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Clem grabbed Buffy’s arm. “Please, Buffy, you must help. Spike, it’s Tosh. He’s missing. Please!”

“Slow down, Clem. Calm down,” Buffy said, quietly freeing herself. “You said something had taken him?  When? What?”

“Kids wander off all the time,” Spike said briefly.

Buffy flashed him a mega watt glare. “Not helping,” she hissed.

“Elsa went on the Greyhound bus to visit her family this morning,” Clem said. “Tosh had a bit of a cold so she left him with me. I only turned my back for a minute to get him some chips, honest, and he’d gone. And there were - Spike, there were Shades outside!” he ended in an agonised whisper.

“Shades?  You mean those black demony things we saw at Willie’s?” Buffy said.

Clem nodded, every inch of skin quivering in despair. “What if they’ve taken him. What will I tell Elsa?  Buffy, you’ve got to help, please.”

“Of course we’ll help. But Clem, why would they take a little toddler?  He’s no threat to them.”

“I don’t know! I don’t know. Please come.”  Clem set off back down the passageway towards the mall basement.  

Buffy and Spike followed. He was a few yards ahead when Spike reached out and touched Buffy on the shoulder.  A shock tore through her as if she’d been electrocuted. She’d used the expression ‘makes my blood tingle’ loads of times in the past without ever realising what it really meant.  Spike touching her, even through her t-shirt, made her realise exactly what it meant!  

“Slayer,” he muttered in her ear. “Don’t tell him, but - Shades eat little kids.”

“What!”  Buffy lurched to a standstill, then tried to look blank as Clem turned to beckon them on.  “How on earth do you know that?”

Spike shrugged. “Just do. Shades are - ” he closed his eyes and rubbed at the new scar on his forehead. “Shades - inhabitants of a hell world not commonly seen.,” he repeated as if he was reading it out of an encyclopaedia.  “They exist around the immediate area of a Hellmouth. Shades are flesh eaters and prefer their prey to be very young and tender.”  He stopped and stared at her, a puzzled expression in his blue eyes. “Don’t ask me where that info came from. My brain hurts too much as it is.”

“Sounds like something you heard my Watcher, Rupert Giles, say at some time,” Buffy said as they hurried after Clem.  “Oh God, do you really think they’ve taken that little lad to - ”

Spike stared at her face. She’d gone very pale. It struck him as odd that a Slayer should be bothered about a demon baby.  There was something not right there. She should have been happy that there was one less demon in the world, even if it was little.

And yet, he found himself admiring the fact that this Buffy Summers did care. He knew - and again, he couldn’t have said how he knew - that in the world of vampires and demons, if they killed each other, ordinary people would be only too pleased.

“Right - ”’ Buffy had caught up with Clem at the doorway to Spike’s room.  “I’m going to have a good look around outside. See if I can track them.  Clem, you search round inside the construction works. Ask the builders, the carpenters. He could just have gone exploring and got trapped somewhere. Spike - ”

The vampire lit a cigarette and looked at her through the smoke. Bossy little thing, isn’t she, he thought. All orders and tension. He could almost see the muscles flexing in her shoulders as she issue her instructions. She’d fished a little scrap of ribbon out of her pocket and had tied back her long blonde hair into a pony-tail high on the back of her head.

As she moved, the T-shirt clung to curve of her breasts and a faint sheen of sweat gleamed on her throat.

And for the first time since he’d found himself on the road back to Sunnydale,  Spike felt a surge of feeling flood through him and, to his horror, he felt the material round his groin tightening.

What the bloody hell!  No, this was ridiculous. He was in no way going to get aroused by the Slayer. That was sick!  Perhaps it was just because he was hungry. Yeah, that was it. He needed blood - and hers would be -

Oh God, no!  A blinding pain shot through his skull and he swayed on his feet.

“Spike! Are you OK?”

She was spinning round to him, hand outstretched, nipples poking little hard nubs through her shirt. Oh God! Her blood!  He could taste it on his tongue. In his mouth.  At some time, some where, he knew how it tasted. 

Fucking hell!  No way.  How could he remember her blood, but not her?  And what was worse - he fought to keep his face from changing as he felt his demon trying to take over. The blood hadn’t been tasted in battle - they’d been...he’d been....her legs had been naked and splayed, there had been blood on her thighs - no! 

That was a load of crap. A vampire’s wet dream. She would have said if they’d ever been - well if they’d ever been lovers. And why in hell’s name would he have had sex with a Slayer?  

“I’m OK.,” he said thickly, throwing his cigarette away and stamping on it far harder than he needed. Anything to release the tension coursing through him in answer to her, this woman he didn’t know in his head - but in every nerve of his body, he did.

And oh god, how he wanted her.

Spike fought his way back to reality. He didn’t want her. He didn’t know her!  He must go on telling himself that.  It was just because she was the first woman he’d been close to since....well, since whatever had happened to him had happened. She was a good-looking girl if you liked little, thin women and, let’s face it, in some bizarre way he knew he hadn’t had any sex for a long time! That’s all it is, he thought angrily and closed his emotions down with a bang.

He had to help Clem.  He liked the little tyke, Tosh. He had a secret bucket of little toy cars under his bed that the toddler played with sometimes when he wandered away from his parents.  Not that he was going to tell the Slayer about that!  She’d think he was just a big girl’s blouse.

“What do you want me to do?”

“It’s broad daylight outside. You’ll need to go back through the tunnels and start asking around. Do these Shades have some sort of lair or den where they hang out?  How many of them are there?   We’ve got no idea what we’re up against - god, this place! I thought once we’d closed the Hellmouth, it would stay closed.”

“It has, Buffy,” Clem broke in. “These things lived sort of round the Hellmouth, like in its suburbs. When it caved in, they just moved out into the desert and then headed back in.”

“Geez. Just wait till I tell Giles we’ve got suburban demons now!  Do they drive nice cars and water their lawns and vote Republican?  He’ll freak. But, hey, you say they’re not demons?”

Clem nodded his head, all his wrinkled skin moving at once.  “Not demons and not vampires. Shades.”

“Well, whatever they are, we aren’t going to find Tosh by standing around gabbing about them,” Spike said.

Buffy winced.  That touch of impatient arrogance had sounded just like the old Spike. But he was right. “OK, let’s get going.”

Clem vanished back up into the construction site. They could hear him calling Tosh’s name, his voice frantic with worry.

Buffy looked across at Spike again. “Are you up for this?” she asked.  “You still look beat up. I can probably manage on my own.”

“Oh sure, Slayer. First sight of a good scrap and you want me to stay indoors and watch TV!  Forget it.”

Buffy reached out a hesitant hand and touched his arm. He reared back as if she’d staked him.  “Sorry!  Just - take care of yourself,” she said, trying to stay calm. “I know you don’t remember being in two big fights lately, but believe me, you have!”

Spike’s face remained blank for a second or two and then he grinned and raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re a very odd girl, Slayer. I’d give a year’s supply of blood to remember what sort of friendship we had before. We’ll talk later. Perhaps you can fill me in a little about that. But, in the meantime -  got a kid to find.”

He swung round and loped off down the passageway again. Buffy stared after him. She realised she was shaking. The last thing she wanted was to ever let him out of her sight again. But she had no choice.

She climbed up into the mall building site, her mind a whirling mass of thoughts and feelings. She’d never in her wildest dreams imagined a time when Spike wouldn’t remember her. She’d thought - when she’d heard he was back in L.A. - that he might have moved on with his life. She’d heard that Harmony was there, and the girl called Fred.  And always Angel.  His grand-sire. 

No matter how much they professed to hating and detesting each other’s guts, she knew that the bond that bound them was, in some strange way, was nearly as strong as the one that bound her to Spike.

But he didn’t remember Angel either!  She could have laughed if she’d had the time. Angel would so not be pleased about that!

Well, she could recall when not remembering Angel would have been the biggest bonus any power that be could have bestowed on her.

And now?  Now he was a nice memory of growing up and when they met or talked she felt affection and an enormous sense of irritation with the whole broody-champion of the worldy thing.  And that reminded her, she hadn’t phoned him to let him know Spike was still alive.  That was something she would have to do as soon as she sorted out the Shades.

The midday Californian sun was doing its level best to suck every drop of moisture out of the world.  Outside the mall, the dusty road was empty. The glare from the glittering earth made her eyes ache and she pulled out her sunglasses.

The workmen had vanished to eat their lunch somewhere cooler and it was very quiet without the constant hammering and banging.

If there had been any Shades around, there certainly weren’t any now.

Clem’s little red car was parked where he’d left it the night before.  Buffy hesitated then opened the door, moaning as the wave of hot air hit her and slid in.  Okay, she was no great driver, but she needed to get down to Willie’s as soon as she could and see if she could locate the Shades that had attacked her the day before.

“You’d think at least one of them could have stayed around for a fight,” she grumbled, trying to see if Clem’s car had any AC. But as much as she hated the thought, she had to admit to herself that they’d probably vanished because they’d captured Tosh.

“Oh god, let him be all right,” she prayed, turning the key Clem had carelessly left in the ignition. “He’s the only good thing that seems to have happened to any of us in the last few years.”

She pushed the gear lever forward, wondering how driving with a stick shift could be that difficult!, glanced automatically in her rear view mirror and -

the whole of the back seat was black as a vast, oily midnight cloud rose up and flowed forward,  trying to envelop her in its nauseous folds.

to be continued
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