scanned the darkened living room. The curtain over the backyard window was slightly parted down the middle, but the light no longer pierced the room. Beneath it, broken glass littered the floor. Someone had thrown something inside, and by the smell of things, it was starting to burn… 



Standing to his full height he spotted the growing flames by the front door. 



Buffy. 



“Spike!”



Racing back to the front window, he peeked through and found Shaggy gone, and Buffy looking for a way to get inside past the growing blaze at the front door. Giving up, she sprinted around the side of the house. 



Fuck.



Whoever threw the burning – whatever it was – was probably still in the backyard. 



Racing to the backyard window, he quickly secured the curtain down the middle before peeking through the side… 



Bugger. 



Four Dragvloks were approaching the back door, as a fifth was jumping out of the back of a-



Bloody hell. 



The ‘Pimped and Hosed’ van. Fuckin’ Shaggy. He should have known.



The fire was starting to spread and Spike now had too many things to consider. 



“Prioritize, mate,” he muttered to himself. “Weapons.” Racing down the basement stairs, he grabbed the scythe, an axe, and the most beautiful piece of craftsmanship he’d ever seen in a Samurai sword. 



Sprinting back upstairs, he was surprised to find the living room already filling quickly with smoke and the fire spreading along the full side of the front of the house. The fire would have to wait. Buffy first.



“Bloody sunlight,” he grumbled. 



Peeking through the curtain again, he saw the Dragvloks blocking the back door. So that was the plan. They must have wanted to bring the fight to the back of the house, away from prying eyes. 



He couldn’t see Buffy from his angle. She must have noticed them too, and was planning her attack from the side of the-



“Spike!”



“Guh!” 



Startled, Spike twisted away from the window to find Buffy running towards him, a towel over her mouth.



“How-“



“Kitchen window. I need weap-”



“Here.” Spike handed her the scythe, having dropped the sword and the axe on the ground. “Buffy, I’m sorry pet. I can’t-“



“I know. Don’t worry about that.” She had to stop talking to cough. She couldn’t stay in the smoke much longer. “We’ve still got the advantage though.” 



“How?“



“They don’t know you’re in here. I’ll draw a few into the house for you to handle, then head back out through the kitchen window. I’ll take the ones left in the yard.”



Spike nodded. “Divide and conquer.”



She tried to reply through a fit of coughing. “Exactly.”



“Hurry, Slayer. Before you pass out.”



Buffy stepped away to call the Dragvloks inside and was stopped by a hand on her arm.



“Be careful, pet. Please.”



“Spike, I’m immortal. What’s the worse that could happen?” She’d covered her mouth with the towel again, but he knew she was smiling.



He furrowed his brow. “Get it done, then.”



“Just stay away from the door. The sunlight will come in.”



Spike took a few steps back and grabbed the sword from the floor. 



”Wait.” Buffy turned back to him again. “Do you know their weaknesses?”



Spike cocked his head to the side and glared.



“Right, of course you do.” With that, Buffy swung the back door wide open. Scythe in hand, she was eerily calm when she spoke. “So which one of you jerks set my house on fire?”



“Slayer!” 



The first Dragvlok raced in, and was immediately felled by Spike crouching low beneath the ray of sunlight to cut off his feet at the ankles. After he’d chopped off the demon’s head with similar ease, Spike let out a cackle. 



“Think I’ve just found my new favourite weapon, pet!” 



But when he looked up, Buffy was gone.



A second Dragvlok stepped into the narrow entryway and snarled. Spike went to drop him like his brother, but the demon knew the plan and jumped above the swinging sword. Shouting a few words in his language, he was joined by a third, leaving Spike with two Dragvloks to handle. Any other day he wouldn’t be concerned about the numbers, but visibility was getting poorer as the room filled with smoke, Buffy was alone with two Dragvloks of her own, and there was that pesky problem of his being flammable as the fire spread closer to the back of the house.  At least he didn’t need to breathe.



Spike shook his head into game face with a roar and dodged several swipes from the pair. He wouldn’t be able to go for the ankles again. Too obvious. This was one of those rare times that he wished he was taller. 



The Dragvloks advanced at once and tried to force him into the flames, but he quickly cleared the space between them with his sword, and spun several steps beyond them.



“Fuck!” 



He’d spun right into the sunlight. 



Stepping back, he was only a few feet away from the kitchen. As the fire had yet to reach it, he took the fight there.  



Since the Dragvloks couldn’t advance together through the hallway, Spike had only one pair of talons to dodge. The first Dragvlok took a swipe at his face – but Spike swiftly bent back while swinging his sword – sending one claw flying in the air.



“Ha!”



The demon roared in anger or pain – he didn’t give a fuck which – and swiped mindlessly with his remaining talons. Dodging and blocking the Dragvlok’s strikes, Spike failed to escape one swipe across his neck. 



He had to end this quickly. There was still the other Dragvlok to kill before he could help Buffy. With the demon’s next strike, Spike dropped low and swept the Dragvlok’s legs out from under him, then made quick work of slicing through both his knees. The demon screeched as it sat up to attack – giving Spike the perfect angle to slice through his neck. 



Of course, that only made the other Dragvlok angrier. Anxious to get to his girl, Spike raced to the kitchen counter and started hurling things at the Dragvloks head, forcing the overgrown oaf to block his face with his arms. The blender… the toaster… the cutting board… the sugar jar… the food processor… Jesus Christ, she had a lot of appliances, he thought. After throwing the oversized bread-maker at his head, Spike leaped on to the kitchen island and with two centuries of speed and precision, sent the demon’s head flying into the fruit bowl.



“Fuck. There go the peaches, you ninny.”



Hopping off the island, Spike perked up his ears to ascertain where Buffy had taken the fight. He couldn’t hear any Dragvloks growling or any of her sexy grunts, so he ran back towards the living room where a wall of fire stood blocking his way.



Bollocks.



“Think, mate, think.” There was no way out of the kitchen but through the window. Into the sun. “Dust by fire or dust by sunlight. Take your bloody pick.” 



Eyeing the decapitated corpses of the Dragvloks, Spike opted for fire. “Okay, which one of you is lighter…” Spike looked back and forth between the two before rolling his eyes at himself. “Idiot.” With his new favourite toy, Spike gleefully hacked off the arms and legs of the demon nearest the exit and hauled up his torso as a shield. If he could just make it to the bedroom, he could get a blanket and –



BEEP BEEP BEEP



The next moment Spike saw Queenie crashing through the back porch door, leaving a gaping hole in the side of the house. 



“Get in!” Buffy had throw open the passenger door, so he’d only have to pass through the sunlight for a second. Shielding his right side from the sun with the corpse, he extended the Samurai sword to her first. 



“Spike!”



“It’s a bloody thing of beauty, Slayer!”



Rolling her eyes, Buffy grabbed the sword’s handle and slid it on to the back seat, while Spike dropped the corpse and dived in to the front.  The next thing he knew he was shrouded in darkness.



She’d gotten a blanket for him.



“Where’d you get-?”



“The bedroom. After I killed my two, I crawled through my bedroom window, hoping you were fighting there, away from the fire.” 



Spike felt Queenie reverse and speed off.



“When I didn’t find you in the bedrooms… well… I was hoping you were holding your own in the kitchen.”



He couldn’t see her from under the blanket, so he had no idea how she was doing.



“Are you hurt, love?”



“Not really.” 



“Does that mean ‘yes’?”



She didn’t answer. “What about you?”



“Just some scratches, pet. I’ll be alright.” He paused. “Though… I don’t suppose you’ve got any blood in-”



“Ow!” Spike rubbed his temple from under the blanket. “What the hell did you do that for?!”



“You were in the kitchen, you idiot! I was too busy rushing to the get-away car so I could save you from dusting!”



“Okay, okay. Fair enough.” Spike grinned widely under his blanket. “Thanks, love.”



“Yeah.”



“That was fun, wasn’t it?”



“Yeah. Kinda. Except the part where my house was on fire.”



Bugger. “Right. Sorry about that, love. Really, I am.” 



She didn’t answer.



“We headed to L.A. then?”



“As fast as Queenie can take us. I just hope the Dragvloks were planning to kill me off first.”





*   *   *



As Buffy’s single-storey cottage slowly went up in flames, her cell phone lay buzzing on her dresser, before going to voice mail for the fourth time.  



Chapter 14

Chapter 14: Out of Time

Previously in Time’s Fool…   



Buffy and Spike slaughtered five Dragvloks in Santa Lucia, escaped the cottage as it went up in flames, and hit the road in the Mini for L.A. Meanwhile, all the L.A. Slayers have convened at Slayer Central, and Angel and the Caretaker are on their way to help.  Los Angeles, 3:45 pm



“Hey sis, this is Gina. We need you in L.A. – pretty much yesterday. A Dragvlok got the drop on us in Watts last night and tore Sonny up bad. I’m not feelin’ crash hot my damn self. We’ve rounded up the Indies and they’re here at Central with us now. Pip’s called the Caretaker to sort us out, too. Call me when you get this, and get here as soon as you can. Love ya.”



Gina handed the phone back to Pipa. “It ain’t like her Pip, not to answer at this time of day. She’d just be swinging on that porch of hers, eatin’ peaches.”



“I wouldn’t worry yet.”



Gina raised her eyebrows in surprise.



“I know. I’m more of a worrier than you are, but not when it comes to Buffy. She’ll get the message and get back to us as soon as she can. And then she’ll show up just when we need her most.”



“Ugh,” Sonny groaned. “Spare us the hero worship.”



“Knock it off, Sonny,” Gina chided.



“So what now?” Rachel asked, still perched on the edge of Gina’s bed.



“Well, I guess we-“



A knock on the door interrupted Pipa’s reply. Carla, standing closest to the door, swung it open.



“Angel!”



“Hi Carla.” Angel nodded at Carla and walked further into the darkened room to stand in the center of the small group of girls. He let his eyes roam over Sonny and then Gina.



“Cover me up, Pip,” Gina grumbled. Gina wasn’t bashful, but she didn’t like giving the old pervert a free peep show. 



Pipa quickly pulled the bed sheet up over Gina’s bare shoulders. 



No one said anything for several moments, before Angel broke the silence. “So how badly are they hurt?” 



Gina rolled her eyes and looked away. She knew Pipa would explain. 



“We’re getting the Caretaker in,” Pipa replied.



“And the Dragvlok from last night?”



Sonny spoke up this time. “We lost him west of Hollywood Park, I think. I passed out soon after we escaped, so I’m not sure where we left him exactly.”



“Right.” Angel paused. “So did he give you any idea about the others? Their plans?”



At that, Gina whipped her head back around. “Yeah, Angelus. He told us their exact numbers, gathering point, and fuckin’ timetable for slaughtering us.”



“Gina…” Pipa admonished.



“Could you please not call me Angelus, Gina?” 



“I don’t know. Could you please call me Miss Watkins, Angelus?”



He was sucking his teeth now, clearly annoyed. “Just tell me exactly what he said, Gina.”



“He said what they always fuckin’ say.” Gina offered up her best impression of a demon voice then, as she extended her arms out to make claws: “‘Slayer!’” 



Sonny chuckled. “That was pretty good, Gina.” 



Gina smirked.



“Nothing else?” 



Persistent prick.



“Yeah. He said ‘The Dragvloks will know vengeance tonight’. Happy?”



“He said ‘tonight’?” Angel pressed.



“Yeah.”



“Why? Do you think that means something, Angel?” Pipa, true to form.



“Yeah… It means whatever they’re planning, they’re planning it now.”



The already hushed room went as still as night. 



Angel was the first to speak again, of course. “We need help. Bu-”



“What about your friend?” Carla interrupted.



“What?” Pipa asked, looking to Carla. Angel turned questioning eyes to Carla too.



Sal chimed in. “Oh yeah. We ran into a vamp the other night in Venice Beach. Blond. All dressed in black. Deep voice. Cheek bones to die-”



Carla looked at Sal with alarm. 



Sal shrugged. “For a guy.”



Gina looked to Angel, who had suddenly tensed – his attention focused entirely on Carla and Sal now.  



“When did you see him?” he pressed.



“The other night,” Carla replied.



“Who?” Pipa questioned, looking around the room in confusion.



Angel replied in a barely audible voice, as if reluctantly. “Spike.” 

 

“What?” Gina knew that name well – she and Pipa both. 



The two had read all about Spike and Angelus in the old and more recent Watchers’ Diaries. Buffy’s Watcher had made Spike sound like a right pain-in-the-ass, but a badass too. A real rebel. He’d changed himself. His life. His ways. Broke away from the pack. Refused to be what was expected of him. Cut himself new out of a fresh piece of cloth. He was a constant surprise, that vamp. Not like Angelus, predictable as your fuckin’ period.  But Spike… he’d intrigued her from page one. 



Gina cast suspicious eyes on Angel. “Angelus, you used to run with a cat named Spike back in the day.”



Angel turned his head slightly in Gina’s direction, but didn’t reply, while Pipa’s eyes widened in recognition. “Oh! William the Bloody! He’s the one who closed the Sunnydale Hellmouth years ago.”



“I thought the Last Potentials did that,” Rachel injected, with a pout.



“Huh.” 



“What?” Sally asked Gina.



“He’s supposed to be dead,” Gina remarked, almost to herself.



“Yeah, well, so is Buffy,” Sonny grumbled. 



That silenced the room again.



“Okay… “ Carla chimed to diffuse the tension. “So Angel, what’s this Spike’s deal? Can he help?”



Angel ignored the question. “What did he say to you, Carla?” 



“Um, not much. Just that he was on our side, and that he was a friend of yours – of sorts. He is on our side, right?”



“Wait. I’m lost.” Stevie interrupted. “So… who’s Spike?”



“Pathetic,” Gina muttered. Most of the Slayers hadn’t bothered with the Diaries. “Pip, you tell ‘em. I’m beat. I’mma lay here and wait for my shaman.”

 

Pipa addressed the room, switching into her trademark lecture mode. “He’s a vampire. One of the former Scourge of Europe, a group of four vampires that Angel led in the 1800s. The other two were their girlfriends.”



Gina watched Angel as his eyes scanned the faces in the room. Pipa started fumbling with the ends of her T-shirt when she met his gaze, but continued. “Anyway, Spike got his soul, like Angel, only he fought for it somehow.”



“Ladies, I really-“

 

“He went to Africa, Pip,” Gina added, cutting Angel off.



“Right,” Pipa continued. “So…” Pipa evaded Angel’s gaze while twisting her T-shirt into a knot. “… It wasn’t a curse.” 



Angel’s hands started clenching at his sides. 



To her credit, Pipa pressed on. “Anyway, he ended up fighting with Buffy back in Sunnydale. Then he died closing the Hellmouth there.”



“So… how is he alive now?” Maria questioned.



“Who knows,” Stevie replied with disinterest. “Can he help or what?”



All eyes turned to Angel then.



Again, he ignored the question. “So what did you tell him, Carla?”



“About what?”



“Did you mention Buffy?”



“Uh… no.”



“Did he?”



Carla furrowed her brow. “No. Like I said, he just told us he was on our side.”



Gina was suddenly finding the conversation very interesting. She remembered the Diaries mentioning that Spike had fallen for Buffy. Just like Angelus had. They’d had a thing for a while apparently, all hot and heavy, before Spike had supposedly dusted. So now Angel was looking for Spike, and they were lookin’ for Buffy. Gina couldn’t help but smile to herself. Her money was on the brotha being in Santa Lucia. 



“We need Buffy,” Angel insisted. “I’ll call her.”



“Already did, Angelus,“ Gina replied. “No answer. I left a message.”



Angel gave her a passing glance in irritation. “I’ll try again.” 





*    *    *



Queenie was racing at one hundred miles an hour on the back road to L.A. 



“Slayer, your car is the size of a bloody bread box.” Spike was still curled up under a blanket in the front seat.



“Then push the seat back.”



Spike did just that, which enabled him to twist into a seated position and stretch his legs under the blanket.



“Better?”



“Like first class, pet.”



She ignored him.



“So, we there yet?”



“Spike…”



“Just asking how much time we’ve got.”



“We’ve got twenty minutes, maybe less at this speed.”



“Maybe we should ring the Slayerettes then. Give ‘em a heads up.”



“Shit!”



“What?”



“My phone. Argh! It’s in the house. I don’t suppose you have one?”



Bugger. “I do, pet. But it’s in my duster. I don’t suppose you grabbed my leather on your way out?”



“Great,” she grumbled.  



“It’ll be alright, Slayer. We’ll be there in no time.”



“Okay, Buffy,” she said to herself. “Just relax. Angel’s there. If they’re in trouble… Angel’s there.”

 

Spike was glad Buffy couldn’t see his face as it contorted in fury.





*    *    *



“She didn’t answer?” Pipa asked worriedly.



“I couldn’t even get voicemail.” Angel frowned. “Strange.” 



“Oh god,” Maria whined. “You don’t think-“



Yet another knock on the door interrupted them.



Betty, one of the Indies, stepped in. “Guys, there’s this weird-lookin’ little dude out here to see you. He looks like a Raisinet with legs, only one of those white chocolate ones. Lisa and Vicki were gonna kill ‘em before he insisted he’d been sent here to help.”



“Oh!” Pipa rushed to the door. “He’s-“ 



Looking beyond Betty and down the hall, Pipa spotted the Caretaker with his cane, hobbling slowly towards the door. 



“Hello, Sir! Thank you so much for coming so quickly! Please. Please, come in.” Pipa put a hand on Betty’s side to nudge her into the room and out of the way, as the Caretaker plodded in on tiny legs. 



Betty wasn’t wrong. The Caretaker did look a bit shriveled and pale. His skin was a sickly white color – rendered all the more deathly against his messy mop of black hair. He was barely three feet when he stood up straight, which he rarely did. He mostly walked hunched low over his treasured cane – a piece of smooth and polished bone from god-knows-what. His eyes were red today, but they never seemed to stay one color. And he was wearing the same little black robe he always wore, with a belt made of hair. 



“What’s up, Precious,” Gina greeted him with a smile. “Been a while.”



“Miss Watkins.” The Caretaker bowed his head deeply. He never smiled, but he was always polite. “A pleasure as always.”



“Thanks for coming, Doc,” Sonny muttered weakly.



The Caretaker turned slowly to look at Sonny and bowed. “Miss Colletti.” Turning back to the group, the Caretaker seemed to catch Angel’s eye. After pausing for a moment, he nodded slightly – Angel responding in kind.



His eyes still on Angel, the Caretaker spoke again, but directed his words to Pipa. 



“Perhaps Miss Frederiksson will permit me to care for these young ladies in private. I work best alone, as you know.”



“Oh.” Pipa shifted her eyes back and forth between the two demons. “Of course. Um… girls… Angel… let’s convene downstairs, yeah? The Indies should know what’s going on.”



The girls started shuffling out of the room, leaving Pipa and Angel behind. 



“Angel?” Pipa whispered.



Slowly turning his eyes away from the visitor, Angel followed Pipa out of the room and closed the door behind him.



“Alone at last,” the demon said without humor. 



“What have you got for us this time, Doc? Essence of dog’s balls?”



“Not quite, Miss Colletti. You’re in luck today.” The Caretaker, who did everything painfully slowly, pulled his backpack off his shoulders and laid it on the floor between their beds. “As you know, the better pastes for healing are those that include elements of the method of injury.”



“So what, you’ve got a Dragvlok talon in that sack?” Gina questioned.



“Miss Watkins is very clever. The talon has been crushed into a powder. It will be mixed with a variety of things, among which is the best ingredient for healing a Slayer.”



“Which is?” Gina hadn’t heard this before. 



“Why, essence of Slayer, of course.”



“What?!” Sonny’s head came off her pillow, making her wince from the pain.



“As I said, you are quite fortunate that I managed to acquire several vials of Slayer blood on my last trip to Asia.”



Gina turned widened eyes to Sonny.



“Please, ladies. Do not trouble yourselves. This was most innocently acquired. Not all of your sisterhood are of means; nor are they all affiliated with the Council and thereby provided for. Some of your kind are quite willing to sell something so valuable to others, and of so little consequence to themselves as a half pint of blood.”



Gina felt her heart racing and her stomach turn at the thought.



“I assure you, Miss Watkins, that I have proper documentation attesting to its being legally obtained. Signatures and the like. If you insist, just give me a moment, and I can refer to my ledger…”



“Forget it, Precious.”



Gina felt Sonny’s eyes boring two holes into her head. 



Gina swallowed. “We trust you. And the fact of the matter is, we need y- … I mean… We could use your services right now. And no offense, Precious, but at the speed you go, it’ll take forever for you to pull out your damn ledger and show us your signatures. Just do what you do best.”

 

Gina looked to her sister then. “But take care of Sonny first.”



Sonny blinked at Gina once, before looking away. She’d obviously decided to go forward with the plan. It wasn’t like her to be quiet if she didn’t agree. 



Nodding deeply to Gina, the Caretaker knelt down by his backpack and painstakingly proceeded to empty it of the necessary ingredients. The room was still for some time as he prepared his paste – the only sound his whisperings in the lisp-heavy language of his species and the scraping of his spoon. 



After stirring his mixture for some time, the Caretaker threw a dash of green powder into his bowl, making its contents smoke. The room filled quickly with the foulest odor Gina had smelled since – well, since the last time the Caretaker had come and made a paste. 



The Caretaker turned his head toward Sonny. “If Miss Colletti will permit me, I must remove the bandages from her chest.”



Sonny hesitated before answering. “Sure, Doc.” Sonny wasn’t the bashful type either, and certainly not when it came to a shriveled, little shaman; but she still looked wary. For her part, Gina watched with some trepidation as the Caretaker cut through Sonny’s bandages with his tiny, wrinkled hands. She hadn’t really gotten a good look at what the Dragvlok had done to her. 



The Caretaker slowly peeled away all the layers of crepe to expose her breasts. What little Gina could see in the dark, from her angle in her bed, made something crack inside her.



“Fix her, Precious,” she whispered plaintively, restraining a sob.



“Of course, Miss Watkins. Of course.”



*    *    *



“How much long-“



“Ten minutes to L.A., Spike,” she spoke tersely. “Another ten minutes to Slayer Central.” 



Spike clenched his jaw. Well, this was bloody brilliant. She’s the one hankering for her honey to save the bloody day after Spike had just slaughtered three – count ‘em – three Dragvloks that were itching to slice her up. And she’s annoyed at him now? For what? Asking about their bloody whereabouts cause he’s stuck under a sodden blanket? What the hell was the Poof supposed to do in the middle of the bloody day? 



Typical. 



And he was right fuckin’ tired of typical.



“Oh!”



Spike felt the car swerve and slow to a stop – sending him sliding forward feet first.



“Bloody hell, woman! What now?” His foul mood just got fouler.



“My wrist-thingie!”



Spike sighed dramatically. “Your what now?” He really hated being stuck under a blanket while trying to talk to her. He felt like an idiot child.



“The L.A. Slayers have these wrist-thingies. Communication devices. They’ve got limited range though. Pipa gave me one to use for when I’m in L.A. patrolling with them. It’s in my Slayer bag in the trunk.”



“Well there ya go,” he sad flatly.



Spike heard her exit the car and rummage through the contents of the trunk. 



“Yes!” he heard her exclaim.



The next moment, Buffy was back in the car.



“Okay, now I just need to remember how this thing works. Or, learn how it works, that is. I’ve never actually used it…”



Spike rolled his eyes from under his blanket. “Give it here, Slayer. I’ll call your mates.”



Buffy pushed her hand under the blanket unexpectedly and found his – her fingers curling over his palm. Spike looked down at her hand under the blanket and froze. Slowly, Buffy tilted his palm upwards and placed the watch inside, before lazily dragging her fingers away and out of sight. Spike exhaled quietly and shut his eyes. It had only taken one touch from her to chase his anger away.

 

Shaken from sentimentality by the sound of the engine restarting, Spike looked to the device in his hand.



“So, I think there are individual Slayers you can contact with that thing. They’re programmed in there. Or you can call all of them at once. But I really don’t want to alarm everyone right away, so just call Pipa. Although… she does get alarmed easily… but… Yeah. No. Call Pipa. She’s organized. And she usually knows what’s going on. She’s like, the Willow of the group. Only, you know... innocent.”



Spike had already worked the thing out midway into her ramblings, and had found Pipa’s name. He thought about asking what she meant about Willow, but he already knew that was a conversation for another day. 



“Alright, Slayer. I’ve got Pipa’s number here.”



“Good. Give her a call and tell her we’re on our way and that I’m ten minutes outside of the city limits.”



Spike pressed the relevant buttons to call Pipa. 



“Out of range, Slayer.”



“Damn it.”



*    *    *



“This room is well and truly funky, girl.”



That got Sonny laughing freely, her bare chest covered in paste, heaving with each breath. She waited until her laughter had died down to speak. “Yeah, Gina, but are you in pain anymore?” 



“Nope.” Gina was grinning widely. It was such a weight off her shoulders seeing Sonny smiling and whole. Gina turned to the Caretaker packing up his things. “So, Precious, how long do we have to keep this funky paste on anyway?”



“Ah, that is the genius of this particular remedy, Miss Watkins. The paste will dissolve into the skin and disseminate into the air when its power is no longer required.”



“And how long is that, Doc?”



“Well it will vary with the depth of one’s wounds, Miss Colletti. Your wounds are deeper than those of Miss Watkins.” The Caretaker put a twisted finger to his lip. “But I imagine it should take no longer than fifteen minutes for the worst of your wounds.”



“Shit. You’re good, shaman.”



“Thank you, Miss Watkins. I’m always happy to be of service.” The Caretaker pulled on his backpack with seemingly great effort and addressed the girls once more. “If there is nothing else I may do for you ladies, please excuse me. I must see Miss Frederiksson about the matter of payment.”



“Thanks, Doc.”



“Thanks, Precious.”



“You are very welcome.” With that, the tiny demon bowed deeply and turned to leave. As he approached the door, he extended a shriveled white arm to the door handle, only to slowly retract it when he discovered he could not reach. Bowing his head, he muttered, “Forgive me, ladies, but-“



Gina was up and out of the bed the next moment and opening the door. That gave the shaman a great view from below of her ample chest – the envy of half the Slayers in the house. If he dug it, she was fine with that. He’d hooked them up, after all.



But the Caretaker kept his eyes on the door.



“You are very kind, Miss Watkins. Until next time.” And with that, the Caretaker trudged slowly down the hall.



Gina closed the door behind him and turned back towards her sister, now happy and rapidly healing. “Precious is awesome, girl, don’t get me wrong. But he’s also the ugliest motha fucker I have ever seen in my entire life!”



Sonny’s laughter reached new heights of hysteria then, as Gina just looked on smiling.





*    *    *



Fifteen minutes later, Sonny and Gina left the sick room to join the other Slayers downstairs. The Independents were scattered about, with only Betty sitting with the residents of Slayer Central on the sofas in the central common room. Angel stood off to the side, leaning against a pillar.



Pipa watched them descend the stairs until they’d seated themselves on the arms of the nearest sofa “Wow. You guys look great!”



Several ‘yeahs’ and ‘wows’ followed from the other Slayers in the room.



“Precious works wonders, girls.”  Gina finished with a wink.



“Yeah, I guess s-“

  

Pipa looked down at her wrist.



“Who’s trying to call me? Everybody’s here…”



“Is it Buffy?” Maria asked anxiously.



“I can’t tell. The signal’s too weak. Wait…”





*    *    *



“Okay, we’re in L.A. now, Spike. The signal should be better. Give it another try.”



“I’ve been trying the whole bloody time, Slayer.”



“Well, try a-“



“Buffy!” Pipa’s disembodied voice rang sharply in the confines of the car.



Spike raised the wrist piece to his lips. “Even better, pet.” 



“Who-”



“Spike?!” 



That was Angel’s voice in the background. Oh this was brilliant, Spike thought, as his face lit up with glee.



“Afternoon, Gramps.” 



But it was Pipa who responded. “So you’re Spike? William the Bloody?”



“Just ’Spike’, ducks.”



“Wow. Um…” Spike smirked at the sound of her giggles. “I know you – um – I mean… I’ve read about you.”



“What, in ol’ Rupe’s scribbles?”



“You mean the Diaries? Yeah. You’re like… a legend.”



Spike grinned ear-to-ear, as he leaned back and got more comfortable in his seat. The next moment he was flinching at the sound of something crashing in the background.



“Bloody hell. What’s all that racket then?”



“Um, Angel is kicking things, for some reason.”

 

Spike bit his lip to keep from laughing. “Oi! Gramps!” he shouted into the piece. “Save your tootsies for the baddies, yeah? Or, better yet, leave the bastards for the Slayer and me to handle. We just bagged five of ‘em at her place.”



“Ow!” he heard Pipa shout. “Stop it, Angel! I’m…” He heard her grunt then. “I’m talking here!”



Angel could be easily heard in the background. “Just give me-“



“Stop it! I’ve got Slayer business to discuss!”



A new voice came through. “Angelus, if you don’t get your fuckin’ hands off of her…” 



Whoa. Whoever that one was, gave even Spike the chills. She sounded like a real badass, that one. He liked her instantly.



“Oi. What’s that tosser doin’ to you, Longstock?”



“Nothing now,” Pipa assured. “So what was that? You said that you guys killed five?!”



“Just now. They torched the Slayer’s house. Assholes. We think they’re headed to you birds next.”



“Where’s Buffy?”



“She’s drivin’ the bread box.”



“Hi Pipa!” Buffy shouted.



“Jesus Christ, Slayer! I’ve got sensitive ear drums, you know!”



“Then give me the thingie!”



Spike stifled a giggle and whispered into the wrist piece. “What’s that Slayer? What do you want me to give you?”



“Spike!”



“Ow!”



Spike slipped the wrist piece out from under the blanket, where Buffy’s hand quickly snatched it away.



“Pipa?” Buffy asked breathlessly.



“Buffy! Hi! Are you hurt?”



“No. We’re fine. How are you guys?”



“Well…”



“Pipa?”



“Gina and Sonny got attacked by a Dragvlok in Hollywood Park last night.”



“Shit.”



“No! It’s okay. Well, now it is, anyway. The Caretaker’s come and gone and Gina and Sonny look good to go now.”



“You called the Caretaker?”



“Well, I called Clem. But yeah, he called the Caretaker.”



Spike shouted into the dark of his blanket. “Clem? My Clem?”



“Yes, Spike. Your Clem,” Buffy said with exasperation.



“Spike’s dating Clem?!” Pipa screeched.



“Bloody hell, no!”



Buffy let herself laugh for the first time since they’d left her house in flames.



“So… Spike’s not dating Clem?”



“No.” Buffy giggled a bit more, before calming herself quickly. “Okay. So what happened to the Dragvlok? Did they kill him?”



“Um… not exactly. They were badly injured, so… they escaped.”



“Pipa, that’s fine. That was smart. You don’t fight when the demon has the advantage. The girls were right to get home and regroup.”



“Okay.”



“So did the Dragvlok say anything to them before they escaped?”



“No. Just some cliché about vengeance being theirs or something.”



Buffy sighed. “Okay. Look. I think it’s safe to say the Dragvloks are here and ready for war. We still have a few hours before sundown, but the Dragvloks that attacked me did so in broad daylight. So tell all the Slayers to sit tight at Slayer Central where it’s safe until Spike and I get there. And don’t worry. We’ve got a powerful ally on our side now in him.”



Spike heard another crash coming through the wrist piece.



“Oi! Longstock! Tell Gramps to-”



“Oh god.” Pipa moaned. “That wasn’t Angel.” 



“Pipa?” Buffy asked. 



Silence.



“Pipa!”



Chapter 15

Chapter 15: A Time to Cry

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Buffy sighed. “Okay. Look. I think it’s safe to say the Dragvloks are here and ready for war. We still have a few hours before sundown, but the Dragvloks that attacked me did so in broad daylight. So tell all the Slayers to sit tight at Slayer Central where it’s safe until Spike and I get there. And don’t worry. We’ve got a powerful ally on our side now in him.”



Spike heard another crash coming through the wrist piece.



“Oi! Longstock! Tell Gramps to-”



“Oh god.” Pipa moaned. “That wasn’t Angel.” 



“Pipa?” Buffy asked. 



Silence.



“Pipa!”

“Pipa, answer me!”

“They’re here, Buffy!” Pipa screeched. “There are fires everywhere! Buffy, I’m sorry. I… I have to go!”

“Shit!”

“Don’t you panic too, Slayer!”

“Spike!”

“Buffy, we’re almost there, love. How many Slayers have you got at headquarters?”

“Uh…”

“Slayer!”

“Twenty.” He could hear her heart beating frantically in her chest. “Eight that live at Trimmold Street and a dozen that live around the city. But they should all be there now.”

“That’s a hell of a lot of Slayers, pet.”

She didn’t answer him. He hated that he couldn’t see her face.

“And the Dragvloks? How many of them are left, and out for blood?”

“Uh…” 

“Think, Buffy.”

He heard her exhale to settle herself. “Less than thirty.”

“No worries, then. You and me just cut down five of ‘em. Add to the Slayerettes, you, me…” Spike paused. “… and Angel-”

“You’re saying we’ll be alright.” 

“Of course we will.” 

Spike could hear her heart beat slow down, but her voice still wavered when she spoke. “Spike, two of my best Slayers couldn’t handle one Dragvlok last night.”

Spike resisted a sigh. She had a bloody good point there. “Yeah, well… maybe they had a bad night, love. And anyway, we can take down a handful a piece, you and me.”

She didn’t answer him.

“We’re gonna win, Buffy.” 

“I know,” she declared solemnly. 

“Then wh-“

“But at what cost…” It wasn’t really a question.


*    *    *    *

“Guys!” Pipa shouted over her shoulder. “We need blankets to smother these fires!”

Maria, Rachel and Stevie raced upstairs to their sleeping quarters while Gina, Pipa and Sonny continued hauling a large area rug to smother the fire at the front door.

Pipa looked at the Slayers who had formed two water trains to other fires.  “Betty. Sally. How’s it going?” 

Betty gave her a thumbs up with one hand, as she covered a cough with the other. Betty was at the front of a line of Indies who were hauling water from the kitchen into the southeast corner of the large room. Sally and Carla were coordinating a second water train to the fire in the centre of the room.

Sally was less positive. “Whose idea was it to pick such flammable furniture?!”

“Shit, Pip.” Gina looked on with dismay as the front entrance fire lit the area rug into flames. “We just gave it kindling.”

“We need a third water train, ladies!” Sonny bellowed behind her. 

The next moment, several of the Indies returned from the weapons room – Lisa leading the group – with swords, axes and cross bows. 

“What the hell are you doin'?” Lisa yelled towards the Pipa and the others at the front door.

“Tryin’ to save our motha fuckin’ house!” Gina exclaimed. “Care to help?!”

“There’s no time for that!” Lisa challenged. “We know who’s out there, and sooner or later, we’re gonna to have to go out there and fight them!”

Sonny turned to face Lisa. “You think we’re afraid to do that?!” 

Lisa raised an eyebrow and leaned her arms on the handle of her sword. “Wasn’t that you lying on your back, whimpering, not an hour ago?”

“Lisa, you are so god damn lucky there’s a war on right now,” Gina answered, her voice low. 

The Indie rolled her eyes and raised an arm up in dismay. “We’re wasting time in here! This smoke will kill us before the fire does! We need to be out there ending this!”

“You idiot!” Sonny spat. “Don’t you realize that’s what they want us to do?”

“Exactly!” Pipa added. “Like Buffy always says. You don’t fight when the demon has the advantage. You fight on your own terms!”

Lisa didn’t look convinced. Gina was gonna have to spell the shit out for her. “Lisa-“ Gina paused to cough through the thickening smoke. “If we draw them into the warehouse, then we’ve got the advan-“

Gina looked up to find Angel suddenly leaping down impressively from the top floor. 

Every Slayer in the room stopped their efforts and looked to him. He was eerily calm when he spoke. “There are twenty-odd Dragvloks surrounding the building.”

“Oh my god!” 

“No!”

“How many?!”

“Shit!”

“What the hell are we supposed to do?!”

“Quiet!” Pipa shouted across the room. “Angel, what else did you see?”

“I only got a peek through the upstairs windows. Most of them are at the rear of the building, by the back entrance, waiting for you to flee. Only four are guarding the front entrance, in case you manage to get past the fire there.”

“So the front is our way out,” Gina declared, eyeing Lisa with disdain. “We kill the ones at the front, and we can attack the others from behind.” Gina stopped to cough and to pull the neck of her shirt over her mouth. “That way we can sandwich the fuckers between Slayers on the outside and Slayers on the inside.” 

Then we need this front entrance fire out now,” Sonny insisted.  

The next moment, Maria, Stevie and Rachel were sprinting back downstairs with their arms full of blankets.  

“Here!” Maria exclaimed.

“Betty! Vicki! Bring some water over here so we can wet these blankets!” Pipa ordered.

The Indies rushed over with buckets and began soaking the blankets before helping the others throw them over the blaze that was blocking their exit.

“We’ll get more!” Maria shouted behind her, as she dragged Rachel back upstairs.

“Everyone else, keep working on the other fires!” Pipa commanded.

“I’ll get more weapons,” Angel said to no one in particular, as he turned to head for the weapons room.

“What about Buffy, Pip?”

“Oh God, Gina. We should tell her we’re surrounded.”

“Yeah, but not just that. If she and Spike took down five on their own, they could probably do some damage to the Dragvloks out front.”

Pipa’s face brightened immediately. “I’ll call her back now.”


*    *    *    *


“Hate to be a pest, Slayer, but how far-“

“Buffy?”

“Pipa!” Buffy responded with relief. “Thank god! What’s going on?”

Pipa’s voice was calmer this time, but no les urgent. “There are more than twenty Dragvloks surrounding the building – four blocking the front door and the rest at the back. They’ve torched the front entrance to force us out through the back.”

“That’s exactly what they did at my house!”

“And it didn’t work, love,” Spike countered.

Buffy exhaled forcefully. “Spike’s right. We beat them once. We’ll do it again. So what’s the plan, Pipa?”

Pipa’s coughing pierced the quiet of the car. “We’re gonna try to put out the fires to draw them in – or, at least try to put out the front door fire, so we can kill the few guards there and attack from behind.”

“Good plan. Where do you want us?”

“Definitely the front,” she managed between coughs. “If you can take out the guards there, then we’ve got an easier way out and can attack at full strength.”

“We’re on it. We’ll be there any minute.”

“Gotta go, Buffy.”

“Wait!” Spike shouted from under cover.

“What?” Buffy asked anxiously.

“Tell her to call the fire department.”

“Huh?”

“Just do it, Slayer.”

“Pipa, Spike says to call the fire department.”

“Huh?”

“Just do it.”
 
“Okay. Gotta go!”

“I can see the smoke in the distance, Spike.”

“We’re there?”

“Just about.”

“Go slow, Slayer. Don’t make it obvious we’re headed there.”

“Spike, the warehouse is in the worst part of town. The neighbourhood is practically abandoned. There aren’t a lot of cars driving by to blend in with!”

“Where’s the sun, Slayer?”

“Still high.”

“Bollocks.” 

“Spike, I see them! We’re only two blocks away. Pipa was right. There’s only four out front. We can take them easily.”

“Pet, how-“

“You, me and Queenie, Spike.” He could hear a touch of playfulness in her voice.

“You gonna run them over with the bread box?”

“She’s tougher than she looks.”

“She’s not the only one, pet.” Spike couldn’t help but smile. “Just buckle up.”

“Already buckled. Okay, so here’s the plan. I’ll drive right past the warehouse as if I’m not going there, and then make a sharp turn left – you know, like 180 degrees – on to the pavement. And then we’ll mow the bastards down like bowling pins!”

“You don’t mow bowling pins, pet.”

“You know what I mean!”

Spike felt Queenie slow to an inconspicuous speed, before suddenly turning left, going over a hump and speeding up with a screech of her tires.

THUMP! 

“Fuck!” Spike was flying head first towards the dashboard. 

“Spike, you’re supposed to be wearing a seat-“

THUMP! THUMP! 

“Bloody hell!” 

“That’s three!” Buffy shouted with glee. “Shit! The fourth one is trying to run! We gotta get him before he warns the others!”

Spike felt Queenie make a sharp turn right.

THUMP!

“Yes!”

“We got ‘em?” Spike gritted out, as he settled back into his seat, rubbing his head. 

“Yup. For the moment, anyway. They’re dazed, but not dead. I’m swinging back to the front entrance. You get out of the car and get your ass into the warehouse, and I’ll finish these four.”

Spike heard the car door open and stuck an arm out from under his blanket to stop her.

“Ssss!” He withdrew his arm instantly when he felt it burn.

“What’s wrong?” He heard her grab a weapon from the back seat.

“Be careful, love.”

Buffy paused. “I will.” She paused again. “If you will.”

God, he wished he could see her. “Buffy, I-“

“Oof!”

“Buffy!’”

The cardinal sounds of a good brawl could be heard outside then, as Buffy was no doubt battling all four. 

Spike hated that he could do nothing about it.  


*   *    *    *


Maria came running down the stairs with more blankets, Rachel close behind her. 

“She’s here! Guys! Buffy’s here!” 

“Where?” Gina asked.

“Out front! She just ran over four Dragvloks with her car!”

“Are they dead?” Pipa asked doubtfully before another coughing fit attacked her. 

“No. She’s taking on three of them now as we speak. No sign of Spike, but the sun’s out.”

“She needs help then,” Gina muffled through her shirt. “I’m going out there.” Turning to find a weapon, she was stopped by a hand on her arm. 

“So am I,” Sonny said simply. The girls exchanged a knowing look. 

“Lisa!” Gina shouted. “Weapons!”

“What? But what about-“

“Buffy’s all alone out there,” Gina replied. “She needs our help. You can lead the attack from behind once we get rid of the bastards out front.”

Lisa nodded, begrudgingly, then grabbed two swords from the pile on the floor and handed them to Sonny and Gina. “We need to put out more of this fire then, so the two of you can get out.”

“We’re on it!” Rachel replied as she and Maria started wetting more blankets. 

After a few minutes of concerted effort, the blaze at the front door had separated into smaller fires on either side of the door, giving them a slim opening to flee. 

“Here.”  Pipa handed a wet blanket to Gina. “Cover yourselves with this on your way out.”

Gina and Sonny hovered together under the wet blanket. 

“Ready, sis?” Gina whispered.

“No. But let’s do this anyway,” Sonny replied with a wink. 

Swords at the ready, the girls charged outside under cover.


*   *    *    *


“Buffy!”

Spike jerked at the sound of someone joining the fight outside. Risking a quick peek out from under his blanket, he saw that two Slayerettes had come to help – an older brunette, no bigger than Buffy, and a young black girl even taller than Nikki Wood. Huh. If they had made it out, then he could make it in. 

Carefully grabbing his new favourite sword from the back seat, he slipped out of the car and made a dash for the doorway, running straight through the flames and screaming, “Bloody hell!” the whole way.

Once he’d cleared the fire, he threw off the smoking blanket and started stomping on it’s burning ends. When he looked up, more than a dozen young girls were staring up at him.

Spike couldn’t help but smirk. “Hello, cuties.”

“What the hell?”

“Who are you?”

“What’s going on?”

“Oh my god! You’re Spike?”

Spike turned to the blond with the Pixie cut. “Pipa, I take it.”

“Yeah, nice-“

“Spike.” 

Angel.

Spike clenched his jaw and kept his back to his Grandsire. “Don’t have time for you, Peaches.” Spike took a deep settling breath full of smoke just to maintain his composure. “But sooner than later, we’re gonna have a conversation.”  

“Spike-“

“Angel, whatever it is, not now!” Pipa exclaimed.

“Who is this guy?!” Lisa demanded.

“He’s Spike,” Pipa blurted, as she retuned to her efforts at putting out the fire. “He’s a friend of Buffy’s and… um… a vampire.” Turning around completely, she added, “But a good one! I mean… he’s got a soul, too.”

“Another one?!”

“We covered this earlier, Lisa,” Stevie injected with exaggerated boredom. “You know, while you and the other Indies were busy raiding our fridge. Can we move on now, people?!”

Seeing all the Slayerettes struggling and coughing through their efforts, Spike rushed to what was now the largest fire in the centre of the room. 

“Carla, right?” he asked the brunette. 

“Yeah,” she replied with a smile, as if flattered that he remembered.

“And Ginger.”

“Sally,” the redhead corrected.

Spike winked and put one hand on Sally’s shoulder and the other around the bucket handle in her hand. “Cover your mouth with something wet, pet, and just keep the water coming. Make two lines of Slayerettes to keep me busy.”

Not waiting for an answer, Spike turned to throw the water at the base of the fire and quickly extended his hand back for another pale. 

“Come one, ladies! This isn’t a spectator sport!”

“We’re on it!”

With two shorter lines of Slayers handing Spike buckets, the largest blaze shrunk rapidly. Pausing to assess the rest of the room, Spike spied that Angel had adopted a similar role in the southeast corner. Shaking his head in contempt, Spike looked then to Pipa and her lot.

“Lookin’ good over there, Longstock!” he shouted with a smile.

Pipa smiled widely. “Thanks!”

After a few minutes, the front door blaze was almost history, while both of the other fires were well under control.

“Alright, ladies,” Spike bellowed as he dumped another bucket on the blaze. “Once these fires are out, let’s get these windows open so you can breathe properly. Then we can bring the fight inside.”

“Who made you boss?” Lisa grumbled from the front door fire.

Spike looked at her with amusement. “I’m just the one who won’t die from smoke inhalation, pet. You have a better idea?”

“Yeah, we go out there and fight, instead of hiding in the house like a bunch of girls!”

Spike just shook his head and went back to his work. He was too old to be put off by a puffed-up teenager.

“Fire’s out at the front door!” Pipa exclaimed. “Lisa, if you’re so desperate to get out there, you can go check on Gina and Sonny now. But don’t engage the Dragvloks in the back until we’ve coordinated our attacks.” 

Lisa wasted no time in grabbing an axe from the weapons pile. “Anybody woman enough to come with me?” 

Two other girls followed Lisa in grabbing something pointy and heading for the door. 

Spike threw a bucket of water onto the fire and stood up. “Be careful out there,” he yelled to Lisa in earnest. 

“Always am, vampire,” she countered without looking back.


*    *    *    *

Spike focused his efforts on putting out the fire in front of him. The sooner he’d seen to the fires inside, the sooner they could draw the Dragvloks into the warehouse and away from Buffy. As he turned to grab another pail, he eyed a bunch of crossbows in a pile of weapons on the floor.

“So who’s the archer in the family, ladies?”

“Huh?” Pipa had joined him at the front lines of the central fire, throwing buckets of water at its base. 

“The Dragvloks have only a few weak spots. The neck- “

“The ankles and the eyes. We know.” Pipa finished. “Why?”

“If any of you birds are a decent shot, you could take out a few from the windows.”

Pipa’s eyes widened. “Of course!”

“Then get your ass to a window, Longstock.”

“Rachel, Sally, Tori!”

All three girls stopped their efforts to look at Pipa.

“Grab a crossbow and head to the back windows! Wait for our signal to start shooting!”

Leaving their fire stations, the girls wasted no time in following orders.

As Spike watched one of the girls leaving the southeast corner, he met Angel’s eyes – both vampires stopping their respective water trains for a staring contest. Spike refused to be the first to look away – until a coughing fit from Pipa startled him back to his work. 

“Let’s finish this, kiddies!”

Several minutes later, both fires were out, leaving nothing but smoke hanging heavily in the room.

“Windows!” Pipa shouted across the room. Several of the Indies raced to stand on each other’s shoulders to reach the multitude of high, tinted windows in the main room. The late afternoon light came beaming in, but well above their heads.

The next moment Buffy, the brunette, the black Slayer and Lisa’s crew came running back into the warehouse through the main door.

“Buffy.“ Her name escaped his lips in a whisper of relief, as his eyes fell on her smudged and bloodied face. 

She stopped in her tracks at the sound of his voice and met his eyes with a smile. Such a simple acknowledgement – but in a room full of people, in a moment of crisis – momentarily stunned him.

Angel was at her side the next moment.

“Are you alright?” the Poof asked with concern.

Buffy glanced his way with a nod, her smile gone, before turning towards the girls in the room. “Good job in here, guys.” 

“The Dragvloks?” Pipa inquired.

“Nothin’ but body parts out front, Pip,” the black Slayer boasted. “Thanks to Buffy, mainly,” she added, looking back at Buffy with admiration.

“Are you alright, Gina? Sonny?” 

“We’re alright, Pipa,” the brunette – Sonny – replied breathlessly.

“So what’s the plan, Slayer?” Spike questioned.

Buffy looked at him again before assessing the group in the room. “The sun will be going down soon, but until then, I need you and Angel inside.”

Spike nodded his understanding and kept his eyes on his girl.

“I need most of you to follow me out front for a surprise attack from behind. We’ll try to force them inside through the bottleneck of the back door. A few of you stay here and work with Spike and Angel as the Dragvloks are forced inside.”

“What about the archers?” Pipa asked.

Buffy gave a questioningly look.

Spike explained. “We stationed a few of the girls at the windows, thinking they could target the weak spots with the cross bows.”

Buffy looked surprise. “Good idea.”

Again, it wasn’t much, but…
 
“Okay, Slayers!” Buffy shouted. “Get your weapons – the sharper the better. Swords, axes, knives, whatever. And follow me!”

Emptying the floor of most of its weapons, the majority of the Slayers followed Buffy to the front door. Carla and three others stayed behind. 

“Slayer,” he called out to her with apprehension.

Buffy stopped in the doorway and looked back to him.

“I will if you will,” she promised, before striding into the dying sun.

Swallowing his fear for her safety – as irrational as it was – Spike turned and searched the floor for his sword.

“You never asked, you know,” he heard his grandsire challenge. There was no remorse in his voice.

Still bent on one knee, Spike kept his eyes on the sword in his hand.

“That’s the funny thing about immortals, Peaches.” Spike spat out the name. “You can’t keep a secret from them forever.” 

Spike could hear the tosser start to fume.

“You’re the-”

“Fellas!” a Slayer shouted, interrupting Angel. “Whatever this is, we don’t have time for it!” 

Spike stood up instantly and started walking towards the back of the warehouse. 

“Archers! Get your asses in gear!”

“Shoot?” he heard Ginger yell back. 

“Now or never, ducks!”


*    *    *    *

“One down!’

“Make that two!”

“Three, baby!”

“Nice work, archers,” Spike offered, as he rushed to hand Ginger another arrow. Carla and the other Slayers who had stayed behind, were taking turns handing off arrows to the other two, and collecting more arrows from the weapons room. “Make sure you get ‘em through the neck to keep ‘em down!”

“Oh no…” one of the archers whined. 

“What?” Spike couldn’t see the Dragvloks at all, crouched so low away from the windows.

“They’re coming!” Another shouted.

“Wait!” Ginger.

“What the bloody hell is happenin’ up there?!” he groused in frustration. The back windows were low and uncovered, so there wasn’t way to look through them without getting burnt. 

“Buffy and the rest are attacking!” Ginger exclaimed. “The Dragvloks are turning around to face them!” 

“Shoot the hell out ‘em then!”

The archers let their shots fly at breakneck speed, and by the count of their hollers and cheers, he reckoned they’d weakened quite a few of ‘em in no time. 

“Uh oh…” 

“What-”

“I think we made them angry...” 

“They’re comin’ to us?” Spike pressed.

“Time for you and Angel to earn your reps, vampire.” 

Spike looked up to Carla and nodded. “About bloody time, pet. Ang-”

Spike looked back to find Angel standing over him, looking glum. Jesus Christ, the vamp could brood - in any situation. He was armed, though, which was all Spike cared about at the moment.

“Everybody got somethin’ pointy?” Spike shouted, still staring at his grandsire.

“Yeah!”

Spike turned back to the Slayers to find Carla and the others arming the archers with axes and swords. 

“Get ready,” Spike warned. Gripping his sword with two hands, he stepped to position himself closest to the back door, only to find his sword clashing with Angel’s.

The two glared.

As Spike took one step to get ahead of his grandsire, Angel took two. 

Spike looked up at Angel with annoyance. “Whatever,” he muttered, taking several steps back. There were bigger battles to fight at the moment.

BOOM!

“Fuck!”

Spike had just cleared the iron door as it came flying off its hinges to land on Angel – letting both sunlight and the first of the Dragvloks come pouring in. 

With six Slayers and one vamp standing, the Dragvlok didn’t have a chance. Both feet, both hands, and one feral looking head went rolling in five different directions – the corpse adding weight to the load on Angel’s back.

The next moment, so many Dragvloks came barrelling in, that Spike quickly lost count of their number. As he drew several further into the warehouse, he suddenly found himself surrounded by three Dragvloks in the main room – a larger fighting arena than Buffy’s house had allowed.

Lucky for him, the last few decades of demon fighting had served him well. He had more confidence in his strength, his speed and his creativity than he’d ever had before. He didn’t know if he’d win this fight, but he knew that he could. Add to his experience, two years of hunting Dragvloks in particular, plus his success that morning, and he knew more about their instincts than they knew about his own. Compelled to forget the battles raging around him, Spike let out his demon with a roar and started swinging.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been fighting the three, but it had seemed like one long, but fluid dance of dodges, swings and sweeps. He gave himself only a moment to admire his handiwork, before stepping over the corpses to check on the girls.

Carla, Ginger and another Slayer were battling two assholes in a corner, and the other Slayers had joined together in the opposite corner to battle three. From the sound of things, Angel was elsewhere in the building battling his own demons, of whatever sort.  

Looking to even the playing field without interfering, Spike raced to retrieve a crossbow and arrows from the back of the warehouse and sprinted back to the fighting arena. Archery wasn’t exactly his forte, but he was at too close a range to fuck up and kill a Slayer. Standing some meters away from the group of girls fighting three Dragvloks, he sent an arrow through the neck of the most vicious-looking of the demons they’d encircled – killing him instantly, but attracting the attention of the demons left standing.

Both Dragvloks barrelled through the group of Slayers to reach him, freeing all three girls to help the other Slayers. 

Spike cackled with excitement as he retrieved his sword from the floor. “Six down, you ugly bastards! Now get your arses over here and boost my record!” 

It was getting almost too easy for him now, downing the fuckers, especially with the brilliant piece of artistry he called his favourite weapon now. A bloody nose, a busted lip and a few superficial cuts later, and he’d downed his seventh and eighth Dragvlok of the day.
 
“Yeah!”

“Take that, you jerk!”

Looking to the sound of the girls’ cheers, Spike was pleased to see that the six of them had sliced the remaining two Dragvloks into more pieces than he could count. 

“Nice w-“

A deafening crack of thunder interrupted him, followed by the sound of rain falling like bullets on the warehouse roof.

Spike couldn’t believe his bloody ears. “Now it rains!” But then he realized that the storm had snuffed out the afternoon light that had previously shone through the windows.

“Oi! Sun’s gone ladies!” Spike was still in game face and grinning maniacally at the freedom the darkened sky now offered. “Time to join the real party!”

All six Slayers, glowing from their own victory, grinned back at him, and Spike couldn’t remember having ever experienced anything like it. Suddenly, the prospect of losing even one of those girls that day was more than he could stand. 

“Be careful, sweets,” he warned, as he led them out towards the back in long strides. “Stick together, and don’t try to be fucking heroes!” 

“What, like you?” Carla teased.

Spike looked over his shoulder and gave her a wink.

Approaching the back entrance, he could barely see through the downpour beyond the doorframe. 

“Where’s Angel?” one of the girls asked. 

Spike perked up his ears and looked around. “Don’t know. He may be out-“

“Watch out!”

Spike ducked quickly as a Dragvlok rushed in from outside and swiped viciously above his head. 

“No!”

Whipping around, Spike choked on the air in his throat when he saw Carla’s throat laid open, pouring her life out in spurts. 

With a mindless roar, he threw himself on the Dragvlok’s back – driving the beast away from the girls and ripping open its neck with his teeth. Ignoring the talons digging into his sides, Spike tore away at the demon’s flesh with abandon, leaving its head only attached by the spine.

Spitting the foul-tasting blood from his mouth, he howled as he pulled the talons from his sides. He was startled the next moment to find himself being pulled off the corpse.

“Spike, are you alright?” 

Spike blinked at the girls standing beside him. Casting his eyes to the floor, his shoulders sank at the sight, and his demon melted away. Oblivious to everyone around her, Ginger sat wailing in a pool of blood – Carla’s lifeless body cradled tightly in her arms.

Turning away from her, Spike barely recognized his own voice when he spoke. “Let’s get outside.” 

“What about Sal-“

“Leave her,” Spike ordered. “She’s seen enough.”

Grabbing his sword, Spike stormed out of the warehouse into the rain feeling murderous. But he wasn’t prepared for the sight.

“Oh god.”

It was a massacre.

The street was a graveyard for monsters and little girls. Demon heads and hands floated away on bloodied streams of rainwater to collect at sewer drains. Shredded girls lay strewn atop one another or lying haphazardly under their enemies.  

Spike turned his head away from the scene, and shut his eyes in regret. But he opened them just as quickly.

“Buffy.”

Spike scanned the scene in a panic. There were battles still raging. The visibility was poor with the rain falling so heavily, but he could see Angel battling two Dragvloks near him... Pipa, Gina and a third girl were battling two demons at the end of the street… Sonny battling a Dragvlok on her own… 

Spike gasped.
 
And Buffy. 

Farthest away from the warehouse, the Slayer stood alone battling five – uh, make that four – Dragvloks now. And while he couldn’t see her face in the torrential downpour, he could see her fury in every kick and swing. There was an almost frightening vengeance in her strikes – the likes of which even the Dragvloks couldn’t match. She was moving murder at that moment. A bloody vision of menace and power.

“No!” 

She was down. Spike tensed before he –

“Agh!”

Twisting around towards the source of the scream, Spike eyed Sonny falling clumsily into a pool of blood. 

Conflicted but for a moment, Spike turned to help the young Slayer…

“Sonny!”

… but Gina was leaving her group to help Sonny, and Spike’s Slayers were running to help both groups.

Buffy. 

Frantically, Spike scanned the scene again in search of her, spotting her some distance away and fighting three Dragvloks now. With a new urgency he started to run toward her-

“Pipa!”

… and stopped in his tracks at the painful cries of more than one girl behind him. 

Growling in frustration, Spike raced towards their cries to find the girls tiring as they encircled two Dragvloks. On the ground between the demons lay Pipa, coughing and panting for her life.

With a terrifying roar, Spike parted the circle and attacked the nearest of the two demons – freeing the bastard of his feet to send him on his knees, before driving the point of the sword through the demon’s eye. Leaving the girls to finish the job, Spike hastily pulled Pipa up over his shoulder with one hand and rushed her back into the relative safety of the warehouse.   

Spike was hardly surprised to find Sally where he’d left her – still crying over the corpse she held lovingly in her arms.

She looked up to him and gasped at the sight in his arms. 

“Please not Pipa too,” she cried softly.

“She’s alive, love,” Spike spoke quietly. “I need you to help her.”

Sally blinked at him as if confused, before looking down at Carla’s body.  Carefully – reverently even – she laid Carla down and extended her arms to take Pipa. 

“I’ll take care of her,” she stated with a new strength in her voice. She looked back up to him to speak again. “Just help the others?” 

The unmistakeable trust in her eyes made him pause.

Nodding, Spike turned to re-enter the fray. He’d just reached the doorway when-

“What’s that?” Sally questioned.

The sound of a siren broke through the cacophony of rain and clashing swords, growing louder every second. 

Spike finally let himself sigh. “Fire trucks, love. Game over.”

“But there’s no fire anymore!”

“Doesn’t matter.” 

Spike ran back into the rain to find the girls soaked and confused, as their enemies fled hastily down the street.  Angel stood off to the side looking equally lost. And Buffy…

“Fuck.” 

He couldn‘t find her. 

“Where is she?!” he demanded to anyone and everyone who could hear him.

“She ran after them, that way!” Sonny shouted breathlessly – pointing a finger down the street.

Spike ran as if her life depended on it, because he honestly wasn’t sure that it didn’t. She wasn’t aging, sure, but he’d never met a creature from any dimension that could survive a beheading. Oh god. The thought alone made his whole body revolt. 

Spike had sprinted one block when he sighted her another block and a half away.

She was standing alone in the rain with her scythe limp in her hand – her back to him, and her head bent down.

“Buffy!” he shouted as he continued to run.

She turned her head towards his voice… then turned her body, letting her scythe scrape noisily along the asphalt.

And then she bowed her head again…

“Buffy!”

And dropped her scythe…

“Buffy!”

And started to fall…

“I’ve got you, baby! I’ve got you!” 

Spike had caught her just before she’d hit the ground – putting an arm under her knees to swing her up and against his chest. Reluctant to loosen his grip, he awkwardly retrieved her scythe before turning to hurriedly lead them back. 

“Talk to me, Slayer,” he demanded quietly. But her eyes were closed, and she was silent.  He didn’t need his eyes to know that she was haemorrhaging. The scent of her blood was intoxicating. 

“Oh god, Buffy, please,” he whimpered, as he quickened his pace. 

“Buffy!”

Spike looked up to find what few remained of the Slayers huddled together in the rain. 

“How is she?”

“Is she dead?”

“Everybody’s dead!”

“Is she awake?”

“She can’t die!”

“Why not? Lisa’s dead! Betty’s dead!”

“Is she hurt?”

“What do you think?”

“Someone call an ambulance!’

“Buffy,” Spike whispered pleadingly into her ear.

“Where are the fire trucks?! We heard them coming!”

“There’s no fire anymore!”

“Buffy,” he pleaded again. He barely registered the chatter around him.
 
“They probably saw the bodies out front and fled…”

“This is horrible!”

“What do we do?”
 
“Spike.”

Suddenly Angel stood towering over him.

“How is she?” Angel demanded.

Spike blinked as he pulled her more tightly against his chest, too overwhelmed to say anything.

Angel took a step towards him. Spike took a step back.

As Angel reached out his hand to touch her, Spike answered with growl, low and soft.

“Spike, I need to check her out!”

As Angel reached out again to snatch her body from his arms, Spike vamped out with a roar – thrusting his foot into Angel’s gut and sending him flying into the mess of weary Slayers.  

Gina approached him next.

“Spike. Listen man.” Tentatively, she extended one hand out towards Buffy. “We need-“

He growled softly again and turned his back to her.

He heard Gina sigh. “Spike, I know you care-”

“Give her to me, Spike.”

The voice brooked no argument, but was gentle. 

Spike froze.

And familiar. 

As he turned around slowly, every Slayer spoke at once.

“Oh my god!”

“What are you doing here?”

“When did you get here?”

“How did you know?”

Bloody hell. 

Long, brown locks clung to the wet and weathered cheeks of a woman several inches taller than him. Her eyes were round and blue and open – just like he remembered – though encircled with lines. She was old. No. Grown-up. And beautiful.

His demon melted away – leaving his face blank, his mouth slack.

Slowly, the man behind her came in to view, as he walked purposefully towards Spike. Thick, salt and pepper hair framed a middle-aged face with… one eye. 

Spike felt as if he’d entered an alternate universe.
   
Dawn stepped forward to stand behind her husband’s shoulder.

Spike didn’t move. 

Shifting his eyes back and forth between the older couple, he felt his chest go slowly cold as Xander lifted the bleeding Slayer out of his arms. 

Dawn looked deep into his eyes when she spoke. “I’m sorry.” 

Turning towards the girls, she continued. “I’m sorry you didn’t have more help tonight,” she said solemnly. “I’m sorry that so many have been lost here. I knew all of you, some more than others. But I mourn everyone who’s died today. I have help from the Council coming to collect the dead...” She took a moment to look at a Dragvlok head at her feet. “… and to clean up the rest. Someone to see to the wounded, too. And guards to watch over the doors tonight since they’ve been compromised.”
 
Someone spoke up. “But how did you-“

“That hardy matters at the moment. Right now… I need to get Buffy home.” With that, Dawn started walking towards a blue SUV parked some ways down the street – Xander turning slowly to follow several steps behind her, the Slayer in his arms.  The girls – every one of them the picture of misery – began bringing the wounded indoors, until only Spike and Angel remained standing dumbly in the rain.  

Spike looked on longingly at the Slayer’s feet as they dangled in the air – the only part of her in view as Xander carried her away. 

And then abruptly, her feet stopped moving.

“Hey, Blondie. You comin’ or what?”

Spike blinked as he stared at Xander’s back.

The next moment, her dangling feet began moving again.

And without thought, so were Spike’s, to catch up with her.


Chapter 16

Chapter 16: In Time for Dawn

Previously in Time’s Fool…



The Dragvloks attacked Slayer Central, Buffy was injured, and Dawn and Xander returned from London.

She was young again. Well, younger anyway. 



~   ~   ~ 



So that's it, huh? I remember the drill. One slayer dies, the next one's called. I wonder who she is. Will you train her? Or will they send someone else?



Buffy, I-



Does it say how he's gonna kill me? Do you think it'll hurt? Were you even gonna tell me?



I was hoping I wouldn't have to, that there was some way around it. I-



Well you can find someone else to stop The Master from taking over.



I'm not sure that anyone else can. All the signs indicate-



The signs? Read me the signs! Tell me my fortune! You're so useful – sitting here with all of your books! You're really a lot of help!



I don't suppose I am.



*I know this is hard.*



What do you know about this? You're never gonna die!



Buffy, if the Master rises...



I don't care! Giles, I'm sixteen years old. I don't wanna die.



~   ~   ~ 



“She’s still unconscious.” 



Buffy could hear her sister whispering as if she were standing right beside her, and yet she seemed so far away. A lifetime away. 



~   ~   ~ 

 

I believe that's called growing up.



Then I'd like to stop, okay?



I know the feeling.



Does it ever get easy?



You mean life?



Yeah. Does it get easy?



What do you want me to say?



Lie to me.



Yes, it's terribly simple. The good guys are always stalwart and true. The bad guys are easily distinguished by their pointy horns or black hats, and we always defeat them and save the day. No one ever dies, and everybody lives happily ever after.



~   ~   ~ 



“Liar.” 



“She does, Xander. When she’s actually asleep. But she’s not sleeping, is she?”



“She looks like she’s sleeping. I mean, her eyes are doing that twitchy thing.”



“Well we know she dreams… wherever she goes.”



“But are those dreams? I thought it was more like a ‘Hey, Buff! This is Your Life!’ montage. 



“You’re right. I guess they’re not really dreams.”



~   ~   ~ 



Open your eyes, Mom. What do you think has been going on for the past two years? The fights, the weird occurrences. How many times have you washed blood out of my clothing, and you still haven't figured it out?



Well, it stops now!



No, it doesn't stop! It never stops! Do you think I chose to be like this? Do you have any idea how lonely it is? How dangerous? I would love to be upstairs watching TV or gossiping about boys or – god – even studying! But I have to save the world. Again.



~   ~   ~ 

 

“No. He wanted to stay there a while. To check on ‘his girls’ as he called them.” 



“I hadn’t realized he’d been back long enough to claim anyone as ‘his girl’.”



“Jealous?”



“Xander, don’t be stupid.”



“Do I have a choice in that? Dawn, you know that no one could replace you and Buff in his cold, dead heart.”



“Now who’s jealous?”



“Of the formerly evil undead? Not me. I’ve got one Summers woman as my wife and the mother of my offspring – two not-uncool and very well adjusted humans, I might add. And I’ve got the other as a sister. I’m like, head of the Summers clan. The patriarch! Anyway, my place is secure. His? Not so much. He’s been on the outside for the last forty years. Actually, I guess he’s always been on the outside.”



~   ~   ~ 



We're not good friends. Most of us never found the time to get to know you, but that doesn't mean we haven't noticed you. We don't talk about it much, but it's no secret that Sunnydale High isn't really like other high schools. A lot of weird stuff happens here. But whenever there was a problem or something creepy happened, you seemed to show up and stop it. Most of the people here have been saved by you, or helped by you at one time or another. We're proud to say that the Class of '99 has the lowest mortality rate of any graduating class in Sunnydale history. And we know at least part of that is because of you. So the senior class offers its thanks, and gives you this. It's from all of us, and it has written here, ‘Buffy Summers, Class Protector.’



~   ~   ~ 



“She’ll be hungry. Did you get cheese?” 



“Of course. Just call me the Cheese Man. Ooh! Maybe she’s dreaming about the Cheese Man.”



“Who?”



“Oh yeah. That was before your time. Or, uh… technically before it. I guess you were there. But I don’t remember us telling you about the dream.”



“Buffy has a lot of dreams.” 



“No. This was a Scooby dream, after we defeated Adam. Only we each dreamed something different. Well, mostly. The First Slayer was hunting all of us in our dreams. And then there was this weird guy with cheese.”



~   ~   ~ 



I know you. You're the first Slayer.



This is a form. I am the guide.



I have a few questions, about being the Slayer. What about... love? 



You think you're losing your ability to love.



I didn't say that.



You're afraid that being the Slayer means losing your humanity.



Does it?



You are full of love. You love with all of your soul. It's brighter than the fire. Blinding. That's why you pull away from it.



I'm full of love? I'm not losing it?



Only if you reject it. Love is pain, and the Slayer forges strength from pain. Love. Give. Forgive. Risk the pain. It is your nature. Love will bring you to your gift.



I'm sorry. I'm confused. I'm full of love and... love will lead me to my gift?



Yes.



I'm getting a gift? Or, do you mean that I have a gift to give to someone else?



Death is your gift.



Death...



Is your gift.



~   ~   ~ 



“She’ll want some sugary goodness, too, Xander.”



“We haven’t been away that long. We’ve still got some ice cream sandwiches in the freezer.”



“You know how hungry she gets after these… episodes.”



“You make them sound like nervous breakdowns.”



“Well, I don’t really know what to call them, other than scary.”



“They’re resurrections. Or, maybe reboots. You know, like BuffyBot.”



“Xander!”



“Ow!”



“We really don’t know what they are.”  



~   ~   ~ 



There is so much I have to teach you. Your history, your power, what your body is capable of. 



I don't need to know.



You long to. And you will have eternity to discover yourself. All those years fighting us – 

your power so near to our own. And you've never once wanted to know what it is that we fight for? Never even a taste? 



If I drink that…



You must be near death to become one of us. And that comes only when you plead for it.



I'm not hungry.



No. Your craving goes deeper than that. You think you know... what you are... what's to come. You haven't even begun.



~   ~   ~ 



“I’m surprised he’s stayed away this long, Xander. He wouldn’t leave her side before. And the sun will be up soon.”



“He’ll be back. If I’m sure of anything, I’m sure of that. Who knows why he stayed away as long as he did, all these years. Gotta say though, I didn’t think Spike had it in him, the self-control. Not where Buffy was concerned anyway. I mean, the guy didn’t even leave Sunnydale after we defeated Glory... after Buffy died.“  



~   ~   ~ 



Death is your art. You make it with your hands, day after day. That final gasp. That look of peace. Part of you is desperate to know: ‘What's it like? Where does it lead you?’ And now you see, that's the secret. Not the punch you didn't throw, or the kicks you didn't land. Every Slayer... has a death wish. Even you. The only reason you've lasted as long as you have, is you've got ties to the world: your mum, your brat kid sister, the Scoobies. They all tie you here, but you're just putting off the inevitable. Sooner or later, you're gonna want it. And the second – the second that happens – you know I'll be there. 



~   ~   ~ 



“So how many times is this now? I’ve lost count.”



“Xander, I don’t know.”



“Yes, you do.”



“I just know it still shocks me, this process. Her life. What Willow has done. It’ll never end for her, will it?”



~   ~   ~ 



I know this hurts, bad. But  Will, if you let loose with the  magicks now, it will never end.



Promise?



You don't want that.



Why not?



Because you’ll lose everything. Your  friends, your self. You let this  control you and the world goes  away. That's not... Willow,  there's so much to-



Please! This is your pitch?  You hate it here as much as I do.  I'm just more honest about it.



That's not true.



You're trying to sell me on the  world. The one where you lie to  your friends when you're not  trying to kill them, and you screw  a vampire just to feel, and insane  asylums are the comfy alternative. This world? Buffy, it's me. I know you were happier in the  ground, hanging with the worms.  The only time you were ever at  peace in your whole life is when  you were dead. Until I brought you back.... So here we are.



Are we really gonna do this?



Come on! This is a huge deal for  me! Six years as a sideman, and  now I get to be the Slayer.



A killer isn't a Slayer. Being a  Slayer means something you can't  conceive of.



Oh, Buffy. You really need to  have every square inch of your ass  kicked.



Then show me what you’ve got. And  I'll show you what a Slayer is.



~   ~   ~ 



“Do you think he’s still in love with her?”



“Dawnie, he just took on an army of Dragvloks for her.”



“Yeah, but after staying away for forty years, doing god knows what…”



“You mean, who knows what.”



“He’s missed a lot of battles, Xander, and against even fiercer enemies than the Dragvloks. The Spike I knew would have been there for her. But then I guess I didn’t know him very well that last year in Sunnydale…. He obviously still cares about her though. Respects her. Wants her alive and healthy. But…” 



~   ~   ~ 



You listen to me. I've been alive a bit longer than you, and dead a lot longer than that. I've seen things you couldn't imagine. And done things I prefer you didn't. Don't exactly have a reputation for being a thinker. I follow my blood, which doesn't exactly rush in the direction of my brain. So I make a lot of mistakes, a lot of wrong bloody calls. A hundred-plus years, and there's only one thing I've ever been sure of: You. Look at me. I'm not asking you for anything. When I say I love you, it's not because I want you, or because I can't have you. It has nothing to do with me. I love what you are. What you do. How you try. I've seen your kindness, and your strength. I've seen the best and the worst of you. And I understand with perfect clarity exactly what you are. You're a hell of a woman. You're the One, Buffy.



~   ~   ~ 



“Dawn, if not Buffy, then who? Drusilla?”



“I don’t know. There are other Slayers now.  And you know he’s always had a thing for Slayers. A couple of them have even looked like her over the years. She’s not the only cute girl with super powers anymore.”



~   ~   ~ 



So here's the part where you make a choice. What if you could have that power now? In every generation, one Slayer is born, because a bunch of men who died thousands of years ago made up that rule. So I say we change the rule. I say my power, should be our power. From now on, every girl in the world who might be a Slayer, will be a Slayer. Every girl who could have the power, will have the power – can stand up, will stand up. Slayers. Every one of us. Make your choice. Are you ready to be strong?



~   ~   ~ 



“Buffy?”



“Is she waking up?”



“Xander, her face was moving.”



“Buffy!”



“Don’t shout at her! You’ll startle her.”



“Look! Did you see that? Her hand twitched. She is waking up. I love this part.”



~   ~   ~ 



I love you.



~   ~   ~ 



“There!” 



~   ~   ~ 



No you don’t.



~   ~   ~ 



“See? She grimaced, Dawnie.”



“I saw it.”



“She looks constipated.”



“Xander…”



“Buff-“



“Shh!”



“What?”



“Just let her come back peacefully, Xander. Gosh, you’re so impatient.”



“But it’s so exciting. I mean, come on. There’s something cool in the creepiness of it all.”



“Too bad Spike isn’t here.”



“Uhn…” A groggy moan escaped her dry and bloodied lips.



“B-“



“Zip it, Xander.”



“Uhn…”



Buffy felt like she was neck deep in mud – her limbs too sluggish to lift against the weight of her blankets. 



“What….”



“Shh. It’s alright, Buffy. You’re alright. Just let yourself wake up slowly.”



“Mom?” 



She could hear her mother sighing. Why was she sighing?



“No, Buffy. Mom’s not here. It’s just me, Dawn. Well, Xander and me. Let yourself wake up, Buffy. And then I’ll tell you everything.”



Her eyelids felt like they were weighted down, as she struggled for several moments to open her eyes. 



“Hey there, Buff.”



Buffy blinked several times, slowly and deliberately, as if to wake up the muscles of her eyelids. She saw Xander, aged and distinguished, a black patch over one eye. Blinking again as if to register him, she shifted her eyes towards her sister, looking uncannily like Aunt Arlene.



“Where-?”



“You’re at my house in L.A., Buffy,” Dawn answered gently. “It’s 2043.”



Buffy furrowed her brow. 



“The Dragvloks attacked Slayer Central yesterday. You were hurt. Xander and I brought you home.”



She blinked once. Then her eyes widened in alarm.



“Spike!” she whispered urgently. 



Dawn shifted nervous-looking eyes to Xander. “Uh, he’s gone-“



Buffy shot up in bed – wincing from the pain.



“Buffy, stop! It’s alright!” Dawn pressed a palm to Buffy’s chest to push her down. “You need to take it-“



Buffy started dragging her legs over the edge of bed.



“Buffy, please! I only meant he’s not here right now! He’ll be back!”



Buffy stopped.



Dawn let out a sigh. “He was here, Buffy. For hours. Watching over you. Xander drove him back to Slayer Central to get your car, and to check on the others.”



“Also, he refused to wear my clothes – which, frankly, I didn’t mind. So he was gonna go home and wash up – which, honestly, he really needed to do.  Oh, and uh… welcome back, Buff,” he finished with a goofy smile. 



“The others,” she croaked weakly, still sitting up in bed. The pain had eased, and she was already feeling stronger.



“Yeah,” Dawn replied quietly as she lowered her eyes.



Buffy swallowed the fear that began to crawl up her throat. “How many?” she asked tentatively.



Dawn exhaled softly. “Twelve.”



“We lost eight Slayers?!”



Dawn’s face sank deeper into a frown. “No, Buffy. Twelve died. Only eight survived.”



Buffy felt her stomach turn, and was suddenly more exhausted than she’d felt after the battle. Looking sideways, at nothing in particular, she let her head fall back onto her pillow. 



“I’m sorry, Buffy.” She could hear the sadness in her sister’s voice. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”



“Who survived?” she asked flatly.



She heard Dawn sigh again. “Uh…Sonny, Gina, Rachel…Tori, Stevie-“



Buffy turned to her sister with alarm. “Pipa?” 



“Yeah, Buffy. Pipa survived, too,” Dawn reassured her. “But she’s injured. Mel survived as well. And… Sally.”



Buffy felt her chest constrict. “But not Carla.” It wasn’t a question.



“No. And not Maria.”



Buffy shut her eyes.



“Hungry?”



That jarred her eyes back open. 



“Sorry, Buff,” Xander added sheepishly. “That needed a segue.”



Buffy just stared at him. 



“Uh, I bought some stuff – knowing how hungry you get after…” Xander swallowed. “Hey, gotta love the twenty-four hour Wal-Mart. In the final apocalypse, it’ll be the only thing left standing,” he joked half-heartedly.



“Xander, why don’t you go make something,” Dawn pressed lightly. “Pancakes or something. We’ll have a sunrise breakfast when Spike gets back. Then we can all crash and sleep the morning away.”



“Just call me Aunt Jemima,” he quipped, getting blank faces in response. 



“Or not… Yeah. Um… I’ll uh… go make pancakes,” he finished under his breath, stumbling slightly on his way out the door. 



The sisters indulged in a moment of silence, before Dawn settled herself into bed – Buffy mustering the strength to make space for Dawn beside her. They lay quietly on their backs for some time – hands clasped over their stomachs, eyes blinking absently.



*    *    *    *



It was strange to be standing at his front door again. He’d only been gone one night, and yet it felt like a lifetime ago. 



Spike leaned his forehead against the door. “Open up, Kit.”



“Have you lost your key, sir?”



“Yeah. So open up.”



“Your password, please, sir.”



Spike sighed. Every inch of him was exhausted. “1-6-3-0.”



“Welcome home, sir.” And with a click, the door unlocked and swung open. 



As desperate as he was to rest, Spike mustered the energy to do otherwise.  He needed a shower as much as he needed some blood, but food had to come first, or he’d never make it back to her. Kicking the door shut behind him, he walked straight to the kitchen and grabbed four bags of blood from the fridge. He poured two bags into a pot to heat up and drank the other two cold – just to take the edge off the pain of his wounds, and the fatigue in his limbs. It tasted foul, of course, and he couldn’t help but think back to yesterday’s breakfast at Buffy’s. That would go down in history as one of his best from a bag. Had that really been less than twenty-four hours ago? Had she only been back in his life for two days?



The only thing more shocking than that fact, was how much texture she seemed to have brought to his unlife already. Everything seemed more… real.  



Once the blood had warmed and thinned, Spike poured it into a mug and downed it in gulps. He stood at the stove until he’d emptied the pot of every bone-mending drop. With an unexpected burp, he threw the pot into the sink, and hurried to his bedroom for a fresh set of clothes.  



A knock on the door stopped him mid-step. 



“Spike!” 



Bloody hell.



“You have a visitor, sir.”



“I’m dead, Kit, not deaf.”



“His temperature is seventy degrees Fahrenheit, sir. That is the equivalent of twenty-one degrees Celsius. Snap shot materializing on screen.”



Spike rolled his eyes in annoyance. He didn’t need to see the wanker’s face on the Comptel screen. 



“Let him in, Kit. This won’t take long.”



As the door swung open, Angel walked in like the head of some funereal march.



“Peaches,” he greeted him dully, his face unmoving.



“Willy,” Angel replied in kind.



Spike refused to flinch at the insult. “Make it quick, Angel, cause I haven’t got much time.” 



“You’re going back to her,” he accused.



Spike’s jaw tensed unconsciously. “She has a name, you tosser. A face too. And wouldn’t you know… after forty years, not one wrinkle. Funny that.”



“You never asked, Spike.”



Spike chuckled bitterly. “Yeah, cause that’s the kind of thing one would ask, isn’t it?”



Angel stepped forward confidently, until he was inches away from Spike’s face. “You could have found out yourself. It’s not like I’ve been hiding her.”



“No. You just hid the truth, you son of a bitch,” he spat, enjoying the sight of his spittle hitting its mark.



“Like you hid the truth from her? Hypocrite.”  



Spike blinked. He didn’t have a comeback to that.



“You know, staying away from her was the only selfless thing you’ve ever done, William. She was happy.”



“What, with you?!” Arrogant prick. “And how long did that last exactly?” 



Angel’s face turned stony. “We took a break.”



Spike laughed out loud. “A break?!” 



It was Angel’s turn to blink. “She needs to find herself, Spike.”



Spike’s mouth fell open in disbelief. “What?”



“She’s immortal now, you idiot. But still human. There’s no one like her.”



“Your point?”



“She needs to come to terms with that. Figure out who she is.”



Spike shook his head in amazement. “So what? You think she needs to do that alone?”



“I think she needs space, Spike,” he gritted out. 



Spike considered his grandsire carefully. “I see. So that’s what happened then? You gave her some space?”



Angel didn’t respond.



“You know, the Buffy I knew always knew who she was. She may not have liked herself at times – hell, I didn’t even like her at times – but she knew herself. She had her periods of self-doubt, sure – usually when things hit rock bottom. But she wasn’t some lost and aimless schoolgirl without a clue, mate. She always had a core of steel. An unshakeable self-reliance. If the Slayer could count on anyone, it was herself. And she knew that.”



“Maybe,” Angel acknowledged begrudgingly. “But the Buffy you knew wasn’t immortal, Spike. Or she hadn’t realized it yet. She didn’t have to face the prospect of watching her loved ones grow old and die.”



“She lost Joyce, you ninny.” Thoughtless wanker.



That made Angel pause, but only briefly. “The point is, she doesn’t need you drooling down her neck right now.” 



He could see Angel was getting agitated, so he kept a calm facade.



“Uh huh. So uh… when exactly did you and the Slayer take this break?”



He didn’t answer. 



Spike put a hand to his ear. “When was that?”



Angel narrowed his eyes. “A few years ago.”



“Yeah? How many is a few?” Spike asked casually.



Angel flinched slightly. “Almost five.”



Spike laughed out loud again. “And you think, what? That she needs another five years to sort herself out?”



“She needs as much time as she needs, Spike. You can’t rush these things.”



Spike nodded in mock understanding. “I see. Then why exactly did I get an invite to stay at her place, mate?”

 

That hit Angel like a Troll hammer, and Spike wished he could relive the moment again, every day. But Angel recovered quickly. “She’s lonely, Spike,” he replied nonchalantly. “Obviously.”



“Lonely.”



“Yeah.… You’re a distraction.”



“A distraction,” he echoed.



“A reminder… of who she was, back in Sunnydale. When she was young. And mortal.”



Spike wasn’t impressed.



But Angel pressed on. “You remind her of who she was, Spike. I remind her of what she is now, and of the future that lies ahead of her. Don’t you see? I’ll be in that future, when all the rest have gone. She can’t handle that right now.”



Spike couldn’t believe his ears. The git was delusional. “You’re the one losing his grip, mate.”



“Spike, you need to-“



“Sod off, Peaches,” he said tiredly. “I gave you enough time. I need a shower.” Spike turned his back to his grandsire and headed back towards his bedroom.

 

“Spike, the last thing Buffy needs right now, is to wake up to you dragging her back into the past, complicating things.”



Spike stopped and stalked back to Angel, hands on his hips. “You know what? I must have killed a dozen Dragvloks tonight, mate. A dozen. More than you bagged I’m sure. We lost a lot of girls tonight, yeah. But I’m pretty sure I made things a hell of lot simpler killing off half of the fucking enemy!”



Angel just shook his head in disgust. 



Spike exhaled dramatically. “Look, I may not be what Buffy needs in a man. But I have my uses. I can be there for her, without shagging her.” 



Spike tilted his head to the side as he reconsidered his grandsire. “See… that’s the difference between you and me, isn’t it?  You left her once, because you couldn’t stand by her if you couldn’t stick it to her. It was always about what you wanted, Angelus, not what she needed.” 



Angel was fuming now.



“So she’s immortal now. Forced to live forever on this sodden rock of misery and pain. And yeah, she’s gonna see Death take her kid sis, the Scoobies, and every Slayerette she brought forth. And one day, she really will be all alone – one girl in all the fuckin’ world.” 



Spike swallowed his own sadness at the thought. 



“Except she won’t. Because for as long as she needs a hand, or a shoulder, or a pair of fangs to do damage, I’ll be there. So I suggest you start dealing with that fact now, mate.”



“Spike-“ 



“Now get the fuck out of my house before I sick Kit on you,” he snarled.



Angel scanned the room warily, as if looking for this unknown threat.  Flashing Spike one last look of displeasure, Angel turned on his heel to storm away. He flung the door open roughly, but stopped before stepping out. 



“She doesn’t love you, Spike.”



Spike lowered his head and closed his eyes to the truth. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 





*    *    *    *



“So spill,” Buffy blurted unexpectedly.



“Huh?”



“How is it that you’re here, and not in London?”



“Oh. You didn’t answer your phone.”



“Huh?”



“Willow called me. After she hung up with you the other night. She told me about Spike, that he was back. Or, back in our lives at least. She said you’d run into him by accident in Santa Lucia and that you were furious.”



“I wasn’t furious,” she countered angrily.



“Uh huh. Anyway, I called you right away, of course. And you didn’t answer. So I took the red-eye back, and my amazingly devoted husband got up out of bed, got packed, and came with.”



“I don’t get it. What was the hurry?”



“Well I wanted to see Spike, before he ran away again. Or, before you chased him away.”



“Dawn!” Buffy turned to her sister, affronted.



But Dawn didn’t seem chastened. “And I wanted to see you. To make sure you were okay… Are you? Okay?”



Buffy looked back at the ceiling. “Well I was, before the Dragvloks came to L.A., and before my house burnt down.”



“Buffy, that’s not what I meant. And anyway, your house didn’t burn down.”



Buffy turned hopeful eyes toward her sister. “What?”



“I called you a second time from the airport, and again when we landed. You never answered. So when we got back to town, we drove straight to Santa Lucia to check up on you. The house was trashed and burnt out, sure, but most of it was still standing. Your neighbor said that the fire trucks had come and gone.”



“Mrs. Partridge?”



“Yeah.”



“Busy body,” Buffy grumbled.



“The police were still there though – you know, dusting things with tiny brushes and putting stuff into little plastic baggies.” 



“What about the corpses?”



“Gone. I only knew they’d been there because there was a Dragvlok hand sticking out from under the refrigerator. The police hadn’t noticed it yet, so I sort of kicked it further back.” Dawn screwed up her face in disgust. “That’s gonna rot. Sorry.” 



“Meh. It’ll blend in with the rotting food and blood in the fridge. So then you came back here?”



“Not to the house, no. We figured if the Dragvloks had come for you, then they’d come for the L.A. Slayers, too. So we drove straight to Slayer Central from there. But not before I convinced the cops to let me grab a few things from the house.” 



“Like what?”



“Pictures mainly. The ones of you and the kids on your dresser. The one from my wedding. I snuck your Bowie knife out, too.  Oh, and Spike’s duster.”



Buffy gasped. “You’re kidding.”



“Nope.”



“I think you’ve officially made his day.” 



“You always were an idiot, Buffy,” Dawn deadpanned.



“Hey!”



Dawn smirked. “I think you’ll have officially made his day, Buffy – resurrecting and all.”



“Hmm. Maybe.”



“So how was it this time?”



“Death?”



“Let’s call it rebooting.”



“I don’t know.”



“Did I have a cameo?”



“Huh?”



“In your montage. When your life flashed before your eyes. Which parts did you see this time?”



Buffy lay quietly for a moment, reflecting back.



“You now how it is. I don’t remember the details, really. Just fleeting images and feelings. I was young though. We were in Sunnydale this time. Just Sunnydale, actually.”



“That makes sense.”



“Why?”



“Because of Spike. You only knew him there, and suddenly he’s back. His reappearance was bound to take you back to that time.”



“I guess.”



“And now we’ve come full circle back to the matter at hand.”



Buffy took a deep, settling breath. “Spike,” she said softly.



“Uh huh. So?”



“So what? You spoke to Willow. He’s been around this whole time. Somewhere. Everywhere. Anywhere but here. Doing his thing. Fighting evil. Saving Slayers, apparently. Being a hero.”



“That’s amazing though, no? He’s been devoting his existence to serving others, and without the benefit of getting credit from you. That’s a pretty remarkable transformation, if you ask me.”



Buffy stayed silent.



“Buffy?”



“Yeah. It is. He’s a hero, like I said.”



“So are you gonna tell him?”



“Tell him what?”



“How you feel?”



Buffy frowned at her sister, before returning her gaze to the ceiling. “What do I feel? How do you know if I don’t?” Buffy exhaled noisily. “I don’t live my life that way anymore, Dawn. I don’t waste time reflecting on feelings. It doesn’t matter what anybody feels. What matters is what they do. Words are meaningless.”



“No they’re not.”



“Dawn, when was the last time you doubted my love for you?”



“Buffy, I haven’t doubted your love for ages. Since I was teenager.”



“Exactly. You know why?”



“You’re gonna tell me anyway.”



“Because when you were a teenager, I would insist to you and to myself, that you were the most important person in my life. But I didn’t treat you that way.”



Dawn stayed quiet.



“We never really got along until I stopped claiming that I loved you, and started showing you that I did. Words are useless, Dawn. No one believes them. And you know what? They shouldn’t. You have to look at what people do.”



“Sure, but-“



“So let’s look at what Spike did. He burned in the Hellmouth, but came back. And instead of finding us, he moved on with his life.”



“Buffy-“



“He was never going to see me again, you know. It was a freak accident our running into each other.”



“Or fate.”



“Please. There’s no fate, Dawn. I was fated to be killed by the Master.”



“You were.”



“Only kinda. Point is, there’s no fate. You can always get around these things. Even death and taxes. I got around both.”



The two lay silent again for several moments.



Dawn broke the silence. “So what now?” 



“Well… he was only in Santa Lucia to kill the Penis Lady, and he was only in L.A. to hunt the Dragvloks. So… I don’t know.”



“Do you want him to stay?”



“What does it matter what I want? Everything just gets stripped away.”



“Buffy-“



“I could use those pancakes now, I think.”



Dawn sighed.



The sudden screech of tires outside startled both women out of solemnity. Turning their heads towards the window, they noticed dawn about to break through the black of the sky.



A knock on the door turned their eyes away, and Xander poked his head past the door.



“Uncle Rory’s back.”



“Your Uncle Rory is dead, Xander.”



“I meant Blondie, hon.”



“Oh. He doesn’t look remotely like your Uncle Rory.”



“Uh no… but… you know. He’s like that old relative that you haven’t seen for ages. And you know what? You were pretty okay with that. But then, it’s kinda neat seeing him again, cause it brings back old times – not necessarily pleasant times, mind you. But he does remind you of when you were young.” Xander finished with a shrug. “Anyway, your Mini looks like it’s seen better days, Buff.”



“I need a shower.” Buffy sat up abruptly and started peeling off her blood-caked clothes. 



“Whoa.” Xander turned his eyes away quickly. “I, uh… I’ll just make sure Uncle Rory doesn’t catch fire on his way in.” Xander sniffed the air. “Darn! I think my pancakes are burning.” Xander slammed the door closed as he fled. 



Still weak and aching, Buffy struggled to get out of her pants. “I must look like Carrie at the prom right now. I don’t suppose you brought any of my clothes from the house?” 



“No, but Joycie still has stuff in the closet that you can use. You’re both short.”



Buffy narrowed her eyes at her sister. “We’re the normal ones, Dawn. You’re the giant.”



“Funny. You should do stand up.” 



“Look, can you just keep him busy while I clean up?” she asked breathlessly.



“Buffy, it’s not like there’s a risk he’ll get impatient and leave.”



“Just go play nice!”



“When am I not nice?”



“Uh, you weren’t exactly nice to him that last year in Sunnydale.”



Dawn crossed her arms and scowled. “Buffy, that isn’t fair.”



Naked and dirty, Buffy let her arms drop to her sides with an exaggerated sigh. “I know you were trying to do right by me then. So do right by me now, too, and go play nice.”



Dawn turned away in a sulk and muttered grumpily under her breath. “I don’t have to play at it, Buffy. I’m actually happy to see him.”



And with that, Buffy finally acknowledged to herself, that so was she. 



Chapter 17

Chapter 17: Time Out

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Buffy resurrected, Spike and Angel had a confrontation, and Spike raced back to Dawn’s house before sunrise.

“Gina, are you asleep?” 

“I was, Pip.” 

The girls were sharing Gina’s bed, having given Pipa’s to the only surviving Indies, Tori and Mel. There was room enough at the warehouse for the visitors to have their own quarters, but the smoke hung thickly in all but a few bedrooms upstairs. 

“Sorry.”

Gina uncurled from her fetal position to lie on her back. “It’s alright. I’ve just been dozin’ on and off anyway.” She turned her head to look at Pipa in the dark. “What’s up? You alright?”

“Yeah.” Pipa was lying on her back too, looking down towards her feet. 

“Your wounds?”

“They’re okay. I mean – ow – but they’re okay.”

“You thinkin’ about Carla and Maria?”

“And Sally.”

Gina sighed and looked up to the ceiling. “Sal.” 

“I can’t imagine how she’s going to feel when she wakes up.”

“I’m guessing not much different than she felt tonight. She cried herself to sleep, you know.” 

“I know.” Pipa covered her face with both hands. “I can’t believe we lost them, Gina.” Her voice was strained.

Gina didn’t answer. 

The room was quiet again, save for the occasional sniffle from Pipa punctuating the silence. After several minutes, her sniffles stopped. “How long do you think the Council will be here?”

“Don’t know. The cleanup is done, the funeral home folk have come and gone, so I guess they’ll just stay here to guard the place until it’s secure again.” 

The Council grunts had been scarily efficient in their work – clearing the place in record time of all trace of otherworldly creatures. The Slayers had helped carry their own dead out of the rain and into the burnt out common room, and had stayed with the bodies until they’d been taken away. The rain had been just as efficient – washing the blood of their sisters down the sewer drains. To a passerby, Slayer Central would look like little more than an abandoned building with fire damage. Only the goons in black that were stationed at the front and back of the building gave any indication of the place being occupied.

“Oh my god, Buffy!” Pipa exclaimed, looking wide-eyed at Gina. “Do you think she’s awake yet?” 

“Well I am now,” Mel snapped from the other side of the bedroom. 

Pipa looked over towards the girls in her bed. “Oh gosh. Sorry, Mel.”

“What time is it?” Tori mumbled groggily. 

“It’s five a.m.,” Mel replied.

“Why are we awake already? Is something wrong?”

“Everything is wrong,” Mel muttered bitterly.

Gina exhaled noisily.

“What the hell is that supposed to me mean, Gina?”

“What the hell is what supposed to mean, Mel? Can’t a girl breathe?”

“No, Gina. A girl can’t breathe,” she countered angrily. “Twelve of them can’t, as a matter of fact. And most of them were my friends.”

Gina sat up in bed to look over at Mel. “You think they didn’t matter to me?”

Mel sat up too. “I think you lost two friends, and we lost all but two of ours. And for what? If you guys hadn’t summoned us here, we wouldn’t have lost anyone.”

Pipa gasped. That got her sitting up too with a wince. “Mel! There’s no ‘your friends’ and ‘our friends’! There’s just us! We all help each other! And we would have done the same for you!”

“We wouldn’t have needed you to, Pipa! I wasn’t even in on that Dragvlok homestead attack. That was mostly your crew – before you lost half of them, that is, over the last two years.”

“Lisa was in on that attack too,” Gina argued.

“So you’re saying she deserved to die?!”

“Jesus Christ, Mel! What the hell is wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with me? What the hell do you think is wrong with me, Gina?! Everybody is fucking dead!”

“Please!” Tori pleaded, hands covering her ears. “This is too much!”

“Mel, please!” Pipa echoed. “For goodness sake, we’re all devastated by this! Please, let’s not lash out at each other! We—”

“Agh!” Pipa grabbed her wounded side and groaned.

“Shit! Pip, lay back down,” Gina insisted. “You can’t move like that yet.”  With one arm behind Pipa’s back, Gina lowered the girl slowly into a supine position. “Better?” 

Pipa nodded, before taking a few slow, deep breaths that seemed to settle the pain. 

Gina cast an annoyed glance Mel’s way, before returning her attention to Pipa. “We should’ve got Precious back in, Pip. He would’ve sorted you out.”

“No,” Pipa moaned. She took another slow breath. “I doubt he would’ve come with the Council crawling all over the place. And Dawn had already sent for the doctor.”

“That doctor was useless,” Mel grumbled. She seemed to have calmed down a bit after Pipa’s cry of pain.

“Not entirely,” Pipa acknowledged. “I mean… we’ve got proper stitches and bandages, antibiotics, painkillers.”

“Precious doesn’t need any of that stuff, though,” Gina insisted. “A bit of funky paste, and you would’ve been all set.”

“Well, he’s not Council-affiliated, Gina.” 

“He’s Buffy-affiliated,” Mel argued.

“No, he’s actually Clem-affiliated,” Pipa corrected.

“But Clem is Buffy-affiliated, Pip.” 

“Too many degrees of separation, I guess,” Tori chimed in.

“But Spike knows Clem too, right?” Gina questioned. “Maybe he could get Precious to make something for us off-site, then Spike could slip it in.”

“Yeah, you’d love for Spike to slip it in, wouldn’t you Gina?” Tori accused.

“What? I—”

“Don’t be embarrassed,” Tori teased. 

“I’m not! I don’t—”

“He is a major hotty,” Tori admitted. 

“And he’s Buffy’s,” Gina insisted. “And it ain’t like that. He’s cool, that’s all. Look what he did for us tonight.”

“Yeah, he saved my life out there,” Pipa admitted quietly.

“And mine,“ Tori conceded. “He was amazing in here last night, you know – what with the fire and then the Dragvloks storming the place. He was taking on three at a time and winning easily.”

“And then he came back here to check on us,” Gina rejoined. “He actually left Buffy’s side just to make sure we were alright.” 

“Well you should’ve seen how protective he was with all of us during the fight,” Tori continued. “And how he vamped out on that Dragvlok who… took Carla,” she finished sadly.

The room fell silent for several moments after that. 

“He’s too short,” Mel blurted suddenly, breaking the silence. “And skinny. Angel’s hotter.” 

All three Slayers turned disbelieving eyes towards Mel. But Gina had the last word.

“Loser.”

*    *    *    *

Buffy wasn’t squeamish by nature, but that didn’t mean she was looking forward to seeing what was under her bandages.  Most of her body bore small gashes and lacerations that had already closed and begun to pinken. Clearly, no one had bothered to undress her last night to tend to such superficial wounds. But someone had tightly bound her torso under her shirt, and the bandages were almost soaked through with blood.  

Standing naked before the bathroom mirror, she resisted her vain streak. So what she was scarred? In a few days time, she would simply have a dozen more white lines to add to the growing matrix on her skin. It was only natural – maybe the only natural thing about her anymore.

Taking a deep breath, Buffy slowly began to unwrap the crepe around her middle.  She could feel that there were a few injuries underneath – at least one to her lower back and two to her abdomen. All of them still hurt, but the pain was tolerable. Peeling the last inches of the bandage away, she inspected the worst of the wounds – a long deep gash on the right side of her abdomen, wrapping around to the back. It wasn’t two wounds, after all. The gash was far too deep to have closed fully in so short a time, but it would close in another twenty-fours. At least Dragvlok talons were sharp. The wound had smooth edges, and would leave only a linear scar. To the left of her belly button she had a stab wound – a small but deep hole still oozing blood. It would also close in a day. 

Buffy looked at herself in the mirror one last time. Her hair was a tangled mess caked with blood, and her face, a canvas of already yellowing bruises with a smear of angry purple under one eye. A cut across her bottom lip had scabbed but still hurt when she attempted a smile. Resigned to the state she was in, Buffy turned away from the mirror to wash up.    

The shower was a mix of comfort and pain. The hot water was a balm to her muscles and it was mentally satisfying to clean away the grime, but the warm jet stung her open wounds and every closed cut still fragile enough to be felt. A bath would have been more soothing with her injuries, but she was far too filthy for that. And anyway, she didn’t have much time. There were… pancakes waiting, after all.

Washing her hair had been the most pleasurable aspect of the shower, but she refused to indulge herself for long, and opted for only a two-minute conditioning treatment. Once clean, she hastily dried herself – being careful with her middle – and rewrapped her torso with the fresh crepe and tape that Dawn had no doubt set out for her. 

Too tired and pained to blow-dry her hair, she combed it back into a smooth, low ponytail and left it loose to dry on its own. Without any make-up to improve her appearance, she decided to try a beauty tip she’d read about in a magazine once, and put a touch of Vaseline on her lashes and lips. The effect was impressive she had to admit, given what little she’d done. She didn’t look half-bad for a dead woman.

“Okay,” she let out in a sigh. “I need clothes…” Returning to Joycie’s bedroom, she was relieved to find that Dawn had laid out a pair of her own underwear and socks for Buffy. It was a bit ick, wearing someone else’s undergarments – even your sisters – but beggars couldn’t be choosers. And at least Dawn wasn’t a member of the middle-aged bloomers set. Scanning what little remained in the closet, Buffy became frustrated by the frilliness of the offerings. Dress… skirt… dress… blouse… Joycie was a real girl’s girl, and Buffy hadn’t worn a dress since Dawn’s wedding. The colors were all wrong too – bright blues, yellows and pinks – the kind of stuff Buffy used to wear when she was in high school. Frustrated with her choices, she could feel a good pout coming on.

Remembering the dresser, Buffy decided to investigate what casual items might’ve been left there, and was relieved to find a pair of navy blue slacks and a fitted tee. The slacks, made of linen, hugged her nicely at the hips, but were an inch too long. The top – a soft, cotton in rose – hugged her small frame well, accentuated her breasts, and dutifully hid all her scars. Pleased with her finds, Buffy slipped on her own shoes, took one last deep breath, and forced herself to walk slowly, as she descended the stairs.

“I’ll just go—”

Shit. That was Spike. Was he leaving?

“Relax, Blondie. She’ll be down any minute.”

“Or not,” she heard Dawn comment from the dining room. “She can take a while in the shower on a good day.” 

“Yeah, and she was pretty gross.” 

“Fatigued, Xander.”

“Yeah, that too.” 

“Look, I’ll just—”

Buffy hastened to the doorway of the dining room. 

“Buffy!” 

She loved how he said her name. And he so rarely said it. 

He was standing away from the breakfast table, as if preparing to leave, and he looked… well, he looked good. He had his own share of bruises and cuts, but he looked flawless in fresh, fitted black, with his hair slicked back and straight. Had he always looked this good? Maybe it was his hair color. He was less Billy Idol now. More James Dean. 

“Were you leaving?” she asked anxiously.

“What? No, pet. No. I was just…” He ducked his head. “I was going to check on you.”

She fought back a smile. “Oh.”

“Buff! Look at you!”

“Hey Xander.”  She gave him a smile. “It’s good to see you.”

Her eyes drifted back to Spike, who hadn’t moved since she’d walked in. He was looking at her like she was a ghost, which was fair enough. An awkward silence fell over the room.

“Uh… take a seat, love.” Spike pulled out the chair nearest him with a scrape of the floorboards, before tentatively walking towards her. “You must be knackered.”

“Not really. I was out for a while.”

He reached out a hand towards her elbow, but wouldn’t touch it – instead letting it hover under her arm as he walked with her to her chair. Did he think she was fragile?  

Taking a seat, she let him push her chair towards the table. It was kind of funny, his manners. But when she thought about it, Spike did always have a touch of chivalry about him, when it came to women. He was a product of the nineteenth century after all.

He took the seat opposite her at the table, Xander and Dawn on either side of her. 

“How are you?” he asked quietly. 

She shrugged. “Better, I guess.”

“Well!” Xander interjected. “Now that we’re all here, as man of the house, I officially declare this breakfast served! Eat up people. There’s flapjacks, bacon and hash browns.” 

The room became noisier as Xander and Dawn began filling their plates. But for reasons she didn’t bother exploring, she and Spike didn’t move, trapped as they were in each other’s gaze.

“I’m starting to feel nostalgic here, Dawnie.” Buffy finally looked away to Xander, who was chewing happily on a flapjack. “It’s kind of like having the kids back at home, no?”

Dawn gave him a funny look. Spike gave him a scowl.

“I’m older than the lot of you put together, mate.”

“Uh, try again, Blondie. My wife is a mystical key. Technically, she’s older than dirt!”

“Xander!”

“What?”

Buffy giggled. “You always did like older women, Xander.” 

“What? What’s that supposed to mean? I never told you about my Scooby dream!”

“Huh?”

“Um, I think she was talking about Anya, honey,” Dawn clarified, looking suspicious.

“Oh, right.” 

Busted. Though Buffy wasn’t really sure what he was busted for. 

“Yeah, I guess Anya was pretty old, too,” he mused. “And hey, there’s also Umpala. The Mayan mummy girl. Let’s not forget her.”

“Her name was Ampata, Xander,” Buffy corrected.

“Oh, right.” Xander furrowed his brow. “Am-pa-ta,” he mouthed to himself.

“And I think she was Incan,” Buffy added.

Xander frowned. “What’s the difference?”

Buffy shrugged.

“Stupid Yanks,” Spike muttered.

“Hey! I know the difference,” Dawn whined.

“Didn’t mean you, Nibblet,” Spike assured her with a smile.

“Hey! I’m not stupid either,” Buffy complained with a pout. 

“Didn’t really mean you either, pet,” he added with a wink.

“Hey!” Xander exclaimed.

Buffy couldn’t help but giggle at the two men returning to form. Feeling better than she had when she’d woken up, she piled her plate high with pancakes and bacon. As she reached across the table for the syrup too quickly, she cried out unexpectedly from the pain. 

“Buffy!”

Spike was standing and at her side the next moment.

“It’s alright,” she said breathlessly. “Really, I’m fine.”

Spike was kneeling beside her and scanning her body. “I don’t understand, pet. What’s wrong?”

Buffy paused to breathe through the pain. “I’ve just got a few injuries that are slower to heal. You know how it is.”

“What? No, pet. I really don’t.” Spike twisted his head towards Dawn. “What the hell is this? What exactly happened to her last night?”

The room fell silent for several moments.

“Have a seat, Spike,” Dawn answered gently. “And we’ll explain things.”

Spike blinked at Dawn with alarm, but after scanning Buffy’s body once more, did as she asked. His eyes never left Buffy’s face, until Dawn started speaking. 

“It’s really not that complicated,” Dawn began, her eyes on Buffy as well.

Both blonds stayed silent.

“Buffy can be wounded, just like before. And she heals more quickly than others do, just like before. The only difference is that a normally fatal wound won’t kill her. Or – maybe it does, actually, for a while anyway. But she comes back. Then… I guess the wound just takes longer to heal.” 

Buffy shifted her eyes towards Spike, eager to see his reaction. But he’d lowered his head so that his face was hidden.   

“So that’s our Buff,” Xander chimed in, a little too chirpily. “Indestructible. Like the Judge! No weapon forged can destroy her,” he finished, throwing a loving smile her way. 

“Except maybe a rocket launcher,” Buffy added flatly. 

Spike kept his head down. “Willow has a lot to answer for,” he declared, his voice low and menacing.

“Whoa. Hold on there, Blondie. Willow didn’t mean to do this.”

Spike chuckled bitterly. “She never does, does she? But she does it anyway.”

Buffy suddenly felt the tension in the room grow ten-fold.

“That’s not fair, Spike,” Xander chastised. But after exhaling heavily, he seemed to grow reflective and somber. “We all did it,” he acknowledged. “We all wanted to bring her back.” Xander met Buffy’s eyes then and seemed to apologize yet again. He’d spent the last forty years apologizing with his eyes. Or – eye, rather. 

But Spike wouldn’t relent. “Willow should’ve known better,” he gritted out through clenched teeth. “That bi—”

“Watch it, Spike!” 

Oh God. Now Xander was angry. 

“You know, I didn’t see you complaining when you were boinking Buffy!”

Dawn gasped. 

Buffy suddenly felt naked, like a pinned insect on display. 

“Xander!” Dawn scolded. 

Buffy was too mortified to speak. Her eyes on the table, she caught Spike squeezing the fork from his place setting. Looking up to his face, she saw murder in his eyes, and they were dead set on Xander.

Oh God. Things were about to get seriously out of hand. 

“Spike,” she spoke softly.

No answer.

“Spike,” she spoke more forcefully.

Seemingly startled, Spike looked to her immediately, as if hearing her for the first time.

She sighed quietly. “Spike, that was a long time ago. You were there. We went through all this. And we got past it.”

He blinked.

“We just didn’t realize what Will— … what the spell had actually done until later.”

But Spike hadn’t unclenched the fork in his hand.

She tried again. “Spike, it’s no secret that I wasn’t happy to come back at first. But in the end, I was glad to be back with my friends, with Dawn. Because of that spell, I was able to see Dawn get married.” She looked over to Xander. “And to one of my best friends. I also got to become an aunt, Spike. I’ve got an amazing niece and nephew who I couldn’t love more if they were my own kids.” 

Spike’s face seemed to soften.

Buffy continued more quietly. “And you and I would’ve never been… friends, if they hadn’t brought me back.”

Spike swallowed.

“And that would’ve been a shame.” 

Slowly, he unfurled his hand.

“I’m sorry, Buff,” Xander interrupted, sounding plaintive. 

“I know.” She knew her brother-in-law better than almost anyone, so she always knew where his heart was, no matter where he put his foot. “Tell you what. Hand me the syrup, then all is forgiven,” she added playfully.

“A bottle of syrup for the Judge!”

“Xander,” Dawn warned.

“It’s kinda funny,” Buffy said with a shrug. Pouring an ample amount of syrup over her pancakes and bacon, she’d just raised her fork to her mouth when she noticed Spike wasn’t eating. 

“Oh. Spike.” Buffy looked to Dawn anxiously. “Don’t we have anything for him?”

“Ate at home, love. And brought some back,” he assured her quietly. Tipping his coffee cup forward, he revealed a thick, red liquid rather than coffee.

“Oh.” She gave him a small smile. “Good.”

”But I’ll take some pancakes, too,” he replied with a wink, but his heart wasn’t in it. He still seemed upset to her. Grabbing a flapjack from the tray, he rolled it on his plate, dipped it in his mug and took an absentminded bite. 

“Okay, that was gross.” Xander, of course.

But Buffy seemed to think otherwise. She found herself distracted by his mouth again – the way his lips stayed tightly sealed as he chewed… the way the muscles of his jaw would clench… his Adam’s Apple again – bobbing as he swallowed… the way he slowly sucked the blood off of his thumb…

“So how were things at Slayer Central, Spike?” Dawn asked suddenly.

That snapped Buffy out of her daze.

Spike frowned. “Depressing, Nibblet. To be honest.”

“How’s Pipa?” Buffy asked eagerly.
 
“She’s on the mend, pet. Gina’s sortin’ her out. She’s a tough one, that girl. Reminds me of you a little. The heart. The grit.”

Something flipped in Buffy’s gut and her throat went dry. Silently, she chastised herself for being jealous of a seventeen-year old. 

“And the Council?” Dawn asked.

“Gone, except for the guards. But the place was neat and tidy for the most part. You wouldn’t know there’d been any bloodshed on that block.” 

“Gotta love the Council and their cleaners,” Xander piped up. “They use more Harvey Keitel types than Tarantino.” 

“Yeah. The doc had come and gone too. I wasn’t needed there, really, so I headed home.”

“And where’s home?” Dawn asked.

“Got a basement apartment across town. But a posh one. Polished concrete floors, fresh paint, nice art work, state of the art appliances. Plus a Comptel 5.”

Xander choked on his bacon. “You’ve got a Comptel 5?”

Spike smirked at him.

“Dawnie!”

“Yes, honey?”

“Did you hear that?”

“Yes, honey. And no, honey. We’re not getting one.” 
 
Xander slumped in his chair and crossed his arms in a sulk. Turning to Spike, he seemed to glare at him with envy. “Alright, I give. How’s the voice recognition?”

“State of the art. Knows my voice, no matter how I change it.”

Xander pursed his lips in annoyance and narrowed his eyes. “Got any games?”

“Zombie Revenge, Mob Wars, Space Assassins.”

“Dawnie!”

“Xander,” Dawn scolded. “You’re about thirty years too old for computer games.”

“Spike’s had a bicentennial!”

“Xander, forgetting the software, the installation alone would cost more than Joycie’s wedding. Which is more important?”

Spike wasn’t hiding his amusement. “Haven’t had a chance to use the home defense technology though. But I almost sicced the system on the Poof today.”

That made Buffy blink. Angel. Had they fought?

“Honey,” Xander whined. “Please?” 

But Dawn wouldn’t budge. “So tell us about your life, Spike. Where have you been?” 

“All over, Nibblet. You name it.”

“Azerbaijan?”

“Uh… no. Got me there. Was in Sydney for a while though, before I came to L.A.”

“Ah,” Xander chimed in, seeming a little less grumpy with the change of subject. “Australia. Land of the Dingo and the Dundee!”

“You’re stuck in the 80’s again, sweetie,” Dawn teased.

“Home of the shrimp on the barbie!”

“Prawn,” Spike corrected.

“Huh?”

“Never mind.” Spike shook his head. “Anyway, I ran into a mess of Slayerettes there, of course.” Looking to Buffy, he continued conspiratorially. “Gotta say, Slayer. They weren’t lookin’ too tough, those girls. I don’t mean to boast—”

“Sure you do,” Xander interrupted.

Spike ignored him. “But they wouldn’t have survived a few battles without my help.”

Buffy turned serious. “You mean they were weak, or unskilled?” 

“Both, love.”

Buffy sighed and looked to Dawn.

Dawn gave her a nod before turning to Spike. “What do you know about the Slayer line, Spike?” 

“Don’t know a thing about how things work now. Haven’t been in the loop, have I?”

“Whose fault is that?” Buffy blurted. 

Oops. Three pair of eyes were on her suddenly. She hadn’t meant for it to sound so accusatory. Spike looked surprised, and a little confused.

Dawn cleared her throat. “Well we don’t entirely understand how it works now. We just know what we’ve seen. And what we’ve tested.”

“And?”

“They’re getting weaker,” Buffy offered.

Spike furrowed his brow.

Dawn continued. “Willow’s been the main one researching this – you know – since it’s all about power transference and supernatural forces.”

Spike looked wary.

But Dawn didn’t notice. “We’ve got a theory now that there’s always been a finite amount of power in the Slayer line. We don’t think it was all embodied in the one girl though, when there was just the one Slayer. We think the power was spread amongst the Potentials as well, but in much smaller amounts. Maybe some of the power was also embedded in the scythe, and yet more power in reserve or something. We’re not sure.” 

Dawn paused to look over at Buffy. “Anyway, when Willow used the scythe to awaken all the Potentials, the power was disseminated amongst hundreds of girls. Only the girls who reach fifteen gain their maximum power – the younger ones growing into it as they age. So… we think the power is sort of spread thin now, with girls attaining less power than in previous generations.”

Spike looked thoughtful for a moment before he spoke. 

“But something’s not adding up there, Nibblet. These girls are dropping off like twigs. Once they die, doesn’t their power return to the source or whatever, for future Slayers?”

Buffy and Dawn exchanged knowing glances.

Dawn’s face turned grave. “It was never natural, Spike – this dissemination of the power to so many in one generation. The original spell was very specific. We think the essence of the demon that created the first Slayer wants to return to only one girl.”

 “So…” 

“Buffy gets the power when they die.”

Spike’s mouth fell open like a broken mailbox.
 
And Dawn carried on. “There was no clear line after Faith died, since there’d been so many Slayers made at once. So we think the power naturally settled on the last of the definitive Chosen Ones.”

Buffy scrutinized his face. He was stunned, to say the least. 

“You’re saying she’s getting stronger?” he whispered. 

“Yes,” Dawn stated simply. “But it’s not like it’s additive. She doesn’t have the strength of a hundred Slayers or anything. That’s where our math and our knowledge get fuzzy. We don’t know where the rest of the power is going. But we do know that it’s not going to other girls. The Slayers are weaker in every generation. The power they attain at fifteen is less. And eventually, after the girls die off… Well, we think there won’t be multiple Slayers anymore. Just Potentials again, and just one Slayer.” 

“Buffy.” Spike concluded. 

Dawn nodded.

“But she’s immortal. If she doesn’t die, then—”

“She’ll be the last and only Slayer,” Dawn acknowledged, her eyes downcast. “Forever.”

Buffy had been quiet and patient with Dawn’s explanation, but she didn’t think she could stand to hear any more. It was enough to have to live with the reality of her life. She didn’t need to hear it being described so tragically.

“So yeah,” Dawn added quietly. “Willow’s been going crazy trying to figure out where the rest of the power is going.”

“Speaking of crazy,” Xander injected with typical dissonance. “How’s Drusilla?”

Silence.

Buffy would have been grateful to Xander for changing the subject, if he’d changed it to anything else. 

“Still nuts,” Spike answered curtly.

“Yeah, but—”

“Haven’t seen her in years, mate.” 

Spike didn’t seem to favor the subject anymore than she did. And she liked his answer, she had to admit. But she was eager to change the subject again.

“So there’s still the matter of the Dragvloks.”

“Ugh. I really hate those guys,” Xander grumbled.

Spike shot Xander a glare, before taking up the subject with Buffy. “How many do you reckon got away, pet?”

“I’m not sure. I remember chasing three of them down the street behind the warehouse. But there were a few more ahead of them that had started to flee once they’d heard the fire trucks. Good call by the way, having Pipa call the fire department.”

“Too little, too late, love.”

“No, Spike. I’d say just enough, just in time. We could have lost more girls than we did.”

“But I don’t get it,” Xander interrupted. “Big bad, talon-wielding demons. Afraid of the hose jockeys? What’s the big deal?”

“It’s not the hose they’re afraid of, you ninny. It’s being outed,” Spike explained. “The demon world’s got no interest in being known by humans that they’re not about to eat. Look at the Initiative. No demon wants that happening on a grander scale.”

“Huh.”

“Well, they’ve got bigger things to fear now,” Buffy vowed angrily. 

“And on that note, I think I’ll start clearing the table,” Dawn announced. As she started to pile up the dirty plates, Spike stood up to help her and swayed slightly on his feet.

“Spike?” Buffy asked anxiously.

“I’m alright, love. Just knackered.”

“Spike.”

“Sun’s out, Buffy. It’s bedtime for me. That’s all.” 

“Then go to bed,” she insisted. 

Spike frowned at her, but didn’t budge.

“Xander and I need to get to bed too, Spike. We haven’t slept since London.”

“Oh God. Of course, Dawnie. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be silly, Buffy. We’re fine.”

“No.” Buffy stood up. “Leave the dishes, Dawn. I’ll clear the table. You two go to bed.”

“Buffy, I’m not leaving you with the dishes after—”

“Okay, okay. Fine. We’ll all do them later, then. But you guys get to bed.”

Dawn sighed and gave Buffy that charming maternal look she started sporting after Dawn had became a mother. “Aright then. Xander?”

Xander grabbed a cold pancake from the plate, swiped it in syrup and stuffed it in his mouth. “Coming, hon. See you in the afternoon, Buff.” Walking over to her, he gave her a tight hug. “Welcome back.”

“Thanks, Xan.” 

Dawn smoothed Buffy’s hair back with her hand. “Good night, Buffy.”

“Night, Dawnie.”

The couple left the table then, arm-in-arm, and ambled slowly up the stairs.

Spike and Buffy were left standing across the table from each other, and the silence stretched between them. 

“So uh, just point me to the basement, love.”

Buffy frowned. “Don’t be silly, Spike. You can have Jesse’s room. Come on.” Buffy started walking towards the stairs, Spike one step behind her.

“You’re really not tired, pet?” They were lumbering up the stairs rather slowly.

“Maybe a little,” she admitted. “But I‘ve had enough dreams for one night.” Buffy quickened her pace at the top landing and reached Jesse’s room ahead of him. “Wait here.”

The morning sun had pierced the darkness of the room, so Buffy hastily drew the shades tightly closed. 

“You can come in now.”

Spike walked in slowly, a scowl marring his face. 

“What’s wrong?”

“Willow,” he uttered darkly. “She did this to you, Buffy.”

Buffy lowered her head. “I know.”

“How the hell can you forgive her?”

Buffy sighed. “How can I not?”

Spike screwed up his face in confusion.

“It wasn’t a malicious act, Spike. And we covered this. She gave me the chance to see Dawn grow up. To see my family expand.”

Spike clenched his jaw. “Why was her power bound, Buffy?” His tone was demanding.

Buffy suddenly felt very tired again. There was no avoiding it now, so she answered him matter-of-factly. 

“She tried to steal my immortality, Spike.”

Spike’s eyes grew two-fold. He almost looked… afraid. 

“Bloody hell, Buffy.”

“It didn’t work,” she tried to reassure him. “Obviously. I’d had a protection spell placed on me years ago, after a warlock in Brazil had tried to control me. The Council’s coven had cast the spell to protect me from magic.” Buffy paused. “Willow didn’t know.”

Spike shut his eyes and shook his head. “Jesus Christ. What would have happened to you if the spell had worked?”

Buffy sighed. “Willow says I would have gone back to being mortal. That it wouldn’t have harmed me or anything.”

Spike let out a chuckle, brief and resentful. It disconcerted her.  

“Anyway, Willow’s spell backfired. It actually weakened her for some time, enabling the Coven to bind her power. So now she’s brainy, reliable Willow again.”

Spike looked up sharply. “You’re saying you still trust her?!” 

Buffy shrugged slowly. “She’s my oldest friend. And she’s a wonderful, loving and generous person ninety-nine percent of the time. It’s only when she thinks her power is threatened that she forgets herself.” 

“I’d say binding her power constitutes a big, bloody threat, love.” 

Buffy considered his point for a moment. “Maybe. But her power is bound, Spike. And anyway, she has a different kind of power now. She’s Head of the Council. She’s responsible for a world full of Slayers, a multinational organization, hundreds of watchers—”

“All of whom will become rapidly irrelevant when you’re the only Slayer left standing, and having grown more powerful with every Slayer that dies.”

“I could use a change of subject now I think.”

“Buffy—”

“We need to focus on the Dragvloks, Spike.”

“I’m more concerned about you, love.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted. “I’m feeling better every minute.”

“I’m not talking about your wounds, Buffy.”

“Then what are you talking about?” She was getting angry, and she wasn’t sure why.

“How do you feel about all of this, love?” he asked earnestly. “… this life that’s been thrust upon you?”

Buffy felt her chest tighten, but kept her face a mask. “It doesn’t matter what I feel, Spike. All that matters is what is, and what I do about it.

Spike sighed wearily. 

“Alright then, Buffy. So what do we do now?”

“There’s still a half dozen Dragvloks out there somewhere, celebrating our misery. We do what we were made to do, Spike.”  

Spike tilted his head in a question.

“We hunt.”


Chapter 18

Chapter 18: No Time Like the Present

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Dawn explained to Spike the nature of the Slayer line since Willow’s spell, and Buffy revealed to Spike why Willow’s power was bound.

It took him a few moments to orient himself when he opened his eyes. He’d been accustomed to moving around quite a bit over the years, but this was the third bed in which he’d slept in as many days since he’d arrived in California. He was in the son’s bed, but the room reeked of Harris, which brought forth memories of some truly shitty times in his unlife – living in the Whelps basement feeling suicidal. Living in the Whelp’s apartment when he’d been controlled by the First. His staying at the Harris place much longer couldn’t bode well for him.

He could tell dusk had come and gone. He could feel it in his bones. And despite having slept in Harris’ house, it must have been a damn good sleep, because his body felt as good as new as he lay on his back, stretching and flexing his limbs. He was well recovered from the battle the night before. He hoped she was too. 

As he lay in bed, he pondered what Buffy’s future would hold. Her life wouldn’t be much different from a vampire’s. She’d never grow old and frail, but she would bleed and would always know pain. Sooner or later, she’d have to fall off the grid. She’d never be able to explain to the human world why she remained so young, so she’d end up withdrawing from human society. In the end, she’d be alone: the only fate worse than death.

Bad shit always did happen to good people, he concluded. And the worst shit, to the best of them. But then again, bad shit always happened to him too. 

“Fuck. I guess bad shit just happens,” he muttered bitterly.

“Spike?”

Startled by the door, Spike shot up in bed, the sheet falling to his waist. 

“Niblet?”

Dawn walked into the room looking rested and beautiful, an easy smile on her face.

“Did I wake you?” 

“No, love.” She was looking at him intently, and he was suddenly conscious – even self-conscious – of his nudity. Grabbing a spare pillow, he hastily put it over his lap.

“Relax, Spike. I know you’re old enough to have – like, great grandchildren older than my great grandparents or something, but you don’t look much older than Jesse’s friends, and I wouldn’t be freaked about seeing them naked.” 

Spike raised an eyebrow in disbelief.

She shrugged. “We can’t help but judge people by their appearances.”

From Harris, the sentiment wound have offended him, but from Dawn… Well, he couldn’t help but be amused by how she viewed him now. Humans could be so literal-minded, so lacking in imagination.

“Well, you’ve grown into a beautiful woman, Niblet. Life must have been good to you.” 

“It has been. Very good. I’ve had everything Mom could have ever wanted for me. I just wish…”

Spike tilted his head in a question.

“I just wish I could say the same for Buffy.”

He dropped his head and sighed. “Has it been so hard for her?” 

Dawn shrugged. “It’s difficult to say. She’s not really one to complain anymore. She was such a whiner when she was a teenager, you know – always complaining to Mom or Giles about having to do one thing or another – not without reason, of course, but still.”

Spike narrowed his eyes in displeasure.

“Okay, fine. I was a whiner too. Anyway… Buffy would let you know when she thought life was unfair back then. She doesn’t anymore.”

He wasn’t sure what to make of that.

A comfortable silence settled between them before Dawn spoke again. 

“So why did you stay away?” 

He looked her in the eyes then, and was surprised to find no condemnation there. Just curiosity. But he didn’t know how to answer her, so he shrugged.
 
“I can understand why you would have stayed away from me. I mean… I wasn’t very good to you that last year in Sunnydale.”

Spike furrowed his brow.

Moving to perch on the edge of the bed, she looked at him directly. “You know, I think the worst thing I’ve ever done to Buffy was to banish her from our house that year.”

Forty years may have passed, but the memory of that betrayal had stayed with him. He’d never forget how Buffy had felt that night when he’d found her… or when he’d held her. 

“We were all afraid then, Spike. No, more like terrified. No one wanted to die, and we all thought we could somehow escape death if she was gone. That made absolutely no sense whatsoever when you think about it.”

He couldn’t disagree with that.

“She was the only one willing to die then, which is tragically ironic now, since...” She looked away then briefly. 

“I was overwhelmed with guilt after she’d left that night, you know. I’d felt like I’d chosen everyone else in the world over her, and after she’d risked everyone else in the world to save me from Glory.” Her face looked pained. “And after she’d left, I was suddenly more afraid for her, than I’d been for myself.”

He was getting confused – unsure of where the conversation was heading.

“Until you came back.”

He blinked. “What?”

“You made me feel so ashamed.”

“Dawn-“

She waved a hand to stop him.

“But you also made me feel better about what I’d done. You have no idea how relieved I was to know that you would go to her. I was still worried for her, but I knew she wouldn’t be alone.” 

He swallowed. “I’ll always have her back, Niblet.”

“I know. Maybe that’s why you stayed away. You were there for her when she needed you most, when she had no one else. But you stayed away when you knew she would be alright.”

That wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have, so he shifted focus. “She never blamed you, Niblet, at least not that I remember. And I’ve never blamed you for giving me the cold shoulder after what I had done to her. Your reaction to me was natural – for fuck’s sake it was moral. And it came from a place of love for your sis.”

“Yeah, but-“

“And despite not wanting to have anything to do with me, you weren’t unkind to me.”

Dawn gave him a disbelieving look.

“Okay, maybe a little at first.” He smirked slightly. “But you let me be there for her. You didn’t try to control her life like the others did. You didn’t try to bloody kill me,” he finished jokingly.

Dawn chuckled lightly. “Well, I’m sorry, Spike.”

“Niblet, you don’t-“

“Maybe not. But I am sorry. And… It’s really good to see you again.”

Spike lowered his head and nodded shyly.

“Ooh!” Her eyes widened suddenly with excitement. “I’ve got a present for you! I completely forgot.”

Spike eyed her warily. “A present, huh?”

She nodded eagerly. “I’ll be right back,” she added with a giggle, before dashing out of the room like she was fifteen again. 

When she reappeared in his bedroom, she had her hands behind her back.

“Close your eyes.”

He couldn’t suppress a chuckle at her behavior. Sod it. He’d play along. It wasn’t every year he got a present.

“Okay, open them.”

Opening his eyes, Spike looked at an empty-handed Dawn, before looking down at the foot of his bed.

“Bloody hell, Niblet. That looks just like-“

“Because it is. I rescued it from Buffy’s house.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. You’re lucky you’d hung it on the bathroom door, and not in the foyer, or it would have been toast. Or…” She scrunched up her face. “Whatever burnt leather would be.”

Mindful of the pillow on his lap, Spike reached out carefully for the coat. It was his coat, good as new – or, not singed at least. Bringing it to his nose, it had the distinct smell of smoke now, but that hardly mattered. Digging into the inside pockets, he found a pack of cigarettes, his phone and the key to his flat. Bloody hell. His day was looking up. He let an unguarded smile spread across his face. 

“Thanks, love. Thought I’d lost her.”

“It’s a she?”

“Anything that matters always is.”

She smiled at him warmly, and then turned to leave. “I think I’ll let you get decent now. There’s blood and food in the kitchen.”

“Dawn.”

She turned back to him.

“Its good to see you too,” he offered quietly.

“See? Was that so hard?”

He looked at her questioningly. 

“You should tell Buffy the same.” And with a smug turn of her face, she was gone.


*   *   *   *   *

Once he was dressed, Spike headed downstairs to find Buffy, and found her sleeping on the living room sofa. She was lying precariously on the couch – all four limbs dangling lazily over the edge. She’d let her hair out since that morning, so it fell down over her face like a waterfall and pooled on the floor. The TV was on, but at low volume, and in the darkened room, it’s flickering glare cast harsh, unsettling light onto her face. She couldn’t be comfortable. 

Silently, Spike crept to the TV to shut it off. A few steps shy of the remote, the floorboards squeaked noisily under his feet and she was –

THUMP

“Uhn!”

…on the floor.

Oops. He couldn’t help it. It may have been the worst thing to do to her at such a god-awful time, but he erupted into laughter.

Pushing up with her arms and lifting her head from the floor, Buffy threw stakes at his face with her eyes.

“Is something funny?” 

But Spike was laughing too hard to reply. Hands on his knees, he bent over and laughed harder at the look on her face. 

“Fuck!”

The next moment his legs were flying out from under him, and he was crashing head first onto the floor.

And it was her turn to laugh. 

He was only annoyed for a second, before the sound of her delight warmed his insides. 

“Not fair, love,” he said with a chuckle, as he propped himself up on his elbows. “I didn’t dump you off the couch. You dumped yourself.”

“Yeah, well nothing’s fair in love and war, Spike,” she teased.

Spike tensed. 

And which one is this? he asked her, but only in his mind. His lips were forming a different response. “Your landing aside, I see someone’s woken up on the right side of the sofa.” He was flipping to a stand the next second. “It’s nice to see your spirits improved.”

Buffy frowned, as if suddenly self-conscious about her happiness.

“Not a good sleep then?”

She shrugged. “I hadn’t really meant to go to sleep. Didn’t feel like dreaming, so I figured I’d watch-“

“Demon Hordes?” Spike had tilted his head to look behind her at the screen.

“It’s a-“

“Classic, I’m sure. Sounds like a good way to avoid nightmares too – you know – if you’re insane.”

“Or a Slayer who hangs out with a vampire. I’m not exactly afraid of demon hordes, Spike.  And it wasn’t nightmares I was hoping to avoid – more like memories. I tend to relive moments from my life when I come back.”

“Oh.” He frowned. “Weird.”

“Yeah. And my dreams can get a bit too real for a few days after that. It’s like I get stuck in some real time and place from my past. It can be pretty freaky. I don’t always know where I am when I wake up.”

Spike raised his scarred brow. “Do you know where you are now?”

“With you in the room?” She smiled at him then, which gave him an odd sort of feeling, because he wasn’t quite sure what she’d meant. 

“So how are you feeling?”

Buffy stretched her arms above her head as she stood on her toes then cracked her neck with a snap. “Good. Sore in the middle still, but strong.” Her eyes widened suddenly and a shadow seemed to cross her face. 

“It’s not your fault if you’re getting stronger from their deaths, love.”

Her face turned stony. “I know that.”

Bugger. He was a real mood killer. He needed to lighten things up again. “So Niblet saw me naked.”

“What?!”

Spike chuckled. “Calm down, Slayer. She’s a grown-up.”

Buffy advanced on him.

“And that came out wrong,” he replied in a rush, as he took a step back, still smiling. “She came into my room when I’d just woken up, and you know how I sleep in-“

“Spike.”

“Sorry. There’s a point here, I swear,” he assured her with a chuckle.

“So get to it.” 

“She didn’t see anything, pet. But I was a bit… well, bashful about her being in there.”

She just blinked at him, arms tensed at her sides.

“Uh… Anyway, she told me to relax because seeing me naked would be about as interesting to her as seeing one of her kid’s friends that way.”

Buffy relaxed her stance.

“It’s funny, that’s all – Niblet looking at me like I’m a kid.”

It was a small smile, but it was there.

He tilted his head to the side. “Does she look at you that way too?”
 
She seemed to think about it for a second then shrugged. “Sometimes. But I look like I did when she was fifteen, so I still wear the face of her big sister, you know? I don’t think she and Xander really think about themselves as being old until they look in the mirror. But at other times… I guess when she’s conscious of her age or when she thinks I’m being childish, she thinks I haven’t grown up because I don’t look middle-aged.”

“There’s a whole fucking world of middle-aged-looking children out there, love. Exhibit A is your brother-in-law.”

Buffy rolled her eyes at him. “It doesn’t bother me so much when Dawn does it. I think it’s more difficult for them. I mean, they’re doing what they’re supposed to be doing as the years go by – getting wrinkles, jobs, kids, retirement plans. I’m the one not … but I can’t see anything wrong with me not looking like the self I’ve always known, you know? When I look in the mirror at whatever age, I always recognize myself, so nothing looks strange. But when they look at me sometimes, I think I seem-” 

“Out of place.” 

She looked away. 

“Sounds lonely, love.”

She looked back to him suddenly, a frown marring her face. “We should head to Slayer Central soon and check on everyone.” 

He didn’t answer – too distracted as he was by her choice of words. Were they a ‘we’ now? Had they become a team? A dynamic duo? Was this to be the new state of things? Did this mean she wanted him to stay? Could it really have been that easy to reintegrate into her life? Had he spent the last forty years without her for no reason? Did-

“Today will be hard for them, Spike.”

’Focus, mate’, he thought to himself.  

“They’ve lost Slayers before, but… Well, they haven’t been losing them for as long as I have. It’s still new. I mean… it’s still hard.”

He could hear the sadness in her voice, could see it in her eyes. But it didn’t seem to overwhelm her. “Alright, pet. Ready when you are.”

“I need to eat something first.”

“Dawn said there was food and blood in the kitchen.”

“Perfect. Um, the first part, I mean.” 

“Don’t knock it til you’ve tried it, pet.”

“Nah. Think I’ll knock it now, thanks.” Buffy started to walk towards the kitchen, but then stopped and turned around. 

“I wonder what my kitchen looks like.” 

Bugger. He’d almost forgotten how much she’d lost even before the battle in L.A. “You had a great, little house there, Slayer.”

“Had? You think I’m going to stay with my sister for much longer? At my age? Oh no. We’re fixing it up, Spike. Just as soon as we handle the Dragvloks.” And with that, Buffy resumed her march to the kitchen, leaving Spike to wonder who the bloody hell she meant by ‘we’.

~  ~   ~

She’s lonely, Spike. Obviously.

Lonely.

Yeah.… You’re a distraction.

A distraction.

A reminder… of who she was, back in Sunnydale. When she was young. And mortal. I remind her of what she is now, and of the future that lies ahead of her. Don’t you see? She can’t handle that right now…

~  ~   ~

Maybe the wanker wasn’t so delusional – about some things anyway. So she was lonely. It’s not like he wasn’t lonely too. Nothing wrong with that. Everybody was. That was reason enough to want someone else in your life. And he’d promised himself that he’d be there for her, for as long as she needed him, in whatever way she did. If she needed a distraction, he could be that. 

Of course, if she were any other woman, he wouldn’t be that.  Hell, if she were a mortal Buffy, he wouldn’t be that for her. He’d refused to settle for crumbs from her years ago. That had been part of the reason he’d never told her he’d come back. He’d regained a bit of dignity after burning from the bloody inside out, and he knew he’d never get from her what he wanted. And he’d wanted all of her then. Sod it. He was done lying to himself. He wanted all of her still. But the world had already asked too much of her. He wouldn’t ask for more. 

No matter how badly he wanted it.

“Hey, Buff!” 

The Whelp was in the kitchen. Spike wasn’t in the mood for his stupidity, but he knew he could use a bit of blood, so decided to join them.

“Hey, Xan. Did you guys sleep well?” he heard Buffy say.

“Yeah, like the dead.” 

Spike entered the kitchen just in time to see the Whelp smack his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Someone please cure me of my foot-in-mouth disease.”

“It’s alright, Xander.” Buffy gave him a pat on the chest and returned to the counter where she’d started making a sandwich.

“Evening, Harris.”

Xander jumped at the sound of his voice. “Jesus, Spike. Why can’t you make more noise when you enter a room, like normal people do? You know, drag your feet or lumber or something.”

Spike bit back a retort and remembered his manners. “Thanks for the room, Harris. I needed the sleep.”

“Oh.” The Whelp looked surprise by his gratitude. “No worries. Mi casa es… um, mi casa, actually. You’ve got your own. But these were unusual circumstances, so-”

“Spike, there’s blood here,” Buffy interrupted. 

“Cheers, pet.” Eager to end the conversation, Spike went to prepare himself a mug as Buffy set to devouring her sandwich at the counter.

“So what’s on the agenda today?” Xander asked cheerfully.

“Back to Slayer Central, first,” Buffy replied through a mouthful. “I want to check on the girls.”

“Of course.”

“Then it’s recon for the Dragvloks.”

“So soon?”

“No time like the present, Xander.”

Xander sighed, seemingly resigned. “Alright, Buff. Anything I can do?”

“Yeah, actually. We need to get Slayer Central fixed up. I don’t know how much the Council will do-“

“What’s this about the Council?” Dawn entered the room and wrapped an arm around Xander’s waist.

“Buff was just saying that Slayer Central needs a handyman.”

“Oh, right. Yeah, I only got the Council involved for the cleanup. You know how independent the L.A. girls are. I figured they’d rather see the Council leave sooner than later. We’ll pay for repairs, of course, once they find someone local to repair the damage.”

“Think you could draw on those old contractor skills, Xander? You know, find us a renovator or something?”

“No problemo. One actually comes to mind. I’ll ring the guys I was going to get to renovate our place for the Comptel 5 installation. Hey! Maybe if I give them the warehouse business, they’ll give us a discount, Dawnie, and we could-“

“Keep dreaming, honey.” 

Deflated, Xander grabbed a slice of roast beef and began chewing despondently.

Rolling her eyes with amusement, Buffy finished the last bite of her sandwich. “Ready, Spike?”

Quickly, he downed the last bit of blood in his mug. “After you, Slayer.” He smiled at Dawn. “Thanks, Niblet.”

“Any time.”

“Have you got the keys?” Buffy asked, as they walked to the front door. 

“That’s not all I’ve got.” Spike hustled to the foot of the stairs where he’d left his coat thrown over the banister. Meeting Buffy in the foyer, he slid his duster on like an old skin.

Buffy smiled at him. ‘Yeah, Dawn told me earlier. I can’t believe it survived. That can’t be your old one, though. Surely it burned in the Hellmouth.”

“Try again. It’s my third. I’ve had this one for about thirty years – which is longer than I had the first one.”

“Looks good. Actually, it looks better than the old one.”

“It does. Feels better too. And it means something. Got this one when I was free. Free of Angel. Free of Drusilla. Free of the chip. Free of the hold my demon had over me.” Spike paused as his mind drifted back to Nikki Wood. “Plus I reckon I’ve saved ten times the number of Slayers in this coat than I’ve ever hurt.”

“Spike-“

“Don’t get me wrong. I never felt guilty about wearing the old coat. I was proud. I was a vampire. She was a Slayer. We had our parts to play. She would have killed me and never looked back. But… “

“Yeah?”

“Well, this one means more now.”

She didn’t reply – just looked at him pensively.

“Also, it’s Italian,” he added glibly. “Softer leather, broader shoulders. And did you see the stitching?” He extended a sleeve for her inspection.

“Very nice, Spike,” she acknowledged with a smirk.

“Let’s get out of here, pet, before Harris has something else to say.”
 
Grabbing the scythe, his new sword, and a sweet-looking bowie knife from the foyer corner, the two walked outside to the Mini. He hadn’t realized he’d parked it so haphazardly – half in the driveway and half on the grass.

“Sorry Queenie looks like shit again, Slayer, but that’s mostly your fault.”

“Hey!”

“You’re the one who was mowing down Dragvloks like bowling pins.”

“Oh yeah,” she said with a pout.

“How about I drive?”

“Fine by me.”

The two rode in companionable silence for several minutes as Spike drove without regard for the speed limits and traffic signs. He was surprised she didn’t complain. When he’d steal a glance her way after a particularly gross violation of traffic law, she’d look more amused than anything.

“So what happened with Angel?” she asked unexpectedly.

Bollocks. Did they have to have this conversation? 
 
“Nothing new, Slayer.” 

“Were you fighting over me?”

He looked at her askance. “Over you?”

“About me, I mean,” she corrected hurriedly. “If Angel came to see you, I’m guessing he told you to stay away from me.”

Spike didn’t answer.

“But it looks like you’re going to ignore that advice…”

Bugger. This wasn’t a conversation he knew how to have – mainly, because he didn’t know the bloody rules. He didn’t know what she was trying to say, let alone what she wanted to hear. So he stayed quiet. 

“Spike,“ she stated with force. 

So he relented. “Angel hasn’t been the boss of me since I was a fledge, Slayer. And he’s never been the boss of you. I could give a fuck what advice he has for me. If you want me gone-“

“Spike-“

“I’m gone. Just say the word.”

“And if I want you to stay?”

He paused. “Then I’m here, Buffy.”

Silence.

“For how long?” Her tone was flat and dispassionate. 

He kept his eyes on the road. “For as long as you need me, I guess. I’ve been hunting demons and saving Slayers for years now. I can do it here, just as easily as anywhere else.”

Silence.

“Right.”


*    *    *    *

They made it to Slayer Central in very little time at the speed he drove, and they’d spent most of that time lost in their own thoughts.

The Council goons were still stationed at the front entrance looking dutifully intimidating – for humans, anyway – and the inside lights were on and glowing through the windows.

Nodding at the Slayer as she and Spike approached the entrance, the two guards silently parted to let them through. 

“Buffy!” Pipa yelled from the upstairs hallway.

“Hey, Pipa.” Her happiness to see the young girl walking around was obvious.

“Hold on, I’ll get the others.” Pipa disappeared down the upstairs hallway, but with noticeable difficulty, and reappeared a minute later with Gina, Sonny, and the other two. 

“Buffy!” Gina shouted. The girls descended the stairs to greet her – Sonny and Pipa the slowest to move.

“How ya doin’, sis?” Gina asked, before smiling at Spike. “’W’sup, bro?”

Spike nodded.

“I’m fine,” Buffy replied. “You know me. More importantly, how are all of you?”

“Sonny and I were the most badly wounded,” Pipa acknowledged, as she finally made it to the bottom of the stairs. 

“I’m fine,” Sonny insisted with irritation. But she’d already seated herself on the edge of a burnt and busted armchair. 

“And the rest of you? Stevie? Rachel?”

“We’re alright,” Rachel replied. 

“Where are the others? Dawn said there were… eight.”

The girls exchanged knowing glances, before Pipa spoke up.

“Mel, Tori and Sally went out.”

“Out?”

“To find the Dragvloks,” Pipa admitted guiltily.

“What? Why? What were they thinking?” 

“What do you think they were thinking?” Sonny challenged. “Sal lost Carla last night and Mel and Tori lost all of their crew.”

“Sonny, there’s no ‘their crew’ and-“

“Spare me, Pipa, please,” Sonny remarked wearily.  

“Okay.”  Buffy injected. “Where did they go?”

“We – don’t – know.”

“Watch it,” Spike warned Sonny.

“Excuse me? Who the hell are you to tell me what to do?”

“Well for one, I’m your fucking elder, you stupid bint, and I could make you do whatever the fuck I wanted. But I don’t care what you do, so long as you show Buffy the respect she deserves.”

“Spike,” Buffy said with mild admonishment. 

“Yeah,” he quickly replied, his eyes never leaving the young Slayer.

“Step away. She’s been through enough.”

Sonny scrunched up her face in disgust. “I don’t need your pity, Summers. And I sure as hell don’t want it.”

“Sonny, I don’t-“

“Whatever.” Sonny hobbled away towards the kitchen. 

“What the hell is her problem?” Spike asked. 

“Buffy,” Gina replied simply. “She doesn’t like her.”

“Gathered that much, pet. The question is why.”

“Long story,” Pipa replied nervously. “So, Buffy… what happens now?” 

Buffy scanned the faces of the girls in the room. “You all should rest. Recover. There are only a half dozen Dragvloks out there, and if Spike and I can find them and take them down, then this nightmare is over. You guys just focus on yourselves and on rebuilding your home.”

“You want us to sit on our asses why you go hunt those bastards alone?” Stevie questioned with disbelief. 

“That sounds like a good plan to me,” Rachel mumbled.

“Because it is,” Buffy insisted. “Stevie, there’ll be other battles for you to fight. There always are. The best thing you can do now is to stay together and heal. Xander is getting someone in to fix up the place and – you know, refortify it. Then we can send the Council guys home. In the meantime, you get a break from all the bloodshed to just… be girls for a change.”

“Be girls?” Stevie echoed.

“Okay, young women,” Buffy corrected. 

“And what about protecting the city?”

“Spike and I can handle L.A. for a few days, Stevie. My house was torched too, so I’ll be in town for a while.”

“I don’t know, sis. We haven’t stopped slaying since we were called,” Gina argued. “There’s no vacation from this gig.”

“Well there should be. Or at least, with so many Slayers in the world now, there can be. We lost too many last night. We don’t have to risk more so soon. We’ve got Spike here to help now.”  

“Okay,” Pipa replied. “We can do this, guys. We can lay low. Regroup. Focus on the family.”

“Jesus Christ, Pipa–“

“So we’re decided,” Buffy declared interrupting Stevie. “You’ll leave the city and the Dragvloks to Spike and me. Is there anything else you guys need?”

“Precious would be nice,” Gina offered.

“Who?”

“She means The Caretaker, Buffy,” Pipa explained. “For me and Sonny. But I told her he probably wouldn’t come again so soon, and especially not with the Council’s men here. We’re okay, though, really. We’re healing. We’ve had the Council doctor in.”

Buffy shifted her eyes from one girl to the other. “Are you sure?” 

Gina sighed. “It’s your body, Pip. But you don’t have to hurt like this.”

“We’re sure,” Pipa replied.

“Okay. Well, I’ve got my wrist thingie if you guys need me. I don’t have my phone anymore-“

“I’ve got one, love.” Spike pulled his cell phone from his duster pocket. “We can ring them to check in later.”

Buffy nodded, and then moved to embrace Pipa. “I’m sorry Pipa, but I’m so glad you’re alright.” 

“Thanks, Buffy.”

One by one, Buffy hugged each girl, Gina last. “Take care of them, Gina,” she whispered in her ear.

“You know I will.”

Nodding to the group, Spike turned to leave with Buffy one step behind him. 

“Hey, Spike,” Gina shouted as they stepped out the door.

Spike stopped and turned around to face her.

“Love the coat,” she commented with a smile.

Pause.

Spike blinked. 

“Thanks.” 

*    *    *    *

It took him a moment to shake off the sense of déjà vu. 

“They look to be holding up alright, pet.”

They were back in the car but Spike hadn’t started the engine. 

“I guess, all things considered. But it’s not them I’m worried about.”

“You’re thinking about Sally and the others.”

Buffy bent her head back against the seat. 

“They’re Slayers, pet. You can’t keep them out of harm’s way. It’s where they belong.”

“But they’re grieving, Spike. And they may be injured too.”

“And you never fought that way.”

“They’re not me.”

“No, they’re not. And they’re not your charges either. They’re girls with minds and wills of their own, Slayer. All you can do is back them up – to the extent that they’ll let you anyway.”

“Should we find them?” she asked with uncertainty.

“No. We should find the assholes that want to kill them. Then you don’t have to worry at all. And I know just where to start.”

*    *    *    *

They were standing outside a nondescript, windowless building with a cast iron door. Only the green neon sign reading ‘Lilith’s’ gave any indication that the place was a business. 

“Anybody know you around here, Slayer?”

“Not really. I’m not the only petite blond with superpowers anymore. And I don’t spend that much time in L.A.”

“Good.”

“Spike, we better not be here to play kitten poker.” 

“Relax, Slayer. We’ll just have a drink at the bar, keep our ears open, and maybe strike up a conversation with a drunk idiot or two.”

“You’ve been here before?”

“Sure. It’s my local pub. They serve a great A neg and Jack.”

“A neg? As in human blood?”

“Don’t get your knickers in a twist.”

“I don’t wear knickers.”

“Since when?”

“Spike. I mean I wear–  Wait. We were talking about you drinking human blood.”

“It’s legit, Slayer. A business like this couldn’t kill for its blood for very long without getting caught. There’s no end to the supply of blood donors strapped for cash.”

“People are selling their blood to this place?”

“Why not? They used to sell it to the Red Cross back in the day. Do you know how many homeless there are in this city?”

“No.”

“Well… neither do I. But they used to outnumber the population of Sunnydale, pet. This is a mutually beneficial arrangement. So relax.”

Spike pounded on the door three times and waited.

No one answered.

“Maybe they’re closed, Spike.”

Spike glared at her.

“Spike they’re not-“

Slowly, the door swung open.

He smirked. “After you, pet.”

“Wait. Is this our only exit? There are no windows, Spike. I-“

“Slayer, you’re immortal for Christ’s sake. And I don’t mean immortal like a vampire, cause I can dust. You’re also stronger than just about anything that would walk into this joint. And most importantly…” The corners of his mouth turned up slowly. “You’re with me.”

Buffy rolled her eyes. “And?”

“And if anybody asks, I’ll just say you’re dinner.” 

“Oh. So this is a dinner date?”

Spike chuckled. “Not bad, Slayer. Love that you can joke about it.”

Buffy frowned. “I’ve got a great sense of humor. That’s not new.” 

“Maybe not. But it’s definitely more… liberal.”

“Whatever. Let’s get inside.” 

The bar was well lit for a demon bar, but with a sickly green light that made the scarlet walls look the color of old, dried blood. There were less than a dozen demons in the place, representing just as many species, and they were scattered about – on bar stools, at tables and in dark corners. The mood was surprisingly lively though, and there was plenty of chatter over the music. That is, until Spike and Buffy walked through the door. Within seconds, every set of eyes in the place had the newcomers in their sights. 

Correction: had Buffy in their sights.

Bugger. 

Spike slipped his fingers through Buffy’s hair and gripped the back of her head forcefully. He hoped she knew to play along.  He wasn’t remotely afraid for their safety, but he knew the only way to get intel from this crowd, was to blend in quick.  
 
Turning to walk towards the bar, he tried to drag Buffy behind him by the back of her head. He got as far as one step before she resisted. 

“What-“

Vamping out with a growl, Spike had her pinned against the wall at inhuman speed - his fangs scraping at her neck without breaking the skin. She tensed instantly, but didn’t resist. Pressing her hard into the wall with his body, he dragged his tongue from the base of her neck to the angle of her jaw. He could hear her heart pounding in her chest as he licked her – could feel the pulse of her artery against his lips. 

He was hard in an instant.

From the angle of her jaw, he dragged his tongue to her ear and growled low. 

She whimpered.

And he was lost. 

Grabbing her roughly by the arms, he shoved her hard against the wall. Golden eyes travelled down to her mouth, pink and open, as if inviting him in. 

She licked her lips. 

Fuck. Bloody, blistering fuck. What the fuck had happened? Was she just playing along? How far was she willing to go? Could he take what he wanted?

Sod it. He gripped her harder and thrust her roughly to his chest. Shifting back into his human face, he lowered his mouth to– 

“You gonna a buy a drink, vampire, or what? This ain’t BYO!”

Bloody hell. 

Spike clenched his jaw and exhaled through his nose. Avoiding her eyes, he relaxed his grip and let her go. As he turned to face the bartender, he thought about all the possible ways he could make him suffer for the interruption. But he had a role to play.

“Jack. Straight. Just give me the whole fuckin’ bottle, mate.”

The barkeep nodded, then grabbed a bottle and slid it down the bar top into Spike’s waiting hand.  For some reason, he was terrified to look back at her, so he slumped into a stool and took a drink from the bottle.

“Save your dinner for after you’re gone, vampire. Nobody’s cleaning up your mess here.”

Spike just glared at the demon with annoyance. 

She took the stool next to him and knocked on the counter to get the barman’s attention. She was promptly ignored.

“Um, excuse me. I’d like a drink, please.”

The bartender exchanged a glance with a few demons further down the bar and the group of them burst out laughing.

“She’d like a drink!” he echoed between chuckles.

The whole bar seemed to relax again after that, and the noise of lively chatter picked up again.

Mustering the nerve to look at her again, Spike turned his head to her slightly.

“Zip it, ducks. Let a bloke enjoy a drink in peace. You just sit there looking delicious. Got it?”

She looked murderous, but managed a smile. “Got it, hon.”

Spike slouched against the back of the wooden stool, legs spread wide, and sipped his bottle. His face was a mask, but his mind was on permanent replay of the kiss that hadn’t happened. He’d finished a third of his bottle before the Slod demon two stools away struck up a conversation.

“Cute whore. How did you do it? Thrall?”

Spike swallowed his fury at the prick and replied with practiced nonchalance. 

“Don’t need thrall. She’s a regular snack, not a kill.”

The Slod leaned forward and appeared to inspect her neck.

“That’d be too obvious, mate,” Spike added.
 
The Slod narrowed his eyes.

“Put it this way. I eat her where she wants, then I eat her where I want.” He pressed his tongue behind his teeth and grinned.

The Slod leaned back and laughed heartily.  “They’ll let you do anything if you do that for them, won’t they?” 

“Pretty much, mate. Pretty much.”

Et voila. Spike had found his first idiot. It was easy enough with Slods. Like vampires, they looked largely human, so they shared that burden. It was a benefit in human society, certainly, but it made them less popular amongst their own. Of course, the fact that Slods were known for collecting rare organs like vampire hearts no doubt made Spike an even more attractive conversation partner. 

“I’ve seen you here before, vampire.”

“Have you?”

“You’re rather hard to forget. You look like a human movie star.”

Spike smirked. “I live nearby.”

“Do you? You must be a man of means. I’ve got a shit hole on Riker’s Street.”

Spike raised an eyebrow. “That near Trimmold Street?”

“The same neighborhood, yes, but two streets over. You must have heard about what happened there then, since you mentioned it.”

“Heard a bunch of Dragvloks had a party. Made streamers out of some Slayers.”

That sent the demon laughing again. “Nice way to put it, vampire. I like that. But I don’t know how accurate that is. Those little cunts got their licks in too.” 

“No pun intended,” Spike deadpanned.

“Right,” he replied with a chuckle. “You’re a funny one, vampire.”

“Name’s Bill.”

“Billy the Kid?”

“Sure. Why not.”

“That suits you. With those looks and all.”

“You hittin’ on me, mate? Cause I don’t shag Slods anymore. They have a habit of breaking my heart.”

The Slod almost fell off his stool laughing at that one.

“Oh Bill, you are a funny one! Don’t worry about me. I’m not interested in vampires anymore either. I hit the jackpot with that Dragvlok attack though.”

“Yeah? Didn’t know Dragvlok hearts were valuable.”

“Oh yes. Certain shamans in the area will pay top dollar for them. That’s where looking human comes in handy. I gathered a few hearts and talons last night. But that wasn’t the prize.”

Spike swallowed the bile that threatened to rise up his throat.

The Slod spoke up so that the whole room could hear. “I’ve procured myself a Slayer tongue!”

The entire bar erupted into hoots, howls and cheers.

Spike threw his right arm over the back of his stool and quickly placed a hand on Buffy’s thigh. He could feel the tension under his fingers.

“You’re full of shit, mate.”

“You don’t believe me, Bill?”

“How’d you get past the Slayers?”

“Easy. The place was over-run with humans after the Dragvloks fled. I slipped in and sliced a tongue off one of the Slayers furthest from the rest. I couldn’t risk taking anything more obvious. But nobody bothers to look inside a dead girl’s mouth,” he confided with glee.

He could feel the muscles in her thigh flex and squeezed hard. 

“Good on ya, mate. I haven’t had the taste of Slayer in an age.”

That sent the Slod chuckling again at the pun. “They’re easy pickings these days, Bill. They don’t make a Slayer like they used to.”

“So you reckon the Dragvloks will try and finish off the rest?”

“Hm. I don’t know, but I hope not.”

“Why is that?”

“Well, there was barely half a dozen fleeing the scene last night. You know there used to be a hundred Dragvloks in this realm, but the Slayers have brought them to the edge of extinction. Those few last night may have been the only ones left and I’d hate to see them lose any more of their number.”

“Poor buggers.”

“Indeed. They’ve probably killed enough Slayers to satisfy their revenge for the moment. If I were a Dragvlok, I’d be focused on breeding now to regrow the population.”

The muscles under his fingers were taut as bowstrings. Spike knew he had to get her out of there before things got bloody. 
 
“Well, speaking of breeding…”

The Slod giggled mischievously. 

“Enjoy your snack, Bill.”

Spike nodded, took another swig of Jack, and slipped the bottle into his pocket. After paying his tab, he grabbed the back of Buffy’s neck without meeting her eyes, and bustled her out of the bar.

Closing the bar door behind him, he reluctantly turned to face her.

“Ow!”

He hadn’t expected a punch in the nose. He knew she’d be angry, but he thought the Slod would get the brunt of it.

“Slayer, I-“

“I get what you were doing, Spike,” she ground out through clenched teeth. 

“Then why–“

“To remind you who you’re dealing with.”

“You think I’d forget?” 

“Well it’s been a while.”

“Buffy-“

“I want his head, Spike. And I want it now.”

“I know, Slayer. And you’ll get it. But not here. Not now. There’s no need to blow our cover at this place. We know where the bastard lives. Also, he’s been useful. We may be able to use him again before we gut him.” 

He could almost feel the anger rolling off of her shoulders. God, she was beautiful. 

“Look, Buffy. The Dragvloks may not be so easy to find at this stage if they’ve gone underground. And I don’t know who else would know more about their whereabouts than the fucking organ poacher who actually saw what went down.”

She seemed to be calming down and considering things. “Wait. That jerk mentioned something about shamans paying top dollar for demon parts.”

“And?”

“And we know a shaman. We were just talking about him at Central. They call him the Caretaker. Maybe he knows something.”

“Bit of a stretch, pet, don’t you think?”

“I think it’s the only lead we have if we want to wipe the Dragvloks off the face of the earth.”

Spike tilted his head to the side. “Do we want to do that?”

“Huh?”

“Hunting demons, killing them. Yeah. Fun all around. But exterminating an entire species? Don’t know. Just seems wrong some how. Final, you know?”

She just stared at him. Blinking.

“Yeah, I know. I’m not exactly an expert on ethics.”

“No.”

He looked away. That shouldn’t have offended him, but it did.

“No, Spike. I mean you’re wrong.”

He met her eyes again.

“Your opinion is just as valid as mine. Maybe more. You’ve lived a lot longer, and you’ve seen enough evil and enough good to know the difference.”

“I’ve done enough evil, you mean.”

“Whatever. You have a soul now. You have a conscience. And the truth is, yeah. It does seem wrong when you put it like that. Who are we to exterminate a species? But this species wants to exterminate Slayers, so I have a job to do.”

“Alright.”

Buffy sighed wearily. “It’s all shades of grey, Spike. I realized that a long time ago. Most actions have good consequences to one group and bad consequences to another. In the end, we’re just picking sides.”

Spike looked at her longingly. “Well, I guess I’m on yours.”

She smiled shyly. “So we find the Caretaker.”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“Feel like visiting an old friend?”


Chapter 19

Chapter 19: Like Old Times

Previously in Time’s Fool…



On the hunt for the last of the Dragvloks, Spike and Buffy decide to visit an old friend.“Hollywood Forever Cemetery,” he read aloud. “Well that’s just… horrible. Wasn’t called that before.”



“Yeah. It was Hollywood Memorial or something. There are like a bunch of old film stars here apparently. And I mean old – like, no one I know. Except for Charlie Chaplin.”



Spike followed her lead through the main gates of the expansive graveyard and along the well-kept paths.



“You sure Clem lives here, Slayer?”



“Yeah. You don’t remember how much he loves movies?”



“Sure, but this place is a bit… I don’t know. Conspicuous.”



“But that’s the thing. With the movie studio in the back, no one thinks twice about someone like Clem walking around.”



“Huh. Guess not.”



“Plus, he gets to roam the studio lots at night. Frank and Edie love to play on the sets.”



“Who?



“His kids.”



“Clem’s got sprogs?”



“Yup.”



“Bloody hell. He’s got a bird then too?”



“Um, no. He’s got a cat though.”



Spike glared at her. “I meant a wife, you ninny.”



“Oh. Right. Yeah. Missy.”



“What’s he doing with a cat?”



“Edie wouldn’t let them eat Kitty when she was young. So now they just eat Kitty’s babies.”



Spike’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “You’re saying you’re okay with that, Slayer?”



Buffy shrugged. “I dated a vegetarian in London for a while who pointed out to me on a regular basis that I was a murderer for eating burgers and chicken fingers. So I guess that made me less judgey.”



Spike just shook his head. It was bloody mindboggling how much she had mellowed. Forty years would do that to a person he supposed. He’d pretend he didn’t hear the part about the vegetarian though.



Stepping off the paved path, they strolled among the headstones into the graveyard proper.



“See? Look at these names. Have you heard of any of these people?”



“Yeah. Most of ’em actually. There’s Maila Nurmi there.”



“Who?”



“Vampira. You never saw Plan 9 from Outer Space?”



“Uh, no. I’ve been too busy watching – you know – good stuff.”



“Like Mansquito.”



Buffy gave him a pout. “You liked Mansquito.”



“Pretty sure I said I didn’t.”



“That’s cause you’re old.”



“Look who’s talking.”



Buffy’s mouth dropped open with a gasp. “Did you just call me old?”



“If the bloomers, fit, granny.” He’d even managed to say it with a straight face.



THUMP



She’d pushed him hard, causing him to stumble, and he couldn’t keep a straight face anymore and started to chuckle.



Her face sank. “You think I look old.”



That killed his laughter. “What?”



“You think I look old.”



“Buffy, you haven’t aged in forty years for fuck’s sake. How could I possibly think that?”



“I can still look haggard. Or worn out or something. Or pasty,” she whined.



Bloody hell. He didn’t know how she could do that, make him feel so protective, and of someone so indestructible.



“Pet, you’re… You don’t look old. Or haggard or worn out or anything so...”



Sad eyes looked up through fluttering lashes.



He swallowed. “You’re–“



“Buffy!”



Clem.



Turning around, Spike spotted his old poker buddy jogging towards them.



“Whoa!” Clem stopped in his tracks. “Spike?”



Spike looked back to Buffy, but found her smiling again at the sight of their old friend. So he let himself smile too.



“Good to see ya, mate,” he said with a genuine grin, before patting Clem roughly on the shoulder.



“Look at you!” Clem shouted with excitement. “You look…”



Spike raised an eyebrow.



“Well… like you always did, I guess,” he finished with a shrug. “Oh. Except the hair. Not so bright. I like!”



“You’re looking good too, Clem. Got a few more skin folds, I see.”



“Yeah! Cool, huh? That’s the great thing about getting old.” With a hand under his chin, Clem started flapping at his neck folds with pride. “Wow. This is so great. So how have you been? Where have you been? Are you staying in L.A.? Hey! I know a great crypt on the east lawn that would be perfect for you! We could be neighbors again!”



Spike smiled warmly. “It’s a pretty little park you got here, mate, but I’m living above ground these days. Well, sort of. Got a basement flat in the bad part of town. You should stop by.”



“Wow. I’m there! I’ll bring wings! So what’s up? You guys here to see me?”



“Yeah,” Buffy injected. “Sorry to bring Spike here on business, Clem, but we need to get in touch with the Caretaker.”



“Oh. Again? What happened?”



“Dragvloks,” Spike replied. “They surrounded Slayer Central last night and torched the place. Took out a dozen Slayerettes.”



Clem cast a quick glance towards Buffy before making an “eek” face at Spike.



“So can you call him?” Buffy asked.



“Um. Sure.” He shrugged. “He still owes me two litters. How many girls are injured?”



“We don’t need a doctor, Clem. I just need to talk to him. About his business.”



Clem looked nervously at Spike. “His business?”



Buffy walked to stand between the old friends. “He uses demon parts for his spells, right?”



“Uh…”



“Clem.”



“Is that illegal?”



“No.”



“Oh. Then, um, yeah. You know how shamans are. Heart of this, tongue of that,” he said with an awkward chuckle.



“Tongue?” She was in his face.



“Or tail!” Clem added hurriedly, hands out in front of him.



“Give ‘em a bit of room, Slayer. You’re breathing down his neck, for Christ’s sake.”



She looked back at Spike and seemed to remember herself. “Sorry, Clem. This isn’t an interrogation or anything. I just need to speak to him – find out what he knows about the Dragvloks.”



“I’d love to help you, Buffy, you know that. But I doubt he would know anything about those guys. I mean he’s just a little shaman dude. Those Dragvloks are pretty ferocious. Have you seen their talons?”



Silence.



”Right. I guess you have.” Clem scratched at his head. “Look, I know Milo uses the odd demon part for his potions and things, but I don’t see him out there actually chopping them up or anything.”



“Milo?” the blonds spoke simultaneously.



“Oops.”



“Look, Clem. Maybe he doesn’t collect the parts himself. But then he’d have suppliers, right?”



He shrugged. “I guess.”



“So I just need to find out more about his suppliers. Maybe they track the movements of various demons and could tell us where the Dragvloks have gone since yesterday.”



Clem wrinkled his brow even more, if that was possible. “That’s a bit of a stretch, Buffy. Don’t you think?”



“Arggh! Will you guys stop saying that?!”



The two blokes shared knowing looks.



“Buffy, if you just want to find out where the Dragvloks have gone, you’d have better luck eavesdropping at Levi’s.”



“Where?”



“Oi, that’s that pub down at Venice Beach, right?”



“Yeah. You’ve been?”



“Was down there the other night. Got a tip on a demon bird in Santa Lucia that led me to one Buffy Anne Summers for the first time in forty years.”



“No way, man! I’m there like three nights a week! They’ve got some great poker games in the back room. We should team up. Hey, you wanna maybe meet up there tomorrow?”



Spike looked at Buffy out of the corner of his eyes. “Uh, maybe. We need to sort out these Dragvloks first. You gotta phone, mate?”



“Yeah.”



The two pulled out their phones and exchanged numbers.



“Well since you’ve got your phone out, Clem, maybe could you at least give us the Caretaker’s number?”



Spike frowned at her disapprovingly. “Forget Milo, Slayer. This pub down at Venice Beach is a much better idea. Think about it. If I could find you after all this time just by eavesdropping on a few vamps at that place, what do you think we’ll overhear about the demons that slaughtered a dozen Slayers less than twenty-four hours ago?”



Buffy sighed.



Sensing Clem’s discomfort, Spike put an arm around his shoulder. “And think of Clem. He’s got enough on his plate with his own brood now. We don’t want him in trouble with his poker buddies. It’s risky enough for him already, being friendly with Slayers. He can’t be luring his mates into interrogations by professional demon killers.”



Clem nodded his agreement.



Buffy crossed her arms and sulked. “Fine.”



That made the two blokes smile.



“So when do I meet the missus and the sprogs?”



“Oh. Missy would love to meet you! I’ve told her all about the old days. Remember Sunnydale?”



“Rings a bell.”



“Those were good times, huh? Two young bachelors hanging out, watching TV, drinking beer over a good game of poker…”



“Whiskey, mate. And you always cheated at cards.”



Clem nodded. “Yeah. That’s fair.”



“So, what’s the deal? Is married life not all the story books say?”



“Oh no. It’s great. Missy and me are happy as clams. And the kids! Wait till see you them. So cute.”



“How long does a Tergus live for anyway? You’re pretty old to be having kids, mate.”



“About two hundred years, if we’re lucky. I’m only ninety-three. The men don’t stop breeding until we’re one-hundred and twenty or so.”



“Huh.”



“Missy and the kids are at her mother’s, but you should check out the place while you’re here. We’re just in Willie Taylor’s crypt over there.” Clem pointed deep into the park grounds.



Spike knew Buffy would be eager to get to the pub. Gossip had a short half-life, after all.



“Another time, mate. We should head over to Levi’s if we want to hear the latest. Willie Taylor, huh?”



“Yeah,” he grumbled. “I wanted Rudy Valentino’s but he gets too many humans visiting during the day – uh, no offense, Buffy. Or Peter Lorre’s crypt, but there’s a Skench nest there. At least the Taylor crypt is private.”



“Well thanks, Clem,” Buffy interjected, but she seemed a little disappointed to not be getting what she’d come for.



“Yeah, sure. Anytime.” Turning back to Spike, Clem was all smiles. “Wow. I still can’t believe you’re here after all these years. I hope you’re gonna stick around, man.” Clem enveloped him in a proper hug. “Call me,” he urged, making a phone gesture with his hands as he backed away into the graveyard.



Spike nodded and resisted a goofy grin of his own. It was nice to see an old face again, a friendly one anyway.



He turned to Buffy. “So Levi’s?”



“Guess so,” she grumbled, as she followed him out of the park.



“It was good to see Clem again after all these years.”



“Yeah. He seemed pretty happy to see you too. You guys were good friends, huh?”



“He was my only friend, pet. There weren’t a lot of options in that piece of shite town. Especially not with my being so friendly with you.”



“Sorry.”



“Yeah? Since when?”



That seemed to startle her, before she frowned. “Um. Since now I guess.”



That gave him pause. “Forget it, Slayer. That was a lifetime ago.” He started walking again and she soon caught up.



“So do you have many friends now?”



“A few,” he replied casually. “Not in California though. But yeah, I’ve been everywhere. Met plenty of people.”



“Girlfriends?” she asked nonchalantly, looking off into the distance.



Fuck.



“Uh… a few of those too, I suppose,” he muttered guiltily. But then he felt silly for feeling guilty. “It’s been forty years, Slayer. What am I, a monk?” It wasn’t like she’d feel betrayed or anything. She’d been shagging the Poof of all people. And just the thought of that made him want to kill something.



She didn’t say anything else until they’d reached the car.



“Can I have your phone?”



Spike dug his phone from his pocket and handed it over before opening her car door unthinkingly.



Closing the door behind her, he settled himself into the driver’s seat. “You wanna check in on the Slayerettes?”



“No. I wanna call Angel.”



Spike stiffened. Starting the engine, he sped out of the graveyard.



“Just checking in with the Poof then?” He was pretty sure he’d kept the bitterness out of his voice.



“No. I want to see if he’s heard anything about the Dragvloks. If he hasn’t, maybe he could use whatever sources he has.”



Fair enough, he supposed. But he hated that the bastard always had a way in. He could hear the line ringing after she’d punched in the number that she clearly knew by heart.



“What is it, Spike?” he could hear Angel demand.



Brilliant. At least the bastard would have the displeasure of knowing Buffy was with him.



“Angel, it’s me.”



“Buffy?”



“Yeah.”



“What-?”



“I don’t have time for twenty questions, Angel. I need to find the Dragvloks that fled the warehouse last night.”



He could hear Angel sigh. “I’ll see what I can find out.”



“Thanks.”



“Look Buffy, about Spike…”



“I don’t want to hear it, Angel. Whatever you have to say, it isn’t good enough.”



Spike whipped his head towards her in surprise. But she wouldn’t look at him back.



“Buffy-“



“You lied, Angel. Enough said.”



“No, Buffy. Spike lied. He’s the one who kept his reappearance a secret from you. You don’t get to blame me for that!”



Buffy turned her head toward Spike, but he looked away quickly, fixing his gaze on the road.



“Look, Buffy. That wasn’t my call to make.” Angel had softened his tone. “He stayed away for his own reasons. I kept him in the loop as much as he wanted to be. But he rarely asked about you.”



Spike clenched his jaw painfully and turned the car sharply as he switched lanes. He was desperate to shout something back, but had nothing to say in his own defense.



“And to be honest, Buffy. When we were together, my thoughts were only of you. Of us, and how happy we were.”



Silence.



“Do you remember our cabin in Snow Valley?”



Ugh.



“I remember frost bite and a broken toe, Angel. This is hardly the time for this. In fact, the time for that is over. If you want to help, great. Call us on Spike’s phone if you find out anything.”



“Buffy-“



“Good bye, Angel.”



Buffy tossed the phone carelessly into his lap.



So it was over.



Spike gave an internal sigh of relief. He wasn’t sure he could have stomached the possibility that the two of them had ended up together in the end. He’d long ago prepared himself for some other git. But not Angel.



The two stayed quiet for some time – both looking at the road ahead.



“You know this isn’t your fight, Spike. You don’t have to be here, helping me, if you-”



“I know that, Slayer,” he insisted quietly. “No one’s pulling my strings.” He paused. “Not even you.”



She didn’t reply.



“So why did you two crazy kids end things anyway? Thought it was supposed to be the great vampire-slayer romance for the ages.” He was good at sarcasm. He was comfortable with it.



She turned to look outside her window. “We didn’t end anything, Spike.”



Fuck.



“I ended it.”



Bloody hell. Sadistic bitch.



“And why was that? The absence of beach picnics?”



“It was already over when I graduated high school, Spike,” she said simply. “It just took me forty years to realize that.”



That stunned him into silence.



“He was my first love. It was a big deal. Once. But could you imagine yourself with your first love now?



Cecily?



“Bloody hell no.”



“Well…” Buffy sighed. “Neither can I anymore.”



And suddenly, the world seemed like a brighter place. Spike felt so light he could have floated away. It didn’t mean she could ever imagine herself with him. She was probably over the forbidden romance thing. She’d done the rekindling of old flames bit and Angel had gotten burnt. But somehow, knowing that Angel didn’t stand between them anymore…



He smiled to himself.



Well, now anything seemed possible.



* * * * * * *



Spike parked Queenie in the crowded lot outside Levi’s.



“Spike, is this a biker bar or something?”



“Huh?”



“It’s called Levi’s. I’m thinking blue jeans and biker boots.”



Spike bit back a grin. “The sign there has a giant sea monster around the name, Slayer. I’m pretty sure ‘Levi’ is short for Leviathan.”



“Who?”



“Giant sea monster.”



“Oh.”



God she was cute.



“So you know the drill, pet.”



“Yeah, yeah. I’m dinner.”



He grinned. “A regular snack.”



“Whatever.”



“So you’ll stay quiet, then.”



“Uh huh.”



“No matter what goes on in there.”



“Uh huh.”



She looked a little on edge though, like she was itching for a bit of violence. But he trusted her.



“Alright.”



Spike had noticed a few humans at Levi’s the last time he’d been there, so no one seemed too fussed about his walking in with one. A Venice Beach thing, he supposed.



The place was packed tight and hotter than dog’s balls and there wasn’t a free stool in sight. Eyeing a Tergus at the bar who could have passed for Clem’s brother, Spike nodded to Buffy to follow him. The blonds squeezed between the Tergus and a fungus demon whose antlers were hard to avoid. He annoyed Spike instantly, and it had nothing to do with the humiliation that a certain fungus fuckwit had caused him in Brazil. Really, it didn’t.



“Oi.”



A pair of slimy antlers twisted around, and the ugly bastard glowered in silence.



“The lady needs a seat, Bambi.”



“Fuck you, vampire. And your human.”



“Fuck me, huh?”



“You heard me.”



“And fuck her, too?” Spike added calmly, pointing a thumb behind him towards Buffy.



“Did I stutter?”



Spike smiled.



“Agh!”



The fungus demon screamed in agony as Spike snapped a slimy antler in half and rammed the pointed end into the demon’s eye. Hands to his face, the fungus demon doubled over on his stool and howled.



“Stop whining, you slimy prat.”



Grabbing him by his shirt, Spike threw him off the stool and shoved him towards the exit with a boot to his backside. The bouncer was all too quick to finish the job and ushered the sorry bastard through the door – no doubt only thinking of keeping the place peaceful. The attack had garnered a few looks, but had barely upset the atmosphere of the place.



Spike loved that about demon bars.



With exaggerated chivalry, he ushered Buffy into the free seat with a wink, and she fought back a smile as she rolled her eyes.



The bartender was less amused. Walking over with a scowl, he pounded a fist on the bar.



“That’s thirty bucks, vampire.”



“What for?”



“That guy’s tab.”



Spike frowned. “Bugger. Well, keep the tab running and give me a Jack. Straight.”



“And the lady?”



“Oh,” Buffy said with surprise. “Um, I’ll have a beer. Sam Adams, I guess. Thanks.”



Nodding, the bartender went to get their drinks.



“No talking, Slayer. Let’s just keep our ears open,” he whispered.



“Duh. We covered this already.”



“So what do you have against fungus demons?” the Tergus interjected who was sitting on Spike’s other side. “Is it the slime?”



“Nothin’ personal, mate. Just didn’t like how he spoke to the lady.”



“A vampire defending a human? Curious.”



“Not when they’re as hot as she is, mate. Or as tasty,” Spike added with a leer.



“If you say so. I don’t care much for humans, myself. Very unfriendly. And they keep kittens as pets!”



Spike chuckled, thinking of Clem and his cat. “Don’t forget the Slayers, mate. They’re a real pain in the ass. You know, they’ll kill a Tergus – as peaceful as your kind is – just as quickly as they’ll kill a vamp.”



“True!” the Tergus responded indignantly.



“What did your lot ever do to a Slayer anyway, you know?”



“You’re right. Nothing!”



“I reckon L.A.’s gone to shit since it got overrun with Slayers.”



“Oh. You didn’t hear then?”



Bingo.



“Hear what?” Spike asked innocently.



“About the Slayers.”



“What about ‘em? I’ve been up north in Santa Lucia. Just got back tonight. Why? What happened?”



“Oh, man! That’s the talk of the town. Why do you think this place is so packed? Everybody’s in a good mood tonight.”



“The suspense is killing me here.”



“Well, apparently, a bunch of Dragvloks went to war with the Slayers in the city. They discovered the Slayer headquarters and set the place on fire. Scattered them like roaches and exterminated the lot of them. Well, most of them anyway.”



“You kiddin’ me?”



“Nope.”



“So where are the Dragvloks now? If I were them, I’d be bragging to every demon in town.”



Bollocks. Spike hoped he hadn’t gone too far with that question, but the Tergus didn’t seem like the suspicious type.



“Word is, they disbanded after they’d gotten their revenge. I overhead a Davric say he saw two of them at the docks getting a boat to Asia. And a Frocter was in here earlier saying he heard some others were headed back to Vancouver. I think they all left town. Not sure. But they’re L.A. legends now.”



“Guess that means I’ll have no more trouble feeding in this town.”



“Well, there are still a few more Slayers around. But they wouldn’t be as much trouble as that Slayer they’ve got in Santa Lucia from what I hear. You’re lucky you didn’t run into her when you were there.”



“I did.”



“And you survived? Wow. No one who goes there ever comes back. I hear she’s old. Real old. And strong.”



“Guess I got lucky with the old bag.”



Spike suppressed a smile. He’d get another punch in the nose later for sure.



“Well, if you could escape that one, you’ll manage alright with the Slayers here. They’re not so tough.”



Spike lifted his glass to the Tergus. “Cheers, mate.”



The Tergus grinned. “Yeah! To a Slayer-free L.A.!” he yelled.



The bar erupted into hoots and hollers.



“On that note, I think I’ll get rid of the lady and wreak a little havoc on the town tonight,” Spike said with a smirk.



“Have fun. Hey nice talking to you…”



“Bill.”



“Nice talking to you, Bill. See ya around.”



With a nod, Spike turned to put a crumpled twenty on the table before dominantly guiding Buffy out the door.



Once outside, he braced for another punch.



“I’m not going to hit you again, Spike.”



“Good. Cause I was gonna have to hit you back this time, Slayer. And I’m not into that anymore.”



Buffy furrowed her brow. “Neither am I.”



He raised an eyebrow.



“Really. I’m sorry about earlier.”



“Forget it. I’m sorry that your bad guys skipped town.”



She sighed. “Yeah. It sounds like they have. I guess that’s a good thing. I mean, there’s revenge and all, but then there’s the girls. It’s more important to me that the Slayers are safe.”



Silence.



“So what now, pet?”



She looked a little lost.



“Come on,” he said with a nod towards the beach. “Let’s walk a little.”



She looked uncertain for a moment before following his lead.



The two strolled along the boardwalk for some time, exchanging looks when they happened upon any of the weirder of the beach’s visitors.



After a while, she spoke. “I love the smell of the sea.”



“Yeah, me too.”



“I missed it in London. I’ve been to other coastal cities, of course, but there’s something about the California coast.”



Spike didn’t reply, distracted by the image of her skin in the moonlight, and her hair being carried away by the breeze.



“We use to take the kids here all the time when they were young. It seems like yesterday that we did that. And now Joycie is getting married and Jesse is already going grey. I can’t believe how quickly time goes for…”



“Mortals?”



“Yeah,” she muttered softly.



Spike sighed quietly. Looking at her melancholy only made him angrier at Willow. “Wanna sit in the sand?”



She gave him a half smile. “Sure.”



Spike kicked off his shoes, then shed his coat and started walking on the beach. Laying his jacket out on the dry sand nearest to the surf, he took a seat and spread his legs out in front of him.



She took a seat on his coat as well and adopted the same posture. He could feel the heat from her legs, they were so close to his own.



“This is kinda fun,” she said with a bigger smile.



She was radiant when she smiled that way - so openly. “Yeah, it is.”



They sat quietly for a while, looking out at the waves.



When he spoke, his voice was grave. “You said Willow’s spell gave you opportunities, Buffy. Like being an aunt and such. What else?”



She seemed to think about it for a second. “Um… everything, I guess. I mean, everything I’ve seen and done in the last forty years would never have happened if I hadn’t been brought back. I’ve been all over the world now, and I never thought I’d get to do that. I’ve been to Turkey, Egypt, China. I’ve walked the Great Wall – well, pieces of it anyway. I’ve been to Paris a bunch of times. Oh my gosh, they have the best macaroons there! I’ve been to Sicily, Mexico, Tunisia, Botswana, Indonesia.” She shrugged. “Everywhere.”



“Which place did you like best?”



“Hm. I don’t know. It always depended on my mood and the circumstances at the time. I mean, Scotland had a gloomy beauty about it that suited me after Sunnydale. Those were sad times after… after we’d lost so much.”



She looked at him briefly before quickly turning her eyes away.



“London had an energy about it that was cool when I was helping to rebuild the Council and actively training all the new Slayers there. Other places, like Romania and Italy and Mongolia, had a mystery about them that made the search for Slayers more interesting.”



“And California?”



“Is home.”



“But your niece and nephew are in London?”



“Yeah. It’s not the same being here without them, but it’s still home to me.”



“You don’t want to be with them?”



“They have their own lives now.”



“Is Dawn why you stay here?”



“Yes and no. I came back here partly because she did. But it’s just where I belong, California. Close to Sunnydale. I think a part of me will always be in Sunnydale.”



“Of course. It’s where your mum is, love. A part of me will always be in London, you know, near my mum. And the old house.”



“What about you? You’ve been everywhere too. Where were you the happiest?”



‘Here. Now.’ he thought to himself. “Don’t know, pet. I’m happy wherever I’ve got something to do. Don’t like being idle.” He stretched his arms out above his head. “Speaking of which, let’s see how fast you can run.”



“What? You want to race?”



He shrugged. “Why not? I wanna see how much faster you are now.”



“I’m not as fast as you, Spike.”



“Well that’s a good thing, seeing as you were always stronger than me, and now even more so.”



“Jealous?”



“What do you think?”



“I think you never minded it before. You maybe even liked it.”



He grinned. He loved that she knew that. “So let’s see how fast you can run.”



Grabbing a lock of her hair, he yanked on it hard.



“Ow!”



“Come and get me, Slayer!” he yelled as he raced down the beach, Buffy on his heels.



She was faster, for certain, but she was no vampire and would never catch him. So he slowed to a stop some distance down the beach to let her catch up.



The moment she reached him, he took a swing at her jaw at full speed, which she ducked before throwing a punch at his gut. Too quick for her, he bent to the side and evaded it, then swung a bare foot towards her head. Catching his foot one-handed, she grabbed his shirt with the other hand and lifted him over her head, hurling him backwards into the surf.



Spike sank into the shallow water like a deadweight. He stayed under water for a moment, marveling at what she’d done. It was a show of unbelievable strength for a human. He hadn’t realized she’d grown that strong.



“Spike?”



He could hear her shout his name, and so poked his head out of the water.



“Are you alright?”



He smiled widely and started laughing.



Running towards him, she walked knee deep into the water. “What’s so funny? Did you hit your head on a rock or something? Are you like, delirious?”



“You, pet. Bloody hell, you’re strong.” He was grinning ear-to-ear.



She smiled shyly. “Yeah well, I’m not so fast.”



“Faster than you used to be.”



“I guess.”



Spike stood up out of the water and combed his fingers through his hair to brush it back. He was soaked through – his shirt and jeans clinging to him uncomfortably.



“You’re soaking wet.”



“And you’re lucky I don’t dump your sweet little ass in there next, Slayer, and let you see what this feels like.“ He started to stalk towards her with a look of mischief.



Buffy backed out of the water in a hurry. “Okay, we should get you dry, then,” she said nervously. “Let’s go. We’ll throw the clothes in the dryer back at the house.”



Spike stopped. “Buffy, I’ve got a flat. Remember?”



“What?”



“You can just drop me off at my place.”



“Oh. Right.”



“I can’t stay with the Whelp again, pet.”



“Of course.” She shook her head. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Um… I’ll drop you off I guess.”



Spike narrowed his eyes at her, but she looked away and started heading back to their shoes.



Did she want him to stay with her?



* * * * * * *



“This is your building?” she asked.



“Yeah. My place is just down those stairs.”



“Can I see it?”



Spike swallowed. ”Sure.”



She followed him down the stairs.



“I can’t believe you have a real apartment. That’s so… I don’t know.”



“Human?”



“Yeah. I guess. Angel always lived in houses and apartments and well, castles. But then he’s always tried to be more human. You’ve always seemed happy being what you are.”



“Still am, Slayer. I wouldn’t be human again for anything. But it doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy the finer things that humans have built.” He winked.



She rolled her eyes at him for the hundredth time that night.



He thought about showing off and having Kit open the door, but then he’d have to use his passcode, so he used his key.



“Bon soir, ma Cherie. Se ton amant.”



“Welcome home, sir.”



“Wow,” Buffy remarked.



“We’ve got a guest, Kit.”



“Scanning guest. Welcome, female. You are the first female guest to this residence.”



“Oi! Shut, it, Kit!”



“Shut what, Sir?”



“Your gob, you electronic piece of sh-“



“Spike!” Buffy exclaimed.



“What?”



She whispered her reply. “That’s mean!”



Spike looked at her like she’d grown a horn. “Slayer, it’s a bloody computer program.”



“Well… it’s still mean,” she hissed.



Spike just shook his head, while Buffy walked further into the apartment to look around. “Wow, Spike. This place is… It’s great. It’s so cheerful for a basement apartment.”



“Cheerful?” he groaned.



“You know, not depressing. Not with the reeking of death,” she teased. “I like it.”



“Thanks,” he said with a smirk.



“It looks expensive too.”



“Cause it is.”



“Where did you say you get your money?”



“I didn’t.” He grinned at her attempts to find out.



“Fine. Keep your secrets,” she replied with a pout. “I love the art work in here. It looks like you’re seeing through real windows.”



“Yeah. They’re my favorite part of the flat. They’re trompe l’oeil.”



“Huh?”



“’Deceive the eye’ in French,” he replied as he kicked off his shoes and peeled off his wet shirt.



“Oh.” She was staring at him. And her eyes seemed to be freezing him in place.



Suddenly, she yawned.



“You must be knackered, pet.”



“Not really,” she let out through another yawn.



“Why don’t you crash here?” Shit. That was probably pushing it.



She blinked at him.



If his heart could beat, it would’ve been racing.



“Uh… the couch is actually pretty comfortable. You can take the bed. Get a good night’s sleep for once – you know – an actual sleep as opposed to whatever it is you do when you… reboot.”



She was staring at him again. And he wished to god he knew what she was thinking.



“I don’t want to impose on you, Spike. You’ve already done so much.”



He furrowed his brow. “What have I done?”



“Spike. You killed two Dragvloks at my house and who knows how many at Slayer Central.”



“At least six.”



She smirked. “Exactly. Who knows how many girls you saved last night.”



“It’s nothing, Slayer.”



“You’re wrong. And… thank you.” She was smiling at him now, with that big-eyed look that she had when she was sincere.



He nodded shyly.



“Are you sure you don’t mind?” she said hesitantly.



Bloody hell. She was actually gonna stay. And in his bed.



“Not at all, pet.” He paused. “You’re always welcome here.”



And once again, the air grew heavy.



“Um, I’ll just go change. Make yourself at home. I wish I could offer you something to eat or drink, but there’s just blood.”



“I am a little hungry. Can I order something?”



“Of course. Kit’ll sort you out. Just ask her. I’ll be back in a tic.”



He left her in the living room and slipped into his bedroom, closing the sliding door behind him. Once hidden, he let himself sigh deeply. Staring at his bed, he imagined her under the covers, naked and warm, her scent permeating his sheets. He could feel himself growing hard and growled softly in frustration. Time. That was all he needed. The longer he was around her again, the more used to it all he would get. Things were still too new. Neither of them had gotten over the shock of seeing the other again. Time was all he needed.



At least he hoped so. Because by the look of things, neither of them were going to be asking for space any time soon.



Before peeling off his jeans, Spike ducked back out and into the bathroom for a quick shower to wash off the sea salt. Once clean and dry, he changed into a pair of black silk pajama pants that he’d picked up in Shanghai. He still slept in the nude, but the pants were a comfortable option for lounging about the house. Shirtless, he returned to the living room to find her watching TV.



“Anything good on?”



She was sprawled out on the sofa looking very much at home.



“Swamp Shark. It’s a-”



“Classic?”



“No, not this one. It’s actually pretty lame. But in a funny way.”



Spike lifted her feet to sit at the end of the sofa and began absentmindedly rubbing her soles. “Did I hear you order food?”



“Unh. Wow. That feels… Unh.”



Fuck.



Every “unh” out of her mouth made his cock throb.



She sighed in obvious pleasure.



“Pizza. I ordered pizza and buffalo wings.”



He stopped rubbing. “Wings?”



“I remember how much you like them.” Her eyes were closed, but she was smiling at him. He started rubbing again more forcefully, as he drew deep circles into her soles.



“Unh. Oh god, can you never stop?”



He swallowed as he stared at her mouth, slightly parted.



“Did you do this for Drusilla?”



He paused in his work, but for only a moment.



“And more. I had a bad habit of doting on her. She never appreciated it half as much as you are now, though.”



Her eyes still closed, she smiled lazily before a thought seemed to crease her brow.



“Do you ever miss her?”



‘Not like I’ve missed you’, he thought to himself.



“Sometimes.”



She opened her eyes then and met his.



“You know,” he added. “The companionship.”



She smiled slightly. “Sure.”



A moment of silence passed between them as he continued to massage her feet. She let her eyes close again.



“Would you ever go back to her?”



“No,” he said without hesitation. He asked her the same. “Would you ever go back to Angel?”



“Angel is the kind of guy that makes teenage girls swoon, Spike.”



“And you’re no teenage girl anymore?”



“I’m an old lady now. Remember?” she teased.



“So what kind of man makes an old lady swoon?”



She giggled. “I don’t know. Maybe, old ladies don’t swoon.”



He moved his hands up to her calves to give them a similar treatment.



“Oh god! That… Unh!”



Fuck. He needed to stop.



“You always had great hands,” she said wistfully.



He pressed deeper.



“Oh god, you’re so good at that!” Her eyes were still closed and she was practically writhing on her back. All thoughts of being careful fled his mind. Growing bold, he released her calf and moved his hands towards her thigh to–



KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK



“Pizza!”



Spike retracted his hands quickly and stood up. Snatching some money from his wallet, he reached the door in two strides and thrust it open, being sure to close it behind him. Grabbing the pizza boy by his shirt, he shoved him roughly against the wall, as he vamped out with a growl. He spoke under his breath, out of earshot. “This better be some fucking good pizza, mate.”



Terrified, the boy dropped the pizza bag on the floor and tried to flee, but Spike caught him by the back of his belt.



“Slow down, junior. You forgot your money.” Spike stuffed two twenties down the kid’s back pocket, before smacking the back of his head.



“On your way, then.”



With a mixture of disappointment and guilt, Spike watched the delivery boy run away. He’d really have to work on his people skills if he was going to be spending time with the Slayer again. It wasn’t the kid’s fault he’d interrupted… well, whatever it was that was happening between them.



The smell of the wings was already calming his temper, so he collected the food from the floor and rejoined her with a smile.



“Pizza?” she asked eagerly.



“Eat up while it’s hot, Slayer.”



“That’s the great thing about L.A. these days. Twenty-four hour delivery.”



The two ate their food while they watched the remainder of Swamp Shark, with Buffy once again falling asleep before the movie had ended. This time he decided to carry her to bed, but woke her briefly once he’d laid her down to give her a T-shirt to change into. Groggily, she began to change out of her clothes in front of him, and he had to muster every shred of his Victorian manners to leave her.



Grabbing an extra pillow from the bed and a blanket from the closet, Spike made himself comfortable on the sofa. And he was comfortable, he had to admit. No, more than that. He was happy. For whatever reason, she wanted to be around him, if not with him. And for reasons that had always been obvious to him, she had no interest in Angel anymore. And tonight – only days after they’d rediscovered each other after forty years apart – she was in his flat. Sleeping in his bed. Wearing nothing but his shirt. Her scent hanging in the air. Young and more beautiful than ever.



Spike let out the sigh of a contented man. He didn’t have everything that he wanted from her by a long shot. After all, he wanted it all. But he had a hell of a lot more than he’d ever thought possible.



Curling up on his side, his hands tucked under his pillow, he smiled widely in the dark.



He could get used to this.


Chapter 20

Chapter 20: Not this Time

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Buffy and Spike paid a visit to Clem, the Dragvloks were rumored to have left town, and Buffy crashed at Spike’s place.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d woken up so peacefully. Resurrections aside, waking up most days felt too often like an escape from dreams – dreams of murdered slayers long gone, of old battles barely won, and of loved ones taken away. Mom. Giles. Tara. Anya… 

Him.

But not this time.

She found herself drifting into consciousness on a cloud of quiet comfort. She felt warm and sinfully cozy under silk sheets. Burying her face in her pillow, she could detect only the faintest trace of his scent. She hated that about vampires – that their scents were so subtle. It was because they didn’t sweat, of course. But vampires could smell each other pretty easily, so they should’ve made Slayers able to smell them just as easily too. Stupid African shamans.  

Buffy moaned as she stretched out her limbs as far as they could reach, before retracting into a ball under the covers. She was fully awake, but reluctant to get out of bed. It wasn’t everyday she felt so comfortable. 

But he might be awake. 

Sitting up suddenly, she noticed for the first time that she was wearing his shirt. Her heart began to flutter as she struggled to remember how she’d ended up wearing nothing but his clothes. Looking around the room, she noticed her own outfit thrown haphazardly around the floor. That was a very Buffy thing to do, she decided. She must have been half asleep when she’d changed. 

Climbing out of the bed, she ran her fingers through her hair, whining quietly when her fingers got stuck. She really needed a haircut. She looked for a mirror in vain and pouted. Stupid vampires.

So she’d have to face him with bedhead. Fine. No biggie. Some guys thought that was hot anyway – not that she was trying to look hot or anything. Grabbing her clothes from the floor, she opened the sliding doors separating his bedroom from the main room and tried to sneak into the corner bathroom undetected. But one peek at the sofa told her she didn’t have to, as he was sound asleep – still as death, and just as quiet. Tiptoeing over to him, she let herself gaze. 

She would never understand how such a beautiful face could hide such a ferocious demon. And his demon was that. But it shared his face with a soul whose purity she’d felt firsthand in the Hellmouth. Absently, she rubbed her scarred palm against her thigh.

She felt guilty that he’d given up his bed for her, though he looked comfortable enough on the sofa. The clock read two o’clock, so the sun would still be up for several hours. Since she was no longer in his bed, it seemed unfair to just leave him on the sofa. 

As quietly as she could, she bent down in front of the sofa and scooped him up like a damsel. She giggled softly at the thought. Once in her arms, his head turned to nestle into her breast. Interesting. It was probably a lingering human reflex. He had a lot of those. 

She let herself study him more intently now that he was so close and unaware. She couldn’t remember ever having had the freedom (or the courage) to look at him so closely. His lashes were long and dark against the pale, bluish skin beneath his eyes, and his cheekbones were still sharp, despite his slack expression. His forehead was long and smooth, elegant even. And his mouth…

She frowned suddenly at his face, as something occurred to her.

I’ve missed you. 

It made her chest ache, the realization. It was one thing to deal with someone’s death. She’d dealt with his death like she had the others. You missed the dead differently, because there was a finality to their absence. You made a comfortable, pleasant place in your heart for them. 

But he hadn’t been dead. He’d been in the world. And it was this sobering fact that made her now feel his previous absence more cruelly. It was a strange and unsettling feeling to her – missing someone even as you held him in your arms. 

She couldn’t believe it had been so long since she’d seen him. How could it have been, when he didn’t seem at all out of place in her life now? It had been a major adjustment bringing Angel back into her life, getting used to him again. It definitely hadn’t been effortless. And in the end, it had been a complete and anticlimactic failure. But having Spike in her life, despite a forty-year absence, just seemed… natural. 

Looking up towards the ceiling, she sighed quietly. She wanted him to stay. No, more than that. She wanted him to want to. But she knew that she’d never be in his apartment now, holding him in her arms, if he hadn’t bumped into her that night at Lakeview Cemetery. Literally. He’d never planned on seeing her again. 

And she really couldn’t blame him. 

It’s not like she’d ever been good to him, or kind. Her friends had begrudgingly tolerated him that last year in Sunnydale. Dawn had ignored him altogether. And Giles had literally tried to kill him. And her? One lame, hollow expression of feeling muttered just before he’d burned to death could never have been enough to bring him back to her. He hadn’t believed her, anyway. 

No. She couldn’t blame him.

He started to stir slightly, as if uncomfortable, so she carried him to the bedroom and gently laid him down on the bed. Removing his blanket, she pulled the silk sheet and bedspread over him instead. On an impulse, she tucked him in on all sides, like her mother used to do, and finished her work with a soft peck on his forehead. It made her smile to channel her mother that way, and for someone that Mom had always liked.

Leaving him to sleep, Buffy made quick work of showering, but took slightly longer than usual to untangle her hair. She hated having to wear the same clothes again, but she didn’t have a choice. Her stomach growled violently as she finished dressing, but she had no choice there either.  She needed to give the Slayers the latest intel on the Dragvloks, but at so early an hour, she decided it could wait until after a trip to the mall.  

“Hey Kit,” she whispered as she approached the front door. “I’m leaving now, but don’t say anything like ‘Good bye, female’ or something, because you’ll wake him up. Okay?”

The computer lady didn’t answer her. 

“Okay,” Buffy said with a nod, uncertain if the computer was awake or whatever. “Um, lock the door behind me.”

*      *      *      *      *

“Someone should really tell these guys that Slayers need to sleep during the day,” Stevie grumbled as she descended the stairs in her pajamas.
 
“So why don’t you?” Sonny countered. “Tell ‘em how the world is actually filled with vampires and witches and monsters and stuff, and that you’ve been chosen among all people to defeat them in your footy pajamas.”

Gina burst out laughing. She and Sonny had stationed themselves at the entrance of the kitchen, sipping glasses of milk, as they monitored the various renovation crews working noisily in the common room.

“You made me spill my milk, Sonny.”

“Well just don’t go crying over it.” 

“So when are these guys gonna be done?” Stevie whined.

“Dang, Stevie. They just started today. Chill out, girl.”

“They are pretty noisy, Gina,” Sonny ceded.

“Yeah, well, I’d rather hear the bang of a hammer than bullet fire. Stuff is being built here instead of being torn down. We’re lucky we’re getting this place fixed up so quick.”

“Gina, that guy over there is staring at you,” Stevie murmured, her eyes on the crew at the front door.

“We know,” Sonny remarked with amusement. “He’s been staring at her since we came down.”


The ‘he’ in question was six feet six, with broad shoulders and a lean but athletic body. Light-skinned for a brotha’, he had hazel eyes to match, which meant he had to be a playa’ of the worst kind. Homegirls were suckers for a pair of light eyes. 

“He needs to stop gawking and start mindin’ his business. They said they’d finish the front door by the end of the day.”

It was Stevie’s turn to laugh. “Gina, that guy is a tall drink of water if I’ve ever seen one.”

“Whatever.”

“Oh come on. When was the last time you went out on a date?” 

“When was the last time you got a pop in the nose, Stevie?” 

“Jesus, Gina. I’m just sayin’.”

“What? What are you sayin’?”

Stevie rolled her eyes. “That the guy is hot, Gina. That’s all. No one said you had to date him for goodness sake.”

Gina pushed herself off the door jam with one foot and made a beeline to the brotha’ at the front door.

He turned to face her immediately, having been watching her approach out of the corner of his eye. Grinning widely, he showed off a set of perfect, white teeth.

“What are you smiling at?” Gina asked wearily.

He chuckled lightly. “I think you know. I’m Richard. What’s your name?”

“Richard?”

“You don’t like Richard?”

“What do they call you?”

“What do you mean?”

What do the homeboys call you?”

“Huh?”
 
“Are you Little Ricky? Big Rick Dawg? Slick Rick?” She narrowed her eyes at his hazel ones. “You look like a Slick Rick to me.”

He seemed to be looking at her like she was crazy, and it was starting to piss her off.

“I hate to disappoint you, but the homeboys don’t call me anything. There aren’t a lot of those in Pasadena, I’m afraid.”

Gina pursed her lips in disapproval.

“You still haven’t told me your name.”

Her answer was a glare, accusatory and suspicious.

He was chuckling at her again. “What? Is it a state secret or something?” Looking over her shoulder, Richard called out to the girls across the room. “Hey! Can you tell me this girl’s name?”

“Gina!” Sonny and Stevie yelled back, clearly enjoying the show.

He chuckled again. “See. They like me. Why don’t you?”

“I didn’t say I didn’t like you, Slick.  But I’d appreciate it if you’d focus on your motha’ fuckin’ work and not on your customers while they’re tryin’ to enjoy their breakfast.”

He wouldn’t stop smiling with those pearly teeth of his. “It’s the middle of the afternoon, Gina. And you’re just drinking a glass of milk.”

“Don’t make me tell your boss, man.”

“That might be difficult – or amusing, rather – seeing as I am the boss.”

Gina gave him a disbelieving look. “Tell me another one, Slick.”

“Okay,” he said teasingly. “My father owns the renovation company and I run the crew, so I’m pretty sure that if you called my father in the office, he’d take my side in the matter.”
 
Gina frowned, before looking around the room at all the workers. “You’re the boss of all these white guys?”

“They’re not all white. And yes. It’s the twenty-first century, you know.”

“Humph. Well good for you. You may be the boss of these guys, but while you’re in my house, brotha’, I’m the boss. So get your ass back to work before I fire it.” She’d tried to sound tough, but a smile was threatening to break through her lips, despite all of her efforts. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered with a bow. But he didn’t turn back to his work until he’d left her with a wink. 

Gina stormed off back to her friends.

“Well?” Stevie asked.

“Well what? He’s just some corny-ass pretty boy from Pasadena.”

“What’s wrong with Pasadena?” Stevie asked.

“What’s right about it?”

Stevie rolled her eyes again and sighed, seemingly exasperated. “Whatever. I’m hungry.” She walked off into the kitchen, leaving Sonny to stare at Gina intently. 

“I don’t get you, Gina.”

“Here we go…”

“That guy is smokin’ hot.”

“And?”

“And he’s taller than you, which is saying something. And he’s got a steady, respectable job and lives in a good part of town, which means he must be well off.”

“Then why don’t you date him?” 

“Because he wasn’t looking at me.”

“Right. Like you’d date him if he had been checking you out.” 

Silence. What a surprise.

“Remind me again, Sonny. When was the last time you dated a guy with an actual pulse?”

Sonny narrowed her eyes. “Your point?”

“Fuck, Angelus. That’s my point. Matter of fact, that’s always my motha’ fuckin’ point.” 

Sonny smirked. “Did that. Loved it.”

Now Gina was exasperated. “Jesus Christ, Sonny. That jackass dropped you like a drained fuckin’ corpse when Buffy got back. How you gonna sit here and talk about him now like he’s somethin’?”

“That’s not how it happened,” she gritted out, her voice low.

“Uh huh.”

“And anyway, those two lasted all of what? Three months?”

Gina’s stomach felt like it had dropped into her shoes. “What the hell are you sayin’, Sonny? That you’ve been with him since?” 

“When did I start answering to you? You’re eighteen years old for Christ sake. Don’t talk to me like I’m the child here.” 

“Well you’re acting like one!” she shouted. “And so what if I’m eighteen? If I’m still a kid, then what the hell was that old-ass bastard doing fuckin’ you when you were my age anyway?!”

Silence.

Shit. The hammering stopped suddenly, and half the crew had turned to look at them with amusement.

“Thanks, Gina.”

Chastened, Gina lowered her voice. “Sorry. But seriously. Please tell me you’re not seein’ him again.”

“What do you care?”

“What about Buffy?” Gina whispered.

Sonny’s eyes widened in seeming disbelief. “Are you kidding me?”

Gina sighed. She knew she’d lost that argument before it even started.

“I’m not even thinking about Max here either, Gina. Though he’s more than enough reason to forget you just said that.”

“What? You mean Spike?”

“Yeah. Him. The new “boy toy” – though I guess he’s a lot older than her. She obviously prefers vampires. Well now she’s got a new one. And blond, like her. How cute,” she added with contempt.

Gina looked at her sister with sympathy. “Sonny, regardless of how Buffy feels about it, it ain’t right. You can do a hell of a lot better than Angelus.”

“You can’t help who you love, Gina.”

“What the fuck?” Gina lifted her hands to her head and turned full circle in shock. “Sonny, please tell me it ain’t like that. After all these god damn years?”

Sonny shrugged, almost guiltily. But not quite.

“I’m not tryin’ to make you feel bad, Sonny, for real. But do you really think he feels that way about you?”

Sonny looked away suddenly, but returned to face Gina again just as quickly. “Probably not. But he understands me better than any human guy would. He can protect himself. He knows my world. He doesn’t try to interfere in my life. He respects my power.”

“That’s all? So date a fuckin’ Watcher, Sonny. Jesus!”

Sonny glared.

“Yeah, I know. Forget I said that.”

“Here he comes. Twelve o’clock,” Sonny warned.

“Huh?” Gina caught Sonny looking past her towards the front door and groaned. “Great.”

“I’ll just leave you two alone,” Sonny added with a smirk, joining Stevie in the kitchen.

“So, Gina.”

Gina turned around to face him. “So, Slick.”

He chuckled. “You know that kinda works. The Slick and The Slayer.”

Gina’s eyes widened comically.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to shock you.” He paused and bit back a smile. “Okay, maybe I did.”

At a loss for words, she blinked mindlessly.

“Relax,” he said quietly. “It’s alright. I wouldn’t tell anyone.”

“But how do you know in the first place?” she asked urgently, almost angrily.

“My dad knows,” he replied with a shrug. “So do one or two of the more senior crew. That’s why Mr. Harris hired us.” 

Gina had no fuckin’ idea how to process this information. There were so few people who knew what she was. The boys in Compton and Watts all knew what she could do, but they didn’t know much else.

“Anyway, it works. The Slick and The Slayer. Don’t you think?” he teased.

“It ain’t ‘The’ Slick, dumb ass. It’s just ‘Slick’. And it sure as hell ain’t ‘The’ Slayer either. I’m just ‘a’ Slayer. One in a thousand. Or however many there are these days.”

Richard tilted his head to the side and smiled. “Forgive me, Gina, but I doubt you’re ‘just’ anything.”

She could feel the blush spreading across her cheeks, and thanked god it couldn’t show.

“But I’ve been proven wrong before,” he added playfully.

Gina looked down into her empty glass and mumbled. “I uh… I need more milk.”

He chuckled lightly again. “Well enjoy the rest of your breakfast. I’ll just get back to my mother fucking work before you fire my ass.” He was smiling warmly at her again, with those stupid teeth of his, and it disarmed her – not for long – but long enough for the corners of her mouth to curl up against her will.  

*      *     *     *     *  

The mall was packed, as usual, and Buffy didn’t really feel like weaving through the crowds of greedy shoppers, but she definitely needed some clothes and she desperately needed some underwear. She’d inhaled a Caesar salad at the Food Court and had washed it down with a cold iced tea, so she was feeling energized enough to take on the latest sales. She just wasn’t sure where to go. She’d stopped shopping for the latest fashions long ago. She was practical girl these days – opting for comfortable items in inconspicuous blacks and greys. But with the opportunity to rebuild her wardrobe, she decided a little color might not hurt. 

Three exhausting hours later, Buffy sat at a bench in the middle of the mall admiring her purchases. She’d managed to get two week’s worth of undergarments and outfits, and all of them still practical, but also flattering and more colorful. She’d bought several tops in greens, blues, and reds, but nothing too bright. She’d bought two pairs of leather pants in black and brown, but otherwise stuck to the more rugged materials she’d grown accustomed to. 

Okay, there was no reason to have bought the black, leather skirt, but it reminded her of the one she used to own back in Sunnydale. She was allowed a few sentimental purchases. Her best buy, though, was her steel-toed boots, and she wasted no time in changing into the black leather pants that worked so well with them. Since she hadn’t planned on hunting that night, she finished the outfit off with a tight white tee.

She’d also stopped by a hair salon, and had surprised herself by refusing the offer of a haircut – indulging in a deep conditioning treatment instead. After a trip to the pharmacy, she was well stocked in toiletries, and now had only one thing left to buy.

She had no idea what kind of gift to get him, or how to justify it. But she felt like she needed to do something good to make up for all the bad she’d done in the past. She supposed she could call it a ‘thank you’ for his help with the Dragvloks. She really was grateful for that, after all. But she had no idea what to get a two hundred year old vampire with such particular tastes and with his own mysterious source of cash. Gone were the days of his helping the Scoobies for blood and cigarettes. 

She scanned the directory of stores near her seat for ideas. Halfway down the list of shops she stopped, and a smile slowly spread across her face. 

“Buffy?”

Startled, she looked up, only to be startled again by the face that greeted her.

“Oh my god.” She blinked several times as if to focus. “What-?”

He seemed to be waiting for her to finish.

“Um...” She chuckled nervously. “Hi.”

He was grinning ear-to-ear.

“Hi yourself. I can’t believe we bumped into each other. It’s so great to see you. You look amazing, as usual.”

She smiled sweetly, finding her composure again. “You always knew how to flatter a girl, Max. Thank you.”

“I just call it like I see it, Buffy.”

She blushed slightly. “So how are you? It’s been – gosh – what? Two years?”

“Eighteen months. Yeah, it’s been a while,” he added quietly.

“Well, you’re looking great too. Very distinguished.”

“You mean I’m looking old.”

“No! I- Okay, yeah. Older. But I like it.”

“Thanks. I do too, actually. It’s the premature grey.” He stroked the hair at his temples. “I think it gives me more authority. I’m a detective now, you know.”

“Wow. Max, that’s great. Really great. Impressive too. I mean you’re only… what? Thirty-four now?”

He smiled even more widely, if that was possible. “You remembered.” He seemed touched. “Yeah. Thirty-four. But with the grey, I don’t get as much flack from the older cops now.” 

She nodded her understanding and a lull stretched between them.

“Um… so have you heard from Sonny?” she asked suddenly.

His smile faded somewhat. “No. Not since Christmas.” He looked down. “You know Sonny. She likes to keep her distance.”

Buffy frowned. “I’ll never understand why she does that. That whole thing about protecting your job and your safety–”

“It makes sense to her, Buffy,” he gently insisted. “And there’s more to it than that.”

Buffy looked at him with surprise.

“Sibling stuff. It’s… complicated. Suffice it to say, I accept her decision. But I do like to know that she’s alright.”

Buffy looked at him with sympathy. “Well, she is. Alright, I mean. But… we were attacked the other–“

“What?”

“It’s fine, Max. She’s okay. I promise. She was injured, but she’s healing now.”

Max sighed with what looked like a mixture of relief and sadness.

“I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it at work.”

It took him a moment to answer her, so seemingly lost in his own emotion. 

“Yeah… well… that was never my part of town, you know. And she’s always made it very clear that she wanted me to stay out of it.”

“I’m sorry, Max.”

He met her eyes again. “I know, Buffy.”

Uh oh. He was looking at her now with that expression of longing he used to wear. 

“I’ve missed you,” he spoke quietly.

She swallowed. “Max, I-“

He shook his head. “I know, Buffy. You don’t have to say anything.” 

He managed a small smile again. “I just wanted you to know that you’ve been missed. I don’t want you to ever forget that you were lo-”

“I know,” she hurried, chuckling slightly with embarrassment. “Thank you.”

He nodded, looking – well, devastated by her interruption.

“I should really get going.”

“Of course,” he said apologetically.

“I’ve got one more stop to make in the mall before I head to the warehouse, so…”

“Will you…?”

Buffy looked at him questioningly.

“… tell her that I love her?”

Oh god. He always could pull at her heartstrings. He was just so sincere. And he deserved so much more from the women in his life than he’d ever gotten.

“Of course.” Not wanting to prolong the moment, Buffy turned to gather her bags and stood up. 

“It was really good to see you again, Max.” 

Walking hastily away, she didn’t wait for his reply. 


*      *      *      *      *

Her name came out on a sigh. 

He was in his bed, but her scent was everywhere – impregnating the air, saturating his sheets, seeping into his skin. 

A smile tugged lazily at the corners of his mouth. Slowly, he reached consciousness. 

Opening his eyes, Spike found himself lying on one side of his bed, his back to the other side. Bloody hell. Had he crawled into bed with her? Wait. He was alone. The flat was quiet, not a heartbeat to be heard anywhere. 

“What the hell?”

“Good morning, sir.”

Spike sat up in bed. “Where is she?”

“The female has left the house, sir.”

“She has a name, you–“ Spike stopped himself, thinking of her admonishment the night before, then laughed at himself for being so easily influenced by her.

“Her name is Buffy, Kit.”

“Buffy has left the house, sir.”

“When?”

“Three hours, forty-two minutes, and twenty-seven seconds ago.”

“Did she say where she was going?”

“No, sir.”

Spike frowned. “Did she say when she’d be back?” 

“No, sir.”

Bugger. “How did I get to my bed, Kit?”

“She carried you, sir.”

Spike inhaled sharply. “Did she sleep with me in bed?” 

“No, sir.”

Spike fell back on to the bed with a thump. 

“Did she say anything?”

“Yes, sir.” C.H.E.R.I. replayed the recording stored in her memory system: ‘Hey Kit, I’m leaving now, but don’t say anything like ‘Good bye, female’ or something, because you’ll wake him up. Okay? Okay. Um, lock the door behind me.’”

Spike grabbed a Buffy scented pillow and smiled into it. 

“Did she do anything else when she was here, other than carry me to bed?”

“Yes, sir. She kissed your–“

“What?” He dropped the pillow from his face. “Kissed my what?”

“Forehead, sir. She then proceeded to the bathroom where she–”

“Oi! Give the lady some privacy for fuck’s sake.” 

“Very well, sir.”

Spike sighed with delight. So she had put him to bed and kissed his brow. That could only mean one thing. She liked him. No, cared for him. He wasn’t ‘nothing’ to her. And this was most definitely progress.

“Kit. Have I told you how much I love you?”

“No, sir.”

Spike chuckled. “Well, I do. Cheers.”

Spike snuggled deeper into bed with her pillow, reluctant to leave the cocoon of her scent. His stomach soon had other ideas though, and forced him out of bed. 

After he’d eaten and dressed, he considered his plans for the night. He had no idea where she was or when she was coming back. The sun was down, but if he left the flat, she might return in his absence. He could ring Niblet and see if she’d returned there, but that would look too desperate. He could go to the warehouse and check on the girls, he supposed. Buffy was sure to have gone there at some point, and if she wasn’t there now, would be there later. Or the girls would let him know if she’d stopped by.  

Problem solved. “I’m headed to Slayer Central, Kit. If Buffy returns, let her know.”

“Of course, sir.”

Spike left his basement flat with a newfound optimism about his unlife. 

“Bon soir, ma cherie. Bon soir.”

*     *     *     *     *

Buffy couldn’t believe the transformation of the warehouse front entrance. The crew must have been working from the crack of dawn. The new front door was firmly in place, but not yet rewired for security, so Buffy pounded on the door instead.
 
“Buffy!”

Buffy greeted her with a smile. “Hey, Pipa. You’re looking better already.”  The two embraced warmly.

“The door was unlocked, you know. The security system hasn’t been fixed yet, and the crew didn’t think to give us bolt locks.”

“Oh. Well maybe we should get a lock for it tonight.”

“Um. Okay. Do you know how to put one on?” 

Buffy scrunched up her face.

Pipa giggled. “I didn’t think so.”

Buffy’s pounding on the door must have alerted the whole house, as all the girls began trickling into the common room as she entered.

The room was still unfinished, the walls yet to be repainted and the burnt furniture yet to be replaced, but it looked like a place on the mend. 

“Hi, Buffy,” Rachel greeted.
 
“Hey, sis,” Gina echoed. 

The others girl remained silent, Sally and Sonny looking the least engaged.

“Sally. Lisa. Mel.”

Lisa and Mel gave Buffy a perfunctory nod, but Sally barely registered the greeting.

“Are you guys alright?”

“We didn’t find any of the Dragvloks last night, if that’s what you’re asking,” Mel replied.

“Yet,” Sally added with quiet determination. “We’re going back out tonight.”

“Wait.” 

Sally looked up sharply at Buffy. 

“First, I was asking about you guys, not about the Dragvloks. And I’m glad to see that you’re all safe.”

Silence.

She continued. “Second, Spike and I got some intel from a couple of demon bars last night.”

“And?” Rachel asked eagerly.

“The word on the street is that the remaining Dragvloks have left town.”

Sally punched the burnt arm of her chair and was out of her seat the next moment, walking anxiously about the room.

“All of them?” Lisa questioned. She didn’t look any more pleased than Sally.

“Apparently a couple were seen at the docks getting a boat to Asia, and a few others were headed back to Vancouver. That only leaves one or two, and I doubt they would have stuck around without the rest – not when we’d outnumber them.” 

The room fell silent for several moments.

“So they’re all gone?” Stevie asked. 

Buffy nodded. 

“I’m going out to kill stuff,” Sally declared, as she left in the direction of the weapons rooms.

“Think I’ll join her,” Lisa added, leaving the room with Mel close behind. 

“Thanks Buffy,” Rachel added quietly, before leaving in the direction of the kitchen. The other girls slowly got up and trudged their separate ways, leaving only Gina and Pipa, as usual.

Sonny was halfway up the stairs when Buffy remembered.

“Sonny.”

The girl stopped and was slow to turn around. 

“How are you?”

“Fine,” she answered automatically.

“I’m glad to see that you’re better.”

Sonny just looked at her.

“Listen, I wanted to talk to you about something. I ran into–“
 
“Max?”

Buffy furrowed her brow. How did she know?

“Hi, sis.”

Buffy’s eyes widened at the sound of his voice. Turning around quickly, she was as shocked as his sister to see Max walk through the door.

Slowly, Sonny descended the stairs and walked over to her brother. He was holding a large bouquet of flowers in seemingly every shape and color and a white paper bag of what looked like yummy goodness. He really did know how to flatter a girl. But Buffy knew those weren’t for her, and couldn’t help but smile in approval. 

“What are you doing here?” Sonny asked, her voice strained. 

Max extended his gifts towards his sister. “I heard you were injured. And everyone needs flowers and cannoli when they’re sick. Don’t you think?” He was smiling at her tentatively, and his eyes were already moistening. 

“Who told you I was injured?” she challenged angrily. “Forget I asked,” she added quickly, turning her head halfway behind her towards Buffy. “She shouldn’t have done that and she knows it. It’s none of her business.“

“It’s not her fault, Sonny,” he replied with concern. “I asked about you. I wanted to know how you were.”

“I’m fine, Max. As you can see.”

He nodded sadly.

Buffy suddenly felt like an intruder on a moment of deep intimacy. Looking over to Pipa and Gina, she gestured with her hands for them to leave.  

“Um… Sonny?” Pipa tentatively interrupted. “We’re just going to the kitchen. Did you want us to put your flowers in water?”

Sonny nodded after a moment and handed both gifts to Pipa. Gathering them up like treasures, Pipa followed the others into the kitchen.

“Whose flowers?”  Rachel asked between mouthfuls of cereal. 

“Sonny’s. From her brother, “ Pipa replied. “We don’t have any vases do we?”

“Pip, this ain’t the Hilton, girl. Use that coffee can over there. I think it’s empty.”

“Oh. Good idea.”

“So why the flowers?” Rachel asked.

“I told him she’d been injured,” Buffy explained. “I ran into him today and he asked about–“

THUMP THUMP THUMP

Buffy whipped her head in the direction of the common room. Throwing a concerned look back at the others, she rushed back into the common room to check on the siblings. Sonny was nowhere to be found.

“She went upstairs, Buffy.” 

Oh no. He looked defeated.

“What-?”

He waved his hand as if to plead her to stop, and on seeing his tears start to fall, she obliged him instantly.

“I’m so sorry, Max.” She could feel her own eyes start to ache. 

He looked up to her then with a resentful expression – a look she’d never seen him wear before. 

“You know, I don’t think there’s anything I hate more than the sound of your voice uttering those words to me.”

Buffy gasped. Shocked and dismayed, she met him in two strides.

“Max–”

“Enough.”

Buffy exhaled slowly to keep calm. “Max. This isn’t you.”

He chuckled bitterly. “Sure it is. This is the ‘me’ you both made.”

She lifted a hand to her brow. “Max.” Her own tears were threatening to fall. “Please. Please don’t be this way.” She reached out to him with both hands then. “You mean so much to–“

But he had stepped out of reach.

“Max,” she pleaded.

“No, Buffy. I’m finished.” He held back a sob. “I’ve had enough. And I should never have come here.”

“But Max–“

“Good bye, Buffy. I hope you have a nice life. I really do. Because we both know it’ll be a long one.” 

Turning on his heels, he stormed out of the room, bumping right into–

Oh god. 

Spike.
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Oh god. 



Spike.





“Sorry. Excuse me.”  Even in his anger, Max was polite.

“No worries, mate.” 

Spike’s eyes followed Max as he fled, leaving the iron door wide open behind him.

Slowly, Spike turned to close the door.

“Spike, I–“

He turned back around to face her, with a preternatural calm. 

But her voice escaped her.

“Hey, look what the cat dragged in. How’s it hangin’, bro?”

He was looking beyond Buffy when he smiled. 

“Gina.”  

His eyes were on the younger Slayer when he stopped in front of Buffy. Gripping the back of her head gently, he placed a noncommittal kiss high on her brow. It was almost paternal. 

And then he moved past her. 

Oh god. 

She felt sick. And scared. And she really needed to talk to him. 

Turning around, she watched Spike and Gina exchange some sort of urban handshake. She could never figure out who came up with those handshakes – they were always changing – or how people always seemed to know how to do them. And how did Spike know? 

“Hey, Spike.” Pipa had come in from the kitchen too, and looked genuinely happy to see him.

“Longstock. Feeling better yet?”

“Getting there.”

“Rachel.”  Spike nodded.

“Hey, Spike.”

“So what happened last night with-?”

“Spike?”

Sally had reappeared with Tori and Mel from the weapons rooms, all three of them armed to the teeth.

Spike narrowed his eyes. 

“Sally. How are you, love? What happened last night?”

“Nothing.” 

Mel explained. “Buffy told us the Dragvloks left town.”

Spike sighed. “Yeah, they did. Sorry, ladies. I know you wanted your revenge.”

The room fell quiet.

“So uh… what’s with the portable armory?” Spike asked. 

“We’re going out,” Sally declared. Her face was a portrait of heartache and unfulfilled vengeance. 

He seemed to be considering Sally’s plans. “Pity,” he finally said.

Sally frowned. “Why?”

Spike started scratching the back of his head. “I was hoping to test you out myself tonight. There’s nothing on L.A.’s streets badder than me, ladies. I can assure you of that.”

Sally looked uncertainly at her sisters. 

Spike leaned forward. “Come on, now. If you’re too scared to take on one Master Vampire, then you’ve got no business calling yourself a Vampire Slayer. You’re just a little girl then, albeit with a bit more strength than the rest.”

Sally gripped her sword tighter.

“Granted, with pointy weapons. But still…” He shrugged. “Just a girl.”
 
“We’re not afraid of you, Spike,” Mel argued.

“No?”

“No. Cause you’d never actually hurt us. You wouldn’t put up a real fight with Buffy watching. She’d kick your ass if you fought us for real.”

“Ya think?”

Mel rolled her eyes. “We know.” 

THOOMP

More than one girl gasped as Mel went flying through the air, hitting a recently painted wall and ruining the paint. He’d moved so fast that even Buffy wasn’t sure how he’d done it. 

Just as blindingly quick, he’d liberated Tori of her axe before throwing her backwards towards Pipa and Gina – sending all three to the ground in a heap of tangled limbs. 

With a newfound urgency, Sally unsheathed her sword. 

Quickly shedding his coat and throwing it behind him, Spike roared into game face . He was ducking a swing from Sally’s sword the next moment. She jabbed, missing his gut, and earned a devastating left hook in reply. 

All the girls soon recovered and were encircling him, some barehanded and others with weapons far too dangerous for sparring. But he didn’t seem to mind.

As Spike took on all six girls, Buffy’s heart began to swell. 

It was official. He was kind of wonderful. 

No. He was amazing. 

He knew Sally was grieving and had no business patrolling in her current state of mind. So too, Mel and Tori, who were the only Indies to have survived the Dragvlok attack. So he was keeping them safe, the only way a two hundred year-old master vampire knew how: by kicking their asses himself.

And he was ignoring her. Which made her heart ache with the swelling. 

But he’d kissed her brow. Which… well confused her on top of everything else. Had he heard her conversation with Max? Did he understand what he’d heard? Had he gotten the wrong idea and just didn’t care? Or was he pretending not to care? 

But he didn’t look jealous. Or hurt. Or angry. He looked… well, happy. 

But then he’d always been happy fighting a Slayer. 

Faith’s voice echoed in her mind’s ear, as it so often did. ‘Yeah, you’re not the one and only chosen anymore, B. How’s that feel?’ 

Buffy stepped back and settled herself on the stairs, feeling slightly irrelevant. 

It was six against one but Spike was easily winning, and he wasn’t holding any of his punches.  

It didn’t take long before the blood started to flow, and Spike seemed to feed off the sight (or smell) of it. With their growing injuries, Sally, Tori and Mel became even more serious in their attacks, while Pipa and Gina appeared to step back a little. They’d only really been sparring with him anyway. Rachel had barely engaged in the fight. To his credit, Spike reacted in kind – looking almost instructive in the way he countered Pipa and Gina’s moves. But with Sally, Tori and Mel, he was vicious. 

Stevie and Sonny must have heard the commotion, because they soon came racing down the stairs. Stevie took a seat beside Buffy, while Sonny stopped short to sit several steps above them.

“Oh my god, this is awesome,” Stevie murmured in awe.

“No. It was awesome. Now it’s just bloody.”

“Um, yeah. That’s why it’s awesome, Buffy.”

Tori was down, crawling to a corner and cradling her gut as she spat out a mouthful of blood. Stevie was up the next second.

Buffy grabbed her leg. “What are you doing?”

“Time for an interchange,” she responded with glee. 

“Stevie, he isn’t sparring out there. He’s out for blood.”

“And they’re asking for it, Buffy.” Stevie wrestled her foot out of Buffy’s grasp. “And so am I.”

Stevie hopped off the step and into the fight, getting a backhand to her cheek in the process. But it only made her laugh.

Rachel had withdrawn the moment Tori had went down, and was now pulling the injured girl into a chair. 

Gina and Pipa were also withdrawing. Bloody and battered, they made their way over to Buffy.

Gingerly, Gina lowered herself into a sitting position. “Now that’s a bad ass motha’ fucka’ right there, sis. Your boy schooled us good, and didn’t even break a sweat.”

“Vampires don’t sweat, Gina.”

“Figure of speech, Pip.”

Buffy puffed up a little with pride. Spike was looking pretty incredible out there. He’d clearly gotten better. Stronger, too. But the way the fight was going still made her uneasy. “Are you two alright?”

“We’ve been hurt worse,” Pipa assured her. “And he wasn’t trying to hurt us too much. I think he was more playing with us actually.” Pipa sat down on Buffy’s other side and the three watched with interest as the fight wore on.

Stevie didn’t have the benefit of grief or vengeance to spur her on, so she didn’t last long. Reluctantly, she took a seat in front of Buffy after Spike had broken her nose. 

Pulling her shirt up to catch the blood, she tipped her head back as well.

Gina pushed her head back down. “You’re gonna kill yourself doing that, Stevie. Let the blood flow out, not down your throat. You’ll choke that way.”

“What are you, a doctor? Did you even graduate high school?”

“Fuck you, Stevie. You wanna choke? Be my guest.”

But Stevie kept her head down.

“So how long do you think they’ll keep fighting?” Pipa asked, her inner worrywart showing.

“Until the girls have had enough,” Buffy replied with resignation. “He could dance with them all night,” she added softly, almost to herself.

“No shit?”

“Yeah, Gina. He’s got the stamina of a–”

Both girls looked at her eagerly, eyebrows raised, waiting for the end of that sentence. 

“Um…”

“Yeah, we know,” Gina teased, elbowing Buffy in the side.

Behind her, Buffy heard Sonny snort in disgust. 

As the fight dragged on, Tori‘s punches became increasingly more ineffectual, with Spike merely batting away her swings. He finally forced her out of the fight with a punch to the temple that knocked her out. 

“Get this one outta here, ladies!”

“I’ll take her upstairs,” Pipa offered, standing up. 

Gina followed. “I got her feet, Pip. Let’s go.”

Buffy watched the two friends carry Tori upstairs and inadvertently caught Sonny’s eye.

She saw nothing but hate there. 

“Sonny–“

“Just shut up, Buffy.”

Buffy did just that. Sighing, she returned her attention to the fight. If she’d felt irrelevant before, she was feeling altogether unwelcome now.
 
Shit. Mel was beginning to look like a disaster victim. Buffy stood up to intervene but Spike was already throwing the battered girl behind him into Buffy’s unsuspecting arms. Gathering the Slayer more securely, Buffy carried her upstairs and handed her to Gina on the landing.

“Can you see to her too?”

Gina nodded and took Mel away. 

From her position upstairs, Buffy watched with alarm as the fight changed in character. There was only Sally and Spike fighting now. And Spike had stopped throwing punches. 

He was taking them instead. 

With every punch that Sally threw, Spike goaded her to throw another. She was beginning to beat him mercilessly. And he was taking it. 

Buffy’s chest tightened and her stomach threatened to revolt. She knew this scene too well. Only the setting had changed. This wasn’t the back alley of a police station. 

The shame of the memory overwhelmed her, and for the second time that night, she could feel her throat begin to constrict and her eyes moisten. And again, because of the pain she’d caused a man whose only offense had been to love her.

She wanted it to stop, needed it to stop. But it wasn’t her place. He was letting this happen. For Sally. Like he’d let it happen in that alley for her. And like her, it didn’t take Sally long to realize what she’d done; her expression slowly shifted from one of fury to dismay.

She was crying in his arms the next moment. 

Buffy stood frozen in place, a voyeur to the scene. Spike backed himself into a chair and cradled the crying girl in his lap. Gradually, Sally’s cries turned into whimpers, and then into sniffles, before they dried up completely. Spike said nothing – just gently stroked her hair with bloodied hands. 

Approaching from the hallway, Pipa spoke in hushed tones. “I think maybe she’ll start to feel better now, Buffy. Don’t you think?”

Buffy wasn’t so sure. “Yeah.”

“We should take Sally off his hands. He must be battered too.”

Buffy tried to swallow the growing lump lodged in her throat. She had no idea what she was feeling, or for whom she felt most. And she hated that her own self-pity was confusing the matter. 

Suddenly, Spike stood up with the now sleeping Slayer in his arms and looked to Sonny.

“Mind helpin’ me here, love?”

Sonny seemed to take a moment to process that he was speaking to her, before she nodded and took Sally from his arms. 

“Spike, you alright, man?” Gina had come back out and was hobbling clumsily down the stairs. 

“Yeah. Thanks for asking, pet.”

“You’re one badass motha’ fucka. You know that, right?” 

“Pretty sure I said something to that effect earlier.”

Gina laughed. “You ain’t humble though. Come on, man. Let’s get you cleaned up.” Gina guided him to the kitchen, one arm hanging off his shoulder. 

Buffy really needed to talk to him.

But something told her not to disturb him and Gina. She didn’t want to get in the way of his forming friendships with the others. Also, the girls needed a mentor, and since most of them didn’t want that to be her, Spike was probably the best alternative. 

But she really needed to get him alone.

The sudden blast of a punk song interrupted her thoughts. 

Buffy scanned the room for the source, and realized it was coming from Spike’s duster on the staircase. It was a ring tone. She hurried down the stairs and dug his cell phone out of his pocket. She thought twice about answering it at first, until she saw the number on the screen.

“Dawn?”

“Buffy?”

“Hey.”

“How are you? Is everything alright?”

“Yeah, Dawn. Everything is fine.”

“I figured it was. I mean, I wasn’t really worried when you didn’t come home last night. Or this morning. Or this afternoon.”

“I know. I should have called.”

“Yeah, you should have. I know you’re like, eighty years old and indestructible. But still.”

Buffy couldn’t help but smile.

“So you stayed with Spike?”

“Why are you even asking, when you already know the answer?”

“Because I want details, Missy. Gimme, gimme.”

“There are no details, Dawn. We watched TV and he slept on the couch.”

“Hm. So what are you guys doing tonight? Patrolling for Dragvloks?”

“No. The Dragvloks have fled. And I don’t think we’ll be patrolling tonight at all. We’re at the warehouse. Spike was sparring with the girls and everyone got pummeled, so I think we’ll stay in for the night.”

“Sounds cozy. Now you can be Nurse Buffy and get with the naughty.”

“No. I think Gina beat me to that.”

“What? She’s like sixteen!”

“Not the naughty part, Dawn. The nurse bit. And she’s eighteen I think.”

“What, you think he likes her?”

“Not like that. At least, I don’t think so.” She sighed. “I don’t know.”

“Buffy, you’re an idiot. I’ve seen him with you. It’s still all about you.”

“You always see what you want to see, Dawn. Not what is. Meanwhile, Spike saw me with Max.”

“Max? Max, Max? When? Where? And more importantly, what the hell did he see you doing with Max?”

Buffy sighed. “I ran into Max at the mall earlier today, and he was all with the puppy dog eyes and the declarations of love.”

“Uh oh.”

“Yeah. And then he followed me back to the warehouse, but to see Sonny apparently.”

“Okay. I guess that’s good.”

“Yeah. Nice idea. Bad reality.”

“Why, what happened?”

“I’m not sure, but I guess they fought. Sonny ran upstairs and I found him in tears. He was angry – like, really angry. So I tried to calm him down, but he just got angrier and pushed me away, and so I got teary and started begging him to stop and to talk to me or something, and then...” She grimaced at the memory. “Spike walked in.”

“And? What did he see?”

“That’s the thing. You know how stealthy he is. I don’t know when he came in, or what he thinks he saw.”

“So did you explain?”

“I haven’t really had a chance yet.“

“Ugh. That is so lame, Buffy.”

“Dawn!”

“I’m sorry. But, you guys have a combined age of, like, three hundred. You’re way too old to be acting out some crappy soap opera, circa 1993.  Time for something different, Buffy. Go be a grown-up and explain yourself.”

“Dawn, I want to, but–“

“No buts. Just talk.”

Buffy growled. “You suck.”

“Cause I’m right.”

“Whatever.”

“So this means I won’t see you tonight.”

“I guess not.”

“Alright. Tomorrow then. I’ll make pasta.”

Buffy smiled to herself. “Sounds good.”

“Love you.” 

“Love you, too. Oh, speaking of which, how’s the wedding planning going?”

“Fine. We got into a fight over the veil and she won.”

“Well, it is her wedding.”

“I know. But maybe I could have won if I’d been at the shop with my Mom face on.”

“Well then I’m glad you weren’t.”

“You always take her side.”

“Duh. Cause it makes her love me more.”

“You’re so needy.” 

“No. I’m greedy. There’s a diff–” 

Buffy looked up sharply, as she saw Spike walking towards her and grabbing his coat off the banister.

“Spike, what–“

“Gotta go, love. Could use a drink, and there’s nothing in that kitchen to quench my thirst, if you know what I mean.” His face was unreadable, his tone flat.

“Um, sure.” Buffy returned to the phone she’d left forgotten in her hand. “Dawn, I’ll talk to you later.” Hanging up quickly, she gave him his phone and began searching the room. “Um, just give me a minute to find my keys, and–”

“Don’t need a ride, pet. Feel like walking a bit.”

A ride? 

“Oh.”

He started walking away.

“Spike, wait.”

He turned his head. 

“I… “ She paused. “Um… are you feeling alright?”

He looked at her blankly. “I’ll feel better after a drink.”

Pause.

“Of course.” She exhaled shakily. “Uh… thank you. For this.”

He screwed up his face. “Huh?”

“For sparring with the girls. For keeping them safe for the night – well, in your own way.”

He frowned. “Didn’t do it for you, love. Did it for them.” 

He walked away again.

Oh god. 

So she followed him.

“I know that, Spike. I just meant–“

“No worries, love. I know you want meant.”

“Spike –“

“Pet, I need a drink in the worst way. I’m pretty beat up if you haven’t noticed.”

But it was her throat that felt dry. “Of course,” she said hoarsely. “I won’t keep you.”

Nodding, he slipped on his coat, turned on his heels, and was gone.

Only then had she realized that she’d forgotten to give him his gift. 


*     *     *     *     *

“A neg and Jack.”

The bartender nodded.

“Fucking fiancé.”

“What was that?” 

“Wasn’t talking to you mate.”

Spike felt like a pile of steaming shite. He could handle himself in a fight with six Slayers, for sure. But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt like hell afterwards. 

He guzzled his drink down in three gulps and slid his empty glass down the bar. 

“Keep ‘em comin’, mate.”

“You got it.”

“Fucking fiancé.” 

She’d neglected to mention that little tidbit. And according to Gina, this Max bloke was a much more recent development than Peaches. So she’d been engaged to the prat. No, he wouldn’t call him that. The guy actually sounded like a half decent bloke from what Gina had said. 
 
“Fucking fiancé.”

“That’s the third time you’ve said that, Bill.”

Spike looked up sharply. He knew that voice. 

“Let me guess. Your regular snack?”

It was the Slod. Still looking like a Comptel salesman with his sallow complexion, premature balding and sweaty golf shirt. He was sitting on the other side of the bar grinning stupidly. 

“What of her, mate?” he gritted out.

“I knew there was something suspicious about you two. She was more than a snack to you, I think.”

“Do me a favor, mate, and change the fucking subject.”

“Alright, Bill. Alright. I’ll leave that one alone. I can see you’re not in the mood.” 

The Slod slid off his seat and walked over to join him. He was wearing the same rumpled khakis and dirty white Nike’s that he’d worn the last time that Spike had suffered his company. 

“Tell, you what. Drinks are on me.”

Spike raised a scarred eyebrow and gave the Slod a once over. “Cheers, mate.”

“Now, now. Nothing in life is free, you know. You have to give a little to get a little.”

“A little blood and booze for my undead heart? Don’t think so, mate.”

The Slod chuckled. Spike hated that fucking chuckle.  

“Not your heart, Bill. I told you, I’m frying bigger fish these days.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Dragvlok talons and Slayer tongues. What kind of dosh did you get for those anyway?” He did his best to sound only mildly interested. 

“Enough to buy you a few rounds,” he replied with a wink.

Spike chugged the next two drinks just as quickly as the first, and signaled for two more since they were free.

“Your buyer have any interest in fungus demons? Cause there’s a right slimy bastard in Venice Beach I wouldn’t mind hackin’ to pieces.”

Again with the chuckles. 

“I highly doubt it. No one has any interest in fungus demons, Bill. They’re pretty worthless.”

“Tell that to Dru,” he muttered bitterly.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing.” 

Spike downed the next two drinks in succession as well, but more slowly this time. He could see the Slod’s eyes on his throat as he swallowed, and caught the demon unconsciously licking his lips. 

Turning to face the Slod, he leaned forward and spoke low. “So you wanna get out here or what, mate?”

The Slod’s mouth parted slightly and his eyes glazed over. “What have you got in mind, Bill?” 

“Let’s just see where the night takes us, Giggles.”

On cue, the Slod let loose a chuckle, while he raked his eyes over Spike’s torso. “Okay.” 

Slipping out of his seat, Spike was halfway out the door before the Slod had paid the bill. But he didn’t have to wait long outside.

The demon burst out the door a bit breathless. “So where to, Bill?”

Spike tilted his head towards the alley on the side of the bar. “Short-cut to my place.”

A grin spread across the Slod’s face, which Spike reluctantly returned. 

Once they were deep in the alley, Spike stopped.

“Bill?”

Slowly, Spike walked the demon backwards towards the wall of a run-down building. “That’s the problem with vampires, you know.”

The Slod was still looking more eager than nervous. “What is, Bill?”

Spike bit down on his bottom lip and grinned. “Impatience.”  

Breathing heavily, the Slod placed a hand to Spike’s cheek and stroked it reverently. Spike closed his eyes briefly, pretending to enjoy the Slod’s touch. Then with the same degree of gentleness, Spike wrapped his own hand around the side of the demon’s neck and stroked his jaw with his thumb.

A sigh escaped the Slod’s mouth as his eyelids fluttered shut.

Then Spike squeezed.

Opening his eyes in alarm, the Slod pulled hopelessly on Spike’s sleeve with his hands.

Spike looked him in the eyes and squeezed tighter, waiting patiently for his prize.

Slowly, the Slod stretched open his mouth, gasping for breath. 

“AGH!!!!!!!”

And Spike ripped out his tongue with his fingers.

It was a quick and ugly job, but satisfying as hell. 

Spike looked on with delight as the Slod slumped against the wall, gurgling and choking on his stump.

“How much do you reckon I could get for this, mate?” Spike was swinging the demon’s tongue in the air and grinning maniacally.

“Doesn’t matter, I suppose. It’s a gift for a lady, anyway.” Forgetting the mess he’d make on the leather, Spike pocketed the slippery, pink flesh.

The Slod tried to bolt, but Spike caught him in one stride and lifted him high in the air by his shirt.

“Nuh uh. Afraid I can’t let you do that.”

The Slod struggled to speak, but could manage only a garble of gutturals.

“Huh. On second thought, guess I can.”

Spike dropped him like a bag of second-hand clothes and searched his coat for his fags. Lighting a cigarette – his first in a while – he took a deep, slow drag. It was only a short stroll home from the bar. With a tongue in his pocket and a belly full of free blood and booze, he was feeling a hell of a lot better about himself.  

*     *     *     *     *

Buffy felt a bit like a stalker – waiting in a parked car outside of his building – but she didn’t know what else to do. She could have borrowed a phone and called him, she supposed, but that wasn’t how she wanted to explain things. 

After waiting for him for an hour, she began to wonder if he’d be getting home anytime soon. He was a vampire, after all, and it was still pretty early. But he was beaten up pretty badly, so she’d assumed he’d want to rest. Or knowing Spike, get drunk. 

She could go to his local pub, but then she’d really feel like a stalker. And if he wanted to drink in peace, then she wanted to let him. 

The Mini was stuffed to the brim with shopping bags, so Buffy occupied herself with reviewing the day’s purchases. As she handled her new things, it occurred to her that she had no closet to put them in. No home – at least not one that was habitable at the moment. She hadn’t really thought about where she’d put all the stuff when she’d bought it. 
 
She was a fool. Gripping the steering wheel two-handed, Buffy lowered her forehead against it and sighed. 

KNOCK. KNOCK. KNOCK.

Startled, Buffy looked up and found Spike standing outside her car door.

Okay. She was waiting for this. No reason to be nervous.

He opened the door for her but blocked her from exiting. 

“Waiting for me?” he asked calmly.

“Yes.” She could have used sarcasm, but she decided for straightforward.

“Well, I’m here.”

“Can I come in?”

He stared at her for a moment, still unreadable. “Like I said, Buffy. You’re always welcome.” 

She smiled slightly for want of something else to say. 

Stepping back to let her exit, he turned and descended the stairs to his flat. 

She grabbed the bag with his gift, but left the others in the car and rushed to follow him.

“Welcome home, sir.”

Spike slipped out of his coat and threw it over the kitchen counter.

“Hi, Kit,” Buffy greeted, a bit too cheerfully.

“Welcome back, Buffy.”

“Hey! She knows my name now.”

He didn’t look at her. “Yeah, she’s clever that way.”

This wasn’t going well.

Spike walked to the kitchen to wash his hands, and for the first time she noticed that they were bloody. He grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the cupboard. 

“Drink?”

“Thanks.”

He looked at her in surprise, then grabbed two tumblers and filled them both.

“Spike, listen. About Max–“

“You mean your fiancé?” His eyes were on his drink as he swirled it in his glass. He downed it one gulp and poured himself another. 

“Ex-fiancé.”

“My condolences.” He walked over to her and handed her a glass but wouldn’t look at her.

“Spike–“

“What, Buffy?” he asked wearily. “What?”

Her mouth was open, but nothing was coming out.
 
Spike slumped into a chair. “You don’t have to explain a thing, pet.”

She sighed. “But I want to. Whatever you saw or heard, it’s not what it looked like.”

“It looked like you two had some unfinished business.”

“Well we don’t. That’s over. We’re over. We’ve been over for a long time.”

“You didn’t look too happy about that tonight.”

She couldn’t help but sigh again. “Spike, I was upset for him. He’s Sonny’s big brother, and she’s all he has in the world. But he and Sonny have a… well, a distant relationship. She pushes him away for reasons I don’t entirely understand, and it hurts him.”

He stayed silent.

“And I pushed him away for very good reasons a long time ago. And that hurts him too.”

Finally, he looked up at her.

So she decided to tell him everything. 

“We were only engaged for a few days, Spike. We’d dated for a year and…” She shrugged guiltily. “It was good. I felt… normal. And he loved me – like, ‘love-of-his-life’ kind of love. And he was really nice. And he knew about Slayers because of Sonny, so there was nothing to hide.” 

She paused for a moment, revisiting the experiences somewhat painfully. “He wanted to marry me. To have babies and family snorkeling vacations. And… I don’t know. I guess after watching from the outside as Dawn and Xander raised their kids, I wanted that too.”

Pause.

He was quiet when he spoke. “So what happened?”

She smiled sadly. “I woke up.” 

He furrowed his brow. “You died?”

“No. Not that kind of waking up.” Buffy took a deep breath in and exhaled forcefully. “Spike, I’m immortal, which means I don’t age and I don’t die.”

“I know what it means, love.”

“No, you don’t. You don’t know what it means for me. Spike, I can’t have children and watch them grow old and die. No mother should have to do that. It’s not natural. I’m not natural.”
 
He was standing in front of her the next moment.

“Don’t ever say that.”

“Spike–“

“There‘s nothing remotely unnatural about you, Buffy.”

“Out of the mouths of vampires.” 

“Buffy, you’re–“ 

“No. You’re wrong. Stop kidding yourself and stop trying to fool me. We both know that there’s nothing natural about my situation. And don’t pity me either. I’ve accepted what I am, what the future holds for me, and what it doesn’t. I get it. Max didn’t. That’s the point here.”

He lowered his head.

“And don’t misunderstand me, Spike. For a while I did want to get married and to have kids. And the truth is, I might have even gone through with it if I had loved Max more.” Her face fell. “If I had really wanted him.”

He looked up at her again.

“But I didn’t love him enough,” she added quietly. “And a guy like Max deserves better than that.”

“But I don’t.”

Buffy looked at him with alarm, her eyes widening. “What?”

“You’re lonely,” he accused her, almost bitterly. “Afraid to get attached to a human because you’d have to say goodbye in the end. That’s where I come in, right?”

She scrunched up her face in confusion. “What?”

“There you were, living all alone in your little white cottage in your sleepy, little town. Fighting the good fight, but with nothing but your silly Sci Fi movies at night to entertain you. Until I showed up. Someone to keep you company. To make you feel a little less lonely. Someone that never has to say goodbye.”

“Oh my god. You think I’m using you?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Yes, you did.” Now she was bitter.

“Well I wouldn’t blame you if you were. I get it. It’s a fucking awful deck of cards Red’s dealt you. Like you said, humans weren’t meant to live forever. And you’re the only one who has to.”

“So…”

“You’re lonely.”

She couldn’t believe her ears.

“Am I hideous?” she asked angrily.

“What?”

“You heard me. Am I hideous?”

“Huh?”

“You don’t think I could find someone to keep me company if I wanted it?”

“What? Buffy, no. I–“
 
“It’s been forty years, you idiot. I’ve lived on five continents, traveled to more than a hundred cities. Do you think I haven’t had lovers?”

He looked away.

“Look at me, damn it.”

He did.

“Do you think I need to dig up old lovers to keep me company?”

His eyes were darting around the room now.

“I’ve dated men in a dozen cities, Spike.”

He started tensing his jaw.

“Paris, Rio, Milan, Tel Aviv, Shanghai –“

“I get it Slayer,” he gritted out.

“No. You don’t. You don’t get it at all! I’m a smart, confident, well-travelled woman with the body of a twenty-year old triathlete, for god’s sake – a body that will never go out of shape, never wrinkle, and never sag. And I’ve got superpowers that in and out of the bedroom, if you haven’t forgotten.” 

He ducked his head.

“Do you really think I’d have trouble finding a man to keep me company?” 

He didn’t answer.

“Do you have any idea how many men would love a no marriage, no kids, no strings attached kind of affair with me?”

He was sucking his teeth now.

“And you’re not the only man around who doesn’t age, Spike. I could have Angel in my bed tomorrow if I wanted him!”

He tensed instantly. “Then what the fuck are you doing in my bed?!”

She flinched.

Oh god. 

She put a hand to her mouth and turned away. This was all going wrong. 

“I get it, Buffy,” he gritted out. “You can have any man you want, whenever you fucking want. Good for you. So what the hell are you doing here with me?!”

Oh god. She was gonna be sick. Her back to him, she shut her eyes and held herself. But he was spinning her around the next moment.

“Answer me, goddamnit.”

She shut her eyes again. “Spike–“

“Open your bloody eyes, Slayer, and answer me! What the hell are you doing here? What do you want from me?!”

“I don’t know!”

“The hell you don’t!”

“I don’t know!” she shouted. “Nothing! Anything! I don’t know! I just want you to be here, Spike! Is that so horrible?”

“Now that you’re through fucking, Peaches, you mean. What, is it my turn now?” 

She smacked him hard.

“How dare you judge me for that!” 

“Oh, I dare, goddamnit. I judge you plenty for that fucking lapse in judgment!”

“I thought you were dead!”

“Like that would have mattered!”

“Well, we’ll never know now, will we?! You left Spike! You lied! You lived for god’s sake and you lied! You let me believe that you were dead for forty years! You don’t have the right to judge me for anything!”

His mouth dropped open in seeming disbelief. “What the hell was I supposed to do, Buffy? Come waltzing back into your life in London or Scotland or wherever the hell you were traipsing around, and demand a place by your side? A place in your bed?! I’m not that big a fool!”

“You were supposed to be honest with me, Spike. I was supposed to be able to trust you of all people to be that!”

“That works two ways, Buffy.”

“What–“ 

“You want honesty? Then answer the bloody question. What am I doing here? What the hell do you want from me?”

Silence.

Her mind was in chaos. 

“Buffy.“

“I want…”

“Say it.”

Oh god. Why was she so scared? “I just want…”

“Buffy–”

“I don’t know, damn it! You! Here! I want you here! I want you to stay!”

“We’ve already decided that I would,” he said simply.

She nodded weakly. “I know.”

“The question is why.”

Damn it. She dug her hands into her hair. Why was this so hard? Why did she feel so out of control? 

She couldn’t stop the tears once they’d started to flow.

“Buffy?”

So she let herself cry. Big fat tears silently streamed down her face. 

“Buffy–“

“I’m sorry, Spike,” she spoke pitifully.

He exhaled. “Buffy–“

‘I’m so sorry for how I’ve treated you.”

“What?” He sighed wearily. “Buffy, you’ve treated me just fine. Really.”

But the tears kept flowing.

“Love, you gave me a place to crash, back in Santa Lucia. You bought me that wolf’s blood and the ox–“

“No.” She wiped at her wet cheeks with annoyance. “I meant in the past. The way I used to treat you.”

He looked away. “Buffy, that’s over, love.”

“No. It’s not.”

“Buffy, I wasn’t innocent.”

“No, you weren’t. But you didn’t have a soul, Spike. You’d been trained for a century to be a killer. I was supposed to be so much more than that.”

“Buffy, please, love. Just let it go. It’s done. However you treated me in the past was deserved, and…” Almost inaudibly, he added, “it doesn’t hurt anymore.”

She looked at him with disbelief.

“Okay, maybe a little,” he murmured.
 
“Spike–“

“But a little less every day, love.” He gave her a small smile. “Especially now that you’re being so nice.”

She sniffled. “Am I really being nice?”

He laughed through his smile. “You’re being a peach, love.”

She hesitated for a moment. 

“I can be nicer, you know.”

Spike narrowed his eyes.

She giggled nervously and went to grab her bag from the table. With shaky hands, she pulled out an elegantly wrapped box.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so nervous. She pushed the gift forward.

“For you.”

He blinked. 

She smiled.

“What’s this?”

“We covered this already, moron. It’s a gift.”

He shifted on his feet. “But… what is this?”

“Spike. It’s a gift. You know the drill. You have to open it to find out.”

He looked down at the box in her hands, but didn’t take it. 

“Strange.” He frowned slightly. “I’ve got a gift for you too.”

“Really?”

“Um, of sorts.”
 
“What is it?”

“A tongue.”

“What?”

Spike went to his coat pocket and dug out her prize.

“Ew!”

He chuckled. “Ask me where I got it.”

“Where–?” Wait. Her eyes widened in realization. “No way.”

He grinned widely.

“The jerk from the bar?” she asked hopefully.

“They call ‘em Slods.”

“Him?”

“The very one.”

Buffy jumped up and down, squealing in triumph. “Is he dead?”

“Nope. Just mute.” 

She jumped up and down some more.

“Okay. That gift is way better than my gift, Spike.” 

He looked pretty pleased with himself too. “Thought you’d like it.” 

“I really do. But um, can we maybe get rid of it now?”

Laughing, Spike took it to the kitchen and chucked it down the drain.

“Ugh! You can’t put it down the garbage disposal, Spike!”

“Why not?”

“It’s a tongue!”

“Slayer, you’d put leftover chicken down the garbage disposal.”

She grimaced. “Oh. Right. I guess I would. Okay. But, for the record: Ew.”

The sound of the disposal slicing Slod tongue made her one part satisfied, one part sick.

After washing his hands, Spike returned to the living room and folded his arms. “My turn.”

For the first time since she’d found his gift, Buffy was feeling excited. 

“Okay, but it’s not great. I mean, I tried to think of something that you would like, that you wouldn’t buy yourself, or that I didn’t think you already had.”

“Buffy.”

“And it’s not like you couldn’t get it for yourself, and I don’t really know much about–“

“Buffy, just give me the bloody thing already.” He was trying not to laugh at her.

She handed it over.

Smiling shyly, Spike took his gift with both hands and sat down on the sofa, Buffy anxiously joining him.

“It’s–“

“Shh.” He was smiling more widely now. “Pretty paper.” 

“I didn’t wrap it myself or anything.”

“Didn’t think so.” Carefully, he peeled back the tape on either end and along the back.

“Spike. You don’t have to save the paper or–“

“Oi! It’s my gift, innit?”

“Sorry.”

Returning to his task, Spike gently pulled away the paper to reveal an old white book. On top of the book lay a handwritten card with a description in a neat, scholastic hand.

He read the card out loud. “Shakespeare, William. The Sonnets. Edited by Edward Dowden. Publisher: London: Kegan Paul, Trench, & Co., 1883. First edition thus. Very attractively bound in vellum and edited by the distinguished Irish critic and poet Edward Dowden, who first made his name as a Shakespeare scholar.”

He gave her a look of quiet surprise.

“I know you like poetry, but I don’t really know much about it. I basically know of like, a handful of poets.  Shakespeare, who I know is English, this lady named Emily Dickens–”

“Dickinson.”

“Right. And Maya Angelou – but I didn’t think she was really your thing. Oh. And Robert Frost – but I don’t actually remember any of his poems.”

He was turning the old book in his hands and fondling the binding with care. “Where’d you get it?”

From this place called The Poet’s Corner.  There’s this stuffy old English guy there who owns the place. The store is actually pretty cool, in a Giles kind of way.”

His smile grew wider. And warmer. 

“Anyway, I thought you might like this one because it’s old. Like, from your time, old. I thought you might remember this edition or something?”

It took him a moment to stop caressing the book before he responded. “Not this edition, no. But I know of Edward Dowden. And I remember vellum. Very fondly.” 

“Oh.” She was a little disappointed.

“And I love Shakespeare, pet.”

“You do?” she asked hesitantly.

“I am English.”

She bit back a smile. “Right. So do you know the sonnets?”

“Of course. Very well. Don’t you?”

“Um, some. I mean, I remember the really famous one: ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day’. But I don’t actually remember the rest of it.”

“Sonnet eighteen.” Spike paged through the book until he’d found that particular poem, and gave her the book to read. So she was surprised when he began to recite it instead. And from memory.
 
“Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?  
Thou art more lovely and more temperate.
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer's lease hath all too short a date.
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimm'd;  
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
By chance or nature's changing course untrimm'd;
But thy eternal summer shall not fade,
Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest. 
Nor shall Death brag thou wander'st in his shade,
When in eternal lines to time thou growest:  
So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this and this gives life to thee.

Buffy looked up from the page. “Wow.”

He rubbed the back of his head.

“So what does it mean?”

He paused and didn’t quite meet her eyes. “It means that everything loses its beauty, but her. That everything loses its youth, but her. That she will never die, because she lives on in his song.” 

Pause.

“Oh.”

He swallowed. “So uh… you remember any others?”

Buffy wrinkled her nose. “Hm… I know there’s another famous one about love not altering. And tempests. I’m pretty sure there were tempests.”

He was sucking his teeth like he was trying to keep from laughing. 

“Hey!”

“Sorry, love. That’s one hundred and sixteen.”

“Geez, Spike. You know the number and everything?” Curious, she paged forward in the book to that number. “Okay. Start rhyming buster.”

Spike looked her in the eyes this time, as if up for the challenge.

“Let me not to the marriage of true minds 
Admit impediments. Love is not love 
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove.
O no. It is an ever-fixed mark,
That looks on tempests–“

“Ha! Tempests!”

He glared. 

“That looks on tempests and is never shaken.
It is the star to every wandering bark,
Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.
Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks  
Within his bending sickle's compass come.
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,  
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.   
If this be error and upon me proved,  
I never writ, nor no man ever loved.”

“Okay. Very impressive. Translation? It’s about love always lasting. Right?”

He nodded. “It’s about the timelessness of love – real love. And how it doesn’t weaken with time, or with changes in circumstance, or with challenges.” He paused. “Or with tempests,” he added teasingly. 

“Don’t make fun of me.”

“Someone’s got to.”

“Funny. Okay, so you know all of the poems. Good for you. And hey, good for me, with the gift-shoppage. So which one is your favorite?”

He didn’t answer, but she didn’t think it was because he didn’t know. 

“You don’t want to tell me?”

He exhaled dramatically. “Twenty-nine.”

Eagerly, she paged back towards the beginning to find it. She waited for him to start reciting it, but he didn’t. She frowned. Clearing her throat, she recited it herself instead.

“When in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes,
I all alone beweep my outcast state,  
And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,
And look upon myself and curse my fate.  
Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,  
Featured like him, like him with friends possess'd,
Desiring this man's art and that man's scope,  
With what I most enjoy contented least;  
Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,
Happily I think on thee, and then my state  
Like to the lark at break of day arising  
From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven's gate.
For thy sweet love remember'd such wealth brings,
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.”

Buffy closed the book slowly and put it back in his lap.

Spike kept his head down and brushed his fingers over the lettering. After a moment, he looked up. “You’re not gonna ask me what it means?”

She shook her head.


Chapter 22

Chapter 22: Time Apart

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Spike sparred with the Slayerettes, the Slod lost his tongue, and Spike and Buffy cleared the air. 

“You’re hiding in the kitchen? Pathetic.”

Gina looked up from her cereal, nonplussed. “I’m eatin’ Sonny. I ain’t hidin’.”

“Uh huh.”

“They done yet?”

“They’re just in the other room, Gina. Go find out for yourself.” 

“I would, but I can’t eat soggy Crunch Berries,” she mumbled through a mouthful, milk dripping down her chin.  

Sonny smirked.

Any other day, Gina would’ve countered that smirk, but it was the closest thing to a smile Sonny had managed since she’d seen Max yesterday. 

“Are you gonna eat those cannoli, Sonny, or what?” Stevie had been eyeing them all morning. 

Sonny frowned at the paper bag on the counter. “Knock yourself out.”

Stevie made a grab for the bag, almost spilling her coffee in her lap.

“But not the ricotta,” Sonny warned.

“Wha –?” Stevie frowned. “Humph.” She grabbed the vanilla instead.
 
“That was nice of him,” Gina treaded carefully. 

No reply.

Gina tried a different subject. “Tori and Mel up yet?”

“Yeah,” Sonny replied. “They’re both bitching about Spike.”

“What the fuck for?”

Sonny raised both eyebrows. “Are you serious?”

“He kicked their butts yesterday, Gina,” Stevie added. 

“Correction. He tore their asses up. So?” 

Sonny and Stevie exchanged looks. 

“They’re Slayers for fuck’s sake,” Gina explained. “And Spike had it right. We all need to be able to handle ourselves against a Master Vampire. So they got owned.” She shrugged. “That’ll learn ‘em.”

“Someone’s got a cru-ush,” Sonny sang. 

Gina stopped her spoon mid-air. “Do you really wanna go there, Sonny?”

That shut her up.

“And no. I don’t. I just think he’s a badass, and I don’t mind gettin’ schooled if it’ll keep my ass from dyin’.”

“Better him than Buffy,” Sonny grumbled, sliding on to a stool.

“You know what? Yeah,” Gina admitted. “This time, you’re right, Sonny. Cause Spike don’t play. Buffy wouldn’t hurt us like that.”

“Not with fists anyway.”

Gina exhaled wearily. “Give it a rest, Sonny. Seriously. Give the poor woman a break.” 

“A break?” 

“Yeah. A motha’ fuckin’ break. I know you think she’s lucky cause she can’t get killed, but she ain’t, Sonny.” 

Sonny looked away.

“She ain’t,” Gina repeated under her breath.


*    *    *    *    *    *    *    *


“You’re up early.”

“Dawn, it’s noon.”

“Like I said.” 

Dawn leaned against the door jam, arms folded, watching Buffy bite the tags off her new clothes.

“Yeah, well… no late night slayage or… anything, so I got plenty of sleep.”

“Yeah, I thought I heard you come in during actual night-time hours. What happened? Spike kick ya out?”

“Ow.” 

“What did Mom always say about biting off tags?”

“Guests are like fish, you know.”

“Huh? That’s not what she– ”

“I didn’t want to overstay my welcome, Dawn.” 

“I don’t think you were in any danger of doing that.”

“He didn’t invite me to stay. And I wasn’t going to invite myself. And I wouldn’t have wanted to take his bed from him again. Also, there’s all this stuff.” Buffy waved her hands over the mountain of clothes on the bed. “It would have looked like I was moving in or something. Desperate much?”

“I see your point. Also, it doesn’t hurt to let him stew for a bit in his own juices.”

Buffy grimaced. 

“You know, absence makes the heart grow fonder kind of thing. Granted, forty years was long enough, so I wouldn’t keep him waiting too long. He deserves better than that.”

“Okay. One, I’m not trying to play hard to get, if that’s what you’re suggesting. And two, I have no interest in Spike stewing in any juices. I just want to be nice to him.”

“Cause you want him,” Dawn teased.

Buffy narrowed her eyes. “Because he’s a good man, Dawn. And a hero.” She paused. “And like you said, he deserves better. From all of us.”

“Don’t look at me. I’m all with the forgiveness and the being nice to Spike.”

“Well, maybe you can work on Xander then.”

“I’m a ball of mystical energy, Buffy. Not a miracle worker.”

Buffy just rolled her eyes and started hanging her things in the closet.

“So what’s with all the color?”

Buffy shrugged.

“Spike likes red.”

Buffy pursed her lips.

“Leather too.”

“And you know what? So did I once. I’m just trying to bring a little life back into my wardrobe. Is that a crime?”

“Not in California. Maybe in Utah. So what happened with Spike? I assume you did the grown-up thing and explained the scene with Max.”

“I did.”

“And he believed you.”

“He did. But we still fought.”

“About what?”

Buffy sighed. “About his not telling me he was back for all these years. And about my dating Angel.”

“Well, I guess that was inevitable. But it ended well?”

Buffy stopped, forgetting the hanger dangling from her hand, her mind drifting back to Shakespeare and Slod tongue. 

“It did.” A smile played at the corners of her mouth.

“Kissage?”

Buffy rolled her eyes. “No. But we… connected, I think.” She paused, her expression turning serious. “It’s so strange, Dawn.”

“Connecting?”

Buffy sat down on the bed, forgetting her clothes. “It was a long time ago, you know, but I still remember it all. Maybe because I’m forced to remember so many things when I resurrect?” 

“What are we talking about?”

“Spike.” Buff’s face sunk into a frown. “I don’t think there are words enough to describe how much I used to hate him. No – not hate. Worse. I looked down on him. I thought he was pathetic. Annoying. I refused to see any good in him.”

Silence.

“I remember.”

Buffy looked up, her face slightly pained. “But now I don’t. I don’t think any of those things. I don’t even understand how I could’ve ever thought those things. It’s so obvious to me now how amazing he is. Strong. Brave. Caring. Patient. Even… gentle.” Looking down, she added quietly, “If you let him be.”

“He was all of those things to me, that summer you were gone.”

Buffy swallowed. “I know. I didn’t acknowledge it very much then though. And that’s the thing that worries me. How could I despise him so much one minute and admire him so much the next?” 

“It’s taken a bit longer than a minute, Buffy.”

“I know, but the point is, he hasn’t changed all that much. I mean – okay, he has in some ways – what with the soul and the white hat stuff. But in other ways he’s the same.” She sighed again. “I don’t know. It just makes me doubt my own judgment – the fact that I hated him so much.” 

“I get that.”

“So maybe my judgment is still bad. Maybe I’m projecting something on him or something? Some ideal? I mean, I thought Angel was a freaking saint with fangs. Maybe I’m seeing in him what I want to see?”

“I thought that was my bad habit, Buffy.” 

Buffy flopped back on to the bed. “It’s just so disorienting.”

“That’s why they call it love, Buffy.”

Buffy shot back up. “Who, they? Call wha’?”

Dawn bit back a smile. “Is that your Compton and Watts impression or something?”

“Huh?”

“Did I really get all the brain cells from Mom?”

“Um, no. You got them from me. Remember? With the blood and the key-age?”

“Well, I think the monks gave me all the brain cells. And better hair. They just left you with the muscle.” 

“Dawn, It’s been a lifetime. I don’t know how I feel about–“

“Yes, you do. You’ve always known, Buffy. You’ve just never let yourself acknowledge it because it was the last thing you were supposed to feel.”

Silence.

Buffy felt her heart pounding furiously as her brain seemed to fit and seize.  

Dawn walked further into the room and sat next to her on the bed. “You’ve always lived for other people, Buffy. You’ve always cared so much about their opinions. Giles. Xander. Willow. Well actually just those three, really.”

Buffy swallowed with difficulty. Stupid lump. 

“Mom always liked Spike, and yet you never gave her any credit for having good judgment when it came to boys. I looked up to Spike, but you never gave me any credit because I was a kid. Anya always liked him, but she was a vengeance demon, so you didn’t respect her opinion. Andrew adored Spike, and you–“

Buffy glared.

“Yeah, okay.”

“Anyway, we weren’t Scoobies. We were the supporting cast in the ‘after school drama’ that was your melodramatic life. No one ever listens to the chorus.” 
 
Buffy lowered her head. She was quiet when she spoke. “Dawn, I just couldn’t–“

“No. You could have. But you were scared. That’s okay. Just don’t be scared now.”

Buffy dropped her head into her hands, her hair falling over her face.

“Or, you could just wait another forty years until we’re all dead, but then Spike might be dead too.”

She looked up in alarm.

“Newsflash, Buffy. Spike doesn’t have a get-out-of-grave-free card. He can dust anytime the Fates want. Or he can find someone else to spend his unlife with.”

Buffy’s guts twisted, making her suddenly nauseous. “Dawn, I just don’t know. And I don’t want to hurt him.”

“No, Buffy. You just don’t know how he feels about you anymore. And you don’t want to hurt yourself. Because if Spike doesn’t want you, then who does that leave you with?”

She was off the bed and standing over Dawn the next moment. “No. You think I’m using him too? Well, I’m not! And I can’t believe you of all people would think so little of me! That I’m some poor, pathetic woman desperate to find – what? – some vampire lover so she doesn’t have to spend eternity in the world alone?”

“Buffy–“

“Well you’re wrong! I don’t want Spike because he’s immortal, damn it! I want him because he’s Spike!

Dawn raised an eyebrow. 

Buffy gasped – her hand reflexively covering her mouth.

Dawn smiled. “Here endeth the lesson.”

“Lesson?” Xander. 

Buffy’s hand stayed frozen over her mouth, her eyes stuck open, unable to blink.

“So what are we teaching the Buffster this time, hon? The challenging science of telephone usage when we don’t come home for over a day?”

Buffy unfroze at that. “Okay, you guys are driving me nuts. Xander, I’m a senior citizen for goodness sake and you’re not my dad. If you were, you’d be screwing your secretary in Spain.”

“Whoa. Okay, how about we slow down to a complete stop. It was a just a joke, Buff. I make those from time to time, you know.”

“Don’t mind her, Xander. She’s just a little discombobulated at the moment.”

“Ooh. Check out the vocab on the missus!”

“Thanks,” Dawn replied with an impish grin.

“So, Buff, what’s got you all…” He waved a hand around. “…you know, that word?”

Buffy so didn’t want to have that conversation with Xander. “I’m just anxious to get back to the house, Xander. You know, to fix it up.”

“Well what’s stopping you? The Dragvloks are so last week, Buff. And there’s no new Big Bad yet.”

Buffy didn’t have an answer.

“Obviously, we love having you here. You could move in now if you wanted to. But if you’re eager to get home, why not head back to Santa Lucia?” 

Buffy looked anxiously at Dawn, who looked back with amusement.

“Um… well, the girls are still grieving and everything.”

Xander shifted his eyes from one sister to the other and then smiled. “Right. Admit it, Buff.” 

She could feel her heart beat quicken again and took a steadying breath. “Admit what?”

“That you’re here for Uncle Rory.”

She tightened her mouth. “Xander, can you not call him that? For one, I’ve met your Uncle Rory. Also, you’re hatred of Spike? So old. I was already over it forty years ago.” 

Annoyance. That was a more comfortable feeling. But Xander was unmoved.

“You’re right, Buff. It is old. As in ancient history. Insulting him is just habit, really.” He shrugged. “It’s also fun. I mean, come on. I’m the aging, one-eyed man here, and he gets to be an immortal Ken doll, only – you know – with testicles. I gotta get my kicks in where I can.”

That gave her pause. 

“The truth is, I don’t even dislike the guy anymore. I’m kind of used to him now – which is odd really, since I haven’t seen him since Hey Ya! topped the charts.” 

Dawn brightened. “Ooh. I used to love that song!” 

But Xander was serious again. “I don’t know, Buff. It’s strange… Even though it’s been forever since we’ve seen him, and even though he’s presumably been doing his own thing pretty happily…”

He paused.

“What?” she asked quietly.

“He doesn’t really make a lot of sense to me without you.”

Buffy’s mouth fell open.

“And now that he’s back…” Xander winced as if preparing for a blow. “Sorry Buff, but you kind of make more sense with him around too.”

And then her mouth went dry. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and her eyes said as much.

“Don’t get me wrong!” he rushed, hands raised. “I’m not saying you two should be, you know, slapping skins or–“

“Xander!”

“I know hon, I know. I’m cringing at my own thoughts here. But the point is… it makes sense… the two of you.” He gave Buffy an awkward smile. “I mean, look at you. You’re both short, blond, well muscled, not quite with the times, and – you know – kind of bitchy. Plus you both have super powers and age-defying beauty, and can I just say how annoying that is? Oh. And you both have funny names,” he finished with a grin. 

Buffy fought back a smile. “I get it, Xander. You’re okay with Spike, now.”

“I’m not sure you do, Buff. The point was about the two of you, not me. It shouldn’t matter what I think. I realize that now. So should you. But for the record, yeah. My should-be-irrelevant-opinion is that he’s more than okay. I mean, he’s a Scooby now.”

Dawn frowned in annoyance. “What are we? T-Birds and Pink Ladies?”

But Buffy’s throat had constricted at his words, and she wondered when the men in her life would stop moving her to tears.   

The sound of a cell phone broke through the solemnity of the moment.

“Oh. That’s me.” Dawn fished out her phone from her pocket. 

“Hello?”

Dawn’s eyes widened at Buffy. 

“Hi, Andrew.”

Buffy tensed instantly, Dawn signaling with a hand for Buffy to stay calm. 

….

“Everything’s fine. Didn’t the Council guys tell you when they got back?”

….

Dawn nodded her head absently, a bored look on her face. 

“Portal?”

She looked a bit more interested. 

….

“Okay. I’ll look into it.”

Dawn looked at Buffy again. “So is this really why you called Andrew?”

….

Dawn was tight-lipped when she smiled. “Well I’m angry at you for hiding Spike’s existence from us, Andrew, so I’d imagine that Buffy is downright furious.”

….

Dawn smirked. “So did you want to talk to her?”

….

Dawn narrowed her eyes at Buffy as if considering her. “I’m pretty sure whatever Buffy has to say to you she’d prefer to say in person.”

….

Dawn rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Andrew. I have to go. Thanks for the portal tip.” Dawn shut off her phone and stuffed it back in her pocket.

“Well?” Buffy didn’t really care what he had to say for himself. He was still getting a broken nose when she saw him. And maybe a broken leg. 

“He said, and I quote, ’It’s so not my fault. And if Buffy tries anything, Spike will protect me to the death!’”

“Huh?”

“He means his labradoodle.”

Buffy rolled her eyes. 

Xander recoiled slightly. “Um… that pooch is pretty feral, Buff. Don’t let the blond curls fool you.” 

Buffy sighed. “You know what? I don’t have time for Andrew right now. Or his stupid dog.”

“Why? Have you got something else to deal with?” Dawn asked, looking amused. 

Dawn may have scored a victory getting her to admit… something, but Buffy’s life was her own. She wasn’t going to let Dawn or Xander walk her into anything.

“Yes,” she replied smugly. “As a matter of fact I do. My house, remember?” She looked at Xander. “Like you said. There’s no Big Bad at the moment, so I think I will go to Santa Lucia today. You know, to assess the damage. Make sure the place is secure.” 

Dawn sighed in resignation. “Well, you know the Council will pay for the repairs, Buffy. Just let Willow know the cost in the end.” 

Willow. Buffy thought back to Spike’s reaction towards her oldest friend after he’d found out that it was her spell that had doomed her. 

“Guys…”

Xander and Dawn both looked at her.

“You don’t think that Willow knew about Spike, do you?”

Dawn wrinkled her brow in concern. “Buffy, you said you spoke to Willow about it. She said she had no idea.”

Buffy smiled awkwardly. “Right. Of course.”

“Are you saying you don’t believe her?” Xander asked.

“No, no, no. I –“ Buffy laughed briefly. “Of course I do. Forget I said anything.”

But Dawn looked disturbed. “Just let me know the costs, Buffy, when you know them. I’ll send the receipts to the Council.”

Buffy looked at her sister.

“In fact, I’ll send them to Andrew,” she added with a smirk. 

Buffy smiled gratefully. “Do you think I could get enough money for a Comptel 5?”

“What?!” Xander.

Dawn laughed. ”I’m sure of it.”

“Hon–”

“Zip it, Xander.”

Xander huffed. “But I don’t get it, Buff. You’ve never been tech-girl. Since when did you want a Comptel 5?”

Buffy shrugged shyly. “Since now.”


*    *    *    *    *    *    *    *

Being your slave, what should I do but tend
Upon the hours and times of your desire?
I have no precious time at all to spend,
Nor services to do, till you require.
Nor dare I chide the world-without-end hour 
Whilst I, my sovereign, watch the clock for you,
Nor think the bitterness of absence sour
When you have bid your servant once adieu;
Nor dare I question with my jealous thought 
Where you may be, or your affairs suppose,
But, like a sad slave, stay and think of nought 
Save, where you are how happy you make those. 
So true a fool is love that in your will,
Though you do any thing, he thinks no ill.

Spike smiled to himself as he finished reading. “Nothing new under the sun,” he muttered. What was he doing now, but waiting for her? Wondering where she was, and with whom. 

Still naked in bed, he leaned back against the headboard and sighed.

Things seemed so much more complicated now than they’d been before. He shouldn’t have fought with her. Shouldn’t have been upset about the fiancé. It wasn’t like he hadn’t had lovers. Of course, Angel was another matter. Whether it made sense or not, that short-lived and ill-fated reunion was a bitter fuckin’ pill. But it was also in the past. 

What upset him most, though, was his betrayal of himself. He’d promised himself (and her silently) to be a friend to her now. He’d had no intention of asking her for anything. He’d willingly – even blissfully – accepted a future with her as a friend in life and in battle. 

But what had he done? He’d lashed out the very second there was any suspicion of another man in her life that might offer her that friendship. No. He couldn’t deny the truth any longer. He’d lectured her on that very thing once upon a time.  

You're not friends. You'll never be friends. You'll fight, and you'll shag, and you'll hate each other till it makes you quiver, but you'll never be friends. Love isn't brains, children. It's blood – blood screaming inside you to work its will.

He was fucked.

He couldn’t leave her again, he knew that. But to see and smell, but not touch. Never taste… 

Forever.

Spike stroked the vellum-bound book in his lap. He cherished it already. She cared for him, in her way. He knew that now. And she’d been very clear – painfully clear – about the fact that she could have any man she wanted – dead or undead. But she wanted him to stay. Maybe it was because he was the one man in all the world who wouldn’t ask her for anything. He knew her already – the best and worst of her. Understood her with perfect clarity. Accepted her for what she was. 

Spike blinked with the realization. She didn’t want him: she needed him. 

It wasn’t ideal, but it was a bit of alright. A companion for eternity. That respected him. Made him laugh. Surprised him. Was beautiful and powerful and good. Kind, and kinder every day. And a hellcat in bed, if he could ever get her there again. He bit his lip at the thought. If that was settling… well, fuck it. Call him a bloody Pilgrim. 

So he wouldn’t ask her for anything, which meant he wouldn’t call Dawn’s house to find out where she was and what she was doing. He’d have to set himself up properly in town now. He’d already made a good start of it before they’d rediscovered each other. 

Spike reached over to his bedside table for his phone and rang his only mate in town.

“Spike! What’s up man? Levi’s tonight?”

“Bring your wallet, mate. Got no use for kittens.”


*    *    *    *    *    *    *    *

Buffy slowed Queenie to a stop just short of her driveway as she took in the suburban ruin that was once her sleepy cottage. Dawn had said the house was still standing. She hadn’t mentioned that what stood was little more than the charred and battered carcass of her life. 

Buffy shut her eyes and gripped the steering wheel, forcing away the memory of another California home destroyed, some forty years ago. She hated being right. In the end, everything did just get stripped away.  

She refused to cry over a house. But there was a life lost here too, and for that, she could feel her eyes water. Angrily, she wiped at the moisture collecting in her bottom lids. If it didn’t reach her cheeks, then they weren’t tears. Blowing out a breath, she steeled herself for a proper inspection, and slowly turned into the driveway.
 
Her next-door neighbor appeared outside her car door before she’d even cut the engine.

“Miss Summers!”

Buffy got out of the car and forced her mouth into a smile. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Partridge.”

“Well, I don’t know what’s good about it, but I suppose that’s as suitable a greeting as any.”

Buffy nodded, though she had no idea what she was nodding about. Mrs. Partridge was dressed in her usual afternoon outfit of a button-down sack dress, slippers and curlers. She could never figure out when Mrs. Partridge actually took out the curlers. Her roots were showing too, which confirmed that the woman was deliberately coloring her grey hair blue.  It never ceased to amaze Buffy that Ms. Partridge was only ten years older than her. 

“Well!”

Oh. Buffy had forgotten they were having a conversation.

“What was that?”

“Well I’m glad you’ve finally come back to this place. I’ve been calling the town council every day about it, you know – wondering when the place would be seen to.”

“I’m not really sure that’s their responsibility, Mrs. Partridge.”

Her neighbor scowled. “Well this house of yours has to be attracting all sorts of undesirables, I dare say. I’ve been poking about the place every now and again, and there looks to be a few things missing now, though the police may have come back when I wasn’t watching to gather evidence. Either that or someone is stealing things in the evenings, Miss Summers. I go to bed quite early, you know.”

“Yes, I know.”

“But I’m on that porch all day and don’t see anyone sniffing around, so if there are thieves, yes, they must be coming of an evening. I don’t like the idea of criminal elements sniffing about my property at night.”

“No one does, Mrs. Partridge.”

“And think of the children!”

“Right. Can’t forget them.”

“Well, there would be nothing to worry about if this place were seen to!”

“And on that note, I better see to it. Don’t ya think?” Buffy didn’t wait for an answer and turned on her heels towards where the front door should have been. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mrs. Partridge putter back to her own lawn, shaking her curlers to and fro.

The front door had gone up in flames, leaving a ragged mouth of an opening. 

Buffy exhaled in a huff. This sucked. 

“Buffy!”

Buffy turned towards the house on the left and saw her favorite neighbor running towards her.

“Hey Benji!” She went to give the fifteen year-old a hug but stopped short when she remembered his aversion to such things. He wasn’t much taller than she was, so she could easily give his hair a quick tousle instead. 

Predictably, he ducked his head and looked away.

“Your house caught on fire,” he said flatly.

“Yeah, I know. I was kinda there when it happened.”

“You don’t look like you were burnt.”

“Nope. I’m singe-free. Thanks for asking. That’s more than Mrs. Partridge did. So how have you been? The jerks at school giving you any trouble the past week?”

Benji had been bullied mercilessly at school his whole life until he’d met Buffy – mainly because he was a bit – well, not like the others. He was a good-looking kid – dark haired with long lashes and big brown eyes. But he didn’t understand the finer aspects of socialization, which were a matter of life and death in high school. She’d spent most Saturdays over the last year training him in her basement in basic self-defense techniques, with extra lessons on how to disarm your assailants with witty puns and quips. 

“I haven’t been to school at all this week.” His eyes refused to settle on one spot, but not because he was uncomfortable. They always did that. 

“Oh. Don’t tell me Rodney and his goons have been harassing you again. You’re not avoiding him are you?”

“No. I’ve been suspended.”

“What? Why?”

“I gave Rodney a pneumothorax.”

Oops. 

Buffy grimaced. “The kidney shot?” she asked tentatively.

He nodded.

Darn.

“Drop it lower next time. And, hey! Look on the bright side,” she said nervously. “I bet when you get back, Rodney won’t be a problem.” 

“He’s got two flailed ribs. He won’t be back for a while.”

Buffy swallowed. “Right.” She looked anxiously towards his house for his mother. She was pretty sure his mother didn’t know about the lessons. She’d always told his mom that they shared an interest in Sci Fi movies and that he liked to come over to watch the afternoon creature feature with her. 

The truth was, after she’d gotten to know him, and after he’d seen a vamp follow her home one night, she’d told him the truth about her identity. He didn’t have any friends unfortunately, so it wasn’t like he’d go telling anyone. And no one would believe him anyway. Ever since he’d found out about vampires and slayers, he’d become almost obsessive about them. She often wondered if the self-defense lessons were just an excuse for him to question her more about vamps. And Rodney had become much less frightening to him when Benji had learned about real evil. 

“I’ve finished Merckel’s Compendium on the Vampyre.”

“Whoa. Benji, that book is like two thousand pages long.”

“Two thousand five hundred and thirty-two pages, not including footnotes.”

“You read the footnotes?!”

“Of course. But can I keep the book a bit longer?”

Buffy shrugged. “Sure. It’s not like I ever planned on reading it or anything. I don’t even remember how I got it.”

“I can give you back your other things though.”

“Other things?”

“Yeah. I’ve been gathering things every night from the house. It’s not secure. When you didn’t come back after the fire, I figured I’d better protect stuff until you got back. I know that vampires can’t enter the house without an invitation – even if the door is gone, but that wouldn’t stop anyone else.”

“Wow. Benji, thanks so much. So what have you got?”

“Well, the police must have taken your weapons, because there was nothing left in the basement when I went over there the first night. But I’ve got the motorcycle in the garage, a bunch of stakes, a few sculptures, and the paintings from the walls that hadn’t been burnt. And the few books you had on demons, of course.”

Buffy had forgotten about Spike’s motorcycle. He’d be thrilled to get it back.

“Benji, you’re a life saver.” She smiled warmly at the teenager.  “Thanks so much. Think I could get the motorcycle now?”

Nodding, Benji turned towards his garage and Buffy followed. 

“You know I hadn’t really thought about thieves taking my stuff when I left. I was a bit distracted at the time. So thanks.”

“No problem. I’ve been watching the house at night too. I can see the front and the back entrance from my bedroom window, so I just shine my flashlight on the entrance when someone tries to enter.”

Buffy stopped in her tracks. “Wait. You’re saying there really have been intruders?”

Benji stopped when he realized that she had. “Just the one.”

Buffy didn’t like the sound of this. Their neighborhood was pretty safe, so anyone sneaking around must have known who and what she was, which meant that he was unlikely to be human. “What did it look like?”

Benji wore his usual blank expression. “Five feet, ten inches.  Approximately one hundred and seventy pounds. Male. Blue eyes. Gold teeth. Blond dreadlocks. Human.”

Shit.

*    *    *    *    *    *    *    *

“Full house, fellas.” Spike grinned like a fledge after a feed.

“Arggh!” the Fyarl growled in protest.

“Very impressive, Mr. Spike,” the Caretaker conceded, as he finished his fourth whiskey of the night. At three feet tall, only the Devil knew where he put it all.

“It’s just Spike, mate.”

“Yes, of course.”

Milo was the only one who didn’t seem pissed off that Spike was cleaning house, which was curious, seeing as he still owed Clem two litters.

They started another game.

“So how are Missy and the sprogs, mate?” Spike asked Clem.

“All good, but they’ve been harassing me about getting a Comptel 5.”

Spike raised an eyebrow. “In a crypt?” 

“I know! That’s what I tried to explain. But then that only got Missy talking about getting a new place above ground.”

“Curb side, huh? I can get you in touch with my guy, mate. I think there’s a flat or two available in my building.”

“Really? Well… I’m actually pretty happy at Hollywood Memorial. But–“

“You’ve got a family to consider,” Spike finished.

Clem nodded glumly.

The conversation may have distracted the Fyarl and Milo, but Spike caught the ace Clem had slipped out of a skin fold. No wonder the shaman owed the Tergus two litters. Mates were mates, so he stayed mum.

“So what have you been up to, man?” Clem asked him.

“Ripped out a Slod tongue last night. That was fun.”

Clem made an ‘ick’ face. 

“To what end?” The Caretaker asked calmly, his mop of black hair bowed low, eyes still on his cards. 

“What was that?”

“Have you plans to sell this gentleman’s tongue?”

Bugger. Spike hadn’t thought of that. And he’d completely forgotten that the Caretaker might have been the one who’d bought the Slayer tongue from the Slod in the first place. Buffy had been right to be suspicious. 

“Why? How much would it sell for?”

“Not much, I’m afraid. A few hundred.”

Bloody hell.  He should have kept the slimy thing after he’d shown it to her. Two hundred quid wasn’t half bad for a few minutes work.

“Well, too late for that, mate. Chucked it down the garbage disposal. But uh… I could find the prick and get some other parts if they’d sell for just as much. What’s your fancy, Milo?” he asked with trained nonchalance.

The Caretaker looked up then – his face like a booger, white and wrinkly, with two specks of blood for eyes. 

“A Slod hand is always useful, Mr. Spike.”

Spike kept a bored expression on his face, and one eye on the game. “That so? Why a hand?”

“As you may or may not know, the better pastes for healing are those that include elements of the method of injury. And a Slod injures others by way of his hands.”
 
“Interesting.” But it wasn’t really. “Does it matter right or left?”

“No.”

“All this talk of body parts is making me hungry,” grumbled the Fyarl.

Since the shaman was talking freely, Spike figured he might as well press his luck. “So uh, how much does a Slayer tongue go for then?”

The Caretaker stilled the hand holding his whiskey to his lips, and set the glass back down. 

“Have you acquired one of those as well?”

Spike kept his poker face on. “No, but I could.” 

Pause.

The shaman turned to face him again. “With respect to Vampire Slayers, the value is not in the tongue, Mr. Spike, but in the blood it contains. A Vampire Slayer does not injure her foe with her tongue.”

“Hmph. Some of them do.”

“Tongues are of greatest use if they’ve come from a spell caster, such as a witch, warlock or gypsy. And the blood of a Slayer is most useful for healing a fellow Slayer.”

Spike narrowed his eyes. “Huh. That all a Slayer’s blood is good for then?”

“And for healing vampires, of course.”

“Vampires don’t need Slayer blood to heal, mate. It’s the best there is, certainly. But any human’s blood will do.”

“Perhaps with physical injuries, Mr. Spike–“

“Just Spike, mate,” he insisted.

“Of course.”

“You were saying?”

“A vampire may suffer from other injuries. Mystical ones. In such cases, only Slayer blood will do.”

Spike snorted. “Magic. I fucking hate magic.” 

“I imagine you do, Mr. Spike. I could not help but notice that you have a soul.”

Spike glared at the shaman with menace. “You got a problem with that, mate?”

“Do you?”

“Yeah, it’s a fucking curse,” he muttered bitterly. He wouldn’t trade it for anything now, but it only seemed to strengthen his love for her. And his heartache.

“How fortuitous then, Mr. Spike. As I believe I can be of assistance in that regard.”

Spike stilled momentarily, placed his cards face down and leaned back in his chair, turning his eyes intently on the shaman.

“You look doubtful, Mr. Spike.”

“It’s Spike,” he gritted.

The shaman nodded. “I assure you that I am well qualified in such matters.”

“What matters are those?”

“Why the binding and unbinding of souls, of course.”

Wait. 

“Binding of souls?”

“And unbinding them, if that is your desire.”

Spike didn’t hide his curiosity now. “The vampire constitution is unique, Milo. Fucking with the soul of a Fungus demon or a Fyarl is one thing–”

“Arggh!”

“Calm down, Lionel,” Spike grumbled to the Fyarl.

“Indeed. But my experience is with a vampire, Mr. Spike. A rather old one in fact.” 

Bloody hell. 

“I’m listening.”

“Without betraying my client’s confidence, I can only say that I was able to lift a curse that was placed upon him a century ago, and bind the soul to him that had been thrust upon him. He was very satisfied with the result, I assure you.”

Spike’s mind was working a million miles an hour now, but his face was a sea of tranquility. “You said healing pastes and what not worked best if they included the method of injury.”

“I did.”

“So you must have used the spell casters tongue?”

“Not the original spell caster, no. But a member of the family line.”

“You collected that then?”

“Oh no. I’m no organ harvester. If I have not acquired such things in my business dealings, the client must provide them for me, as was the case in this instance.”

Spike swallowed the blood threatening to rise up his throat. “And Slayer blood? Did you use that too?”

“Tongue of a gypsy, blood of a Slayer. That was the best mixture.”

Bingo. Spike hadn’t mentioned a gypsy before. The whiskey was loosening the booger’s tongue.

Spike picked up his cards again and pretended to refocus on the game. “How much Slayer blood then?”

“Knowing the vampire appetite as you do, Mr. Spike, you must see that it would require completely draining a Slayer.”

Spike’s jaw tensed imperceptibly. That evil piece of shite. So much for redemption.

“But my client was loathe to kill a Slayer – a most curious attitude for a vampire. So we were forced to work around this.”

Spike couldn’t stop his eyes from twitching, but he betrayed little else. “How’d you work around that then?”

“My client was able to obtain a willing donor, from whom he drank on a regular basis for some time. The spell was therefore a protracted affair. But it was successful in the end.”

No.

Red, hot fury coursed through every vein in his body at the thought. He was a quiet inferno of rage behind a hand-winning poker face. There was only one Slayer in the world that would have wanted to bind Angel’s soul. That, he could accept.

But not this. 

She’d let him drink.


Chapter 23

Chapter 23: Time's Up

Previously in Time’s Fool…



The Caretaker told Spike how Angel’s soul was bound and Buffy drove home to assess the damage. 

His poker face wasn’t hand-winning after all. 

His eyes might have been trained on his cards, but all Spike could see in his mind’s eye was Buffy – Angel’s cock balls deep in her quim, his fangs embedded in her breast. 

He felt ill. And murderous. And most of all – sad. That pitiful sadness that humans so often felt, hanging like a deadweight from their souls, dragging them headlong into despair.

For the last half hour, he’d barely processed the players around him. His mouth would move in response to something only vaguely understood. His hand would mindlessly tap the table for another card. Whatever.  

“Arggh!”

Lionel’s growl was particularly loud this time – and discordant enough to tear Spike away from the horror reel he’d been watching in his head. 

“Gorgh fliratend. Wifhruth caalkertuk!”

Clem wrinkled his brow. “What’d he say?”

Spike shifted his eyes to the Caretaker. “Lionel here is calling you a cheat, Milo.”

The shaman gave Spike a small, toothless smile. “And you, Mr. Spike? What do you think has happened here?”

Spike swept his eyes over the table. A mountain of cash sat in front of the little shaman and four kittens meowed in a covered basket at his feet. Milo had won the lot. Spike stood up abruptly, scraping his chair against the concrete floor. “I don’t really give a shit what happened here.” 

Grabbing his smokes from the table, he stormed out of the room.

He could sense Clem following him through the overcrowded bar.

“Hey, wait up, man!”

Spike shoved more than one demon out of his way as he headed toward the door.

“Spike, wait!”

He was out of the bar and half way down the block before Clem caught up to him. The sun had only just set. 

“Hey, what’s wrong, man? Where ya goin’?”

Spike didn’t answer.

“Spike?”

“She let him drink.” 

“Huh? Who–?”

Silence.

They walked another block before Clem did the math.

“Oh. Oh! You mean Buffy?”

Spike stopped suddenly and lowered his head, his fists clenched at his sides.

“Right. So uh, Buffy and Angel, huh? With the blood?”

Spike tensed his jaw.

“Okay. Calm down. So maybe she did–“

Spike was on the move again. 

“Hold up, man!”

He could hear Clem start to puff as he tried to keep up.

“So what if she did? That was a while ago, right? When you weren’t around? But you’re back now.”

“That’s not the bleeding point,” he gritted. 

“Well why n–“

“It’s blood, Clem.  Blood.” His voice was a whisper when he spoke again. “That’s more intimate than sex.”

Silence.

“Oh. So… you’re saying that if she’d actually had sex with him instead, then–”

“She fucking did that too!” 

Spike vamped out with a roar and grabbed the nearest trashcan, hurling it violently into the nearest shop window and setting off the store’s alarm.

“Whoa! Spike, man, don’t you think you’re overreacting a bit here?”

“I’m sick of it!” he shouted, waving his arms wildly in the air. 

Marching down another bock, he kicked the next trashcan onto the main road.

“I’m sick of that self-righteous prick!”

A hedgerow was his next victim. He took both hands to a thick flowering bush and ripped it up from the roots, hurling it blindly behind him.

“I’m sick of Buffy and her stupid hair!”

“Spike–“

He kicked a lamppost.

“Ow!”

But the bloody thing wouldn’t budge.

“And I’m sick of their whole sordid fucking history!”

“But–” 

He turned to Clem, his eyes wide and blinking. “And you know what else?” He pointed accusingly at his mate’s chest. “I’m sick of the lengths she goes to forgive that fucking wanker – all for the sake of his hopeless, pathetic, mind-numbingly boring redemption!”

Clem scrunched up his face. “Um, sorry, man. I don’t mean to be a downer or anything, but… hasn’t Buffy, like, forgiven you for loads of stuff, too?”

Spike dropped his hand and scowled. “Well then I’m sick of her being good to every fuckin’ jerk that doesn’t deserve it!”

Clem nodded once. “Okay, I get it. You’re sick of her.”

Spike glowered. “Let’s go.”

He turned on his heels towards his neighborhood and picked up his pace, Clem two steps behind.

“Where to?

“Peach’s place.”

“Um… okay. Why?”

“We’re gonna burn the place down. If we’re lucky, with him in it.”

Pause.

“Um, we could do that. Or maybe we could do something a little less… you know… psychotic?”


*    *    *    *    *    *    *     *

Earlier in Santa Lucia

“Benji, where are your parents?”

“At work, Buffy. Most people have jobs, you know.”

“Hey! I have a job! I get a paycheck and everything.”

“Yeah, but you don’t have to go anywhere at any particular time. And you don’t have a boss or anything.“

“Yeah well, I used to. I’m like… tenured now. Or something.”

Benji opened the garage with a press of a button, revealing Spike’s bike and a collection of boxes to one side.

“Wow. Spike is gonna be so happy to see this.”

“Who’s Spike?”

Buffy looked at Benji conspiratorially “He’s a vampire.”

His face brightened immediately, like it only did when they talked about vamps and Slayers. “A vampire loaned you his bike?”

“Not exactly.”

“You stole a vampire’s bike?”

“No, Benji. He’s a friend. He left it at my house.”

“You have vampire friends?”

“Just the one. Er, and a half. I mean, you know about Angel.”

“So this one’s like Angel?”

“No! Or, I guess. In a way. He has a soul too, only he fought for his. Also, he’s like a descendent of Angel. Angel’s his grandsire.”

“So he’s younger?”

“Yeah but he’s still like, more than two centuries old.”

“Wow.”

Buffy smiled.

Benji’s expression turned intense. “Do you think I could meet him?” 

“Of course. I bet he’d show you his fangs and everything.”

“Oh, man.“ Benji shook his head slightly in wonder, before looking up suddenly. “When?” 

Buffy laughed. “Maybe once the house is fixed back up and I’ve moved back in.”
 
Benji nodded, looking somewhat disappointed. “So how are you gonna take back the bike and the car?”

“Oh.” Buffy pouted. “Good point.” 

“You could get a bike trailer.”

“Ooh! Okay. Um, a what?”

“It’s just a trailer, Buffy, but for bikes.”

Buffy nodded dumbly. “Right.”

“You want me to go find one online and call?”

Buffy raised her eyebrows in supplication. “Yes?”

Nodding, Benji headed for the kitchen.

“You’d be a great Watcher, you know,” she yelled after him.

He stopped and turned around, a look of hope on his face, as if the world had just opened up. “Really?”

She winked. 


*    *    *    *    *    *    *     *


“Bingo.” 

“The Kum n Go?”

Spike smiled wickedly at the sight of the petrol station. “Let us out here, mate,” he said to the cabby, a barely human-looking demon. “Clem, got any dosh? Lost all mine to that evil booger.”

Clem paid the cabby. “Hey, now. Milo’s not so bad. I mean, he’s not evil or anything. He’s just a little shaman dude!”

Spike turned his head slowly towards Clem. “Your little shaman dude is the reason we have to burn down the Poofter’s house, mate.” Stepping out of the cab, Spike slammed the door shut. Clem followed. 

“Okay, first of all, we don’t have to burn down anything. Second, Milo doesn’t mean any harm. He’s a healer. He’s just an equal opportunity one. He doesn’t care who he heals, or what – you know – ingredients it calls for.”

With a growl, Spike grabbed his best mate by the shirt with both hands. “Buffy is not a fucking ingredient,” he spat.

Clem swallowed. 

“Um, how much money did you say you needed?”

Pause.

Shit. Spike hadn’t meant to frighten him. Releasing Clem’s shirt, he tried to flatten out the wrinkles with both hands. 

“Just buy me a can of petrol, mate,” he replied quietly.

Clem sighed dramatically and walked ahead of Spike into the shop.

Taking the opportunity to light one up while Clem got the goods, Spike was on his second smoke when Clem got back, a can of petrol in one hand and a plastic bag in the other.

“What’s in the bag?”

“Oh. Look.” Clem opened the bag. “Eggs!”

“What the hell for?” 

“I thought we could throw eggs at Angel’s place instead, cause – you know – it would be mean, but kinda funny too.”

Spike scowled. “And the milk?”

He shrugged. “I told Missy I’d pick some up.”

Spike rolled his eyes and grabbed the petrol from Clem’s other hand. “Cheers, mate. I owe you one.”

Spike swung his can of petrol in one hand as they started the walk towards Angel’s house.

“Spike, you do know you’ve got a cigarette hanging out of your mouth and a can of gasoline in your hand.”

Spike kept walking. “So I better not drink the petrol.”

“I still think the eggs are a better idea.”

But Spike wasn’t listening. 

The sound of a few college pukes screaming some god-awful song in a jeep up the road distracted him and made him even angrier than he’d been before, if that were possible. He could see and hear the idiots two blocks away.

“Give me those eggs, mate.”

Clem seemed to brighten. “Sure! I told you it was a better–“

Spike grabbed two eggs and waited for the jeep to come into view. 

“Baby, baby, 
Let me be your Daddy!”

His aim was dead-on.

“Aggh!”

One square in the forehead. 

“Aggh!”

One dead in the eye.

The jeep swerved when the driver realized they were under attack, skidding to a stop before speeding away.
 
“Bloody hell, that was satisfying,” he said with some surprise. 

“See?”

Spike started cackling.

“Okay. See now you’re sounding a little psychotic again.”

“Sod off you limp pricks!” he shouted gleefully, though they were well and truly out of earshot.

Spike was still chuckling when out of the corner of his eye he caught a figure turning on to the main street on the other side, one block ahead. Unthinking, he turned and squinted to get a better look. 

“I know her.”

“Who–? Oh. Hey, I do too. That’s–”

“Sonny.”

“Yeah. Sonny. She’s a Slayer.”

Spike glared.

“Man, that sucks. I didn’t know the Slayers patrolled your neighborhood.”

Spike pursed his lips. “They don’t. And it doesn’t look like she’s on the hunt, anyway. Let’s go.” 

“To Angel’s?”

“Later. First, I wanna see where this Slayer is headed.”

Keeping a safe distance behind her, they followed Sonny for three blocks – Spike growing more curious by the step, as she walked closer and closer to their own destination.

Spike halted. “What the fuck?”

She’d stopped at the Poof’s.

“Quick!” Spike ducked behind the hedges lining a house across the street, dragging Clem down with him. 

“She’s going to see Angel!” Clem whispered noisily.

“Shh! Vamp hearing, mate. It’s a hell of lot better than yours, despite those big, floppy ears.”

Clem nodded, making a zipper motion across his mouth.

Spike peeked through the hedges. The moment Angel opened the door, Sonny rushed into his arms. 

“Bloody hell!“

“Shh!” Clem hurried. 

Spike winced, hoping like hell that he hadn’t been heard. But he hadn’t, ‘cause Angel was too busy trying to pry the girl’s arms from around his middle. 

Bloody hell this was interesting.

Angel let the girl into the house though, then swept his gaze over the street before closing the door behind him.

Spike stared at the now closed door, blinking rapidly.

“So–“

Spike raised a hand to silence him. “Wait. I’m thinking.”

“Dude! What’s there to think about? We both saw that, right?”

Spike nodded.

“Spike, man. This is it! I think we’ve found Milo’s missing ingredient!”

Spike let that possibility sink in and felt the grip around his heart loosen slightly.

So Sonny and Angel were familiar. No, more than that. The girl clearly had a thing for him. And by the look of things, Angel wasn’t all that interested. Or… not any more. Maybe he’d gotten what he’d wanted from her.

Spike tipped back off his knees and into a seated position before falling back in the grass. 

He exhaled needlessly. “You know, if my heart were actually beating, I’d say it couldn’t take much more of this.”

Clem was still on his knees. “Of what, man? I don’t get it. Aren’t we happy now?”

Spike was still processing the fact that Buffy may not have been the one to do the deed. 

“So you think it was Sonny, Clem?” There was a vulnerability in his voice.

“Duh. Don’t you?”

Spike sighed again as he gazed at the night sky.

Relief began to wash over him, even as a niggling uncertainty nibbled at his heart. Patting his coat pockets, he fished out his smokes and lit another cigarette. He stayed on his back and let the smoke fill his lungs with a familiar burn. 

“So does this mean we’re not gonna burn the place down?”

Spike sighed dramatically. 

“It means everything’s changed, Clem.”

“So you don’t hate Buffy anymore?”

“What? I never said I–“

Oh. He winced. “Yeah. It means that,” he admitted quietly, even guiltily. “It also explains a hell of a lot about Sonny, mate. That girl hates Buffy, you know.”

“Huh. Well, now that you’re back, you can have Buffy and she can have Angel. Problem solved.”

“Hm.”

“What?”

Spike didn’t get a chance to answer, distracted as he was by the sound of the girl in question storming out of the house. He sat up and returned to his vigil through the hedges.

Angel had followed the Slayer outside. “Sonny–“ 

“No! It’s not fair!”

“Sonny, I’m so–“

“Spare me!” she yelled over her shoulder as she stomped down the street.

Spike looked over to his friend and spoke quickly.

“Mate, sorry for being such a prick before.”

“No problem. I know you–“

“No. There’s no excuse. And I’m sorry to be a prick now and leave you here, but I’ve got a Slayer to tail if I want answers.”

Clem nodded. “Good luck.”

Spike snorted. “Luck is for losers.” 

And with a wink, he was gone.


*    *    *    *    *    *    *     *

Meanwhile in Santa Lucia

Buffy was feeling pretty pleased with herself. The day had been amazingly productive. She’d walked through the house and salvaged everything that she could – storing the bulk of it in Benji’s garage for safekeeping. She’d gotten a bike trailer to latch onto the back of the Mini. She’d gotten a new cell phone in town. And most important of all, she’d secured a local renovator to fix up the house – the same company that had originally renovated her basement. That left only one piece of unfinished business.

She parked the overloaded Mini a block away from her local car wash, Pimped and Hosed. Whoever had been sniffing around her burnt-out house while she’d been gone, sounded freakily like the guy that had delivered a freshly-cleaned Queenie (and a van full of Dragvloks) to her house before it had went up in flames. She figured it was best to hide Queenie so she wasn’t so readily recognized.

Why a human car wash attendant would be helping the Dragvloks though, she had no idea. 

Buffy made her way to the back of the car wash where an older man – the manager she assumed – was overseeing two young guys detailing a Mercedes. 

“Can I help you?” the manager asked. 

“Yeah. Um, I’m looking for a guy who works here. He’s got blond dreadlocks. I don’t remember his name.” 

The two young guys exchanged looks. 

“Who are you?” the manager asked.

“Um, a friend of a friend. I was told he could do some work for me on the side – uh, not car wash related or anything.” 

The boss stared at her for a second as if deciding whether or not to believe her.

“He doesn’t work here anymore.”

“Oh?”

“He quit. He only worked here a week.”

Shit. Buffy didn’t like the sound of this at all. 

She tried to sound casual. “That’s a shame. Any idea where I can find him?”

The manager seemed to debate whether or not to give her an answer before sighing in seeming resignation. “Hillside. The address he gave was on River Street.”

Buffy blinked. “River Street?”

“Yeah. Seventeen River Street. That’s where I mailed his one and only check yesterday. Near that house on Fuller Street that burned down.”

Buffy tensed – her eyes flitting suspiciously between the three men before settling back on the manager. 

“Thanks,” she said cautiously. 

He nodded.


*    *    *    *    *    *    *     *

Spike picked up Sonny’s trail some distance behind. Not wanting to confront her on the main road, he waited until she’d made a turn into an alley and caught up quickly. 

“Evening ducks.”

Sonny whipped her head around in surprise.

“Spike?”

Her eyes were red and her face looked pained, making him suddenly a little uncomfortable about the confrontation.

“What are you doing here? What do you want?” She looked mildly fearful and more than a little angry.

“This is my neighborhood, kitten. The question is, what are you doing here?”

She shifted on her feet. “None of your business.” 

He decided for blunt honesty.

“I saw you leave Angel’s place.”

She inhaled sharply.

“You’re a big girl, I know. But he’s a Big Bad, love, and in more ways than one.”

She frowned. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Time to test his theory. 

“It means you should be careful giving that bastard your heart… and your blood.”

Her eyes widened.

Silence.

Bloody hell. It was her.

Spike turned his back to her and shut his eyes – his whole body sinking into a slump of overwhelming relief. In his mind, a three-word refrain wouldn’t end. It wasn’t Buffy. It wasn’t Buffy. It wasn’t Buffy. 

He was a fool for having assumed the worst. And a prick. And he’d said he hated her. Ugh. Now his guilt was even heavier than his dread had been. And now there was Sonny to deal with. The poor thing. 

He turned back around to face her, and found her looking just as deflated as him.

“I loved him,” she said quietly.

He was equally quiet. “You’re not the first woman to, pet, and you won’t be the last.”

She flinched.

“But you’d be among the best of them.”

She looked up.

“And a hell of a lot better than him.”

He could see her eyes begin to glisten in the street light. 

“Better huh?”

He nodded slightly.

“But not as good as Buffy?” She spat the name out with contempt.

Now Spike flinched.

“Why did I even ask?” she added bitterly. “You’re in love with her too.” Wiping angrily at her cheeks and nose, the girl seemed to be finding her inner Slayer again.

Spike swallowed. “I won’t deny that. Yeah, I love her. But nobody is sayin’ that she’s better than you, pet.”

She snorted and looked away.
 
“But she and Angel are over. Have been for a while now.”

She smirked. “You sure?”

He paused.

“Yeah,” he replied with some surprise. He was sure. 

Bloody hell.  Angel and Buffy were over. He knew that now. In his bones. Oh god, it felt wonderful knowing that – really knowing that now.

“Well I don’t think Angel got the memo,” she replied angrily.

His own happiness and relief battled for pride of place with his sympathy for the girl. 

“Well, Angel was always a little dense. Point is, Buffy isn’t your problem, Sonny. Never was. Angel is. He’s a fucking parasite. Leave him for the dogs.”

She looked down.

Slowly, he walked over to her and with a painstaking gentleness, tipped her head up with a finger to her chin. 

“Sonny, you’re gorgeous.”

She gasped slightly.

“You’re strong…. you’re brave.“

Her defenses seemed to be weakening.

“You’re loyal.”

Her eyes were searching his. 

“You’re a real man’s dream, love,” he whispered earnestly.

The tears began pouring from her eyes. She looked almost childlike as he held her face in his hand.

“Wait for him,” he insisted.

Withdrawing his hand from under her chin, he brushed a rough thumb across her wet cheek as she stood frozen in his gaze.

He didn’t know what else to say, so he turned to leave.

“Spike?”

Stopping, he turned his head back. 

“I think the feeling is mutual.”

He furrowed his brow in confusion.

“Buffy.”

He held an unneeded breath.

“I’ve seen her with Angel… and with Max.” She sighed as if to compose herself and looked him bravely in the eyes. “She didn’t love them. Angel hadn’t been enough. Max hadn’t been enough. I think…” She paused as if to consider her words. “I think she wanted parts of both them.”

Spike tilted his head. 

“I think that’s you,” she admitted.

His mouth fell open dumbly.

Oh god. He had to see her. 

Now.

*    *    *    *    *    *    *     *

Once again, Buffy was forced to park Queenie some distance away, and on Fuller Street instead of River Street – not wanting the dreadlock guy to see her coming. With only a knife in her boot, she wasn’t exactly armed to the teeth, but she knew how to improvise well enough. She wasn’t worried. 

But she was confused. None of this was making any sense.

“Think, Buffy,” she spoke to herself, as she made her way to the address on foot. Why would a car wash attendant help the Dragvloks? No, scratch that. He wasn’t really a car wash attendant. He’d only taken the job for… what? To get a van for the Dragvloks? To have an excuse to go to her house?

Whoever he was, and whatever his reasons, he was most definitely evil. 

Despite her inner monologue, her eyes scanned the area with a focused vigilance. Nothing looked too strange in the neighborhood so far. There was an old man talking to himself as he sat alone on a dilapidated porch, a woman wandering about in a housecoat and shower cap like she was a little drunk, some teenagers smoking pot on a corner, and a few gangbangers parked in a car blasting something completely unintelligible over the bass from the speakers in the trunk.  Welcome to Hillside.

No one was paying her much mind.

Rather than walking to River Street, Buffy opted to approach the house from the back on Fuller. If the address was right, the guy’s house was the little pink stucco one with no lights on yet, despite it being early evening already. She could see the house number on the twisted mailbox from her position in the backyard.

The house was only three doors down from the Penis Lady’s – or what was left of it anyway. Coincidence? Hmm. Maybe. But Buffy had lived long enough to learn that when it came to evil, few things were. 

As she approached the back door, the overwhelming smell of pot filled her nose and turned her stomach.  At least it smelled better than burnt Penis Lady eggs. 

The place looked too old and unkempt to have the latest Comptel security system – at least she hoped so. But there was only one way to find out. Turning the old-fashioned doorknob on the back door, she used her Slayer strength to slowly and silently break the internal lock. But the door wouldn’t budge. Bolt locked.

“Okay,” she whispered. Time for brute force, she decided. Inhaling deeply, she shut her eyes and pushed slowly – anxious to make as little noise as possible when she broke the lock. 

CRACK

Darn. 

She shrugged. If he’d heard that, then maybe he’d just show himself and she could stop all the sneaking around. 

As Buffy swung the door open, she readied herself to expect anything upon entering the back room. Instead, she found nothing – nothing out of the ordinary anyway. It was your typical open plan kitchen, a little outdated and a lot dirty. She started her inspection there. The cabinets all held what little you’d expect in a pothead’s kitchen: two bowels, one plate, ketchup, a bottle of Tequila. A bunch of take-away packets of duck sauce. An old box of cereal.  So far, so normal.

The rest of the rooms were equally uninteresting. An living room with a couch covered in crumbs and a stained coffee table littered with take-out containers. The TV was modern but covered in a film of dust. 

The only bedroom contained little more than a few stacked mattresses half covered with rumpled bedding. The floor was invisible under the piles of dirty laundry strewn around.  

Buffy frowned. It was only a single-story house, so if dreadlock guy had a secret, it was buried well. 

Unless he had a basement or an attic.  

Buffy looked up at the ceiling in the bedroom and found no latch doors. Going back into the hallway, she searched the remainder of the ceilings for an attic entry. 

None.

Okay. Basements. 

Starting from the kitchen, she scoured the floors for a door, swiping away junk with a foot to examine every surface. 

None in the kitchen.

She inspected the hallway floors.

Nada.

The living room.

Zilch.

Heading back to the bedroom, she resigned herself to the task of picking up the guy’s dirty unmentionables. Working her away around the bed, she threw all of the clothes from the floor on to the bed. 

Nothing.

She pouted. “Phooey.” 

Crossing her arms, she scanned the room one last time, before her eyes settled on the closet. It was the last place to look.

As she turned the handle, she stepped away from the opening, expecting a mountain of junk to come out. 

She was met with a breeze instead.

She looked in.

The closet was clean. Empty in fact, save for a single coat hanging on the rod and a homemade bong sitting on a high shelf.

She looked down to the floor.

Jackpot.

A latch door took up the majority of the floor, with the faintest light peeking through the cracks.

Buffy smiled. Sometimes, her job was fun. 

There was no use being stealthy at this stage. Whatever was down there would hear her coming. So she pulled out her knife and held it in one hand, as she opened the trap door with the other. 

A flight of stairs led deep into what looked like an open space, so she decided to jump for it instead. She landed with her knife at the ready and made a rapid three hundred and sixty degree sweep for attackers.

“Oh my god.”

Turning slowly and sweeping her eyes over every corner, she took in the room and its contents. 

It was an office.

No.

A headquarters.

A desk took up one whole wall of the room with multiple computer screens and video equipment. Opposite that wall was a sleek and modern living space, with a tiny, stainless steel kitchen, wet room and modern day bed. A clothing unit made of cream-colored canvas was unzipped and revealed a row of fine dark-colored pants and shirts.

A third wall was taken up with weapons neatly hung – much like in her own basement, only – well, evil.

Buffy turned around to inspect the fourth wall… 

She gasped.

…and found herself.

Photos. Pictures of Buffy, her house, her favorite haunts – the coffee shop in town, Lakeview Cemetery. There were pictures of the L.A. Slayers too. And of Dawn and Xander. There were even pictures of Buffy when she was with Angel. Everywhere – on every inch of the wall – hung pictures of the life she’d built for herself since she’d moved back to California.

Turning on her heels, she rushed to the desk in search for clues. The computers were off, and she didn’t even think about turning them on. There’d be some stupid passcode, she was sure. But there were papers on the desk about her comings and goings, more than one of her own weapons – a handmade stake and a pocketknife that she’d thought she’d lost.

She opened a drawer.

“Agh!” 

She jumped back, thinking it was an animal that had somehow made a home in the desk. When it didn’t move, she cautiously re-approached and extended a tentative hand to pick it up.

She swallowed.

It was a wig of blond dreadlocks. 

She rushed to inspect the remainder of the drawer, and found a set of fake teeth – one part rotten, one part gold.

Shit.

Hastily, she pulled open the second drawer. An American passport. John Reynolds. Born twelfth of June, 2009.. A British passport. Hugh Longueville. Born third of November, 2008. An Irish passport. Ciaran O’Farrell. Born 30 May, 2004. She didn’t recognize any of the names, but the faces were all of the car wash attendant with different hair colors and styles. She pocketed the US passport. 

That left the bottom drawer. She pulled on the handle but it wouldn’t budge. Pulling harder, she broke the lock. Inside lay one item: a palm-sized digital tablet. Grey and nondescript. But strangely familiar. 

Unconsciously, she swiped the screen with her thumb, causing the home screen to light up with a text message:

Welcome to the complete Library of the Watcher’s Council. Restricted material. Enter passcode to access.  

Buffy’s arm dropped lifelessly to her side, tablet forgotten, as she considered the implications of what she’d found.

And then she sank to the floor.


*    *    *    *    *    *    *     *

He had to see her. He was done waiting. Done playing it cool. It had been forty fucking years and he wanted her. Period. Sod it all. 

Once he’d left Sonny, he pulled out his phone. He’d thought about heading straight to Dawn’s place, but he didn’t want to waste time if she wasn’t there. 

So he rang Dawn’s number.

“Hey, Spike.” Xander.

Brilliant. Just what he didn’t need.

“Harris. Dawn around?”

“Really?”

“What?”

“I just mean, did you really call to speak to Dawn? Or were you just trying to reach Buffy?”

Spike clenched his jaw and exhaled through his nose.

“Relax, Spike. Dawn is occupied, and Buffy isn’t here.”

“Where is she?”

“She went home.”

Silence.

“What?”

“She went home.”

“To Santa Lucia?” The question came out in a croak.

“Yeah. She was pretty anxious to get back home. She wanted to get started rebuilding things.”

Oh god. He really couldn’t take any more of this. His stomach was ready to revolt. 

“When did she leave?”

“Pretty early. She wanted to get things sorted in time to get back before it was too late.”

Spike tensed.

“Get back?”

“Yeah. Back to L.A.”

“She’s coming back?” He winced at his voice going up a notch.

“Uh huh.”

Spike sighed internally with relief. Wait. She’d gone home, but was coming back. “What’s she coming back for?”

“Not what, Spike. Who.”

“Huh?”

“You, Spike. She’s coming back for you.” 

Spike’s arm dropped lifelessly to his side, phone forgotten, as he considered the implications of what he’d said.  

You, Spike. She’s coming back for you. 

“Spike?”


Chapter 24
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Previously in Time’s Fool…



“She’s coming back?” He winced at his voice going up a notch.



“Uh huh.”



Spike sighed internally with relief. Wait. She’d gone home, but was coming back. “What’s she coming back for?”



“Not what, Spike. Who.”



“Huh?”



“You, Spike. She’s coming back for you.” 



Spike’s arm dropped lifelessly to his side, phone forgotten, as he considered the implications of what he’d said.  



You, Spike. She’s coming back for you. 



“Spike?”

Now. He had to see her now. He’d gone forty years without seeing her. He’d spent decades mastering the art of keeping his want for her suppressed during all but his weakest moments.



But that was then.



Now, the walls of self-discipline were crumbling like old paper. He stood dumbly in the middle of the street, turning aimlessly in circles, eyes scanning the darkened buildings, and seeing nothing but her.



He stopped turning. What the hell was he doing?



He had to see her now.



She was in Santa Lucia, he reminded himself. But she’d be back. She was coming back for him, right? Right. So she was coming to him.



Home. He had to get home.



Spike ran like the wind - never slowing until he’d reached home. Scanning the street three times over for her Mini, he was dismayed to find it nowhere in sight, and slumped pitifully over the hood of a nearby car.



Too soon.



He sighed dejectedly. Every inch of his skin was tingling, and every hair was on edge. He’d go crazy waiting inside the flat for her, and he’d only end up humiliating himself by looking so pathetically eager when she showed.



Unconsciously, he began tapping his fingers on the hood as he considered his options, before the answer came to him in a moment of perfect clarity.



Booze. That’s what he needed. A little distilled distraction to bide the time and settle the nerves.



Right then. Next stop: Lilith’s.



Marching to his neighborhood pub with a sense of purpose, Spike grew even tenser at the prospect of their reunion. Once outside the nondescript building, he pounded on the door, leaving more than one dent in the already well-beaten iron. Slowly, the door yielded to his demands.



The place was doing a good trade with only one free stool at the bar. The thought of having to wait for a drink was already irritating the hell out of him, so he could have kissed the ugly bastard of a bartender when he slid a bottle of Jack down the counter into Spike’s waiting hand, before he’d even settled himself comfortably in his seat.



“Cheers, mate.” He gave the bartender a subtle nod in gratitude.



The first swig was like a balm to his frazzled nerves, a paradoxically soothing fire. The second was even better. But he had to pace himself. If Buffy was really coming back for him, to be with him, because she–



He swallowed.



Well, there was never a time in all of his unlife when he’d want to be more clear-headed. But he needed to calm down, so he took another swig.



After a few more shots, he was still far too unsettled to engage in even the most mindless of chitchat. He stared mindlessly at his bourbon instead. Turning the bottle on the counter, he let the swirl of its amber liquid slowly entrance him.



“Death to warlocks!”



Startled alert by the sudden outburst across the bar, Spike was alarmed to find that his bottle was more than half empty. He must have lost track of time. Checking the time on his phone, he realized he’d spent close to an hour at the pub.



Fuck.



He threw a fifty on the bar, and couldn’t be bothered to wait for the change. Outside, he turned left to the alley alongside the bar.



“Oof!”



And bumped right into the tallest fucking M’Fashnik he’d ever seen.



“Watch it, mate,” Spike warned.



The demon doubled.



Spike squinted – wondering if he’d drank too much after all. But that only made two M’Fashniks turn into three. Huh?



“Spike,” the middle one spat.



“M’Fuckwit. Care to step aside and let a bloke get home? Got company comin’.”



The bastard started laughing. “You’re funny. Pity you won’t be telling anymore jokes.”



“Yeah? Think you can kill me, mate? Try again.”



“I don’t want your death, vampire. I want your tongue. I’m being paid to make sure you live.”



The Slod. Bloody hell.



Spike’s shoulders slumped with the realization of the demon’s agenda.



“Are you fuckin’ kidding me?” he asked wearily. “Now?!”



“Now, vampire.”



Spike squinted again, thinking maybe there really was just one, since only the middle one was speaking.



The other two took a step forward.



Bugger. Definitely three.



CRACK!



And then there were none, as Spike saw nothing but black.





* * * * *





Welcome to the complete Library of the Watcher’s Council. Restricted material. Enter passcode to access.



Buffy was on the floor, her back slumped against the leg of the desk, her knees bent to the side. Staring again at the screen.



She blinked. The only movement in a room deathly still.



BEEP BEEP BEEP



She was on her feet in one motion and turning towards the source of the sound on the desk. A red light was going off on a black box – god knows what it meant. She wasn’t going to wait to find out. Pocketing the tablet, Buffy turned on her heels and took the stairs in two steps. Once in the closet, she peeked cautiously into the bedroom.



Nothing.



Silently, she stepped into the room, crossed it in three stealthy steps and poked her head into the hallway.



Nothing.



She bit her bottom lip unconsciously. Her back against the wall, she slid sideways down the hall until the back door was in sight.



She was out of the house in seconds.



Once clear of the yard she exhaled forcefully. She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath, and found herself panting as she stalked back to her car. Tears were building behind her eyes and she clenched her teeth painfully to keep them at bay.



Once back in the car, she slammed the door shut and assaulted the wheel with her fists.



“Shit! Shit! Shit!”



Digging her hands in her hair, she shut her eyes and took deep heaving breaths. They failed to soothe. So she pulled her hair at the roots instead.



The blaring of a rap song from a car down the road startled her out of her meltdown and she let her hands fall to her sides.



“Get a grip a Buffy,” she demanded of herself. “It doesn’t mean it’s Willow.” But she didn’t sound convinced. She exhaled again, but it did nothing to quiet the cacophony of competing thoughts in her head.



“Okay,” she continued. “So some guy has a Watcher’s Council Library. Big deal. He could have gotten it from anywhere, right?” She nodded to herself. “Right. He could have stolen it from a Watcher. Or… he could be a rogue Watcher. It’s not like there haven’t been a few of those over the years.” Ethan Rayne came to mind. And that she-demon of a Watcher that Faith had once. Gwendolyn Something, with the glove of Minni–… of Mogi–… whatever.



But this guy was tracking Buffy. And he had equipment – council-looking equipment. And smart clothes too, very black ops/MI-6/Council-looking stuff. And then there was the passcode. Anyone could kill a Watcher and steal a Council Library, but it was useless without the passcode. If he had the code, then he was Council-affiliated, which meant… She frowned. Willow-affiliated.



Buffy leaned her head back against the car seat and closed her eyes again in dismay. What the hell was she supposed to do now? Tell Dawn and Xander? No. A world of no, she decided. They wouldn’t believe her. They’d have too much faith in Willow. Or Xander would anyway. And worse – knowing Xander, he’d confront Willow about it and then Willow would be on alert, and Buffy would never learn why Willow was meddling in her life again.



Buffy pounded the wheel again in frustration.



After more than sixty years in this stupid world, fighting evil every day to protect the lives of other people, why the hell did she feel so unbelievably alone? She whimpered in self-pity and let more than a few tears leak out.



She sat in melancholic silence for several minutes.



And then her eyes widened suddenly with realization.



Spike.



Her mouth dropped open as she recalled the reality of the last week. He was alive. He was there. And he was staying.



Slowly, but surely, a smile threatened to break across her face. And then a laugh succeeded in slipping through the burgeoning smile.



She had Spike.



Spike would believe her. He would, if anyone would. And he’d help. He’d hold her. And he’d tell her in that deep, soothing voice of his that it would all be okay in the end.



And it would, she decided.



Because she wasn’t alone anymore.



There was no stopping her smile now. Wiping roughly at her tears, Buffy started the engine with a new energy. She drove off with a screech – all thoughts of betrayal momentarily pushed aside in favor of one simple idea.



Now. She had to see him now.





* * * * *





“Open up, Kit,” he mumbled wearily.



“Good evening, Sir. Have you lost your key?”



“For fuck’s sake, just open the god damn door, Kit. I’m too knackered to bother with a key.”



“Your passcode, Sir.”



“Bloody hell, woman. 1-6-3-0!”



“Welcome home, Sir.”



Spike sighed dramatically and pushed a shoulder through the partially opened door.



“How are you, Sir?”



Plopping himself into a chair, he let his head fall back and laughed maniacally.



“Have I said something funny, Sir?”



“Kit, I’ve had a hell of a night,” he said with a smile, eyes closed.



“Sir?”



“First I thought I’d lost the girl to the Poof.”



“The Poof?”



“Then I find out that the Poof and this Max bloke weren’t good enough for her.”



“Max?”



“And then!”



“Sir?”



“I find out from the Whelp of all people that she wants me, Kit. Me!” he insisted, while pointing emphatically to his chest. “She’s bloody coming for me, pet. Like some she-knight in shining armor.” He grinned widely.



But his smile didn’t last, as his nerves got the better of him again. “Bloody hell, Kit. Is this really happening?” His stomach did a somersault, so he stood up to calm himself. But that only made him wince from the pain in his side.



“Are you alright, Sir?”



He blew out a breath to settle the pain.



“I’ll live. Or… not. Thanks to the other event of the night.”



“Sir?”



“Got into a tussle with a few M’Fashniks hired by that prick without a tongue from the pub.”



“M’Fashniks. Searching database… Yes, I know this species. They are mercenaries. Very destructive. You defeated them, Sir?”



“Defeated? Pet, I fucking annihilated the wankers. Who do you think I am, anyway? William the Bloody here! Or… well, I was, anyway.”



“Yes, Sir. I have a full record of your historical exploits.”



“Yeah?” He narrowed his eyes at nowhere in particular. “Does that make you think less of me then?”



“I think only of you, Sir. All the time.”



Spike grinned smugly and made his way toward the kitchen. As quickly as he could, he heated a bag of B positive and drank it down in three gulps.



“I need a shower, Kit. I smell like M’Fash-shit.”



“Was that a joke, Sir?”



“Yeah. A bad one.”



Putting away his mug after a rinse, Spike headed to the bathroom for a quick shower. The blood was already easing the pain in his side, but it was doing nothing for his gut. A love-sick vampire with butterflies in his stomach. Pathetic.



But he smiled anyway.





* * * * *





Buffy was seriously considering punching the wheel again.



The road from Santa Lucia to L.A. was gridlocked with townies headed to the big city for the night, and traffic had slowed to a crawl at the exit to L.A. She didn’t know why she felt so desperate to see him now. She’d gone for forty years without seeing him. She’d been through countless battles without him to back her up. Actual apocalypsases. Apocalypti. She scrunched up her face. Why had she never learned the right word for that anyway? The point was, she’d felt alone before. Even horribly alone on occasion. But now… somehow knowing that he existed, that he could be at her side, that he could fill the void.



She blinked. She hadn’t realized before that there had been a void. But she felt it now – a gnawing emptiness like a claw in her chest that reached for him. Was that pathetic? Was she being like one of those weak-minded women who needed a man to make her whole? And was it need or want? Did it matter? And was it so wrong to want him?



No, she scolded herself. It wasn’t wrong. She’d always insisted that before, and maybe it had been, when she’d been dealing with William the Bloody. But Spike hadn’t been that vampire for half a century. Now – and even those last two years in Sunnydale, if she was truly honest with herself – he was as good a man as any human ever could be.



And she hoped to god that he still cared.



Scratch that. He did care. She knew that. He was here, helping her. But she wanted more. She wanted…



She sighed in defeat.



Love.



Oh god, that’s what she wanted from him. Love. Soul-searing, bone-melting, love. She put a hand to her face as if to block the emotion threatening to spill out.



And then she honked her horn like a mad woman to get traffic moving again.



But it didn’t do a lick of good.





* * * * *





So much for a hot shower to calm the nerves.



Spike paced the small length and width of his flat waiting for her to show. The more he paced, the more restless he became.



He sat down on the sofa and blew out a breath.



Unconsciously, he started tapping his left foot before it cramped painfully.



So he started tapping his right.



And then he was up and pacing again.



He didn’t know how long he’d been patrolling the room before the sound of a car pulling to a stop outside made him turn sharply towards the door.



His voice was a whisper. “Bloody hell, Kit, what do I do?”



“About what, Sir?”



Spike swallowed. “Buffy. She’s outside, on her way to the flat.”



“You open the door, Sir.”



Spike nodded absently. “Right. I open the door. You’re a bloody genius, pet. I mean it.”



He could hear Buffy’s little feet rapidly descending the stairs – his own muscles tightening with every step she took.



He reached the front door in two strides and could sense her on the other side.



Inhaling sharply, he swung open the door.



And froze.



She stood hesitant in the hallway, with an odd look about her – equal parts anticipation and sadness. And she was gorgeous – hair loose and windswept, face pale but with a blush of life in her cheeks.



God help him, he loved her.



He wished he could ask Kit what to do next, because he didn’t have a sodding clue.



Until she rushed into his arms.



He enveloped her instantly, crushing her desperately against his body. He buried his face in her hair and drew her scent into his brain. He could feel small arms gripping him just as tight, and squeezed his eyes shut in relief.



Neither said a word as they stood locked tightly together. There was just warmth. And a delicious combination of softness and strength. And her scent. And his overwhelming bliss. Every muscle in his body seemed to uncoil as he relaxed into the embrace.



Until moist lips brushed across his neck.



He tensed instantly, which only made him grip her harder against him.



Her brushes grew more deliberate - hotter and wetter, as she placed open-mouthed kisses along his collarbone.



Fuck.



And to his neck.



He swallowed.



And to the angle of his jaw.



He squeezed her harder, bit down on his lip, and tipped his head back unconsciously.



And to his Adam’s Apple.



He bit back a whimper.



Hurriedly, he pushed her away from his chest to search her face again. Her eyes were wide and pleading. He lowered his gaze to her lips, dewy and soft, and a single word rushed forth in his mind – simple and urgent.



Please.



He claimed her lips with his own, and they both moaned.



Her mouth opened immediately to him, and her tongue forcefully stroked his own before he’d even dared to go so far. His knees buckled from the sensation and she slipped her arms under his shirt to hold him up at the waist.



She nibbled and licked at his lips before delving in again, stroking the roof of his mouth and making him slump further into her arms.



She walked him backwards, causing them both to collapse on to the sofa – neither willing to break the kiss.



She’d fallen into his lap, and while his lips and tongue never left the heat of her mouth, his hands were everywhere – stroking and gripping – attempting to touch every inch of her at once but not settling anywhere. On her waist. Up her back. In her hair. On her face. At her waist again. She seized his wrists suddenly, and he was terrified that he'd gone too far.



Pulling out of the kiss, she leaned back on his lap, panting slightly. She looked him in the eyes with an intensity of focus that undid him. Slowly, deliberately, and calmly, she guided his hands towards her breasts.



Her name came out in a groan. He felt like he was choking on a feeling too complex to keep down – pleasure, relief, love, disbelief, even sadness for all the years he’d wasted not knowing he might have had this. He let his head fall forward between her breasts and wrapped his arms around her middle. Like a cat to his paw, he rubbed his face against her breasts, eliciting mews and moans from her like a song to his undead heart.



He could’ve stayed that way for hours, making a pillow of her breasts. Saying nothing. Living only in that moment.



But she broke the silence.



“I missed you.” It was emphatic and clear.



He squeezed tighter.



“You were dead. Gone for good. Or so I’d thought. But I missed you.”



He spoke into her breasts. “Buffy, love, I’m so sorry–“



She silenced him by pulling his head up slightly, and kissed the scar above his brow.



“I missed your scar,” she whispered sadly.



He blinked.



“It says so much about you.”



He opened his mouth slightly, but had no words, so shut it dumbly.



She kissed an eyelid, which he instinctively closed.



“I missed your eye lashes,” she said simply.



And right back open fell his mouth.



Ducking her head lower, she kissed one cheekbone softly, and then the next.



“You already know how amazing those are,” she accused, smiling slightly.



He narrowed his eyes in confusion.



She smirked, as if she didn’t believe he didn’t know, but it didn’t last long. She placed a finger to his bottom lip as a look of hunger filled her eyes.



Her voice was deep but wavering. “I missed your mouth, Spike.”



Bloody hell. No one had ever said anything so absolutely amazing to anyone before. Ever.



He recaptured her mouth the next instant, lifting his head fully from her breast. As he held her face in his hands, he pressed closed lips forcefully against hers for long moments. He turned tender next, brushing soft lips across her parted mouth. Then he turned reverent, as he kissed the corners of her mouth with his own. It wasn’t long before he grew passionate, and explored her mouth with his tongue again.



She took everything he dared to offer and gave more. Nibbling and sucking at his mouth, she reclaimed his hands for her breasts, and wrapped her legs possessively around his waist.



They kissed forever it seemed, and yet forever seemed like not nearly enough. As their kiss lingered on, she began to writhe in his lap, until she was grinding down with an urgency that made his cock grow thick along his thigh. He sensed her reaching a hand down to touch him, and seized it gently before she could reach him.



“Forget it, love,” he mumbled into her mouth.



“But you’re–“



“That’s nothing new, Buffy.” He gripped her face with his free hand. “This is.”



She gave him a watery smile and raised her hands to his chest. Pulling her head towards his, he gave her Eskimo kisses that made them both chuckle.



With a tremulous sigh, he leaned back against the couch pulling her tightly against him. He was beginning to feel lightheaded from the emotions she was evoking. He felt paradoxically whole and cracked open at the same time. He felt full, and yet emptied of every sick feeling that he’d been carrying for two centuries. He felt–



God help him. He felt loved.



That’s what he felt. Sod the words. He never had to hear them for the rest of his unlife if he could feel this way forever.



He couldn’t keep the quiver from his voice. “Buffy, I–“



“I missed how natural it always felt when you were around, Spike. Like you’d always been there.”



Once upon a time, her cutting off his protestations of love would’ve wounded him. But he knew it wasn’t because she didn’t want to hear them. He didn’t know how knew that. He just did. And the knowing it, without being told, felt as wonderful as anything.



He wanted to reply that he missed every single thing about her, every second of every day, for every year that they’d been apart.



“I missed your stupid puns,” came out instead.



She lifted her head abruptly from off his chest and gave him a pout. “They’re not stupid.”



He grinned. “You’re right, pet. They’re literary masterstrokes.”



She swatted at his chest playfully, then spoke sincerely. “I missed your honesty, Spike.”



He lowered his head bashfully, then cast his eyes up. “I missed Buffy-speak.” He bit his lip to keep from laughing, but his eyes showed his mirth.



“I missed you fighting on my left side,” she responded with seriousness.



He furrowed his brow in concern. “Pet, I’ll never leave it again. Ever. I’ll always–”



“And I missed your eyes,” she spoke plainly. “The way you used to look at me like you wanted to drain me, or strangle me, or worship me, or scold me, or follow me to the ends of the earth.”



He clenched his teeth to hold back tears.



“I missed you too, love. More–“



She looked away.



“Buffy?”



She looked back. “Then why?”



He narrowed his eyes in question.



“Why did you stay away?”



He looked away this time and sighed. “I thought it was what you wanted, love.”



Silence.



“Well, it wasn’t.” There was no bitterness in her voice. Just truth. But he couldn’t bring himself to look at her.



She cupped his cheek and made him face her again. “And it isn’t. So don’t stay away anymore.”



He nodded – not so much to agree, but to get her to stop making him feel so god damn much. A man couldn’t go three lifetimes without affection to be given so much in one night.



“I want you to stay with me, Spike.” It was her Slayer voice – strong and sure. But it was Buffy who continued. “If you want to.”



His eyes widened in disbelief. “Buffy, kitten, I want!”



A sob escaped her – surprising her as much as him. “I like us, Spike. I love us, actually. We… fit, you know?”



He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He nodded, his face a study of wonder.



“Do you think we fit?”



He nodded again more eagerly.



“Then don’t go. Ever again. Stay. For me. With me.”



Unconsciously, he pressed a hand to his heart, as if to keep it from bulging out of his chest.



“Will you?” she asked pleadingly.



What could he say but the truth?



“Til the end of the world.”


Chapter 25

Chapter 25: What Time is This?

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Kissage! ”No, you have to stay.”



”You've got another demon fighter now.”



”That's not why I need you here.”



”Is that right? Why's that then?”



”Cause I'm not ready for you to not be here.”



He squeezed tighter.



For a moment, Spike thought it was 2003. Before the battle with the First. Before he’d burned in the Hellmouth. Before he’d spent the last forty years wandering the world alone. 



For a moment, he was back in bed with her. Getting lost in her eyes while he held her. Watching her sleep. And at her invitation. 



”Could you stay here? Will you just hold me?”



But something told him this wasn’t 2003. A few things, in fact.



He was naked for one. Well, not quite. He was barefoot and shirtless, wearing nothing but a pair of thin silk pants under the sheets. He’d been fully clothed in jeans and a T-shirt the last time he’d held her. 



And then there was her, in his arms. 



He could feel the heat of her thigh draped over his own. The fingers of his right hand were buried in warm, thick locks, and the strength of her back through thin cotton was palpable under his palm. The smallest sliver of bare stomach rubbed against his, tickling him with every subtle shift in her sleep.  And he could feel her mouth, blowing hot, moist air across his chest.    



He didn’t deserve this. 



”You risked everything to be a better man.”



”Buffy–“



”And you can be. You are. You may not see it, but I do. I do. I believe in you, Spike.”



He opened his eyes and looked down, and the reality of 2043 came flooding back.



They’d spent half the night on his sofa, tangled in each other’s arms, suspended in a lazy, never-ending kiss. Their lips had barely parted between breaths and laughs and nonsensical mutterings. It was only when she’d yawned into his mouth in the early hours of the morning that he’d picked her up and carried her to bed. The kiss only ended when she’d fallen asleep, her head slowly falling down to rest under his chin. And then he’d held her in quiet disbelief. 



He’d spent hours reflecting on the time they’d spent together since their reunion, and he still didn’t quite understand what had happened inside her. She’d thought he was dead for decades, so her feelings couldn’t have grown during his absence. Had she felt this way since Sunnydale? Had it been the First that had distracted her? The Watcher and her friends? Or had she finally let herself feel more now, in her loneliness?



He knew it wasn’t just loneliness though. The way she’d looked at him last night, kissed him. Breathed him in. He shuddered at the thought. He’d never felt so desired.  



Only her groans of discomfort at some point in the night had pulled him out of his musings long enough to dare undress them both. He’d managed to wake her long enough to help him pull her shirt over her head and peel off her pants. His hands had trembled as he worked, and he’d been strangely cautious about touching her skin. She’d managed to pull out her bra from under her top before she fell back asleep. He’d been loath to let her go, so had made quick work of changing into something more comfortable himself. When he’d finally crawled back into bed, the first contact of her skin threatened to undo him. Squeezing her tightly against his body, he shut his eyes, and as he finally drifted into sleep, an unguarded smile spread over his face – the likes of which he hadn’t worn since he was a boy. 



Now fully awake, he pondered what her awakening would bring. His experience told him that she’d bolt for the door after giving him – at best, some sorry excuse about Dawn, and at worst, a punch in the nose. The Buffy he’d gone to bed with in the past had never been the one he’d wake up to. He knew things would be different this time, but he hadn’t the imagination or the courage to consider how.  



And then she moaned. He tensed instantly, preparing for her reaction. Lifting his head off the pillow, he watched tentatively as she slowly disentangled herself to stretch her limbs, eyes closed, like a cat after a midday nap. Unexpectedly, she let all four limbs collapse back over him before she looked up and smiled.



“Hey there, handsome.”



His eyes widened imperceptibly and he struggled to find his voice. 



“Anybody home in there?” She was knocking on his head. 



He blinked. “Morning, love.” 



She smiled again. “That’s better.”



Bloody hell. On the tip of his tongue was a thousand thank you’s to the gods of heaven and as many fuck you’s to the hoards of hell, for having her wake up this way. 



He opened his mouth to speak…



And an almost demonic gurgling pierced the silence. 



“Oops.” She wore the most adorable face of embarrassment. 



He chuckled. “Hungry, love?”



She scratched her head, which only shifted his attention to the gorgeous mane of tangled locks falling over his chest. “Guess I am.”



“We should see to that, then.” 



“Your hair’s gone curly.”



Self-consciously, he put a hand to his hair.



“Stop,” she giggled, as she grabbed his wrist to pull it down. “I like your bed head.”



He pursed his lips in displeasure, which only seemed to amuse her more.



“It’s like the vulnerable you, you know? The ‘you’ that only I get to see, before you don your armor of hair gel and go out into the big bad world.”



He suppressed a shiver at the possessiveness in her words. “Only you.”



She smiled shyly. 



Fuck. Had he said that out loud?

 

“I prefer it straight though,” she admitted apologetically with a shrug.  “I’m used to it, I guess.”



He just stared. This way of waking up was too new. He really had no idea what else to say.



Another demonic gurgle pierced the silence, giving him focus.



“Right then, food for the missus.” His eyes widened comically. “I mean the–“



She laughed out loud. “Relax, Spike. I’ve been called worse.”



He sighed internally. 



“So what have you got to eat?”



He smirked.



She pouted. “Blood sucks.”



That made him laugh out loud.



“But you’ve got Weetabix at least. Right?”



“No milk though, pet. Sorry.”



She growled at him briefly, and if it wasn’t the sexiest thing he’d ever seen, he didn’t know what was. Every cell in his body screamed for him to grab her. He was seconds away from doing just that, when she hopped out of bed. 



“Okay. Weetabix it’ll have to be.”



“Wait.” 



There was something else he’d planned to say, but the sight of her in nothing but a white tank and panties muddled his thoughts. 



“What?”



He licked his lips.



“Earth to Spike.”



“What? Oh. Um, you could order some stuff online, pet. There’s a grocery store a few blocks down that’ll deliver.”



“Really?”



“Yeah. Kit will sort you out.”



“Good morning, sir.” 



Spike grinned. “Foutre, c'est mieux que de bien, cherie.”



“Okay… Am I gonna have to slay the computer bitch?”



 “Oi!” 



“Oh my god, Spike, you’re insane!”



He shrugged. “I just want my girls to get along.” 

 

Rolling her eyes, Buffy turned on her heels and walked away, leaving Spike to admire how the tips of her hair swayed just above her–

 

“Food, Sir?”



“Sodding hell, Kit.”



“Sir?”



Spike let his head fall back on the pillow.  “Yeah, food, pet. From that place on South Street.”



“Searching database. Yes, sir. What would you like to order?” 



“Oh. Right. Um... What do you reckon? Bacon and eggs? Peanut butter and jelly?”



“If you wish, sir.”



“I’m asking you, you ninnie. What do humans eat now a’days anyway?”



“Sir, I–“



“Just do a search of the most popular things, and get a couple of each. And get her some toiletries too. Sweet smelling stuff.  Shampoos and lotions and things.”



“Yes, sir. And what–“



“Cheetos. She likes Cheetos, Kit. Get Cheetos.”



“For breakfast?” Buffy injected from the doorway.



Spike looked up. “Or, not. Wasn’t sure what you wanted, pet.”



“A few dishes and utensils would be good. All you’ve got are cups and spoons.”



“Yeah, well, I don’t exactly need a rolling pin to heat blood. If I’d known you’d be around, I’d have robbed the local housewares store.”



She pursed her lips. “Robbed?”



“Metaphorically speaking.” 



She giggled, and he basked in every positive feeling that emanated from her smile. As his eyes travelled from her face, to the sliver of stomach he could see, and on to thighs perfectly toned from a hundred battles, he marveled at his reversal of fortune. 



“You’re really here.” 



She blushed. “I was thinking the same thing.” And then her face fell. “Especially yesterday.” 



“Buffy?”



She sighed dejectedly, before idly hooking her thumbs under the sides of her panties and twisting the cotton around them, causing the fabric to drop an inch and stretch taut against her–



“Spike–” 



“What? I–” 



“Something’s happened.” 



Fuck. Whatever it was better not take this away from him.



She walked back to bed and climbed into his arms. The sigh of contentment that escaped him was audible. He stroked her hair. 



“Buffy, love, what–?”



“I went home yesterday.”



“Yeah, I know. To check on the house, yeah?”



“Yeah.”



“I take it you didn’t like what you found. What? Burnt to the ground?”



She shook her head. “Most of the house was still standing, but it was pretty torched, yeah. Benji saved a lot of my stuff though.”



“Benji?”



“He’s the kid next door. We’re friends. He knows about Slayers and vampires.”



Spike stroked her hair again in place of a reply.



“He’d been getting things from the house for me and storing them in his garage. He was worried that someone would start raiding the place otherwise. He’d even kept watch over the house.”



Stilling his hand, he waited for her to continue.



“Someone did come to the house apparently. The same someone who’d dropped Queenie off at the house. The same someone who’d transported the Dragvloks to the house.”



He tipped her head up by her chin. “You mean Shaggy?”



“Huh?”



Spike clenched his jaw. “Blond dreadlocks, gold teeth up top, rotten on the bottom?”



She nodded. 



“Wanker!” he cursed under his breath. “Who the hell is that prat, anyway?” 



“Well that’s where the story gets decidedly depressing.” 



Buffy sat up and nestled into his side, her knees on his lap. “I went to the car wash where he worked and managed to track him down to a house on River Street. “



“And? Did you find him and beat him stupid?”



“No. I found a wig. And a pair of fake gold teeth.”



Spike narrowed his eyes. “Huh. What else?”



“A trapdoor in the bedroom closet, leading to an underground lair.”



He fell quiet.



“There were computers. Black-ops looking equipment. And photographs of me on the wall. Surveillance photos. Lots of them.



He balled his fists.  “Buffy, I swear to god, I’ll rip that bastard to shreds with–“



“There’s more.”



He shut his eyes. 



She sighed. “It would be easier just to show you.” Climbing out of bed, she walked back into the main room towards the far end of the sofa. From his vantage point, he could see her retrieve an object from the inside of her coat.



Once she’d climbed back in bed, she placed a nondescript computer tablet in his lap.



He looked at her questioningly. 

 

“Swipe the screen.”



With his thumb, he stroked the screen and a message appeared.



Welcome to the complete Library of the Watcher’s Council. Restricted material. Enter passcode to access.



Silence.



After a few seconds, the message disappeared and the screen went dark.



He swiped the screen again.



Welcome to the complete Library of the Watcher’s Council. Restricted material. Enter passcode to access.



He stared at the words until they disappeared a second time. 



“Spike?”



“She’s a dead woman.” 



“Spike–”



“There gonna be finding her body parts for days after I’m done.”



“Spike, we don’t know –“



“The hell we don’t!” He looked up finally, and the sadness in her eyes broke through his growing fury.



He shook his head. “Buffy, love, she has to be stopped.” 



Buffy turned her head away, so he grabbed it with two hands and made her face him. 



“This has gone on long enough,” he whispered. “You need to let me end her.”



She gasped, and was on her feet the next instant.



“Listen to you! You want a license to kill now? To kill my friends?” 



She was angry. Good. So he was he. He stood up too. 



“Don’t need a license, pet. That bitch is dead already. She’s obviously dead inside, and I’m intent on finishing the job.”



“Over my dead–“



“But that’s just it, isn’t? You can’t die! And who the hell do we have to thank for that? Red hasn’t been a friend to you since high school!  Since her days of fuzzy, pink sweaters and wonky love spells! And even then she was wreaking havoc!”



“What do you know? You’ve been gone for forty years!”



He paused, but he wasn’t moved. “You know I’m right, Buffy.”



“No, Spike. I don’t know that.” Sighing, she rubbed her head wearily, before continuing in a calmer voice. “I thought like you did, Spike. I did. She was the first person I thought of when I saw that stupid tablet. But there’ve been rogue Watchers over the years, Spike. There’ve been rogue Slayers, too. And getting one of these libraries is as easy as stealing it from a Watcher. We don’t even know if this Shaggy guy has the passcode.”



He considered that for a moment. “Do you have the passcode?”



She blinked. “Um… yeah. Why?”



“Is there a way of activating that thing and tracing when it was last used?”



Her eyes widened. “Yeah. Give it back.”



Handing it back, Spike watched as she entered in the passcode and started moving her fingers across the screen. She frowned.



“Buffy?”



She handed the tablet back. So he read. “’Last used: four days, twelve hours, and seventeen minutes ago. Last title accessed: Spoken Dragvlokian – Intermediate Level. Mastering Your Clicks and Gutturals.’”  



“I’d say he has the passcode, Spike.”



He was about to hurl the bloody machine through the glass wall, when Buffy caught his arm.



“That still doesn’t mean Willow’s behind this.”



He let out a sound of disbelief.



“There’s still the possibility of a rogue watcher,” she insisted.



“Keep telling yourself that, pet, and you really will find yourself dead. Permanently this time. Cause if anyone can do it, Red can. She’ll find a way to take your power.”



Buffy gave him an exasperated look. “Spike, I know you think I’m an idiot for giving her the benefit of the doubt, but I’m not. I’m fully aware of what Willow is capable of, just like I’m fully aware of what you’re capable of.”



“What the–? You’re comparing me with her now?!”



“Why not? You’re ready to dismember her for god’s sake!”



“To protect you!”



“Yeah, and the things Willow has done over the years, she’s done to protect herself and the people she loves! How is that any different?”



“There’s a world of difference, Buffy! Your life is infinitely more important than hers!”



“No. It’s not.” She turned her back on him.



“Deny that all you want, Slayer, but you’ll never convince me that anyone in this sorry excuse of a world is your equal.”

  

Silence. 



It stretched for some time before she turned around to face him again.



She looked into his eyes, like she’d done so many years ago as he burned. “I’m so glad you’re here, Spike.”

 

He swallowed. “So… I can kill her?”



She glared. “Spike, if I ever get undeniable evidence that Willow is trying to hurt me or anyone I love, I’ll handle her myself. Be sure of that. But until that time, I choose to have more faith in her than even she has in herself.”  

 

“Hm. Then for the sake of that beautiful arse of yours, I choose to question her every move, and won’t apologize for whatever I might do if I see her again in the flesh.” 



She bit back a smile. “How do you do that?”



“What?”



“Settle a fight with an easy quip about my behind?”



He grinned. “Were we fighting?”



“Well, we were shouting.”



“Yeah. About how much you matter to this world. And about how we’re never gonna let anyone take you away from me.”



She dipped her head. “I knew you’d make me feel better about all of this. I knew you’d help.” She looked up at him then, looking suddenly amused. “In your way.” 



He tipped his head to the side and smiled. 





*     *     *     *     *



“Xander, enough pancakes.” 



“Hon!” he garbled through a mouthful. “Then why’d you make so many?”



Dawn shrugged as she bit off a piece of bacon. “I thought Buffy might show.”

 

“Nah. If she didn’t stay in Santa Lucia, she’d be with Uncle Rory.”



“How do you know?”



“I might’ve pushed him in the right direction last night.”



“Wow. You’ve really done a 180 where he’s concerned.”



Xander shrugged. “People can change. And I mean Spike here, hon, not me. He doesn’t suck so much anymore. That’s all. And I mean that literally. Get it?” 



Dawn smirked. “Got it. So Spike’s the one that’s changed. Like your future son-in-law, who you used to hate.”



“Exactly. Simon doesn’t suck any more either.”



“Good. Then you’ll understand his wanting a priest for the wedding ceremony.”



“What? No way. Not on my peso!”



“Xander–“ 



“Dawnie, I’d like to keep my other eye, if you don’t mind. One eye-gouging, misogynistic Southern preacher was enough.”



“Xander, the priest is English. And you’re a loon.“



“Yeah, but you love me anyway.”





*     *     *     *     *



“So what now?” He was still smiling at her. 



She loved how he smiled at her. Also, the abs. She loved the abs. And the chest.  And the hips barely holding up his–



“Buffy?”



“Huh?”



“What do we do now? About Shaggy?”



She blew out a breath. “I don’t know. Nothing. We think on things for a while. You know, renumerate.“



He wrinkled his forehead. “You mean ruminate?”



“Yeah. By the looks of his lair, he’s been watching for a while. There were pictures from last year on his wall.”



“Yeah, but that bastard’s been doing more than watching, Buffy. The Dragvloks may have had their own agenda, but he was party to it.”



She frowned. “I know. But they’re scattered now, and he may not have expected that. I think we have a little more time to plan our next move now that we’re free of a Big Bad.” 



“Uh, not exactly, love.”



She loved when he called her that. And she kinda wished he didn’t call his computer the same thing. Focus, Buffy. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Well, it seems our friend the Slod is out for my pretty little arse now. Or more precisely, my tongue. He sicced a pack of M’Fashniks on me last night.”



“Hm. I had a feeling that would come back to bite you in the end.” She giggled at her own pun.

 

Spike threw his arms into the air. “You– You were all with the ‘squee’ and the jumping up and down when I brought home the tongue and let that bastard live!”



She shrugged. “Yeah, well, it was cool. And much deserved. But I could have told you he’d come back. They always come back in the end. Duh.” 



He narrowed his eyes at her. God, she loved that too. It made her feel naughty, but in a fun way. 



“Yeah, well, then you’d better watch out for your demon bird back home, ducks.”



“Who? The Penis Lady?”



”If you insist.”



“Darn. Good point.” She crunched up her face. “Ugh. Bad pun.”



He chuckled. Yay Buffy, with the funny. 



“Well, I’ve met the Penis Lady’s cousin in Sunnydale before, and she wasn’t that tough. Just gotta dodge the paralyzing spit and then it’s just your run-of-the-mill circumcision.”



He grimaced. “Can we talk about something else?”

 

“Nope. We can get dressed and eat instead. Why don’t you feed your inner demon while I shower, and then maybe my food will be back when I’m done.”



“You don’t need a shower, love. I like your smell.”



“Smell? I have smell? See, this is where this relationship is ridiculously unbalanced.”



He laughed. “Buffy–“ 



“Nuh – uh. I’m taking a shower.” She didn’t wait for his reply. 





*     *     *     *     *



“Up and at ‘em, Colletti.”



Sonny groaned and covered her head with her pillow.



“That means, rise and shine, bitch.”



“Fuck off, Gina.”



“Nope. It’s 4:30 pm. You weren’t out that late. Get your ass outta bed already.”



Sonny flipped over in bed and sat up. “Don’t you have a handyman to flirt with? I can hear his fucking hammering downstairs.”



Gina held her position in the doorway, arms crossed. “What’s wrong with you? You still upset about Max?”



Sonny flopped back on the bed and looked up at the ceiling. “No.”



“What? Is it An–“



“Jesus, Gina! Yes! If you must know, it is.”



“He’s an asshole, Sonny.”



Silence.



Damn. 



Gina did feel for the girl, so she went for a gentler approach. “What happened?”



“He dumped me.”



Shit. 



“Well… that’s one way to put it.”



Sonny looked at her in annoyance. “Yeah? What’s another way?”



“He liberated your ass.”



She rolled her eyes.  “Okay, I’ll bite. From what, Gina?”



“From his tired conversation. From his lame jokes. From his self-righteous preachin’. From his meaty face. From his–“



“I get it, Gina. Thanks.”



“I’m just sayin’, Sonny. You’re too damn cool for that poser.”



Sonny exhaled wearily. “Maybe you’re right. That seems to be the general consensus.”



“Yeah?”



“Spike said as much last night.”



Gina smiled. “See. I knew there was a reason I liked the brotha.”



“Hm. She always gets the good ones, doesn’t she?”



“Sonny, give her–“



“… a break. Yeah, yeah.”



“So you gonna get out of bed or what?” 



“What for? Your boyfriend is still hammering downstairs. The Dragvloks are gone. Everybody is still in mourning cause half of us are dead.”



“Yeah, but we ain’t, Sonny.”



“Go find your handyman, Gina. I’ll get up in my own time.” 



Gina sighed. “You don’t get it, do you, Sonny?”



She didn’t reply.



“Men are like stakes, girl. You lose one, you grab another. Sometimes they’re handy. Sometimes they ain’t. But at the end of the day, what gets the job done… the reason you survive…”



Sonny looked at her.



“Is you.”



She was listening now.



“We don’t need ‘em, sis.” She leaned forward conspiratorially.  “They’re just extras.”



Sonny chuckled bitterly.



“Can I get an ‘Amen’?”



“Amen, Gina. Amen.” 





*     *     *     *     *



Buffy hated wearing the same clothes again after a shower, but she’d taken all her new clothes back to Dawn’s. And then there was the problem of no mirrors in Spike’s place. Arghh. Grabbing his comb and the smallest amount of hair gel, she resigned herself to a sleek plaited ponytail down the back, then finished the look off with a bit of lip gloss to her mouth and cheeks.



She found him in the kitchen, still shirtless, unpacking a mountain of groceries.



“Wow. That was quick.”



He looked up and stared for a moment. “Thank, Kit.”



He didn’t smile. Did she look bad?



“I don’t have any fresh clothes. And you don’t have a mirror.”



He frowned. “You look gorgeous, pet.”



She blushed, for what seemed like the hundredth time.



“So what have we got to eat?” She walked over to him in the kitchen to inspect.



“Wasn’t sure what you wanted, so…”  He waived a hand over his purchases. 



He’d bought out the whole grocery store. Fruits, vegetables, cereals, juices, snacks, meats, breads, soups, everything.



“We’ve got enough here for an apocalypse, Spike.”



“Well seeing as they tend to happen every year…”



They shared a laugh. 



“Tell you what, pet. You dig in, and I’ll get dressed.”



“Um. Okay. Then what?”



He blinked. “Oh. Don’t know. What do you want to do?”



The truth? She didn’t care, as long as she was with him. “How about the beach?”



He raised an eyebrow.



She shrugged. “The sun’s almost down. And I haven’t been to the beach in ages – especially not at night. It’ll be fun. We can do the tourist thing, walk along the surf, maybe slay something as we go.”



He just stared.



Damn it. Was that a stupid idea? Did he want to do something else? Did he want alone time? This was too new. She was going too fast.  



“Or if you–“



“That sounds like fun, Buffy.” 



She suppressed a shiver. She loved it when he said her name, deep and low. 



“Eat up.” Grabbing the back of her head, he placed a soft kiss on her forehead, before heading back to the bedroom.



She watched him from behind until he disappeared behind the glass screen and only then let herself exhale fully. Strange. She’d travelled to countless cities, fought in more battles than she cared to remember, and against insurmountable odds. She’d met a thousand men, more than a few worth knowing. She’d aged forty years. And despite all of that, this thing with Spike… 



Well… it felt like an altogether new adventure. Thrilling and uncertain.



She bit into a peach, and closed her eyes in delight. 



“Thanks, Kit.”



Chapter 26

Chapter 26: Borrowed Time

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Spike woke up to a new Buffy.Santa Lucia 



The back door to his house was open and the lock was busted, but the man knew that might not mean much. It was River Street, after all. It wouldn’t be the first time a thug had tried to rob his place, or a bum had crawled in and passed out on the living room floor.



He shut the back door softly behind him and walked quietly around the room. He scanned the kitchen for clues of the intruder’s intent. Dirty dishes and garbage had been shifted about, and a smooth-soled shoe had clearly swept at the layer of rubbish that littered the white vinyl floor. 



He managed to open the cabinets without a creak. The bottle of tequila was still there. So too the packets of duck sauce. 



Not a bum then.



He strolled into the living room with a deceptive calm. The sofa showed no signs of overnight use by way of dents or depressions. The TV still sported a thick layer of dust. No fingerprints. It took only a matter of seconds for him to conclude that the room had been of little interest to his guest. 



He spent even less time inspecting the closets and smaller rooms that remained, seeing as they held even less of value. He knew any answers at this point would be found in the bedroom. 



As he pushed opened the bedroom door, the scene confirmed his suspicions. Piles of clothes that once blanketed the floor now formed a mountain on top of the bed. He turned sharply towards the closet – its door flung open, like a mouth gleefully mocking him. 



Gripping the gun from the holster at his back, he pulled it out to rest flush against his thigh. He took the few steps to the trap door in the closet floor and found it open too.



He listened. 



He’d been far too quiet on entering the house to have been heard from down below, so there’d be no reason for the intruder to remain so quiet if he was still there. Unless it was her, of course. He wasn’t sure if Slayers had superior hearing or not. 



No. She’d be too cunning to let herself become trapped downstairs. 



Closing the closet door behind him, he descended the stairs with less caution. The lights came on automatically, illuminating a space that looked largely undisturbed. In the solitude of his office he walked about freely, investigating every corner, file, and piece of equipment for signs of tampering. The computer remained passcode protected when he woke it, which gave him no small amount of relief. But the desk drawers were ajar. 



He opened the first drawer and found his favorite disguise still there. 



He opened the second drawer and searched through his passports. John Reynolds was missing. Perhaps she thought that was his real identity.



He opened the third drawer – the lock clearly broken. The drawer was empty.



Damn it. 



Enough guesswork. “Time to show your face, sweetheart.” 



He unlocked the computer mainframe and replayed the video feed for the past few hours at maximum speed. He slowed the speed when the petite blonde came into view. 



“Hello, gorgeous.” And she was, he had to admit. He paused it at the vision of her slumped on the floor where he now stood, looking despondent. He stared at her face for several minutes while he considered his options. 



Who was he kidding? Regardless of what she thought she’d found, he had no options. He made the call.



…



“She’s been here.”



Silence. 



”Abort.”



“What?” He hadn’t expected that. “But–“



”You’re compromised.”



“But she doesn’t know anything. Not really.”



”She knows enough.”



“I don’t understand!” He paused to slowly exhale and compose himself. It wouldn’t do to speak to her so disrespectfully. “Ma’am, there’s nothing here that identifies us. I can change location, persona. I’ve got–”



”No. She’s on alert. That means she’ll be even more dangerous. And more concerning, evasive.”



“So, what? After all this time, I just pack up and go?”



“Not quite. You know the final mission.”



“You mean–?”



”Bag her.”





*     *     *     *     *



“Bloody hell. Is that–?”



“Yup.”



They were standing outside his flat, in front of the open doors of the bike trailer. 



“Buffy. You–“



“I know,” she said smugly. 



He stared at her briefly, before turning back to his bike. “Didn’t think I’d see her again.”



“Why? She was just at my place, Spike.”



He rubbed the back of his head. “Didn’t know if I’d be seeing your place again either.”



Silence.



Fuck. Smooth, Spike. Very smooth.  Pathetic is more like it. He kept his eyes on his bike.



“Spike, I–“



“Thanks for this, pet. Thanks a lot. I’m happy to see her again.” 



“Goodness grief. Is everything of yours female?”



He looked back, but said nothing.



She looked away.  They were both pathetic, he decided. Hadn’t they spent the better part of the last night snogging? 



“So uh… I reckon Queenie’s had a hell of a week, love, no?”

 

“Hmm… rescuing stinky victims from the Penis Lady… bursting through the wall of a burning house… knocking down Dragvloks like bowling pins.” She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”



He grinned at her. “Let’s take the hog then.” 



She smiled back.



“Keys?”



She fished them out of her jacket and threw them over. “Where to?”



“Well I reckon if you wanna get a little slaying done on this little outing, we should head to Venice Beach.”



She pursed her lips. “You just wanna go to Levi’s.”



“Well I wouldn’t turn down a drink, pet.” He gave her a wink. 



“Okay. But sandy before seedy, alright?”



“Of course.”



Spike grabbed the bike out of the trailer with ease and mounted her, stroking her body lovingly. He extended his other hand to Buffy. “Your chariot, me lady.”



Taking his hand and sliding on, she didn’t hesitate to wrap her arms around him once she was seated. He took a moment to appreciate that, before starting the engine and speeding away. 



As he tore through the streets of L.A. with Buffy at his back, Spike was struck by an overwhelming sense of gratitude. A man couldn’t ask for much more than what he had now. 



On second thought, that wasn’t entirely accurate, he decided. He and Buffy had yet to kiss that day, and he wasn’t sure why. His lips almost ached from the absence, even more than his cock – left semi-hard since last night in a state of perpetual anticipation. His dick he could ignore though. But if he could just kiss her again... 



But he wouldn’t dare. 



She’d been the one to advance things last night, but she hadn’t shown any interest in that regard today. He knew why he was hesitant. He hadn’t pressed her for anything since that dreadful night in Sunnydale. It was a lifetime ago, he knew. She’d forgiven him almost as soon as he’d come back to town. And the scene of that heinous crime was now a pile of crumbled tile in a town long sucked into hell. But he never wanted to misread things so horribly again.



So he’d wait for her to ask.



The ride to the beach was spent in comfortable silence, the hum of the engine rhythmic and soothing. After thirty or so minutes, he slowed the bike into a lot a few meters from the beach.



“Gee, what da ya know? Levi’s.”



“Just the parking lot, love. We can walk to the beach from here.”



“Hm.” She climbed off the bike.



He grinned. “Shall we swim?”



“Huh?”



“You. Me. Dip in the surf. We are at the beach, Buffy.”



“In clothes?”



“Uh. No.”



Her eyebrows shot up. “Spike. There are, like, people around. I’m not skinny dipping!”



He pouted. “But it’s dark, pet.”



“Yeah, and you’re as white as a sheet. You practically glow in the dark.”



“Speak for yourself, pale face. You look like a vamp.”



She scowled. “I do not look like a vampire.”



He bit back a chuckle. “Okay, we’ll get you a G-string at the shops.”



“Ew!”



“String bikini bottoms?”



She gave him a closed lip smile. “Possibly. Plus a top. And we’ll get you something too. Something blue, I think, to match your eyes.”



“Try again, Slayer. You’re not gettin’ me into those tight, little bathers.” 



She giggled. “Bathers?”



“What?”



“Don’t mean to ruffle your cravat there, Sir Lancelot, but they’re swim trunks. Get with the 21st century already.”



He glowered. “I’m pretty sure you referred to at least three different centuries in that sentence, genius. And anyway, seeing as I’ll still be walking the world’s beaches long after the 21st century is a footnote in history, I could give a fuck what these wankers wear.”



She crossed her arms in front of her. “Fine. Board shorts then.” Turning on her heels, she yelled over her shoulder. “But you’re not going naked!” 



He smiled unguardedly at her back. God he loved her. 



As he watched her stomping off towards the shops, there was no getting over his continued astonishment at the situation. He’d gotten the girl. Forty years later, mind you, but he had her. He: Spike. And not ‘a’ girl, but ‘the’ girl. The bloody Chosen One. Stronger than a hundred men. Braver than a lioness. The only immortal human being in existence. Perpetually gorgeous. Forever Buffy. 



How the hell had he gotten the bloody girl?



“Spike!”



Right. She was already disappearing into a tourist shop off the boardwalk. Slipping out of his trench, he threw it over his arm and raced to catch up.



The shop was a bloody disaster zone of fluorescent light and neon prints. Spike stopped in front of a particularly heinous pair of shorts with pink and yellow flames shooting from the crotch. 



“Hate to break it to you, kitten, but you’re never gettin’ my beautiful arse into anything this ugly.



She rolled her eyes before grabbing a different pair and holding them up for his inspection. “How about these?”



He scoffed. “Too short, and too bloody blue.”

 

She hung it back up with a grumble and disappeared amongst the racks.



He had to admit he was already enjoying himself, playing the young couple arguing about inanities. Only vaguely browsing at the items on the racks, he stopped when his eye caught a shiny string bikini in black.



Fingering the fabric, almost leather like in texture, his mouth watered at the thought of it against her skin. He licked his lips unconsciously, and grabbed the set in the smallest size.



“Pet, I’ve found your–“



“Like ‘em?” She was holding up a pair of simple black shorts, long and slim.



He grinned. “Perfect.”



“You’re so predictable.”



“Ya think?” He held up his find.



She blinked. “Which doesn’t mean you don’t also have good taste. Give ‘em here.”



He threw her the bikini and she headed straight to the register. 



“Hi. Just these two.”



“Cool.” The checkout guy was a shirtless cliché with blond highlights and bleached teeth. “Cash or credit?”



“Oh wait.” She grabbed two beach towels from a nearby shelf.



“Credit, thanks.”



“Make that cash, mate.” Spike pulled out a roll of bills and gave the salesman three fifty-dollar notes. Buffy looked at him warily.



“Who are you, and what have you done with the thieving, penniless va– … uh, vanity project that was Spike?”



He smirked. “I taught him a few things about long-term investments, pet. Why, you want him back?”



“Nope. I like the Sugar Daddy Spike better.”



He chuckled. He wanted to remind her that sugar daddies didn’t do anything for free, but he was determined not to force the issue. So he just looked at her.



“Your change, sir?”



He extended his hand for the change, without taking his eyes off his girl. “Cheers, mate.” After Buffy grabbed the bags, he led her out of the shop back to the boardwalk. 



“There’s some bathrooms over there, Spike. Let’s duck in and get changed now while we’re here.”



Nodding, Spike grabbed his board shorts – his first set of bathers since he was human – and headed for the men’s bathroom.



Once back out on the boardwalk, standing barefoot and shirtless, Spike felt silly holding his clothing and boots. The shorts were a snug fit, hung low at the waist and stopping just below his knees. They weren’t bad, he had to admit, and he knew he looked good. He took to pacing a short stretch of boardwalk as he waited for Buffy to re-emerge. 



The beach was crowded with people in various states of undress – teenagers sharing smokes and sipping poorly hidden bottles of beer, poofters on roller blades and scooters, oldies with sweaters around their necks holding tightly to each other against the breeze. But mainly there were lone weirdoes with piercings and tats, washed up bikers and your run-of-the-mill cornucopia of beach bums. 



“Ready?”



Spike turned back towards the bathrooms and stopped abruptly. 



Bloody hell.



His fangs descended unexpectedly as a low growl erupted from his chest, thankfully too soft for human hearing amidst the noise. He fisted both his hands to keep them still, and struggled to ignore the growing throb down the length of his cock.



The bikini fit perfectly, which is to say it was probably one size too small. Shiny black fabric was stretched taut over small but perfect breasts, and a triangle of fabric failed to hide a few dark curls from peeking out at him. In the dark of night and against the black of her bikini, her skin was luminescent in its paleness. And her golden hair was already blowing about her shoulders on the wind.



A dozen instincts were warring in his head at that moment. Drain her. Taste her. Fuck her into the sand. Gather her into your arms and rub your skin against hers. Kneel before this goddess and pledge your undying devotion. Tell her you love her. You adore you. You’ll do anything if she lets you have her.   



He took a settling breath.



“Took you long enough.” He’d even managed to will away his fangs.



She was staring at him – no doubt at the picture he made holding his duster and boots like a dill. 



“Let’s get rid of this stuff, pet. We’ll take it back to the bike. No one’ll nick it if they wanna live.”



She rolled her eyes as they started the walk back to the bike.



“How’s the suit fit?” he asked casually.



“A little snug, but good. Yours?”



“Same.”



She cast her eyes on him briefly before looking ahead again. “I’ve never seen you in swim trunks, Spike.”



“Ditto.” He kept his eyes on the passersby.



“You look almost normal.”



“You don’t.”



Silence.



Shit. That may have come out wrong. 



Once back in the parking lot, they threw their clothes into the shopping bag and secured the bag on to the back of the bike. They stood facing each other for some moments, neither seeming to know what to do next.



“Race you to the s–“



But she was already on the move before she finished.



Spike grinned. She was gorgeous and strong his girl, but she had her blond moments. She could never outrun him, no mater how much her power grew. He was waist-deep in the ocean before her feet touched water.



“I think your age is catching up with you, Slayer. The Penis Lady was faster than you.”



She placed her hands on her hips. “Yeah, with you egging her on.” 



He laughed. “No pun intended.”



She smiled. “Right.”



Strutting out of the water, he met her in the sand.



“How’s the water?”



“I don’t know. Cold, I guess. Not like it bothers me one way or the other.”



“Hmm. Let’s walk a bit more to get me hotter.”



He cast his eyes down her body and kept his mouth shut. They started walking along the coast away from the shops.



“So when do you reckon you’re going back to Santa Lucia?”



“A while yet. There’s a lot of work to do on the cottage. It’ll take a couple of months. I may need to check up on things once a week or so. Dawn and Xander are happy to have me for longer, but I’m already desperate to have my own place again.”



His stomach clenched as he hurried his reply. “Stay with me, then.” 



Bugger. He was pretty sure his voice had gone up a notch. It was only after a few more steps that he realized she’d stopped. He turned back to find her staring at him.



“Or not, pet. Whatever,” he rushed. He shrugged. “You’re welcome to, is all.” God he hoped that hadn’t sounded eager.



She smiled slightly. ”Thanks. I… I think I will then.”



He turned back around and hid a happy sigh of relief, then started walking again, as she caught up. 



“You sure you–“



“Positive. We’ll go get Queenie and pick your stuff up from Dawnie’s later tonight then, yeah?”



She looked ahead of her. “Okay.” 



They walked for some time in companionable silence. 



“Have a look at the moon, love.”



Buffy followed his gaze. “Wow.”



“Red moon.”



“So it is. How come?”



“Lunar eclipse.”



“It’s gorgeous. Please tell me it’s not a sign of an impending apocalypse.”



“It is. Sorry, Slayer. Eclipses always are. But red moons are common, so it’s not like every one of ‘em is a forewarning of impending doom.



“Good. I’ve had enough gloom and doom for the month, and I haven’t even had my period yet.”



He chuckled lightly, then licked his lips unconsciously.



“Speaking of impending doom…” She sighed wearily.  “I really hope this Shaggy guy is just some Warren-type with a Slayer obsession or something. Or better yet, a Jonathan-type.”



Spike was certain he was much more than that. “Whatever he is, Slayer, he’s no match for you.”



She gently elbowed him in the side. “For us, you mean.” 



He looked at her. “Yeah.”



“Okay, I’m hot.”



He blinked.



“Let’s swim.”



She stopped in her tracks and started to back into the surf, grabbing his hand on the way. 



He followed blindly, releasing her hand as she stumbled further into the water.



“Uh… Buffy, watch out for that–“



“Agghh!”



She was swallowed by a wave the next moment, then dragged several meters down the coast  and spit out on to the sand.



Spike laughed out loud at the mess of a girl that re-emerged.



Seized by a fit of coughing, Buffy tried desperately to clear her lungs. 



“You alright, pet?”



She nodded absently and kept coughing. With the last of her coughs, she pulled the wet strands of hair from her face and looked up him, still looking amused. Bending a finger towards him, she signaled for him to join her.



“Yeah? Why?” 



“I want to swim with you.”



He gazed at her suspiciously, then let his eyes travel south. Even from his distance, he could see her nipples were hard, and rivulets of seawater were leaving glistening trails between her breasts. She looked far too delectable not to go to, but way too innocent just now to trust. 



Fuck it. It wasn’t like he could drown.



He followed her in to where the water was thigh high. 



She smiled into his eyes and placed her hands upon his chest; then dragged her fingertips across his own nipples, hardening them instantly. Clenching his jaw, he kept his hands glued to his sides and his eyes on her face, as she slid her hands over his stomach and down to the waistband of his shorts. 



He swallowed. “Buffy.”



Her eyes still in his, she laid her palms against his stomach and pressed down. He could feel his cock thicken and twitch with heat and pressure of her touch and mustered all his will power to stay calm. Slowly, she tucked her fingertips just under his waistband to tickle his pubic hair.



He growled low. 



She bit her lip in reply, then slid her palms towards his hips, as if to drag down his shorts.

 

He exhaled slowly to contain himself, determined not to lose control.



“Spike?” It was a whisper, seductive and sweet.



He opened his mouth in reply.



She gripped his hips painfully. “Can you fly?”



He blinked. “Wha –?”



He was flying the next moment. 



“Bloody hell!”



She’d hurled him straight over her head, sending him headlong into the ocean well past the shore.



He could hear her cackling as he flew.



He tried to soften his landing by diving in, but he still hit the surface roughly, and sank some distance into the water before he stopped. Underwater, he couldn’t contain his own laughter. He was having the time of his life. 



“Spike?”



He could hear her from underwater but couldn’t get a sense of her tone. Grinning to himself, he decided to turn the tables and dived deeper. It had been years since he’d explored the ocean, and it suddenly occurred to him how silly that was. Vampires were uniquely equipped to explore a world barely known by non-aquatic species. As he swam underwater, he inspected the variety of sea life that passed him by. 



“Spike?” Her voice again. Fainter. He’d let her wait a bit longer.



Eyeing a school of fish a bit further from the shore, he swam towards the school to better appreciate their beauty.



“Spike!” Faint, but undeniable. 



He was cautious not to frighten the school. No fun in that. He wasn’t that kind of monster. So he swam alongside them until they broke away sharply into deeper water. 



“Oh my god! Spike!”



He laughed underwater and turned back towards the shore, his eyes on the lookout for gorgeous legs under the surface. 



Looking up, he could see her wading some distance away, so he sped to the water just beneath her. Once close enough to see her painted toes, he made his move.



“Spike!”



And yanked her vertically underwater by her feet. 



He was laughing at her swipes and kicks until he saw the terror on her face, hidden in part by a tangle of hair. 



Fuck.



Grabbing her by the waist, he hastily dragged her to the surface.



Like a squid with its prey, she wrapped her limbs tightly around his body, arms around his neck and both legs around his waist. Once her head had cleared the water, she was spitting up water over his shoulder. 



“Baby, are you alright?”



“You bastard!” She was coughing and crying simultaneously, but still holding on tightly.



“Buffy, I’m sorry, love. It was just a joke. I thought we were playing.”



She pounded on his back ineffectually, as if she’d forgotten that her fists could hurt so much more. And while her sobs and coughs became less frequent, she kept her head tucked over his shoulder.



“Don’t ever do that again!”



“I’m sorry, love.” His voice was soft, and his touch equally so, as he rubbed small circles into her back.  Not wanting to wade in the water any further, he moved them to more shallow water where he could stand. 



“I couldn’t find you!”



He grabbed her by her head and made her face him, though she wouldn’t loosen her grip around his body. “Buffy, I don’t need to breathe, pet. You know that.”



“So what! There are other things that could have happened! You could have been snatched by a squid or something!”



He gave her a look of amused disbelief, as he thought of the picture she now made wrapped so tightly around his torso. 



“Well, who knows what’s under the water, Spike. For all we know there’s a whole alien world under the water. Don’t you watch movies?”



He just smiled at her, as he stroked her cheek with his thumb.



“And you can’t just pull humans down into the water like that.” She was pouting a bit, her lips wet and trembling.



“You’re immortal, pet. And I wasn’t gonna keep you down there long, anyway.”



She frowned. “I can still drown, Spike. I just won’t stay dead. It wouldn’t be the first time a vampire drowned me.”



He stopped smiling. “What?”



“The Master. That’s how he killed me.”



“The Master killed you?”



She nodded. “Xander brought me back, with mouth-to-mouth. Apparently Angel wouldn’t do it. He said he had no breath, or something stupid like that.”



He grimaced. “That is stupid, Buffy. He doesn’t need the oxygen himself, but he’s more than capable of blowing hot air it in and out.” He shook his head. “Ninny.” He looked back at her face, still strained. “Pet, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”



She just nodded. 



A silence stretched between them.



“So uh… Xander gave you mouth-to-mouth, and you were better?”



She looked up at him again, her eyes questioning.



He dragged his thumb down to her mouth, and unconsciously opened his own. When he realized what he was doing, he stilled his thumb and looked up, apprehensive.



“Spike, I swear to God, if you don’t kiss me already, I’ll–“



He attacked her mouth the next instant.



They both moaned their relief in the kiss, first rough and urgent. The kiss grew softer as she opened her mouth to him, but no less insistent. Desperate to have her closer, Spike tightened his grip around her back, before boldly shifting his hands lower to grip her ass possessively. His cock was rock hard despite the temperature, and he forcibly dragged her pussy along his shaft.



“Uhn!” She broke away from the kiss to moan a breath. “More!” 



He invaded her mouth again, stroking every surface with his tongue. Eager to feel her breasts, he moved his hands to her top, and was relieved when she took over grinding her pussy against him. Covering her breasts with his hand, he caressed her nipples with the heel of his palms, making her whimper with pleasure.



He mumbled through the kiss. “Oh, Buffy.”



“Spike, I–”



“You, there!”



He searched the front of her top in vain for a clasp or tie, refusing to break the kiss.



“I said, you, there!”



He moved to the back of her top and found the knot, but found his fingers useless to the task. “Buffy, love, help–“



“I said, you there, Casper!”



Breaking the kiss, Spike turned golden eyes towards the shore, where a beach patroller was yelling angrily. He growled audibly.



“Spike! Your eyes. Quick. He’s coming.”



Turning away, he exhaled slowly, until his eyes turned blue once more. 



“Out of the water, you perverts! This isn’t a highway motel! It’s a public beach for goodness sake! We’ve got families here!”



Spike didn’t hide his contempt. “It’s the middle of the night, you wanker. You see any toddlers in the water?”



“Spike.”



He sighed in defeat. Letting go of her, wet and pliant, would hurt like hell to do. His whole body seemed to revolt at the thought. But he grabbed her ankles, nonetheless, and slowly pulled her free, then followed her reluctantly out of the water.



“You’re lucky we don’t kick you off the beach, fella, or fine you for indecency!”



Spike walked past the beach patroller without deigning him with a look. “Thanks ever so.”



Shaking his head, the beach patroller stalked away from the two, muttering about ‘kids today’ as he went. 



Wet and chastened, the blonds could only stare at each other, hungrily.



“So…”



He waited eagerly for her to continue.



“Should we go ho–?”



“Yes.”



That made them both look away and chuckle.



“I’ll just go rinse out my hair at the shower,” she said shyly. “We can throw our clothes on over the suits.”



He nodded. “I’ll meet you at the bike, love.” He refused to watch her walk away, deciding to head back towards the water’s edge instead. He was impatient enough to have her in his arms again. He didn’t need to torture himself further by the look of her, half naked and wet. 



Looking out at the sea, he eyed a cargo ship on the horizon and shook his head. It was almost unbelievable that he’d been in the hold of such a ship not so long ago – he, believing her old and retired in Europe, and she believing him dead.  After decades of monotony, so much had changed, in so short a time.



And now… the world was literally theirs for the taking. Together. They would never grow old. And – assuming he didn’t do something stupid – they would never die. The idea was dizzying. But glorious. There was no corner of the world that they wouldn’t discover; and every new invention or discovery that man made would be theirs to marvel at together. 



And they’d even have family. Dawn’s children, and her children’s children, and on and on. 



And they’d train Slayers together, all over the world. 



And they’d shag. And they’d fight evil, and stop apocalypses, and shag some more. And they’d fight and spar and laugh and cry in each other’s arms, then shag more still. It’d be heaven on earth for him – better than any heaven the world’s religions could fashion.



What kind of a world would give him so much? 



Only an unjust world, he decided. 



Burning in the Hellmouth hardly seemed very heroic to him in hindsight. He’d done gutsier stuff than that since. And he’d been prepared to die in any number of petty fights over the years of much less importance than saving the bloody world. 



No. There was no justice in the world. Just luck. And for the first time since the miserable birth of a sorry sod named William Pratt, Lady Luck was fighting on his side. 



“You, there!”



Bloody hell. Spike looked down the beach towards the sound of his least favorite beach patroller, thinking he might have to kill the bastard after all on general principle. He was pointing at another bloke… in a mask… carrying a limp body over one shoulder–



“Buffy!”



Spike was on the move – as fast as his legs would take him with bare feet on wet sand, leaping in long strides to make ground. 



The stranger ran towards the parking lot, pointing his gun at any passerby that protested. At the speed Spike was running, he was certain he could get to her before the bastard tried to escape. 



The stranger must have seen him coming, because he stopped briefly to look in Spike’s direction, before picking up speed and firing a warning shot into the air.  



Fuck! Spike forced his legs to move faster, turning to the boardwalk the moment the wooden planks were in reach. The stranger had just made it to the parking lot, when Spike was a mere ten seconds away.



I’m coming, Buffy. I’m coming.



He hadn’t expected the armored truck.



Startled by the sudden appearance of the vehicle, his pace must have slackened, because the world seemed to shift into slow motion. The truck slowed just enough for captor and prey to be pulled efficiently into the back before it sped away.



With a screech of its tires, the truck was gone before Spike’s bare foot hit gravel.



“Buffy!” 



But Spike didn’t stop. Ignoring the cuts of pebbles and broken glass under his feet, he picked up his pace, eyes fixed on the back of the truck. From gravel, the road soon turned to asphalt, and his pace quickened still.  



But so did the truck’s.



At the speed the driver was reaching, Spike was never going to catch them, but that didn’t stop him from running. He decided he could maintain a close distance for as long as was needed until it stopped. 



So he ran…



The truck had taken a back road, so there were no cars that he could sense behind him, and only a few in front of Buffy’s captors, but a good quarter mile ahead. 



And so he ran…



For miles the road seemed to belong to just one truck and a determined man…



But his legs were starting to fatigue. It would take will and heart and mind to fuel him when his energy failed him, so Spike kept his eyes on the back of the truck and his mind focused solely on one simple thought: Don’t lose her, Spike. Don’t lose her. 



Scanning the back of the truck as he ran, he looked for anything that suggested who her captors might be. There was nothing. The truck was black and nondescript – a license plate number, the only identifying feature: 7BVS199. 



Meaningless.



Spike’s vision began to blur as he read, and it wasn’t until he rubbed at his eyes that he realized he’d been crying. 



But he ran still.



“Fuck!”



He must have run over something sharp, because he could smell his own blood after the pain began to subside. 



But he ran still.  



He wasn’t sure how long he’d been running when he spotted an intersection up ahead. That meant traffic that would force the assholes to slow, or better yet, a stoplight. 



Thank you, God.



Spike had never slowed his pace, but the truck was growing closer, which meant that he was speeding up, or the truck was slowing down.



“Fuck yeah!”



It looked to be a red light up ahead, and since there were cars driving across the intersection, the truck was forced to slow to a stop.



Spike ran like her life depended on it, though he knew that it didn’t. They could take her away from him forever, hurt her, terrorize her, but they couldn’t kill her. 



He wasn’t more than ten seconds away from her when the truck started to move again. 



“Damn it!”



But the truck still needed to time to gain speed, so Spike was certain he could catch it before it outpaced him again. Reaching out towards the truck, he was only two arm-lengths away from her. He was about to clear the intersection and make a dive for it–



THUMP



But went flying through the air again…



DUMPH



… and landed with a thud. 



The second armored truck stopped in the middle of the intersection after it had hit its target, its driver pleased that the runner remained flat on his back and motionless. 



“Nice hit,” came a disembodied voice from the second truck’s radio. 



The driver smiled, before restarting his engine and turning left down the road the first truck had taken. 



“Like knocking down bowling pins.”



Chapter 27

Chapter 27: No Time for Pleasantries

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Buffy got bagged and Spike got hit by an armored truck.

“Thank God!” 

The senior paramedic frowned at the woman shouting from the safety of her car as he rushed to the pale and bloodied man splayed out on the asphalt highway. Turning the victim’s head to the side, he swiped a finger through his mouth. “Airway’s clear, John, but he’s not breathing.” 

“Check his pulse!” shouted a male onlooker from his BMW.

“Is he dead?” yelled another guy from a pick-up truck.

Victor ignored the onlookers like he always did. Morbid jerks. 

“I can’t feel a pulse, Vic!”

“That’s not reliable anyway, John.” Victor shook his head. His partner had just passed his paramedic exams that year, and had finished his praxis only two weeks ago, but that was hardly an excuse for not knowing the basics. “Get the bag and mask. Commencing compressions. One-and-two-and-three-and-four-and-”

“You want the defib?” 

“O2, then defib! Five-and-”

“Right!”

Victor was methodical in his work. Calm and focused. “Seven-and-nine-and-ten-“

“Commencing rescue breaths!” 

“Wait–“ 

“One one-thousand…. Two one thousand...”

Victor rolled his eyes. Things were not running smoothly. “Recommencing compressions. One-and-two-and-three-and-four-and-five-and-John, what are you–“

“Just trying to get some sats on him, Sir!”

“You worry about the bag and–“

“Holy shit! There’s no oxygen saturation reading. His fingers are ice cold!”

“He’s shutting down peripherally, you moron… and-twelve-and-thriteen-and-fourteen-and-fifteen-and-sixteen-and-seventeen-and-eighteen-and-get the AED ready-and-nineteen-and-“

“On it!”

“….and-twenty-nine-and-thirty. O2.”

“One one-thousand…. Two one thousand...”

In the few seconds it took John to administer oxygen, Victor had expertly applied the electric shock pads to the man’s chest and charged the AED. 

“Shock?”

“No! We wait for the trace, remember?”

“Right!”

Victor shook his head again and watched for the rhythm.

“What’ve we got?”

Victor sighed. “Asystole.”

“Shit.”

“Recommencing compressions. One-and-two-and-three-and-four-and-five-and-get the bag and mask ready…“

John did as instructed and waited. 

“….and-twenty-nine-and-thirty. O2.”

“One one-thousand…. Two one thousand...”

After five lots of compressions, Victor checked the rhythm again on the AED.

“Fuck Vic! He’s still in–” 

“Asystole.”

Victor turned away from the automatic defibrillator. 

“Shock him?”

“No!” Victor couldn’t believe his ears. “You never shock a flatline, you idiot!”

“Then what do we–“

“He’s gone. I’m calling it. 20:45.” Victor moved to stand up.

“Wait! If he’s flatlined, then what’s the harm in shocking him?”

“John, you shock VT and VF. Never a flatline. You’re supposed to know that!”

“Okay, but why don’t you shock a flatline?”

“You just don’t.”

“Hm. You don’t know why. I’m shocking him.”

“What? No! Don’t–“

But John had quickly taken his place by the AED.

“Clear!”

Victor stepped away from the dead man’s legs.

SHOCK

Spike’s eyes flew open as he sat up abruptly.

“Buffy!” 

“Whoa!” John.

“Mother fucker!” yelled an onlooker.

Victor rushed back to the injured man’s side. “Oh my god! Sir!”

Spike ripped the pads from his chest and the probe off of his finger, as he looked frantically around the highway for signs of the truck. 

Nothing. 

“Oh god.” Spike felt like someone had carved out his insides. He whimpered her name. “Buffy.”

Victor put a gentle hand to the injured man’s chest. “Sir, please! You need to rest! You must have broken quite a few bones! You’re no doubt bleeding internally! You–“

“Sod off!” Spike pushed the man away as he jumped to his feet and was suddenly assaulted by a tsunami of pain. Ignoring it, he oriented himself towards the direction of his bike.

“I need help,” he muttered to himself.

“Yes, sir! You need–“

But Spike had disappeared down the highway, running at the fastest speed he could manage.

“Holy–”

“Shit,” Victor finished for his partner, as he stared dumbfounded down the highway at his patient fleeing the scene.

John folded his arms across his chest. “Never shock a flatline, my ass.”


*       *       *       *       *


“Left, Gina.”

“No. Right, Pip. And back a little.”

“No, forward–“ Mel chimed in from her position at the foot of the stairs.

“Pip–“

“Well I guess you ladies don’t need us anymore.” The furniture delivery guy shifted disbelieving eyes between the two Slayers as they easily maneuvered the new over-sized sofa across the common room floor. It had taken four guys – each of them twice Pipa’s size – to haul it in.

“Nah, we really don’t.”

“Gina!” Pipa whispered in admonishment. Pipa gave the deliverymen an apologetic smile. “Thanks so much for this, but I think we’ve got it from here.”

The deliveryman narrowed his eyes at them, before nodding to the other guys to follow him out. 

Richard and his crew had already left for the day – having finished most of the renovation work in remarkable time. A few odds and ends still needed seeing to, but that wouldn’t require so large a crew.

“Looks like new down here.”

Gina looked up to see Sonny showered and dressed in workout gear and descending the stairs to meet Mel and Tori at the bottom. 

“Morning, lazy.”

Sonny smirked at Gina.

“Hey Sonny!” Pipa echoed cheerfully. “Eventful night?”

Sonny looked questioningly at Gina, who shook her head no. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Pipa shrugged. “Nothing. I just figured you must have been out late, and I thought we weren’t patrolling yet. You know, taking some time off to regroup.”

“I’ve had enough downtime, Pipa.”

Pipa frowned a little before regaining her good-natured expression. “Hungry?”
 
“No. Antsy. I feel like training. Gina?”

Gina raised her eyebrows.

“Feel like sparring?”

“Who’s sparring?” Stevie entered from the kitchen, Sally not far behind, and looking a little less mournful than yesterday.

“Sonny and Gina,” Mel replied. “Welcome to Thunderdome, baby.”

Gina smiled. “Yeah. I’m about to show Sonny how we throw down in Compton.”

“Please. I’ve seen how you ‘throw down’ Gina.”

“Yeah? Well I’ve picked up a thing or two from Spike’s master class in the art of the beat down the other day. Let’s see what you got, home girl.”

Sonny rolled her eyes and walked past the group towards the kitchen. “Fine. But I may grab an orange juice first, after all.”

Gina cracked up laughing. “Like that’ll help!”

“Ten bucks on Sonny,” Mel retorted.

Gina sucked her teeth. “Whatever.”


*       *       *       *       *


Spike coughed on the blood pooled in his throat as he ran, and desperately tried to ignore the pain lancing through his torso and hips. By his estimate, he’d broken half a dozen ribs and both sides of his pelvis. But he ran still.

The boardwalk couldn’t have come in to view sooner, and he wasted no time in getting to his bike. He hated to slow down to throw on his clothes and boots, but his chest was already an unsightly collage of cuts and bruises. He had no desire to advertise the extent of his injuries.

Once dressed, he was already on the move when he pulled out his phone.

“Spike?”

“Dawn!” He shuddered from the pain in shouting her name over the engine.

“Hey! What’s up? Are you with Buffy?”

He shut his eyes briefly in guilt. “No. She’s been snatched, Niblet. I don’t–“

“What?!” 

He sighed shakily. “I don’t know by who, Dawn.”

“When did this happen? Where are you? Where did–“

“We were swimming at Venice Beach. She went to wash her hair and I swear to God, Dawn, I just turned away for a second–“

“Spike, it’s not your fault. Get that thought out of your mind. Just tell me–“

“The next minute I turn around and see her slumped over some bastard’s shoulder, and then an armored truck scoops them up.”

“Oh god, Spike– “

“We’ll get her back, Dawn, I promise.”

“But–“

“Just meet me at Slayer Central, and I’ll tell you everything I know.”

“What–“

But he had hung up as he hit full throttle on the freeway.


*       *       *       *       *


She was asleep. Not dead. 

As Buffy slowly drifted back into consciousness, she knew that much at least. For one, there hadn’t been any dreams – no heart-tugging montages of Sunnydale or recaps of motivational speeches. And she felt different this time: more drugged than dragged back.  Her muscles weren’t so much heavy as … weak. 

Oh god. The only other time she’d felt this way was on the eve of her eighteenth birthday.

A fear, the likes of which she hadn’t known for decades, threatened to creep over her. She kept her eyes closed and her breathing slow, which had the added bonus of helping her calm her nerves. With her other senses, she tried to orient herself to her surroundings.  

She could feel a cold slab against her back and metal shackles locked snugly around both wrists and ankles. Trapped.

There was no particular smell to the place, beyond the sea salt that still stuck to her skin and hair. She could hear a hum in the background, like an engine of some sort, but much noisier than a car. And her body shook lightly and continuously, with the occasional jolt from a bump…

A van. She was in a van. Or maybe a truck. Snatched. Drugged and plucked from the beach where she and–

“Spike!”

Her eyes flew open – as she abandoned the rouse of being unconscious. 

“Try again.”

Turning her head sharply towards the voice, Buffy looked upon the face of her kidnapper. Black hair peeked through the folded skullcap on his head, and dark, liquid eyes sparkled with perverse amusement. Tanned and unshaven, he looked to be no more than thirty. 

She could barely contain her fury when she spoke through clenched teeth. “What have you done with him?”

Her captor looked at her questioningly, before seeming to understand her meaning.

“Ah. Me? Not a thing. But I highly doubt your dead lover will be walking again for some time. My condolences.”

Buffy hurled her body towards the bastard with a growl, only to be flung back by the constraints at her wrists and ankles.  

He laughed.

“I’m sorry, Miss Summers. It’s rude of me to laugh. But it’s a rare sight indeed to see the likes of you so… helpless.”

Any trace of fear she might have felt was now gone. Miss Summers had left the building, leaving a murderous Slayer in her wake. Weak, but in control.
 
She inspected her captor again. Though seated beside her, he couldn’t have been more than five foot nine or ten, and he wasn’t particularly built for a career in snatching Slayers. Hence the drugs, no doubt. His face was… perhaps vaguely familiar. But she couldn’t quite place it. 

His accent was Scottish. Or Irish. Or maybe northern English. After years in Scotland and London, she still couldn’t tell the difference. 

“You’re not going to ask me who I am, Miss Summers?”

She just stared.

“Well, that’s no fun.”

“Were we supposed to be having fun? Is this a joy ride we’re on? Cause I gotta say, so far it sucks.”

He looked at her with surprise. “So you really don’t recognize me?”

She looked away with disinterest, her mouth closed, her jaw set.

“Dude! How about now?” He’d adopted a different accent. Californian. A pothead-surfer imitation. She recognized it immediately.

She shut her eyes.

He laughed again. “That’s right.”

She turned to face him again with a stony expression. 

“Well, if you’re not going to talk, Miss Summers, then I suppose I’ll have to. Or it’ll be a frightfully boring ride.” He was back to the Scottish-Irish-English accent.

“I’m John Reynolds of Los Angeles.” American accent. He extended a hand in greeting towards her shackled wrist, before pulling it back with a laugh. 

“Oh wait, sorry. What am I saying? I’m Hugh Longueville of Essex.” Definitely English.

“No, wait. Did I say ‘Hugh’? I meant Ciaran. Ciaran O’Farrell is me name. Of Dublin.“ He was clearly amused with himself. 

“Wow,” she deadpanned. “So you can do impressions. Good for you. Look out Hollywood. Here comes the next Meryl Streep.”

His expression soured. “I’ve got a better gig than Hollywood, Miss Summers. A pretty lucrative one, in fact. And one that enables me to utilize all of my many talents.”

“What? Drugging and kidnapping? Stalking and perving?”

“Perving? I believe the proper word is watching, Miss Summers.” 

Buffy stiffened, as the realization of his words sank in. 

“Don’t you just love a double entendre?” He was smiling again.

She whispered her reply, as if she’d rather not acknowledge the truth.

“You’re a watcher.”

He winked at her. And the action seemed to crack something inside her.

“You’re smarter than people give you credit for.”

She swallowed and spoke shakily. “The Council sent you?”

“But not that smart.”

She flinched slightly. “So you’re rogue?” She felt almost hopeful at the prospect.

He laughed again. “That’s a great word, ‘rogue’. But it doesn’t apply. Like I said, my work is incredibly lucrative, and my employers are decidedly more powerful and more important to the world, than your antiquated and now disconcertingly Americanized Council.” 

Her face contorted in confusion. “So you’re not rogue?”

“I’m a former Watcher, but I’m no one-man show. I’m employed by a more formidable power now. And a more benevolent one. Sadly, no less American, though.”
 
She thought for a moment, before her mouth twisted into a grimace. “Initiative.”

He bent his head to the side. “You have a problem with that word?”

“Just a little one.”

Leaning back in his seat, he settled into a comfortable posture. “Perhaps I do as well. It’s a moronic name, for an equally moronic enterprise. Long defunct, thanks to you, as I understand it.  No. As I said, I work for a benevolent power.

“I’m a bit too tired for twenty questions just now, Shaggy – what with all the drugs you pumped into me. Why don’t you just spit it out. You know you want to.”

“Oh, but, Buffy. Wouldn’t you rather know what it is we have planned for you?”

She blinked.

He grinned widely. “You’re going to save the world.”


*       *       *       *       *


“Fuckin’ hell.” Gina felt like she’d been hit in the gut – which she had, in fact, while sparring with Sonny earlier. She let her head fall back on the new common room sofa, as Pipa stood up to face Dawn.

“So what do we now?”

Dawn and Xander stood solemnly, facing the group of Slayers that had convened in the common room on their arrival. Gina looked back up at Dawn, who looked to Xander, as if she were too weary to answer herself.

“All we know is what Spike has told us,” Xander replied, with an easy, paternal calm. “He and Buffy were at Venice Beach–“

“Doing what?” Sonny interrupted.

Xander shrugged. “Swimming, I guess.”

“Vampires swim?” Rachel.

“Not really a time for tangents, Rachel,” Xander continued. He sighed. “Anyway, they were at the beach swimming, and apparently Buffy went off to wash her hair or something, and the next thing Spike sees is some guy with a gun carrying Buffy over his shoulder.”

“Dead?!” Pipa.

“Well that wouldn’t last,” Stevie injected.

Xander raised a hand to silence them. “Unconscious, anyway.” 

“Well why the hell didn’t Spike snatch her back?” Mel challenged. “Bullets won’t hurt him!”   

Dawn quickly came to his defense, albeit quietly. “He was probably too far away, guys.” She exhaled wearily before continuing. “Look, that’s all we know. Spike saw her being pulled into the back of a truck before it sped away.”

“What kind of truck?” Gina.

Dawn put a hand to her brow. “We don’t know.”

“Great,” Mel muttered. “There’s a lot to go on. What the hell are we supposed to do now?”

Dawn sighed. “We wait for–“

KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK

“Spike!” Dawn rushed to the door to let him in. 

“Fuck!” Gina let escape. The sight of the vampire made more than one girl gasp. His face was covered in blood and he trudged into the room with an unnatural gait. 

Dawn and Xander both put an arm around him in assistance.

“I’m fine!” he chided. But he didn’t push them away as they guided him towards a seat on the sofa.

“Spike, what happened?” Pipa.

“Where’s Buffy?”

“What do you know?”

“What kind of truck was it?”

“What do we do now?”

A chorus of questions assailed him from every corner. He dropped his head in his hands.

“Guys,” Dawn insisted. “Just give him a moment.”

The room fell into silence, the air thick with anticipation. Spike struggled to suppress the guilt that threatened to overpower him. It wouldn’t help him get her back. 

Softly, and with gravity, he started speaking. “The kidnapper was about five foot ten, smallish stature, with a dark face mask. There was nothing unusual or distinctive about his clothes.”

No one spoke up. Though his head was still down, he could feel a multitude of eyes burning holes into his skull.
 
“It was an armored truck. Black. Nondescript. It took off down a back road, due north. I chased it for a few kilometers to an intersection where it had to slow.”

The memory of how close he’d been to reaching her was like a shackle around his heart. 

“I would have caught up to the truck if it weren’t for a the second one.”

Pipa gasped. “A second one?”

“It hit me from the side,” he admitted shamefully. “I was out for… well, who knows how long.”

“Jesus, Spike, are you alright, man?” Gina.

He ignored the question. “When I came to, the trucks were long gone.”

Silence.

He felt Xander and Dawn take a seat on either side of him. 

Dawn addressed the room. “Okay, let’s think. Who would want Buffy and why?” True to Summers’ form, she was all business-like and ready to problem-solve.

“Well, let’s back track,” Xander added. “Who would have an armored truck? You don’t just pick one of those up at the local used car dealer in Reseda.”

“He’s right,” Sonny interjected. “That’s military. Or government. Or some secret commando-type shit.”

“Or Council,” Mel volunteered.

Everyone looked at her with alarm – Dawn most of all.

“Willow would never–“

“The hell she wouldn’t,” Spike muttered bitterly. “That selfish, conniving b–“

“Watch it, Rory!” Xander. 

Spike glared at the Whelp with impatience.

“Spike, this wasn’t Willow, “ Xander insisted. “It just wasn’t.”

But looking around the room, Spike wasn’t sure Harris had convinced anyone of that claim.

“This sounds more like the old Initiative to me,” Xander continued.

“The who?” Rachel.

Dawn answered. “It was a military-government-science project of some sort. Forty years ago now, when we were all still in Sunnydale.”

“And they kidnapped Slayers?” Stevie asked.

“No. There was only one Slayer then anyway. Or… well, two. Anyway, they kidnapped demons for experiments. They wanted to learn how to harness their power for military purposes.”

“So what happened with them?”

Dawn looked at Spike. “Lots of stuff. They kidnapped Spike for one, but he escaped.”

All eyes shifted to Spike, but he was only half listening to the conversation – too preoccupied with replaying the events that had led to her slipping out of his grasp.

“What did they do to Sp–“

“That’s not important, Pipa,” Dawn interrupted gently. “I shouldn’t have even brought it up. The gist of it is… the Initiative tried to create a super soldier out of all of these demon parts, but the soldier turned against the scientists in charge and went on a killing spree.”

Rachel grimaced. “Gross.”

“So how did it end?” It was the first time Sally had spoken.

Xander smiled sadly. “How does it always end? Buffy defeated the Big Bad, shut down the Initiative, and saved the day.”

“So it never re-banded then?” Pipa asked hopefully.

Xander shifted in his seat. “Well… it more or less changed shape and focus. The science arm of it died, but the military continued to hunt down demons, only to kill them rather than study them. They came to understand them as nothing more than animals – but, you know, really exotic ones. But still threats to society.”

“So they fought on our side,” Dawn explained.

“Like they do now,” Pipa offered. “We’ve all heard about the military killing demons. They stay out of our way; we stay out of theirs.”

Xander looked over to Dawn, who nodded for him to continue. 

“Look… you guys are too young to know this, but we did have our problems with the military in the early days. Big problems in fact. Like, World War Z problems.”

“Zombies?!” 

“Metaphor, Pipa.” Xander. 

“What kind of problems?” Sonny asked warily.

“Too many to count, really. We were ‘Enemy Number One’ to them for a while. Then there was peace. And then… attempts at recruitment.”

Tori frowned. “Recruitment? You mean like a Slayer army unit?”

Xander nodded. “That, and more. It was all very Captain America. They wanted to learn about Slayer power – you know, your superior strength and speed. Your accelerated healing time. The idea was to extract from the studies the means to enhance human soldiers.”

“So back to the experiments,” Gina injected. “Like this Initiative.”

“Yeah,” Xander admitted. “But with cooperative subjects this time. The idea was official recruitment with remuneration and benefits. Slayers were given the opportunity to serve their country and their fellow man.”

“Don’t we do that already?” Mel.

Xander raised his hands in defense. 

“So did they get any recruits?” Sonny asked.

Xander nodded.  

And the room fell quiet again.

Dawn continued this time. “When we awoke the Potentials, there were a lot of Slayers, all with different agendas. Over the years, some were attracted to the offer. It was a chance to be a part of something more traditional, or more nationalistic, or more… I don’t know. Mainstream. Something you could tell your friends and family about. And the military paid a lot better than the Council did. Better hours too.”

“Are they still recruiting?” Gina asked.

Dawn shook her head. “I don’t think so. At least, not that we’re aware of. The Council frowned upon the activity.”

“Why?” Tori.

Dawn met Spike’s eyes briefly, before looking away. “Willow… she wanted the military to share with the Council the results of their scientific enquiries into Slayer power. They refused.”

Spike stood up abruptly, suppressing a wince from the pain, and started pacing a small stretch of floor, despite his discomfort. 

“After that, Willow tried to dissuade other Slayers from joining them. Since we haven’t lost any from our ranks in years, we’d assumed they’d stopped recruiting.”

“Until now.” Sonny.

“But why now?” Pipa questioned. “And why kidnap Buffy?” 
 
Spike stopped pacing. “Pet, in what bleeding dimension would Buffy ever consent to being recruited by a bunch of jarheads?”

“Okay,” Pipa conceded. “I see your point. But then why not try for other Slayers that might consent?”

Spike tilted his head back in disbelief.  “Open your fucking eyes, Longstock. This isn’t just another Slayer they’ve snatched.”

Pipa blinked in confusion. 

A weary sigh escaped his lips. “Hate to break it to you, ducks, but you’re not that special, you Slayers – despite my belief to the contrary for the bulk of two centuries. Slayers don’t do anything more remarkable than what any human can do. They run, they fight, they kick, they shag, they hit, they heal. They just do it all faster.”

Pipa furrowed her brow in thought.

Spike looked around the room at faces equal parts gloom and confusion. “Think about it, people. Buffy isn’t like any of you. That woman can do what no human has ever done before in the history of mankind.”

Half a dozen mouths dropped open with the realization.

“She doesn’t die.”


*       *       *       *       *


 “Save the world?”

Shaggy nodded.

“And you think you need to kidnap a Slayer in order to go along with that plan?” 

“I was led to believe that you wouldn’t come voluntarily.”

Buffy clenched her teeth. “By who?”

“You mean ‘whom’.”

“Whatever.”
 
“I told you, Miss Summers. I was a Watcher. It follows that I would have some knowledge of you. I studied you when I was still employed by the Council. There are volumes of information about you in the Council Library, you know. Your exploits, your personality traits, your particular skill sets. Your battles.”

Buffy’s eyes widened. “The Penis Lady! You sent her?”

He laughed. “What’s funny, Miss Summers, is that I know exactly to whom you’re referring.”

“I take that as a ‘yes’, then.”

He shrugged. “Just a test. An easy one, too. I certainly didn’t think any harm would come to you.”

“And the Dragvloks?”

“Also. A more formidable test, of course. But your confrontation with the Dragvloks was inevitable. You destroyed their homeland if I’m not mistaken. I merely assisted them in exacting their vengeance. They’re not the brightest of species, you know.”

“You bastard!” Buffy struggled once more against her constraints. “Do you have any idea how many girls were lost in that battle?”

“A proper dozen, I believe.” 

“And that means nothing to you.”

“They were Slayers, Miss Summers. Born to wage war against the forces of darkness and to die young in so doing. No Slayer has ever reached the age of thirty. Excluding present company, of course.”

A wave of nausea washed over her suddenly. She was an idiot. “That’s what this is about. My...” She hesitated to admit it out loud.
 
“Immortality. It’s the worst kept secret, Miss Summers, to anyone who knows anything about you.”

She searched his face, as if answers could be found there. “So what… you have a suicide mission to save the world and you need me to do it because I won’t stay dead?”

He smirked. “Of sorts.” 

“Does it involve hurting anyone?”

“You’d be the only one at risk.”

“And it’s a mission for good?”

“As I’ve said. A mission for the salvation of humanity.”

“Then let me go! You didn’t need to kidnap me and hurt the man I lo–“ 

She swallowed and recomposed herself. “Look, whoever you’re working for, whatever their mission… if their goal is the same as mine, you don’t need to hold me captive. You’re gonna have to release me at some point anyway if you want my help.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps, not.”

Buffy narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Wait. What are we saving the world from exactly?”

Shaggy smiled.

“You’re not going to tell me.”

He shook his head. “I think she’d kill me if I stole the pleasure from her.”


*       *       *       *       *


“Of course!” Xander pounded the sofa in frustration. 

“We should have thought of this before, Xander,” Dawn acknowledged. “Someone like Buffy would be of interest to all sorts of nefarious people.”

Pipa took to twisting her shirt in her hands. “Oh dear.”

“Calm down, Pip.” Gina. “The question now is, how do we find out who and where these fuckers are?” 

THUMP

Spike kicked the sofa with force – startling everyone – and almost fainted himself from the pain it sent through to his hip.

Dawn rushed to his side. “Spike, are you al–“

“I should have thought of it before.” He put his hands in his hair and pulled. 

“Spike, stop it! What –?”

“The fucking license plate number. I read it. I know it.”

Xander stood up. “You know the–?”

“All the bloody time we’ve wasted talking and–“

“Spike, just tell–“

But he was already walking to the other end of the sofa where Sonny sat. “We need the ex.”

Gina snorted. “Fuck, Angelus. Since when do we need his sorry ass?”

Sonny flitted her eyes to Gina before returning to Spike. 

“He means Max,” she muttered quietly.

“Of course!” Pipa. “He’s a cop. He could find the truck and send the cops–”

“No.” Spike kept his eyes on Sonny. “We don’t want the cops to go after it. We just want to know where the truck is headed. Who it belongs to.”

Sonny lowered her head. “Who’s got a phone?”

Spike pulled out his own. 

No one uttered a word as Sonny called her brother. 

….

“Max, it’s me.”

…

“Never mind that now. I need your help.”

…

“Max, just–“

…

“Buffy’s in trouble.”

….

“Will you just shut up and–“

….

“Kidnapped.”

…

“She was snatched at Venice Beach about an hour ago.”

…

“I don’t know. She was scooped up by a black, armored truck. We’ve got a license plate nu–“

…

Sonny looked up to Spike.

“7BVS199,” he whispered.

“7BVS199,” she repeated.

…

“Never mind who–“

…

“No! Max, we don’t want the cops involved. Just find out who owns the truck and where they are. This is Slayer business. We can’t risk losing her because the LAPD–“

….

“No. We don’t want you either. You’ll–“

…

Sonny hung up the phone and shoved it back towards Spike.

“Well?” Dawn.

“He’s putting out an APB on the truck now, with instructions to follow at a distance, but not pursue.”

“Thank god.” Pipa.

But Spike wasn’t the least bit pleased. “If it’s not too late.” He turned away from Sonny, hands on his hips and head down. “The bastards could be anywhere by now. If I had only–“

“Stop it, Spike.” Dawn walked over to face him. “We don’t need you beating yourself up any more than you already are. This isn’t your fault. These people were obviously after her. They were going to find a way to get to her sooner or later.”

“Yeah, but they hadn’t found a way until I’d gotten to town.”

Dawn sighed in exasperation. “Spike, please don’t–“

“We knew about them, Dawn.” He looked up at her guiltily. 

Pause.

“What?”

“Buffy and I. We knew she was being followed. Being watched.”

“What the hell?!” Xander was in his face. “What exactly did you know?”

Spike shut his eyes. “There was a guy. In Santa Lucia. He’d been watching Buffy for some time. Years, maybe.” 

“Jesus, Spike, you should’ve–“

“We’d only just discovered it ourselves.” Spike thought about mentioning Shaggy’s connection with the Dragvloks, but thought better of it in present company, still mourning as they were. “Buffy found his lair in Santa Lucia. There were pictures of her on the wall. Black-ops type equipment. Passports. Disguises. And…”

He looked at Dawn. “The Complete Library of the Watchers’ Council.”

Dawn put a hand to her stomach. 

“Mother fuckers!” Gina.

Dawn shook her head. “No.”

Mel protested. “Like hell–“ 

“No,” Dawn insisted. “This wasn’t the Council. This wasn’t Willow.”

“She’s right,” Xander insisted. “If this guy had a Council Library, he didn’t get it from the Council. We’ll call Willow now–“

Spike grabbed Xander by the shirt, lifting him inches off the ground. “You call that bitch, and it’ll be the last call you make, Harris.” 

“Spike, stop it!” Dawn’s tone brooked no room for argument. “No one is calling the Council.”

Spike narrowed his eyes at Dawn, lowering the Whelp slowly after she nodded in reassurance.

“But hon,” Xander protested. “Willow could help–“

“No, Xander. Spike’s right. We do this ourselves. For all we know someone in the Council is involved. It’s a big place. There could be a mole. We just don’t know.”

“Fine. So what do we do now, Spike?” Gina.

Spike looked around the room at the worried but determined faces of eight Slayers, and found a new resolve within. It’d been decades since he had any backup in a fight, aside from Buffy the past week. And in the whole of his unlife, he’d never been asked to actually lead a fight. He took an unneeded breath.

“We suit up, ladies. No pointy sticks either. Bring out the big guns.”  

Gina nodded her approval, smiling slightly.  “Amen to that.” 


*       *       *       *       *


“This is Colletti.”

“Yes, Detective.”

“I need an APB out on a black armored truck. Model unknown. License plate number…” He looked at the ink on the back of his hand. “7BVS199.” 

“What’ve we got, Sir?”

“Kidnapping. The victim is blond, approximately 5 feet 5 inches. Petite frame. Hazel eyes. I need the name under which the truck is registered and the owner’s address ASAP, and send all available cars on the lookout for the vehicle. Instructions: do not pursue. I repeat, do not pursue. It’s highly probable that the kidnappers will flee or harm the woman if they think they’re being followed.”

“Got it, Sir.”

“Call me back on this number with the registration details the moment we’ve got them.”

Max hung up the phone and leaned back in his car seat. Only a day ago he’d suffered the indignity of being reminded of how much he’d lost: the woman he loved and the only family he had left. But today, both were at risk of being torn from his life for good. Whatever it took to get Buffy back, Sonny was sure to be involved. 

“Screw it.” He started the engine and turned the car around towards Sonny’s neighborhood. Sonny and Buffy may not want him involved, but they needed him. 


*       *       *       *       *


He blindfolded her just before the truck stopped, then wheeled the trolley she was on into a building. She felt the cart turn down a series of corridors before it finally stopped, where the air took on the scent of disinfectant.

“Take the blindfold off and leave us.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

With the blindfold removed, the harsh fluorescent light of the room pained her eyes, and Buffy had to squint to adjust. 

The sound of a heavy door closing made her turn towards the exit, and a beautiful brunette in a lab coat came into view.

“Who the hell are you?” 

“Hello, Miss Summers. You don’t mind if I call you, Buffy, do you?”

“Knock yourself out. Literally.”

The woman pursed her lips in displeasure. “I can understand your being upset by our bringing you here this way. It couldn’t be avoided however, as I highly doubt that you would’ve come voluntarily.” 

“I’m starting to doubt that myself.”

“While our treatment of you thus far has been regrettable, it is hardly our modus operandi. On the contrary, we believe quite fervently in the adherence to ethical practice.”

“Clearly.”

“And given our philosophy, I feel compelled to be entirely truthful with you from the start about who we are, and why you are here. I hope that when you come to understand our goals, you’ll become more accepting of our methods, and of the role that you must play in our efforts.”

“Enough with the vagueness, lady. Please. Just tell me who you are and what the hell you want with me.” 

The brunette pulled an imaginary hair back into place into her tightly held bun, before folding her arms in front of her. 

“My name is Dr. Vivienne Berger. I’m a clinical geneticist and head of the pharmaceutical development division of Iduna, a bioengineering company contracted by the U.S. Government.”

Buffy widened her eyes in disbelief. “You work for a drug company?!”  

“Not exactly. Iduna is much more than that. We are leaders in the advancement of biomedical technologies to address the multitude of maladies that afflict mankind. We work closely with the National Institutes of Health, the CDC, and the World Health Organization.”

“So you’re legit. And you’re telling me that all of these organizations approve of your kidnapping American citizens?” 

“Of course not. We’re not in the practice of recruiting unwilling subjects. You’re the first and the last such subject. Unique. But you know that already.”

It was all becoming clear to Buffy, terrifyingly so. “You want to study me.”

Dr. Berger attempted a smile. “More than that, Buffy. We want to share you with the world. If we can come to understand the origin of your immortality and regeneration, imagine what we can do for humanity. We’re talking about the end of sickness. The end of aging. The very defeat of death.”

Silence.

“You’re an idiot.” 

Dr. Berger flinched. “Excuse me?”

“You clearly don’t know much about me, or how I came to be this way. This isn’t natural, Dr. Berger. It’s magic. Something you’ll never understand.”

The doctor smirked. “You speak of magic, and I’m the idiot? What is magic but the manipulation of unseen forces? Magic is energy and physics. Is it magic that makes it rain? Or a science early man did not understand? Is it magic that enables modern man to live to be 110, when he once lived for half that length of time?  No. It’s medicine. Magic is nothing more than science not yet understood.”

Buffy blinked. She wasn’t a witch. She didn’t understand magic any better now than she did when Willow had been floating pencils. She couldn’t deny that her friend had always spoken of magic in terms of energy.

“Fine. So it’s all science in the end. Let’s go back to how I ended up on a metal slab. How did you find out about me? Through the bastard who kidnapped me? How did you find him?”

“You’re the world’s worse kept secret, Buffy. The government has known about Slayers since the Initiative, around the turn of the century. Our understanding of Slayers then grew considerably during the period of military recruitment. We learned of your Council of Watchers and of Slayer strengths and weaknesses. Many of your colleagues who joined us were all too cooperative with our studies – most of those studies performed right here. They were consenting subjects, and were compensated handsomely.”

“And Shaggy?” 

Dr. Berger furrowed her brow.

“My kidnapper.”

“Ah. He was a Watcher tasked by your Council to investigate the whereabouts of our subjects years after their recruitment. His investigations ultimately led him to me. It was he who educated us about your particular gifts. And he was thereafter tasked with observing you in the field. We wanted a better appreciation of your superior gifts, you see. He assured us that you were unlikely to cooperate with such tests in our laboratories. His observations were to conclude in a few months, but we were forced to expedite things when you discovered him.”

“And just how exactly did you get him to change sides in the first place?”

“He didn’t change sides, as I’ve been trying to explain to you. We both fight for humanity.”

“Whatever. You know what I mean. How did you get him to leave the Council?”

“It wasn’t difficult. He was simply offered the opportunity to have a significantly greater impact on the course of human history. Tell me, Buffy, honestly. How much good can one girl do the world by killing one demon at a time with a stick or a sword?”

“How dare–“

“Don’t misunderstand me. I don’t mean to insult your efforts. There is undeniable good in what you do. But even after multiplying one Slayer by a thousand, a Slayer can only save one life at a time. Your work is noble, but your results are trivial.”

Buffy balked. “Do you have an idea how many apocalypti I’ve stopped?”

“Apocalypses?” Dr. Berger gave her a condescending look. “I think we’re entering the realm of myth now, Buffy.”

Buffy shook her head. “Unbelievable.”

“My point–“

“I get your point, Dr. No. You think I’m more useful to the world as a lab rat than as a Slayer, assuming you can figure out a way to give all mankind my immortality.”

“That’s not exactly the aim. This planet can only sustain so many  people, after all. The point is to progress our capability for the sustainment of life.”

Buffy shook her head. “It’ll never work. You’re deluding yourself. And you’re crapping all over your supposed ethics in the process.”

The doctor’s face turned stony. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Buffy. I really am.” Turning towards a mirror on the far wall, Dr. Berger nodded, as if signaling to someone behind the glass. 

From the mirror, Buffy cast her eyes across the rest of the room, inspecting her surroundings for the first time. It was a hospital room, with machines and tools. No, an operating theatre. And by the head of her bed was an alarming contraption with a giant canister and tubes. She struggled against her shackles yet again, and with much less difficulty, though no more success.

She gasped quietly. The drugs. They were wearing off. 

She could feel her normal strength rapidly returning to her muscles. If only they would leave her alone long enough for her to–

“Our studies of other Slayers have taught us what it would take to keep you bound, Buffy. Your restraints are ten times stronger than that needed for other Slayers.”

Buffy clenched both fists and growled, only to turn slack in her shackles at the sight of three men appearing at the door. 

“What are you going to do me?!”

“Calm yourself, Buffy. They’ll be no observations of your resurrection process until we take preliminary samples. We’ll begin by taking some biopsies – skin, muscle and bone marrow.”

“What?” It was a croak, barely audible.

“You’ll be put to sleep for the procedure.” The doctor smiled. “After all, we do have ethics.”

“Please,” she whimpered.

“Wasted breath, Buffy. This really shouldn’t trouble you much.”

The three men wore white coats and approached her on all sides – one of them with a needle of some sort in his hand. Buffy wailed as he stuck the needle into her arm – not from the pain but from the intrusion. Shutting her eyes, she sobbed openly in the face of her demise. 

She was asleep within seconds.


Chapter 28

Chapter 28: Overtime

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Spike met Dawn and Xander at Slayer Central, Max called out an APB, and Buffy went under the knife.Weapons Room, Slayer Central, 11:00 p.m.

“Hello, beautiful.“ 

In another situation, the sight of the short, silver mace with a ruby-studded skull for its head might have made Spike smile. But he was as serious as a Saharan sunrise right now. 

As he ghosted his fingers along its spikes, a drop of blood arose from the pad of his fingertip at the slightest touch of a point. 

“This’ll do me just fine.”

Grabbing the mace, he swung it lightly in his hand to appreciate its weight and balance, before scanning the wall for more weapons. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Sonny grabbing a crossbow.

“Stick to conceal-ables, pet,” he said sternly.

She frowned in protest before ultimately nodding and picking up a tomahawk instead.

“Spike?” Gina raised a bastinada in the air for his inspection.  

He nodded. “Now we're talking.” 

The other girls selected similarly small but deadly weapons. Xander and Dawn stood at the doorway watching the group.

“Uh, guys?” Xander injected.

Spike and the girls stopped abruptly and looked to the older man in the doorway.

“I’m all for weapons, here. I mean, they come in handy. But these aren’t demons we’re looking to slay. We’re talking about rescuing Buffy from human 'Initiative types', right?”

Spike clenched his jaw. “And?”

Xander raised his hands in a calming gesture. “I’m just thinking that the most important part of our plan shouldn't be weaponry, but... you know, the actual plan.”

Silence.

Xander persisted. “I mean, once we find out where Buffy is, how do we get to her? How do we infiltrate?"

Spike's face was expressionless. "We wait for the ex's call. When we know who the hell has got her and where, we'll plan.  For now, we get ourselves sorted."

Xander sighed. "Fine, but do we really need maces and billy clubs to confront a bunch of lab coats?"

"I could get guns."

"Gina!" Pipa admonished.

She shrugged. "What? Yeah, they're for punks normally, but how's a gun worse than a tomahawk? With the folks we're probably dealing with, they'd both get the job done. And Xander's right. We may not always be at close range to do damage."

Xander sighed. "Gina, that was so very much not my point regarding weapons."

Spike stepped forward. "Then what was your point?"

And up went his hands again. "I don't know! Or, I do. The point was the plan - you know, that thing we don't have.  This isn't the tenth century. We're not going to war with barbarian hordes. We don’t even know where we’re going yet, Spike, so we can't possibly know what we'll need."

Spike slackened his grip on the chain-link of his mace, causing it to dangle dangerously at his side. "I know whoever took Buffy needs to see the pointy end of this."

Xander looked down, defeated.

Spike continued. "The rest is just details."

"Um..." 

Spike looked over at Pipa, toying with a twelve-inch blade. "But isn't that kind of where the devil is, Spike?"

Spike smiled slightly at the petite, ash-blond. "I'm the bleeding devil now, pet."

Pipa blinked. "Oh."

Spike scanned the group of girls. "And you're Hell's bloody Angels, ladies. So get your asses in gear. We need to be ready for anything."

He didn't give Harris a second look as he secured his grip on the mace and marched back towards the wall of the world's deadliest toys.

Not once did he let himself flinch from the agonizing pain in his hips. 

*     *     *     *     *

Iduna Headquarters, Operating Room 3, 11:00 p.m.

The demon's claw would have torn out her lungs if Spike's sudden arrival hadn't startled the monster. She wanted to scream for him to hurry, but the scaly arm down her throat prevented her. 

It didn't matter though.

He knew. And he was there, tearing the demon away before it succeeded in choking her from the inside.

Buffy gagged and gasped for air once free of it.

"Sp-"

She could barely make out the beginning of his name, her throat was so raw.

"The endotracheal tube is out now, Buffy."

That wasn't Spike.

"How do you feel?"

And that wasn't compassion she was hearing either.

Opening her eyes, Buffy oriented herself quickly. White coats. Fluorescent lights. Mad scientist. 

And shackles.

But none of that disturbed her as much as the thought of her having been unconscious and... Oh god. Naked. They had somehow removed her clothes and had gowned her while she'd been out.

"Buffy?"

Buffy ignored her. She really wished the bad guys didn't talk so damn much. She could feel a fury begin to boil in her blood, but ignored that too as she assessed her body for missing pieces. She could feel a wound on the outside of her right thigh, long and into muscle. But there was another at her left hip which felt even deeper. There was a boring sort of pain to it - unlike any she'd ever felt before, but not excruciating.  And there was a similar kind of pain over her left shin. 

Biopsies.

Buffy bit down on her bottom lip until it bled. The taste of her own blood was strangely soothing. She swiped her tongue over her teeth to make sure they were all there.

"Buffy. I'd like to know if you're in any pain."

There was a stinging pain to the surface of her stomach too, she noticed suddenly, as if they'd taken some skin. Ugh. There'd been a demon that did that once. To Willow, when she'd been invisible. A Gnarl it was called... It was decades ago, but she still remembered how it would paralyze its victims to eat their skin, strip by strip, like little biopsies for food. 

Until Buffy killed it to death. 

She really felt like killing something to death right now. Balling her hands into fists, she flexed her arms unconsciously against her shackles and discovered that something else had changed too.

Her eyes widened imperceptibly with the realization. Aside from a bit of post-anesthetic grogginess, whatever drugs they'd given her in the truck had worn off completely. She felt as strong as she'd ever been. 

No. Stronger. 

Her heart shuddered but didn’t sink.
That inevitably meant that the world had lost one or more Slayers somewhere since she'd been snatched. That would normally sadden her more than it did now. Despite her unnatural longevity - or perhaps because of it - her instinct for self-preservation only intensified. Lying naked in shackles, and after bits of her had been taken, she took the strength those Slayers gave her with relief.

"You know, you achieve nothing by your stubborn silence, Buffy."

Buffy answered her finally, with a new sense of power. "You're right, Dr. Berger. If it means you keep talking."

Dr. Berger's mouth twitched from the insult. "So tell me. Are you in pain?"

"Do you care?"

The doctor folded her arms. "Yes. For the sake of ethical practice, and for your psychological comfort, you were put to sleep for the procedure, but we did not administer any analgesia."

"Any what?"

"Pain killers. I was interested in gauging your pain tolerance."

Buffy scoffed.

"I see what you're thinking, but my intention was not to distress you. Our research shows that over the decades you've suffered unspeakable wounds at the hands of your opponents, and yet you've always found the strength and resolve to defeat them in the end. This leads me to conclude that your ability to tolerate pain is as remarkable as your other abilities."

Silence.

Buffy chuckled. 

Dr. Berger frowned, leading Buffy's amusement to evolve into full-throated laughter.

The doctor repositioned her glasses. "Clearly, I've missed something."

Buffy would have held her stomach if she wasn't restrained.

"Enough."

But Buffy didn't stop, though her laughter settled down to something light and easy.

Dr. Berger turned sharply to leave the room.

"Don't you get it?" Buffy spoke to her back.

Dr. Berger stopped without turning around.

"You said it yourself, you moron. I always defeat them in the end."

Slowly, Dr. Berger looked back, her face now settled into something cruel. "Prepare the apheresis machine."

Buffy narrowed her eyes in confusion. "Huh?"

The unexpected sound of footsteps at the head of her bed alerted Buffy to the presence of someone else in the room. 

"So soon? And at this hour?" It was a man’s voice. 

It was Dr. Berger's chance to smile. "Why not? You get paid overtime, Sam. Miss Summers is clearly unaffected by the previous procedure. The more samples we have at our disposal at the earliest opportunity, the better. The sooner we sample, the sooner we can proceed with our observation of her resurrection and... other tests. You can go home and get some rest after the apheresis. We'll have a busy day tomorrow."

Buffy had no idea what an afro-seesus machine was, but she was positive that it had nothing to do with a change in hairstyle. She refused to give Dr. Berger the pleasure of her ignorance though.

"Bring it on, Dr. Doolittle."

Dr. Berger knit her brow.

’Yeah, okay. That was lame’, Buffy decided.

The doctor disappeared, leaving at least one sidekick in the room. Buffy needed to know if there were more.

"So I guess it's just you and me now, Pinky."

A very young-looking blond in a lab coat stepped into view on her right side and smiled.

"Hello again, Miss Summers."

"Oh. You were the one that put this needle in my arm. Where's your partner in crime? There were two of you."

A middle-aged man appeared on her left from somewhere beyond the head of her bed. He didn't smile.

"Ah. Tweedle Dum. Any chance your resident hostage could get a drink of water in between torture sessions? My throat is killing me from that demon claw you shoved down my throat."

The two men exchanged looks, the blond one pursing his lips in disapproval. "My apologies, Miss Summers. You must be thirsty."

"Sam-"

But Sam interrupted him. "If we're going to do this now, it's best she be given some fluid first. It's the least we would do for any other patient."

The older one scowled. "She's got a drip, Sam."

"And her throat is dry. Get her some juice." Sam's tone was authoritative, which made Buffy conclude that he was in charge, despite his age.

The older man looked away, before leaving the room in a huff.

Buffy smiled internally.

And then there was one. 


*     *     *     *     *

The sound of a pounding at the door startled everyone at Slayer Central, as they gathered into the common room with their weapons of choice.

"Great," Sonny exhaled wearily.

"You mean-?"

"Yeah, Gina. You know how he is. He couldn't just call us with the intel. Not with Buffy in danger."

Spike tensed his jaw in thought. "Can't see what difference it makes how the ex gives us the information we need, just as long as he stays out of our way."

"If he's here, good luck keeping him out of it," Sonny warned.

The pounding persisted.

Xander sighed. "We'll why don't we invite the guy in, before we tell him to butt out? There's a plan." 

The ex was clearly a gentleman. As Xander let him in, Max promptly shook the older man's hand. "Mr. Harris."

"Max, come on, man. It's Xander. Don't make me feel so geriatric."

Max managed a smile through a face full of fret. "Xander. It's been a long time. Forgive my being abrupt, but-"

Max noticed Sonny in the distance, stepping closer towards the door.

"Sonny, how are you?" he asked anxiously.

"I'm not the one who's been snatched, Max."

"I know, but-"

"I'm f-"

"Hate to break up the family reunion here, pet, but Buffy doesn't have time for this." Spike walked past Sonny, hands on his hips, to stand face to face with Max, though the cop was a full head taller. "What do you know?"

Affronted, Max looked to Sonny. "Who's this g-?"

"I’m Spike. You’re Max. And now we've dispensed with the 'how dos you dos'. So start talking. Who's got her and where?"

Still unsettled, Max sputtered his reply. "I'm sorry, Sonny, who is this person and wh-?"

Dawn stepped up. "Max, please. Just tell us what you know. It's Buffy."

Looking at Dawn, the cop relented. "Dawn, God. I'm so sorry. You must be worried sick with-"

"Max," Dawn whispered urgently.

The ex nodded once, then gravely looked around the room. "I don't know what you can do about any of this without police help."

"Jesus, Max!" Harris blurted.  "The suspense is killing Buffy." 

"Iduna," Max hurried in reply. “We traced the truck to a bioengineering company called Iduna."

Dawn put a hand to her forehead and shut her eyes. 

Harris put an arm around her.

Max addressed the larger group. "I checked out the website on the way over here. Apparently, it's a highly respected company with strong ties to government and the major health organizations. They've made some of the most important advances in human health in the last twenty years."

Gina snorted. "Whoopdee fuckin' do."

"What is that?" The ex's eyes were on Gina's hands.

Xander put a hand over his mouth in embarrassment. "It's a bastinada," he muttered.

Max scrunched up his face. "A what?"

Xander shook his head. "Never mind."

Max stepped closer to the pile of weapons on the common room sofa. "What are all these weird weapons?"

"Really, Max. Don't ask," Xander said wearily.

"No, wait a minute. Just what do you people plan on doing with this - this stuff?"

"What the hell do you mean by 'you people'?" 

"Calm down, Gina. He means Slayers."

Gina glared at her fellow Slayer. "Yeah, I got that, Stevie."

"Max, back to Iduna. Please." Dawn was the only one betraying her anxiety. 

He nodded, still distracted by their weapons cache. "Of course. But this part you're not going to like."

"Were we supposed to like the first part?" Stevie snarked.

Max thinned his lips to hold his tongue, then took a moment to settle himself. "From what they advertise, Iduna is a also leader in the ethical use of human subjects, particularly in the study of blood-born pathogens that alter the course of the human life cycle."

"Let me guess," Dawn replied sullenly. "Blood born pathogens is a euphemism."

"Ew." Tori. "You mean like for herpes?"

Gina grimaced. "What have you been doin' nights, girl?"

"What?" Tori protested.

"So they study vampires," Pipa interjected, retraining everyone's focus.

"And now Slayers," Tori added.

A hush fell over the room.

Spike could feel what little blood he had left start to simmer. 

Pipa broke the silence. "So we're talking mad scientists, after all. We figured as much, right?"

"Yeah," Sonny replied. "Only not mad. Respected and legitimate."

Hands still on mangled hips, Spike approached Max again and spoke icily. "Where are they and what kind of security have they got?"

Max narrowed his yes, only answering after a pleading look from Dawn. "All I've got is an address. It's not like I had time to do reconnaissance myself, and I told the patrol car who spotted the truck not to pursue. He followed the truck at a distance as far as a mile from a compound on the furthest outskirts of Sierra Madre."

"Sierra Madre?" Sonny echoed. "That makes sense, it being out of the way like that."

"It's basically in the wilderness," Pipa added.

"Well the patrolman said it looked to be a pretty expansive compound, but he couldn't get close to see more without arising suspicion. He was pretty sure he'd been spotted anyway. But I managed to pull up real-time satellite images on my own computer in the car."

"And?" Gina.

"It's a circular building, like a doughnut, about 500 yards in diameter, and with only four exits, if you can believe it."

"I can believe it," Xander interrupted. "Security is a lot easier with only a few ways in and out."

Max continued. "Security does seem to be a priority there. Close-up images showed wire fencing surrounding the place, no doubt electric, and armed guards at each entrance."

"Just eight guards?" Gina questioned with disbelief.

"Plus a watch tower in the center of the doughnut." 

Xander exhaled audibly. "Okay. So now we arrive at that pesky point of needing a plan."

"That's why you need me," Max asserted. "If there's evidence of kidnapping, this falls under police jurisdiction. The police can hold a mainstream organization like this criminally accountable for their-"

"No."

Spike had no experience in being so readily heeded, but he wasn't surprised to have silenced the room. After all, they'd automatically turned to him to lead this operation. 

But Max hadn't. "Look, I don't know who you are to Sonny or to Bu-"

"You're right," Spike continued. "We do need you. But only you. A company as powerful and no doubt as rich as this one would have politicians and cops in their back pockets. Buffy's not getting out of that place unless we take her out."

Max shook his head in frustration, "But-"

"So here's the plan," Spike interrupted. 

And only one man had the stage.


*     *     *     *     *

Buffy quickly tested the strength of her shackles while the doctor's back was turned.

"So Sam. It's Sam, right?"

"Yes."

"I knew a Sam. She was a girl, though. Or, a woman, I mean."

"Um... okay." 

Tilting and twisting her head back, Buffy could just see Sam busily engaged in something medically sinister at a table full of instruments. Inhaling deeply, she pushed her wrists up against her shackles, but couldn’t muster enough power to weaken the iron at her wrists.

"So, Sam."

"Yes, Buffy."

"Mind telling me what you have planned for me? What's this afro thing about anyway?"

Sam let slip a chuckle, and Buffy used the distraction to push against her shackles once more.

"Apheresis," he replied, his back still turned. "You needn't worry. It's very safe. It's the same procedure used with plasma donors."

"Oh. So I'm just giving plasma? Correction. So you're just stealing plasma from me?"

Silence.

Bingo. Buffy suspected Doogie Howser here wasn't entirely comfortable with kidnapping. He looked to be turning around to reply, so Buffy rested her arms at her sides.

Approaching her left side, Sam looked mildly regretful. "The procedure involves inserting a needle into your arm and withdrawing whole blood into a machine."

"You've already got a needle in my arm."

"No. That's an intravenous line. A short, blunt piece of plastic through which we deliver drugs and fluids. We only used a needle to gain entry into the vein. Plasma apheresis will require a larger gauge needle to remain in the vein during the procedure."

"Great. Who doesn't love needles?"

He smiled slightly. "Yes. Well, the machine you see by your head draws blood from the vein and spins out the plasma into the bag there. The rest of the blood, your red blood cells, gets returned to your body."

"You pump the red cells back in?"

He nodded.

"Does it hurt?" She was more curious than worried.

"Not at all. Or, only mildly." He added hurriedly, "Uh, very mildly."

Buffy eyed him suspiciously. "So you don't want my red blood cells to study?"

Sam looked down briefly. "Uh... no, we do. This preliminary procedure however, enables us to examine the concentration and nature of your various immunoglobulins, plus or minus any other plasma proteins that might contribute to your healing abilities. The average human body will replace lost plasma in a couple of days, so the loss will not adversely influence other studies in the near future."

She could hear Spike's rumbling baritone in her ears. 'It's always the blood.' "So you plan on taking my whole blood later." It wasn't a question.

Sam nodded, almost imperceptibly. 

Buffy's mouth fell open. "Oh my god. You're going to drain me, aren't you?"

He turned away quickly, and Buffy wasted no time in silently thrusting against her shackles again.

"I shouldn't say anymore."

She thrust again and spoke to his back. "Why the hell not? I'm going to find out anyway when you do it!"

His back still turned, Sam lowered his head. "Dr. Berger felt that a complete draining would be the most reliable way to simulate your previous deaths and reincarnations."

"Why? I've never been drained by a vampire!" But then Angel suddenly came to mind. "Okay, maybe once," she grumbled.  "But it didn't kill me." Now annoyed on top of furious, Buffy channeled her emotions into further pulling against her shackles.

Sam turned back around. "Dr. Berger is aware that your previous deaths were largely caused by what would normally be fatal wounds. That would lead us to believe that you’ve been able to reincarnate after deaths by blood loss. A clinical draining would be the most humane way of simulating those previous experiences. We would be loathe to employ any other means of cessation of life for our first attempt."

Buffy's eyes widened comically. "First?"

Sam looked away quickly once again, before gently grasping her left arm in his hands. Only then did she notice the needle and tourniquet in his hands.

"What-?"

"It's just the needle for the blood draw, Buffy, as I explained." 

His hands were shaking slightly, and Buffy pursed her lips in disapproval. 

"Ow."

He looked up at her in annoyance. 

It was just the tourniquet, but still.

"Where's my juice?" she whined.

Sam stopped momentarily, distracted by the question. "Yes, Robert should have returned."

"My throat is killing me here, Pinky."

He searched her face with skepticism.

She tried again. "I thought you guys were supposed to uphold the highest ethical standards or whatever. You can't even give your tortured guinea pigs some juice?"

Sam exhaled slowly. "I'll set up the machine, get things started, and then I'll go see about a drink for you."

Buffy did a Snoopy Dance internally and gave him a winning smile. "Thanks, Sam."

His face softened. "Just don't try anything while I'm gone, okay?"

"Like what? Yodeling? I'm shackled to the table for god's sake! What-"

"Still. There are two armed guards outside, down the hall. I know you're indestructible, but I don't want to see you harmed unnecessarily."

Buffy gave him a look of disbelief. 

"I realize that must sound silly to you."

She raised an eyebrow.

"Okay. Just let me set things up."

Despite her tourniquet antics, Buffy didn't flinch when the enormous needle went into her  arm, and watched with some interest as he connected the needle with tubing to the afro machine. 

"So how long will this process take?"

"Over an hour. We're taking out a liter, which is more than we would normally withdraw from someone your size. You can't be more than 130 pounds."

"Hey! Maybe in my forties, buster, but only when I was working in France. Have you tasted their cheeses?"

She'd made him chuckle again. 

Humph. She'd definitely be winning him over before her escape was complete. 

"Alright, Buffy. You're good to go. If you were feeling cooperative, you might assist us by squeezing this foam in your fist every few minutes or so, to encourage flow, but not when the red blood cells are returned."

She glared again with incredulity. "Too bad I'm not feeling cooperative, then. I'm kinda saving that fist for Dr. Berger's front teeth."

Hastily, Sam spun around and left, failing to hide the amusement from his face. 

Idiot. He thought she was kidding.

*     *     *     *     *

Sierra Madre, 12:30 a.m.

Max drove quietly for a long stretch of highway, casting his eyes occasionally at the Slayer called Mel. He hadn't really spent much time with Slayers other than Buffy and Sonny, and neither of them had really talked to him much about their work.

"So Melanie..."

"It's just Mel." She didn't shift her gaze from out the passenger side window.

"If you don't mind my asking, how old are you?"

"Seventeen."

Unbelievable. A girl that young had no business fighting monsters, and with such primitive weapons no less. It just wasn't right. Correction. It was insane. She should've been planning for her senior prom. Sonny had missed her senior prom, he recalled.  He'd even offered to escort her, though he could see now how that might've been weird. 

"So when did you become a Slay-"

"Max?"

"Yeah?"

"How about we go over the plan again."

"You mean Spike's plan."

"Yeah. Also known as The Plan."

"Who is that guy anyway?"

She didn't answer.

"Is he someone's boyfriend?"

"He's the man with the plan, Max. That's all that matters."

Max sighed. He really should be used to cagey women and their secret clubs by now. But why that guy got to be in the club, he was dying to know.

"He looks pretty old to be dating anyone but Bu-"

"Max. The plan."

He sucked his teeth. "Right. Okay. I drive up with my lights flashing and ask to speak to the person in charge at this hour."

"And?"

He exhaled dramatically. "I know what to do, Mel. It's my badge on the line here, so I won't be mucking it up."

She looked at him finally. "No one asked for you to risk your badge, you know."

"You're wrong. Spike did. Remember?"

"Yeah, but only after you showed up when Sonny told you not to, and only after you insisted that it should be a police matter."

"Regardless, I'm involved, and of my own free will."

"Great." She returned to her vigil out the passenger side window. "You're role is fairly critical, so... thanks."

He'd be lying if he said he didn't appreciate the gesture. "So you know your role in this too, right?"

She didn't answer.

"Mel. This is only going to work if you stay in the car. You're not a cop, you've got no badge, and we could both get busted if you don't follow the plan."

"Yeah. No worries."

Max nodded once to reassure himself.

Up ahead, he could see the edge of the compound coming into view. The building was surrounded by several acres of eucalypts, obscuring much of the structure.

"Grab the siren light out of the glove compartment, would you?"

Mel did as he asked. "Can I put it on?" She sounded very much like a girl of her age should sound for a moment, and he smiled in remembrance of a young Sonny excited when he'd gotten his first patrol car.

"Sure. But no sound."

"Why not?" She whined.

"A little too much attention. With watch guards in the tower, they'll see the lights."

"Humph." Rolling down her window, Mel sat inside the window frame and positioned the light on the roof.

"Careful up there!" he shouted, but it did little good. She stayed sitting in the window much longer than necessary.

Once back in the car, she turned serious. "Okay, Max. Time for you to do your thing."

As they drove to the main gate of the compound, a guard stepped out of a control booth, gun holstered. Max slowed the car to a stop at the gate and rolled down his window.

Max tried to sound both friendly and authoritative. "Good evening."

"Good evening, officer," replied the security guard. Peeking his head through the driver side window, he noticed the woman dressed in a black skirt and white blouse. "Ma'am - er uh, officer."

Mel nodded curtly.

"Can I help you with something this evening, officers?"

Max was the picture of calm, though he felt anything but. "I hope so." Pulling out his badge, he opened it for the security guard's inspection. "I'm looking for the driver of an Iduna-registered armored truck, license plate number 7BVS99. He's wanted for questioning, as is the truck."

The security guard raised an eyebrow.

Max stammered. "Uh... that is... the truck is wanted for... uh... inspection."

“Detective Colletti, is it? What’s this about anyway?"

"Were you the driver of that particular truck this evening?"

He shook his head. "No, sir. No, sir, I was not."

"Then I'm sure you can understand that I'm not at liberty to say more."

The guard looked behind him at the building, as if it would give him answers. "Well, uh, I'm sure you understand, I'mma need to check with the bosses upstairs."

"Of course. Happy to wait." 

The guard disappeared into his control booth.

"Bingo," Mel chimed. 

"Shhh! Stay in character," he whispered.

The two must have been waiting a good five minutes before the guard returned, opened the gate and waved them through.

"Just head straight down this road towards the main entrance. Keep the trees on either side of you and don't turn to circumnavigate the circle. Someone will greet you at the entrance."

Nodding, Max did as instructed.

"Who do you think they'll send out?" Mel whispered.

"At this hour? I can't imagine anyone too important is still here."

"All the better for us then. Of course, seeing as they've only just taken Buffy, it's possible that the scientists are still around."

A sudden nausea overwhelmed him at the thought. "I'd rather not think about that."

As he drove the car down the tree-lined road, another security guard came into view in front of two guards on either side of the main doors. The head guard walked slowly to meet the car outside of the entrance.

A middle-aged man, he approached with an easy confidence not typical of security guards when dealing with cops.

"Detective Colletti, I'm Walter Bridgeman, head of security this evening. I understand you want to speak with the individual who this evening drove an Iduna-registered truck, LP 7BVS99?"

Shit. This guy sounded like a retired cop. Max hoped to god that he wasn't. "Yes, that's correct."

"This can't wait until normal business hours, Detective? All of our drivers have returned their vehicles some time ago and most have gone home."

"I wish it could, Mr. Bridgeman. But... Well, I'm afraid it can't. I'm not at liberty to say more."

The security guard remained silent and stared.

"Can you tell me the name of the person who was driving that truck this evening, Mr. Bridgeman?"

Pause.

Bridgeman did as his junior, and looked back to the building for answers. "If you'll excuse me, Detective, I'll need to speak to the bosses inside about this. I'm not in a position to help you."

Stonewalled.

Max replied with not entirely feigned tedium. "Very well. I can wait."

The head of security disappeared into the building.

Max blew out a breath. "Well at least we're working our way up the food chain."

"That means they're taking this seriously," Mel replied. "They may just give us what we want in the end."

"Yeah. Or Spike's master plan falls apart, and god knows what they'll do to Buffy in the meantime."

"So what's the deal with you and Sonny?"

Max looked at the Slayer. "Trying to change the subject?"

Mel countered. "Are you?"

He looked away.

"I mean, you guys seem to care about each other a lot, or you wouldn't get so emotional when you're around each other. Did you have a falling out or something, or did you just never get along?"

"Then Sonny's never spoke of it," he mumbled, mainly to himself.

"Not to me anyway."

"But we're such good friends, Melanie, that I'll share our family secrets with you?"

Mel's face fell into a scowl. "Fine. Excuse me for taking an interest."

Max sighed. "Mel-"

"Forget-."

"She blames me for our father's death." He looked away.

Silence.

"Oh. Look, man, I'm sorry-"

"And she blames herself too."

Mel didn't reply.

"And I blame myself ... and this whole Slayer nonsense."

"It's not nonsense," she insisted.

"Yeah, well, it destroys as many lives as it saves, Mel. I know Sonny and my lives would be a hell of a lot different if there were no Slayers and vampires in the world."

"Fine. But they exist. So-"

"And our dad would be alive right now," he added angrily. 

A quiet melancholy settled in the car. He couldn't believe he'd revealed so much to her. It must have been the stress of the situation and the risk he was taking with his career.

That seemed to silence her however, and Max was all too happy to maintain the silence.

"Max, someone's coming."

Looking up, Max saw a man in casual clothes approaching the car. He couldn't have been more than thirty, and yet looked even more self-possessed than the head of security.

"Good evening, Detective. I understand you wanted to speak with me."

Max was visibly startled. He hadn't expected the driver himself to appear. Looking briefly to Mel, he instructed her to stay put with a glance before stepping out of the vehicle.

“Were you the driver of the truck, license plate number 7BVS99, this evening?”

The man was calm. "I was."

Shit.

“And we're you driving the vehicle when it hit a pedestrian on Beachside Drive at around 9:00 pm this evening?"

Pause.

"I'm afraid I was. A blond gentleman, I believe."

Max swallowed uneasily. The driver was being far too open about his crime. "So you're admitting to a hit and run?"

"I'm admitting to no such thing, Detective. The gentleman was running barefoot down the highway. He was bound to be hit by someone at some stage. I stopped my vehicle to inquire about his injuries. I even offered to take him to the hospital."

"But you didn't call the police?"

The driver smiled with his eyes, clearly non-distressed by the questioning. "The gentleman insisted that he was well, and pleaded with me not to involve the authorities. I imagined he must have been known to you."

"I see." Spike had debriefed Max before they'd left for Iduna about the details of the hit and run, so he knew the driver had done no such thing. 

"Tell me. How is the gentleman?" the driver asked with mock concern.

Max thought carefully and quickly about his reply. Anything he said would have to be verifiable by a call to the police department. "I couldn't tell you. The man fled the scene before the police had arrived. I have the details of the incident from multiple witnesses to the event."

"Well then he must not have been very injured, and for that, I'm relieved."

This guy was good. Max would give him that. And there was no way in hell he was just a truck driver. 

"Is there anything more, Detective?" 

"Yes, sir. A great deal more. While the gentleman may not be here to press charges, I'm afraid you need to come with us to the department for further questioning. And we'll be needing the vehicle for inspection. Your claim to have inquired about the man's wellbeing doesn't fit with any of multiple witness reports."

Pause.

"I see." But he still looked unperturbed.

"You may come freely, or in cuffs. Your choice."

The driver laughed, "Very well, Detective. I think I'll choose freely, then."

It was official. Max hated the guy. "And the truck? We'll be needing it brought out. My colleague will drive it to the department."

The driver casually leaned forward to search the car, spotting Mel in the passenger seat. Squinting his eyes, he studied her for some time.

Max grew impatient. "Sir, the truck."

The driver straightened slowly, wearing an impish grin, while pulling out a cell phone. "Yeah. I need a truck, license plate number 7BVS99. Have it brought out front for confiscation by the LAPD. I'll see that it's returned promptly."

Hanging up, the driver extended his arms. "I'm all yours, Detective. The truck will be out momentarily."

Dumbstruck by the smoothness of the evening's proceedings, Max could only nod. After an awkward pause, he turned to open the back seat door and signaled for Mel to get out. The driver followed without protest and settled himself comfortably inside. 

"Am I not to meet your lovely colleague, Detective?"

Max just frowned as he closed the back door.

"Detective?"

Max turned around.

The driver grinned widely. "Aren't you forgetting something?"

Max furrowed his brow.

"You forgot to ask me my name."

Shit. He was an idiot to have forgotten something so fundamental - no doubt because for their purposes, it didn't really matter.

"I hadn't forgot, sir. We'll be asking you plenty of questions back at the station. But now that you mention-"

"Reynolds. John Reynolds at your service."

But the name meant nothing to Max.

*     *     *     *     *

The Pump and Plug Station, Sierra Madre

A car and a bike sat vacant along the side of the abandoned fuel station, their occupants all scattered about the isolated establishment. Spike paced the full stretch of asphalt relentlessly, flicking consecutive fags into the bushes nearby, and scanning the main road for headlights at every pivot. He'd smoked a full pack of Camels before he was distracted in his routine.  

"Are you putting those things out properly?" Stevie challenged.

Spike stopped to glare.

"Well, you're not supposed to smoke at a gas station," Pipa offered in support. “Though I don’t think there’s any gas left in these machines.”

"Yeah?" Spike asked. "And little girls aren't supposed to spend their nights killing things, but you don't see me complaining about it."

"Pacing isn't gonna get them here any faster," Tori added. "That's my best friend risking her life on that mission. You don't see me pulling my hair out."  

"Get off his ass, Tori," Gina chided. "Mel's safe with Max. Buffy ain't."

"We don't know that," Tori countered. "Who knows what could've happened."

"What do you think could have happened?" Rachel worried.

"Killed. Kidnapped. Hijacked." Sally.

"Okay guys, time out," Pipa injected anxiously. "How about we think positively about the situation? Mel and Max haven't been gone that long. If all goes to plan, we could be seeing the end of this nightmare before it’s barely begun."

"And if it doesn't go to plan?" Tori asked.

"Well, then we-"

"Hide!" Spike shouted at the sight of headlights in the distance. "Now!"

After a few gasps, the girls did just that - alongside the building, behind old fuel pumps, and in the nearby bushes. Spike chose to back himself behind the van for a better view as Max's car slowed to a stop outside the old convenience store.

There was little time to indulge in relief that the plan had worked so far, as Spike could see Max turn to speak to someone in the back seat. Spike assumed he was lying to the driver about having to take a leak. 

Bouncing on his toes with energy, Spike had the patience of a new fledge for a feed. The moment Max headed for the toilets, he was crouching towards the back door of the car. 

With supernatural speed, Spike thrust open the back door, threw its passenger on to the asphalt, kicked him fiercely in the head and pinned the bastard's face under his boot.

"Hey!" Max protested, turning around with feigned outrage, and hastening back towards the car. "What the hell do you think you're doing? Who the hell are you?"

"Back off, pig!" Spike shouted, his foot pressing harder into the man's cheek, though the man was too dazed to move. "Or I'll crack his neck like a twig."

Max pulled out his gun as planned. "Stop right there! I'm a cop on police business here! Whatever you want with this man, you're not getting it!"

Spike never let his eyes off their catch. "Now that's where you're wrong, mate, cause you're gonna have to shoot me between the eyes before I let this piece of shite from under my boot."

"Sir, you don't want to make me do that! Because I-"

With significantly less speed, Tori approached Max from behind and punched him in the temple, causing him to collapse on to the asphalt. 

But Spike knew it hadn't been so bad a blow.

The remainder of the girls appeared from various positions - splitting up to carry Max to the back of the building and to surround the hostage from all sides.

Spike smiled gleefully at the mush of face under his boot, and into the one dazed but startled eye that he could see. "Looks like your escort is out for the count, mate. You're stuck with us now, and we don't give a rat's ass about your rights. Now I'm gonna lift my boot off your mug in a minute so we can chat properly, but before I do, you get a warning. You're surrounded. Try anything, and Hell's Angels will carve you up for vamp food. Got it?"

The man blinked in recognition.

"Alright then. Let's see what the cat dragged in."

Lifting his boot, Spike kicked the man over onto his back to see his face.

His stomach dropped.

"Bloody hell."

He didn't need a wig of dreadlocks to tell him what every sense in his body was now screaming. 

His respect for Buffy's ex grew reluctantly.

Shaggy.

*     *     *     *     *

Iduna, 1:00 a.m.

Buffy tried to ignore the sight of the afro-machine as it slowly sucked and churned her blood like a mechanical vampire. She focused her efforts instead on the more pressing matter of her shackles and looked down both her sides to inspect them.

The shackles consisted of wide iron bracelets attached to the table by a short, thick chain.  She could lift her wrists no more than a few inches from the table. She'd been blindly pulling against the bracelets before, not really thinking about their construction. Only now did she see that the chain link should be her target, being the weakest point. Using her elbows as a fulcrum, and thereby recruiting the muscles in her upper arm, she fisted her right hand and slowly flexed at the elbow in a biceps curl. 

Groaning from the effort, she winced at the noise. But when she looked down her right side again, a smile spread across her face at the sight of the chain, slightly stretched.

'Okay, Buffy. Just a few more of those.'

Taking deep, controlled breaths, Buffy kept her eyes closed and tried to focus all of her power into her right arm. As she pulled her wrist up against the tension, the sudden snap of the chain sent her fist flying towards her breast.

She looked anxiously at the door, as she rubbed soothing circles into her breast. Funny how a punch in the boob always hurt more than anything else.

After three disciplined attempts, she freed her left arm as well, and now found both arms free, albeit adorned with swinging chains. Bolting upright with the thrill of success, Buffy contemplated her options. She could pull out the needles on either arm, but once they were out, she could no longer pretend that she was bound.

And there was still the matter of the shackles on her legs.

She shifted her eyes back and forth from her legs to the afro machine.

Legs first, she decided.

Though her legs were stronger than her arms, she lacked the leverage from so short a chain link to use the strength in her thighs for the task, so she opted to try breaking each chain with her hands. There was just enough chain to squeeze four fingers around it. Sitting up with knees bent, she pulled at her right chain with a groan.

It only took one pull to yank the chain from the table.

Bonds ten times the strength of a Slayer, Dr. Berger had said. Thank God for dumb villains, she decided. Buffy was no ordinary Slayer. The good doctor was supposed to know that.

Two tugs at her left ankle chain, and Buffy was free of her metal bed – though still burdened by her shackles. Conscious of the time that had passed, she hastily untaped the line on her right arm and pulled the needle out slowly. Inspecting the line, she realized Sam had been right. They'd put a tiny plastic tube into her right arm, not a needle. Still, the instant it came out, the wound started to bleed. 

Buffy looked behind her towards the table of medical devices, thinking it might have some gauze and tape, but then remembered the needle in her left arm still connected to the afro machine.

"Shit!"

The sound of the door's electronic lock forced her hand. It took her less than a second to decide to play the captive again. Throwing herself back on to the table, she hoped to god that Sam didn't inspect the integrity of her chains before she could figure out the next step in her escape.

He was already talking when he walked through the door, pushing it closed with his foot. But his eyes were solely focused on not spilling the drinks in his hands.

"I wasn't sure what kind of juice you liked, so I've brought apple and –"

Pause.

Buffy's heart pounded furiously as she followed his eyes to her right arm.

"What happened here?"

She swallowed.

"The plastic tubing fell out," she replied simply.

Still holding the juice, Sam stared dumbly. "I can see that. The question is how?"

Buffy raised her left hand, still connected to the afro machine, to show him the machine was still going. "I just turned to the side to check out the afro machine better, and the plastic thingy got yanked out."

Silence.

Sam's face was a mask of displeasure. Buffy searched his eyes furiously before she realized her error.

The chain.

She wasn't supposed to be able to lift her left arm.

Shit.

"Shit." Buffy.

"Help!" Sam.

It all happened at once.

Buffy was off the table when Sam's cups hit the floor - no thought for the needle that was dragged out in the process. He'd barely made two steps towards the door before she had his arms pinned painfully behind him. 

"H-!"

"Shout again, and I'll rip your arms out," she warned icily. "I think you know that I can."

He shut his mouth instantly.

Buffy tried to ignore the blood oozing from her arm. It was nothing compared to old battled wounds of course, but just the thought of the needle holes somehow creeped her out more. 

Sam risked a question. "What are you going to do to me?"

"Nothing painful if you cooperate. I'm not the bad guy here."

He swallowed audibly.

"Buffy, you can't get out of here. There are armed guards down the hall, and at all the exits. Maybe you can't stay dead for very long, but they could put you down fairly easily."

Buffy paused to consider his words.

"I hate guns," she mumbled, more to herself than to him.

"Buffy, I understand how you must feel."

She rolled her eyes behind him. "I’m pretty sure you don’t, Doogie. Now shut up while I think–"

CLICK

"Shit!" Buffy.

"Someone's com-"

"Got that, Braniac." Quickly, Buffy forced Sam behind the door just as Dr. Berger walked through it, her high heels clacking against the cold, stone floor.

"Sam, Ms. Summers will–” 

The clacking stopped. 

Buffy was sorry she couldn't see Berger’s face. It would’ve been a small victory though, and she had bigger fish to fry. 

Buffy blinked. 

Bingo. The corners of her mouth curved upwards slowly. She loved when those moments of perfect clarity came. Sam wasn’t a bad catch in her escape plan, but he was a Nemo compared to the Moby Dick that had just walked in. 

With a flick of the wrist, Buffy rammed Sam’s forehead into the wall and knocked him out cold. Stepping out from behind the door, she greeted Berger cheerfully.

“What’s up, Doc?”

Startled, Berger swung around and stiffened at the sight – her mouth stuttering open like a busted drawbridge. “Secure-!”

Buffy’s fist met Berger’s teeth before she could finish, and sent her flying in the air and over the bed. 

The next moment, two security guards sprinted into the room, guns out. Buffy lunged low to tackle them both around the legs – the three landing in a heap in front of the door.

Before they even thought to re-aim their guns, Buffy had a tuft of hair in each hand, and rammed both heads against the tiles. They were out in an instant.

Buffy frowned with some sympathy. “Humans.”

Berger’s drawn out groan from the other side of the room refocused her. Berger was standing up slowly, blood running down her chin to stain her coat. 

Fisting the shirts of both guards in each hand, Buffy threw them behind the door to join Sam.

“Listen, Buffy.” The tremble in her voice was unmistakable. “I realize that you must be very angry right–”

Buffy turned around slowly to face her abductor, and the sight of her made Berger take two steps back. 

Barefoot and half naked, with blood oozing from her arms and broken shackles on every limb, Buffy must have looked like the stuff of nightmares.

“Oh my god,” Berger whimpered. “What are you going to do me?”

Buffy wrapped her bloodied fingers around the chain link at her wrists and glared mischievously. 

“What you wanted, Dr. Berger. I’m gonna show you what a Slayer is really made of.”

*     *     *     *     *

The Pump and Plug Fuel Station, Sierra Madre

“Agh!” 

“How many times are you gonna kick the guy, Spike?” Mel had just arrived with the truck to find Spike wailing on their captive with his boot.

Reeling from the pain it was causing his own body, Spike relented. “I reckon that’s enough.”

Shaggy took advantage of the reprieve to cough up a mouthful of blood. 

“You can start talking any time, mate,” Spike uttered bitterly. 

Shaggy looked around at the group of Slayers, before returning to Spike, but said nothing.

Spike clenched his jaw. “Oh. So you like being kicked to death, then?”

Silence.

Suddenly Spike was in game face and lying on top of the wounded man, pinning Shaggy’s wrists at his sides. “How about being sucked dry? You like that too?”

“Spike!” Pipa.

He ignored her.

But Shaggy was defiant. “You won’t drink me, vampire. You need me, don’t you?”

Pause.

A small smile of victory began to spread across Shaggy’s face. 

“Agh!”

Spike buried his fangs into the flesh of Shaggy’s neck and drank with abandon, feeling slightly mournful that he couldn’t see the bastard’s face.  

“Oh my god!” Pipa shouted. 
 
“Stay out of this, Pip!” Gina. 

“But–“

Spike withdrew the next moment, blood dripping off his fangs in a twisted smile. He’d needed the blood so badly he was almost delirious from the taste.

His voice was eerily seductive when he spoke. “I could drain you three times over, mate, and still be hungry.”

“Please!” Shaggy whimpered.

Spike grinned widely. “If you insist.” He dove in again.

“Agh!”

“Spike, man,” Gina whispered anxiously.

But Spike paid her no mind either, and drew out his blood meal with relish. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d drank so freely of a human in an act of pure, unadulterated malice. He’d meant what he said. He could drain the bastard dry and suck the marrow out of his bones and still not have had enough to heal fully. But he could feel the blood already lessening the pain in his hips. 

“Please! Stop!” Shaggy begged.

Spike withdrew instantly, letting the blood drip from his mouth onto Shaggy’s face.

“Alright then. Since you asked so nicely.”

Shaggy blinked in confusion.

Still lying on top of his food, Spike folded his arms under his chin. “You feelin’ a bit more cooperative now, then?”

Begrudgingly, Shaggy shook his head. 

Pipa exhaled an exaggerated sigh of relief. 

His face melting back into human form, Spike pushed himself back on to his feet less painfully, pulling the bleeding man with him one-handed. Throwing Shaggy against the back seat door, he grabbed his smokes and lit up casually.

Everyone looked to be waiting for Shaggy to speak.

“She’s in the OR.”

Spike’s head shot up, and more than one girl gasped.

“Already?” Sonny asked with disbelief.

With a roar, Spike lunged for Shaggy again and would have thrown him across the lot had the girls not circled him.

“Spike, man, stop!” Gina insisted. 

“Let him go,” Sonny demanded.

Livid, but not completely without sense, Spike threw the bastard violently over the trunk.

“What are they doing to her?” Tori asked. 

Clutching his stomach, Shaggy slid himself off the trunk on to his feet. “She was being prepped for biopsies when I left her.”

“Oh my god.” Rachel.

Spike dropped his head, hands on his hips.

“I’m not sure what all they’re planning to do tonight.”

“Is she sedated or something?” Sally asked. “Cause she wouldn’t submit to that.”

“Chained,” Shaggy explained. “We’ve got irons ten times stronger than a Slayer can break.”

“She’s not any Slayer, though,” Gina injected.

“You don’t say?” He mocked. “The chains will hold her. And anyway, she was drugged first. With a combination sedative and muscle relaxant. Similar to the Cruciamentum drug, though I don’t suppose any of you know what that is anymore. It should last several hours before requiring re-administration.” 

Spike turned on his heels and took to pacing again, though well within earshot.

“So she’s weakened and chained,” Sonny echoed. “How do we get to her?” 

The ex-Watcher started laughing, which only made him cough on his own blood. “You don’t, Slayer.”

“What?” Rachel.

“She’s in a secure facility with armed guards at every entrance. There are video cameras in all the corridors. There’s no way you’re even getting past the front gate. And even if you could, the last time I checked, Slayers that aren’t called Buffy Summers don’t survive bullet wounds to the chest. If you go in there, sweetie, you’re not leaving.”

The group exchanged nervous glances. 

Shaggy was seeming less and less fearful about his situation. “Come to think of it, that wouldn’t be a bad ending to this little scenario. I’m sure Iduna would find a pack of Slayers and a centuries old Master vampire very useful in their research. I, for one, have always been curious about the sexual physiology of male vampires. We could devise some very interesting experiments–”

Gasps.

Sonny and Gina were ready for Spike when he lunged again for the hostage – not so much holding him back as standing between him and his target.

Spike obliged them and stepped back, re-focusing his attention on the plan. He was almost businesslike when he addressed Shaggy again. “How many security are there at this time of night?”

No reply.

Spike let his eyes turn gold and growled.

“Ten. Two at each of the four exits, and two in the watchtower. Eleven then. There’s one at the outside gate. All armed. Like I said, you go in, vampire, you’re not getting out. But you’re not even getting in, so it’s a moot point.”

Gina stepped up, her arms crossed and hips cocked. “See that’s where you’re wrong, brotha’. What the hell do you think we kidnapped you for?”

Shaggy blinked.

“And the cop?” he asked. 

Sonny looked nervously at Spike.

“He’s out for the count, mate,” Spike answered calmly. “We’ll see to it that he wakes up on the other side of town.”

Shaggy shifted his eyes across the group again. “You’re not getting my cooperation.”

Spike tilted his head to the side with a half smile.

Shaggy swallowed. “Fine. It’s not like it’ll work anyway. Like I said, I’ll just have delivered a prize group of research subjects. I may even get a bonus.”

Spike glowered at the man as he turned around to make a call, a fresh storm of emotion swirling inside of him: fury at what the lab coats had done to her, guilt at what he’d allowed to happen, surprise that their plan was working so smoothly, and delight that he might soon have her in his arms again. The only person who’d be as happy as he was at the prospect of their reunion was waiting back at Slayer Central.

He dialed her number.

“Spike?”

“Hey Niblet. We’ve got the driver and the truck.”

“Oh, thank god.”

“Sod that poof. Thank the ex. He did alright.”

“He’s a great guy, Max.”

Spike didn’t reply.

“So the plan goes – er, as planned?” Dawn asked.

“Yeah. I reckon it’s too risky to wait until daylight. We hit ‘em now.”

“And Max?”

“Out back.” Spike stepped out of earshot. “He’ll meet up with you and Harris once we’ve cleared this place. The driver still doesn’t know he was in on the job.”

“Good. I would hate for him to lose his badge for helping us. Especially when he’s only doing his job – albeit, you know, illegally.”

“Sorry Niblet, but Max is the least of my worries, right now, much as I appreciate what he’s done.”

“I know. God only knows what they might have done to her already.”

Spike shut his eyes momentarily and pressed his lips firmly together. He’d let Buffy tell Dawn about what had happened to her.

“Gotta go, Niblet. We’ve got work to do.”

“Knock ‘em dead, Spike. Or – you know, unconscious. I’m not really advocating killing hu–“

“I’ll do whatever it takes to get her back, Dawn. I won’t apologize for it either.”

She sighed. “I know.”

“Gotta go.”

“Bye, Spike.”

Spike walked back to the group with a new resolve. “Alright, Angels. Let’s go be heroes. Sonny.”

Sonny stepped up.

“You’re up front with shitface. He’s driving, but make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.”

“Got it.”

Gina, Tori, Mel, Rachel and Longstock. You’re in the back with me.”

Nodding, the girls made their way to the truck.

“Stevie. Sally. You know what to do. Stay back with the bike for about ten minutes, then follow. Make sure you’re not seen when you get there.”
 
“No problem.” The girls headed towards the bike.

Spike walked towards the truck then stopped abruptly.

“Wait.” Jogging awkwardly towards his bike, he lifted the lid of the back box and pulled out his ruby-studded mace. 

Stevie looked at him incredulously – no doubt because after a proper plan had been formulated, they’d decided to leave the deadlier weapons at home.

But Spike was unapologetic. Wrapping pale, slender fingers around the chain link in his grip, he raised the skull head to the light to behold its many rubies sparkle. 

“Like I said. Whoever took Buffy needs to see the pointy end of this.”
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Chapter 29

Chapter 29: Time Heals All Wounds

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Buffy broke her chains in the OR, and Spike and the Slayers captured Shaggy.

Sierra Madre

Her abduction still played like a snuff film in his head, but it didn’t keep him from spotting the truck swerving to the left. 

“Oi. Shitface. They drive on the right side in this country, mate.” 

Sonny answered instead. “He’s not lookin’ too good up here, Spike.” 

“You mean he looks like shit?” Gina joked.

Sonny rolled her eyes. “Seriously. I think I should take over the wheel. His neck is still oozing, Spike.” 

“Don’t tempt me, Slayer.” 

“Spike–“

“So you drive. If the guard sees you first, we’ll handle it.”

“Pull over,” Sonny ordered.

As Shaggy slowed the car to a stop along the side of the highway, Sonny dragged him across her lap and into the passenger’s seat, then tied his arms behind his seat. She had the group back on the road in short order. 

“You know you took too much,” Tori chided.  

Spike ignored her. “So Shaggy, what else can you tell us about this facility then?”

No reply.

Sonny shoved him roughly.

“I told you,” he croaked. “You go in, you’re not getting out.” 

Spike pursed his lips. “Hm. So you say. Well we already know there are four exits, each with two guards, plus a watchtower with two, and the outer gate. That’s eleven men.”

“Or women.”  Mel.

Spike bowed his head. “Touché. And cameras? How many?” 

“Too many. Everywhere. If a guard spots you on the cameras, it’s over. The place will go into lock down. And they how to kill vampires. Though it’s not like they’re in the habit of being stormed by them.” 

“So then they’re not in the habit of carrying stakes and crossbows.” Spike smirked. “That’s one for the ‘plus’ column, ladies.”

Gina huffed. “The hell it is. My ass can still get killed by a crossbow, Spike.” 

He ducked his head.

“Crossbows or not,” Shaggy continued. “We’ve just captured the world’s only immortal Slayer. In the middle of a public beach, I might add. A creature more powerful than any of you will ever be. You really think you’ve got an advantage because our guards don’t carry stakes?”

Spike tensed, ruffled more by the reminder of his failure that night, than by the accusation that Buffy was undeniably stronger than him.

Gina sucked her teeth. “Forget him, man. We’ll make it out.”

He said nothing.

“Buffy, too,” she insisted.

He nodded once, and then returned to his vigil out the back seat window.

*   *   *   *   *   *

Iduna Headquarters

“Oh my god,” Berger whimpered. “What are you going to do me?”

Buffy wrapped her bloodied fingers around the chain link at her wrists and glared mischievously. 

“What you wanted, Dr. Berger. I’m gonna show you what a Slayer is really made of.”

“You wouldn’t.” 

She arched a brow.

“You’re a Slayer. You’re supposed to save lives!”

Rolling her eyes, Buffy dropped her chains to tie her hospital gown tightly at the neck. “Technically, Dr. Berger, a Slayer is supposed to slay. You know, as in kill. The saving of lives can be a happy side effect though.” Looking behind her, she searched in vain for the second string to tie her gown at the waist. 

“Buffy, nothing will be gained by your–“

“By my what?” she asked distractedly.  “How the hell am I supposed to tie this thing at the back, anyway?”

Berger open and closed her mouth dumbly.

“Okay… Then where are my clothes?” 

No reply.

Buffy sighed. “Forget it. Let’s go.” She took a step towards Berger, who reflexively stepped back.

“Hard or easy, Doc. Your choice.”

Approaching Berger again, Buffy felt no resistance when she twisted the woman’s arms behind her and pushed her out of the OR. 

“So how do we get out of this place?”

“Buffy, there’s no… unh!“ 

“Try again.”  

“There’s an exit to the right. It’s not the main exit, but it will get you out. But–“

“Shut up and lead the way.”

“But–“

“Raise your voice again, and I take your tongue.” 

“Buffy, please,” she persisted in hushed tones. “You have no idea what you’re giving up by leaving us.”

A bitter laugh escaped Buffy’s lips, unintentionally loud. She shoved the doctor forward to move her along, while scanning the white corridors in front and behind her.

“What do you really know about your nature, Buffy? Your power?”

“More than you do, Dr. Berger, if you don’t even accept the existence of magic.” There were no guards that Buffy could see as yet, which only made her more on edge. 

“I accept that you believe you were made immortal by a magic spell, Buffy.”

“Becoming immortal isn’t something you choose to believe, Doctor Phil. It kinda demonstrates itself when you don’t stay dead.” 

“You miss my point,” Berger replied, seeming to rapidly regain her composure. “I don’t question your immortality, Buffy, merely the point at which you became so, and by what means.”

Buffy kept moving. “So you’ve done your homework. Only badly. Yeah, I died once before. Drowned. But a friend brought me back. That wasn’t a resurrection. It was CPR. Ever heard of it?” She shoved the doctor again to pick up their pace.

“But that’s just it, Buffy. If you truly had been dead, as in brain dead, CPR would not have saved you. It can restart the heart and supply oxygen to the brain until your heart resumes its normal function, but it cannot revive the brain once dead.”

Buffy tensed, but didn’t slow their pace. 

“And yet your ridiculous mythology states that you had to have died for another of your kind to be awoken, yes?”
 
Buffy stumbled. Walking and thinking at the same time weren’t usually so difficult. But she was rapidly losing the plot here. Her knowledge of modern medicine was murky at best and Berger was muddying it even more. 

“Clearly you’re confused.”

She didn’t deny it.

“I don’t challenge that you were resuscitated from a near drowning. That is the most rational explanation for that event. I do deny your mythology, however. And science doesn’t allow for you to have truly died unless you had this extraordinary power of resurrection at that time.”

Buffy stopped. “I didn’t.”

Berger twisted around to face her. “I know. From our research, you continued to age after that event until you were 19 or 20.”

“That’s right. And then I jumped off the tower, died, and Willow brought me back.” 

Berger smiled with condescension. 

Buffy narrowed her eyes. “What exactly is so amusing?”

“Something else happened to you around that time, Buffy.”

Buffy stopped, searching the doctor’s eyes for an answer before it came to her. Dawn. Oh god. Though the alarm bells were deafening inside her, she kept her poker face. She’d die for real before she’d ever let Berger take Dawn.

“Yes,” Berger answered. “The vampire.”

Silence.

“Huh?”

“He bit you, if I’m not mistaken. And more importantly, you drank his blood.”

Shifting her eyes back and forth, Buffy tried to make sense of where the conversation was going. “Wait. You’re talking about Count Eurotrash?”

Berger pursed her lips.

Buffy was flummoxed. “So you’re telling me that you believe in Count Dracula of all things, but not in magic?”

“I acknowledge the existence of vampires because they’re an observed and studied phenomenon, Buffy. “ 

“Okay...”

“You drank his blood.”

Buffy released Berger from her grip, fully aware of her own power in the situation. “Only a little. So?”

Berger tipped her head to the side, like a patient schoolteacher. “Buffy, forgive the review of vampire basics, but surely you can tell me the effects of drinking a vampire’s blood.”

She was really starting to hate the doctor now. “Nothing,” she insisted, “if you haven’t been drained first. If you have, then you turn.”

“So you suffered no effects from drinking the blood of an ancient vampire?” 

Buffy wrinkled her forehead in annoyance and confusion, before a flood of vivid memories assaulted her.

~ ~ ~
Do you know what a Slayer is?

Do you?

~ ~ ~
I’m the good guy, remember?”

Perhaps. But your power is rooted in darkness, you must feel it.

~ ~ ~
You are magnificent.

I bet you say that before you bite all the girls.

No. You are different. Kindred…. I have searched the world over for you. I have yearned for you. For a creature whose darkness rivals my own.

~ ~ ~
My friends–

They’re here. They will not find us. We are alone. Always alone…. There is so much I have to teach you. Your history, your power, what your body is capable of.

I don’t need to know.

You yearn to. All these years fighting us, your power so near to our own…. You think you know what you are, what’s to come. You haven’t even begun…. And you will have eternity to discover yourself. But first, a little taste…

~ ~ ~
No. 

He’d wanted to turn her. She was sure of it. That’s what he’d meant by ‘eternity’. He couldn’t have–

“Buffy?”

But she was lost in the past.

“Buffy.” Berger spoke with new force. “We have reason to believe from our research that the characteristics of the vampire are the consequence of a unique virus. A retrovirus, to be specific. One with the power to transform human DNA.”

“What–?”

“We believe humans are infected with the virus by the vampire bite, but are only transformed when they near death from exsanguination and have ingested enough vampire blood to overwhelm their immune responses. We’re not sure if the human ingests a viral load, or if there’s some sort of secondary catalyst ingested that promotes viral replication. These details have eluded us in our study.”

A chill ran down her bare back. “You think I’ve been infected.”

“On the contrary. I think you’re immune from infection.”

She blew out the breath she’d been unconsciously holding. But her confusion was no less dizzying.

“I suspect that you’ve found a way to incorporate the virus into your DNA, but to your own benefit. You possess the very qualities that enable the vampire’s prolonged survival – spectacular tissue regeneration, resistance to DNA and cellular degradation. But with one important difference.”

She didn’t attempt to mask her curiosity. 

“The nature of this elusive virus is such that the vampire requires the continued ingestion of some as yet unidentified component of human blood to sustain it.”

“But I don’t.”

“No. Nor are you sensitive to the sun, which leads us to believe that you have co-opted the virus for your own benefit without it becoming the dominant force in your physiology. In the crudest and not entirely accurate sense, you’ve become a carrier. In another, you represent a new phase in the evolution of virus, vampire and human.”

Buffy stepped back, pulling her hands through the hair at her temples. 

“Don’t you see, Buffy? There is so much yet to learn about what you are, what you’ve become. You’re the key to mankind’s salvation from this epidemic, and quite possibly to the evolution of the vampire as well.”

Buffy looked up at that. 

“Imagine if we could discover a way of evolving the vampire into something beyond a single-minded animal. You’d become a Slayer of an entirely different sort. A Slayer of the animal instinct within these creatures – creatures once human, like you and me. Creatures that never asked to be infected.”

Buffy stared at the doctor with new eyes. She had no idea if anything Berger was saying was possible or true, but it all sounded terribly rational. And when she really thought about it, her own world had always seemed too fantastical – so much so, that she’d once believed it a delusion. 

But Berger’s theory allowed for the reality of the supernatural world scientifically, which made it all the more persuasive in a very Willow-like way. And the prospect of better understanding her nature was attractive, but not nearly as much as the prospect of having a more lasting impact in the world.

“Say I help you,” Buffy replied tentatively. “Give you blood and…” She grimaced. “Samples. You wouldn’t have to keep me captive here. I could work with you, come every–“

“Freeze!”

Buffy whipped her head towards the sound of an angry voice down the corridor, pissed at herself for not having heard his approach.

“I said freeze! Or I’ll shoot!”

It was one of the security guards she’d knocked unconscious in the operating theatre - god only knew how long ago. She should’ve tied them up. Slowly, she raised her hands and looked to Berger for help.

The doctor met her gaze and nodded, then turned to her security guard with authority. “Shoot her anyway.”

*   *   *   *   *   *

Iduna Outskirts

Sonny slowed the truck as the trees of the compound came into view. “We’re here.”

“Keep it slow, Sonny. Don’t arouse suspicion.”

“I know the plan, Mel.”

“What about Shitface?” Gina.

Sonny nudged him again and he awoke with a cough. “You’re all going to die now, you know.” 

“We’re not the ones with two holes in our neck, homeboy,” Gina countered, winking at Spike.

Spike stilled at the camaraderie of the gesture – shaken suddenly by the fear that Gina would die inside. And the others. He didn’t love their chances of all making it out alive, but it was a given that he’d take the risk a thousand times over to keep Buffy safe. But them. She was a leader to them, sure. But they’d already lost so many in the battle with the Dragvlocks. 

And he’d been strong for that battle. Whole. Able to fight off a half dozen Dragvlocks at a time for them. Now? With a shattered pelvis and who knew what else broken and bleeding on the inside, it took everything in him just to put one foot in front of the other. If he didn’t feed soon, and heartily, he’d be useless to them. And to her.

But he wasn’t volunteering that information to anyone at the moment.

As the truck arrived at the outer perimeter gate to Iduna, the lone guard stepped out of the station to meet the driver. The guard spotted Sonny, and put a hand to his. “What the hell is this?”

Sonny opened her mouth, but it was Shaggy’s voice that pierced the silence.

“Shoot her!”

Spying Shaggy’s neck, the guard gasped, stepped back and withdrew his–

THUMP

With a well-placed tranquilizer dart piercing his chest, the guard crumpled into a heap on the asphalt. Slipping out of the car, Sonny hauled the unconscious man back into his booth.  

Gina hopped into the driver’s seat and glared at their captive. “Nice try, sucker. Did you really think–?”

“Just drive, Gina!” Tori shouted.

“Uh, I’d love to, T. But Sonny’s taking all damn day to get that gate op–”

The gate opened. 

Restarting the engine, Gina drove the group slowly into the main compound. After the gate closed, a pounding on the back door alerted them that Sonny had rejoined the group. 

“Mel. Back door.” Spike.

Mel bristled. “Excuse me? How come you’re the boss of this raiding party?” 

“Cause I’m three centuries older than you, kitten. Now mind your elders and get the bloody door.”

Mel scowled as she opened the back door, and Sonny slipped in deftly. “I’ve got goodies, girlies. Keys, a communicator, a swipe card, and a piece.”

“We need the lot,” Mel replied with an open hand. 

“Mitch, you copy?” The tinny voice of a security guard echoed through the communicator in Mel’s hand. 

“Shit.” Mel looked to Spike. “Now what?”

“Ignore it.”

“But–“

“Mitch, this is Thompson. You copy? Is that Reynolds you let back in?”

Silence.

The girls exchanged nervous glances before settling uncertain eyes on Spike.

“Alright. We don’t have much time. We just need to get into the bloody building. They can set off whatever alarms they want once we’re there. But we gotta get in. There’s only two sorry guards at the front door standing between us and Buffy. We’ll worry about the watchtower once we’ve taken care of them.”
 
The girls nodded.

“Let’s do this, then, and quick.”

Still driving at an unsuspicious speed, Gina drove the truck down the tree-lined lane towards the main doors of the circular building. Arming themselves, the group stood ready at the truck doors.

“They look suspicious,” Gina warned, eyeing the guards walking slowly towards them.

“Hm,” Pipa said. “Get us as close to the doors as possible, Gina, so we attract the least amount of attention from the tower.”

As the truck advanced to meet the guards, the two men naturally parted to either side. 

“Any second now, guys, and they’ll recognize it ain’t Reynolds driving this thing!”

“Wait,” Spike ordered as he slid open the back seat window, stepped away, and signaled Mel to take his place.

The guards stepped closer, squinting to identify the driver.

“Spike!” Pipa urged.

“Wait...”

“Spike, man.” Gina groaned anxiously.

He let another five seconds pass.

“Any day now, brotha… “

“Now!”

Hopping to a perch on top of the truck’s side windows, Tori and Mel each aimed at her target, dropping a guard with a single shot. 

“Huzzah!” shouted Mel.

Tori patted her weapon with admiration. “God, I love tranq guns.” 

Once the truck had slowed to a stop at the front of the building, the girls slipped out of the vehicle silently and crept to the front doors, carrying the guards behind them. Spike grabbed Shaggy with one hand, and carried his mace in the other. “Longstock, you and Rachel get one guard’s gear. Gina, you and Sonny get the other guard’s and follow me.”

“Fine. But which way are we going?” Mel.

Spike fisted the hair at the back of Shaggy’s head with his free hand. “You heard the lady. Which way to the watchtower?”

“Fuck you, you dead piece of–“
 
THUMP

Shaggy’s blood smeared the nearby wall, courtesy of his nose. But it didn’t make him any more forthcoming. 

“Sod’em. Even if he did tell us something, there’d be no way of knowing it was the truth.  Let’s just stick to the plan. Three groups, three directions. My team goes east… Longstock and Rachel, head west. Tori and Mel go up. This building is a doughnut, so you’ll reach the watchtower if you look for a door to the center.”

Mel nodded. “We’re wasting time, then. Tori. Let’s go.“ Pulling out the guard’s swipe card, Mel searched in vain for a way to access the front door with the card. 

“There’s a box right there, Mel!” Tori.

Mel huffed. “I can see that, genius.” She swiped the card over the screen. “It isn’t recognizing the card!”

“It might be voice recognition.” Gina offered. “Get Shaggy to say something.” 

Shaggy chuckled.  “You’ll never figure it out.”

“Wait,” Pipa injected. “Let’s just think about this. It’s four in the morning or something. This is a high security biotech complex. They’re likely to have increased security at the doors overnight.”

“Okay…” Tori replied with impatience.

Pipa continued. “So with only a few guards needing to access the building overnight, they probably have physical recognition software, like fingerprints or retinal scanners or something.”

“Right.” Sonny. “The security panel is flat there, and way too low for eyes. Pipa, help me get this guy.” Dragging the nearest guard to his feet, Sonny positioned his hand, palm down on to the flat screen of the door’s security panel. 

“What do we do if–“

The main doors slid open.

Sonny grinned in victory, as Gina pushed her into the building. “Save it, Sonny. We got shit to do.”

“But what do we do if we need the guard’s hands again?” Rachel whispered. “We can’t haul these guys around unconscious.”

The group exchanged glances.

“Who’s got the bowie knife?” Spike.

Pipa gasped.

“Are we serious?” Rachel. 

“Shaggy here’s got two hands,” Spike continued, unperturbed. “One for us. One for Tori and Mel, seeing as they’ve got to hit the tower.”

“Holy crap.” Tori.

“Bowie knife, ladies.” He could feel Shaggy squirming in his grip. “Who’s got it?’

“Wait!” Shaggy protested. “Please!”

Spike put his lips to Shaggy’s ear. “Say pretty please, mate, and I’ll be quick and neat about it.”

“Stop! You don’t need to do this!”

“Yeah?”

“Yes! You only need palm recognition to get in! The swipe cards are all you’ll need inside!” 

Spike winked at the girls, all looking variably mortified. “Right. And we should believe you, why? We just saw what it took to get in here, mate.”

“I’m telling you the truth, god dammit! It’s a passcode or swipe card to the operating room, holding cells, and laboratories. Go to the left and take the fourth door on the right to access the stairwell to the tower. Go to the right and follow the signs to the OR and you’ll find Buffy. Just please! Don’t–“

“Fine.” Spike suppressed a smile. “We’ll do it your way, mate. You keep your filthy hands for the moment.”

Six sets of shoulders slumped in relief.

“So we’ve got a plan,” Gina declared, mainly to settle the group.  “Let’s get in there already.”

With more instructions than they’d ever anticipated getting from Shaggy, the girls silently parted ways – Mel and Tori heading for the tower stairs, Rachel and Pipa passing them westward, and Spike, Sonny, Gina and Shaggy heading east. 

But Spike was worried now. He hadn’t expected the girls to be so mortified at the prospect of taking Shaggy’s hands. He’d known the bastard would relent before he’d cut his hands off, but he wouldn’t have hesitated to do it if it’d been necessary. He might have a very large problem with the Slayers when it came time for him to feed. 

And a proper feed was rapidly becoming very necessary.

*   *   *   *   *   *

“Shoot her anyway.”

The guard looked at Berger with surprise, giving Buffy just enough time to lunge forward, swinging the chain link at her wrist towards his face.

“Agh!”

A single shot went off. 

*   *   *   *   *   *

Spike skidded to a stop along the eastern corridor, his stomach twisting at the sound of a shot.

“Shit.” Sonny. “That came from our direction, Spike.”

Spike looked back at Sonny with golden eyes, and the group ran faster down the corridor. 

“There’s another one!” Sonny pointed to a camera above their heads. 

Pushing Shaggy into Sonny’s hands, Spike swung his mace above their heads and obliterated the thing, barely slowing his pace.  

“How much further to the OR?” Sonny asked Shaggy, hustling him roughly in front of her. “We passed the sign five yards ago.”

“It shouldn’t be too far from–“

Spike halted.

“What?” Gina asked. 

That scent.

“Spike?” Sonny insisted.

Blood.

“Spike, man. What–?”

“Buffy.” It was a solemn declaration. 

The girls looked around, bewildered.

“She’s bled.”

Silence.

His roar reverberated through the corridor. 

*   *   *   *   *   *

She hardly had to wrestle the gun free of his hand, so shaken was the guard by what he’d done.

“I… I…”

“Killed your boss. Yeah, I noticed that. Nice work.”

“But I–“

“Killed my chance of learning more about this virus theory, too. Yeah. Thanks for that.”

“What are you going to–?”

A roar reverberated through the corridor. 

Buffy jumped to her feet.  

Spike.

She chastised herself immediately for the thought. If the ex-Watcher hadn’t been lying, Spike was alive, but badly wounded. In no state to mount a rescue. She just prayed that he’d been able to find cover before dawn, then chastised herself again. Of course he had. He’d survived this long. 

She looked down at the guard at her feet, his gun held limply in her hand. “You’ve got vampires in this place?”

He nodded absently. 

She glowered. “Of course you do.” Narrowing her eyes at the guard, she crouched down towards him.

“What are you going to–?”

With another knock of his head against the floor, he was out cold. This time she made sure he’d sleep a while. 

Turning her gaze towards Berger’s bleeding head, she could hardly resent the doctor now. And a part of her could understand the woman’s single-minded pursuit of the truth. 

If it had been the truth. 

But there was no time for reflection on that score. Unsure of how to get out of the building, Buffy searched both their pockets for swipe cards, scoring one from each. She stuffed them into her underwear, since she had no pockets in her flimsy gown.  As much as she hated guns, she decided to keep the guard’s, if only to keep it from anyone else. 

As she stood up, she considered her direction. The doctor had been leading her one way, which she’d flat out acknowledged wasn’t the main exit.  But every building had a back exit. She just had to find it. 

So she went forward.

*   *   *   *   *   *

He was in full game face now, disregarding all but his nose. They’d passed half a dozen doors since he’d first picked up her scent, but he ignored them all. The scent of her blood grew stronger straight ahead.

It was alien to his nature not to salivate at the smell. But his need to find her was stronger than any sense of self-preservation. At that moment, he thought only of her. Of the awful possibility of her suffering yet another resurrection. Of his own impotence in the face of her abduction. Of his somehow losing her despite her immortality. Of her mouth. On his. Spitting his name. Biting into a peach. Stretching into a smile. 

“Freeze!”

He hadn’t sensed the guard coming; and by the look on the guard’s face, he hadn’t expected Spike. 

“Help me!” Shaggy gurgled.

Sonny had a knife to Shaggy’s throat, and the guard seemed to wrestle with which intruder to confront. He’d know full well that his bullets wouldn’t stop a vampire, but there was no getting at Sonny behind Shaggy. 

Growling, Spike slowly approached.

The guard shifted his gun toward Gina. 

Spike stopped in an instant.

“I’ll kill her.”

“The hell you will.” Spike was too far away to knock the gun from the guard’s hand without eating a bullet, so he accepted that he’d have to get bloody.

In the space of a growl, Spike threw himself between Gina and the guard, taking two bullets to the chest before he knocked the gun free, sending it flying into the air behind him. 

Grabbing the guard by the throat, he debated drinking him or knocking him out – the scent of Buffy in his nose still beckoning. With the girls looking on, he quickly opted for the latter, and dropped the unconscious guard in a heap at his feet. 

From behind him, two shots fired. 

Turning, his fangs withdrew at the sight of both girls on the ground. 

“You know, you have got to be the most compassionate vampire I’ve ever met,” Shaggy remarked with amusement. 

Ignoring him, Spike quickly scanned the Slayers to find that both had taken non-fatal shots – Sonny in the knee, Gina in the foot. The wounds would hurt like hell, though, and he felt for them almost as much as he hated the man in front of him.

“You look as if you want to kill me right now, Spike.”

Spike flinched.

“Of course I know your name. And you should know that I’m not in the habit of killing Slayers. I’m actually the good guy in this scenario.”

Spike let forth a growl, low and menacing.

Shaggy chuckled. “No, I really am. Consider for a moment what you’re here for, Spike. One thing.” He raised a finger in emphasis. “Her. Just Buffy. That’s it. You want what’s yours. Like every man and beast of the field. Me?” He spread his free arm wide and smiled, all the while pointing his gun at Sonny, still clutching her knee on the floor. “I’m here for all girls everywhere. I’m here for the benefit of mankind.” 

“You won’t be here much longer, mate.”

“One step and I blow a hole in her head.” He’d stopped smiling.

“You blow a hole in her head, and I sink my teeth in yours.”

“Then I guess I’ll have to take her – Ungh!”

Gina twisted her knife into Shaggy’s foot, redirecting his attention, and giving Spike the slimmest window of opportunity to charge. 

Hastily, Shaggy emptied every bullet in the chamber into Spike’s chest – every slug a hot scalpel through already fragile muscle and bone.  The agony of the assault slowed Spike long enough for Shaggy to turn and flee towards the main exit, Gina’s knife still embedded in his boot. 

He was stopped in three strides by the spikes of a ruby studded mace in his skull. 

*   *   *   *   *   *
 
Without Berger to slow her down, Buffy sprinted down the corridor – only slowing at the faint sound of muffled laughter up ahead. 

Guards, she thought. Pressing her back against the interior wall, she slowly slid forward, the chain link of her left shackle gripped firmly as a weapon, the gun held backwards in her right hand, almost forgotten.  

As she peered her head around the bend, a smile threatened to break free as the exit door came into view. She could just make out the i arm of a guard on the outer side of the glass exit doors. By the look of the light outside, dawn was not far away. 

On the inside wall to the left of the doors was a touch screen or something – no doubt the means to open and close the door. She pulled the swipe cards out of her underwear. 

Okay, Buffy. She whispered. Maybe six steps to the swipey thing. Doors open. Two karate chops to the guards and I’m free. Easy.

One… Two…

“Buffy!”

“Gah!” She jumped back comically.

“You’re alright!” Pipa exclaimed. 

Buffy gaped at her dumbly.

“Are you alright?” Rachel whispered.

Buffy nodded. “Wha-?”

“Long story,” Pipa replied.

“We all came to rescue you,” Rachel explained.

“Okay. Not so long.”

And with that, she let a smile break free. 

But it didn’t last.

The sound of sliding doors interrupted their reunion. The guards at the outer doors must have heard them and were headed their way.

Signaling the girls to back up, Buffy raised her right arm reluctantly and stepped into the middle of the hallway. 

“Now it’s my turn to say ‘Freeze’.”

Hands still on their holsters mid-stride, the guards complied. 

“Ladies?” Buffy.

Rachel shot them both.

Buffy’s eyes widened.

“Tranq gun, Buffy.” Pipa.

Buffy pouted. “I knew that.”

“Buffy!” Mel’s disembodied voice echoed from Pipa’s wrist.

Pipa smiled. “That’s Mel. She and Tori have been tracking you from the watchtower since you entered the corridor. They told us we’d catch up with you.” 

“Who else is here?” Buffy asked. “And do you know what happened to Spike?”

The girls exchanged glances. “He’s here, Buffy,” Pipa replied.

Buffy didn’t hide her surprise. “Really?” 

“Yeah. With Gina and Sonny. They’d be behind you, catching up at some point.”

Buffy turned on her heels towards the direction she’d come.

“Wait!” Mel shouted at Pipa’s wrist. “Buffy, we’ve got no visuals on them. They’ve knocked out the cameras from the main exit and haven’t advanced to the next operating one. Who knows what they’re dealing with down there.”

Buffy frowned disapprovingly at Pipa’s wrist. “Then they’ll need our help, won’t they?”

Rachel stepped towards her. “Buffy, we’ve all risked our lives to rescue you, which was our choice, we know. But Spike would never forgive himself, or let any of us live, for that matter, if we didn’t get you out of here when we had the chance.”

Buffy exhaled in frustration.

“You may be immortal, Buffy, but he isn’t,” Rachel added. “Or, well, he can die, anyway. But he’s lived a hell of a lot longer than you have without your help. He doesn’t need you to save him now. He needs you to save yourself. The others have his back.”

Buffy’s face fell in defeat. Undoubtedly, she had faith in him. In his power and survival skills. But that faith was nothing compared to the need she had for him to get out of there alive. And that was the problem. He needed her faith. And if it was ever going to work with him, she had to start giving it – giving in general. 

For one moment, she let herself look back with longing, before settling into a new resolve.

“Let’s get the hell out of here.”

And Pipa led the way to freedom.

*   *   *   *   *   *

Gina pushed herself up and scooted back against the wall, breathless from the pain in her foot. She looked down the corridor at Shaggy, prone on the floor, with his new ruby-studded hat. “I know I’m supposed to feel bad about killing humans, man, but what you just did with that mace was fuckin’ excellent and long overdue.”  

Hands on his knees to steady himself, and soaked in his own blood, Spike only hoped she’d feel that way when it came time for him to eat. Would she mind if he ate the guard he’d just knocked out? Was he a bad enough guy for him to kill? 

Probably not. 

He looked down at Sonny, still clutching her knee – her face pressed into the ground.  “You alright?”

“Fuck, no!” she yelled through clenched teeth. “He shot me in the fucking knee cap!” 

Gina scooted to Sonny’s side. “Can you keep going, Sonny? Or do you need to go back?”

Sonny pounded the floor with a fist. 

Spike considered his options. He couldn’t let Sonny and Gina be hurt further because of his weakness, and he couldn’t feed properly with them in the picture. 

“Go back to the truck, the both of you,” he insisted. “I’ll go on ahead, find Buffy, and meet up with the others.”

“Nuh uh. Try again, brotha. What the hell are you gonna achieve by yourself, lookin’ like that? You couldn’t beat my Nanna in your condition.”

Spike fumed.

“Go, Gina,” Sonny whispered painfully, pulling the swipe card from her pocket. “I can make it back to the truck, but I can’t go any further.” 

Gina pulled the older Slayer’s hair from her face to see her eyes. “You sure?”

She nodded.

“Do you need me to carry–“

“Christ, Gina! There’s no time! Just go. I’ll be fine. You know me.”

Gina nodded. “You’re the boss, homegirl.”

Painfully, Spike pulled himself straight. “Gina, you’ve got a bullet in your f–“

“Toe, homeboy. Just a toe. I’m straight. Let’s go.”

Beaten, Spike dropped his head and started moving. There was no point in pretending he wasn’t a right mess now, so he staggered down the hallway. 

“Can you still smell–?“

“Yeah. Up ahead. Getting stronger.”

Gina hobbled beside him, sparing her right foot, looking very much like the young girl she was.

“Man, he unloaded a shit ton of metal in your ass. I can’t imagine how much that’s gotta hurt. Do you even feel pain like us?”

He glared.

She raised a hand in defense. “I mean, yeah, I know you feel pain. But is it, like, numbed? Or less severe or somethin’? Cause you look like hell, but you’re still standin’.”

“Couldn’t tell you. The only time I’d been hurt as a human was when I was turned. And I was too shocked to process the pain. And then… well… I guess liked it.”

Gina looked at him askance. “That’s some fucked up shit, ma–“

Spike raised a hand to silence her, then pointed ahead. 

She nodded.

As they moved forward, a door came into view with a trail of blood on the floor beyond it. The sign above the door read “OR 1.”

Had she fled that room? Or fled to it?

A low groan emanated from the room, and Spike hurried to the door, extending an inpatient hand for the swipe card.

As the door opened, he quickly scanned its contents and found nothing unusual for an empty operating room. 

Gina stepped in behind him. “Where–?”

Spike raised a silencing hand again at the sound of two heartbeats behind the door, steady and strong.

“Buffy?” he asked plaintively, from the other side of the door.

Slowly, he stepped around the door, steeling himself for what he might find. A security guard was out cold, and a lab coat was groggily regaining consciousness.  

His shoulders slumped. “She’s gone. Was here. But she’s gone.”

Gina peered around the door. “Well, that’s good, right? Looks like she put these clowns down and made a run for it. That means she was well enough to escape.”

He shook his head. “But the blood. The scent is so strong here.”

He looked around the room before his eyes settled on a machine beside an operating table. He crossed the room to inspect it, and noticed a connecting tube with its free end on the operating table. It had a needle at its tip, pooled with blood.

“Bastards.”

“What?” Gina.

“They tried to drain her.”

“You mean?”

“Her blood. It’s in here.” He put a hand on the machine as if it were somehow an extension of her.

The grumbles and moans of the lab coat on the floor grew louder. Spike’s eyes yellowed instantly, and he bolted across the room. Grabbing the guy by the shirt, Spike forced him up and against the wall, only to crumble from the exertion, and drop him unceremoniously back to the floor.

Stumbling back, his knees buckled from under him and he collapsed on to the cold, white tile.

“Jesus, Spike. You’re out of juice.”

He didn’t answer.

“What’s happened?” the lab coat asked pitifully.

Gina cast a scathing glance his way. “Buffy knocked your ass out and escaped. And you’re lucky that’s all she did.”

“Oh. Listen, Miss. You don’t understand. We didn’t–“

Gina kicked him unconscious.

It took exactly two seconds for her to register the pain in her toe. Slumping to the floor, she cradled her injured foot. 

Spike was solemn.

“Gina.”

She looked up.

“We can’t go on like this.”

“No shit.”

He looked her dead in the eyes. “I need to feed.”

She looked back at the lab coat and security guard. “They ain’t like that other jackass, Spike. He had it comin’. Sorry, man, but you can’t kill these guys.”

Pause.

“I’ve got a chest full of bullets, Gina.”

“I know!”

“And internal injuries you don’t know about.”

She looked surprised, though it wasn’t like she hadn’t known he'd been hit by a truck that very night.

“I’d need to drain them both completely for it to do even a little good to me now. These things take some time. We heal fast, but not that fast. Not like Buffy.” 

She seemed to consider his words, before her eyes widened.

“Buffy.”

“Yeah?” he asked warily. “What about her?”

“Spike.” She pointed at something beyond him.

He turned his head slightly before the realization dawned.

“No.” 

“Look, man. I’m no good with this foot, and you’re fucked as all hell. But you’re the only one of us that can get any better in a hurry. Right?”

“I’m not drinking from Buffy, you stupid bint.”

“No kidding, you pasty mother fucker. And that’s the last goddamn time you call my ass stupid!”

He looked down, suitably chastened.

“No one is asking you to drink from the woman. You drink what they already took.”

He shook his head. 

“Why the hell l not?”

“Because that’s still Buffy, you stu-“

“Hey!”

“I’m not drinking from Buffy.”

“I know you’re not. You’re drinking from a fucking machine, so heads up already so we can get the fuck outta here!”

“I’m not drinking from Buffy.”

“Like you’ve never done that shit before?”
 
Sonny and Angel came instantly to mind. “Buffy isn’t like that.”

“The hell she is. She put out for Angel once.”

Spike growled, then quickly calmed himself. “That was different. He was dying. She was trying to save the ponce’s life.”

“And she wouldn’t save yours?”

He shut up.

“Look. Your ass is on the line right now, man. And so is mine if you don’t get your drink on. Nobody has to know.”

Spike looked back at the machine and considered it for some time, before looking back at Gina. “She’ll know. Because I’ll tell her.”

Gina smiled. “That’s why I like you, Spike.” 

But he couldn’t find anything to smile about in their situation. Gingerly, he forced himself up, and dragged his body along the length of the operating table towards the machine.

After a few minutes scanning the equipment for a way in to its contents, he broke the top of the metal box off to explore its innards. In the center sat a central canister.

“It’s all separated.”

“What is?”

“The red cells and the plasma.”

“Well drink’em both.”

He took a steadying breath. “Forgive me, pet,” he whispered. “Please, god, forgive me for this.” 

Lifting it to his lips, Spike tipped the canister forward and drank.

The ridges of his brow popped out instantly as the first drop hit his tongue, and a warm tingling sensation spread throughout his mouth. No. Not a tingling. More like a vibration . Alien, but not unpleasant. The sensation continued down his throat, and into his chest, where the force of the vibration slowly dislodged the burnt, twisted metal of a dozen gunshots embedded in his flesh. As the bullets were expelled, he could feel the shredded fibers of his muscles re-stitch, and the shards of broken ribs refuse.


He drank faster, and in desperate swallows; and the sensation spread down further, mending a broken pelvis and reducing partially dislocated joints. He could feel himself standing taller and arched his back. 

He didn’t stop swallowing until the last drop had fallen. Looking despondently at the emptied container, he settled for licking its sides, then swiping greedy fingers along its bottom. 

“What’s in that bag?” Gina asked from behind him.

He’d completely forgotten she was there. She was pointing to a plastic bag half full of yellow fluid on a hook beside the machine. 

His eyes glowed yellow. “More.”

Ripping the bag off its hook, Spike tore it open with his teeth, sucking its contents like marrow from bone. Tearing open the emptied bag, he licked its insides too. Only after there was nothing more to drink, did he stop to consider what he’d done and what had happened.

“Spike?”

His whole body was vibrating so forcefully he could hear it  –  blaring at first, then settling down to a low-pitch hum that only gradually faded away. He looked down at his hands, turning them one way, then the next. 

“Spike?”

He started to tremble now, and not from his meal. “What the hell have I done?” 

Gina groaned. “Man, forget that, already. I counted ten bullets hitting the ground, which is some crazy shit. How do you feel?” 

Stretching even taller, he turned around. 

And Gina’s mouth fell open.

“Like a new man.” 


*   *   *   *   *   *


Chapter 30

Chapter 30: Time Untouched

Previously in Time’s Fool…



Buffy escaped from Iduna and Gina persuaded Spike to drink.Outside Iduna

 

Barefoot, with her hospital gown blowing open behind her, Buffy felt like a caged animal just freed. Buoyant. And light. She happily let Rachel and Pipa lead her escape, but would’ve preferred a quicker pace. The three were barely jogging as it was, around a never-ending curve.

 

“What is this? Is this building a–?”

 

“Circle,” Pipa answered in a hushed tone. “Yeah, Buffy. I think we were at the three o’clock exit, so we shouldn’t have too far to go.”

 

“Where’s the truck?”

 

“Just in front of the main exit,” Rachel whispered. “Actually…” Rachel pressed the speaker button on her wrist, stumbling on the path distractedly. “Stevie? Sally? You there?”

 

“Yeah,” echoed Stevie’s disembodied voice. “We’re here. By the truck. Where are you?”

 

“We’re outside, headed towards the front entrance from a side exit. We’ve got Buffy.”

 

“No way! Is she alright?” Sonny.

 

Buffy flinched. That may have been the first time she’d ever heard Sonny express anything like concern for her. But more importantly, Sonny had been with Spike.

 

“I’m fine,” Buffy yelled, grimacing apologetically, when she was met with admonishing eyes. She moved closer to Rachel’s wrist and lowered her voice. “But where are Gina and Spike, Sonny? Weren’t they with you?”

 

Silence.

 

Buffy persisted. “Sonny?”

 

“They’ve both been shot, Buffy. By that Shaggy bastard we’d kidnapped–”

 

“Wait. What? Shot? Kidnapped?! How many times? Were they–?”

 

“Later,” Pipa insisted. “Let’s get to the truck and we can talk there.”

 

Buffy frowned. “Then what the hell are we waiting for?”

 

She was a bird on the wind.

 

“Buffy!” she could hear Pipa whispering too loudly in the distance, but Buffy knew the young blond wasn’t upset with her.

 

Spotting the truck up ahead, Buffy resisted the urge to shout Sonny’s name, and was relieved to find Sally opening the truck’s side door. 

 

Buffy quickly cast her eyes over the girls, and only Sonny looked to be injured. The brunette was curled up in a fetal position on the back seat. “Sonny, what–?



“Shot in the fucking knee cap by that bastard.”

 

“You mean Shaggy, or, Reynolds, or whatever the hell his name is? The guy who took me?”

 

Sonny nodded. 

 

Buffy bit down on her bottom lip – a small and silent self-punishment. It was one thing when the younger Slayers put themselves in danger to protect the weak. That she could accept. But she absolutely hated the idea of them getting hurt to protect her.

 

“Gina got one in the foot,” Sonny continued. “But she was good enough to go on. Spike…”

 

Buffy steeled herself for what might come next.

 

“He took a mace to the skull of that dickhead, which was the sickest thing I’ve ever seen, I gotta tell you. But not before he got a chest full of bullets.”

 

Buffy shut her eyes.  She knew bullets wouldn’t kill him of course, but she hadn’t forgotten what Reynolds had said about Spike earlier that day: I highly doubt your dead lover will be walking again for some time.

 

“Sonny, look–“

 

“Sally! Stevie!” Rachel exclaimed breathlessly as she approached the open doors of the truck. “Can you believe it? We got Bu–” Rachel stopped short when she found Buffy crouching over the injured girl in the backseat. Pipa stepped into the truck behind her.

 

“Sonny, are you–“

 

“She’s been shot,” Buffy stated bluntly, a new solemnity in her voice. It silenced the newcomers, so she took the opportunity to address the gathered Slayers. “Thank you.”

 

The girls stilled.

 

“You risked your lives today for me.”

 

“Buffy–“

 

“Please, Pipa. You deserve to know how grateful I am that you would all brave storming this…this place, just to rescue me.”

 

“You’d do the same for us,” Sonny muttered, almost inaudibly.

 

Buffy looked back at her, lost for words.

 

“Well technically, Sally and me didn’t risk anything,” Stevie blurted.

 

“Guys...” Pipa.

 

“What? All we did was take a cruise on Spike’s hog.”

 

“Yeah,” Sally conceded. “I never did get our part in the plan.”

 

“You were our backup!” Pipa exclaimed. “Our second string! We’re just lucky we didn’t need it in the end.”

 

“Any word from Spike and Gina?” Sonny asked.

 

That helped Buffy find her voice again. “Pipa, we’ve got to make contact with them inside.”

 

Pipa shook her head apologetically. “We can’t risk it, Buffy. We don’t know where they are, or who might have them.”

 

“Well, we’re never going to know if we don’t call them or get our asses back in there!”

 

“Buffy, you’re not going back in.” Rachel commanded.

 

Buffy shot daggers at the normally shy Slayer.

 

Pipa stepped forward. “Look Buffy, Mel and Tori are our eyes in there. They’ll find Spike and Gina when the coast is clear. They’ll be able to spot them on the security cameras. When Mel and Tori have them, they’ll make contact with us.”

 

“But–”

 

“Just trust us, Buffy.” Rachel pleaded.

 

“Trust Spike, you mean.”

 

Buffy looked at Stevie.

 

Stevie shrugged. “This was his crazy plan after all.”

 

Silence.

 

A sickening dread crept into Buffy’s stomach at the thought. That was the problem, she concluded silently. Spike’s plans never did go well in the end.

 

For him, anyway.

 

 

*   *   *   *   *   *

 

 

Inside Iduna

 

“Spike?”

 

He started to tremble now, and not from his meal. “What the hell have I done?”

 

Gina groaned. “Man, forget that, already. I counted ten bullets hitting the ground, which is some crazy shit. How do you feel?”

 

Stretching even taller, he turned around.

 

And Gina’s mouth fell open.

 

“Like a new man.”

 

With a thump, Gina’s hands slid from her lap to hit the floor, and every muscle in her face went slack.

 

“What?” he asked nervously.

 

She shook her head in slow motion.

 

“No….” he dragged out. “What the hell is it?” He patted his face and body with open palms. “Do I look different or something?” He could hear her heartbeat pounding furiously behind her breasts.

 

She gave him an awkward half-smile.

 

He took a step towards her, and she recoiled.

 

“What the–? Jesus Christ, Slayer! What the hell is it? Am I–?“

 

“Beautiful,” she mumbled before quickly looking down.

 

He blinked. “What?” It was a rhetorical question.

 

“You heard me.” She kept her head down.

 

He put a gentle, more exploratory hand to his jaw. “Yeah, but what do you mean by that?”

 

“You look…”

 

He waited expectantly.

 

“I don’t know.”

 

He tensed his jaw, exhaling forcefully through his nose.

 

She met his eyes again, still bashful. “Alive, maybe?”

 

No.

 

He wasn’t that. He was anything but that. There were only three heartbeats in that bloody room, and her dainty morals hadn’t let him drain the two ponces behind the door.

 

“Try again, ducks. I’m as dead as I ever was.”  But that wasn’t exactly true. Because he felt altogether different.

 

“You look…”

 

He crossed his arms in front him.

 

“Powerful?”

 

He nodded at that. Clenching his fists, he could feel the power in the bloody pulp of his fingertips.

 

“New.”

 

He narrowed his eyes, and struggled to interpret what that might mean.

 

And then her face brightened suddenly with recognition, and she smiled a little more. “Young.”

 

He put his hands to his hips. “What now?”

 

“You look younger. Like… rejuvenated or something. Like you, but… you know, a younger version of you, maybe?”

 

Pause.

 

“Hm.”

 

“And fierce, man. And…” She ducked her head again. “Beautiful.”

 

He considered this for a moment. He did feel rejuvenated. Healed. Whole. And…yeah, even young – like a fledge. But paradoxically strong – like an old Master. He narrowed his eyes and looked at Gina askance. “Think she’ll notice?”

 

She looked at him like he was an idiot.

 

He pursed his lips in annoyance. “Right. Only one way to find out then, I guess. Let’s get the hell out of here and go get her.”

 

With inhuman speed, he bent down, swooped Gina into his arms, and was out the door and down the corridor before she’d processed what had happened.

 

“Whoa! What the hell you doin’, man?”

 

He stopped abruptly. “What?”

 

“I’m not an invalid, you know. I’m a Slayer for fuck’s sake. I can walk.”

 

“Not fast enough, kitten. Not right now anyway, with that toe. And spare me the girl power speech, will you? I wrote the bloody book.”

 

Gina rolled her eyes. “But how the hell are you–?”

 

“Gina!”

 

“Fuck!” Startled by the voice from her wrist, Gina almost jumped from his arms. “Mel?” she answered in a more hushed tone. “Where are you?”

 

“Tori and me are in the watchtower. We were waiting to spot you guys before trying to make contact. You alright?”

 

She looked at Spike. “We’ll live. What about the others? You see any of them? You find Buffy?”

 

Spike squeezed the six-foot girl in his arms unconsciously.

 

“Ow!” Gina.

 

He relaxed his grip, sheepishly.

 

“Yes and yes,” Mel answered.

 

Silence.

 

“Ow!”

 

He’d inadvertently dropped her.

 

She frowned at him from the floor. “Is Buffy alright, Mel?”

 

The words had been in his throat too, but he couldn’t get them out, leaving Gina to ask the question.

 

“It’s Buffy, the Girl Wonder, we’re talkin’ about here, Gina. What do you think?”

 

Gina looked up at him, grinning widely, and a wave of relief threatened to drown him in feeling. Too overcome to smile back, he dropped his head to his chest, like an old Jack-in-a-Box on a spring.

 

“And the others?” Gina asked.

 

“Everybody’s out, Gina. And the guards are all down for the count. It’s now or never. So get your asses out of there and we’ll meet you at the truck. We’ll take the front exit, but you’re closest to the side exit that Buffy used. Just head in the direction you were going. There are two guards down at the door. They shouldn’t wake up for a while yet.”

 

“Got it, sis. See you on the outside, Mel. And be quick about it.”

 

“What do you think we’ve been doing this whole time, doofus? We’re halfway down the stairs already! You hurry up!”

 

Gina laughed out loud, and the warmth and freedom of it was like a balm to his frazzled nerves.

 

“Well?” she asked.

 

He slowly raised his head.

 

“Let’s go see Buffy, you beautiful bitch,” she teased with a wink, opening her arms to be scooped back up.

 

But that was the problem, he decided, as he scooped her back up, forcing a tight and insecure smile.

 

That meant she’d see him. 

 

 

*   *   *   *   *   *

 

 

“Pipa, it’s Mel.”

 

Buffy had just finished tending to Sonny’s knee and stood up abruptly.

 

Pipa spoke into her wrist. “Have you found them?”

 

“Yeah. Spike was carrying Gina, but she looked alright. Big baby.”

 

Cheers and hollers broke out amongst the girls.

 

“And Spike?” Buffy shouted at high frequency, making Pipa involuntarily grimace.

 

“He’s fine,” Mel replied. “I mean, he was carrying a six foot Slayer, so he can’t be that bad.”

 

“But where are they?” Buffy urged.

 

“On their way out now, by the side exit. We’re headed to you guys first, out the front.”

 

“Right. See you soon, Mel. And be careful!” Pipa pleaded. “Okay guys, we–“

 

But Buffy was already at the side door, on watch for Spike and Gina, and eyeing the horizon with trepidation. “Dawn is coming.”

 

“He’ll make it, Buffy,” Sonny declared, now sitting upright, her knee in a makeshift splint. “Don’t worry.”

 

“Maybe we should drive the truck to the side–“

 

“Buffy!” Tori shouted from the front entrance.

 

Tori leapt into the truck, Mel close behind, and quickly embraced the older Slayer.  “We did it, Buffy! We got you!”

 

Buffy squeezed Tori by the arms. “Thank you. Both of you.” She opened her arms to Mel, who seemed just as eager to embrace her – a first for the Indies.

 

“You don’t look half bad for a lab rat,” Mel teased.

 

Buffy’s arms were still streaked with dried blood, and her surgical scars were dressed with bandages, but she had to admit, Mel was right. She’d escaped from the ordeal better than Sonny or Gina had. And far better than Spike.

 

“Yeah well…“ The sight of a blond in the distance, barely visible over Mel’s shoulders, stole her voice.

 

Mel and Tori turned to follow her eyes, and began motioning frantically for the stragglers to hurry.

 

For a moment, it looked as if Spike had stopped.

 

Silently, Buffy parted Mel and Tori with her hands and stood at the front of the group at the side door. A chill ran down her back as the desert wind picked up her hair and billowed her gown. 

 

But she wasn’t cold.

 

“Why isn’t he moving?” Pipa whispered nervously.

 

Buffy took a single barefoot step towards the edge of the doorway in pursuit…

 

And he started to move.

 

First slowly, then at a brisk walk…

 

Her heart seemed to beat in time with his advance. She dragged her other foot to meet the first on the edge.

 

And then he was running.

 

Every muscle in her legs was taut with anticipation. She poked out one foot to step down from the truck –

 

Only to freeze at the sight of a flailing Gina in front of her. He’d covered the remaining distance in a hair’s breadth of a second.

 

“For fuck’s sake, Spike!” Gina exclaimed, as she wriggled in his arms. “Give a girl a head spin, why don’t you?”

 

“Gina!” Pipa collected the agitated girl from his arms and deposited her into the truck beside Sonny – the rest of the Slayers gathering noisily around her.

 

Gina was barely out of his arms before Buffy had dived into them. Burying her face into his neck, she locked her arms behind his head and wrapped bare legs around his waist.

 

His arms closed around her like a vice.

 

“Oh, Spike.”

 

The vice squeezed tighter still.

 

“You guys!” she could hear Stevie shouting from the truck.  “Let’s get the hell out of–  Whoa!“

 

But Buffy was too lost in the embrace to register Stevie’s concern.

 

“What?” Tori asked with agitated annoyance. “Stevie, what’s going–  Oh dear.”

 

Quickly shifting her chin to his shoulder, Buffy scanned the building perimeter for any possible signs of trouble, relieved to find none. Reluctantly, she loosened her grip to turn her head towards the girls. “Guys, what’s–“

 

It was only then that she saw his face.

 

She blinked.

 

That only brought the image into sharper focus.

 

Unthinkingly, she pushed away from him, and was startled by how quickly he’d disentangled himself. She could feel the girls pulling her up from the floor of the truck the next moment, but kept her eyes on the stranger in front of her.

 

No.

 

Not a stranger. She’d seen that face before – just for a moment, and almost a lifetime ago. It made the world stopped spinning on its axis then, as it did now.

 

He was beautiful. Almost blindingly radiant. And–

 

“What the hell happened to you?” Stevie shouted. The exclamations of the other Slayers followed suit, and soon the whole group were crowded at the open truck door, but for Gina.

 

He didn’t answer – he just kept watery eyes fixed on Buffy.

 

“Save it, y’all.” Gina yelled. “Ain’t got time for that.”

 

“But what–“

 

“Chill out, people!”

 

Gina hobbled towards the group. “Forget him. We need to get the hell out of here.”

 

A chorus of protestations still followed.

 

“Sally,” Gina shouted.

 

“What?” she answered, seemingly startled.

 

Gina lowered her voice. “Give the man his keys.”

 

“What?”

 

“To his bike. We need to get out of here. Then you can drive us back to the station.”

 

“Right,” Sally muttered.

 

Spike deftly caught the keys flying towards his chest without shifting his gaze from her face. Only then did she notice that his shirt was ridden with holes.

 

“Spike, man,” Gina continued. “Meet us at the station. You take the rear and–“

 

“No.” Buffy flinched from the harshness of her own voice and softened her tone. Never looking away from his face, she continued. “Dawn is coming. It’s not–”

 

“I’ll be–“

 

“No.” It was like her mouth was disconnected from her body. She was barking like a general, but felt helpless to do anything but stare.

 

He swallowed, then looked away for the first time, at nothing in particular. “Can tell when the sun’ll come up, pet, “ he mumbled quietly. “I’ve got time.”

 

He walked away without further explanation.

 

Unthinkingly, she put a hand to the doorway to jump down to follow him.

 

“No.” His tone was just as harsh. And he kept his back turned.

 

“We’re in the desert, love. You’re not dressed for the bike.”

 

His tone shook her back to something approaching normal consciousness. “Spike, are you kid–“

 

“I’ll see you soon, Buffy.”

 

And Gina closed the truck door in front of her.

 

*   *   *   *   *   *

 

“Floor it Sal!” Gina shouted.

 

Sally complied, making a sharp three-point turn away from the entrance, and forcing Buffy to hold on to the back of the front passenger’s seat. She was still facing the side door that had closed in front of her, as the truck moved dangerously fast down the driveway, before stopping abruptly.

 

“Who’s got the swipe card?” Pipa asked anxiously.

 

“On it!” Mel shouted.

 

In a matter of seconds, the truck was moving again, picking up speed down the open road that blurred past Buffy’s window.

 

The girls erupted into cheers.

 

“Oh, yeah!” Mel hollered.

 

“Slayer power, ladies!” Tori shouted. “Who’s got it? Huh?”

 

“Woop woop!” Stevie exclaimed.

 

“We did it, you guys!” Pipa added. “Buffy, we did it!”

 

Shaken to attention, Buffy finally turned towards her rescuers and offered a genuine smile. “You guys are kinda awesome, you know that?”

 

Yet more cheers pierced the confines of the truck.

 

“To be honest, I wasn’t so sure we could do it, Buffy,” Rachel admitted, still grinning.

 

“What? Break into a high-security bioengineering facility with only a few hours planning in the dead of night?” Stevie replied. “Please.”

 

“Yeah,” Gina chimed in. “We just kicked major Dragvlok ass, homegirl. What’s a few limp security dicks gonna do that we can’t handle?”

 

Sonny high-fived Gina.  

 

“How did you do it exactly?” Buffy asked.

 

“What?” Gina asked. “Break you out?”

 

“No. That part isn’t too hard to figure out. But this truck. How did you get it? And how did you guys know about Reynol–, I mean, Shaggy?”

 

“Max,” Mel answered.

 

Sonny nodded once in agreement. “I called him,” she said quietly.

 

Buffy smiled sympathetically.

 

“We didn’t want him involved to the degree that he was though.”

 

Mel continued. “Max and me drove here first, in his patrol car, to do a little recon. The plan–“

 

“I still can’t believe that part worked,” Rachel interrupted.

 

Mel rolled her eyes. “The plan was to try and get the driver of the truck that hit Spike to come with us to the police station for questioning. There were witnesses to the hit and run, you know.”

 

That shifted Buffy’s attention. “Was Spike hurt badly?”

 

Mel blinked. Then shrugged.

 

“Yeah.” Gina declared, looking intently at Buffy. “Real bad.”

 

Buffy’s chest tightened painfully, before the real meaning of Gina’s words became clear. Whatever had happened to Spike inside Iduna, Gina knew about, and was prepared to defend.

 

Sonny chimed back in. “We didn’t expect to get this guy Shaggy though, that Spike said had been tailing you.”

 

Buffy pursed her lips in thought. “I suppose he didn’t want to risk sending the real truck driver to a police interrogation. This Shaggy guy, he can handle himself. He’s an ex-Watcher, you know.”

 

“What?” More than one girl exclaimed.

 

“Was.” Gina emphasized. “Spike took care of his ass.”

 

“Um. Guys?” Sally shouted from the driver’s seat.

 

“Yeah?” Pipa asked anxiously, hastening to a side window to look ahead and behind. “What’s wrong? Are we being followed?”

 

“No,” Sally assured her. “I was just wondering when we were gonna discuss the real question before the court here.”

 

“What?” Pipa.

 

“What the hell happened to Spike?!” she screeched.

 

Buffy tensed instantly, and was surprised to find six Slayers studying her for an answer. But Buffy looked at Gina, which redirected everyone else’s attention.

 

“Well, Gina?” Pipa.

 

“Don’t look at me, Pip.”

 

“But–“

 

“Whatever happened to Spike in that place is between him and his maker.”

 

“Oh my god!” Pipa cried. “You mean Drusilla was in there?!”

 

Gina glared.

 

Pipa gulped. “Oh. Right. Figure of speech. Got it.”

 

“Not good enough,” Tori injected. “You know something, Gina. You went in with him, and you came out with him. As a matter of fact, you were with him the whole freakin’ time.”

 

Gina was unperturbed. “So?”

 

Stevie huffed. “So you’re not gonna tell us what the hell happened to him?”

 

Gina shrugged. “What’s it look like happened?”

 

Silence.

 

Rachel scrunched up her face in confusion. Tori and Mel stared at each other as if the other had the answer. Pipa focused on one spot in concentration. And Sonny suddenly looked away guiltily as if she’d just figured out what might have happened after all.

 

“It doesn’t matter.”

 

Eight pair of eyes widened at Buffy.

 

“He survived.” Buffy replied calmly. “We all did. That’s all that matters.” With that, Buffy looked askance again at Gina, who let her poker face relax into a smile.

 

 

*   *   *   *   *   *

 

Near The Pump and Plug Station, Sierra Madre, 5 a.m. 

 

Spike liked his feelings like his whiskey. Neat and clear. He hated when he didn’t know what the fuck he was feeling. The only feeling that he wanted to be having was joy. He’d tolerate some relief mixed in with that. And desire of course. Always desire.

 

But not this.

 

He roared with abandon over the antiquated engine. He was sick of the guilt and the shame. Sick of the fear that he’d fucked up again, and royally. It was like no matter what he did in his unlife – for however a noble a reason – he was never going to live up to her. Not even forty years later.

 

And how could he?

 

She was a fucking hero. A pale goddess of good intentions and bravery and bleeding generosity. Not to mention self-sacrifice. She could be a right bitch too, but so could he. And in all fairness, he’d seen very little of that Buffy this time around.

 

His thoughts unwittingly returned to their reunion at Iduna and the embrace. He couldn’t help but warm at the image and the feeling of her diving into his arms –  wrapping bare limbs around him like some golden starfish. Like he was her home. Her refuge. Where she’d go to feel safe.

 

And in a second Spike’s good emotions shifted sharply to bitterness. Why the fuck had he drank her blood? She’d already made it out of the fucking place. He hadn’t known that, of course. But the fact of the matter was, in the end, there’d been no reason for he and Gina to have worried. Everybody had made it out. They were all just waiting for them to join them. And what did he do?

 

Helped himself to a bloody Buffy buffet on the way out.

 

And then there was that. Whatever she was now was something altogether new. That was for bloody sure. Angelus had bragged about what it had been like to drink from her, but his descriptions didn’t begin to compare to what Spike had just experienced, and from a fucking canister no less. No. Angelus had drunk from a mere teenaged Slayer. Spike had drunk from the only true immortal in existence. 

 

Had anyone else tasted her?

 

He wasn’t sure. Certainly not when Sunnydale had still been standing. Except…

 

Bloody hell.  He’d tasted her.

 

It had been a mere drop or two. But it had been enough to shake the hold of the First on him when he’d had her restrained by two vamps in a basement and was going in for the kill. One lick of a graze on her shoulder and he was himself again. Not only that. He was repentant, and prepared to die at her hand to be rid of the First and the guilt of his countless crimes.

 

Interesting.

 

But the power of her blood and the changes it affected in him were secondary now as far as he was concerned. It meant nothing if they couldn’t come back from this. His body might be healed to perfection now, but his heart felt heavy and sick. And he was tired –to the bone. This rollercoaster ride of emotion with her had to bloody end this time around. He just didn’t have the stomach for it anymore.

 

Desperate for a fag, Spike sped ahead of the truck towards the abandoned fuel station. He’d been taking the rear until they’d cleared the compound, but The Pump and Plug was in sight in the distance, and they’d obviously escaped in the clear.

 

He slowed the bike as he approached the station, and wasn’t surprised to find Max awake again. The cop had been pacing the asphalt until he heard Spike’s approach.

 

He had zero interest in talking to Max, since he had no intention of explaining to the bloke what the hell had happened to him inside that place. He wasn’t even sure if the guy knew he was a vampire.

 

So he parked the bike on the other side of the station away from the cop and pointed to the advancing truck before lighting a fag.

 

Nodding, Max hustled towards the truck and waited anxiously for the girls to pour out.

 

Stevie was the first to jump out from the back.

 

“Where’s Sonny?” Max asked.

 

“She’s coming.” Stevie calmly replied.

 

Spike could hear the cop exhale his relief. 

 

Tori and Mel jumped out next, followed by Rachel.

 

“And Buffy?” he asked, attempting to peer beyond the Slayers rapidly pouring out from the back.

 

“Her too.”

 

“Sonny! Buffy!” Not willing to wait, Max climbed into the back.

 

Gina and Pipa jumped out next, before Max appeared with Sonny in his arms in a protective cradle.

 

“I’m fine, Max. Really.”

 

“You’ve been shot, Sonny!”

 

“So have you, before.”

 

“I’m a cop, Sonny.”

 

“Yeah, well.”

 

“I know, I know.” He sighed. “You’re a Slayer.”

 

“Never forget it.”

 

The cop pressed a firm kiss to the top of Sonny’s head, his eyes shut to hide his tears. Spike knew that trick.

 

Sally turned off the ignition and hopped out of the front seat to join the chattering Slayers who were gathering around Max.

 

That left Buffy.

 

Stepping away from the bike, Spike took a few steps towards the back of the truck, peering his head around to catch a glimpse of what might be keeping her. There was no sight of her in the back.

 

For a split second he was seized with an ice-cold terror, before he caught sight of a blond head still deep in the truck.

 

She was staring at him through the truck’s side window.

 

His stomach flipped.

 

She slid open the side door facing him and hopped down.

 

He didn’t move.

 

“Where’s Buffy?” Max.

 

The girls spotted Buffy on his side of the truck, and collected around her, Max close behind.

 

Max was quick to pull Buffy into an embrace, but smart enough not to linger too long. She disengaged first.

 

“Buffy, are you alright?” The cop’s hands were all over her. “What are all these bandages from? What happened to you in there?”

 

Buffy stood tall, facing the group like the leader she was. “I’m fine, Max. They’ll be plenty of time to debrief properly once we’re safe. For now, though, let’s figure out what we’re going to do with this truck and get out of here.”

 

“We’ve already got that planned,” Pipa offered. “Max’s car can fit four passengers normally, but eight if we’re creative. That leaves one Slayer on the bike with Spike. We were going to lose the license plate and torch the truck here.”

 

Buffy nodded. “Okay. Then you guys get going in the patrol car, and Spike and I will follow.”

 

“Buffy, don’t be ridiculous.” Max quickly pulled off his coat to put around her hospital gown. “You can’t go riding on a motorcycle in the desert cold and half naked. You may not be seriously injured, but you’ve obviously been through something. You were kidnapped for goodness sake. I’m taking you and Sonny, and I’m not taking no for an answer.”

 

Buffy glanced at Spike quickly. “Max, I’m–“

 

“I’ll ride with Spike.” Gina hurried.

 

“But Gina, you’re inj–“

 

“I’m straight, Pip. It’s just a toe.” Not waiting around for any further objections, Gina hopped towards Spike.

 

Flicking his cigarette into a bush, Spike silently seated himself on the bike and started the engine. He could feel Buffy’s eyes on him as he waited for Gina to take her seat behind him.

 

“We’ll meet you guys at Slayer Central,” Gina shouted over the engine. “Dawn is coming, so we gotta move!”

 

From his peripheral vision, as he slowly drove the bike out of the station, Spike could see Stevie unscrewing the license plate, as the others prepared to set the truck alight.

 

Everyone was in a flurry of activity but for Buffy, who stood planted in the same spot. Watching him. 

 

He flicked on his headlights and sped off.

 

He fucking hated mixed feelings. But Gina was right. Sunrise was getting dangerously close, and they had to move. As he picked up speed on the open road, he tried to focus on the fact that whatever had gone wrong that night, at least two things had gone right. Buffy was safe, and a plan had finally gone his way.

 

To a point, anyway.

 

*   *   *   *   *   *

 

“Ow, Stevie!” Rachel.

 

“What?” Stevie grumbled.

 

“Your butt is bony!”

 

“Whatever.”

 

“Can’t you shift your tailbone over–“

 

“Ow!” Tori. “Move over Stevie! I haven’t got enough room as it is!”

 

“Goodness grief!” Sonny shouted from the front. “You guys sound like a bunch of junkyard cats back there.”

 

“Well, not all of us are related to the driver and get a front row fucking seat,” Mel threw back.

 

Sonny twisted back in her seat. “Yeah, and not all of us got shot in the fucking knee cap either, Mel. Besides, it’s cramped up here too.” Sonny turned back and winced loudly.

 

“Are you okay?” Buffy asked, from her perch on Pipa’s lap in the back.

 

“I’ll live.”

 

“That’s not good enough, Sonny,” Max complained. “We need to get you to a hospital. Buffy too.”

 

“Uh, try again, Max.” Sonny retorted.

 

“Jesus, Sonny. You’re not criminals. You don’t have to hide from the health authorities, you know.”

 

“Um, technically, we are criminals,” Stevie answered with amusement. “I’m no cop, but I’m pretty sure we broke a shit ton of laws tonight.”

 

Max sighed, gripping and ungripping the steering wheel nervously. “Yeah.”

 

“You broke some, too,” Tori chimed in.

 

“Yeah, I know!” Max shot back. Sighing again, he lowered his voice. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to yell. It’s just…”

 

“It’s alright, Max,” Sonny assured him.

 

“No. It’s not alright, Sonny. They’re right, you know. You did break laws. I broke laws. And yes, we had our reasons, but…”

 

“What?” Rachel.

 

“There has to be a limit. We can’t just break laws when we feel like it or when we don’t have faith in the system, or then where would we be? It’s a recipe for anarchy.”

 

“Slayers are anarchists, you know,” Buffy rejoined. “At least that’s what they used to call us.”

 

He didn’t reply.

 

“Look, Max,” Buffy added. “Usually, we operate outside of your system, not against it. We fight forces that your authorities either can’t fight or don’t know exist. We don’t interfere with the affairs of humans unless they interfere with ours.”

 

“I’d call tonight a big fucking interference,” Stevie grumbled.

 

“I know this, Buffy,” Max stated calmly. “You and Sonny think I don’t know these things… that I don’t understand your world.”

 

“Max, you don’t–“

 

“You’re wrong, Sonny. I do. I get it. I just–“

 

“Don’t like it,” Sonny finished for him.

 

A few moments passed in silence before Max sighed with resignation. “But I am proud of you.”

 

Sonny looked skeptically at her big brother.

 

He gently pushed a fist into her jaw in a mock punch. “You’ve got to be the toughest Colletti ever born, you know that?”

 

A smile flickered across Sonny’s face – fleeting – but detectable.

 

“But I’m still concerned about the ramifications of all this. I mean… I don’t even want to know what kind of damage you girls caused in there.”

 

“Better for you that you don’t,” Mel retorted.

 

“Exactly. Don’t tell me. But whatever you’ve done, it’s sure to come back to haunt us all.”

 

“Not you ,” Sonny insisted. “We’ll keep you out of this as much as we possibly can.”

 

“That may not be up to you, Sonny.”

 

“Well I can attest to their kidnapping me,” Buffy said. “And they know that. And they won’t have an answer for that.”

 

“That’s right,” Pipa offered.

 

“Iduna’s got too much blood on its hands to try to throw the book at us now, Max,” Buffy continued. “And like you guys said. There were witnesses to the hit and run on Spike too.”

 

“Yeah…” Max drew out. “Um… About that. You know, I didn’t see him too well from a distance, and in the dark and all that… but… is it just me, or did that Spike fellow look a little…?”

 

“Different,” finished a chorus of girls.

 

Buffy didn’t say a word.

 

*   *   *   *   *   *

 

“Hello?”

 

“Hey Niblet.”

 

“Oh, thank god. Spike. What–?”

 

“We’ve got her. And she’s fine.”

 

He heard a single sob over the rumbling of the engine.

 

“What is it?” Xander. “Oh god, Dawnie, please–“

 

“She’s fine, Xander,” Spike heard her whisper in the background.

 

“Listen, Niblet. Me and Gina are only two minutes away on the bike and Buffy and the others are in the cop’s car behind us.”

 

“How?”

 

“Just–. Look, I’m telling you now so you can have that bloody door open for me when I get there. The sun is threatening to rise any minute now, so I need to get in there quick.”

 

“Okay. No problem. Is anyone injured?”

 

“Yeah. Gina and Sonny. Not badly, but they’ll need a doctor or Milo tonight.”

 

“Milo?”

 

“I want Precious!” Gina shouted over the engine.

 

“Precious?” Dawn echoed in confusion.

 

“Just get a doctor in, Dawn. Work your magic.”

 

“I’m on it.”

 

True to his word, Spike parked the bike outside the doors of Slayer Central two minutes later and raced Gina through its open doors, seating her gently on the circular sofa in the large common room.

 

Dawn was on the phone, her back turned, and Xander rushed to the aid of the injured Slayer.

 

“Gina, what happened to... Spike!” Xander instantly forgot the injured Slayer. “Holy transformation, Batman!”

 

Spike tensed his jaw.

 

“Just see to the Slayer, Harris, alright?”

 

“Hon!”

 

Distracted, Dawn looked over at Spike as she continued her phone call, then promptly hung up.

 

“Oh.”

 

“Oh?” Xander echoed. “This gets an ‘Oh’?”

 

“Um.”

 

“Nuh uh. This is not an ‘oh’ or an ‘um’, hon. This is a holy-crap-what-the-hell-have-you-done-with-Rory-event!”

 

“Xander, calm down.” Dawn slowly made her way to the sofa and wrapped her arms around Spike’s middle in a hug. He accepted it gratefully, and if it wasn’t the best feeling in the world, to be accepted without question from her, he didn’t know what was.

 

“We’re hugging it now?”

 

“Xander!” She admonished.

 

“Okay, let’s think here.” Xander shook a finger in the air as he walked in circles. “Clearly, they must have snatched Spike at some point and performed some sort of…” He shook one hand frantically. “Experiment of some sort…”

 

“Leave it, Harris.”

 

“Nuh uh.” Xander was smiling, clearly amused by the puzzle. “I’m gonna figure this one out, buster, with or without your help.”

 

Dawn offered a look of apology. “Well, I can see you’re… um… alright. Gina?” Dawn knelt down beside the injured girl.

 

“Just a bullet in the toe. I haven’t gotten around to taking my boot off to investigate it.”

 

Dawn patted her thigh. “Well, let’s do that now.”

 

“Nah. I’mma wait for my shaman. He’ll sort me out.”

 

“Oh. Well, I’ve actually called in a Council doctor. You know, the one who looked after you guys after the Dragvlok attack. He’ll be an hour or so. I can get you some painkillers now though.”

 

“Please,” she moaned.

 

Spike smirked. “What happened to, ‘I’m a Slayer for fuck’s sake, man!’”

 

Dawn arched a brow, and Spiked rubbed the back of his head in embarrassment at what had to have been the worst impression of the Slayer ever attempted.

 

Gina couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

 

“A tonic, perhaps?” Xander proposed.

 

Gina frowned with distaste. “No thanks.”

 

“No. You know. Some sort of vampire regeneration tonic or something, one that could–“

 

Spike tipped his head back, exasperated. “For christsake, Harris.”

 

The rest of the Slayers couldn’t have arrived sooner. Max led the group inside with Sonny in his arms, and laid her gingerly on the sofa beside Gina.

 

Buffy followed close behind, and Dawn made a beeline to her sister to embrace her.

 

“Oh, thank god, Buffy!”

 

Buffy squeezed her sister fiercely.

 

“Ow.”

 

“Sorry, Dawnie.”

 

Dawn held on for a full minute though, as the other Slayers poured in, most of them collapsing onto the sofa, while Stevie and Sally headed straight for the kitchen.

 

Releasing her sister, Dawn held Buffy’s face in her hands. “You look remarkably well for all you’ve been through, you know.”

 

Buffy shrugged. “Well I was on my back most of the time.”

 

Dawn looked down at Buffy’s arms, streaked with blood, and then to her bandaged leg.

 

“I’m so sorry, Buffy.”

 

Buffy offered a crooked smile. “Well, they may not even use whatever they took, now that the doctor is dead. And if someone else picks up the research…”

 

“Dead?” Max stood up from Sonny’s side. “You mean you killed someone?”

 

Buffy frowned.

 

“Does it matter?” Spike challenged.

 

Max looked sharply at Spike, now in the light. “What the–?”

 

“My words exactly,” Sally muttered.

 

“What in the world happened to you?” Max exclaimed.

 

Spike walked away.

 

Max looked to the other Slayers. “What’s going on here?”

 

“Toth!” Xander.

 

Everyone looked at the elder Scoobie.

 

“You know. Toth. That demon that split me in two.” He pointed to Spike.” He’s the good half of Spike, see. You know, the…” He waved his hand up and down at Spike’s body. “The beautiful man part.”

 

Spike shifted on his feet and caught Gina covering her mouth in amusement.

 

“That means the ugly demon part of Spike is out terrorizing the streets somewhere!”

 

“Demon?” Max cried. “You mean this guy’s not human?”

 

Silence.

 

“Oops.” Xander quickly took a seat.

 

“I think I’ll go get some medical supplies,” Pipa mumbled as she scurried out of the room.

 

“Bring me some Percoset, Pip!”

 

“Got it!” she hollered back.

 

But Max wouldn’t be silenced. “So what? You’re a vampire or something?”

 

Spike looked at Buffy, who was looking sympathetically at Max.

 

“This is all nuts. I mean. This place… this world.” He put a hand to his brow. “And is no one even remotely interested in going to the hospital?”

 

Silence.

 

Max blew out a breath. “Right. Well. There it is, then, I guess.”

 

“Buff!” Xander exclaimed, diffusing the tension. “Queen of Buffonia! Where’s my hug?” Standing up, Xander opened his arms wide and gathered Buffy into a hug. “So you beat the bad guys, huh? Should we sing and dance?”

 

She shrugged. “I didn’t really. The doctor responsible for it all got shot by her own guard. And the guy that actually kidnapped me got a mace in the head, or so I hear.”

 

“Mace, huh.” Xander cast his one eye on Spike. “Well, I’ll give you that, Rory. You’re a vamp of his word.”

 

“So he is a vampire!”

 

Xander smacked his own forehead with the heel of his palm, then skulked over to his wife. “You know, hon, I think I’m getting too old for all this keeping of secrets. I mean, I can’t remember who knows what anymore.”

 

Dawn looped one arm through his and gave him a supportive pat on the chest.

 

“Yes, well for all of our sakes,” Max responded, “I pray to god the people you didn’t kill tonight decide to keep this secret.”

 

“They will,” Sonny insisted. “It’s like Buffy said, Max. They’re implicated too.”

 

“Yeah, man,” Gina added. “It’s over. Relax already.”

 

Max chuckled bitterly.

 

“Well, I’d say this one’s for the record books, Buff,” Xander quipped, already back to form. “That was the quickest kidnapping and rescue I’ve ever seen in my long and sordid Scooby life. It was all a bit anticlimactic in the end, don’t ya think?”

 

Buffy huffed. “Anticlimactic? There were biopsies! And… and afro machines!”

 

“There were what now?”

 

Buffy looked pointedly at Spike, who quickly ducked his head as his stomach threatened to revolt.

 

Fuck. She’d figured it out.

 

“Well, whatever there was, Buff.” Xander placed a heavy paw on her shoulder and grinned. “What did we say the other night? No weapon forged can kill thee!” 

 

She smiled slightly. “Well we can thank the Slayers for that tonight. They got it done.”

 

“And Spike,” Gina asserted, washing down a Percoset from Pipa.

 

Buffy nodded. “And Sp–”

 

“I’m sleepy,” Tori announced with an exaggerated yawn.

 

“Here, here.” Mel raised a hand in the air. “First dibs on the bathroom, T.”

 

“Hey!”

 

“You snooze you lose,” Mel joked, as she jogged up the staircase. “Great job, team!” she shouted down behind her.

 

Gina sucked her teeth. “Fuckin’ Indies.”

 

“Hey!” Pipa chastised. “They’re coming along. Not so long ago they wouldn’t have stuck around after the fight at all.”

 

“I guess.”

 

“And they helped us big time, rescuing Buffy and everything.”

 

“Yeah, so did Spike,” Gina retorted. “Did they thank him for his trouble?”

 

“Don’t get your knickers in a twist on my account, love,” he said quietly. But the spot in Spike’s heart for Gina grew twofold just then.

 

“Well, I think you’ve all done an amazing job tonight and deserve a good night’s sleep,” Dawn decreed, sounding eerily like Joyce. “The Council doctor is coming soon for anyone with injuries. He might still be an hour or so though, so maybe you guys should rest upstairs until he gets here.”

 

“I’m not hopping up all those stairs,” Gina grumbled. She snapped her fingers. “Yo! Where’s my valet?”

 

Spike pursed his lips and met the Slayer in two easy strides, looking down at her sternly.

 

“Take that back.”

 

“Nope.”

 

He growled.

 

She cackled.

 

“Fine, kitten. Seeing as you can’t handle a stubbed toe and all.”

 

“Try anotha’ one, brotha. I got your number.”

 

He furrowed his brow. “What the hell does that even mean, Gina?”

 

“Just pick me up, grandpa.”

 

Spike narrowed his eyes, but was thoroughly amused by the distraction she was offering him from his grief. He scooped up the six-foot Slayer like she was a ragdoll.

 

“Here. Let me help you up, Sonny,” he heard Max whisper.

 

“Max, you don’t–”

 

“I insist.”

 

Spike caught the eye of the cop who stared back at him coldly. Whatever. Spike was too bloody old to get into a pissing contest with a thirty-year old human. And anyway, he’d win.

 

As Spike walked past the gathered girls, Stevie stepped in his path –

a bucket of ice cream in her hand and a spoon in her mouth. “You know he’s taken, Gina, right?” she garbled.

 

Spike tensed.

 

“Shut up, Stevie.”

 

Stevie laughed instead, and Spike hastened to the stairs, taking them three at a time. “Which room, pet?”

 

Gina pointed and Spike kicked open the door, dropping her unceremoniously on the indicated bed with a poof.

 

“Bastard.”

 

“Baby.”

 

He turned to leave the room.

 

“Spike.”

 

He looked back.

 

“You’re the shit, you know that, right?”

 

He furrowed his brow.  “Is that a good thing?”

 

She grinned. “Yeah, man. A very good thing.”

 

He smirked, though he was grinning like an idiot inside. As he left the room, he heard Buffy speaking to Dawn downstairs.

 

“Well, I guess we should be going.”

 

His heart sank.

 

So it was like that, then. She was going back with her sister.

 

“We’ll need a ride though, Dawn. The sun’s up now, so Spike and I can’t take the bike.”

 

Wait. What?

 

“Excuse me,” Max said harshly.

 

Only then did Spike register that he was blocking the door. Stepping aside, he let Max carry Sonny inside, then descended the stairs.

 

Buffy looked up to him on the stairwell, her face unreadable. “Are you ready?”

 

He gulped. “Yeah.” It was more of a croak than a reply.

 

“Alright then,” Dawn replied. “Pipa, don’t worry about paying the doctor or anything. His name is Dr. Stevenson. He’ll come, do his job, and go. You alright to wait up for him?”

 

“We’ll wait with her,” Stevie replied for her and Sally.

 

“Me too,” Rachel echoed.

 

“Okay.” Dawn grabbed her purse and coat. “You guys take care of each other.”

 

Buffy stepped over to the girls still lounging on the sofa. “Thank you. Again. So much. It means a lot that you came for me.”

 

Pipa smiled. “You’re our leader, Buffy.”

 

No one protested this time.

 

“Well I’m beat, Summers clan,” Xander announced. “Let’s get the heck outta here already. We’ve only got a short car ride to discuss the matter of Bizarro-Spike, you know.”

 

“Not now, dear.”

 

“Dawnie! The guy looks like–“

 

“Maybe if you play nice, Spike will show you his Comptel 5, sweetie.”

 

Xander brightened.

 

“Not likely,” Spike grumbled.

 

“See? He might look like a different beast, hon, but–“

 

“Maybe we can talk about getting a Comptel 5 of our own then?” Dawn attempted.

 

Xander stopped in his tracks, his eyes doubling in size. Placing a meaty arm around his wife’s shoulders, he pulled her close and smiled mischievously. “Now there’s a conversation I’d be happy to have, Mrs. Harris.”

 

 

*     *     *     *     *
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