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Don’t Lose Your Head


Duncan McLeod wanted nothing more than to live a peaceful life. He did not seek out conflict for glory or serve any cause other than protecting himself and his friends. But Duncan McLeod of the Clan McLeod was an immortal. And immortals either led very violent lives or very short lives. 


Duncan had sensed the other immortal a week ago. Somewhere at the fringes of his senses, he felt the buzz that signaled the presence of another immortal in the area. Duncan had glanced around his surroundings, but did not spot anyone. This meant only a few possibilities. 


Duncan then headed for the closest holy ground, a church two blocks from his home. Holy ground was the only place that immortals would not fight on. Duncan had hoped this would be seen as a gesture of peace and the other immortal would appear and talk to him. But the buzz lingered for a few minutes, then disappeared as the unknown immortal departed the area. That meant only one thing. Duncan McLeod was being hunted.


In the week since he first sensed the other immortal, Duncan McLeod felt his presence three other times. Each time, his stalker remained unseen. On this day, Duncan walked down the harbor area of Seacouver when he again felt the familiar buzz.


Time to end this, Duncan thought as he slipped into a nearby alley. The alley was dark and deserted. Duncan knew it would be private enough for the battle he knew was coming. Duncan glanced down the alley way. The alley ended overlooking the harbor. It was a perfect place to dispose of his foe once the battle ended. Duncan patted the side of his overcoat, feeling the weight of his Katana. The blade had served him well over the centuries against countless enemies. Today, it would take the head of one more foe. Duncan idly wondered how many more heads would fall to his blade before he either lost his own or all other immortals were dead. For in the end, there can be only—


“Excuse me.”


Duncan spun to face the speaker. He cursed himself for allowing his foe to startle him. 


“I was hoping you could help me.” 


Duncan reached for his katana, then stopped. The young man before him stood unarmed. Duncan glanced around and realized that he still felt the buzz of an unseen immortal. The buzz would normally disappear once the spotted nearby immortal, but he still felt the warning sense of one lurking about. 


“I was driving around trying to find 15th Street and I figured who better to ask than a guy with an 80’s style ponytail, wearing a heavy overcoat in August, and lurking in a dark alley.”


Duncan warily watched the young man. Although he wasn’t an immortal, he had a strange manner about him. He’s wearing an eye patch. It’s the twenty-first century. Who still wears an eye patch? 


 Duncan glanced around, eager to be rid of the young man. 


 “Go north down the street two blocks, and take a left. Four blocks later, you’ll hit 15th.” 


The young man had slowly circled around Duncan, when he halted.


“Just so you know, the eighties called and…”


The young man’s gaze went past Duncan. Duncan glanced behind him and only saw a few empty boxes and a broken mirror beside the wall. 


 “Yeah…Okay, the… sorry to disturb you.”


The young man muttered his thanks as he walked out of the alley. The man seemed almost ashamed or embarrassed. Once the man exited the alley, Duncan pulled out his Katana and slowly looked around. The buzz was stronger now. He could sense his opponent was very close. Duncan slowed, soaking in the sounds and smells of his surroundings. He was a trained warrior about to battle. His senses took in everything. Let his opponent sneak in the shadows, Duncan McLeod would face him without fear. None could ambush him. Nothing could surprise—


“Sorry, but north is which direction again?”


Duncan turned and saw the young man had returned. Switching mental gears, he snapped, “It’s a one way street. North is the only…” Duncan glanced then, pulled his Katana down and behind him. “North is the only direction you can drive.”


The young man stared at him.


After a pause the young man spoke.


“Is that a sword?”


“No.” Duncan muttered.


“It looks like a sword.”


Leave! Leave now! Stop distracting me!


“No. It’s… a cell phone. New model… latest style…” Duncan trailed, hoping that would end the conversation.


“A cell phone.”


“Yes.”


“Shaped like a sword.”


“…yes.”


“Cause that’s the latest style.”


“Yes!” Duncan barked.


“Okay, then. So North is just following the flow of traffic on the street.”


“Yes.”


“Good to know. Cause if it was against traffic…well the directions wouldn’t be much use.”


“Yes.”


Llleeeaaavvveee!!!!!!!!!!!


“Kay, then. Thanks again.”


The young man slowly turned and walked out of the alley.


“You’re welcome.” Duncan watched him leave and counted to five, hoping he wouldn’t return.


Duncan sighed.


Now that he’s gone I can concentrate on— 


Blamm!


The pistol round hit Duncan in the shoulder, spinning him around.


“So the great Duncan McLeod, finally brought down because he was too distracted giving driving directions. And I thought this might actually be difficult.”


Duncan raised his Katana as he took in his attacker. The immortal stood to be a daunting 6 foot 6. He held a Desert Eagle pistol in each hand and had a battleaxe strapped to his back.


He was using guns! This man had no honor.


Duncan staggered towards his attacker, raising his Katana with his still functioning arm.


Blamm!


The bullet hit Duncan in the stomach. Duncan stumbled but pressed on. He changed his course away from the attacker to the end of the alley towards the harbor.


Blamm!


The next round slammed into Duncan shoulder, causing him to drop his Katana. Duncan sped up and closed the distance to the harbor.


Blamm! Blamm!


The two rounds impacted in Duncan’s back knocking him forward into the water. As he fell, it seemed to Duncan that time stretched out. In the background Duncan faintly heard a voice.


“When I turn is that my left or your left?”




As Xander Harris drove down the street, he came to one inescapable conclusion. He was lost. This in and of itself was not alarming. Xander Harris had been lost in much more dire places than the Pacific Northwest of the US. He had been lost in the African Bush at night with a pack of vampires tracking him. He had been lost in London while tracking a group of Chaos worshippers on a pub crawl. He had been lost in the mall parking lot after a five hour shopping trip with Anya, while he was carrying all her bags.


But this was so much worse.


Xander Harris was actually considering stopping and asking for directions.


Jeez, what is up with these streets? I just passed 12th two blocks ago. So this upcoming street must be… 18th!!!! What the f- Oooh, cute coeds.


“Excuse me,” Xander asked after rolling down the window. “I was hoping if you could… ignore me and walk away.” 


The girl he addressed turned and walked into the storefront Xander had stopped in front of.


Xander continued talking. “It’s the eye patch, isn’t it? You’re so overcome with passion, that you can’t trust yourself. You’re afraid that if you even make eye contact with me, you’ll strip off your clothes and throw yourself at me. I wish I could say your fears are unfounded, but we both know that would be a lie. Can’t say this is the first time my roguish good looks have overpowered an otherwise sane and rational woman. It’s my gift… and my curse.”


A homeless man had stopped and watched as Xander spoke to the now absent girl. Xander turned as he noticed the man. 


“Hey, how ya doing?”


Xander sighed as he killed the ignition on his car. He gazed across the street.


Why couldn’t Giles have sent Andrew? I haven’t even been back from Africa a week when he sent me on this errand.


In the back of his head, Xander knew that Giles did not trust Andrew on any mission unless he was closely supervised. 


I should feel flattered. Giles actually trusts me enough to give me real assignments. No fluff duties in Rio or Rome. But I deserve a vacation. Once I pick up this book, I am definitely taking some time off. And I’ll be sure that the new Watcher’s Council will pay for it.


Xander watched as the few pedestrians walked along the sidewalk, subtly keeping their distance from him.


I can feel the love. I just need someone to tell me how to get to this bar. Let’s see… married couple avoiding eye contact. Kids… running down the sidewalk too fast. Guy in dark alley… lurking about suspiciously.


Xander looked up. The man across the street kept glancing around. Let’s see. Hanging around out of direct sunlight? Check. Looking around for someone, possibly a helpless victim alone? Check. Situated where they have easy access to people, but can disappear out of sight? Check. Dated hair and clothing? Double check. Jeez. The eighties called, they want their hairstyle back. Hey that’s not bad. Maybe I can work it into a quip when I take him out.


Xander got out of the car and walked across the street towards the alley. He reached behind him to stash one of his stakes in the waist of his jeans.


All right. Let’s do this.


“Excuse me.”


Xander smiled as the man spun around in surprise.


“I was wondering if you could help me.”




Well that was embarrassing.


Xander grimaced as he walked out of the alley.


The guy had a reflection. You’d think non vampires would have the decency to not act suspiciously to avoid confusion.


Xander reached his car and searched for his keys.


 At least I got directions. I just have to head…


Which way is north? Dammit! I left my compass back in Africa. Wait a minute. The sunsets in the east so…is that right? Think. Okay, Japan is the land of the rising sun, and it’s to the west. So the sun rises in the west. That would make it… completely useless since sunrise was twelve hours ago.


Xander turned and walked back to the alley.


Now that was just weird. Xander glanced back to the alley way as he headed towards the car. But I know which way to go. Is that thunder? Great. I didn’t even think to bring an umbrella.


Xander got in his car and put the keys in the ignition. Just go down and tur- wait a sec. He was opposite me so the directions would be reversed. So it would be a mirror image. That means I have to turn… Man, that’s a lot of thunder. And not a cloud in the sky. So I would turn…


Xander sighed once more, took the keys out of the ignition, and got out of the car. He turned once again to the alley way. 


“When I turn is that my left or your left? Cause at the light— Did you just shoot that guy?”


Duncan’s would-be assassin turned to face Xander.


I knew there was something weird going on. And this guy is probably evil… Or the other guy was… I think.


The immortal smiled as he saw Xander.


“McLeod’s head may have escaped me, but I will slake my thirst for blood with yours in the meantime.”


Yup. He’s evil.


Xander slowly backed away, one hand reaching behind him towards the waist of his jeans.


“Hey, maybe we can work something out. How about a toe instead?”


The immortal’s grin never wavered as he dropped his guns and pulled the battleaxe off his back.


“It’s okay if you scream. I like it when they scream.”


Xander clutched the stake behind his back. “And I enjoy screaming in terror when being attacked. It’s nice that we can work things out to everyone’s satisfaction.”


The immortal walked towards Xander and heaved his axe in the air preparing to strike. Xander lunged, driving the stake into the immortals heart. The immortal paused, looked down at the stake imbedded in his chest, and dropped his raised axe.


“You didn’t tell me you had a weapon. That’s not fa—”


The immortal fell to the ground. Xander watched.


Okay. I would feel a lot better if this guy crumbled to dust.


The body of his assailant lied still on the ground.


Or he could dissolve into a green goo.


The body remained stubbornly corporeal.


“Right. Well, if horror movies have taught me nothing else, it’s to gather the dropped weapons after the killer is seemingly, yet probably not, dead.”


Xander kicked the battleaxe away from the body. He backed up a few steps and picked up the two pistols his attacker had dropped.


“Please don’t be human. I know you’re evil and stuff, but I don’t think I could handle having killed an actual human. C’mon. Be a demon in disguise. It would—”


“Arrrgh!”


The immortal sat up and screamed.


Blamm! Thud.


“Yes! Not human!” Xander pumped his fist in the air in relief. He looked back down at the body. “I’m guessing you’re not down for the count yet.”



“And then I shot him. He’s back down, but I was wondering if you could clue me in on what he is and how to get rid of him.”


Xander glanced down the alley way. He had quickly moved his car to block the alley way, but as he moved it he noted the flow of pedestrians had almost dried up as soon as the sun began to set. 


Xander turned his attention back to the phone.


“I told you, Giles, the guy looks human. No horns or claws or other visible demonic features.”


Xander paused as he listened to Giles.


“Eww! I’m not searching his body. Guy looks like he hasn’t had a bath in a week…


“Okay, he had two pistols, a battleaxe, and I found a sword near the end of the alley, Japanese design I think…


“Yes, I’m sure of the design. I watched a bunch of Chow Yun Fat movies last week and it definitely looks like one of those swords…


“Look, I just need to know how to get rid of this guy. I’ve shot him four—”


“Aahh! Who dares to—”


Blamm! Thud.


“Five times, plus a stake to the heart, and he keeps popping up. This is getting annoying…


“No, I haven’t found your guy yet. I’ve been a bit busy being attacked. Oh, and by the way, next time I’m getting a rental with OnStar. It is not a luxury…


“Well you would sound snippy too, if you had spent the day cramped on a plane, driving an hour from Seattle to Seacouver, then the bookstore you sent me to isn’t even open anymore. I try tracking down the owner, but whoever laid out the streets in this town must have been on crack. Plus the little matter of… Hold on. 


“Hey, I can see you breathing… You’re not fooling me… Fine.”


Blamm!


“My knee!”


Blamm! Thud.


“And all I have to show for it are a battleaxe, a sword, and two pistols with rapidly depleting ammo…”


“Really? That much for a sword? Okay then. Once I get this book, I’ll mail it and the weapons off to you. But I expect a cut of the sale…


“All right then. Call me back if you get any more info. In the meantime, I’ll follow rule six. When in doubt, hack the shit out of it.”


Xander closed his cell phone and picked up the battleaxe.


“You’re lucky I have a change of clothes in my bag.”


Xander swung the axe and cleanly severed the head of his assailant. He hefted the axe again, then paused as he noted the swirling mist pooling around the body. Small lightening bolts crackled around body. Xander backed up watching the scene. Huge bolts arced from the body into the harbor water below, then disappeared.


“Hoookay, then. I’m guessing you’re through then.”


He whistled happily as he dumped the body, then his bloody clothes into the harbor.




 Duncan McLeod stumbled into Joe’s Bar soaking wet.


“Jesus, Mac! What happened?”


Duncan looked up and saw his friend Joe Dawson coming from around the bar.


“I have been having the worst day.”


“You look it. You want to clue me in?” Joe asked.


Duncan dropped into the nearest chair.


“I was ambushed. Taken completely by surprise.”


“You? That’s rare. Who was it?”


“Never got a name. He was huge though. Six and a half feet easy. Dressed like a biker with a Grizzly Adams beard. The worst part is he carried guns.”


Joe sucked in his breath. “Kalkoth. I didn’t know he was in the area. From what I’ve heard, he likes to stalk other immortals, then shoot them up before going in for the kill. He’s killed a lot of people. Good ones. I’m glad to see you made it through. Is he still around?”


Duncan paused, then shook his head. “No. I got his Quickening. And I saw a few things in it I could really have done without.”


Joe sat back in relief. “So how did you take him out? Everything I’ve read told me that he’s pretty tough.”


“I didn’t.” 


Joe looked up in surprise.


“I was down by the harbor, when he shot me up. Right before I died, I made sure to fall into the water.”


Joe nodded. “Makes sense. Keep away from him until you revive.”


“My coat dragged me down. When I revived I had gotten tangled up in some lines and couldn’t get free before I drowned.”


Duncan glowered at the smile that was starting to form on Joe’s face.


“That’s…awful.”


Duncan continued. “When I revived again, I was able to break free, but I lost my coat and shoes. I was just at the surface when Kaltech’s—”


“Kalkoth.” Joe corrected.


“His Quickening hit me. That shocked me and I… drowned again.”


Joe let out a bark of laughter as the front door to the bar opened and a customer came in.


“Well, I’m glad you find this amusing. I went back to the alley he ambushed me in and there was no sign of him… or my sword.”


Joe looked up. “Sorry, Mac. You got another sword handy?”


“Yes, but that was my favorite. And the really frustrating part is that there’s someone out there that took out this Kalgon—”


“Kalkoth.”


“Whatever, and I have no clue who.”


Joe stopped to think. Behind him he heard the new customer order a drink.


“You said you received the Quickening though.”


Duncan nodded. “So whoever killed Kalgary—”


“Kalkoth.”


“Must have been a normal mortal. Joe. You’d let me know if you heard about any Hunters in the area.”


Joe’s face paled. “Jesus, Mac. They were wiped out when Horton died. All of his followers are gone.”


Duncan looked down. “That’s what I thought. I’m afraid we’ll never really know what happened—”


“Hey weren’t you shot?


“And your directions sucked by the way. It was four blocks over and then two blocks up. Not two blocks up then four blocks over.”


Duncan stared at the young man before him.


“So I’m thinking that if you’re shot, yet walking around, you must be the same as the evil biker demon from the alley.”


Realization hit Duncan. “You’re the one who took his head!”


“That’s right. Xander Harris, semi-professional demon hunter with the Watcher’s Council.”


Duncan stepped back. “So you’re a Hunter then?”


“Four blocks over then two blocks up is the same as two blocks up then four blocks over.” Joe interrupted.


“I’m not a Hunter. And they’re called Slayers anyway. I’m just a Watcher.” Xander turned to Joe. “It’s not the same if they’re one way streets.”


“No, they’re called Hunters. And you’re not a Watcher, you don’t have a tattoo.”


“I think I know what a Slayer is called. And the new Council doesn’t have tattoos.” Xander replied.


“But one way streets alternate direction. So if it’s an even number of blocks, you can take either way.” Joe added.


“What new Council? Joe has been a Watcher for over twenty years, and it may go through changes, but it’s still the same organization. And members that hunt Immortals are called Hunters. Because they hunt. Get it?” Duncan nearly screamed.


Xander looked at Duncan in confusion. “What are you talking about? Slayers slay vampires. Which is why they’re called Slayers. Anyway, you’re probably just lying to me.”


“Why would I lie to you?” Duncan asked.


“Isn’t there construction two blocks up from here?


 So you’d have to go up then over.”


“Cause you’re a demon. And demons tend to lie. Cause… they’re demons. Except for the nice ones. But demons that randomly attack people in alley ways are not nice. So you lied. Q. E. D.”


This time Duncan looked at Xander in confusion.


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“I’m not quite sure anymore! All I want to know is where’s Joe Dawson?” Xander yelled.


Duncan glanced to Joe. “Sitting right beside you.”


Xander glanced down to Joe. “Oh, hey man. Good to meet you. Been looking for you everywhere. I’m Xander Harris.”


“So really the best way would be to drive up six blocks, over two, park in the shopping center parking, then walk the two blocks down.” Joe said.


Xander looked at Joe. “What?”


 “Okay, just so I’m clear. You,” pointing to Duncan, “are an immortal. Immortals can be good or bad. They fight each other for their…”


“Quickening.” supplied Duncan.


“The guy in the alley that shot you and attacked me was a bad guy. You,” pointing to Joe, “are part of a group called the Watchers, that has nothing to do with vampire Slayers.”


“Vampire Slayers?” Joe muttered.


“They instead chronicle the lives of these immortals, and if a Watcher goes rogue and starts killing immortals, they’re called Hunters.”


“Right.” Joe and Duncan said.


“Okay. Glad we got that cleared up. Now that I know that I realize none of that has anything to do with why I’m looking for you.” Xander said.


“Okay, why are you looking for me?” Joe asked.


“Rupert Giles sent me. Did you use to run a rare bookshop?”


“Yes.”


“Good. I am trying to track down a copy of the Necrotelenomicon. A copy wound up in your bookstore around 1990 and as far as I know never left.”


“I sold my bookstore a few years back. Along with all the stock. It was taken over by William and Hutchins.” Joe informed Xander.


“Phone book of the dead?” Duncan muttered.


“But Giles checked with that company, they never had a copy.” Xander said.


Joe thought about this. “Was this book dealing with the occult?”


“Yes.”


“I sold a portion of my stock to a private buyer. It was my rarest occult and supernatural related books. I figured the guy was just a kook.”


Xander sighed. “You wouldn’t happen to remember who you sold them to, would you?”


“Let me check my office. I keep records of all the customers I ship stuff to.”


Joe got up and walked to his office. Duncan and Xander sat across from each other in awkward silence.


Duncan finally broke it. “So you actually killed Kal…amari?”


“Is that his name? Yeah I did. He dangerous?”


“Unbelievably. He actually uses guns in fighting other immortals.”


“But guns don’t kill you guys. Permanently, I mean.”


Duncan shook his head. “No, but they can knock us out and let him take our heads.”


“Ahh.” Xander said in understanding. “So why wouldn’t you use guns when fighting another Immortal?”


“Because we use swords.” Duncan explained.


“Oh… So why wouldn’t you use guns against a guy with a sword?”


Duncan looked around, hoping Joe would soon return.


“Because… it’s vulgar. It just isn’t done.”


“Oh, I get it.” Xander said. “It’s much better to let some guy cut your head off than let people think you’re tacky.”


“That’s not… It’s a complicated… Joe! You find that name yet?” 


Joe hobbled back to the table.


“Here you go.” Joe said, as he handed Xander a slip of paper.


“Thanks man.” Xander glanced at the piece of paper. “San Francisco? I better find a motel to spend the night. I have to get up early for the drive.”


The three men rose and headed for the door.


“I need to head back to the dojo. I could use a shower and some clothes that don’t have bullet holes in them.” Duncan said.


“Yeah. Well it’s been a full day.”


“I know. And the worst part is I lost my Katana. That sword has been with me for over a hundred years. It’s worth half a million dollars.”


Xander looked up at Duncan. “Say Duncan, about your sword…”


“Yes?”


“Sorry you lost it. Hope you find it soon.” Xander said.


As they left the bar and headed separate ways, Duncan heard the faint whistling of “We’re in the Money”.


Xander unlocked his car and glanced at the piece of paper Joe had given him.


Looks like I’m headed to San Francisco. Never been to Chinatown before. Guess I’ll get the chance when I visit this Egg Shen.










Medium Sized Trouble in Little China


Xander fidgeted at the luggage pickup in San Francisco International Airport. He yawned as he glanced through the crowd at the carousel. He recognized a few faces as fellow passengers on his flight. Some of the crowd were obviously friends and family as they greeted the passengers. 


Xander yawned again. It was the second day in a row, he caught an early flight out. 


I’ve become quite the traveler. Xander thought. Been to London, all over Africa, touched down in Cleveland. Now I’ve hit the Seattle area and San Francisco in the span of two days. Quite a change since my aborted Road Trip after graduation.


Xander’s gaze stopped on two men, one Caucasian and one Asian peering through the crowd. The Asian male had a picture in one hand he kept glancing at. 


Must be looking for someone in particular. 


As there was still no sign of any luggage on the carousel, Xander continued his study of the crowd. He spotted a clump of friends chattering and hugging each other.


Been a long time since I had any friends to greet me like that. Haven’t even spoken to Buffy and Willow since I left for Africa. I only talk to Giles about Council business. I get the occasional e-mail and phone call from Dawn. Haven’t spoken a word to Faith since… Geez did we even speak during that last year in Sunnydale? Oh, well. Water under burnt bridges and all that.


Xander turned from the group of friends. Turning his gaze, Xander spotted a group of four Asian youths. Like him, they were gazing at the crowd. Xander watched the gang in curiosity.


Okay, something about them is giving me the heeby-jeebies… I can’t believe I actually used that term. They give me a wiggins… better, but a tad dated. They give me the… shimmies. Yeah. That’ll work. Shimmies. Try to use that word more, maybe it’ll catch on and…


“Let me go!”


Xander looked up from his thoughts and saw one of the gang had grabbed a young woman from the crowd and were hauling her to the parking lot.


“Yeoh Li!” Xander heard someone shout. 


Xander realized that the crowd was too thick for him to charge straight at the gang. Xander jumped up on the carousel and climbed over to the other side, bring him closer to the gang. Xander saw the Asian and Caucasian man break through the crowd and confront the gang.


“Careful, Jack. They’ve got Yeoh.” The Asian man said.


“I see it, Wang. But don’t you worry. Ol’ Jack Burton has got this under control.


“All right, kiddos. Maybe you missed a memo or didn’t check the bulletin board, but those carefree and happy days when dumb hooligans like you pull snatch and grabs of innocent girls are long over.”


The gang leader spat at Jack. “When Lo Pan walks again, the Wing Cong will rise from the ashes and feast on your bones.”


Xander glanced between the two groups. 


Where the hell is security? So far it’s four to two odds. But I don’t know if these guys can take the gang. Gotta wait for an opening.


“You aren’t the first to take me on and odds are you won’t be the last. But when the forces of darkness rise up and decide that the first step in their plot is to come after you with all they got, you just remember what Jack Burton says. ‘Take a number, pal. And let the cards fall—’ ”


Xander tackled the gang member from behind, knocking the captive girl loose. 


“Run!” Xander yelled at her. 


The three other gang members turned to face Xander. 


“Um, hi.” Xander said, “I don’t suppose we could discuss this like peaceful men?”


The gang leader pulled out a knife and stepped towards Xander. But before he could take a second step, the Asian man Wang struck him from behind.


The other two gang members turned back to Jack and Wang, they glanced to each other then ran off to the parking lot. 


Xander grabbed a hold of the gang member he tackled and tried to hold him. The member turned to Xander mutter words under his breath. He looked up, and Xander saw that the man’s eye were fully black.


“I hate magic.” Xander said, just as a wave of energy struck him in the chest and knocked him back several feet. Xander felt a tingling in his chest as he tried to rise.


The gang member turned to the gang leader Wang was fighting. They nodded, turned, and ran to the parking lot. Wang took a step in their direction, but Jack put a hand on his arm.


“No time. Security will be here any second, and I don’t plan on spending the next several days in a tiny room being interrogated.”


Wang nodded, then looked down at Xander. “What about him?”


Jack shrugged. “He stepped up to help. In my book, that means we don’t leave him behind to answer awkward questions.”


Xander tried to speak, but felt too groggy. He heard the alarm of the luggage carousel start as darkness came over him.




Xander heard voices as he awakened.


Where am I? I was on a plane. On my way to find a book. There was a fight. A girl was grabbed. The guy with black eyes whammied me.… Did the girl get away? 


 “They took Yeoh Li!” 


Xander recognized the voice of the Asian man, he saw at the airport.


Guess that answers that question.


“It was the Wing Cong, they’re back.”


Who are the— 


“The dreaded street gang, who waged a bloody gang war with the Chang Sing, wiping out their rivals, only to be decimated by the agents of Lo Pan when he tried to restore his power and rule over the earth?”


Xander didn’t recognize the new voice. He cracked open his eye and saw a middle aged Caucasian woman dressed professionally sitting at a kitchen table. Also at the table were the Asian and American from the airport and an older smaller Asian man.


“The same. When they grabbed her, they mentioned something about Lo Pan returning.”


Xander saw the American man from the airport get up.


“Uh-uh. No way. I already lived through this part and have the scars to prove it. Lo Pan is dead. Knife to the head. Swift, clean, and deadly. And I’m not just saying that cause I’m the one who did it. This guy bought the farm, kicked the bucket, took a one way ticket to hell and is hopefully rotting away—”


“Jack! We get the idea. But we’re talking about a man who lived for centuries and treats death as a temporary condition.”


“I know that, Wang. But the whole point of that last time was that it was his last time. We stopped the ritual and he died. And as Ol’ Jack Burton always says—”


“If your encounter with Lo Pan has taught you nothing else, it is that the world works in ways you could not imagine.” The older Asian man interrupted.


“Thanks for the fortune cookie advice, Egg. But we still have a problem here.”


Egg? Looks like I found my bookseller. Just wish I wasn’t knocked out in order to find him. I am so sick of magic users.


“Jack’s right. Yeoh has been taken, and the Wing Cong have her. Now I don’t think it’s a coincidence that they grabbed her around the same time they think Lo Pan will return. Now why would they want her.” Wang said.


“Didn’t you say that Yeoh had changed?” Jack asked.


“You mean how over a year ago, she found herself overcome with a wave of energy, leaving her stronger, faster, with more resilience, yet troubled by strange dreams?”


Why does that sound familiar? Aw crap.


“There are several rituals that can bring back a departed spirit. But they all require rare or unique items. There is one that requires the blood of a mystically powered warrior.” Egg said.


Xander stood up and faced the group.


“Then I think we better hurry to stop these guys. It sounds like Yeoh is exactly what they’re looking for.”




Xander glanced at Jack, Wang, and Egg as they prepared to stop the ritual. Xander grabbed a crossbow, machete, and out of habit, a few stakes. Jack grabbed two pistols, while Wang picked up a sword. Xander glanced at Egg as he mixed ingredients together in a bowl.


“Nervous, kid? Don’t worry. Egg will take good care of us.” Jack said.


“I just don’t like magic that much. Even when you think it’s harmless, people still lose their memory or burst into song at random intervals.” Xander answered.


“Just watch yourself in there. When these things go down, normal reason doesn’t apply. Up is down, black is white. Things you can’t imagine come out to snack on your brains. The only things you can trust are the weapon in your hand and the man fighting next to you. Cause when it gets down and dirty…”


Geez, this guy just won’t shut up. What the hell is he talking about, anyway? Okay, found the guy with Giles’s book. Can’t get the book, until we stop the evil spirit from rising. Also have found a possible Slayer. Once we rescue her, I’ll give her the whole ‘The world is older than you know’ spiel. But if she’s hanging with this bunch, she probably won’t be surprised. 


“That’s when Jack Burton says…”


Is he still talking? Just nod my head every few seconds and he thinks I’m listening. And some people think I didn’t learn anything in high school. See if the Slayer wants to join the Council. If not, see if we can set up a line of communication between the Council and this group. 


“Jack, Xander. It’s time.”




Xander, Jack, Wang, and Egg rode in the ancient elevator in silence. After a few moments Xander spoke.


“So, I guess all the evil ceremonies take place underground in this city.”


“Yup.” Jack replied.


“Must be convenient having this whole elevator system that takes you straight to the battle zone.”


“Guess I never thought about it.”


Silence descended for another minute.


“Ours were usually in abandoned factories. In the central part of town. Very accessible.”


The men shuffled nervously.


“Of course, it was a pretty small town. Everywhere was pretty central in the town.”


Xander quieted down as the elevator continued down.


“The bus system could get you anywhere in ten minutes. Really a model of efficiency, always ran on time. Of course it was set up by the mayor. And he was evil. Go figure.”


“Say, Egg. Isn’t it about time for that magic potion.” Jack said with a hint of desperation.


“The potion will come when the moment is right. Your asking will not hurry it. But yes, it is time to drink.” Egg answered.


Egg passed out cups to the three men. Wang and Jack quickly downed it, while Xander nervously eyed his.


“C’mon Xander. Drink up. You won’t regret it.” Wang urged.


“I’ve just had some bad experiences with magic. I’m a little gunshy here. You think you’re getting something harmless, then the next thing you know, you can breathe underwater and… Actually, that would be pretty cool. Why the hell did I get all those blood transfusions?” 


Xander downed his drink and glanced around. 


“So how soon does this take effect?” Xander asked.


Jack jumped up and down excitedly. “Takes effect pretty quickly.  Wang, you feeling anything yet?”


Wang looked up from watching his hand move back and forth. “Oh yeah. How about you?”


“Sure do, Wang!” Jack affirmed. “High five!”


Jack and Wang went into a complicated, yet surprisingly well choreographed high five, handshake combination.


Okay, maybe I took that potion a little too quickly. These guys are a starting to freak me out. Better do a mental check. Any fever? No. Dizziness? No. Actually, I feel fine. Not just fine. I feel pretty damn good. If fact I feel pretty freakin’ awesome! Can I get a hell yeah?


“Hell yeah!” Jack and Wang shouted.


Must have said that last part out loud.


Jack pulled out a pistol while Wang unsheathed his sword. Xander hefted his machete. The doors began to creak open.


The doors flung open and the four men stared at the twenty armed gang members positioned around a pentagram. In the center was the young girl Xander saw from the airport, with an angry look on her face. Xander could see a ghostly from coalescing in the pentagram.


 “Let’s kick some ass!” Jack yelled.




Hours later, Xander held an icepack to his head. The entire battle had been a blur. He remembered a lot of shouting in Chinese. He thought he saw Wang and a few of the gang members jumping dozens of feet and having a sword battle mid air. He definitely remembered the ancient looking ghost ranting at him as they tried and failed to hit him.


“I hate magic.” Xander muttered.


Yeoh Li looked up at him.


“??????????!”


Xander looked around. “Sorry, what was that?”


Wang answered. “She said ‘You threw a knife at my head.’ ”


 “I know, but it worked didn’t it? That Lo Pan guy blocked everything we threw at him. I was pretty sure that if I threw you my knife, you could stab him.” Xander explained.


Wang translated this to Yeoh.


Jack slapped Xander on the back.


“Good fight, kid. Even though me and Wang here took out most of the gang.”


Xander winced at the slap. 


“?????????,?” Yeoh asked angrily.


“She says ‘What do you mean pretty sure?’ ” Wang said.


“I mean, that it sounded like she was a Slayer. And, you know heat of the moment, middle of a battle, I had a hunch. So I went with that.” Xander replied. “And why am I the only one hung over? We all took that potion.”


Jack shrugged. “I guess some people are more sensitive.”


Xander pressed the icepack back to his head. “I really, really hate magic.”


“????? ?????????????”


Xander glanced at Wang.


Wang sighed. “‘You risked my life on a hunch?’ ”


“It worked, didn’t it?” Xander answered.


“??.”


Xander looked at Yeoh Li. “Okay, I’ve been around Chao Ann long enough to know what that one meant.”


Jack laughed. “Well, kid. I’ve been all over this world, and the one thing I’ve learned is that women will get pissed at you over the littlest thing. ’Cause when it comes to matters of the heart…”


Oh god, he’s monologuing again. I can’t take this right now. Okay, just go to my happy place. Bonfire at the Sunnydale beach. Sunrise over the Serengeti. Watching the new Slayers in the sweats stretching before a workout. 


“Mr. Harris.” 


Xander looked up as Egg Shen entered the room.


“Thank god. I mean, yes. What is it?” 


“I have the text you asked about. And I believe we can arrange for Yeoh Li’s transfer to this school you mentioned.”


Xander perked up. “Great. Although I’m surprised Yeoh agreed to it. I get the impression, she doesn’t like me that much.”


Egg shrugged. “Her parents have been concerned ever since she changed. Once you told me of the Slayer, I realized what had happened to her. I explained to her parents how your school will help her adjust to her changes. And I also assured Yeoh, that you would not be one of her teachers.”


“I actually am pretty good with meeting new Slayers.” Xander said.


Egg and Wang exchanged a dubious glance.


“Really. I helped set up the Africa school. I personally recruited fifteen Slayers in two years. By myself.”


Jack now joined his friends in looking dubious.


“Really. I’m not making this up.” Xander glanced at the men and girl in the room. 


“Fine, don’t believe me.” Xander mumbled. “Like I buy that story about the lightning wielding demi-gods you say you killed.”


Xander’s phone rang as he ranted under his breath. Xander opened it.


“Giles. Good to hear from you.”


“Xander. I hate to be a bother, but I hadn’t heard from you. Have you been able to track down Necrotelenomicon yet?” Giles asked.


“Sure did. And that’s not all I found.” 


“Excellent. That book will be pivotal for a ceremony in London in two months. But, what else did you find?” 


“A Slayer.” Xander smiled as he imagined the look on Giles’s face.


“A Slayer! Are you sure?” 


“Pretty sure. Walks, talks, and quacks like a Slayer. And the timeline fits too. Good news is that she’s already walked on the supernatural side and is willing to come to the London school.”


“Xander, I’m speechless. This is so much more than I could have expected. You actually found a Slayer in a small town like Seacouver?” 


“Not exactly. The book you sent me after had been sold, and I tracked it down to the guy that bought it in San Francisco.” Xander said.


“San Francisco. This is excellent.” Giles said. “And it brings me to a topic I wanted to discuss with you.”


“What is it?” Xander asked.


“Since you came back from Africa, I know that you’ve been feeling restless and a little at loose ends.”


“Yeah. I suppose so.”


“Well, the new Watcher’s Council is still short staffed in North America. Most of the people who’ve joined are either researchers or directly training and supervising Slayers. And they are all tied down to whatever city the Slayer lives in. So what we really need are troubleshooters who can go from location to location.”


Xander pondered this. “You mean I get to travel over the country investigating weird happenings?”


“Very much so.” Giles answered.


“Wow, all I need is a van and a talking Great Dane, and it’s just like Scooby-Doo.”


“Yes. Although, I’m afraid I’m stuck with our version of Scrappy, since Andrew won’t leave my side.”


“Yeah. Too bad for you— Did you just make a joke about an American cartoon?” Xander asked.


“I… Damn. Unfortunately you seemed to have influenced me over the years. Now I have to read some Shakespeare to atone.”


“Don’t resist it, Giles. Join us. Join us.” Xander chanted into his phone.


“Well, aside from that. I have your first assignment.”


“Great. Now I can finally get away from the magic and side effects over here.” Xander said under his breath. 


“The Council wishes to make contact with a family in San Francisco.” Giles said.


“Who are they, and what’s the Council want with them?” Xander asked.


“They’re a family of witches. Possibly the most powerful magic users in the western hemisphere. They… Xander are you whimpering?”


“Just give me the info, Giles.”


Xander calmly wrote down the contact information then said his goodbyes to Giles. Once he hung up, he calmly banged his head against the wall. 


After four thumps, Xander straightened up again.


“Okay, no use putting this off. Time to visit the Halliwell family.”










An UnCharmed Life


Xander woke up to the sound of someone knocking at his motel room door. Blearily, Xander put on a robe and staggered to the door. He opened it and saw an immaculately dressed man before him.


“Alexander Harris?”


Xander looked at the man, then rubbed his eye.


“Mr. Harris?”


Xander looked at the man, turned, looked at his bed, then looked at the man again.


“Who are you?” Xander asked.


“Ah, sorry. I’m Reginald Johnston. Mr. Giles should have informed you of my arrival.”


Xander looked at Reginald, looked to his bed, then back at Reginald.


“…right. Giles sent you. He called late last night. I think I wrote something down. Look, Reg.”


“Reginald.” Reginald interrupted.


“What?”


“It’s Reginald. Johnston. Reginald for short.”


“…right. Look, Reg…inald. You‘re here for…?” Xander asked.


“Well, Mr. Giles felt that it would be beneficial if I was present for the meeting—”


“With the Halliwells. Right. I remember. See, we can do the initial contact today, but that’s later. Right now I need sleep. I was up all night tracking two vampires. I’m not a Slayer, so I couldn’t just jump in and fight them. I had to wait until they separated. Then I had sneak up behind each one and stake him in the back. Now vampires have great hearing and excellent night vision. So there was a lot of hiding on my part. And not just in the shadows. There was crouching involved. Long story short, it took three hours and I got back really late last night. I need sleep. So what say you come back about elevenish and we can do this thing? ‘Kay? Great. See you later.”


Xander shut the door and shuffled back to bed. He just pulled the covers over his head when he heard knocking on his door. Xander sighed, got back up, shuffled to the door and opened it.


“What? Were we not clear on the plan? It was pretty clear.” 


“Yes. The thing is, Mr. Harris…”


“What? Elevenish! You go away. Me sleep. Come back at elevenish. Got it?” 


“Yes.”


“Then why are you here?”


“It’s actually 11:30 right now.”


Xander blinked, looked at Reginald, turned and looked at the digital clock on his bed stand, then looked back at Reginald.


“…right. ‘Kay, new plan. Come on in. Let me clean up and get dressed, then we can leave.”




Xander glanced at the map in Reginald’s hand as he drove down the road.


“We’ll turn right at the next light, Mr. Harris.” Reginald said.


“Xander.”


“Excuse me?”


Xander sighed. “Just Xander. No Mr. Harris.”


Reginald nodded. “Ah, yes. I suppose you half expect people to be talking to your father when they say that.”


“Something like that.”


“The first time someone called me Mr. Johnston, I felt guilty. Like I hadn’t earned it yet. My father served for years on the old Watcher’s Council. I always hope to live up to his name. And your father?”


Xander looked at Reginald, distracted.


“What?”


“Is your father someone you’re trying to live up to?” Reginald asked.


“My father…” Xander paused. 


He turned at the intersection, sighed, then took a breath. “ My father is a drunk. I don’t like being reminded of him. So no Mr. Harris. Just Xander.”


Reginald shifted uncomfortably. “Of course, Xander. I didn’t mean to…”


“We’re here.” Xander said.


Xander stopped the car in front of an ornate house. Xander cut off the engine and turned to Reginald.


“Now Reg…inald. We have to take this carefully. These are the most powerfully witches in recorded history. And we’re on their turf asking for their help. So we gotta be diplomatic. I’ve seen the old Council in action, and they managed to alienate two Slayers by trying to order them around. We’re not making the same mistakes. I’ll take the lead, you follow. Got it?” Xander said.


Reginald nodded.


Okay, I can do this. Just because most of my experiences with witches and wizards have been horrific is no reason to think this will be a disaster. For every Ethan Rayne or Catherine Madison there’s Amy Madison or Willow. Except Amy became a tool for the First Evil, and Willow went through her whole magic crack addict phase. 


Huh.


There’s got to be at least one person involved in magic that hasn’t royally screwed up and hurt people with it. Let’s see… Giles? Had that whole demon possession thing that scared him straight. Jonathon and Andrew went on their super villain crime spree. Tara messed up with her making us blind to demons spell… Ms. Calendar? No she wasn’t a witch. She was a cyber pagan, whatever the hell that is. C’mon there’s got to be at least one person—


“Mis… Xander?” Reginald asked.


“Huh?”


“You’ve just been sitting here for five minutes. Are we going in?” 


“Yeah. I’ve just been… strategizing. Done now. Let’s go.”


Xander and Reginald got out of the car and walked to the door of the house. Xander knocked, then turned to Reginald.


“Remember, this will be a delicate encounter. One wrong word could spell disaster.”


Reginald nodded, then gulped nervously.


The door opened, revealing a rather pretty young woman.


“Uh, hey. Is this the Halliwell house?” Xander asked.


“Yes. I’m Phoebe. Can I help you?”


“Yeah. I’m Xander Harris with the Reformed Watcher’s Council. This is Reg…inald. So, you’re the Charmed Ones?”


Phoebe glanced around nervously.


Xander continued. “Awesome. So we‘re hoping to setup some kind of contact slash alliance slash information swapping cooperation thing with you guys. Sound cool?” 


Phoebe looked at Xander, then Reginald, then Xander again.


She sighed and said, “And I thought today was going to be dull. Leo! Get down here. And get Piper and Paige.”




Xander and Reginald sat on the living room couch as Phoebe sat in a chair across from them.


“So your friend Leo has that whole appearing in a burst of light thing going on. That’s nice. Must come in handy.” Xander said.


Reginald leaned over. “I surmise this Leo is a Whitelighter. They are like a guardian angel assigned to oversee and guide the development of witches.”


Phoebe nodded. “That’s right. He showed up just after we discovered our heritage. He and Piper hit it off and now they’re married.”


Xander thought for a moment. “How come Willow didn’t get one. Sure would have come in handy during her whole black-eyed phase.”


“I believe that Whitelighters are only assigned to natural born witches. That is to say, witches who come from a line of witches.” Reginald explained.


“Pretty much.” Phoebe confirmed.


“So, Leo married your sister? Huh. Surprised the Whitelighters don’t have a no fraternization policy.” Xander said.


“Well, he did have to get special permission. And that was only after a lot of heartache on both their parts. Does the Watcher Council have rules on that?” Phoebe said.


“Informally, yeah.” Xander said.


“So you’ve never had sex with a Slayer.” Phoebe asked with a smirk.


Xander reddened at this. “Well, not twice.” He mumbled.


“I’m betting there’s a story behind that.” 


Xander allowed himself a smile. “Oh yeah. But you will have to get me much more drunk before you hear a word.”


Phoebe leaned in closer. “I do enjoy a challenge.”




Paige joined Piper in the kitchen, just as Leo orbed in.


“So what’s the word. Are these guys on the level?” Piper asked.


“Yes.” Leo answered. “Apparently the old Watcher Council was wiped out in early 2003. The new Council was formed shortly after.”


Paige glanced out at the living room. “I’m not sensing any danger coming from them. So, assuming this isn’t a trap, which is a big assumption, what do we do?”


Piper shrugged. “We listen to their pitch. How is Phoebe?”


Paige smiled. “She’s flirting with one of them.”


Piper sighed and put her hand to her head. “Of course she is. Which one? The Bible Camp student or the pirate wannabe?”


“This is Phoebe we’re talking about.”


“So it’s the pirate wannabe. Why do I get the feeling this is not going to end well?”




Phoebe smiled at Xander. “Can I ask you a personal question?” 


“That depends, can I blatantly lie in response?”


Phoebe laughed. “If you want. But I’ve been wanting to ask this since I saw you. How did you lose your eye?”


“Poker game.” Xander answered. “Had a full house, and the other guy pulled a royal flush. Just another example on how gambling can be destructive.”


“So you’re not saying.”


Xander leaned in. “You’re going to have to earn that story.”


Phoebe smiled. “I look forward to earning many stories.”


“As do I. I’d love to hear of your experiences in Sunnydale.” 


Phoebe and Xander turned to Reginald, sitting five feet away.


“Well, Xander. I’m sure that Reginald here would love to hear—”


Phoebe began to sway. Xander pulled her into his arms to steady her. As he did this, Piper, Paige, and Leo came back into the room.


Xander looked up. “Okay, now to the casual observer, this could look fishy. But it’s very simple. You see… Actually, I have no idea what happened.”


Phoebe stirred and looked up at Xander. “Thanks.”


She stood straight and turned to her sisters. “I just had a premonition. It was stronger than usually, and I felt faint. Xander here caught me.”


“See, perfectly innocent. And… You get visions? Do you have blinding and painful headaches with them?”


“Um… no.”


“Man, Cordy got screwed on that front.”


“What was your vision of?” Piper asked.


“Trouble.”




“So, this warlock guy is going to come gunning for you three cause he wants to steal your powers? Does this kind of thing happen much?” Xander asked.


“You’d be surprised.” Paige said.


“You guys got a game plan here?” 


“Normally, we look up the latest threat in the Book of Shadows and find out how to vanquish him.”


“In the meantime you just wait for him to come at you?”


“Yeah, I guess. Why? What would you guys do?” Piper asked.


“… pretty much the same thing. Kinda hoped you would have a better plan. Although we had several dozen old books to look through, rather than having it all in one easy access book.” Xander answered. “Would this warlock be in the Book of Shadows?”


“Maybe. It pretty much covers the worst of our enemies. But sometimes someone pops up that isn’t in it.” Piper said.


“Hmmm. So we may need to do more work here.” Xander said


“We?” 


“Sure. You didn’t think we’d sit this out? Besides we have a first class research nerd right in this room.”


“We do?” Reginald asked.


“Yeah. You.”


“I’m a nerd?”


“Yeah, but the good kind, not the creepy kind.” Xander explained. “Reg…inald, can you sit down with Leo and the girls and see if you can dig anything up on this guy?”


“What are you going to do?” Phoebe asked.


“I figure any magic practitioner could use supplies, especially right before he plans a big attack. So I’ll check out the local magic supply shops. See if I can get a lead.”


“I’ll go with you.” Phoebe interrupted. “I mean… because you’re new to the city and could use a guide to the local shops.”


“Smooth, Pheebs.” Paige muttered.




Piper pulled Phoebe into the kitchen.


“Try not to throw yourself at this guy until you know him for more than an hour.” Piper said.


“Hey, we could wind up working closely with these people.”


“Not as close as you’re thinking.”


“Funny, sis. But we need to find out about these people, try to figure out if we want to work with them. And what better way than doing a little recon with him.” Phoebe explained.


“It’s interesting how you can make your eagerness to spend time with a guy look like you’re doing us all a favor.”


“It’s a gift. Besides in my vision, I saw Xander fighting the warlock with us. So why not work with him in the mean time? I‘m sure he can discover some information.”


Piper rolled her eyes. “Yeah, like your bra size.”




Phoebe and Xander left the first shop.


“Well that was a bust.” Phoebe groused.


“Look on the bright side, only” Xander glanced down at the list in her hands “Thirty-seven more shops?”


“And that doesn’t even cover Chinatown. Welcome to San Francisco.”


“So you wouldn’t happen to know of any local snitches that give up any pertinent information at the merest threat of violence, would you?” Xander asked.


“Nope. And believe me, if we did that would be our first stop.” 


Phoebe looked down as she heard a grumble.


“Sorry. Had an early dinner last night, and haven’t had a chance to get anything today.” Xander explained.


“I think now would be a perfect time for a lunch break. I know a great Thai place a couple of blocks from here.”


“I love Thai food.” 


“Great. Then we can… aw crap.”


“Um, that’s more of a solitary activity.”


Phoebe shook her head. “No. That’s the guy. From my vision.”


Xander glanced across the street and saw a man briskly walking away wearing a heavy cloak and using a walking cane.


“Geez, that guys not even trying to blend in. You call your sisters?”


“On it.” Phoebe pulled out her phone.




Xander watched as his rental car pulled into the alley. Piper, Paige, and Reginald quickly got out.


“Where’s Leo?” Phoebe asked.


“He was called away for a meeting with the Elders…” Piper answered. “Where’s the warlock?”


“He went into the warehouse across the street. What is it with bad guys and warehouses?”


Piper shrugged. “They have some super villain society group discount.”


“Really?” Xander saw her expression. “Sorry. Long day.”


“You find out how to vanquish this guy?” Phoebe asked.


Paige began to pull items out of her bag. “Got it. We need to set up in three corners and recite this incantation. When we finish, the warlock will be vanquished, as long as he’s in the center of us.”


“How long will it take to recite the incantation?” Xander asked.


“Three minutes.”


“So we’ll have to occupy this guy so he’ll stay in the target area.”


Reginald glanced around. “We? You and… oh.” 


Xander pulled a crossbow out of his trunk and handed it to Reginald, then pulled out an axe for himself.


“Check your line of sight. You don’t want to hit any of the girls.” Xander noticed the glares from the three sisters. “I mean the capable young women who are full individual in their own right. Also don’t shoot me. Or yourself. We keep the warlock distracted while they work their mojo. Everyone ready?”


They all nodded.




Xander kicked the door open and rushed in with Reginald close behind.


“Hold the spell, Voldemort. Keep your hands where we can see them, and no muttering in arcane languages.” Xander yelled.


The warlock looked up. “You dare to interrupt me on the day of what will be my greatest triumph?”


“Sorry, but your plans are on hold. You’re facing two agents of the Reformed Watchers Council.”


“Actually, I’m still a probationary trainee.”


“Really not the point here.” Xander glanced and saw the Halliwell sisters sneaking into position.


“You will rue the day you dared to oppose Magus, the greatest warlock of the modern age.”


“You call yourself Magus? Couldn’t you think of anything more generic. Why don’t you just save yourself some time and Bad Guy?”


Magus roared in anger and waved a hand. A bolt of energy leaped from his fingers towards Reginald. Reginald jumped out of the way, causing his crossbow to shoot. The arrow flew and buried itself in the wall two inches from Xander’s head. Xander glanced at Reginald, who shrugged in embarrassment.


Magus, stalked towards Xander. 


“I will make you pay for defying me. Once I kill you, I will find what you cherish most in your life and destroy it.”


Xander shuffled back, determined to stay in range of the Charmed Ones spell. “You’re going to destroy internet porn? No one’s that—”


Xander was cut off as Magus grabbed him by the throat and threw him across the floor.


Reginald stood in front of Magus aiming his crossbow. “In the name of the Watchers Council I order you to stand down.” Reginald began to sweat as Magus stared directly at him. “…please. If it’s not too much trouble. You know maybe we got off on the wrong foot. Perhaps we should just sit down and discuss this like civilized—”


Magus growled and shot another bolt of energy Reginald. Reginald ducked and fired. The arrow flew straight at Magus this time. Magus muttered under his breath, and the arrow slowed then stopped and floated in the air a few inches before him. Magus dropped his hand and the arrow fell harmlessly to the ground.


Xander had gotten up and edged around until he was behind Magus. He glanced to Phoebe. “How’s that spell coming?”


“A few more seconds.”


Magus glanced up and for the first time noticed the sisters. 


“Fools! You save me the trouble of tracking you down. I will enjoy your screams.” 


Magus drew his hands up and targeted Paige. He spoke in an ancient tongue as his eyes glowed. Xander saw this and sprinted forward. Green lighted erupted from Magus’s fingers, towards Paige. Xander jumped in front of Paige and the light struck him in the chest. Xander fell to the ground.


“Xander!” Phoebe yelled. She concentrated and completed the last step of the spell. A pale mist swirled around each sister and raced towards Magus. The mists joined and thickened, enveloping Magus. Muffled screams could be heard of the mist shrank and darkened. After a few seconds, the mist shrunk down to a few square inches and congealed into a green liquid. The liquid slowly pooled and ran down to the drain a few inches away.


Reginald picked himself up from the ground. Phoebe rushed over to check on Xander as her sisters approached behind her. Phoebe pulled Xander up. Xander stared blankly ahead, paying no attention to Phoebe.


“What’s wrong with him?” Phoebe asked.


“He got hit by the spell meant for us. He doesn’t seem hurt, but he looks weird.” said Paige. “Hey! Xander! You okay?”


“I have a couple of bruised ribs, and a scratch on my hand. They will clear up in the next few days.” Xander answered in a low flat tone.


Piper peered closely at him. “He’s under a compulsion spell. Watch this. Xander, sit down.”


Xander quickly sat on the ground.


“Is he going to be okay?” Phoebe asked.


“Yeah. It should wear off in a few minutes. If Magus had hit one of us with that, we wouldn’t have been able to vanquish him. Looks like Phoebe’s vision was right. We did need him here.” Piper explained.


“Leo! Leo!” Phoebe looked around. “He must still be with the Elders. I’ll head home to get the first aid kit, you guys watch him.” Phoebe said. 


“I’ll go with you.” Reginald said. The two exited the warehouse to Xander’s rental car.


“I guess we just watch him and make sure he’s all right.” Piper said.


“Wait a minute. I think we could be missing something here.” Paige said. “While he’s under the spell, he has to answer truthfully, right?”


Piper nodded.


“Well we’ve been trying to figure out if these guys are on the level, here’s our chance.” Paige explained. 


Piper looked wary. “I don’t know. That seems kind of underhanded. If Phoebe were here, she’d say no.”


“But she’s not. Besides Phoebe and this guy are fairly into each other. We should check him out. We don’t want another Cole situation on our hands.”


Piper sighed. “Fine, but don’t pry into anything personal.”


Paige sat down next to Xander. “Xander, can you hear me?”


“Yes.” Xander replied.


“Are you with the new Watcher’s Council?”


“Yes.”


“What do they want with us?”


“To set up contacts with information sharing and possible alliance.”


Piper let her breath out in relief. “See. He’s on the level.”


Paige looked up at her sister. “Maybe. Let’s be sure. Xander? Is there anything about the Council you don’t want us to know about?”


“The Council is still very disorganized. We probably won’t be able to offer you much help for a couple of years. Also, there are elements from the old Council that don’t want to be affiliated with outsiders. But they’re few and don’t have much influence.” Xander answered.


Paige looked back at her sister. “Nothing too bad.” She turned back to Xander. “Have you lied to us about anything?”


“Yes.”


Piper cut in. “What did you lie about?”


“I didn’t lose my eye in a poker game. A minion of the First Evil gouged it out while I was trying to save some girls.”


Piper winced at that remark. “Is there anything else you’ve lied about?”


“I don’t love Tai food. I hate it. I only said that to get a date spend more time with Phoebe.”


Paige rolled her eyes. “Another other lies?”


“No.”


Piper looked t Paige. “There. He’s on the level. Can we stop this now?”


“Just a couple more questions. Xander, what are your intentions towards Phoebe?”


“I like her. I think she likes me. I want to go out with her and see if anything develops.” Xander said.


Paige looked at her Piper’s expression. “Fine, he seems all right. Just one more question. Will you be good to our sister?”


“I don’t know.”


“What?” Piper yelled. “What makes you say that?”


“I was engaged once to a girl named Anya. But on the day of our wedding, I received false visions. I saw myself in the future trapped in a loveless marriage. I was angry all the time and abusive towards Anya. In the last vision I killed her in a fit of rage. The visions were false, but I believed them. I ran away and left Anya at the altar.”


Paige looked up at Piper. “Yeah, we should stop this—”


“What happened after that?” Piper interrupted.


“Anya was hurt. She was angry at me and seeking solace. She slept with another man, and we fought bitterly. After a few months, we began to reconcile, but then she died in a battle against the First Evil.”


“I’m sorry.” Piper said. “I guess if you’d known, you would have done things differently.”


“If I’d know how little time we had together, I would have spent every moment letting her know how much I loved her. But I didn’t. I just wasted the time we had.”


Paige looked uncomfortable. “I thought he was supposed to answer simply.”


“I think the spell is nearing its end. He should be getting more chatty as it winds up.” Piper explained. “Xander, it’s okay. We all have regrets. If that’s the only one you have then—”


“It’s not. After Anya died, I buried myself in work. I spent two years in Africa, alone from everyone I knew. The two best friends I had were too busy enjoying their new lives to even notice the pain I was in. I’ve barely spoken to them in the last year. Since I lost Anya, I’ve been running around on Council jobs without a break. I just feel tired and alone… And my head hurts… Jesus, it really hurts. Christ, I hate magic.”


Xander stood up shaking his head. “Got any aspirin?”


The sisters shook their heads. 


“I think we have some at the house.” Piper said. “Look, Xander. We didn’t mean to pry into your personal life, I just wanted to make sure we could—”


“Yeah, yeah. I come to your home talking about setting up alliances and flirting with your sister. So you had to check me out. I understand. I’m not thrilled about it, but I understand.” Xander answered curtly. “But I’m not going to pitch a fit about it. We still need to set up a liaison, and I’m not going to jeopardize that. We still have to work together.”




“What do mean you’re not going to work with us?” Xander yelled.


Leo winced at his shouting. 


Reginald grimaced. “The Charmed Ones fall under the jurisdiction of ones called the Elders. When Leo returned, he reported that they do not wish these young ladies to work with the Watcher’s Council.”


“What the hell is their problem? You guys aren’t going to follow this crap, are you?” Xander demanded.


Paige, Piper, and Phoebe glanced at each other. 


Piper spoke up. “Xander, I know this is unexpected. But while we’ve had our disagreements with the Elders, overall, they’ve looked out for us. And despite everything that’s happened, we don’t know your group.”


“But, Leo vouched for us! Contact the Devon Coven. They’ll verify we’re on the same side.” 


Leo shook his head. “It’s not a matter of being on the same side. The Slayers fall under the purview of the Powers That Be. They Elders have certain… disagreements overall with them. They will not cooperate with any of their minions.”


“Minions?” Xander shouted. “If I ever meet any of these powers I’d like to beat them with a sack of doorknobs. They can kiss my ass for all I care.”


“Nonetheless, you perform their bidding and work to further their agenda.” Leo stated.


Xander shook his head. “You gotta be… So you’re just going to rollover for them because of some pissing contest between some guys that are more worried about who they can control than helping people.”


Paige stepped up to Xander. “Look, You seem like a good guy, but at the end of the day, we don’t know you or your group. We’ve had a lot of experience with people claiming they want to help us, but in the end we couldn’t trust them. We do know the Elders. I can’t say we’ve always seen eye to eye with them, but when it comes down to it, we’re not going to cut ourselves off from them on your say so. I’m sorry.”




Phoebe walked into the main room just as Xander finished packing his bag.


“Hey. You okay?” She asked.


“All things considered… I’m okay. It’s just… Christ it’s been a rough day.” Xander answered.


Phoebe walked up and hugged Xander.


“This isn’t how I wanted things to turn out. I’m sorry about it. You deserve better.”


Xander looked up, his eye lost in thought. “When Giles told me about setting this thing up, he mentioned that there would need to be a Council agent assigned to the city on a permanent basis to act as a liaison. I thought maybe I could do it. This is a nice city. Get to set up some roots. Have a solid group to work with… But that’s not going to happen.”


“Maybe you could still stay.” Phoebe said.


Phoebe leaned up toward Xander. Their faces inched closer. At the last moment before their lips met, Xander turned away.


“What are we doing here?”


“I uh… I’m sorry. But I thought I sensed some connection between us.” Phoebe answered.


Xander shook his head. “So did I, but… Look, we both know this won’t work.”


“Wait a minute, you’re not even going to try?”


“Phoebe, I think we both know that if we try, it won’t end well. What happens if you have to choose between me and your family. And it would come to that.”


“I know there are difficulties, but if your heart feels something, you have to see if it’s meant to be.”


Phoebe shook her head, but Xander continued. “Look, I’ve had front seat tickets to the whole star crossed romance before. Everyone, and I mean everyone knew it couldn’t work, but they tried anyway. At the end, I saw someone I cared for very much in constant pain. My friend was a teenager, and didn’t know any better. But we do. We’re not kids anymore, and at some point saying your heart feels something stops being an acceptable excuse to make bad decisions.”


Phoebe took a step back. “I guess this is it then. It would have been nice to get to know you, Xander Harris.”


“And I would have liked to get to know you. Before I leave, can I talk to Leo alone?”




Xander waited until Phoebe left the room before turning to Leo.


“Look, Xander. It’s out of my hands. The Elders have forbidden me from—”


“It’s not about that.” Xander interrupted. “There’s a girl that needs a Whitelighter.”


Leo shook his head. “Your friend Willow isn’t a natural born witch. She doesn’t fall under our purview.”


“It’s not Willow.”


Xander handed Leo a piece of paper. Leo read it.


“Amy Madison?” 


“Her mother was a witch. She took it up in high school using her mother’s books and equipment. That means she’s a natural born witch, right?”


Leo nodded. “Why are you asking us to help her?”


“She was a friend a long time ago. And she’s had a rough time. She could really use some guidance.” Xander explained.


Leo studied the card. “So I get your friend help and then what?”


“Then I’ll owe you.” Xander said.


“And what? The Elders need you to go against the Watchers and you will because you owe me? I don’t buy it.”


“Amy needs help. And I can’t give it to her. But you can. Now I’m sure that you’re going to run into someone who you want to help, but they ‘don’t fall under your purview.’ When that happens, you give me a call. Just because our bosses don’t get along, doesn’t mean we can’t help each other when we can.”


Leo nodded. “I’ll do what I can.”


“That’s all I ask.




Xander got into the car with Reginald. He started it and drove away from the house. Reginald fidgeted beside him.


“So, mist… Xander. I understand you traveled quite a bit when you left Sunnydale.” Reginald said.


“Yeah. I guess so. Saw quite a few countries. What about you?” 


“Oh yes. During my gap year, I traveled all over Europe. My friends and I must have hit every bar on the continent. Good times. You were the same?” 


“Not really. I was searching for Slayers and helping rebuild the Africa branch.” Xander said.


“Oh… So what did you do in your time off?”


“I helped out with local aid organizations.” Xander said.


“Ah.”


The two rode in silence for the next few minutes. Finally Reginald turned to Xander.


“Xander… I’m afraid that you may have gotten the wrong impression about me. I don’t think I truly expressed how—”


“Reginald, it’s been a really crappy day. Can we skip the whole bonding thing for today?” Xander asked.


“Ah, yes. Well, I just don’t want any misconceptions you may have color the evaluation.” Reginald said.


Reginald watched the blank expression on Xander’s face.


“The evaluation Mr. Giles told you to give me? He said that my request to be assigned to do field work depended on your approval?”


Xander looked ahead, then pulled a wadded piece of paper from his pocket. He uncrumpled it and read.


“Evaluate! That’s what it said. Sorry, I was kinda distracted when I wrote this. And it was late, so I didn’t really remember everything. Okay, then. Evaluation. I suppose I should ask you some questions.”


“Excellent. Ask away. I’ve studied all the standard texts. And I’ve read quite extensively on the ancillary volumes in the old Council archives.” Reginald said.


“Great. So why do you want to be a Watcher?” Xander asked.


“…uh. I… Did you want to start off with a technical question?”


“Nope. So Watcher. Life of danger, death, and loss. Why do you want in?”


“…I… You know, no one’s ever asked me that before.”


“I’m your first. I feel so honored. Answer.”


“…I… I just want to help.” Reginald mumbled.


Xander looked at Reginald for a moment, then pulled out his cell phone. He opened it and punched in a number. He waited as the call went through.


“Hey, Giles. It’s Xander. I’m just leaving the Halliwell residence. You hear about the whole thing about the Elders? … Yeah, sucks. But I think we can do a live and let live thing with them. Maybe even give each other a tip off when things come up. At least we avoid all out conflict… Oh, by the way, that Watcher candidate Reginald Johnston. Yeah, he worked out pretty good. I think he could do some good helping one of the active Slayers… Great. I’ll let you sort out the details. Talk to you later. Bye.” 


Xander hung up. He turned at the corner and pulled into the parking lot of their hotel. As he stopped the car, he turned to Reginald.


“You said your father was part of the old Council?”


Reginald nodded.


“What happened to him?” Xander asked.


“He was expected to become a Senior Advisor next year. But he was in the main building when it blew up. He died.”


“I’m sorry.” Xander said. “Was he a good man?”


Reginald looked down. “I think so. But he was my dad. I looked up to him.”


Xander nodded. “What say we get a bite to eat. Sound good to you Reg…inald?”


“Yeah. And Reg is fine.”










Loose Dead Ends


Jane Cahill pulled into the parking lot of the motel off the main interstate. She turned to her bandmate sitting shotgun.


“Okay, Scottie. Run in and get us a couple of rooms,” she said.


She turned and saw Scottie napping. 


“C’mon Scottie. We need to check in.”


“I checked in last time. It’s your turn.” 


“No, I drove today.” 


“Doesn’t matter. Still your turn,” Scottie mumbled. 


“Look, someone needs to get us our rooms.” 


“Not it,” Scottie quickly said. 


“This isn’t something you can dodge just by saying ‘Not it.’ ” 


“Not it.”


Jane looked back at Vaughn and Dennis in the back seat. They both were slumped, trying to nap. 


“Unbelievable. What ever happened to chivalry?”


“We’ve seen you in the morning with no makeup on. Chivalry died of a heart attack, and we dumped its body in the desert. I want a non-smoking room.”


Jane trudged into the lobby, grumbling under her breath. She glanced around and saw a scruffy young man by the desk, and a sullen young woman pacing up and down the lobby. The man turned around, and Jane saw he wore an eye patch. Interesting. He bent over to pick up his bags, and Jane took a moment to enjoy the view. 


“You want to have sex with him.”


Jane looked up and saw the young woman glaring at her. 


Jane hoped that by ignoring the woman, she would move on and leave her alone. 


“I’m sure you’re planning the different ways to bring him to orgasm.”


Jane turned to the woman. “Excuse me? Do I know you?”


“You can see me?” the woman asked.


Aw crap. 


“Uh…no?”


“You can! You can see me!”


Jane sighed. She really just wanted to chick in and go to bed. 


“Yeah, I can see you. Let’s not make a big deal out of it.” 


“But you can help me. He doesn’t know I’m here. I’ve been watching him for two years, and I just want to help him get on with his life. You can help me.”


Jane glanced around. If only Scottie had checked in, he would’ve had to deal with her, and she could be napping in the van.


“Fine, but can we do this quickly? It’s been a long day.”


The woman smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll enjoy it. Now go up to him and repeat what I say.”


Xander had just gotten his room key and grabbed his bag when a young woman approached him in the lobby of the motel.


“Excuse me?”


Xander looked up at the rather attractive young woman. 


“Can I help you?”


“Yeah. I’m your name, I mean Jane… and I was just about to check in when I noticed you… And you seem like an interesting person who’s had a full life so far…”


Xander noticed Jane kept glancing to his left. He glanced behind him and didn’t see anything.


“And as a young independent woman, there a certain values I appreciate… And that brings us to one conclusion… I think that we, that is you and me… Should have sex?”


Xander looked at Jane. She squirmed under his gaze and kept glancing to his left. Xander silently contemplated what she said. Finally he came to one inescapable conclusion.


Jane couldn’t believe what the ghost told her to do. She didn’t even know the guy. It was insulting. It’s not like she sleeps around with any guy she thought was cute… anymore. Jane squirmed as the guy just stared at her. Finally he spoke. 


“You’re evil, aren’t you?”


“What?”


The guy just shrugged. 


“Well, you’re someone I’ve never seen before, and you just walked up to me and said we should have sex. So I’m going to play the odds here and say, yeah, you’re probably evil.”


Jane glared at the spirit. 


“God, this is so embarrassing.”


The spirit looked back at her. 


“Okay, good start, but you stumbled at the pitch. Just tell Xander that you’ve been going through a dry spell, and he looks like a strapping young man that can bring a woman to sexual satisfaction. Oh, and maybe turn around and bend over. He likes that.”


Jane shook her head in disbelief. 


“Look, Xander. I—”


“How did you know my name?”


“I… dammit. Look, this may seem strange, but there is a perfectly sane explanation… that would take to long to get into right now.”


“Yeah. You’re really doing nothing to weaken the whole ‘you’re evil’ theory.”


“You’re ruining it. How hard is it to get a guy into bed? You must be lacking to fundamental social skills.”


Jane turned to the spirit. “Will you just shut up?”


Xander glanced back to his left. “You seem a little distracted. Maybe we should just call it a night.”


The spirit watched him turn to leave. “NO! Look just repeat what I say.”


Xander grabbed his bag and reached for the lobby door, when Jane spoke again.


“Look, I have a message from Anya.”


Xander stopped and turned. 


“Okay. This just stopped being cute. I don’t know who you are or what you want. But trying to manipulate me by mentioning her name won’t work. So I suggest you leave right now.”


Jane backed up a step. “I know this sounds crazy. And I really don’t have any sinister plans for you. The fact is that I can see spirits. And this Anya won’t leave me alone, unless I help her.”


“And to help her, you have to have sex with me?” Xander said, dubiously.


“Her idea. Not mine. Not that you’re hideous or anything. But I’m not saying that under certain circumstances things couldn’t develop, but I’m not planning on sleeping with you, while the ghost of your old girlfriend waits outside.”


“Nice to know you have standards. Sorry, but I don’t buy it.”


“Look, maybe we can figure a way to let her move on… What? There’s no way that’s happening.”


Xander turned to the empty spot which Jane just addressed. “Let me guess, another strange request?”


Jane glanced back to Xander from Anya. Anya kept talking to her.


“All I’m saying is that I have spent countless hours teaching Xander to be a more efficient lover. And with my help, the experience will be more satisfactory to all parties.”


Xander tapped his foot waiting for a response.


Jane just shrugged. “She doesn’t want to wait outside. She wants to be in the room so she can offer directions on how to do it more efficiently.”


Xander stood silent, as his eye widened. “You are talking to Anya!”


“Finally, he believes you.”


Jane glanced back and forth.


Xander stepped closer to Jane. “How is she? Is she in pain? Does she seem happy?”


Jane glanced at Anya. “Are you in pain? Are you happy?”


Anya shrugged. “Mainly bored. And concerned about him.”


Xander waited eagerly for Jane’s response.


“She says she’s mainly bored. And that she’s concerned about you.”


“Tell her… tell her I miss her. And ask if there’s anything I can do.” Xander said.


“She can hear you.”


“Oh. What does she say?”


“She says that she’s worried about you… She thinks you’re burying yourself in work… And that you need to learn how to enjoy life again… She’s flattered that you’ve been mourning her… But you need to move on and see to your own needs… She says she thought Phoebe? Yeah, Phoebe could help you, but you just turned her down… Why did you do that? Are you gay now? Her words, not mine.”


Xander paused. “Look, Anya. I just… I’m sorry I hurt you, but I never stopped loving you. I wanted to give you the time and space you needed, and I thought we might be able to… I don’t know, see if there was still anything between us. But then you died. And I never got to tell you how much I still cared for you. And I never knew if you still loved me.”


Jane listened for a moment, then responded. “Look, Xander. I won’t deny that you hurt me… But I have to admit that I hurt you too… And if I was honest, I would have admitted that I knew you weren’t ready, but I was blinded by my own needs… I’m glad that you gave me the space I needed, but I wouldn’t have pushed you away if I knew how little time we had… I always loved you… And I always will.” Jane stopped and wiped the tears forming in her eyes, then continued. “I’ve been watching you and I want you to be happy… So just have sex with this girl and I can leave? Whoa, you are not my pimp. I do get a say in this.”


Xander smiled sadly. “So you loved me all that time, huh?”


Jane listened then nodded. “Yeah, she did.”


“And in order to move on, you have to know that I can move on with my life?”


Again Jane listened, then nodded.


“Okay.” 


Xander said, then pulled Jane close and kissed her deeply. Jane was about to push away, but stopped then relaxed. From the corner of her eye, she saw Anya smile, then slowly fade away. Xander tenderly held her in his arms, his hand cupping her face.


Finally, he broke the kiss.


“Wow.” Jane gasped. “Why can’t all my missions go like this?”


Xander grinned shyly. “Is she still there?”


“No. She’s gone on to… wherever spirits go once they’re done here.”


Xander nodded. “Look, I… Thanks. I’m sorry about the whole evil thing. I’m glad you could help Anya.”


“Yeah. Anytime… Say, do you maybe want to get a drink, or maybe something to eat?”


Xander looked at her. “It’s tempting? But I have to leave early in the morning. I have to help out someone. And it’s been a long day.” With that, Xander covered his mouth as he yawned.


Jane yawned in return. “Yeah. It has. And I’m shipping out in the morning also. I… I’m glad I could help.”


Jane watched Xander leave, then walked up to the counter and got a room key. She walked to her room, unlocked the door, then fell on the bed, still fully clothed. In less than a minute, she was sound asleep.


In the van in the parking lot, Scottie turned over.


“She’s been gone awhile. Maybe someone should check to see if she’s gotten our rooms yet.” 


“Not it.”


“Not it.”


Scottie looked at Vaughn and Dennis in the back seat, sighed, then opened the door. 


“Stupid ‘not it’ rules.”










Car Shopping

Xander looked up and down the junk yard as he walked along with Violet.


“I can’t believe you asked me to do this.”


Violet looked up. “Giles’s orders. Besides I don’t know anything about cars.”


“Still, I get a call saying I have to be in San Diego Saturday morning to help out a Slayer on a pressing issue. I thought there would be some demon fighting involved here. Can’t you buy a car on your own?” Xander asked.


Violet shrugged. “Probably. But after the fiasco with Chao Ahn and Faith, Giles says all vehicle purchases have to be approved by a Watcher.”


“What happened with them anyway?”


“Apparently they found ‘57 Plymouth Fury in cherry condition. Some old man sold it to them for just a couple of hundred dollars.”


“Which should have set off some warning bells.” Xander commented.


“They just thought the old guy was senile. Anyways for the first few days, everything’s fine. Then weird things started happening around Christine—”


“Christine?”


“Yeah, they nicknamed the car.” Violet continued. “Anyway, Robin was checking the oil, when he got hurt. Robin said the car attacked him. The girls thought he slipped and fell then made up a story to cover his ego.”


“Cause Robin does that all the time. Notorious for it. Still no warning bells go off?”


“Nope. Then a few days later, Chao Ahn is about to go on a date, and as her date walks up to the front door, the car runs him over.”


“Jesus. Was he okay?”


“A few broken bones. But Chao Ahn vowed to stay by his side and nurse him back to health, so he came out pretty well. Anyway, at first Chao Ahn thinks Faith was driving.”


“Except Faith doesn’t attack innocent bystanders… recently that is.”


Violet nodded. “Yeah. So Robin does some digging and finds that there have been dozens of mysterious deaths around this car dating back to when it was first sold.”


“That’s why it’s so important to get a car history. Has it been in an accident? Does it breakdown? Is it a malevolent force that goes on murderous rampages? You need to find these things out before you make a purchase.”


Violet smiled. “So they find out the car is evil, it tries to kill them, several hours later they manage to crush the car down to a cube then melt the cube down into slag.”


“All in all, a slow night. What’d they do with the slag?” 


“Giles made a few calls, and it got shipped to an abandoned mine site, dropped down a shaft, and buried under tons of rock.” Violet answered.


Xander nodded. “Nice. Good to see Giles is taking these things seriously.”


“Yeah. He sent out a memo. Every time we come across some artifact or weapon that shouldn’t fall into the wrong hands, Giles can send it to the ends of the Earth. But the end result of the story is I have to have a babysitter to go car shopping. That one looks neat.” Violet pointed to an older model.


Xander glanced at it. “It’s an Edsel.”


“And that means?”


“You don‘t want it. Trust me.”


“Why can’t I get a new car? You got one.” Violet complained.


Xander sighed. “Finances are tight. I got a new car, because I found some high priced items Giles was able to sell. I also have to travel across the country. So I get a new car. You are staying in one location and haven’t pitched into the pot, so you get to trawl the junkyards. So quit your whining. How about that one?”


Violet looked over. “It’s ugly.”


“It’s a pickup. They’re not meant to be stylish.”


“If I have to drive it, then I want a cute car.”


Xander shook his head. “Considering it will be used in Slaying activities and emergencies, cute is not a high priority.”


“Let’s keep looking.”


Xander and Violet turned and headed down the next row of cars. 


“So what’s the Slaying situation like round here?” Xander asked.


“Pretty slow. My computer is set up to hack into the city coroner files, so I get a heads up for any potential vampires rising. I hooked up with a local Wicca coven. They’ve set up wards on the city limits that alert us whenever a demon crosses into town.” Violet explained.


“Anything come up recently?”


“A tribe of Pargo demons came into town a few days ago. The coven is trying to track them. In the meantime, I wait around. Oh, that is the cutest car. Can we get it? Please?”


Xander looked over to the car Violet wanted.


“Let’s take a look. The model is pretty reliable. Cheap to maintain too. Giles will like that. I’ll poke around see what shape it’s in.”


Xander walked up the car, opened the door, reached in and popped the hood. Xander walked to the back of the car, pulled the hood up and looked around the engine.


“I’m not really familiar with layout of this car. The whole engine in the back kinda throws me.”


Violet continued to ooh and ahh over the car. “It’s so precious. Look, it’s got numbers on the door. It must have been a racing car.”


Xander looked up from his poking. “Violet, it’s a VW Beetle. It probably couldn’t win a go cart race. Now— Oww!”


Violet looked up. “What?”


Xander blew on his fingers. “The hood came down. It smashed my fingers. Stupid piece of junk.”


“How’s it look.”


“Okay. No corrosion. All the lines looked solid, no suspicious leaks. We can get the keys from the lot attendant. First we’ll check out the interior.”


Xander opened the door and looked inside.


“Does it have a CD player?”


Xander looked up. “You can get one installed. Let’s just… Vi?”


“Yeah?”


“Are Pargo demons red with lots of teeth?”


“Dunno? Why?”


“Cause there’s six of them coming this way.”


Violet looked up. “Crap. I don’t have any weapons.”


Xander glanced around. “Maybe they haven’t seen us—”


A howl arose from the lead demon. It pointed at Xander and Violet, and the pack charged.


“Get in the car! I’ll hotwire it.” Xander ordered.


Violet jumped in.


Xander fumbled around the steering column, when the engine started. The gear shift moved into first as the engine revved. Xander looked down as the car shifted gears by itself.


“Get out of the car! Get out of the car!” Xander yelled.


Violet jumped out just as the clutch popped up and the car rocketed down the row. Xander grappled with the door latch, but couldn’t open it. He glanced up and saw the rapidly approaching demons. 


“Let me out!” he yelled. 


The demons stopped running as they saw the car approaching, turned, then ran away from the car. The car ran over the two demons in the middle of the row. 


“Stop!!!” Xander yelled. The car skidded to a halt. Xander finally worked the door open. He looked out at the four remaining demons running towards him. Xander jumped back into the car and slammed the door shut. “Go!!!”


The car sped away down another row with the demons in pursuit. 


Cornered at another turn, then again. Xander had lost track of where in the junkyard they were. The car slowed down, then came to a halt. Xander opened the door as quietly as he could and stepped out. On both sides were a series of stacks of old cars. Xander crept up to one side and listened intently. He heard some kind of clicking and screeching sounds on the other side. 


Xander looked around for some kind of lever, then turned to the car.


“Um, Mr. Car? Could you give me a hand? Sorry about the piece of junk comment.”


The car sidled up to the stack Xander was standing by. Its bumper came to the stack, and the engine began to rev up. Xander put his back to the stack and pushed with all his strength. After a few seconds, the stack began to tilt over. Xander and the car pushed harder as the stack slowly toppled over. Xander leapt back and the car quickly reversed away from the falling mass. 


Xander heard the loud crash. He crept up to the toppled mass and saw the legs of three demons sticking out from under the wrecked cars. 


“Got ‘em. All right, little guy. We totally rock. High five!”


Xander held up his hand. The car’s front hood pooped up and clapped Xander’s palm.


“Now we just have to catch up with Violet, then… Aw crap.”


Xander stared as the final surviving demon scrabbled over the wrecked cars, baring its teeth. Xander dove back into the car, then it pin wheeled around and spun off away from the last demon.


Xander glanced back as the Pargo demon fell away into the distance. He looked back and saw the car heading for the gate to the junkyard.


“All right. Get us to my car and I’ll grab some weapons then we can—”


The car slammed to a halt a few feet short of the gate, throwing Xander up against the windshield. Xander shook his head, then looked out to see what the car stopped for. Xander looked down and spotted the animals crossing before the gate.


“Oh, you gotta be kidding me!” Xander looked around and saw the enraged demon closing in. 


Xander jumped out of the car and looked around. He spotted a crowbar lying on the ground a few feet away. He dove for the it, just as the demon arrived and swiped at Xander with its claws. Xander grabbed the crowbar and swung back at the demon. Xander and the demon slowly circled each other warily. Every few seconds, the demon took a swipe at Xander that he would dodge. Xander glanced just behind the demon and nodded. He came up swinging, forcing the demon back. As the demon stepped back, its legs back into the front bumper of the car, and fell into the open trunk. The trunk hood slammed down violently. Xander watched as the front of the car rocked up and down as muffled shrieks came from the trunk. After a few seconds the noises and rocking died down. 


Xander cautiously inched toward the car.


“Um, car? You okay?”


Xander peered at the car. Did its headlight just wind at me?


The front hood pooped up a few inches, and Xander swore he heard a deep belch come from the Volkswagon. 


“Xander!”


Xander turned around and saw Violet running towards him. She ran up and grabbed Xander’s arm.


“Quick, before it attacks! Saw it moving on its own! Let’s get out of here!”


Xander shook his head. “It’s not evil. It took out the demons, but hasn’t hurt anything innocent.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah. It stopped at the gate because…” Xander trailed off, not wanting to actually say what happened.


“What?” Violet asked.


“Because there were some baby ducks crossing, and it didn’t want to run them over.”


“Oh, you made sure the baby ducks were safe. How sweet.” Violet gently patted the VW’s hood. The car’s engine purred contently. “Can I keep him? Please, Xander?”


Xander sighed. He made his way around to the door. He peeked in. The glove compartment popped open, and an envelope fell out. Xander picked up the envelope, opened it, and read the short letter inside. He knelt down to the front of the car.


“This letter real?”


Beep! Beep!


“You’re not evil, are you?”


Beep!


“You promise to look after her, watch her back, and make sure she gets through any fight?”


Beep! Beep!


Xander stood up and handed the letter to Violet.


“Looks like you got yourself a car.”


Violet grinned and hugged Xander.


“Thank you!” She turned to the car. “I’m am going to get you waxed every weekend, and make sure you only get the highest grade gasoline. We are going to have so much fun! Oh, you need a name. What shall we call you?”


“It’s written on the letter.” Xander said.


Violet looked down and scanned the letter. She looked back at the car. “Herbie. It suits you.”










Vegas Vacation


“Greg! Got a case for you.”


Greg Sanders looked up from his lunch and saw his supervisor, Gil Grissom, walking towards him.


“Uh, yeah. On it. Where’s the crime scene?”


“It’s a couple of blocks off of the Strip. An attempted mugging was interrupted by a very successful assault. Brass is interviewing the main suspect.” Grissom explained. “It’s all in the file.”


“Who am I working with.?”


“It‘s just you.”


“Alone?”


“Sarah is assisting me on the dead homeless woman. Catherine and Nick are on the body found in the desert. And Warrick’s on vacation. You’re just about ready to go on your first solo case. It should be pretty simple.”


“Um, yeah. No problem. Consider this wrapped up.” Greg babbled. He grabbed his jacket, threw the remains of his lunch in the trash, then ran down the hall.


Grissom stood there in the hall for a moment, then glanced at his watch. After a another few seconds, Greg ran back down the hall, grabbed the file from Grissom, turned and ran back.


As Greg got to his car, he flipped open the file and scanned it.


Let’s see. Couple walking down the street. Couple of thugs with ‘messed up faces’ jump them. A car runs the thugs down. The driver then chases the thugs down a dead end alley. Fighting is heard. When the cops show up, only the driver is found. Driver’s name is Alexander Harris. Weapon found on him was a… pointed stick?


Xander sat in the interview room, looking around in boredom. The door opened and Xander saw the older detective enter.


“Mr. Harris. I’m Detective Jim Brass. I‘m hoping you can help us clear some things up.”


“Love to, Jimbo. How can I help you?”


“It’s Detective Brass.”


“Oh. Sorry. You just seemed like the kind of guy I could talk to. You know, the kind of guy I can really open up to and tell all of my deepest, darkest secrets. But, no. Sorry, about the informality, Detective Brass. Just wish I had someone I could confide in. Maybe my lawyer. I should give him a call. Could I borrow your phone?”


Brass sighed. “Are you formally asking for your lawyer?”


“That depends. Can I call you Jimbo?”


“… if you want.”


“What about Jimbo McFuzzFuzz?”


Brass sighed.


“You sigh a lot.” Xander observed. “I have a friend, whenever he gets frustrated or flustered, he cleans his glasses. Me and my friends would have a contest on it. Who could get him to clean them first, how many times. I even got him to reach up to take off his glasses while he was already cleaning them, just once though. I was really in the zone.”


“Mr. Harris, are you asking for your lawyer?” Brass asked.


“Nah, I’m sure we can clear this up.”


“Now Mr. Harris—”


“Xander.”


Brass looked up. “I’m sorry?”


“Call me Xander. Short for Alexander. Which is itself short for Alexander Harris. I prefer Xander.”


“All right. Xander, you have a California license, what are you doing in Nevada?” 


Xander shrugged. “I’m on vacation. You may not know it, but Las Vegas has a nice tourist trade going. They don’t want it to get out, otherwise the town might play to that and the whole atmosphere could get artificial.” 


“Yeah, that would be a shame. How did you lose the eye?”


“Red Rider BB gun accident. If only someone had warned me.”


Brass glared at Xander, then continued.


“Can you tell me why you had a sharpened piece of wood on you, when the police found you in the alley?”


“It’s my whittling stick. I whittle. I find it relaxing.” Xander calmly said.


“We found over a dozen similar pieces in your car.” Brass noted.


“I relax a lot. I have stress. It’s a killer you know.”


“Each one sharpened to a needle point with hand grips carved in. You could do a lot of damage with those. You know I’ve seen hundreds of jury rigged weapons, these have got to be the best crafted of any of them.”


“Well, I don’t like to brag, but I do good work.” Xander said modestly.


“Then there was the axe in the trunk.” Brass said.


“It’s my whittling axe. Got to carve those sticks somehow.”


“With an axe?”


“Yup. It‘s more challenging that way.”


“And the crossbow?”


“… You wouldn’t buy it’s for whittling?” 


Brass shook his head.


“I’m in the William Tell appreciation society. I was meeting the member with the apples when this whole thing happened.”


“So you don’t want to explain the axe or the crossbow to me?” Brass demanded.


“That depends. Do you have any unsolved axe murders or arrow shooting victims you need to solve?”


“No.”


“Is there anyone who will say I used the axe or crossbow in any way which could be considered illegal?”


“No.”


“Then I don’t really feel like explaining them.”


Brass began to sigh, then caught himself and stopped. He looked back down at the file.


“Now we have witnesses that say you drove into two men this morning.”


“Did those witnesses mention the two men in question were attacking a couple?”


“There are some mentions of that. Do you often run down people you suspect of committing crimes?” 


“No, I usually pull out a automatic machine gun and fire in their general direction, but I left my uzi back in California. How are the couple?”


Brass stopped. “The couple?”


“The ones that were attacked. I saw one on the ground. Were they hurt?”


“The man has a broken arm and some cracked ribs. The woman has a slashed throat. She’s in the ICU. We don’t know if she’ll make it.” Brass informed him.


Xander sobered up. “Shit. I should have… called an ambulance, given her CPR, something. Shit!”


“Calm down. Her husband called right after you showed up. He stopped the bleeding until an ambulance showed up.”


“Oh. Good. I just…”


“Had to chase two hurt men down an alley, brandishing a sharpened stick. Now this is where things get fuzzy. Why did you take off after them?” Brass asked.


“Well, I did hit them with my car. I wanted to exchange insurance information with them.”


Brass slapped his hand down.


“What happened to those men? You chased them into a closed alley. Only you came out. What happened?” Brass yelled.


Xander sat up and looked at directly at Brass. “I lost them.”


“You lost them?”


“Yeah. It looked like they turned down the alley, I followed in, but no one was there. I looked all around in the alley, then the cops showed up.” Xander stated.


“You expect me to buy this bullshit story?”


“I don’t care if you buy the story. All you have is me stopping a brutal attack.”


“I have you using what can be considered excessive force against two men. I have you chasing those two men after they’re hurt, with you brandishing a lethal weapon. I have witnesses saying you threatened to kill those men. I have your car which is loaded with lethal weapons. And I have the disappearance of those two men, who haven’t been seen since you attacked them, threatened to kill them, then chased them with said lethal weapon. Now I have crime scene investigators going over your footsteps with a fine tooth comb. We will find out what happened and we will find out everything you did.”


Brass stepped back once he finished. He looked back down at the file, then back at Xander. When Brass spoke again, it was in a calmer, quieter tone. “Now this is the time you want to clear anything up. We know the men were attacking a couple. You see this and decide to step in and help them out. But in situations like these, you get your blood pumping, adrenaline flowing, mistakes can be made.” Brass’s voice dropped down to a whisper. “No matter what you think mistakes can be made.”


Brass straightened up and spoke clearly again. “So you chase these guys, maybe you want to make sure they don’t get away. But you catch up to them in the alley, and they put up a fight. Not your fault, right? You have to defend yourself. Perfectly understandable. But you get carried away and go too far. All of this can be understood if you talk straight with us. But if you try to hide anything, if you lie to us, or expect us to eat up any concocted stories things will be much different. The moment we find these guys, your time to explain is over. If they’re alive, you can bet they’ll say you tried to murder them. If they’re dead, then you’re up for murder. All we have to do is find them. And that’s a matter of when, not if. So one last time. What happened out there?”


Brass leaned over Xander, staring down on him. Xander looked up.


“Detective Brass?” Xander asked.


“Yes?”


“Do we get lunch around here, cause I skipped breakfast this morning. I could really go for a burger.”


Greg looked up as Brass stormed into the lab.


“Greg, you collect the evidence on the Harris case?”


Greg gulped. “Yes, sir.”


“Let me know the second you find anything solid on him. I need to find the two muggers, alive or dead. This punk has been jerking me around.”


Greg nodded. “Gotcha. Don’t worry about it. It’s in the bag.”


Brass nodded, then left the room. Greg let out his breath, then banged his head against the table.


“So how’s the case going?”


Greg looked up and saw Nick Stokes at the doorway.


“Great. Smooth as silk. Like clockwork. No problems… none at all.” Greg mumbled.


“Oh. Let me ask that again. How’s the case going, really?”


Greg shook his head in dismay. “None of it’s making sense.”


Nick pulled up a seat at the desk. “How so?”


“It all comes down to the muggers. They got hit head on by a speeding car, but witnesses say they just picked themselves up and sprinted away.”


Nick thought over this. “Depends on how hard they were hit. I’ve seen stunt men walk in front of a car going up to forty, get hit, fall off the hood, and walk away without a scratch.”


Greg continued. “Nope. The skid marks in the alley show where the car stopped. And at the alley wall, there were cracked bricks with traces of blood and hair, showing where the muggers landed. The car knocked them back ten feet hard enough to crack brick. This wasn’t a love tap. Those guys must have had broken bones.”


“What about drugs? If someone has enough stimulants in them, they can shrug off almost any injury that doesn’t have nerve damage. Speed, ecstasy, PCP.”


“Maybe.” Greg allowed. “Then there’s the chase into the next alley. I have foot prints from the two muggers showing them going into the alley, but none coming out. There’s signs of a struggle, but no signs of where these guys wound up. No footprints, no blood drops, nothing.”


Nick grimaced. “I’ve had a case like that before. Just once or twice. Bad luck you get it on your first lead.”


Greg banged his head on the table again. “Grissom’s going to kill me. He finally trusts me enough to give me a lead, and I can’t figure out what happened here.”


Xander drummed his fingers on the table of the interview room as he waited alone. He got up and walked over to the full mirror along the wall. Xander leaned forward and pressed his head against the glass.


“Hello? Anyone there? Jimbo? Guess that’s a no on the burger, huh?”


The door opened, and Xander stood up. Detective Brass entered.


“Mr. Harris? Your counsel is here.”


The a uniformed officer entered with a familiar face entering behind him.


“Riley! Hey man. Glad to see you. What brings you here?”


Riley Finn smiled and clasped Xander’s outstretched hand. “You did.” Riley turned to Brass. “Are you planning to charge Mr. Harris with anything?”


“Not at this moment.”


“Then Mr. Harris would like to leave. As his counsel, I am informing you that he is done answering any of your questions.”


“Mr. Harris, thank you for your cooperation. This investigation is still ongoing, so don’t leave town.” Brass said.


“He won’t.” Riley replied.


“And stay in contact.” Brass warned. “If we need to find you, we’ll go to your hotel or your mother’s residence. If you’re not there, we’ll come looking for you. And you don’t want that.”


Xander and Riley rode along in the car. Xander glanced at the driver. “Have we met?”


The driver smiled. “Graham Miller. There were demons trying to kill us at the time, but we’ve met.”


“So how did you find out I was here?” Xander asked.


“My unit is part of a special forces branch. They monitor news reports, police reports, all the usual stuff. Anytime certain keywords pop up, they get interested. So this morning a police report was filed including the words violent assault, disfigured faces, wounds to the neck, sharpened stake, and your name.”


“My name?”


“Yup. We keep a lookout for you and all the other Scoobies. Not in a Big Brother way, but more like want to keep track of where the bad stuff is and you guys seem to gravitate towards it. I was out in the desert on maneuvers when I got word you had been taken into custody.” Riley explained. “What happened?”


“So, I’m on vacation, thought I’d try my luck at one of the casinos, when I spotted two pale guys in outdated clothes following a couple of newlyweds.”


“Vamps?”


“I thought so. But I’ve been mistaken before. Luckily, there are mirrors all over the place, and I was able to see they didn’t have a reflection… or I didn’t see…whatever. I follow them out, see the newlyweds grab a cab, and the vamps take off after, so I get my car and follow. I thought I lost them, but I went around the block and saw the vamps jump the couple. I gun the car and run over them. They take off, and figure they’re hurt, so I can finish them off easily. I chase them into an alley, but they put up a fight. Luckily I broke some bones when I hit them with the car, so they don’t fight very well. After a few swipes, they charge me and I stake one, then the other. I take a moment to catch my breath when a couple of cops come in and politely ask me to try on a brand new pair of handcuffs.”


Riley grew serious. “Xander, be careful. The Las Vegas cops are… Well there’s only one word for it. They’re competent.”


Xander’s eye widened. “They are? Oh. I’ve kind been mouthing off to these guys. How bad is it?’


Riley sat down. “Nothing too bad. Since the vampires are dust, they can’t tie you to any assault or murder. But they can put a lot of unwanted attention on you.”


“Huh. That could be bad. The work I do with the Watcher‘s Council is not something I‘d like the authorities to take a close look at. You do know about the Council, right?”


Riley shook his head.


“God dammit!” Xander growled. “Giles has been harping on the fact that we need to build up allies and work with others, but no one has made the first attempt to contact the only actual demon hunters we know of? Unbelievable. I’m going to call Giles and fix this.”


Later that evening, Greg Sanders stared in disbelief at the printouts before him.


Catherine Willows entered the break room and saw Greg staring. 


“Hey, Greg. How’s the case going?”


Greg looked up, startled. “Oh, Catherine. It’s um… It’s going just great. I…”


“I talked to Nick. He said you hit a few snags. Any problems?” Catherine asked in a concerned tone.


Greg sighed and gestured to the paperwork before him.


“I thought I’d take a look and see if Brass’s suspect has any priors.”


Catherine nodded. “Makes sense.”


“I had to go online, since the town this guy grew up in apparently fell into a hole in the ground close to three years ago.”


“Wow. Wait, I heard something about that. Sunnyvale?”


“Sunnydale. I printed up everything his name was in.”


“So, does he not show up?” 


Greg let out a small laugh. “He’s everywhere.” He waved a thick stack of paper at Catherine. “This just covers a year and a half. I have three more stacks like this. He was questioned dozens of times. Let’s see… A missing persons report was filed for a Jesse McNally. Mr. McNally was last seen at a club called the Bronze arguing with Mr. Harris. That same night, a gang on PCP attacked the club, killing the bouncer and one of the guests.”


“How many times was he arrested?”


“None.”


Catherine eye’s widened. “None? After being questioned so many times? That doesn’t sound right.”


“Tell me about it. Most of these reports are filled by a Detective Stein. He must have talked to Harris a dozen times, but he never seems to make a note that this guy has been involved in all these crimes.”


“What else has he been involved in?” Catherine asked.


“Well, a gang on PCP attacked the local mall, leaving two people missing, presumed dead. Witnesses said they saw Harris and others in the mall at the time, right before a… gas explosion took out part of the courtyard. 


“A gang on PCP attacked the Parent/Teacher night. Five people dead in that one. Again Harris was present. At his high school graduation, another gas explosion occurred, killing ten students, five parents, the high school principal, and the town’s Mayor.


“A biker gang ran through the town one night, killing three people and vandalizing several shops. Harris is spotted in the vicinity. Harris is spotted as the driver of the getaway car in a hardware store robbery. The gang that commits the robbery is last seen chasing Harris. The remains of three of the gang are found the next morning. The leader, Jack O’Toole is never seen again.”


Catherine sits down as she listens to this recitation. “My god. He’s never been arrested?” 


“Nope. Then there’s my favorite. Harris is a witness to a shooting. A Buffy Summers is wounded, and a Tara McClay is killed. The suspected shooter is a Warren Meers. Two days later, police find a carcass in the woods. They have to use dental records to identify, since the body has been torched. Guess who it is?” Greg asked.


“Meers.”


“Got it. The two days after the McClay shooting, Harris shows up at the hospital to treat some injuries consistent with being in a fierce struggle. The thing is, Harris isn’t alone in most of these. He usually in the company of Buffy Summers, Willow Rosenberg, or Rupert Giles. I did a cross check on the names. Buffy Summers has about three times the number of mentions in police records. She was almost arrested a couple of times, but no warrant was ever issued, and no charges brought. It’s almost as if the Detectives began investigations, then just lost interest.”


“There’s got to be something going on here. Something the reports don’t cover.”


“I know. It’s almost as if these are cover stories. A few phrases keep popping up. Gangs on PCP, gas line explosions, animal attacks. I swear in a couple of the reports, the phrases actually have quotes around them. And I can’t follow up, since the paper copies and all the evidence went down the hole with the city. The police force is scattered around the country. All I have are questions.” Greg lamented.


Riley watched with amusement as Xander ranted over the phone.


“Dammit, Giles! Are you telling me that while you were setting everything up, it never occurred to you to contact Riley? After the song and dance you gave me about the new Council needing every ally it could get?


Xander paced back and forth as he listened to the other side of the conversation.


“I was in Africa! And if there were any government funded monster fighters there I damn well would have talked to them… I don’t know. You could have asked Buffy. She got in contact with them before… Yeah, I know the old Initiative base was destroyed with Sunnydale, but there are other ways. You got all those Coven members that can track a gnat through a hurricane, I’m sure one of them could at least scrounge up a cell phone number for you… 


Xander looked up at Riley and gave a thumbs up. “Okay, then. Look you have the contact information. Just make sure you follow through on this… Then give it to someone who will… No! Do not hand me over to… Hey, Andrew. How’s it going… Uh huh… Yep… Say, Andrew, I hate to cut this short, but my cell phone battery’s almost dead. So you have all the info, right? Okay, then I want you to set up a meeting with one of their guys and have Giles handle it from your end. They’ll only deal with the top guy… Uh huh… Yeah. Good. Oh, Andrew? I was just talking to Giles. Did you know he’s never seen any of the Star Wars movies? Yeah he said he wanted to, but was afraid he wouldn’t be able to follow the plot. Maybe if he watched it with someone who could fill in all the backstory… Say, that’s a great idea. Glad you thought of it. Be sure to tell Giles I mentioned this to you when you watch all the movies.”


Xander hung up the phone, with a sadistic smile on his face.


“Your group should be hearing from him in the next few days. And Giles will learn a very important lesson.”


Riley smiled. “Never thought I’d see the day when Xander Harris would chew out Mr. Giles. I heard what you said. Thanks for vouching for me.”


“Anytime. Besides, you’ve proven yourself to us already.”


Riley grimaced. “Well, in Sunnydale before I left, I wasn’t exactly proud of my actions.”


Xander shrugged. “We’ve all done things we’re not proud of. Compared to others, yours are pretty light.”


Riley nodded. “You want a beer?“


“Coke is fine.” 


Riley grabbed a couple of drinks and handed one to Xander. He paused for a moment, almost unsure of how to say what he wanted. Finally, Riley took a breath and spoke. “I uh… heard about Anya. The government made a list of survivors. I’m sorry.”


Xander considered this. “Thanks. It… It took me awhile to recover. When I first heard, I was in shock, making dumb jokes and lame comments. It was a couple of days later before it really hit me.”


“Anyone else not make it?” Riley asked.


“Tara. You knew about Joyce. Jonathon, you remember him?”


Riley nodded. “Yeah. He did that spell.”


“Yeah. There were a lot of people you didn’t meet. Between Sunnydale and LA the next spring, a lot of people died. Good people. Some I knew, a lot I didn’t. Some I had lost touch with over the years, but they kept fighting the good fight. They died way too soon . Every single one of them deserved better.” Xander paused. “Angel and Spike died also.”


Riley choked back a laugh. “Man, that’s harsh. I had issues with them also, but I thought they were on the right path.”


Xander shrugged. “I don’t know. I just remember all the hurt they caused. Anya got stabbed and people barely noticed. Spike goes up in a huge ball of light, and I’m supposed to be impressed? Then he shows up in LA a few months later. Then Angel leads his whole group into a suicide run.” Xander paused to take a swallow of his drink. “I kept hearing about how they deserved a second chance, but I could think about is all the others we lost. They never got a second chance, what do those two do to deserve so much.”


Riley shook his head. “I don’t think the world works like that.”


“Tell me about it. You know, all the grief I gave Buffy about how she couldn’t think straight when it came to them… I don’t think that I can ever think straight about them. I’m just see all the bad they did, when she sees all the good.” Xander took another gulp. “But I don’t want to spend any more time talking about them. How have you been? How’s Sam?”


Riley grinned widely. “We’re doing good. And since you asked, I am obligated to bring out the pictures.” Riley pulled out his wallet and opened it. “That’s little Forrest right there. Just turned one.”


“Congratulations. Good for you.”


“Thanks. We’re expecting our second in six months. She’s pissed that she got taken out of the combat unit while she’s pregnant.”


“Well, she should have thought of that when she chose to have ovaries.”


“What about you? What have you been up to?” Riley asked.


“Well, after Sunnydale, I was… in shock, I guess. Giles was busy setting up the new Council. Willow had her shiny new girlfriend. Buffy took Dawn with her to Rome to enjoy her new burden free life.”


Riley frowned. “But they… were there for you, right? Helped you through it all.”


“Yeah, not so much. Dawn tried talking to me before Buffy took off with her. Giles had a whole world saving organization to set up. Willow and Buffy… I don’t know. After the last couple of years in Sunnydale, we never could get back to that close friendship we had. Too much had happened. Anyways, after I moped around for a couple of months, I went to Giles and demanded an assignment. I went off to Africa on a scouting job that was supposed to last three weeks. And I wound up working over the next two years straight, building up the Council branch. One of the few surviving Watchers, a guy named Sam Zabuto, took me under his wing. We found and trained Slayers, recruited new Watchers, even prevented a couple of apocalypses. Once the branch was set up, I came back to the States.” Xander explained.


“Well, glad you came back. It’s good to catch up.”


Xander nodded. He took another drink, then spoke. “You said you had a list of the Sunnydale survivors?”


“Yeah. Almost all of the town evacuated, but not everyone. Once Sunnydale fell into the ground, FEMA stepped in and organized things. Why?”


“That cop mentioned, if he wanted to find me, he would check my mother’s residence. Is my mom in Vegas?”


Riley thought for a moment. “I don’t know. But I can find out for you.”


The next morning, Greg Sanders sat at his desk, staring at the files before him.


There’s something I’m not seeing. It’s got to be in here.


“Hey, Greg.”


Greg glanced and saw Sara Sidle enter his office. 


“Hey, Sara.” He muttered.


“You’re here pretty early.”


“Technically, I’m here incredibly late.” Greg told her.


“Well, then, you’ll be glad to hear this. How much do you love me?”


Greg looked up, startled. “Uh… well I… What have you heard?”


“Just that you may have hit a wall on your solo case. But never fear. I have brought your salvation. A video of the alley.”


Greg paused. “I checked. There weren’t any cameras with a line of sight in the alley.”


“Not a direct line of sight. There’s a traffic camera that overlooks the street where the initial mugging and intervention took place. And the important part is that the building opposite the alley has reflective glass, that the camera is pointed at.”


Greg smiled. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I owe you big time. Money, organ transplant, you name it.”


“Dibs on your kidney. Have fun with this.” Sara handed the tape to Greg.


Greg rushed down to the video analysis room and popped the tape into the first player.


Okay. View of the street. There are the newlyweds, happy as can be… and there are the muggers. They’re attacking… I don’t see any weapons. How did they injure the woman? She… What the hell? Is he biting her?


Greg ran the tape back and reviewed the passage.


He bit the woman. He actually bit her… Here come Harris… Boom. They did get knocked back several feet. No way anyone gets up from that hit. I don’t care what drugs they’re on… Yet there they go, running off with Harris behind them


Greg paused and zoomed in on the reflective glass.


Okay, I don’t see the muggers… wait there’s Harris. He ran into the alley and…starts an interpretive dance piece? What the hell is he doing? He waving the pointed stick around like a knife. What is he… What the hell? He just got thrown back, but there’s nothing throwing him.


Greg rewound the tape.


Let’s try this again… I see the muggers run down the street.


Greg paused the tape as the muggers were right in front of the reflective glass. Greg stared at the tape.


They should be showing up. But I don’t see them.


Greg ran the tape, then paused it just as Harris got to the spot the muggers were in a moment earlier.


There’s Harris, and there he is in the glass. Why can’t I spot the muggers? How could they disappear?


Greg ran the tape back to the beginning.


Newlyweds… muggers attack… mugger bites the woman… muggers get hit by the car, then get up and run… muggers disappear once they go down the alley… Harris interacting with no one.


Greg rewound the tape and started it again.


Guy bites a woman on the neck… Isn’t hurt by the impact of the car… Guy with a pointed stake chases them off… They don’t show up on the reflection


Greg stopped. He got up and ran to his office, grabbed the Sunnydale files, then ran back to the video room. He sat down and opened the files.


It was late morning, when Riley dropped Xander off in front of the apartment building.


“Thanks for the ride.”


“No problem. Look, Xander?”


“Yeah?”


“Just. Be careful. Don’t set yourself up for anything.”


Xander looked confused. “Dude, what do you mean?”


“It’s just… I have met your parents before. And I do have a degree in psychology. I know your home life wasn’t ideal.”


Xander laughed. “Oh man, that’s just how my family works. Sure we may insult each other, throw things, or charge each other rent to live in the basement, but deep down…” Xander saw Riley’s expression. “Huh… You know you’re the only person to actually notice it. Buffy and Willow were at my place all the time and they never said a word. Cordy mentioned it a couple of times, but only when she insulted me.”


“Just watch yourself. Do not expect anything here.” Riley said.


Xander nodded. He turned and walked up to the apartment door as Riley drove away. Xander knocked on the door and waited. After a moment, he heard shuffling, and the door cracked open.


“I’ll have the rent by next week. Quit bugging me about it. It’s only been a couple—”


“Mom?”


The voice stopped, then the door widened. “Xander?”


Xander looked around the room as his mother came back with a bottle of beer.


“So, you came to Vegas. Must be good for the sinuses.”


Xander’s mother looked at her son. “What happened to your eye?”


“I was in the hospital. I was attacked. I called you, but you guys never showed up.” Xander said.


“Oh. We thought it was just one of those bumps you would get. You were a very clumsy boy.”


“I didn’t get bumps, Mom. The two times I was in the hospital before that, I had a broken wrist. You didn’t show up then either.”


His mother shrugged. “It’s was your father’s decision. He always took care of those matters.”


“No he didn’t, Mom. He didn’t come to the hospital any time. Mr. Giles took care of all the insurance and bills. Dad never did anything except drink and blame others for why his life sucked.”


“Don’t you talk about your father that way! He… he didn’t make it out of Sunnydale.” She said.


“Huh.”


“His tragic death—”


“Was he drunk?”


“What?”


“Well, you got out okay. So did pretty much everyone else in town. But I’m guessing Dad was drunk and decided that he wasn’t going to run away like a coward. Am I wrong?” Xander asked.


“Your father was a proud man. I only left when Rory insisted he take me out. But your father stood his ground.”


“Yeah. How’d that work out for him. Look, Mom. I’m sure you want to remember him that way, but… C’mon, don’t cry.”


Xander got up and hugged his mother.


“I can’t help it. I’ve been so lost since your father’s been gone. You show up again and say such horrible things about him.”


Xander sighed. “I’m sorry, Mom. I don’t want to upset you. Please. Let me help you.”


His mother nodded. “It hasn’t been easy. I’ve had troubles. Financial troubles.”


“Sorry to hear that. Weren’t there some emergency funds set up for Sunnydale refugees. Plus the insurance.”


“It didn’t last very long.” 


Xander looked up. “Are you sure. Because between my claim and the various insurance policies Anya set up, I was pretty secure. Dad must have had life insurance. And what about the house? That was insured.”


“Your father… we let the insurance lapse. Money was tight those last years. Paying for your wedding drained most of our savings.” She explained.


“My wedding? I paid Dad back for that. With interest. Three points above prime. This is not my fault.” Xander said, his voice rising.


Xander’s mother flinched. She stepped back, with tears in her eyes. “Xander. Please, if you just showed up to yell at me…”


Xander’s face fell. “No, Mom. Please. I’m sorry. Really. I just… I was in town, and I found out you lived here. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”


“I barely heard a word from you after you left that poor girl at the altar. Your father dies and it’s nearly three years where I don’t know if you’re alive or dead. Then you just show up and yell at me.”


“I’m sorry. You’re right. I barely talked to you guys after I moved out. I should have stayed in touch. And I should have found you a lot earlier. But I’m here now. We can… I don’t know. But I’m here.”


Xander mother’s looked up, a weak smile on her face. “I did miss you.”


Xander hugged and gently rocked her. “You know the last time we hugged, I think I had just wiped out on my bike, and you cleaned up my scrapes.”


His mother smiled. “And you were so determined not to cry. You never did either. My little man.” She ruffled his hair. “But you need a hair cut. How do you expect to find a girlfriend looking so shaggy?”


“Mom.” Xander whined. Then he stood straight as his mood grew more serious. “Tell me what’s happened since you left Sunnydale.”


Greg had the files spread out on the floor in front of him.


Sunnydale files are filled with missing person reports. People just vanish. Bodies show up with wounds to the neck, drained of blood. Most reports mention wild animal attacks, or gangs on PCP. Almost all of the attacks happen at night.
Greg flipped through the file on the vehicle search of Harris’s car.


Fifteen hand carved wooden stakes. Jugs of water in trunk. Several crosses in the car.


Greg looked at his notes on the tape.


Muggers don’t cast a reflection. Harris has some kind of fight, but no reflection of who he was fighting. Examination of the alley showed two piles of dust in the area the fight took place.


Greg sat up. He glanced up at the video screen, down the Sunnydale police files, then to the report for his case. 


It can’t be what I’m thinking. Grissom will laugh at me. Right before he throws the report in my face and fires me. But… it fits. All the evidence points to it. The muggers were vampires.


Xander looked at his mother. “Mom, I can help you out.”


“I‘m not asking for your help.” She said.


“I know. I want to help. But, you have to make a promise.”


“What is it?”


“Promise me that you’ll pull your life together. No more gambling. You have to get a job.”


His mother nodded.


Xander continued. “And no more drinking.”


“I don’t have a drinking problem.”


“Maybe. If you don’t then it won’t be a problem to stop. Look, after I left Sunnydale, I was in bad shape. It took me time, but I worked through it. I got a job that took me to Africa. I stopped drinking altogether. Now I know you can do the same. It’s important to me.” 


Xander’s mother looked up. “Will you stay here?”


Xander thought a moment. “Yeah. I will. For as long as you need me. I want to have you in my life, Mom.”


Xander’s mother smiled at her son. “Then we’ll do it together.”


Riley pulled up in front of the apartment building and honked the horn. Xander exited the door, walked up to the car and got in.


“Sorry to pull you away from there. But the Las Vegas PD called. They have a few more questions.”


“I thought you took care of them.”


“I’m working on it. But if you don’t show up, they could issue a warrant.” Riley explained.


“Better show up then. Can you swing by First National Bank on the way? I have to make a few transfers.”


“Yeah. How did it go in there?”


Xander paused. “It went well. I think… I just never realized how much I missed her. I promised to take her out for dinner tonight. Think we’ll be back by six?” Xander asked.


“I hope so.”


“Good. I do not want to be late for this.”


For the second day in a row, Xander sat alone in the interview room. Riley had dropped him off after they ran to the bank. Detective Brass seemed to be in a bad mood over the fact that he was late, but Detective Brass seemed like he was always in a bad mood.


Brass and a uniformed cop went over his statement again. Xander stuck to his story about seeing a mugging, trying to stop it, then losing the muggers in a chase. This time Xander left out all the smart ass remarks. 


The police men left, and Xander waited for them to return. He kept glancing at his watch. It was nearing six.


Detective Brass came back in the room.


“Detective. Is there anything else you needed from me?” Xander asked.


“I’d just like to go over your statement a few more times. Maybe there are some details you could fill in that you missed earlier.”


“Look, Detective. We’ve already been over this. Now, I realize I was out of line yesterday. And I apologize for it. But I really have nothing else to add.”


Brass sat down at the table. “Well, there are still some questions I have. But the good news is that our Crime Scene guy will be here with his report. What say we go over it? Just the three of us. Maybe we can fill in some blanks.”


Xander glanced at the clock on the wall.


Greg walked down the hall, his report in hand. 


Well, this is it. It was nice working as a CSI, but that’s going to be done, once they read my report. Greg glanced down to the file. He flipped it open and scanned it one last time.


There it is in black and white. I actually wrote a report that mentions vampires. Brass will yell at me. Grissom will fire me. Sarah will think I’m a loser. Hodges will make fun of me and get my parking space. Oh, god. Why couldn’t I just lie?


Greg arrived at the door to the interview room. He stopped and took a deep breath. Just as his hand reached for the knob, he heard a voice.


“Excuse me, I need to speak with Detective Brass about the Harris case.” 


Greg turned around and saw a tall, fair haired man walking toward him.


“Are you working on the Harris case?”


Greg nodded.


“Can you take me to him?”


Greg nodded and opened the door. 


Xander looked up as the door opened. Riley entered with a very nervous looking young man with spiked hair.


“Detective Brass, I’m Agent Finn with Homeland Security.”


Brass stood up. “What does Homeland Security have to do with this?”


“That’s classified. All you need to know is in this court order.”


Riley handed a file to Detective Brass. Brass opened it and began to read.


“What’s it say?” Xander asked.


“Basically, it states that this incident falls under the jurisdiction of Homeland Security and orders your immediate release.” 


Riley answered. “Did they impound your car?”


“They did impound my car.” Xander said.


“We also need his car released, with a full tank of gas.”


Brass stared at the document in his hands. He sighed, then turned to the uniformed officer. “Box up all of the evidence on the Harris case. And call the impound lot. Have them bring his car around with a full tank.”


“Thank you for your cooperation.” Riley said.


Xander smiled. “Dude, you rock! I am naming my first born after you.”


Riley smiled and nodded.


Greg leaned over to read the paper in Brass’s hand.


“Um, what does it say?”


Brass looked up. “Basically, Harris walks, and we drop the case. How in the hell does an assault on the strip fall under Homeland Security?”


Greg could see the frustration in Brass’s eyes. 


Oh, crap. He’s pissed. And since he can’t take it out on Harris, that means I’m the closest target. Once he reads my report, I won’t have to worry about getting fired. Brass will probably rip my head off first.


Brass spotted the report in Greg’s hand. He reached out for it.


“Tell me you have some answers for me.” Brass said.


Agent Finn pulled the file from Greg first. “I’m sorry, but all the paperwork will have to be turned over to me also. Oh and…?” Riley looked at Greg.


“Oh, Greg… Sanders.”


“Mr. Sanders, This case is considered highly confidential. If you discuss the details in any circumstances short of a federal court, you can be arrested under the Patriot Act.”


Xander walked out of the police station with Riley. Both men held a box of evidence.


“That was amazing! I am totally in your debt. Let me buy you a beer, dinner, a hooker. You name it.”


Riley smiled. “Thanks, but just before I got here, Command called in. Me and my unit are moving out.”


Xander nodded, then looked up panic stricken. “Oh man, the time. I told my mom, I’d meet her at six. It’s now…” Xander glanced at his watch. “Seven-thirty. Damn!”


“Xander, calm down. I figured you wouldn’t get out on time, so around five, I sent Graham ahead. He’s at your mom’s place now.” Riley explained.


Xander let a sigh of relief. “I cannot thank you enough.”


Greg, stood in the evidence room looking around.


It’s gone. The case that would have ruined me just vanished in the wind. I’m not even allowed to answer any question about it.


“Sorry about that, Greg.”


Greg looked up and saw Grissom at the doorway.


“Tell you what. Next juicy murder comes through. I’ll let you lead the investigation. It’ll do you good.”


Greg felt a faint smile. “Thanks, boss.”


Grissom turned and began to leave, but Greg had to speak. “Grissom?”


Grissom stopped and turned around.


“Look, that case… I… It wasn’t open and shut. I’m not sure you would have liked my report. In fact, I’m sure you would have hated it. My conclusions were… Well, I don’t think you would have agreed with them… If someone else wrote it, I wouldn’t agree with them…”


Grissom studied Greg. “Did you stick to the facts?”


Greg nodded.


“Did you go in with a theory and only look at evidence that supported it?”


Greg shook his head.


“Did you form any conclusions before you gathered all the evidence?”


Again Greg shook his head.


“Greg, this was a simple looking case that got very complicated. When a federal agent drops in with a court order releasing the main suspect, and confiscating all the evidence, then something very strange is going on. All we can do is gather the evidence, process it, and hope that we can make sense of it. As long as you stick to that, nothing else matters.”


Greg allowed himself a small smile. “Thanks, boss.”


Xander pulled into the apartment parking lot. As he got out of the car, he glanced out his watch. It was just after eight. Xander saw Riley pull up in his car and get out.


“I don’t see him. You sure you sent Graham to the right address?”


Riley nodded. “Look, I’m sure—There he is.”


Xander looked up and saw Graham heading out of the building. 


“Hey man. What took you so… where’s my mom?”


Graham looked grim. “Xander, I’m sorry. She left.”


Xander stood for a moment then shook his head. “She… No. No, you were supposed to be here. Didn’t you tell her I was running late?”


Graham glanced at Riley, then turned back to Xander. “She… I got here just after five. You mother had been gone for a few hours already.”


Xander looked at Graham, glanced at Riley, then turned back to Graham. 


“I… I think I need to sit down.”


Xander backed up to the curb and sat abruptly.


Graham stepped up to him. “I found this in her room.” He held out an envelope to Xander. “It’s addressed to you.”


Xander numbly looked up and took the envelope.


Riley looked down at Xander. He opened his mouth, stopped, then sat down next to Xander.


“Um, Riley? We have to get going. We’re supposed to ship out.” Graham said.


Riley looked up. “Just gimme a moment here.” 


Graham nodded and headed to Riley’s car.


Riley turned to Xander. “How much money did you give her?”


Xander looked up. “Forty thousand. I transferred it over to her account when we stopped at the bank.”


Riley grimaced. “Xander, you had to know she might do this.”


Xander shrugged. “She’s my mom. A neglectful, drunk most of the time mom. But she’s still my mom, and she needed my help. Besides, there was a chance she might actually have followed through. I had to try no matter how small the chance was.”


“Look, Xander. I know this is a hard time, but you’re not alone. I’m right here for you, buddy.”


Graham ran up to them. “Sorry, Riley. I just got a call from the base. We have to leave right now. They’re shipping out for the mission as soon as we get back.”


Riley looked at Xander. “I… We have to—”


“Go. You’ve done more than enough for me today.” Xander said.


Riley nodded. “Look, you have my cell number. Give me a call in few days.”


Xander nodded. He watched as Riley and Graham got in their car and drove away. Xander pulled out the envelope his mother left him.


“At least you left a note.”


Xander turned over the envelope in his hand. He ran his finger over his name on the front. 


A ringing distracted Xander. He pulled out his cell phone and opened it up.


“Hello?… Hey Giles… Yeah, Riley took care of everything… No, I’m free now, not really in the vacation mind anymore…”


Xander kept turning the unopened envelope over in his hand.


“Los Angeles? Sure, I can be there in a few days… Don’t worry, I’ve made first contact with over a dozen Slayers. I know how to do this.”


Xander slowly crumpled up the letter in his hand.


“No, I don’t mind. Nothing to do around here anyway. I‘ll call you later.”


Xander closed the phone up and got up. As he walked to the car, Xander dropped the crumpled letter and envelope on the ground. He opened the door to his car, started it up, and drove away.


			

	





From Beneath You It Devours


Xander lay on the desert rock gazing up at the clear sky. He turned his head and saw his car a hundred feet away.


Fully loaded 2005 GMC Canyon Truck? ……$25,000.


Xander picked up a rock beside him, tossed it in the air a few inches, and caught it.


GPS tracking system? …………$1,799.


Xander tossed the rock ten feet away, onto the desert soil.


Various weapons, cell phone, magical amulets that send an instant SOS when activated? ……… around $5,000. The ground around the thrown rock collapsed as three barbed tentacles pulled the rock underneath the earth.


Being able to get to all that without getting eaten by a giant underground earthworm? ………Priceless


Xander sighed. “Bastard’s actually waiting me out.”


Xander stood up and slowly walked the perimeter of the rocky outcrop he has sought refuge on. 


Huh. Reminds me of the Sahara. Never thought I would miss it. I wonder how Sam is doing.


July 2003, Tunisia


“Goddammit! Stupid piece of shit rental!”


Xander slammed the trunk shut on his rental car.


“What kind half ass rental company doesn’t put in a spare tire?” 


Xander stalked around the car to the side of the road.


“Great. Just great. Barely two days into my great journey and I have to call Giles asking for help. After I give him the song and dance about how I can look after myself, and he’s so shorthanded he can’t afford to send anyone else. Crap. I should have just taken up Buffy’s offer to hang with her in Italy. But no, I had to strike out on my own.”


Xander looked up and saw a dust trail down the road approaching him.


“Yes!” Xander got up and began to flag the approaching car. The car slowed then pulled onto the side of the road, coming to a complete stop a few yards past Xander’s car. 


“Thank you! Thank you! Seriously, I was afraid I was going to have to walk the rest of the way to town. Which of course meant that I was going to die of thirst along side the road on the way to town. So this is… You don’t speak English, do you? That’s okay. I have my translation guide in the car. Just wait here until I get it. Be back in a jiff.” Xander said.


“I speak English. And I doubt you would die of thirst. The next town is only eight miles away.”


Xander stopped “Oh. Okay. That works.” Xander shifted uncomfortably under the man’s gaze. “So… I guess I can walk the rest of the way, since you’re headed in the other direction.”


Xander waited a moment, hoping the man would offer him a ride into town, but the man just silently studied Xander. “Glad we were able to clear that whole thing up then. Nice to meet you.”


Xander waved, but the man did not wave back. Xander turned to head down the road, the turned back. 


“Say, you wouldn’t know a Sam Zabuto would you? Cause once I get to town, I need to look him up. And if you could give me directions to his—”


“I am Samuel Zabuto.” The man stated.


“You are? Great. Saves me the trouble of walking into town. And if I did, you had already left, so I’d be kinda screwed there. Unless you got back soon. So… Anyways, I’m glad to meet you. Rupert Giles sent me. My name is—”


“You are Alexander Harris from Sunnydale. You are the friend of the Slayer Buffy Summers. Why are you here?”


“Oh, you know me huh? I go by Xander, just so you know. Can I call you Sam?”


Xander smiled nervously. Mr. Zabuto did not answer, but only stared at Xander.


“Or Samuel is fine… We’ll just stick with Mr. Zabuto for now. So anyway, Giles is rebuilding the Watcher’s Council and he wants to contact all the surviving members of the old Council. So that brings me to you, since you’re a member of the old Council and… you’re not dead.” Xander explained.


Mr. Zabuto just shook his head. “I resigned from the Council five years ago. I want no part in a new Council.”


Xander stood flustered. “Oh… Maybe I should have called first… So I guess I go to the other names on the list… Both of them.”


Mr. Zabuto sighed. “Get in the car. I’ll drive you into town, you can contact a tow service there.”



Present Day, Nevada Desert 


Xander watched the sun set over the horizon.


Yup. It’s official. This week sucks. My vacation gets cut short, I find my mother and try to reconcile with her, then she takes off the moment I give her money to help her out. And I’m pretty sure the desert nights get below freezing, this time of year.


Xander sat up and picked up a rock from the small pile beside him. He pitched the first rock a few feet in front of him. He picked up a second rock and tossed it a few feet past the first rock. Xander tossed the next rock a few feet further, bordering on the edge of the outcrop. Xander held his breath as he tossed the next rock. It landed on the soil a few feet past the outcrop. 


Nothing happened.


Xander got up, holding a rock in each hand. He walked up to the edge of the outcrop. He tossed one rock, then the other just after onto the soil. The ground exploded as three tentacles burst out of the ground, flailing around. 


Xander fell back and quickly scooted backwards. 


“Bastard’s actually smart. You’re not going to get me! Things have been trying to eat me since high school! Including evil worms! I took wormguy out and I’ll take you out too!”


Xander sat back down. “Just have to figure out how.”



Tunisia


Xander rode in silence as Sam Zabuto drove the car.


Xander reached over to turn on the radio.


“It’s broken.” Sam said.


Xander dropped his hand.


After a couple of minutes Xander turned to Sam.


“So how did you recognize me?”


Sam looked to him.


“Earlier,” Xander said, “you knew my name. How did you know who I am?”


Sam turned his gaze back to the road.


“Kendra. She brought back pictures from her first trip to Sunnydale.”


Xander nodded. “Got it. From the first time she showed up. We took a bunch of pictures. Took them to one of those one hour developers. Not the second time ’cause… Yeah.”


The two men rode in silence for another mile. As the came to the town’s border, Xander turned back to Sam.


“You know, Giles is putting through a whole bunch of reforms. If there’s any specific policy you disagreed with—”


“Mr. Harris, I met Kendra when she was three years old. I became her guardian six months later. I raised her, taught her, trained her, and loved her like a daughter. The day she became a Slayer was the happiest I had ever seen her. It was also the day I had been most dreading for years. No. It was the second most dreaded day. The most dreaded day came one year later. I… I will not go through that again. Don’t ask me to.”


Xander sat uncomfortably as he listened. “I’m sorry. I… I’m sorry for your loss.”


Sam pulled the car around the corner. He pulled up to a shop, but the shutters were closed.


“Closed.” Sam said. “They close earlier on Sundays.”


Sam drove on past the shop. “I have an extra room. You may spend the night. In the morning, I’ll bring you back to the shop.”


Xander nodded. “Hey, man. You’re going out of your way here. And I appreciate that. Is there a good restaurant around here? I haven’t had anything since last night. My treat. Anything you want. I owe you for the ride and place to sleep.”


Nevada Desert


Xander shivered in the cold night air.


Maybe I should just let this thing eat me. Even my own Mom doesn’t want to have anything to do with me. Anya’s long gone. Willow’s out getting down with her bad witch self. Buffy has a whole world of semi evil Lotharios to date. Dawn’s getting the full college life. Giles has been working non stop since Sunnydale to rebuild the Council. Cordy? Cordy’s dead.


And me? Yeah. I did good work in Africa. But I’ve pretty much been wandering around doing assignments for Giles, while managing to avoid having a life for myself. What’s the point?


Xander couldn’t ignore the pressure on his bladder anymore. He got up and walked to the upper edge of the outcrop. The ledge ended with a ten foot drop to the ground below. Xander unzipped his jeans and aimed at the ground below.


“Hey, wormy. Nature calls.”


Xander began urinating on the ground below. He sighed as he felt the pressure relief. After a few seconds, Xander saw the ground burst open. He smiled as he saw the tentacles wave around well out of reach.


“Don’t eat any yellow sand.”


Xander finished, zipped up, and walked back down the outcrop. He sat on the ground and curled into fetal position.


If this thing doesn’t have the brains to avoid getting pissed on, then I know I can outsmart it. Just have to figure it out.



Tunisia


Xander ate his hamburger is silence. Sam Zabuto sat across the table from him and studied him as he ate.


When Xander was half finished, Sam finally spoke.


“She liked you.”


Xander looked up. “Kendra?” He asked.


Sam nodded. “She came back full of stories, excited to share them with me. She spoke of the red haired girl who seemed like a sister to the Slayer. She spoke of the tall rich girl who spent more time grudgingly assisting the Slayer, than socializing. And she spoke of you.”


Xander allowed himself a grin. “Yeah. I kinda got the idea she didn’t hang out with teenage boys much.”


Sam nodded. “It was… difficult sometimes. I had to train her constantly. And we moved frequently. Both of us were so ingrained with the idea that the Slayer must work alone, that it never occurred to either of us to act otherwise. After she returned from the Hellmouth, all she could talk about was the people that worked with the Slayer. She mentioned you most of all. And she often blushed as she did so.”


Xander gazed at Sam as he spoke. He could sense the sadness mixed with pride in his voice. He wondered if he would ever be able to speak about Anya the way Sam spoke about Kendra. When Sam finished, Xander felt he had to speak, to prevent the silence from falling again. There was only one thing he knew Sam would want to hear.


“She went down fighting.”


Sam looked up in surprise.


“Buffy went to fight Angelus. But it was a trap. His whole gang attacked the library. There were vampires everywhere. I fought briefly, but… I heard more than felt my arm break. Then the pain hit, and I got knocked down. Willow got a bookshelf knocked on her, that took her out. Giles was knocked out and kidnapped. But Kendra? She just kept fighting. She must have taken out half the gang. I think the only reason they left the rest of us alive, was because she had done so much damage to them that they wanted to get back to safety as soon as possible.”


Xander paused. He knew the next part would be the hardest. “She… There was this vampire named Drusilla.”


“I know of her.” Sam said.


“Then you know that hypnotic shit she can do. She walked up while Kendra was staking a couple of other vamps. Drusilla did that locking eyes thing. I’ve seen her up close once. That gave me nightmares for awhile. Kendra just stopped, transfixed. I was across the room on the ground with a clear view. I couldn’t move either, and I wasn’t even the focus. Then Drusilla slit her throat, and Kendra went down. She was dead in seconds. I don’t think she even felt a thing.”


Xander had focused on his plate as he spoke. He knew he would be unable to give his account looking directly at Sam. When he finished, Xander looked up and saw Sam wipe his eyes.


Sam took a moment to collect himself, then turned back to Xander.


“Alexander?”


“Yeah?”


“You’ve lost people too?” Sam asked.


“Yeah. Jesse was the first. We never talked about him after it happened. Then others. Usually someone else was much closer to them. But it still hurt. The last was Anya. She was… She was special. And I think I’m the only person who really knew exactly how special she really was.”


“Alexander—”


“Call me Xander.”


Sam stopped. “Alexander is a fine name. It means Defender of Mankind. I think I prefer to call you that. If you don’t object.” Xander smiled. “Yeah, sure. When I grew up and people called my Alexander, they said it in a tone that meant dumbass. But I like the way you say it.”


“Alexander, may I ask you a personal question?”


Xander nodded.


“Why are you doing this. After all you have lost, all you’ve done, you can walk away, and no one would think the less of you.”


“Um… Wow. I never really thought about it.” Xander looked around. “It’s just… I watched Buffy struggle with being a Slayer for years. Faith too. And Kendra. And the girls at Sunnydale at the end. And the one thing I got was that it was such a big thing, no one could possibly do it alone. 


“Even without any special abilities or skills, I know I helped Buffy. Sometimes with research, sometimes in a fight. Fixing windows or making sure her favorite ice cream is stocked in the freezer. Even just giving her an encouraging word when she’s done. 


“When the Slayer activation spell was cast in Sunnydale, we had no idea how many girls would be affected. There are hundreds, maybe thousands of girls out there who have had there lives changed in an instant. And the one thing I’m sure of is that every single one of them could use some help. 


“I guess, in the end… I just want to help.”


Sam looked thoughtfully at Xander. He looked down at the empty plates before them.


“Right. Dinner was very good. Thank you. We should get back to my quarters. I’m sure you’ll want to head out early tomorrow.” 



Nevada


In the morning Xander got up and worked the kinks out of his back.


Okay, I’m only going to get one shot at this. I better make it count.


Xander stretched his limbs until the muscles felt loose enough. He pulled out his canteen, and walked up the outcrop to the far ledge. He opened the canteen and set it on the edge, pulled out the strap on the canteen and placed a heavy rock on the strap’s end.


Xander then slowly walked to the other end of the outcrop, taking care to step softly enough, that his steps made no noise on the rock. When he reached to end closest to his truck, he stopped and turned.


Xander hefted the small rock in his hand. He drew back his arm, took aim, and threw the rock. The rock sailed and hit the canteen in the center, knocking it over the edge. The canteen fell two feet, then stopped, the strap connecting it tight, with the other end of the strap held down by the rock. The water drained out of the canteen hitting the ground, splashing loudly. Xander heard the ground on the other side of the outcrop break open and the tentacles swishing in the air.


Xander slowly, and as quietly as possible, stepped off the outcrop and began tiptoeing towards his car.


Please let this work.


Xander had gotten about twenty feet from the outcrop, when the canteen ran dry. Xander paused. He heard the awful borrowing sound from the other side of the outcrop. 


Xander broke out into a run. He tuned his head, and caught a glimpse of a upswelling of the soil coming towards him. Xander sprinted, pulling the keys to his truck out of his pocket. He tuned his head and saw the upswelling gaining fast. The sound of his heart beat and breathing thundered in his head.


C’mon, you can make it!


Xander turned back and put as much speed into his run as he could. He heard the ground breaking behind him. Xander saw a glimpse of light just ahead. He ran past a metal object. He spared a look backwards as he passed. Just as he turned, he saw the full body of the creature burst out of the ground barely five feet from him. Xander forced himself not to stumble as he jumped, barely avoiding the barbed tentacles that shot from its mouth. 


Xander barely turned back, when the explosion boomed, knocking him off his feet.


Tunisia


Xander awoke, showered, and dressed early the next morning. He headed to the main room and saw Sam was already up.


“Hey. Thanks for the room again. I guess we go to the towing place. What time do they open?” Xander asked.


Sam shook his head. “You can call the rental agency from the road. They can pick up the car if they want it. We need to get moving. I want to be in the next town by lunchtime. There is a Shaman who we should talk to. We can go over your list on the way. I have a few names to add.”


Sam hefted a bag and headed out the door. He turned and saw Xander standing still.


“What are you waiting for, Alexander? There is much work to do.”


Xander quickly grabbed his bag and followed Sam.


“Um… not that I’m complaining, but I thought you didn’t want any part of this?”


Sam shrugged. “I guess I just needed to hear a good reason. It’s been a long time, since I truly had a cause to get behind.”


Xander stopped. “Sam? Are you all right?”


Sam looked up. He gave a sad smile. “I’m going to be. Now tell me. How long did Mr. Giles send you here for?”


“A couple of weeks. Maybe a month, if I need it.”


Sam chuckled. “It will take longer than a month. Alexander, prepare to see Africa. We have much to do.”


“I guess we do, Mr. Zabuto.”


“Please, call me Sam.”



Nevada


Xander looked around in a fog, his ears ringing. He stumbled to his feet, his legs swaying. As his vision cleared, he saw an older man in a truckers cap walking towards him.


“What in the hell did you think you were doing? That Grabboid can outrace a horse.”


Xander shook his head. “Wha?”


“Stupid kid. Shouldn’t have even stopped in the first place. I hope you have a change of clothes.”


Xander looked down, and realized he was covered in bloody chunks of the worm creature that had been chasing him. He looked back up at the stranger.


“Who are you?”


“The name’s Burt Gummer. And I’m the man that just saved you from being wormfood. Literally. Didn’t you see the warning sign?”


Xander looked around. He saw the rest of the worm’s body twenty feet away. The surrounding area was littered with chunks of the creature.


Xander looked back up at Burt. “Sign? What sign?”


Burt sighed. “The sign that says ‘No Stopping, Dangerous Animals in Area.’ By the highway marker.”


Burt pointed behind him. Xander strained to see where Burt was pointing.


“I don’t see a sign. All I see is a bunch of broken ground with a small hole.”


Burt turned around. “Son of a bitch. Damn things are learning.”


Xander spotted his keys on the ground and picked them up. Burt turned back around and took time to examine Xander.


“You look shook up. Are you all right?” Burt asked.


Xander stopped and thought.


I made it through. Damn thing couldn’t get me after all. And I still have a Slayer to meet in LA.


Xander smiled. “I’m going to be.”


			

	





Slayer Development

Xander Harris was actually in a good mood as he waited in the baggage claim at LAX. This was despite the past two weeks, that saw his vacation in Las Vegas cut short after he was arrested for attacking two vampires in a public place. At the same time, he contacted his estranged mother, only to have her run off after he loaned her $40,000. And days later, he made an unfortunate stop in Perfection, Nevada, that led to him being stranded in the desert overnight to avoid being eaten by a giant carnivorous worm.


Xander was in a good mood for a number of reasons.


1. He had no estranged relatives in Los Angeles to take his money. 2. Los Angeles had many fine hotels to spend the night in, and a decided lack of giant carnivorous worms inside the city limits. 3. His new assignment was to contact a possible Slayer, something he excelled at, and very rarely resulted in people trying to kill him. 4. He would work with a trainee Watcher, who would be expected to learn from him. He believed this would result in the trainee idolizing him.


Unfortunately for Xander, while all of the above was true for this assignment, he would not enjoy the coming days at all.


This is Slayer Development


Xander pulled out his cell phone and dialed a familiar number.


“Hey, Giles. Just checking in with you, like you requested. I’m waiting for the trainee to show up right now. What did you need to tell me?” Xander asked.


“Ah, Xander. Good of you to call.” Giles’s voice came from the other end of the phone. “I just want to make sure that you’re there for the trainee.”


“I said I’d pick them up from the airport, Giles. What’s this Watcher look like?”


“Well, Xander. This actually ties back to last week,” Giles responded. “Did you tell Andrew that I wanted to watch all six Star Wars movies with him providing commentary?”


Xander smiled. “Well, Giles. You had it coming. I had some valid arguments, and you pushed me off onto Andrew. So I just had to teach you that you can’t just ignore my concerns. There will be consequences.”


“Indeed there will. Has the trainee’s plane landed yet?” Giles asked.


“Yeah. The passengers are coming in now. What’s this trainee look like?”


Giles let out a small chuckle. “Oh, don’t worry. You’ll recognize him.”


“Hail, fellow warrior of the light!”


Xander felt a chill run down him. He turned in horror and gazed on the speaker.


“Andrew?” 


“Indeed, old chum. Look at us. Two grizzled veterans united once again. We few. We lucky few. We band of—”


“Giles sent you? As the trainee?” Xander asked, praying that there was some mix up.


“Oh, yeah. It was just a couple of days ago. He told me he was hoarding my talents in London. And that to be a fully rounded Watcher, I had to be part of a first contact situation. Since you had been assigned to one in LA, I was sent directly here to assist you.”


Xander sighed. “And Giles made this decision after your Star Wars marathon, right?”


“Yep. I’m sorry you couldn’t be there. I cleared the whole day on Mr. Giles’s schedule. I could tell he appreciated it. He’s very busy and doesn’t let himself have much free time. He kept on asking if there were any matters he had to attend to. But I took care of them all. You know, I think it was my attention to detail as I filled in all the backstory and details, that impressed Giles. It’s what made him decide to send me on this mission.” Andrew explained.


“I’ve made a huge mistake.” Xander muttered.




Xander drove from the airport with Andrew in the passenger seat.


“So you have the file on the possible Slayer in there?” Xander asked, nodding to the brief case Andrew had handcuffed to his left wrist.


“Actually, I’ve taken every precaution with this sensitive material. The papers in the briefcase are actually a decoy. In case someone tries to abscond with it, they’ll get some old newspaper. While I’ll be safely away with the real file secreted on my person .”


Xander slowly shook his head. “So the idea is that they grab the briefcase, take off, and leave you with the real file.”


“Exactly.”


“So why do you have it handcuffed to you?” Xander asked.


Andrew glanced down at his wrist. “For security purposes.”


“But if they want the briefcase, they’ll either have to take you with it, or chop off your hand and let you bleed to death.” Xander pointed out.


“But in the event of my capture, I’ve taken steps. I translated the actual file into an arcane language, that only a few scholars can identify and decode.”


“So you didn’t just translate it into Klingon, then.”


“… no. I wouldn’t… In any case, the in the event that I’m kidnapped, they won’t be able to access the information.”


“But if they just leave your dead body, I won’t be able to decode it either.” Xander pointed out.


“In that case, I’ve left a series of elaborate clues that will—”


Andrew explained the backup contingencies he prepared, which included a security box in a nearby bank, several forged documents, a time delayed e-mail, and a schedule of the tides at San Juan Capitstrano Beach. After several minutes of this, Xander had heard enough.


“Okay, Andrew. I’ve heard enough.”


See.


“Just tell me what information you have on the possible Slayer.” Xander said.


Andrew pulled out a file from under his shirt.


“Okay. A police report came up that had several keywords in it. As a result, it got tagged by one of Willow’s programs. It’s amazing what she can do on a computer. You should talk to her. She’s got so many stories from her travels. And she mentioned that she’d love to hear from you.”


Xander grunted. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that. What did the police report say?”


“Well a group of high school students were just leaving from the premiere of Aquaman, when they were attacked by ‘a group of muggers with facial deformities.’ ” Andrew said.


“Wonder how it went.”


“Well, from what I’ve read, Cameron stuck pretty close to the comic book source material, aside from casting Vincent Chase as the lead.”


Xander sighed, and once again regretted the prank he played on Giles.


“The mugging attempt. How did the mugging attempt go, not the movie.” Xander explained.


“Oh. Um, there were eight attackers. But they were beaten back, and fled the scene. Witnesses saw a young girl fight off the attackers, using an impressive display of martial arts skills.”


Xander nodded. “If those were vampires, then fighting off eight of them is a definite sign of a Slayer. Do we have a name?”


Andrew flipped to another page. “Let’s see. Police took statements from a George Michael Bluth and Mae Fünke. Maeby is our Slayer. We have an address for them.”


“Did we get information on the girl?”


“Yeah. She goes by Maeby. Is a junior executive at Fox Studios, and may or may not have a twin sister named Shirley.”


Xander looked at Andrew. “We don’t know if she has a twin?”


“Well, the high school George-Michael and Maeby go to had a fundraiser for Shirley last year. Apparently she was dying from BS.” Andrew said.


“So to sum up, Maeby goes to high school while she has a job at a movie studio, she may have a twin who died of something called BS, which I’ve never heard of, she hangs out with a boy named George-Michael who is probably a boyfriend, and she’s a possible Slayer.”


“Yes. Except for the George-Michael part. He’s her cousin. They’re not dating, since that would be weird. Oh, and their grandfather is under house arrest for treason.”


“House arrest? For treason?” Xander asked.


“Well, light treason.”


“Do we have an address for them?”


Andrew nodded. “Yes. Their family has an apartment in Balboa Towers. In the heart of Orange County. The OC.”


“Don’t call it that.” Xander pulled the truck into the hotel parking lot. “Okay, it’s getting late. Tomorrow’s Saturday. We’ll check in tonight and go over and meet the family tomorrow morning. I’ll make sure we get separate rooms.”


“We don’t need to do that. I’m sure Giles would rather save money on this trip.”


Xander shook his head. “Not after what happened in the motel room on the way to Cleveland. I am not sharing a room with you.”


“I had a nightmare! I though you wouldn’t mind. I would have done the same for you if the positions were reversed.” Andrew explained.


“I woke up to you spooning with me!” Xander yelled.


“You’re just upset about that, since I sleep in the nude.”


“No you don’t. You wear those cutoff jeans to bed.”


“Um… I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


Andrew did know what Xander was talking about. For Andrew is a Never Nude. Which means pretty much what it sounds like. But Andrew is not alone. There are literally dozens of people in North America who suffer from this condition.


Xander looked at Andrew, pondering what to say. Finally, Xander simply got out of the car. 


“I’m sure I don’t want to know.” He muttered.


Xander was correct. He wouldn’t want to know. 


You probably didn’t want to know either.


Sorry about that.




The next morning at the Bluth apartment in Balboa Towers was a hectic one. George Bluth, currently under house arrest, was attempting to escape the apartment by prying up the floor boards with a knife and hacking through the floor to the apartment below. He was finding this difficult due to the fact that someone had removed all the knives from the kitchen.


His wife Lucille was constantly leaving the apartment at all hours, leading George to believe she was having an affair with his twin brother Oscar. The desire to follow her and confront the two of them was why George was attempting his escape.


His oldest son, GOB (George Oscar Bluth), was attempting to revive his failing career as a magician/ventriloquist by adding a knife throwing act. Unfortunately, the only knives he could find were the ones in the kitchen. 


George Bluth’s youngest son, Buster, was… well he was just Buster.


The doorbell rang right at 9 AM. Buster quickly answered the door.“May I help you?” he asked.


“Hello. My name is Xander Harris. This is my associate Andrew Wells. We’re looking for Maeby Fünke. Is she here?” Xander said.


“Maeby doesn’t live here.” Buster answered nervously.


Buster’s nervousness was due to the fact that he had been taught as a young child not to talk to strangers. Unfortunately, his father’s idea of teaching his children lessons consisted of elaborate scenarios with a man named J. Walter Weatherman. J. Walter Weatherman had lost an arm in an accident years ago and the lessons would always involve Mr. Weatherman’s prosthetic arm being torn off with fake blood spouting out in front of the children. A side effect of this was that Buster was also fearful of people who were missing body parts. 


In George Bluth’s defense, his children never forgot a single lesson. No matter how hard they tried. 


“I’m sorry, could you give us her current address?” Xander asked.


Buster fearfully focused on Xander’s eyepatch. 


“Why do you want to know?” 


“Buster! Who’s at the door?”


“It’s a couple of people dressed as pirates looking for Maeby, Mother!” Buster yelled back.


“How many times do I have to tell you? They’re not pirates! They’re flamboyantly dressed homosexuals!”


Xander sighed. “We’re not…” Xander glanced at Andrew. “I’m not a homosexual. We’re with the London School for Gifted Women. And… Is there someone else I could talk to?”


Luckily there was. And George Bluth was soon talking to Xander.


“… and so we feel that Maeby is a very strong candidate for a scholarship attendance. We would need to conduct a personal interview with her before any decision is made. Supervised, of course. Now I’m sure that you have many questions. Is there anything I could clear up?”


George was also focused on Xander’s eyepatch, but for a far different reason.


“So, how did you lose your eye?” George asked.


Xander sighed again. Why do they always ask about the eye?


“I tore the tag off my mattress. There’s a reason you’re not supposed to do that. Now about Maeby. When do you think we could speak with your daughter?”


George looked up. “Hmm? Oh. Maeby’s not my daughter. She doesn’t even live here.”


Xander resisted the urge to slam his head on the table.


“Then why did you just let me go on about…? Okay. Could you help us contact her parents then?”


George nodded, deep in thought.


“I can arrange a meeting with them, but…”


“But what?” Xander prompted.


“But I will need something in return.”


Xander looked at George resigned to the fact that something unpleasant would be required. “What do you need?”




Hours later, the assembled Bluth family panicked at the sight before them. Buster was huddled in a corner hyperventilating, as GOB shrieked in a high pitched scream. Michael Bluth had finally found the phone and begun dialing 911 when Xander got up off the floor and turned to the family.


“And that’s why we always put knives back in the kitchen where they belong!” Xander wiped the fake blood off his face and put his eyepatch back on. “Now, I was hoping to speak to Maeby and her parents. Are they here?” Xander asked hopefully.


Michael Bluth hung up the phone and turned to Xander. “Her mother ran out of the room when you began your show. Her father is being reassured by your blond associate in the corner. So Dad, what happened to J. Walter Weatherman?”


“He retired. Moved down to Florida.”


Xander glanced behind him and saw Andrew talking to a bald man, holding his hand.


“So you’re an analyst and a therapist? How fascinating.” Andrew said.


“Yes, or as I like to call it, an analrapist. I even had cards made up, but for some reason people never keep them, or talk to me after I hand them out. Or make eye contact. But what’s a strapping young lad like yourself doing here?”


“Well, I wouldn’t describe myself as strapping. Although I have been working out. Feel my abs, I’ve been concentrating on them.”


Xander turned away as he saw Tobias Fünke began to lovingly caress Andrew’s midriff.


“Maybe I should talk to her mother first.” Xander said.


“That’s probably the smart call.” Michael said.




“So we feel that Maeby could be a fine addition to our school.” Xander finished.


“So you’re from England? I can tell. I just love the sound of an accent. It’s so sexy.” Lindsay Bluth Fünke, Maeby’s mother, said.


“Actually I was born and raised in Southern California.” Xander explained.


“A local boy turned world traveler. I’m sure you’re full of fascinating stories. Like where did you get the eyepatch? It makes you look rugged. I’ve always had a weakness for rugged men.”


“Yet somehow you married Tobias.” Michael said.


Lindsay ignored her brother. “Perhaps you could fill me in over dinner? I know a great out of the way place.”


Michael pulled Lindsay into the hall.


“Lindsay, this man is here about Maeby. He’s talking about a scholarship and admission to a very exclusive university.” Michael said to Lindsay, “You know how tight money is around here. I think we should hear him out.” 


“Yes, and what better way to do that than at a romantic restaurant in a secluded booth? I think this is just what my marriage needs.”


“Your marriage needs for you to have a one night stand with a stranger?”


“Frankly, I could use a new fantasy to get me through the nights with Tobias. Mel Gibson in Braveheart just isn’t cutting it anymore.”


“I really wish you wouldn’t share your sexual fantasies with me. Look, hard as this may be to understand, this is not about you. This is where you act like a mother… Not like our mother.” Michael explained. “Look, why don’t I talk to him. I can make sure that he doesn’t get scared off and Maeby gets a fair chance.”


Michael went back into the room to talk to Xander.


“Sorry to keep you waiting. Now I understand that you wanted to speak with Maeby?”


“Yes.” Xander answered. “We conduct a personal interview with all admission candidates. The fact is that the London School isn’t for everyone. It has a very specialized regimen, and we need to determine if Maeby fits the School and if the School fits Maeby.”


“You’re honest, and I appreciate that. I personally find that honesty is the best policy. My entire family does.”


This was a lie. While Michael Bluth tried to be honest, he was often forced into circumstances where he felt he had to lie. And his family’s record of truthtelling was spotty at best.


“Now about that interview.” Michael continued. “Maeby is at the model home right now. One of the many fine homes my family’s company has built.”


This was also a lie. While Maeby was at the model home, it was the only unit the Bluth company had built. And it was very shoddy construction.


“I only insist for the best for my family.” 


Another lie. He and his son lived in the house because Michael wanted to set an example of sacrifice for the rest of the family. And Michael allowed the others in his family to live there to keep from bankrolling a more expensive home. 


“I bet we can catch her before she heads off to the library. There’s nothing Maeby values more than learning. And she will be so excited to see you. College is her most important goal these days.”


All of this was a… well you get the idea.


Xander nodded, happy to be talking to someone that actually listened to what he said.


“That’s great. The sooner the better. But shouldn’t we be discussing this with her parents? They really should be involved in these matters.” 


Michael grimaced. “I think it may be best to just bring them in at the final stages. They don’t really have much to add at this point. Why don’t we head on out to meet Maeby?”


Xander shook his head. “Look, I understand you wanting to avoid them right now, but this is a serious matter. And any staff of the School and the parents should be working closely together to—”


The door began to open. Michael glanced through.


“It’s Tobias and Mr. Wells.” Michael said.


“Crap. Quick. Let’s get to the car before they realize we’ve left.”




Michael and Xander soon arrived at the model home. Micheal found Maeby in her bedroom and introduced her to Xander.


“Maeby, this is Mr. Harris. He’s with an exclusive school in England and wants to talk to you. He’s already talked to your mother.” Michael explained.


“You talked to my mom?” Maeby asked.


“Yes.” Xander answered. “She was very… friendly with me. Is your mom… evil by any chance.”


Maeby thought a moment. “Well, she is the spawn of evil.”


“Hey! Don’t talk about your grandfather that way.” Michael chastised her.


“I wasn’t. I was talking about Nana.”


“Oh. Fair enough then. Now, Maeby, I think you and Mr. Harris will get along just great. Why don’t I leave you two alone so you can get to know each other better.”


Michael left the room shutting the door.


Maeby regarded Xander, nervously. “Great. My uncle meets a stranger and decides to leave me alone with him in a bedroom, telling me to get to know him better. This is actually kind of creepy.”


“Yeah. I was just thinking that.”


Maeby glanced at Xander’s eyepatch. “Just so you know, I’ve taken self defense. You start getting weird on me, I’ll kick you in the stomach.”


“Eyes and testicles.” Xander said.


“Excuse me?”


“When in doubt, go for the eyes and testicles. Those will put an attacker down quickest. You could also go for the throat. Joints are another weak spot. A strong hit to the knee or ankle can hobble a person. But eyes and testicles are usually the best target.” Xander explained.


“Good to know. So why are you here?” Maeby asked.


Xander sat down on a chair. “Maeby, there’s something I need to tell you. It may sound unbelievable, but please let me tell the whole story before you respond. You see the world is older than you know it…”




Downstairs George-Michael was talking to his father.


“Dad? Why is there a strange man alone with Maeby?”


“That’s Mr. Harris. He’s with an exclusive school in England. He’s talking to Maeby about having her enroll there for college.”


“Wait. England? So she’d be on a different continent?” George-Michael asked.


“Yeah.” His father answered. “Isn’t it great? They’re talking scholarship.”


George-Michael did not think this was great. 


“I don’t know if this is so great.”


He didn’t like the idea of Maeby being so far away.


“England’s so far away.”


He really didn’t want to be separated from his cousin.


“She’d be so far from the family. And you always say how important family is.”


George-Michael was also nervous about all the boys she would meet in Europe.


“Plus, she’d be on her own in a strange land. She could be taken advantage of.”


But mainly, he didn’t want her to leave because he had a crush on her.


“But mainly, I’d miss her. She means a lot to me. I…”


George-Michael knew he had to admit his true feelings.


“I love her.” George-Michael confessed.


“Of course you do, son. She’s family. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’m proud of how much you value that.” Michael said.


George-Michael was both relieved and annoyed that his father had once again misinterpreted how he felt towards his cousin.


“So, why is this school in England interested in Maeby?”


“Well, it started when you two went to that movie a few weeks ago.”




“So now there’s a whole line of girls who are now Slayers.” Xander finished up. “Do you have any questions?”


Maeby paused for a moment as she thought about what she had just been told.


“Well, I’m intrigued. But we’ll definitely need some backstory for this. Like, how are the Slayers chosen? And don’t you think that finding the mystical Scythe was kind of convenient. Not to mention the whole amulet deal that just happened to show up at the last moment. There are a lot of holes in the story.”


Unfortunately, Maeby thought that Xander was pitching her a movie idea. 


Maeby looked up from the notes she had taken. “But I like this young Watcher, wounded in the fight, now taking a leadership role. Which actor would best be suited to play him?”


Xander realized his mistake.


“Um… I guess maybe a Jake Gyllenhaal type. You know, a kid in over his head, but he fights on and manages to help save the day.”


But not right away.


“Interesting. See the story through the eyes of the normal guy. It could work. Of course we’d need a script to show Jake before he’d sign on.” Maeby said.


“Um. I don’t think you I’ve explained myself very well. Look, this has to do with the gang that attacked you a few weeks ago at the movie.”


Just as Xander began to try to explain, George-Michael entered the room with his father just behind him.


“Excuse me, Mr. Harris?” George-Michael asked.


“Yes?”


“You’re here because of those muggers a few weeks ago?”


“Yes. I was just about to explain to Maeby that by fighting them off, she—”


“She didn’t, though. Fight them off. There was a group of us that went to the movie. Me, Maeby, Steve Holt, and another girl. She was the one that fought off the attackers.”


Xander barely resisted the urge to scream in frustration.


“So Maeby didn’t show any extreme strength, agility, and speed that night.”


“No.”


Xander slowly counted to ten, then spoke. “And could you tell me who did fight them off?”


“Ann. Ann Veal.” George-Michael answered.


“Her?” Michael Bluth muttered.




Xander fumed in the car as he drove himself and Andrew to the Veal household.


“It was an honest mistake.” Andrew said.


Xander gripped the steering wheel tightly.


“I mean, Maeby was the only one mentioned in the police report by name.”


Xander drove the car, slowing down to turn onto the residential road.


“Plus look on the bright side. We got to meet the Bluths. Such an interesting bunch. Especially that Tobias. Quite a virile specimen. Shame we couldn’t stay longer.”


Xander turned to Andrew, opened his mouth to respond, thought better of it, and turned back to watching the road. 


Finally Xander spoke. “The important thing is that we tracked down this Egg and—”


“Ann.”


“Right. We tracked her down and will give her the recruitment pitch. Now I want you to just follow my lead in there. When I speak to Bland—”


“Ann.”


“Whatever. When I speak to her, I need to make sure that she gets a clear message, no unnecessary narration.”


Andrew whined in protest. “I was only trying to clarify a few pieces of—”


“No unnecessary narration.”


Xander felt that anyone trying to further explain what he was saying would distract from—


“It’s annoying. So cut it out.”


Xander had very strong feelings about this issue. So much that—


“Not one single word. None.”


Hmmph. Fine then.




Xander knocked on the door with Andrew a few steps behind him. The door opened revealing a friendly looking man in a priest’s collar.


“Great.” Xander muttered. “A priest.”


“May I help you?” The man asked.


“I hope so. My name is Xander Harris and this is my associate Andrew Wells. We’re with the London School for Gifted Women. We’re here about Ann Veal. Are you a relative of hers?”


“Yes, I’m her father. Pastor Veal. Did you say London School?”


“Yes. It’s an exclusive academy for young women. We feel that Ann may be suited for enrollment there.” Xander explained.


“So… how is that connected to the Watcher’s Council?” Pastor Veal asked.




Xander and Andrew sat in the living room.


“The dreams started around the same time that she went through her change.” Pastor Veal explained.


“That would be around May 2003?” 


“Yes. She became much stronger, faster, had more stamina. We weren’t sure what happened. Then the dreams began. They were vague at first, but then a week before the attack at the movies, they became clearer.”


“So, she actually dreamed of the attack before it happened?” Xander asked.


“Yes. It’s a good thing too. That way she knew what she was facing. I can only imagine the shock had she been unprepared to face those… vampires.” 


“It sounds like she has a very strong precognitive sense.” Xander said. “It varies from Slayer to Slayer. Some don’t have any. Others it takes awhile before they emerge. But this is the strongest I’ve heard of.”


“It was clear that she was given her gift to fight these monsters. But it wasn’t until after the attack that she dreamed of the Watcher’s Council.”


“What did she dream of?” 


“That a man would come to take her to where she was needed. He would train her and guide her. And that this man was destined to be her Watcher.” 


Xander straightened at this. “Amazing. There were a couple of Slayers in Africa that immediately bonded with a Watcher. They said they dreamed of them. But it’s very uncommon. Can we meet her?”


“Of course. She’s in her room.”




Ann entered the room cautiously. She looked around then gasped when she saw the visitors to her home.


“You’re here! I knew this was coming, but it’s still such a surprise to see the man I dreamed would be such a huge part of my life.”


Xander smiled. “I’m glad to be here. It took awhile to find you but—”


Ann rushed up and hugged Andrew. “You’re the one from my dreams. The one who’ll guide me. My Watcher.”


“Him?” Xander muttered.




In the next Slayer Development, Pastor Veal and his wife discuss where they want Ann assigned.


“I just want to make sure that Ann goes to a wholesome environment.”


“How about working with this Slayer?”


“She does have a good Christian name.”


“Agreed. I’m sure Ann will learn a lot from this… Faith.”











Buy Hard


Xander marveled at the sight before him. Aisle after aisle of the worlds greatest treasures lay available to him for surprisingly reasonable prices. Xander smiled as he realized the extent of the utopia at his fingertips. All his wants and desires would be fulfilled. He felt close to Nirvana. He was at… the S-Mart Superstore (Open 24 hours).


I know that these huge monolithic corporations crush small businesses and destroy American culture, but as long as I can buy snack cakes in bulk number for wholesale prices at 3 AM, I don’t care.


Xander pushed his cart down the snack aisle grabbing boxes.


Ding Dongs… Ho-Ho’s… Must not forget the Twinkies. The gold standard of snack cakes, literally.


Xander had been driving all night through Utah, when he had to pull over for gas. Across the street from the gas station was the S-Mart Superstore, and Xander realized he needed to stock up on supplies.


In the half hour he had been shopping, Xander had already stocked up on toiletries, energy and sports drinks, grabbed some extra t-shirts, underwear, and socks, and picked up a couple Star Wars novels. He was just finishing up his snack food run, when he saw a banner announcing a sale on CD’s.


Might as well stock up. I need to replace all my Johnny Cash CD’s since they were lost when Sunnydale disappeared.


Xander looked around the section of the store. It was mostly empty this time of night. Xander had seen three other shoppers so far, and maybe half a dozen store employees. Xander wandered around until he spotted a stockboy and walked up to him.


“Excuse me. Could you tell me where the CD’s are?” 


The stockboy looked up. “Um… sorry, this is my first day. Hold on, let me check. Mr. Williams? Which way to the CD’s?”


Xander turned and saw the manager walk up. He glanced down at the name tag that read ‘Ashley Williams’.


“I told you already, none of this mister crap. Call me Ash.” the manager said.


“Sorry, sir. This customer is looking for the CD’s.” 


“Electronics. Go straight down the way, past housewares and automotive. It’ll be on the left hand side.”


Xander noticed the hand the manager was pointing with.


Is that a metal glove? No. It’s a prosthetic. Looks like it was made by a blacksmith.


Xander looked up and saw the manager was now staring at his eye patch. The manager caught his eye, then looked away.


The two men stood a few feet from each other. 


Finally Xander muttered. “If you don’t ask, I won’t.”


“Deal.” Ash responded.


Xander pushed his cart down to the electronics section.


Let’s see. Oh, DVD’s. Let’s see, classic comedies… My Three Sons, Pleasantville, Andy Griffith Show. What else do they have? Pretty big Sci-Fi section. Got Star Trek, all flavors. New and old Battlestar Galactica. Galaxy Quest, original and the Journey Continues.


“Hey! Let me go!”


Xander’s head popped up as he heard the yelling. He saw the commotion a couple of sections back down the aisle. 


What the hell’s going on?


Xander saw two large men pushing and shoving an older couple towards the front of the store. 


Is this a robbery?


Xander gaped as an eight foot demon walked up to the group.


This is not a robbery.


“Have you found the Keeper of the Book yet?” the demon asked.


“Not yet. We’re still rounding people up. When can we feed?”


“Not until I have the Necronomicon in my hands.”


Great. Vampire henchmen. And I think they’re going to be heading this way.


Xander ducked down and ran to the back of the store. 


Okay. Left all my stakes, holy water, and crosses in the car. They’ve probably got the doors covered. So I have to improvise something in the store. Let’s see… camping section right here. Lighter fluid and matches. That’ll do.


Xander grabbed the bottle of lighter fluid and book of matches and crept down the aisle. 


Wish I had my stakes with me. I’ll have to rig something up. Maybe get a broom and break it into three. Or a mop. Any…


Xander slowed then looked down. Right in front of him were wooden tent stakes for camping.


Or I could just use these.




Melvin stalked down towards the automotive section. 


He had only been a vampire for a few years, but this was the best gig he had found. His sire tried to make him a lackey when he was first turned. But then his sire tried a power grab in the gang and got himself killed. 


Melvin looked around for a gang to join. All the vampire gangs only wanted him as a lackey. And the only reason they needed lackeys, is because the boss would kill a couple of lackeys every week when he got angry.


The demon organizations would let him join, but the only way to advance would be to kill a member above him. Assuming he wouldn’t get killed during the attempt, he would then have to worry about people below him trying to kill him.


But working for his current boss was the best offer so far. His boss only wanted some rare books Melvin didn’t care about. And Melvin got to eat the people they stole from. So everybody wins. He had his eye on the ten year old kid they grabbed with her mother. Melvin called dibs on her, but wanted to get back before anyone else fed on her.


Melvin looked up and down the aisles for customers and employees. 


I’m in my stalking mode now. I am the hunter and I know my prey is out there. It can run, and it can hide. But I will find my victim. And there will be no mercy. There will be no— 


Melvin slipped on some liquid on the floor and fell on his back.


What the hell? What did I slip in?


He dipped his fingers in the liquid and smelled them.


Is this lighter fluid? Why would there be lighter fluid on the floor? There’s a big pool right here, and a trail of it going down the… is that a flame?


Melvin’s thought was cut short as Xander dropped a lit match at his end of the lighter fluid. The flame quickly ignited the trail and set Melvin aflame. 


Xander walked up with a fire extinguisher in his hand. He calmly watched as Melvin burned, then dissolved into ash. Xander walked up and quickly put out the fire.


All right. One vampire down… An unknown number left… who probably heard that one screaming… plus that other demon I don’t know how to kill. So, I’m still pretty screwed, but slightly less screwed now. But as long as I keep calm and stay aware there’s no way they can sneak up on—


“Hey, Bloodbag. Where’s Melvin?”


Xander turned and saw a vampire standing behind him.


“Um…”


“Is he in the can again? Shit, I told him to go before we left.”


“Yeah. He told me to wait here… or he’d rip my throat open… it was really scary.” Xander muttered, fumbling for the stake tucked in the back of waistband.


“Well he better get back soon. That kid we grabbed is looking pretty tasty.” The vampire looked down at the ashy ground where Melvin had died moments before. “Huh. Need a clean up.”


The vampire looked back up at Xander. “And you better just, um, stay here until he gets back… Or I’ll…”


“Rip my throat out?”


“Yeah… cuz we’re… Seriously, how can he call dibs when he didn’t even gab the kid? Which bathroom did he go to?”


Xander pointed down the aisle. The vampire leaned to look down the aisle. He stiffened as Xander slammed the stake into his back. Xander smiled as the vampire crumbled into dust.


This may be easier than I thought.


Two booms echoed through the store.


Aw, crap. They’ve got guns.




A half hour later, Xander had dusted three more vamps as he worked his way to the front of the store. He saw the group of hostages rounded up, being guarded by eight vampires and demons.


“Where the hell is everyone?” the demon bellowed. “Tobias, how many are missing?”


The vampire named Tobias stepped forward. “Fifteen, master.”


Xander listened intently. Fifteen? I’ve only taken out five.


“Enough of this. The Keeper has not shown himself yet. You six go down to where the gun shots came from. Kill anything you find there. You two. Start killing the prisoners. Maybe their screams will bring him out.” the demon ordered. 


There goes the ‘slowly take them out one at a time strategy’.


Xander looked down at his weapons. He still had the lighter fluid and matches. Four stakes. An improvised torch, using a broken broom handle with a towel wrapped around it, soaked in kerosene. Several number 2 pencils. And a water bottle. Xander watched as eight of the vampires ran the other way down the store. He took a deep breath, then sprang into action.




Simon grinned as he grabbed the young girl and pulled her head back.


“I’ve been waiting for this all night.” 


Simon lowered his fangs slowly, savoring the moment.


“Thank god I found you! That maniac is killing them!”


Simon looked up at the new arrival. The man was waving his arms and shouting.


“It’s the Keeper. He killed Melvin and … the other guy. He’s coming this way. I barely got away. He’s right behind me.”


Simon and Davis dropped the prisoners and ran in the direction the newcomer pointed. “Yeah well he picked the wrong guy to… Wait. Who are you?”


Simon turned back to the newcomer just as a lit torch flew through the air and hit Davis in the chest. Davis went up in flame, screaming. The screams cut out as Davis crumbled to dust. 


Simon turned back to the new comer. “You’re out of fire, one-eye.”


“Okay, try some holy water then.”


The one eyed man threw the open water bottle at Simon. The water splashed Simon’s chest and face. Simon screamed, as he held up his wet hands and saw… they were unharmed.


“Hey that wasn’t—”


His observation was cut off as man slammed a stake into his heart.




Xander watched as the dust floated to the ground. He looked up at the prisoners watching him.


“Everyone get out! Now! Before—”


The sole demon remaining grabbed Xander by the throat and held him a foot off the ground.


“So the Keeper reveals himself at last. You will find me much harder to dispose of than my minions.” 


“Yeah, that’s the way it tends to go.” Xander whispered as he struggled for air.


“You have bravery and cunning in you mortal. But you will not escape your fate. You will die tonight. But if you hand the Necronomicon over to me, it will be a quick death. Now tell me where the book is.” 


Xander pounded at the hand crushing his throat. After a few seconds, the demon dropped him to the ground.


“Okay, okay. You want the book. I’ve got it just right over here!”


Xander stabbed the handful of pencils into the demon’s neck. Or at least he tried to. The pencils shattered against the demon’s thick hide.


Xander looked down at the broken pencils, then up to the demon. “Huh. So you wouldn’t want to tell me any strategic weak spots you have, would you? You know, to give me a sporting chance. Honorable fight and all that? No? Okay.”


The demon roared and smashed his fist to Xander’s side, knocking Xander across the floor.


“Where is the book?”


Xander scuttled back in retreat. “Look, I’d love to help you, but I don’t know what book you’re talking about. I just came in for a snack run.”


“You take me for a fool! Only the Keeper would dare oppose me! Anyone else would be an imbecile to throw their lives away by angering me!”


“Now you’re just calling me names.” Xander answered. “Besides, you were going to kill everyone no matter what. So I’m just defending myself here. I don’t see why you have to get all huffy over it.”


“You waste my time with your babbling. Any delay in finding the Necronomicon cannot be tolerated. I will make your death slow and painful for it.”


“Wouldn’t that just delay you even more? Tell you what, you go get this book you’re looking for. Then if you still want to kill me we can meet back here tomorrow. Sound good?” Xander asked hopefully.


The demon did not reply, instead it let out a roar and leaped at Xander. As it descended on him, a gunshot rang out. The strike hit the demon in the side, knocking it away from Xander. Xander looked up and saw the one of the employees standing before him, a shotgun in one hand, and a chainsaw in, no instead of the other hand.


“You picked the wrong all night superstore to attack, princess.”


“The Keeper finally shows himself.” the demon sneered.


“I had some riff raff to take care of first. We have a very strict ‘No soul, no service’ policy here.” the man answered.


So that’s what happened to the rest of the vamps.


The demon rose to its full height. “Sad to see the fate of humanity rests in the hands of a stockboy. Once I have the book, I will tear the flesh from your bones, mortal. ”


“Get in line, cupcake. And I’m not a stockboy. The name’s Ash.” Ash pumped the shotgun, ejected the empty cartridge and loading the next round. “Assistant Night Manager.”


“Then let the Endgame begin.” the demon challenged.


“Come get some.” Ash answered.




Given chainsaw waving around and shotgun rounds fired rapidly, not to mention the swinging claws of the demon, Xander decided that the better part of valor was to avoid the pitched fight before him and direct the former prisoners to safety. 


Xander crept back to the fight, staying low to the ground. After ten minutes, an inhuman scream sounded out, and a heavy thud resounded through the store. Xander heard a chainsaw rev up and then muffled sounds as the chainsaw bit into flesh.


Xander cautiously walked up to the front and saw Ash dismembering the demon’s body.


“So…” Xander started. “Guess you got this covered…”


Ash looked up, dark blood splattered against his face. “Any others out there?”


“Nope. I took out the vampires down that end of the store. I assume you took out the ones on the other end. When I got up to the front, I took out the last vamps. Then you showed up and took out tall, red, and ugly here. So does the chopping it into little bits keep it from rising up or something?”


“No, I’m just really pissed off at it. This is the third time this store has been attacked. It’s really starting to bug me.” Ash said.


“Bummer.” Xander said. “So, they said something about a Necronominicon or something. And a Keeper of the Book. What’s that about?”


Ash sighed. “I spent the weekend at this haunted cabin, and had this whole drama deal go on. At the end, I survived, but I’m stuck with this unholy tome that evil overlords are always after. It kinda sucks.”


“Sounds harsh. Too bad you can’t get rid of it.”


“Tell me about it. I’d toss it in the trash, but some undead jackoff would probably stumble across it.”


Xander nodded, deep in thought. “Say. I work for this group, the Reformed Watcher’s Council. You heard of them?”


“You the guys that observe the immortals?” 


“No. That’s another group. We’re with the Slayers.”


“Hadn’t heard of them.” Ash answered.


“Well, occasionally we come across some cursed artifact or spell book of evil. Basically bad stuff we have to get rid off. The head man Giles has a service set up. He could probably get rid of that book for you.” Xander explained.


“Yeah, right.” Ash scoffed. “Even if you throw it in the ocean or bury it underground, it’ll come back. It’s got a whole One Ring vibe going on it.”


“Then we can do the whole Mt. Doom thing on it. Throw it into a live volcano.”


Ash looked up, intrigued. “You can do that?”


Xander shrugged. “Let me call Giles and see what we can work out.”




Xander quickly got Giles on the line.


“Hey, Giles… No I’m not in Colorado yet. I had a stopover in Utah. Look have you heard of a book called the Necronomicon?”


Xander held the phone away from his ear, as Giles’s voice screamed out.


“Okay, Giles. Chill. Look, I take it it’s bad news… Yeah, can we arrange a disposal of it? The guy who has it right now is really tired of guarding it…” Xander turned to Ash. “Sorry, he’s in his Librarian rare book squee mode right now.”


Xander turned back to the phone. “Okay, I’ll let you two figure out the details of the handoff.”


Xander handed his phone to Ash. “I’m going to get my cart. I still need to get my supplies.”




Xander pulled his cart up to the front. Ash looked up and handed his phone back.


“So you took out some of the vampires? How’d you handle them?”


Xander smiled. “Well, I left all my weapons in my truck. So I had to improvise. Grabbed some stuff on the shelves and took them out one by one.”


Ash looked up. “What’d you grab?”


“Some lighter fluid, book of matches. A set of tent stakes. A wooden broom. A hand towel. And a box of pencils.”


Ash smiled. “And you took out vampires with those? Nice. Just bring your stuff over to the checkout and I’ll ring it up and the supplies you used.”


Xander nodded. “Great. I really needed these snacks. And… Are you charging me for the stuff I used on the vampires?”


Ash looked up. “Well you did use them.”


“To kill vampires!” Xander protested.


“But you still used them. Look, if you ate an apple before the fight, I’d have to charge you for that.” Ash explained.


“But, we didn’t charge you for setting up the disposal of the book.”


“You do that for any evil artifact you find. The stuff you took was for sale. It didn’t say free vampire killing supplies.”


Xander stared at Ash. “Whatever. Just ring it up. It’s on the Council credit card anyway.”


Ash rung up the sale and bagged it for Xander. 


“Hey, no hard feelings right?” Ash asked Xander.


“Right. By the way, Ashley is a girl’s name.”




Ash watched as Xander loaded his truck up. 


Sorry, man. But I have a store to run. Nice of him to arrange for the disposal though. I guess when you come down to it, we all… is he stealing the cart?


Ash ran outside as Xander jammed the cart in the back of his truck, jumped in and took off.




Xander sped away with a smile on his face.


Show him for charging me to save his customers’ and employees’ lives. Now onto my next stop. Colorado Springs. Get to check out the possible Slayer there. Cassandra Fraiser.










Gate Crashing


Xander flipped open his cell phone and dialed a number.


“Hey, Riley. It’s Xander. How you been, man?” Xander said.


“Oh, nothing much. Just thought it had been awhile since I called. Wanted to see how things are… No, I’m not in trouble. You don’t have to assume I need your help every time I call.”


Xander turned and smiled at the nervous girl next to him.


“Although, there is this situation that if you put a word in, could maybe help me out… Yeah, it’s no big deal. If you could contact, wait a minute here. Cassie, what’s the name of the guy in charge?”


Xander listened to Cassandra Fraiser as she answered. 


Xander turned back to his phone. “Brigadier General Jack O’Neill. With two L’s. But I’m sure it’s nothing big. I just wanted to give you a heads up so… Wait a sec.”


Xander glanced out the window, as he heard several cars blow up.


“Cassie, those guys are on our side, right?”


Cassie looked at him nervously. “I think so. Sam said they’d be right here.”


“Great.” He turned back to his phone. “So anyway. I’m sure I can clear everything up eventually. But a word from you could speed things up. Whatever you think is—”


Xander looked up as five heavily armed men stormed into the room.


“Put your hands up and step away from the girl!” the lead soldier shouted.


Xander turned. “It’s okay. Cassandra and I just—”


ZAP!


Xander’s body twitched violently, then fell to the ground.


Eight hours earlier…


Xander sighed as he walked through the high school courtyard. He was on the trail of a possible Slayer. 


A few days ago, he had gotten word from Giles that the Council was trying a new way to track Slayers down. A spell would be cast that identified humans with energy signatures that strayed from the normal baseline. The spell was then made more specific, narrowing it down to females of the right age and other characteristics. It gave a 90% probability that the identified person was a Slayer.


There’s got to be a way to scope out a possible Slayer without doing the whole creepy older guy hanging around the school. I have to find this Cassandra Fraiser, and all I have is a name right now. I really hope that when the day’s over, I’m not arrested.


Xander turned and entered the administrative office. Just as he entered he saw an older man yelling at a student aide.


“You lost the files? They were plainly labeled. How could you lose them?” the man yelled.


“I’m sorry. They were in the same pile as the files you wanted mailed out.” the girl explained. 


“No. I gave you two piles. One to go back to the records, one to be sent to the district office. It was very simple. How could you screw it up?”


“I’m sorry, sir. I’ll call the office and see if they can return it.” the girl offered.


“Forget it. I’ll call them. You stick to making copies, if it’s not too difficult.” And with that, the man turned and exited the office.


Got it. Thank god for abusive school officials.


Xander walked up to the desk the girl sat at. Xander saw her eyes were red and she was sniffling.


“Wow. The bug up that guy’s ass must have a bug up its ass.”


The girl stifled a small laugh and looked up at Xander. 


“So what was his drama about?” Xander asked.


“Vice Principal Andrews gave me a bunch of files. Some had to go back in the records room. A bunch of others had to be sent to the main district office. He says I sent the wrong one out. But even if I did, we can get them back easy enough. I’m not even supposed to handling postage duties. That has to be done by an administrator.” the girl explained.


Xander glanced down at her ID badge.


“So, April. Let me guess. He shoves all his extra paperwork onto the unpaid office aides, then brags about how well run he keeps the office. But goes ballistic if even one scrap of paper isn’t where he expects it.”


April allowed herself a small smile.


“Reminds me of my old high school principal. Total control freak. I think he actually got physical pleasure in punishing students. Your vice principal reminds me of him. He’s probably just frustrated. I doubt he’s gotten laid since the Reagan administration.”


April smiled at that. She quickly stopped and looked around to see if anyone noticed her expression.


Xander looked around . “Look, I was really hoping you could help me out. I’m Alexander Harris with the London School for Gifted Women. I’m here for a meeting with one of the students and her family.”


As Xander spoke, he pulled out his ID and some official looking papers.


“Like an interview?” April asked.


“Exactly. This time of year, I’m traveling ninety percent of the time. But when I got into town, I realized that I left all the meeting information at the hotel I was at last night. I called the hotel, and they can send me my stuff, but that won’t be for a week. I’d call back at the admissions office, but the person there… well let’s say he can be very reminiscent of Vice Principal Andrews.”


“So you have a meeting, but don’t know where to go?” 


Xander nodded. “Yeah. All I have is the student’s name and the high school.”


“You want contact information on a student?”


“Her name is Cassandra Fraiser.”


April looked nervous. “We’re really not supposed to give out any personal information on the students.”


Xander let his face fall briefly, then gave April a sad smile. “I understand. I’d hate to get you into anymore trouble with the vice principal. I guess I can call my boss and take the lumps. I just hope he can get me the info on the meeting in time. I fly out this evening. Hate to mess up Cassandra’s college plans over this.”


Xander gathered his belongings, and turned to leave.


“Mr. Harris?” April called out.


“Call me Xander.”


“Um… I was just wondering… if it’s not too rude… Could you tell me…” April mumbled.


“How I lost the eye?” Xander finished for her.


“I guess people ask you that a lot.”


“Pretty often.” Xander said.


“What do you tell them?”


“It depends. If it bugs me, I give a smart ass joke. If I’m trying to impress them, I’ll make up a wild story. And on very rare occasions, I might even tell them the truth.” Xander explained.


April fidgeted under his gaze. “So…?”


Xander leaned in closer, and put on a sad smile. “I was rescuing a group of innocent girls. I just got them to safety, when a dangerous lunatic got the drop on me.”


“Nice to see where I fall.” April grinned. She stopped and looked around the office, then turned back to Xander. “I really shouldn’t do this. But give me five minutes and I can get you Cassandra’s phone, address, and guardian information.”


“Thanks. And I promise not to be a creepy stalker type and put this to bad use.”


A few minutes later April returned and discreetly handed Xander a piece of paper.


“Thanks again.” Xander said. “And if your vice principal gets on your case again, just look on the bright side. He could get eaten by a giant snake.”


As Xander left the office, April’s laughter echoed down the hall.


Xander waited in his truck outside the address he had been given. Xander had arrived a few minutes earlier, but found no one home.


Glad I brought something to read.


Xander grabbed a paperback, and cracked it open. As he read, he kept a watch on cars driving down the street. 


Hope someone gets here soon. That black van has passed by here three times. They’re probably wondering what I’m doing here. Hope they don’t call the police.


Xander read on. Just as he finished the first chapter, he spotted a young woman walking down the sidewalk. 


Looks like our girl. Time for the Meet and Greet.


Xander closed his book and put it down on the passenger seat. He glanced in the rearview mirror and quickly checked his hair. Lastly he popped a breath mint into his mouth.


Time to let loose the old Harris charm. She won’t stand a—What the hell?


In front of Cassandra’s house, the black van Xander had spotted earlier had pulled up. Xander saw two men grab Cassandra and begin to pull her into the van. Cassandra was fighting back, but Xander could tell she was losing the struggle.


Xander turned the key in his truck, starting the ignition. He stomped down on the accelerator, shooting the truck forward. His truck rammed into the back of the van. One of the men was just getting into the van when the truck hit. The impact threw him out of the van, his head colliding with the road.


Xander reached into the back seat, grabbing a baseball bat, the first weapon he could get his hands on. He jumped out of the truck and ran around to Cassandra and the other man.


“Hey! Let go of her, asshole!” Xander shouted.


The man turned towards Xander. His eyes glowed as he raised his hand up. On his hand was some kind of ornament. Before he could do anymore, Xander swung the bat, striking the man on the side of the head.


“Okay, glowing eyes. Not a good sign.” Xander turned to Cassandra. “You hurt?”


Cassandra looked up at him. After a second, she responded. “No… we have to get out of here. They’re dangerous.”


Xander nodded. “Get in the truck.”


Xander climbed into the driver’s seat as Cassandra scrambled into the seat next to him.


“Did Sam send you?” Cassandra asked.


Xander glanced at her as he drove off. “Who’s Sam?”


“Samantha Carter? Air force officer? You are from the base, right?”


Xander shook his head. “I’m with the London School for Gifted Women. I was coming to talk to you, when those guys in the van jumped you. You did see their eyes glowing, right?”


Cassandra’s eyes widened in fear. “You’re not with the Air Force? Oh god. Look, just let me out here.”


Xander turned to face her. “Look, I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to talk to you. Now I can let you out where ever you want. Just…” Xander glanced in the rear view mirror. “Crap. Another black van just pulled up behind us.”


Cassandra glanced behind her. 


Xander sped the truck up. “You mentioned a base. Can we get to it?”


“Yeah. Cheyenne Mountain. Head towards the interstate.” 


Xander turned at the next block. “My name’s Xander Harris, by the way. Nice to meet you.”


“I’m Cassie.” 


Xander kept his eye on the rear view mirror. “Can you call someone at the base? Let them know we’re being chased.”


Cassie pulled her cell phone and opened it. She quickly dialed a number. “I’m not getting a signal. There are cell phone towers everywhere in this area. What’s wrong?”


“They must be jamming us somehow. Don’t worry, as long as we get to the base we’ll be—” Xander slammed on the brakes.


Cassie looked up and saw another black van blocking the road.


“We need another out. Glad I got the four wheel drive.” 


Xander shifted gears then pulled off the road into the woods. 


As the truck jostled them around, Cassie looked behind them. “They’re still after us.”


In Cheyenne Mountain, Jack O’Neill was walking down to his office, quickly losing his patience. 


“I don’ see what the problem is.” 


Jack looked at the speaker.


“The problem, Daniel, is that for some reason every soldier in the SGC above basic airman is sending me reports. And I’m expected to read every single one.” Jack explained.


“Well, you are the head of the program. You should be aware of what’s going on.” Daniel said.


“Yeah? Do you read every article on archeology and ancient Egypt?”


“Well, yes. I find it very relaxing. In fact there was a very interesting article in the latest Journal of—”


“Daniel?” Jack asked.


“Yes?”


“Shut up.”


Just as they arrived at Jack’s office, Sam Carter hurried up them.


“Sir, have you heard anything from Cassie?” Sam asked.


Jack looked at her. “No. What’s up?”


“Cassie was supposed to call me when she got home. I tried her cell phone, but she didn’t answer.” Sam explained.


“Is it possible she just forgot? And she left her cell turned off?” Daniel asked.


Sam shook her head. “No, never. She’s always kept in contact when I’m planetside. Ever since Janet died. And considering what’s happened in the past, she’s made sure to always keep her cell with her.”


“Do you think she may be in trouble?”


“Considering what’s happened in the past…” Jack trailed off.


“Sir, I may be overreacting here, but—”


“I’ll get Walter to contact the local police and her school. I can assign a few airmen to you. Whatever you need them for. Can you figure out how to track her down?” Jack said.


“I don’t know. Maybe I can rig something up. She has a unique genetic code. We still have some samples. I’ll get to work on it.”


Sam turned, but stopped as Jack called out to her.


“Sam. We’ll get her back. Safely. I promise.”


Cassandra stood back as she watched Xander peek into the windows of the camp cabin, clutching his baseball bat. He pulled back.


“It’s clear.” he said. “You get a signal yet?”


Cassandra shook her head. “I tried yours also. I grabbed your bag from the truck.”


Xander nodded. “All right. Here’s the plan. You hide out here. I’ll take the truck back down the path we came. I’ll draw the vans out after me. You keep trying to call for help. Okay?”


Cassandra nodded.


“All right. Look, once this is all over, I can give you the whole ‘You’re not like other girls’ speech. Until then, just stay safe and everything will—”


Xander’s truck exploded in a fireball. The blast knocked both off their feet.


Xander quickly got up and stared at the twisted blackened wreck.


“My truck! You asswipes blew up my truck!”


As the two black vans pulled up, Cassandra tugged on Xander’s arm. “We have to leave.”


Xander followed Cassandra into the cabin.


“That’s where I kept all my stuff.” Xander muttered.





Jack entered the lab looking for Sam. Just as he passed the doors, he spied Sam hunched over a table. She looked up and spotted Jack.


“Have you found out anything?” she asked.


Jack looked grim. “Walter just told me. Local police found a black van with two men knocked out right outside your house.”


“Any sign of Cassie?”


Jack shook his head. “It gets worse. I sent a couple of men out there with one of the doctors. They got IDs on them. Both are connected to the Trust.”


“Oh, god.”


“And they had Goa’ulds in them.”


Sam turned back to the equipment on the table.


“We’ll find her.”


Just as Jack turned to leave, Daniel entered.


“Have you heard?” he asked.


“We know about the Trust agents found outside Sam’s place.” Jack answered.


“Not about them. I talked to Cassie’s school. Apparently there was a man there earlier. He was asking about her. He managed to get her address.” Daniel explained.


“The Trust wouldn’t need to find out her address from the school.” Sam said.


“And someone knocked out those Trust agents. I don’t think Cassie could have done that by herself. There’s someone else involved in all this. And if the Trust doesn’t have her, he probably does.”


“Then god help him if he tries to keep us from Cassie.” Sam vowed.


Xander ducked back into the doorway of the cabin. Of the three men from the vans, one was unconscious on the floor. He had just entered the cabin when Xander struck him in the face with his bat. The other two began shooting at Xander, but stopped once he dove through doorway. 


Probably don’t want to risk shooting Cassie. I guess they want her alive.


Xander glanced around the cabin. Cassandra was down on the floor by a window, daring to peek out every few seconds. A solid oak table sat at the center of the room. There were some empty bookshelves alongside one wall. At the far wall was a door to the bedroom, the sole other room in the cabin. The back wall had a fireplace with a poker beside it.


Xander tipped over the oak table, erecting a barricade and pulled Cassie behind it. He grabbed the poker and hefted it in his hand.


“Okay, Cassie. Just two of them left. Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan.” Xander said.


“What is it?” Cassandra asked.


“Um… they’ll come in and then I’ll… wing it.”


“Wing it? You’re risking our lives on your ability to wing—”


The men from the van rushed into the room. Xander pivoted and flung his baseball bat. The bat sailed through the air, striking the lead man in the forehead, knocking him out. The second man tripped over his colleague, stumbling. A glass jar the man had been holding slipped from his grip, shattering as it hit the hardwood floor.


Xander jumped over the table towards the man, driving him into the wall. The man pushed Xander back, knocking him to the floor. He ran up to kick Xander in the face, but Xander caught the man’s foot. With his other hand, Xander reached up and grabbed the man’s shirt and pulled him down and forward. The pull brought the man’s head down directly on the top edge of the oak table. The force of the blow knocked the man out.


Xander slowly got up and brushed himself off. 


“See. It was a great plan. I just winged it and everything turned out—”


A hideous, shrieking worm/snake hybrid shot forward along the floor towards Cassandra.


“Agghh! Evil worm!” Xander shouted. 


Cassandra crawled back, away from the creature, until her back hit the wall behind her. Xander grabbed up the fireplace poker. He swung it down onto the creature as it neared Cassandra. The blow stunned the creature, stopping it mere inches away from Cassandra.


Xander immediately took advantage of this pause. He swung the poker down again and again. After a few tries, he threw it aside and stomped his boot down on the creature’s remains.


“Die! Die! Filthy disgusting worm thing!” Xander screamed as his stomped on it.


“Um, you can stop now. It’s dead.” Cassandra said after a few minutes.


Xander paused and looked down at the smear on the floor.


“Oh… yeah. Sorry. I have issues about evil worms.”


Cassandra got up from the floor and walked over to the two unconscious men. She carefully rolled one over onto his back and began going through his pockets. After a moment, she pulled out an electronic device.


“What’d you find?” Xander asked.


“I think this may be blocking our cell phones.” She flipped a switch on it and pulled out her phone. She quickly dialed a number and waited. A moment later, the call went through.


“Sam? It’s Cassie.”


Xander grinned as he heard the voice shouting from the other end. He stepped back to give Cassandra some privacy. As he did so, he opened his bag and began to go through it.


When Cassandra finished her call, she turned back to Xander. “I gave her a general location of where we are. She said they’re going to try to track me down through my cell phone signal. A few soldiers are on their way.”


Xander nodded. “Okay, so we should have a few moments. Look, I really wanted to do this at a more leisurely pace, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to talk to you alone for awhile. Cassie, the truth is that you’re not like other girls.”


“You know about that?” Cassandra’s eyes went wide. 


“Yeah. I do. I know how you’re stronger, faster, more resilient that normal people.” 


Cassandra looked at Xander with an odd expression. “What are you talking about?”


“Cassie, it’s okay. I know how in the spring of 2003, things changed for you. Before that you were perfectly normal. Then one moment in late May, everything changed.”


“Um, no, it didn’t.”


“Yes, it did.”


“No, I think I would have noticed something like that.”


Xander sighed. “Look, you just got attacked by guys with glowing eyes, carrying some kind of worm demon. Try to keep an open mind. Here, I’ll prove it.”


Xander picked up a small rock from the ground, then hurled it at Cassandra. The stone struck her squarely at her forehead.


“Ow! What the hell was that for?” 


“You were supposed to block it.” Xander explained.


“Not if you throw it that fast. Jesus, that really hurt.” Cassandra said as he rubbed her forehead.


“Look, you weren’t paying attention. It’s all in the reflexes.” Xander picked up another stone and threw it at her. Again the stone struck her.


“Cut it out, dick! What is your problem?”


“Um… so, no reflexes then?”


“No!” Cassandra yelled.


“Oh… Yeah, I think there’s been a mistake. You didn’t go through any changes in Late May of 2003?”


“I already told you. No, I didn’t.” Cassandra began to sniffle at this.


Xander grimaced at this turn of events.


Aw crap. There’s something different about her, but it’s not a Slayer issue. And now she’s crying.


Xander walked up and put his hand on Cassandra’s shoulder.


“I’m sorry. I’m a jerk for doing that. Look on the bright side. Your friend Sam will be here soon. You’ll be back with your family in no time.”


Cassandra glanced up at Xander and began crying even harder.


“My mom’s dead.” she said.


Xander absorbed this. He gently hugged Cassandra and rocked her back and forth.


“C’mon, sit down.” he said.


Cassandra sat down with him. After a few moments, her sobs subsided.


“It’s just been a really crappy time. Mother’s Day is Sunday, and it’ll be the first one without her. Then through in this whole kidnapping attempt, and I go all emo girl in front of some guy I don’t even know.”


“I think you get a free pass with every attempted kidnapping.” Xander said. He sighed in relief as Cassandra chuckled at his comment. “So, how did she die? If you don’t mind me asking.”


Cassandra dried her eyes. “She was a doctor in the Air Force. She got called out to treat some wounded at a battle site. A stray shot hit her. I got the news later that day. I’ve been staying with a friend of hers until I’m off to college.”


“Doctor. What was she like?”


Cassandra thought for a moment. “She was really smart. And kind. She wasn’t really related to me. She adopted me when I was younger. But I always felt safe with her, no matter what happened.”


Xander nodded. After a moment, he spoke. “There was this woman. Her name was Joyce. She was like a model for the perfect mom. She doted on her kids. Made these huge meals for the holidays. Even ruffled my hair a few times. Funny too. But the thing I remember most about her was the way she could make you feel loved with just the tone of her voice.”


Cassandra heard the tremor in Xander’s voice as he spoke. “What happened?”


“She had a tumor. She went in for surgery and we thought everything went okay. But a couple of weeks later, she died. It was quick, and I hope painless. It happened years ago, but I still miss her.”


“Was she your mom?” Cassandra asked.


Xander closed his eye and took a slow breath. After a moment, he opened his eye and answered. “She was the woman I wish my mother could be.”


Xander straightened up and looked at Cassandra. “Just from the way you talk about her, there is not a doubt in my mind that your mom loved you. And it’s okay to miss her. Even if it means you get a little emo at times.”


“How do you get through it?” Cassandra asked.


Xander thought for a moment. “I just remember that I’ll carry a part of her with me wherever I go. Part of my job is that I deal with a lot of young people. Some children, some kids, some older. But almost all of them are going through a rough time when I meet them. So when I try to figure out what to say and how to handle them, I just think to myself ‘What would Joyce do?’ ”


Cassandra gave Xander a sad smile. “I like that. I’ll remember it.”


Xander got up off the floor. “Say, this Sam person. Is she the one looking out for you now?”


“Yeah.”


“And I’m guessing that she’s going to go all out to protect you if she thinks you’re in danger, right?”


“Yeah, she’s like that. Why?” Cassandra asked.


“I may need a good word put in for me.” Xander replied.


 Xander flipped open his cell phone and dialed a number.


“Hey, Riley. It’s Xander. How you been, man?” Xander said.





Xander groaned as he slowly woke up.


“You’re awake. That’s good.”


Xander slowly opened his eye. As the sight before him swam in into focus, Xander ran through his memory for how he got here.


“I was… in a cabin.”


“That’s right.” answered the man sitting before him. The man was in Air Force BDUs, with salt and pepper hair cut short. Xander couldn’t see the rank insignia from his current angle.


“I was talking to a girl. Cassie. Is she okay?”


The man nodded. “She’s fine. Sam is with her now. But from what I saw Cassie was in good shape.”


“The soldiers came in. I got shot by something.”


“The Zat’nik’tel. Not a pleasant experience. But no lasting effects. I’m Jack O’Neill, by the way.”


“With two L’s?”


“Yup.”


Xander glanced around. He was lying on a cot in what looked like an infirmary. Xander was pleased to note the decided lack of armed guards.


“So…am I in trouble?” Xander asked.


“Well, Sam was ready to shoot first and ask questions later when we got to the cabin. She’s the one that zapped you, by the way. But when we got back to the base, I got a very interesting phone call from my old CO General Hammond. He’s in a branch of Homeland Security now. It seems he was contacted by one Riley Finn.”


“Ah, Riley. One of these days I’m going to have to pay him back.”


“Yeah. Agent Finn explained on how you with an independent but closely allied group dealing with…” Jack glanced down at a paper, “HSTs. Said you were tracking a possible lead and managed to stumble onto the kidnapping attempt.”


“It happens more often than you’d think.” Xander explained.


“That along with Cassie’s version of events, plus the remains of the Goa’uld we scrapped of the bottom of your shoe tell me that you’re not one of the bad guys.” 


Xander let out a sigh of relief. “Okay, glad we don’t have to do the whole Men in Black scenario.”


Jack studied Xander. “So why did you approach Cassie?”


Xander stopped and thought.


I don’t want to reveal more than I have to about the Council’s search for Slayers. But if he’s high up enough to hear about HSTs, I can give him some facts.


“You know how there are some government teams set up to fight HSTs?” 


Jack nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t get any details, but I have a vague picture.”


“The group I work for is interested in investigating people who are outside the gamut of regular people. Mainly hoping to find people with exceptional fighting skill. They managed a way to identify people who are outside normal human parameters. Cassie showed up on their search.”


Xander saw Jack stiffen as he talked.


“But when I talked to her, I figured out she didn’t have any fighting skills.”


“So, you’re just going to move on? No questions?”


Xander shrugged. “I know something’s different about her. But she seems to have people taking care of her here.”


Jack relaxed. “Good to hear.”


Xander got up off the cot and stretched his muscles. As he stretched, a younger man with brown hair and glasses entered the room.


“Ah, you’re up. No lingering pain, I hope?”


“He’s fine, Daniel.” Jack said.


Xander nodded. “Yeah, I was just squaring things away with the general here. Guess I’ll be on my way and… aw crap! My truck!”


Jack glanced at Daniel. 


“I assume the wreckage we found outside the cabin used to by your vehicle?” Daniel asked.


“Yeah. Oh, man! All my stuff was in there. My clothes. Food. Maps and equipment. Everything!”


Jack winced at this. “Look, Harris. Fact is you lost your stuff protecting one of my group. That means something to me. We have a pretty well stocked commissary at the base here. You go through it and take what you need.”


Xander looked up. “You serious?”


“Yup. Just grab Walter and he’ll get you what you need.”


“That’s great.”


Jack smiled. “I was just wondering. How did you lose the eye?”


Xander smiled. “That’s classified. If I told you I’d have to kill you.”


As Xander walked out the room, Daniel began laughing. Seeing Jack’s unamused expression, set Daniel off even more.


“Come on, Jack. That was pretty funny.”


“No, it wasn’t.”


“Yeah, it was. See you’re a general. So a civilian telling you something is classified is just—”


“Daniel?”


“Yes, Jack?”


“Shut up.”


Jack was talking to Daniel just as Chief Master Sergeant Walter Harriman entered the office.


Walter handed Jack a clipboard with several forms on it.


“What’s this?” Jack asked.


Walter looked up, “In order to issue supplies to a civilian, we have to fill out a separate form for each item. Now these are the first few—”


“Oh, for crying out loud! What’s with all the paperwork?”


Walter sighed. “Well, we need to keep track of inventory. Each supply has a separate invoice. And each one needs your signed approval.”


Daniel smiled as he watched the exchange. “You know, Jack. You really should keep up with your paperwork. No shortcuts here.”


Jack glared at Daniel. “There are always shortcuts.”


Jack grabbed a blank form from his desk. “I give full authorization for the deployment of Air Force equipment to the bearer of this document. Signed Brigadier General John O’Neill.”


Jack handed the form to Walter. “Give this to Harris. Let him grab whatever he wants. At the end list it all on the sheet, and put the form in records. It’s all approved, so you don’t have to bug me for anything else.”


Walter took the sheet and retreated from the office.


“Kind of hard on him, weren’t you?” Daniel asked. “Can’t you be a little more pleasant about the paperwork?”


“If I am, it’ll just encourage him to bring me more.” Jack growled. “This way, I get it all out of the way. No problems.”


“I don’t think it’ll be that simple.”


“Shut up, Daniel.”


Xander walked through the commissary pushing the shopping cart before him. 


“Okay. I got all enough clothes to last me for awhile. Food is taken care of. What else?”


He turned to the clerk at the front. “Excuse me. Can I get a compass and some camping gear?”


The clerk looked up. “All military grade equipment is down in the armory.”


Xander strolled down the corridor with his cart, until he came to the armory.


“Um, hey. I need to get some equipment here. That cool?” he asked.


The sentry studied Xander. “I have to have authorization before I release anything. And since you’re a civilian, I doubt you have it.”


“Oh. All I have is this form.” Xander handed the sentry the signed form.


The sentry read it, then quickly looked back up. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t realize the General vouched for you. We’re slightly understocked right now. Several teams are out, and the monthly armament shipment is next week. So we may not have everything you want. I assume you’ll want to start off with the light arms?”


Xander blinked slowly. “…okay. Sure. Let’s start there. Um, what’s the standard issue?”


“The FN P90.” the sentry answered.


“Can I get incendiary rounds with that?”


The sentry nodded.


Xander nodded his head. “Okay, then. I’ll take three of those. Stock up on half regular ammunition and half incendiary. I’ll also need a dozen LAW’s, a dozen phosphorous grenades, and um… one of those zat…zatty tacky…”


“Zat’nik’tel?”


“Yeah, that too.”


The sentry wrote down the requests. “This will take a few minutes. Where do you want us to load it up?”


Xander paused. Damn, forgot I don’t have a truck anymore. But O’Neill did vouch for me.


“Which way is the motor pool?”








Daniel caught up with Jack, just as he was getting in the elevator.


“Heading home?” Daniel asked, grinning.


“Yep. Simpsons is new tonight. Don’t want to miss it.”


“Great… So… did you see Harris off?”


Jack shook his head. “No. Why? And what are you grinning about?”


“Oh nothing. I just happened to come across the final invoice you approved.”


With that Daniel handed Jack a lengthy list. Jack grabbed it, and began to scan the list.


“Standard clothing, compass, night vision goggles? FN P90s?”


Daniel smiled. “Keep reading.”


“Zat’nik’tel? Oh god… He took a humvee? I’ll kill him! What idiot just let him walk out with all this?”


“You did. He had a signed authorization letting him take any equipment he wanted.” Daniel explained.


The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Walter saw Jack and quickly approached.


“General! I’ve been looking for you. The civilian Harris just left. I think that he used the blanket authorization you gave—”


“Walter!” Jack interrupted.


“Yes, sir?”


“Just… Just file the necessary paperwork, and never mention this to me again.”


“Yes, sir.”


Walter turned away, and the doors closed. 


Jack looked back to Daniel, who was now barely restraining his laughter.


“Shut up, Daniel.”


Xander smiled as he drove his new Humvee down the interstate. 


Really nice of O’Neill to give me all this stuff. Can’t wait to try out the Zatty guns. Guess he’s really glad Cassandra was safe. She’s had it rough. Especially with her mom dead. Glad I could talk to her. It seems to make Mother’s Day a little less painful for her. So seemed really torn up over…


Xander stopped his train of thought as he came to a realization. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. Flipping it open, he dialed a familiar number. After a moment, a voice came over the line.


“Hey, Giles. It’s Xander checking in. Look, the lead on the Fraiser girl fizzled out. I did the spot test, and she’s not a Slayer…yes, I double checked. There’s something different about her. That’s for sure. Otherwise she wouldn’t have shown up on the long range spell. But whatever it is, she’s got people protecting her. I say we just keep away from the whole thing.”


Xander took a breath before continuing. “Look, Giles. Can you do me a favor? Call Buffy… It’s… it’s just important that someone call her up and see how she’s doing today… There are too many issues between us for me to call her. Besides, I have to call someone else… Okay, thanks. Talk to you later.”


Xander ended the call, then dialed another number. After a few rings, the call went through.


“Dawn? It’s Xander. How are you?”


Xander listened to the other end as he drove.


“I just wanted to check up on you. It’s been awhile since we talked. And I missed you… Yeah, sounds like fun… Uh-huh… Yeah, I know what day tomorrow is. I figured you could use a friendly voice… Yeah hold on a sec.”


Xander slowed the Humvee and pulled over into a rest stop. He parked and turned the engine off.


“Yeah, still here… No, I got plenty of time to talk… Yeah, I miss her too.”










The Customer Is Always Wrong


Xander pulled into the parking lot of the Quick Stop, parked, and got out of his Humvee.


God, I feel like crap. I hope I’m not coming down with a cold. I better grab some orange juice and DayQuil here.


As Xander got out, he watched as a blond skinny man verbally harassed people on the sidewalk, while a portly bearded man stood by silently.


Great. A couple of dealers hanging out front. Just pop in, grab the cold medicine, buy it, and take off. I don’t want to hang out here any more than I have to.


Xander entered the QuickStop, and looked around. He turned to the clerk at he register.


“Where are the cold supplies at?”


“Second aisle on the left.” The clerk turned back to his friend. “No way Jedi is better than Sith. Sith had Palpatine orchestrating a cunning plan, destroying the Jedi, and seizing power. Jedi had ewoks. Case closed.”


“Sith had Jar Jar. Case reopened.” the friend countered.


Arguing about Star Wars movies. I remember my days of crap jobs discussing sci fi. Glad I’ve grown up since then. No way I could waste time doing that nowadays.


Half an hour later…


Xander stood before the two men, ranting. “Of course Babylon 5 is better. It’s a proven fact that Deep Space 9 was rip off of it.”


“A rip off that appeared a year before Babylon 5.” Randal pointed out.


“There was a proposal that was sent around for years!” Xander yelled. “Besides, Stracynski had a five year plan. DS9 made it up as it went along.”


“Right. So the changing of the lead actor after the first year, the rushing of the Earth rebellion plot, the change of second in command in the last year, those were all part of the five year plan.”


Dante spoke up. “I’d just like to point out that the writers of DS9 went on to make the 4400, Battlestar Galactica, and other shows. JMS went on to write some mediocre comics.” 


Xander threw up his hands. “I just can’t reason with you two.”



One hour later…



“I’m telling you, the ultimate snack is the Cheeto.” Randal declared.


Xander shook his head. “You poor misguided fool. Nothing is above the Twinkie.”


Randal scoffed. “The Twinkie is a misbegotten hybrid of sponge cake and whipped cream. The Cheeto is a carefully designed snack that delivers a zesty cheese flavor with the starchy goodness of the chip. Plus, you can snack all day on Cheetos. Anyone who eats more than two Twinkies at a time is courting a heart attack.”


“Let’s look at the shelf life.” Xander countered. “Cheetos go stale. Twinkies can survive nuclear war. Plus creamy white goodness.”


Dante interrupted. “Look, you guys can go back and forth all day. But there is one fatal drawback of Cheetos. The cheesy finger syndrome.”


Randal hung his head in defeat. “Stupid cheesy fingers.” 


Two hours later…


“So…” Dante began. “Clowns?”


“Evil.” Xander stated.


“Evil.” Randal agreed.


“Evil.” Dante finished.


45 minutes later…


Dante paced back and forth behind the counter.


“Batman is way better than Superman. Superman is some boring Boy Scout with unlimited powers. There’s never any suspense on whether he’ll win or not. Plus, who would you rather bang, Lois Lane or Catwoman?” Dante said.


“Batman is so overrated.” Randal said. “He’s supposed to be the total badass, cause he has no powers. But he’s got like a bajillion dollars, an arsenal of weapons, vehicles, and equipment, and a manservant. If I had those I could fight crime too. And I would have the guts to kill the Joker. Seriously, the Joker breaks out of Arkham, kills a few dozen people until Batman catches him and sends him back to Arkham. Then six months later, he does it all again. Batman is a chump. End of story.”


“It’s called a moral code. Some people have them.” Dante replied.


“Like Superman. Dude could rule the planet if he wanted to. Instead he fights crime, saves innocents, and averts the occasional natural disaster. Just cause it’s the right thing to do. Makes him a better hero than Bat ‘My Parents Were Killed When I Was Ten, So I use My Inheritance To Dress Up And Beat Up Criminals’ Man.”


Dante looked at Xander. “We’re going to need a ruling here.”


Xander thought. “This is a tough one. Batman is a regular human taking up the fight. And he does work with other people. But then he pulls the whole ‘Oh, I’m so dark and conflicted. Let me sit here and brood, and oh yeah, attract all the hot women.’


“Superman is fighting the good fight, just because he knows it’s the right thing to do. And he didn’t abuse his powers, then go on about how he’s fighting for redemption. On the other hand, he probably wouldn’t be fighting crime if he didn’t have powers. And he’s supposed to be friends with Jimmy Olsen and Perry White, but he’s never told them the truth about his powers. Not cool.”


An hour and a half later…


Dante looked at Xander. “So, what’s up with the eyepatch.”


Xander shrugged. “Peer pressure. All the cool kids are wearing them. You guys got a bathroom here?”


“To the left, then straight back.” Dante answered.


As Xander departed, Dante glanced to Randal. “Eyepatches are in fashion now? I would never wear one.”


“Smart choice. You’d look ridiculous.” Randal said. “I could pull it off though.”


“Why can you pull it off and I can’t?”


“I don’t know. I guess I just have more off a swashbuckler vibe going for me.”


“I could totally pull off an eyepatch.” Dante protested.


“No. But don’t get upset. There are plenty of looks you can do, I can’t.” Randal explained.


“Like what.”


Randal thought as he looked at himself in a mirror, covering up one eye. “Um… bow tie. I could never do a bow tie.”


Xander stumbled into the bathroom. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and looked in the mirror.


Jesus. I’m burning up. Better splash some cold water on my face.


Xander reached toward the faucet, but his hand began to tremble.


Aw, crap.


Xander’s vision blurred, and then he fell to the floor.


“Wait a minute, you’re getting all the cool stuff.” Dante complained.


“Sorry. I’m a spring.” Randal replied.


“So I can wear a bow tie, sweater tied around my shoulders, zoot suit, or pork pie hat.” Dante listed.


“Correct.”


“While you get eye patch, cloak, Miami Vice pastel suit, or fedora.”


“I don’t make the rules of fashion.” Randal said. “But the fact is that certain people can only wear certain styles, or else they look ridiculous. I’m only trying to help you here, buddy.”


Dante shook his head. “You’re just claiming all the cool stuff for yourself. I am so buying a fedora this weekend.”


“Whatever. I gotta get back to the store. This break is about over.”


“Has it been six hours already?”


“Funny. Say, that guy’s been in the bathroom awhile.” Randal headed to the bathroom.


“Randal, you really need to stop breaking into the restroom when customers are in there. We’ve been getting complaints.”


Randal pushed the door open and glanced inside. He quickly turned back to Dante. “Um… I think the customer died in here.”


Dante sighed. “Not another one.”









House Calls


At Princeton-Plainsboro Teaching Hospital, Dr. Gregory House addressed his staff.


“Patient is a Caucasian male in mid-twenties, found passed out in the rest room of a Quick Stop. Admitted this morning. Symptoms include high fever… and passing out in a Quick Stop restroom. So, theories?”


Dr. Eric Foreman raised his hand. “Is that all? Don’t we have any more information?”


“No. Now, to the board. C’mon, let’s hear those theories,” House said.


“Foreman’s right,” Dr. Robert Chase said. “By the time you agree to take a patient, they’ve usually been through a battery of tests. Why did you take on this person?”


“I was feeling especially philanthropic this morning. I see the sick; I am compelled to heal them. It’s my thing.” House said.


The three staff doctors stared at House. 


“Plus, I lost a bet with Cuddy.” House mumbled. “I had to treat the next patient admitted. So! Theories?”


“High fever could be in response to infection.” Foreman said.


“Infection.” House wrote down. “Get a blood sample, test for all the usual suspects. Next?”


“Drug overdose?” Chase asked.


“Run a tox screen on him.”


“There are a whole range of inherited or environmental causes that could produce the fever and fainting. What’s his medical history?” Dr. Alison Cameron asked.


“Don’t know.” House replied.


“Well, as the admitting doctor, isn’t it your job to get a history?” 


“Technically, yes. Which only reinforces my whole ‘never be the first doctor to treat a patient’ mania.” House said.


“So, why don’t you get a history?”


House sighed. “You are just going to keep nagging me on this, aren’t you? The reason I haven’t taken a history yet, is that the patient has not yet waken up from his whole passing out in the restroom shtick.”


“So contact his next of kin.” Foreman said.


“Logical. But his ID puts his address as Sunnydale, California. Which, as we all know from the Discovery Channel special on last month, disappeared into a sinkhole a couple of years back. Kind of makes calling the kinfolk a wee bit tricky.” 


“Does he have a cell phone?” Chase asked.


“Yes. But, I don’t think he gives out his number to just anyone. You’ll really have to flirt to get his digits.” 


“If you have his cell phone, simply go through the numbers on it. There’s bound to be family members in there.” Chase explained.


“Right. Cameron get on that.” House ordered.


“Why me?”


“Because you haven’t cultivated the contempt for patients and family that Chase and Foreman have. You’re really lagging behind. Very disappointing. Frick and Frack, start running the tests.”




Xander struggled to sit up. Sweat poured off his body. He looked around his room at the various people he knew. 


“Guys, I don’t feel well.” 


Buffy looked up from the table. “Xander, quit distracting me. I’m trying to prepare dinner. I’m sure you’ll be fine.” 


Xander staggered to his feet, his hands trembling. He looked around for help. 


“Willow, something did this to me. We have to stop it.” 


Willow rolled her eyes. “Xander, have you even considered what they’ve gone through? I’m sure from their point of view, your painful illness is only reasonable. Don’t be so narrow minded.” 


Xander turned to Giles. He took a step, but stumbled in pain. He slowly rose up, every joint in agony. “Giles, please. You have to help me.” 


“Of course. Willow, you are very wrong. As you can see Xander is in agony. His illness is clearly getting worse. In fact with the increased pain, the only thing he should be thankful for is that he probably won’t survive much longer.” 


“Giles, I need—”


“Quiet, Xander.” Giles admonished. “I’m busy lecturing Willow.” Giles turned back. “Now, Willow, I have five main points to cover. The first…” 


Xander slowly crawled along the floor. 


Anya looked down at him. “You’re no good to me like this. You should go off and convalesce. Return once you’re back to your full wage earner peak.” 


“Xander, please listen to me.”


Xander turned at the sound. He looked around, but his vision was so blurry, he couldn’t make anything out. 


“So, Alexander. Tricky situation. What do you make of it?” 


Xander stopped. “Sam?” 


Sam Zabuto stepped forward. “Now, first step is to assess the situation.” 


“I’m sick.”


Sam nodded. “Very. High fever. Muscle and joint ache. Nausea. Remind you of anything?” 


“You have to get better.”


Xander looked around. “I… heard someone.” 


“Take stock of what’s happening. Next, figure out the best course of action. You know this, Alexander.” Sam stated. 


“You have to do it.”


“I have to do it.” Xander repeated. 


“You can do this.” Sam assured him. 


“Please. I need this from you.”


Xander thought to himself. “I can do this.” 


“Please, just wake up.”


Xander opened his eye.




Dawn Summers sat by Xander’s bed, holding his hand. The doctors and nurses would come in occasionally to check something, or to change his IV. But she was mainly undisturbed.


As the last nurse left, Dawn leaned up towards Xander’s ear.


“Xander, please listen to me.” she said. “You have to get better.”


Dawn stopped and wiped her eyes. “You have to do it.”


Xander stirred in his sleep.


Dawn sat up at his activity. She glanced at the monitor by the bed, but couldn’t tell if anything had changed. She turned back to Xander. “Please, I need this from you.”


Xander’s lips began to flutter. “I can do this.” he whispered.


Dawn’s eye widened. She ran to the door. “I need a nurse here! He’s waking up!”


Dawn ran back to the bed and grabbed his hand again. 


“Please, just wake up.” she pleaded.


Xander opened his eye.


“Dawn?” he croaked out.




House sat in his office, reviewing a patient chart, when his friend Dr. James Wilson entered.


“I heard the good news.” Wilson said.


House looked up. “What good news? All I have are problems.”


Wilson stopped. “Your patient woke up. Five days unconscious with a fever. He comes to. Sounds like good news.”


“Not really. We’ve been running a series of antibiotics, anti-allergens, blood tranfusions, and half a dozen other treatments. With enough shit thrown at the wall something was bound to stick. We still don’t know what made him sick in the first place.” House explained.


“It’s always a shame when a patient’s recovery from the brink of death interferes with your being able to complete your diagnosis. Such a tragedy.”


“And I’m sure that whatever hit him won’t recur the moment we stop the broad spectrum treatment.”


Wilson sat down next to House. 


“So what’s the next step?” he asked.


”Cameron’s taking the history. I’m waiting for the results on yet another round of tests. And the Dover Boys are out doing environmental tests.” House said.


“I didn’t know Harris had a residence around here. Oh, and there were three Dover Boys. So that doesn’t fit Chase and Foreman.”


“You sure?”


“Yep. Tom, Dick, and Larry.”


“Damn. I really liked that one. And Harris doesn’t have a residence. He does have a vehicle he’s been traveling in. So I sent Chase and Foreman… the Hardy Boys! No, wait. They were actually kind of cool. I’ll think of something when they get back.”




Dr. Cameron had just finished her medical history with Xander, and was leaving the room. Xander waited until she left the room, then turned to Dawn.


“So you just came out here after one phone call from the doctor?” Xander asked.


Dawn nodded. “I figured you could use a friendly face with you. I’m ahead on my college assignments, so I took a flight out here for the weekend.”


Xander smiled. “Thanks. Just as long as you don’t miss any classes.”


“Okay, Mom.”


Xander looked at the door, making sure no one else would hear what he said to Dawn next. 


“Look, Dawn, you need to get in contact with Giles. There’s only been one other time I felt like this.”


“Chumash Tribe curse, Thanksgiving ‘99?” Dawn asked.


Xander nodded. “Um, yeah.”


“Already talked to Giles. I told him your symptoms. He’s got the Devon coven casting some protection spells and seeing if they can find a supernatural source. He’s going to call back in a couple of hours. It’s taken care of.”


“Oh. Thanks.” Xander said. “Also be careful what you tell the doctors here. I don’t want them nosing around in the Council business.”


“Got it.” Dawn said. “But the important thing is to get you feeling better.”


“Good luck with that. I don’t see how it’ll happen with the crap they feed me.” Xander complained.


Dawn looked around, got up, and shut the door to the room. She sat back down and pulled out her bag.


“I got your fix right here.”


With that, she pulled out a pack of Twinkies from her bag.


“Oh, you are a goddess. I owe you some serious karma for this.”


“I figure I owe you for all the times you snuck me snacks when I was grounded. So this one’s free. Next batch will cost you.” Dawn said.


“Aw, little Dawnie grew up and became a pusher. I’m so proud.”




Chase and Foreman approached the Humvee in the parking lot of the Quick Stop. They tried to ignore the people loitering by the entrance as they unlocked the vehicle.


“Why is it we always get stuck with the break ins, but Cameron always gets the patient interviews?” Chase asked.


“Because House hates us.” Foreman answered.


“House doesn’t hate all of us.”


“Sorry. He sends me on the breaking and entering because I stole a car when I was a kid and he uses that to blackmail me. He has Cameron interview the patients and family because people open up to her. And he also is trying to make her more skeptical of what people say.” 


Chase nodded. “But what about me?”


“House sends you on whichever is the most unpleasant task.” Foreman explained.


“Why?”


“Because House hates just you.”


“That I believe.” 


Chase and Foreman rummaged through the Humvee.


“I got some fast food remains.” Chase said.


“Bag it. We better test it. See if there’s anything in it.”


“If there’s been some spoiled food, we’d be seeing a lot more cases. Harris is the only one so far.”


“I know.” Foreman replied. “But we have to be sure.”


They continued searching the vehicle.


“Hey, there’s a locked box in the back. Pass me the keys.” Chase said.


“Here you go. Look, this is a bust. Whatever affected Harris isn’t—”


“Foreman.” Chase interrupted.


“You find something related to his illness?”


“No. Something else. Take a look at this.”


Foreman looked over to what Chase had found. “Crap.”


“Yeah. We’ve got to tell House.”


“No. We’ve got to tell Cuddy.”




“You look good. I mean besides the whole near death sickness deal you got going on.” Dawn said. “You seem to be doing well. Especially compared to how you were after Sunnydale.”


Xander nodded. “Yeah. I wasn’t in very good shape then. I mean, I put on a happy face, made dumb jokes, but…”


“I know.”


“I never thanked you. You tried to help me out back then. You were the only one. Well, actually Faith approached me one time. But I wasn’t very friendly. I… I shut her down before she could even start.” Xander said.


“I missed you, y’know. I really wish you could have gone to Europe with us.” 


“I know. But I couldn’t. I had to go out on my own for awhile.”


“Why?” Dawn asked. “Why didn’t you want to come with us?”


Xander sighed. “I’d already seen how it plays out. After the almost apocalypse, we’re just one big happy family. That is as long as I don’t mind playing the dependable sidekick. The after about four, five months tops, Buffy finds herself some mysterious stranger that she feels drawn to. Then I get shoved aside and ignored while the new guy takes center stage. She starts hiding things or out right lying to me. Then everything comes out at exactly the wrong time. And we reconcile as long as I forget all the lying, being ignored, and treated less like a friend and more like an acquaintance when convenient. Then the whole thing begins again.”


Xander paused and took a drink of water. “I was tired of the whole cycle, so I figured I’d give it a miss. Instead I went off on my own, and found out that I actually be more than the funny sidekick in the background.”


Dawn sat silent by the bed. After a minute she spoke. 


“Ten months.”


Xander looked up. “What?”


“It lasted for ten months. Me and Buffy traveled around Europe, saw the sights, caught up on the sisterly bonding. Buffy was determined to keep her promise to show me the world. Then after ten months, she met the Immortal. And after that, spending time with her sister became a second priority. Distant second.”


“I’m sorry.” Xander said. “When did you leave?”


“My eighteenth birthday. For months before it, Buffy kept going on about how important it was and how we would celebrate. By the time it came around, she was caught up in her new guy. And I got a message saying that the Immortal had made special weekend plans with her, but she’d do something with me the next week.”


“Ouch.”


“Yeah. So instead, I called Giles. By the time the next week came round, I was in England, translating some ancient texts for the new Council.” Dawn explained.


“I thought I recognized your handwriting on some of the notes I saw. I also heard about some field work you did.” Xander said.


“Yeah. Nothing big though.” 


“Really? That’s not what I heard. There was something about almost being sacrificed in a Scottish town. Summersville?”


“Summersisle. You heard about that?”


“Yup.”


“Yeah. I found a cult of neopagans. Turned out they had been sacrificing people for thirty years. Never thought I’d be so glad I wasn’t a virgin. Couple Slayers came to the rescue, and we shut it down. Funny thing was, after I filed the report, I got this blistering e-mail from Willow lecturing me about how they weren’t really pagans and how the actual druid beliefs are peaceful and blah, blah, blah.”


Xander smiled. “Yup. That’s our Willow. Manages to ignore your peril while she lectures you about how dead white males are the source of all evil.”


“Yeah.” Dawn said. “Xander?”


“What?”


Dawn paused, as she formed her thoughts. “I get why you haven’t kept in touch with Buffy. But why haven’t you spoken to Willow in over two years?”




House was walking back to his office, when the hospital Dean of Medicine, Dr. Lisa Cuddy, caught up with him.


“Come with me.” Cuddy said. “I have to show you something.”


“Is this the trick with the ping pong balls? Because I have been wanting to see you do that ever since I read about it on the men’s room wall.”


“No. It’s what Chase and Foreman found in your patient’s car. In their unauthorized and might I add illegal search, they came across a cache of firearms and explosives.” Cuddy said.


“Are any of them the cause of his illness?” House asked.


“No.”


“So why are you talking to me?” 


“I want Harris out of here. Discharge him. Now.” Cuddy ordered.


“I haven’t completed his diagnosis yet.”


“I don’t care. He’s better now. Get him out of the hospital. Whatever he’s involved in is bad news, and I don’t want it affecting this hospital.”


“If he’s such bad news, call the police.” House said.


“I would, except the search of his vehicle was made without his permission. If we call the police, he could sue the hospital.”


“Yet without that search, you wouldn’t know about his one man militia movement. Ironic, isn’t it?”


“No arguments. Discharge him.” Cuddy said.


“How about this. We discharge him. Then a couple of days later, whatever hit Harris the first time rears its ugly head again. Harris suffers and maybe even dies. The hospital gets butt-slammed by a lawsuit. Then it comes out that you specifically ordered him out, against his doctor’s advice. How does that affect the hospital?”


Cuddy sighed. “Keep him for observation for twenty four hours. If he’s still healthy, discharge him.”


“That’s all I ask.”




“I had been in Africa for about three months at that point. It was me, Sam Zabuto, and the three Slayers we had found at that point.” Xander explained. “Sam had gotten a lead on a cursed tome. He had an address for where it was located, but there were mystic wards around it. A Slayer would be spotted right off. Sam was coordinating the whole thing. That meant I had to go in and get it.”


“What happened?” Dawn asked.


“It went off fine. We got a local shaman to cast a spell on me. It made me undetectable to any magic. I went in, got the book, and got out. Whole thing went like clock work. But when I got back, I found out that Willow had tried to find me, she was frantic. I gave her a call to find out what she was upset about.”


“What did she say?”


Xander paused and took a deep breath. Dawn studied him, seeing how the subject matter still upset him.


“Before I left for Africa Willow cast a tracking spell on me. That way she could keep track of me no matter where I went or what I did. When the shaman cast his spell, I suddenly disappeared from her tracking.”


“Oh.” Dawn said quietly.


“So I basically found out she did this without getting my permission or even telling me about it. I was pretty pissed about that. I then asked her if she did the same thing to Giles or Buffy.”


“What did she say?”


“She said no, because she knew Giles and Buffy could look after themselves.” Xander said.


“Oh, god.” Dawn groaned.


“Yeah. That’s when I went off on her. I told her… actually I yelled at her that what she was doing was no different from wiping Tara’s memory. That upset her and she said that she wouldn’t talk to me until I apologized. And that was over two years ago.” 


“I’m sorry.”


“Me too.”


Dawn sat, uncomfortable in the silence. After a moment, she spoke up. 


“Remember that time on Buffy’s birthday, when I wished no one would ever leave? And then Anya’s friend made it so we were stuck in the house with a demon trying to kill us?”


“Yeah.”


“Did I ever mention how sorry I was over that? Cause I am. Really sorry.”


Xander laughed. “Dawn, everyone’s screwed up with magic before. I mean I had the whole love spell and song and dance demon summoning on my record. The difference is that you and I learned not to mess with magic and cast spells on our friends. We especially know not to do it without their knowledge and act like it’s for their own good.”


Dawn took Xander’s hand. “Friends suck.”


“Yeah, they really do sometimes.” Xander squeezed her hand. 


They sat for a moment, before Xander spoke.


“Dawn?”


“Yeah.”


“Thanks for coming out here. It means a lot to me. On a friendship scale of one to ten, one being—”


“Casting spells on you without your permission?”


“Yeah, and ten being, flying all the way across the country to sit by my bedside while I’m sick. This is a nine, nine and a half.”


“Nine and a half?” Dawn shouted.


“Well, technically you didn’t fly across the whole country. You only flew in from Chicago.”


“So if I was attending Cal Tech instead of UIC, I’d get a full ten?”


Xander shrugged. “I don’t make the rules.”


“Yes, you do! You made them just now!”


Xander sighed. “I suppose I can give you a half point extra credit for bring twinkies.”


“You better.”




Wilson found House in his office staring at the white board.


“How’s the case going?” 


House looked up. “It’s not. I have under twenty four hours before I have to discharge Harris. I’m still no closer to figuring out what wrong with him.”


Wilson looked at the white board. “Fever, joint pain, convulsions, coma. He came out of his coma after five days of treatment. What about the rest of the symptoms?”


“Abated, but they’re still there.” House answered.


Wilson studied the board. “These symptoms are pretty common. Too bad there’s nothing unique to them.”


House stopped. “If there’s nothing unique about the symptoms, we look at what’s unique about the patient.”


“He’s been traveling. Did you check his vehicle?”


“Nothing out of the ordinary. Plus the fact that the symptoms persist even in a hospital setting means that it’s not environmental.”


“What about medical history?”


“Nothing there. At least according to him.”


“You think he’s lying about something?” Wilson asked.


“Everybody lies. He’s no exception. Harris has an impressive collection of scars. Looked like some claw marks, stab wounds, even a couple of bullet wounds. X-Rays showed his wrist has been broken, probably more than once. And then there’s the missing eye. Harris claims all of this was the result of work accidents.” House explained.


“What about the eye? I saw he doesn’t have a prosthetic. Could the wound site have gotten infected? That would match the symptoms.”


House shook his head. “We took a culture. Tests came back negative.”


“So, what is his work?” 


“Says he’s a consultant for a private school.”


“He got a bullet wound working for a school? Does he work at Columbine?” 


“It’s some English school.” 


“There’s no way a recruiter took that kind of damage working for a school. You think he’s lying? That’s what he’s lying about.” Wilson stated.


“You may be on to something.”




“Seriously? No one?” Dawn asked.


“Well, I didn’t want a one night stand. And the only females I spent extended periods of time around were Slayers. Most of them were under eighteen.” Xander said.


“And the ones over eighteen?”


Xander sighed. “I was their Watcher. It really wouldn’t be appropriate to start anything with them. Besides, after everything with Anya, I just haven’t been in the mood to get back in the dating scene.”


“Wow. I mean, I’ve dated my fair share after Sunnydale. More than my fair share. In Italy alone—”


“Don’t need to hear the details on this, Dawn.” Xander interrupted.


“Oh, sorry. But once I got back in the U. S., the whole dating process has been horrible.”


“Really? For you? I figured the guys would be lined up to go out with you.” Xander said.


Dawn blushed at this. “Yeah, well not as many as you’d think. I actually joined a singles group.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Nope. I’ve only gone a couple of times. But we have a meeting where we complain on how we can’t get a relationship, then everyone goes to the local bar. Once you get past the pathetic feeling involved, it can get pretty fun.”


“Maybe I should join one. The most attention I’ve gotten have been a witch that was forbidden from seeing me, a garage band member being bullied by a ghost, and a married mom of a possible Slayer.”


“Any of them demonic?” Dawn asked.


“No.”


“Well, at least you’re making progress.”


At that moment, House entered the room.


“Hey, Doc. You’re new. What bring you down here? You usually send the cute girl doctor.” Xander said.


“You’re lying about something. What is it?” House demanded.


“Why do you think I’m lying?”


“Everybody lies. Now what is it?” 


“Okay, you caught me. I don’t buy Playboy just for the articles.”


“What aren’t you telling me? I’m not asking because I want to get to know you better as a person. I need to figure out why you’re sick. And when you lie to me, I can’t do that.”


Xander sighed. “I’ve already told you everything.”


“How did you lose your eye?”


“Running with scissors. How’d you get the limp?”


“I masturbated too much. What work do you do?”


“I’m a recruiter for the London School for Gifted Girls.” Xander answered.


“You got shot working for a school?”


“You got shot?” Dawn yelled.


“Not the time, Dawn.”


“Hey! This is not a game. This is your life.” House said.


Xander turned to Dawn. She nodded her head.


“Tell him, Xander. Please.”


Xander turned back to House.


“It’s an Indian curse.”


“A curse?”


“An Indian curse. I’m afflicted with the diseases that wiped out a local California tribe. It hit me a few years ago, but was lifted. It must have come back.”


“You expect me to believe this?”


Xander sighed. “No, which is why I didn’t tell you. Look, just do your tests. Syphilis, smallpox, influenza.”


House gaped at Xander. “When you were admitted, we tested for STDs including syphilis. It was negative.”


“But—”


“But nothing. Syphilis presents with skin rashes around the genitalia. You don’t have that. Smallpox occurs with an outbreak of pustules. You don’t have that. Influenza attacks the respiratory system. Yours is fine.”Xander looked at House, then turned to Dawn. 


“I’m not cursed?”


“Hey, don’t look at me. I’m still trying to process the whole ‘you got shot’ concept.” Dawn said.


“Dawn, it was nothing. Really. I was very careful in Africa. It was just a graze, nothing to be worried—”


“You’ve been in africa?” House yelled.


“Um, yeah. Is that important?”


“Is it…? For god’s sake! You don’t… Forget it.”


House grabbed a hypodermic needle and approached Xander. 


“I need a blood sample, dumbass.”


House drew the blood from Xander and quickly left the room, muttering insults under his breath.




Cameron, Foreman, and Chase watched House working in the lab.


“He’s been in Africa? That opens up the possibilities.” Foreman said.


“Yellow fever?” Chase asked.


“Usually presents with reddened face, tongue, and eyes. Harris doesn’t have that. Plus it presents within a few days. Harris has been out of Africa for months.” House said.


“Malaria? It can stay in the system for years before presenting.” Cameron asked.


Chase shook his head. “It would have shown up on the blood tests.”


“Not necessarily.” House said. “If there’s a delay in testing and the blood cools to room temperature, the gamocytes will divide, and things get much harder to identify.”


“Which is why you rushed from the patient’s room to the lab.”


“That’s right.” House examined the blood sample in the microscope. “Gentleman, we have parasites.”


House stood back and let the others observe.


“We need to start treatment.” Cameron said.


“Chloroquine?” Chase asked.


“If it’s a resistant strain, it won’t do much.” Foreman pointed out.


“Try artemisinin. That’s had the most effective results in recent years.” House ordered. “He’ll be up and around in a few hours. Then discharge him. Cuddy’s orders.”


“You don’t want to follow up on the weapons we found?” Foreman asked.


House shrugged. “I finished the diagnosis. My work is done. Let someone else handle the rest.”




The next day, Xander drove Dawn to the airport. 


“Thanks for coming out, again. It meant a lot to me.”


“Anytime. But you’re not allowed to get sick anymore. Or shot.” Dawn said. “You should have mentioned that before. I would have avoided all this if you had.”


As Xander stopped at the departures gate, he helped Dawn with her bag.


“I know I haven’t seen you in awhile.”


“Hey, you called, sent postcards. Remembered all birthdays and holidays. I got more than Buffy and Willow.”


“Yeah, but you’re my friend. And that’s important to me. Hell, you’re my best friend. I can’t just let that die away. You mean too much to me for that.”


Dawn smiled at this. “I am so glad you’re better. You really scared me there.”


“I’m sorry. Lucky you were only here for the last couple of days. So you missed the worst of it.”


“Yeah. Lucky.” 


“Now, you have a flight to catch. Enjoy the flight. Call me once you land.” Xander said.


“Will do.”


Dawn turned and entered the airport. Xander watched as she walked out of sight.


“Take care.” he said softly.


Xander got back into his Humvee and drove off. He looked down at the package next to him.




House was in the parking lot, when he heard his name called. He turned and saw Xander approaching.


“Hey, Doc. What’s up?”


“Aw, shit.” House muttered. “Harris. How’s the malaria treating you?”


“All cleared up.” Xander handed a wrapped package to House. “You saved my life. So I figured I should get you something.”


House held it up to his ear. “Well, it’s not ticking, so that’s a good sign.”


House unwrapped it the gift. 


“Patch Adams? Patch Adams? Is this a joke?”


“Yeah. Like it?”


House turned to Xander. “God, no. It’s possibly the worst movie ever. Every time I come across it on TV, I won’t sleep well until I kick a puppy. Pretty funny gift.”


Xander smiled. “Well, I saw it and thought of you. Thanks for all the help.”


“It’s my job. Only thing that makes interacting with my staff bearable.” House said.


Xander regarded House. “Why do you do that?”


“What? The misanthropy? Years of practice.”


Xander shook his head. “Push people away. They obviously respect you. And they must enjoy the work, or else they would have quit a long time ago. But if you keep pushing, then someday, they’ll figure it’s not worth the effort anymore. I should know.”


“Let me guess. You pushed your friends away, and they left.”


“Nope. I’m the one that got tired of being pushed away.” Xander said.


“I’ll keep that in mind. Although I noticed the hottie that stayed by your side. So I guess not all of your friends pushed you away.”


“Dawn? Yeah. I’m lucky. Even though she just showed up for the weekend.”


House stopped. “Is that what she said?”


“Yeah. Why?”


“When you were admitted, we looked for your next of kin. Cameron called the first number on our cell phone that wasn’t an international number. She reached your friend. Six hours later, she showed up at the hospital. She stayed by your side all five days your were in a coma. Only left your side to eat, clean up, and use the restroom.”


“But… she said she only got there right before I woke up.” Xander said. “Why didn’t she tell me?”


House looked at Xander.


“Didn’t you know? Everybody lies.”










Repossession


The trio of vampires ran through the woods, glancing back at their pursuer.


“We’re almost to the site. She still after us?” the lead asked.


“I don’t know. Joey, take a look.”


The third vampire stopped and turned.


“I don’t see any—”


Joey’s word were cut off as an arrow pierced his chest. Joey burst into dust, and a figure stepped out from behind a tree.


“Sorry, Joey ain’t with us no more. Maybe I can help you. I’m Rona,” she dropped her crossbow and drew a stake from her belt. “The Vampire Slayer.”


A man ran up beside her.


“And I’m Reginald John…” he stopped and bent over. “Sorry, let me catch my breath. I’m Reginald Johnston, official Watcher. Not a probationary member anymore.”


“Reggie, they already took off,” Rona said.


“Oh. Sorry,” Reginald bent down and picked up her crossbow. “On a side note, you really should handle your weapons more carefully. Remember, take care of your weapons as if your life depended on it, because it just—”


“Stow the lectures, Bertie. We still got a couple of hostiles out there.”


Rona set out in pursuit.




Rona stepped into the clearing. She spied the two vampires she had been hunting twenty feet away.


“Hey, guys. Guess you didn’t hear. This town’s under my protection.”


“Oh, we heard all right,” The leader said. “That’s why we came prepared. Boys?”


Ten more vampires stepped into view.


“Crap.” 


Reginald entered the clearing. 


“Sorry to lag behind, but these things are a bit tricky to reload,” Reginald looked up. “Oh. Shit.”


“Got any ideas, Reg?” Rona asked.


The lead vampire began laughing. “You know I always wanted to kill a Slayer. I hear their blood tastes sweeter than—” Reginald fired the crossbow, hitting the leader directly in the chest. As the vampire dissipated, Rona turned to Reginald.


“Nice. Got any plans on how to handle the rest?”


“Not as such. Unless they plan to stand around for as long as it takes for me to reload and fire eleven more times.” Reg explained.


The remaining vampires began to advance on the two.


“Get ready to run,” Rona said. “I’ll try to hold them off until you’re clear.” 


Rona took out a second stake and gripped both tightly. 


“Okay, boys. This one’s gonna cost you. You picked the wrong Slayer to—”


Gunfire ripped through the vampires, setting them afire. Rona and Reginald ducked to the ground, looking for the shooter. 


Most of the vampires burst into ash a few moments after the gunfire. Two managed to beat out the flames in their wounded limbs. As they writhed on the ground, a figure dressed in black stepped into the clearing. He pulled off a pair of goggles.


“Hey, guys. How ya been?” Xander asked.


Rona and Reginald picked themselves up from off the ground.


“Yo! Xander! Nice timing.” 


“Mr. Har… Xander. Glad to see you,” Reginald said. “Interesting equipment. Did the Council issue it?”


Xander shook his head. “Nope. I scored these bad boys all on my own. Helped save a girl from some kidnappers working for an evil worm demon… I think. They didn’t really clarify the whole thing. Anyway, the girl was the daughter of an Air Force officer. Hold on.”


Xander fired at the two last vampires. They quickly burst into flame, then dissolved.


Xander continued. “The commander let me resupply. Which looking back on, I’m not sure included the weapons I took. But finders, keepers.”


“Amazing. Incendiary rounds?” 


“Yup. Plus, I got these night vision goggles. I can use them to spot people lurking around. Then I flip on the thermal overlay, and I can check if they’re vampires or not.”


“What model gun is that?”


Xander glanced down. “It’s um, a gun… bullets come out. The guy at the base mentioned some numbers and letters. I wasn’t really paying attention. I was busying thinking how cool I’d look with them.”


Rona walked up and hugged Xander. 


“Good to see you again, boss,” she said.


“You know it bugs me when you call me that.” 


“And I’ve made peace with that. We were expecting you last week. What’s with the delay?”


Xander shrugged. “I got sick. Touch of malaria. Nothing big.”


“Malaria?” Reginald asked. “That’s a very serious disease. Over a million people die from it each year.” 


“It is? Oh. Yeah, I wasn’t really paying attention when the doctor was talking either. So, what’s on the agenda?”




Xander sat down at the table. He watched as Reginald bustled around the room, setting up the projection screen. 


Xander turned to Rona. “So, does he always use visual aids when he does the exposition?”


“Yup. I’d say something, but Reg gets so excited when he does it. It seems cruel to take it away from him,” Rona changed the subject, “So, I haven’t seen you since I did that month long rotation in Kenya. How is everyone back there?”


“Well, Sam Zabuto’s set up the African headquarters in Nairobi. He directly oversees the training and researching as well as the communication network for all the local Slayers and Watchers operating throughout the country. He’s got a good team working for him.” 


“What about that doctor that helped us out? My favorite Martian.”


“Carter?” Xander said. “He’s still with Doctors Without Borders. Helps us out now and then. Thanks to him, we have a network of doctors we use.”


“That is one fine looking white boy. Isn’t he rich too?” Rona asked.


“Yes. And he’s married.”


“Damn.”


Reginald stood up before them. “If you’re ready now.”


Xander and Rona sat up, paying attention. 


Reginald turned on the overhead projector and began his presentation. “The house is in the small town of Amityville. It has a long sordid history. The most infamous event was the DeFeo murders in 1974. Ronald DeFeo Jr. brutally shot and killed his father, mother, two brothers, and two sisters.” 


Xander glanced at Rona. He scribbled on his note paper and passed it to her.


How’s Reg working out?


“The next family, the Lutzes, stayed in the house for only twenty eight days before vacating. They all survived. Unfortunately, not all who lived there were as lucky.”


Rona frowned and wrote on her note paper.


Why are you asking?


“The Montelli family story ended in tragedy. It was a virtual replay of the DeFeo murders. One son kills his parents and siblings. Afterwards the local priest testified that Sonny Montelli was possessed by an evil spirit.”


Xander passed back the note to Rona.


I approved him for fieldwork. I want to be sure I didn’t make a mistake. 


“A few years later, a reporter named Baxter moved in. Shortly after, his daughter died at the house.”


Rona passed the note back to Xander.


Little inexperienced. Tends to geek out over any research, but committed to the job. 


“Over the years, there have been reports that objects from the house once removed carry the curse. A lamp, mirror, clock, even a dollhouse. Each of these has been tied to reports of supernatural activity.”


You ever want another Watcher? 


“Over the years, each resident has only stayed a short time. There have been numerous deaths, some accidental, some violent, all can be traced to this house.”


Naw. Besides, if I ask for another I might wind up with Andrew. 


“Last month, as part of a fraternity and sorority initiation, a group of five boys and five girls tried to spend the weekend in the house. I say tried, because by early Sunday morning, they were all dead.”


Xander and Rona looked up.


“Jesus,” Xander said, “What happened.”


“According to the police report, two boys and one girl died in various accidents. Falling down the stairs, slipping in the bathtub, and falling off the roof. Three boys and three girls were killed. Stabbed, bludgeoned, suffocated. The final girl hung herself.”


Reginald looked down at his notes. “There have been some attempts to bless the house. None of them were completed. I’m afraid that we are dealing with a combination of factors here. There are indications of a demonic presence that drove the initial killings. However, later killings seem to point to the spirits of the original victims compelling others to reenact their last days.”


“So what’s the plan, Reg?” Rona asked.


“We go into the house and perform an exorcism to drive out any demonic entities, then perform a summoning for any spirits which we will then guide to the next world.”


“Sounds simple enough.”


“It isn’t,” Reg replied. “We will have to go room to room. As we cleanse each room, we have to set up a protection spell to keep anything from reentering them. I have the plans for the house. It will take at least three people. Truthfully I would prefer more than that.”


Xander stood up. “We’re the only ones available to do this. There’s no Senior Slayers or Watchers to guide us. The training wheels are off for this one. But I’ve worked with both of you before. And given the choice there’s not any two other people I’d rather have with me. We will get this done.”


Xander paused and smiled. “Besides, it’s only a couple of insubstantial ghosts. What could go wrong?”




“Rona,” Xander said as calmly as possible, “Put the knife down.”


Rona slashed the knife through the air as she giggled. 


“You know, I am sick and tired of you Sunnydale folk acting like you know all and the rest of us can’t function without you.”


“Rona! I never act like—” 


Xander jumped back as Rona lunged with the knife. 


“Maybe you have a point there. Let’s put the weapons down and discuss this. Please?”


Rona flashed a predatory grin at Xander. “Or I could just gut you like a fish then strangle you with your own intestines.”


“Okay, let’s call that plan B. If the discussion doesn’t work we can try that out.”


“I’m tired of talking. It’s dull. I want to have fun.”


“You know what’s fun?” Xander asked. “Five second head starts.”


Rona shrugged. “Ain’t like you’ll get that far.”


Xander bolted down the stairs.


“One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three- aw screw it. This is boring.”


Rona jumped down the stairs in pursuit.


“Oh, Xander,” Rona said in a sing song voice, “Ready or not, here I co—”


ZAP!


Xander stood behind to the side, holding the Zat’nik’tel forward. He prodded Rona’s body with his toe.


“Reg! Get over here! We got trouble!”


After a few seconds, Reg scrambled into the room. 


“What happened?” he asked.


“Rona went crazy. Tried to attack me with a knife.” 


“Oh, god,” Reg sobbed, “We never should have come here.”


“Grab her arm, we’ll carry her out.”


Reg backed away shaking his head. “It won’t help. We’ll never get out of here. The house won’t let us.”


“Reg?”


“It will come at us and keep get into our heads. We’re not safe from each other or even ourselves.”


“Reg.”


“It’s gotten to you, hasn’t it?” Reg asked. “I can’t trust you.”


“Reg!”


“It’s too late,” Reg said as he pulled out a stake and pressed it to his chest, “It’s just too late.”


SLAP! 


Reg fell back as Xander rubbed his hand.


“Listen to me, Reg,” Xander said, “Your Slayer has been incapacitated. You have to get her to safety. Now grab her arm and help me get her out of here.”


Reg looked flustered. “Of course. I’m sorry. You said she attacked you. How did you stop her?”


Xander chuckled. “Stupid girl gave me a head start. I got to my zappy gun and nailed her. Thought just because she’s a Slayer that I couldn’t fight back. Guess I showed her otherwise. They’re all the same. Think just cause they’re stronger and faster that they can’t be beat. But I know different. History is just a long line of Slayers that died cause they thought they could handle it by themselves. Just like this one will. We leave her here and we’ll see how long she’ll—”


SLAP! 


Xander clutched his jaw. “What the hell was that for?”


“Um, it seemed necessary,” Reg mumbled, “You were talking about leaving Rona here to die.”


Xander paused. “That does sound wrong now that I think about it. C’mon, let’s move.”




Rona pressed an ice bag to her head.


“What the hell did you hit me with?” she asked.


“It’s a…” Xander trailed off as he looked though his weapons bag. He pulled out a training pamphlet and read from it. “Zat’nik’tel. A type of energy projectile weapon taken from the Goa’uld.”


“What the hell is a Goa’uld?”


Xander flipped through the pamphlet. “It does not say. I think when they hand these out they kinda assume you already know what a Goa’uld is. But basics are one shot will knock a person out, including Slayers and vampires as I have learned. Second shot will kill. Which I assume also includes Slayers. I know it doesn’t kill vampires. Third shot will disintegrate the body, which does include vampires.”


“How do I get one?” 


“You save the life of an Air Force brat, then abuse the commanding officer’s hospitality.”


Reg entered the room looking concerned. “How are you feeling?”


“Slight headache,” Rona answered, “But I no longer feel the urge to gut Xander then laugh as he flops around on the floor trying to stuff his innards back into his torso.”


“Good, cause I can never remember where everything is supposed to go. I just kinda cram it all in there and it never runs the same,” Xander turned to Reg, “So what’s the plan?”


Reg sighed. “I can cobble together a protective fetish for each of us. And if we delay by a few days, I’m sure I can obtain an amulet that prevents outside forces from affecting us.”


“Yet you don’t look like that’s good news.”


“Most observant. If we utilize these, it will make the cleansing rituals more difficult to perform. We would have to go much slower and it would affect a smaller area, so we would have to perform it more times.”


“Which means we’re in the house for a longer time,” Xander said, “and the longer we’re there, the more likely the protection spell will peter out.”


“Catch 22.”


Rona stretched her back. “Too bad we can’t just torch the place.”


Xander stopped and looked at Rona. He turned to Reg and smiled.




Xander, Reg, and Rona stood on the lawn as they watched the fire spread. Eerie howls rang through the night as the house burned. 


“Gotta say, Xander. That is some nice work. You sure the police won’t track it to us?” Rona asked.


“Rona, please,” Xander said, “You don’t grow up in Sunnydale without learning a few things about burning down buildings full of evil creatures without leaving traces of your involvement.”


Reg nodded. “Indeed. Besides, given the history of the house, the fire will be the last in a long line of unexplained accidents. I doubt the real estate company will push for an investigation. They’d probably just be grateful for the insurance payout.”


“This’ll take care of it all then?” Xander asked.


“It should,” Reg answered, “Most spirits and demons are tied to the actual residence and property inside. Just in case, I’ll come back in a week with a priest to consecrate the ground.”


An explosion ripped through the house, causing the structure to collapse in a heap. The flames burned the wreckage.


“There went the water heater.”


Rona glanced around. “This may sound sick, but I could really go for some s’mores.”


Xander nodded. “I’m in the mood for hot dogs.”


Reg sighed. “I suppose we can pick up some food and have a cookout at the park.”


Xander and Rona high-fived each other. 


“You won’t regret this. My family used to have cook outs all the time. It’ll be just like that. Except no one will get drunk and try to start a fight with the family at the next table,” Xander stopped and thought for a moment, “This will be the best cook out I’ve ever been too.”










The Collector


Xander Harris parked his Humvee a few hundred yards from the country estate. He got out, followed by Rona Darrow and Reginald Johnston, walked to the back, opened it up, and began to haul out weapons. 


He turned to Rona and handed her one of the guns. “Keep it on single shot at first. Switch over to automatic if you hit multiple targets. Start at the west end. I’ll start at the east, we’ll work our way to the center.”


Rona took the weapon, and tested the sight. “Got it, boss.”


Reg stepped up. “Where will I start?”


“Reg, you,” Xander hesitated. “Stay with the Humvee.”


“Mr. Harris? I’ve shown marked improvement in my marksmanship since—”


“You shot my Humvee, Reg,” Xander said. “I worked very hard to get this.”


“I thought you scammed it out of an Air Force base,” Rona commented.


Xander turned to Rona. “Two points. First, at the time I procured the vehicle, I was under the impression that I could take anything I needed. They really shouldn’t give out blank authorization around so many cool weapons and equipment. That’s entrapment. In a way, I’m the real victim here. Second, how I got the Humvee isn’t the issue. The issue is the fact that if I give Reg a weapon, we’d be in more danger from him, than the vampires coming to the meeting.”


Xander turned back to Reg. “Besides, we need you to stay here to keep an eye on who comes and goes. Rona and I will be wearing the throat microphones and receivers. Everyone keep in touch.”


Xander pulled out some grenades and handed two of them to Rona. He paused and looked at the other two.


“Guys, normally, the first rule is: ‘don’t die.’ But I can’t stress this enough. We cannot let this swap happen. This Collector guy has the name and location of every identified Slayer in the world. If he sells it, they won’t survive past the week. It’s up to us to stop it.”




Xander crept along the building as silently as possible. Wearing night vision goggles, he scanned the area. A dozen yards ahead, a sentry stepped out and began walking. Xander switched his night vision goggles to thermal overlay. No body heat. Definite vampire.


Xander took careful aim on the sentry. Setting the sight on the vampire’s head, Xander pulled the trigger. A single shot struck the sentry in the head, and he toppled down. Xander rushed over, pulled out a stake and drove it into the vampire’s heart. As the vampire disintegrated, Xander quickly scanned the surrounding area.


Doesn’t look like anyone heard that. Better move on.


“Hey, Boss?” Rona’s voice came in through Xander’s earpiece.


“Rona?” Xander whispered. “You in trouble?”


“Naw. Just took out three bloodsuckers. I wanted to ask. How did this Collector guy get his hands on the information about all the Slayers?”


Xander slowly moved up the side of the building as he whispered. “According to Giles, some kind of shape shifter disguised itself as one of the junior Watchers. He managed to steal the information and then took off.”


“How’d he get access to that? I thought only Giles and one or two others could see that info.”


“Giles thinks that it must have had telepathic abilities,” Xander answered. “Then yesterday, when he didn’t show up for work, Giles sent a couple people to the Watcher’s house. They found the body of the junior Watcher. He had been dead for a couple of weeks. They searched the house and found some information the shapeshifter had left behind. That led us here. Since we’re the closest to the meeting site, we got the job. Really wish we had more time to prepare. And maybe get some backup.”


“We’ll do fine. Ain’t no way I’m letting this Collector guy sell out my sisters. Hey, what’s—” Rona’s voice cut out.


“Rona? Rona!” Xander yelled. “Reg, get out the binoculars and try to find Rona. I’ll make my way towards her.”


Xander turned at the corner of the building and stopped.


“Looks like we got ourselves a party crasher.”


Ten vampires were spread out in the courtyard. All of them looked up and spotted Xander.


“Um… Crap.”


Xander ran.




Xander pulled out a phosphorous grenade, and looked for cover. He spotted a low brick wall to his right. As Xander pulled the pin to the grenade, the four vampires that were pursuing him turned the corner.


Please be stupid, please be stupid.


Xander held the grenade behind his back, and started sobbing.


“Oh, god! Don’t kill me! I don’t want to die!”


The lead vampire laughed. “Tonight’s not your night. Me and my pals are going to have a little fun with you. Been awhile since we had to the chance to play with our food.”


Xander backed up, until he felt the brick wall behind him. 


“Oh, man! What the hell are you guys?”


The lead vampire’s face transformed from its human mask to its true demonic visage. “Your worst nightmare.”


Xander dropped the grenade to the ground, then fell back behind the brick wall. The vampires laughed at the sight of their prey tumbling over the wall.


“Stupid blood bag. Can’t even… what’d he drop?”


BOOM!


Xander popped back up and saw the the wreckage. One vampire in front was immediately dusted. The other three stumbled around, blinded by the blast.


Thank god, they were stupid.


Xander opened fire on the three survivors. The incendiary ammo ignited them. After a moment of screaming, Xander stood alone.


Got to find Rona.




Xander gingerly stepped through the stable door. He stopped as a rustling sound echoed off the walls.


“Harris?”


Xander spun around, and saw a familiar sight.


“Rona? Christ, what happened to you? I was worried. Where’s your mike and earpiece?”


Rona looked down, then back at Xander. “I… got jumped. I must have lost them in the struggle.”


Xander paused. 


Something’s not right here.


“Did you get them?” Xander asked.


“Yeah. I got him. Two total.” 


“What about the other three?”


“Yeah…” Rona said. “Plus the two that jumped me. So five altogether.”


Xander examined the girl before him. “What happened to your gun? And the equipment I gave you?”


Rona let out an impatient breath. “I told you. I lost them when I got jumped.” 


Giles said they have a shapeshifter working for them.


“Harris, we don’t have time for this. Just lend me a weapon and we can take the rest of these guys out.”


Crap. Supposed to be telepathic, too.


“Say, Rona. Just answer me a question. Who is my favorite Martian?”


Ray Walston was my favorite Martian. Ray Walston was my favorite Martian. Ray Walston was my favorite Martian.


Rona smiled. “Ray Walston is your favorite Martian.”


Xander lifted his weapon up. “Wrong answer.”


“Shit! He’s over here! He’s over—”


Xander opened fire.




Kenneth Jackson was in a foul mood. Tonight was supposed to be his grandest sale yet. The identity and location of every know Vampire Slayer on the planet was in his possession and he was selling it to the highest bidder. Jackson had worked very hard to acquire this information. He sent in Manning, his top agent, to infiltrate the Reformed Watcher’s Council. And the effort paid off. 


Jackson was already envisioning the priceless and unique artifacts he would be able to acquire once he received his money. He displayed his most prized possessions in his home, and looked forward to the next rare items that would join his collection. But a pair of interlopers had dared to invade his home.


Jackson strode into the courtyard. He noted that some of the guards were missing. Determined to get some answers he approached the lead guard.


“What’s going on here? Where are the other guards?”


The guard looked up, startled. “Sir, a human intruder appeared, coming from the east entrance. Gustav took three others and set out in pursuit.”


Just as the vampire finished explaining, a blast echoed in the courtyard.


“That came from the east end,” Jackson observed. He turned to the six remaining guards. “Come with me. We’ll track down this intruder and make him pay for his impudence.”


The seven men quickly set out in their hunt. Jackson was in the rear, directing them. As they approached the stables, they heard a voice cry out.


“Shit! He’s over here! He’s over—”


Gunfire erupted and cut off the voice. A body riddled with bullet wounds fell backward out of the stable door. The body slowly morphed from the form of a young African American woman to a pale middle aged man. 


“Manning,” Jackson gasped. He turned to the vampires. “Go in there and kill him!” 


The vampires rushed the door. Just as the first vampire crossed the threshold, a blinding explosion erupted. The vampire that entered the stable immediately burst to ash. Gunfire cut through the next vampire. He fell back screaming, flames coming from his body. His cries were cut short as the fire engulfed him, and his body dissipated.


Jackson turned to the remaining guards. “You two, watch this door. You two go around to the back door and lock it up. When the back door is locked, come back and we’ll barricade the front.”




Xander kept watch on the front door. Anytime one of the guards became visible he fired off a few rounds. 


“Rona? You there? C’mon, answer me!”


Xander listened, but received no answer. “Reg, you there?”


“Yes, Mr. Harris.”


Xander let out a sigh of relief. “Have you been able to spot Rona?”


“No, sir. Although all the activity I’ve seen has been centered on the east side of the estate. Also, an SUV arrived at the gates and entered the estate a few minutes ago.”


“That must be the buyers. Dammit! Okay, Reg. Get in the Humvee. I have a feeling we’re going to need to make a quick getaway. And keep trying to contact Rona. I’ll—”


Xander spun as he heard the door behind him. He hit the ground and fired at the noise. After a few moments of silence, Xander got up and carefully crept towards the back door. He saw the door closed. He reached out and tried to open it, but found it locked.


A scraping sound come from the front of the stable. Xander turned and saw the doors closing. He rushed up, but found it locked.


“Excuse me? I assume, I am addressing an agent of the Watcher’s Council. Is that correct?”


The voice came from the other side of the door.


“Yeah,” Xander answered. “Who’s that?”


“My name is Kenneth Jackson. This is my property you’re trespassing on. You’ve killed several of my guards and one of my best agents. I’m very upset with you.”


“Well, I’m just thrilled shitless with you,” Xander shouted back. “Your guy killed a Watcher, and you’re selling out every Slayer we know of. So I can’t say I’m sorry about the trouble I’m causing you.”


Xander ejected the clip in his weapon and checked the ammo left. Five rounds.


“So what’s your plan here? Keep me cooped up in here until sunrise when the rest of your vamp guards burn up? ’Cause I can wait you out.”


Xander heard a light chuckle. “You’re assuming that you’ll survive through the night.”


An electronic beep sounded in the stable. Xander turned to the sound and saw a cage door swing open.


“One of my recent acquisitions. I found him in New England. He used to be an editor at a publishing house. Then one unfortunate night, he was bitten by a wolf. He was infected by the spirit of the animal and transformed into a wolf himself.”


Xander slowly backed away as the large creature stepped out of its cage. “Nice puppy. Sit?”


“We captured him around eighty miles from here. Do you know what the pelt of this animal will sell for? Plus all the other parts. You’d be amazed what some cultures consider as an aphrodisiac.”


The wolf let out a low growl that sent a shiver down Xander’s back.


“He has a mate, you know. I imagine he’s none too pleased right now being separated from her. I would not want to be alone with him in there.”


Xander hefted up his weapon and took careful aim.


This is my last shot. Got to make it count. God, I hope this is the right decision.


Just as Xander squeezed the trigger, the hulking wolf leaped.




Jackson looked up as the bullets tore through the lock on the door. 


“Shit! Don’t let it open!” he ordered.


One of the guards barely reached the door, when the wolf burst out of it. The wolf snapped its jaws down on the guard’s neck. Jackson turned and ran back to the courtyard. 


Xander peered out the door just as the wolf cleanly ripped the head off the guard. 


He got one thing right. That wolf is definitely pissed off.


Xander made his way down the courtyard as the wolf tore into the three remaining guards.




Just as Xander turned the corner, a body collided with him. Xander jumped back and brought his weapon up.


“Rona?” 


The girl before him nodded. “Hey, boss. You okay?” She stepped forward, but Xander stepped back.


“Who’s my favorite Martian?” Xander demanded.


“What?”


“Answer the question! Who’s my favorite Martian?”


“That doctor we met in Africa. John Carter.” Rona said.


“Why do we call him that?”


“Cause there’s an Edgar Rice Burroughs series about a guy named John Carter of Mars. So we made jokes about that. When the doc started helping us out we called him our favorite Martian. What’s with the third degree?”


Xander dropped his weapon. “I already ran into one shapeshifter. I thought there might be more. You got any ammo? I’m tapped out.”


“Yeah. I got… Wait a minute. How do I know you’re actually you then? Where’s your birthmark?” Rona asked.


“On my left butt chee… When’d you see my birthmark?”


“Back in Sunnydale,” Rona answered.


“How did you see it then?”


Rona shrugged. “All the girls were bored. You never locked the bathroom door when you took a shower. Do the math.”




Xander and Rona entered the courtyard just as Jackson was getting into the SUV.


“There he is! He’s with the buyers.”


The two opened fire on the SUV as it accelerated towards the gate. Their guns quickly ran dry.


“Shit! Reg, get the Humvee ready! Looks like we’re going to have to chase them—”


“Uh, boss? They’re coming back.”


Xander looked up and saw the SUV turning around. The engine revved as Xander saw Jackson inside the vehicle pointing towards them. 


“He’s going to try to run us down.”


The SUV edged forward at a slow crawl.


“What’s he waiting for?” Rona asked.


“He wants to make us sweat. Look, I’ll try to draw him off. Once he goes by, try to jump on it,” Xander said.


“No way, boss. I’ll draw them off. I got a better chance of avoiding getting run over.”


Xander shook his head. “You’ve got the best chance of taking them out.”


“But—”


“Rona, listen to me. Whatever happens, we can’t let that information to get out. Got it?”


Rona nodded. “Got it. Look, for what it’s worth, it’s been awesome working with you.”


Xander smiled. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”


The SUV gunned its engine and barreled towards the two.


“Get ready. On three. One, two—”


BOOM!


The SUV exploded in a fireball. The heated blast knocked Xander and Rona to the ground. Twisted metal shrapnel rained down on the courtyard.


Xander and Rona picked themselves up off the ground and watched the burning wreckage. 


“Man, that was loud,” Xander said.


“What?” Rona yelled.


Xander turned to her. “That was loud!”


Rona regarded Xander for a moment. “What?”


“The explosion!” Xander gestured wildly, “It must have deafened us!”


“Oh!” Rona nodded. She turned back to the wreckage. “Man, that was loud.”


“What?”


Rona shook her head. They watched the vehicle burn in the night. After a moment, they turned back to each other.


“Reg,” they said in unison.


“Reg! Get down here!” Xander yelled into his throat mike. He turned back to Rona. “I think my hearing’s coming back!”


“Hey! I heard that!” Rona yelled back.


“Cool! We can probably stop yelling now!”


“Okay! Uh, okay.”




By the time Reg entered the courtyard, Xander and Rona regained their hearing. Reg took in the scene as he approached his two teammates.


“So… Looks like we got them all,” he saw the expression on Xander’s face. “And when I say we, I, of course, mean you and Ms. Darrow. I had very little part in it. I certainly didn’t pull out any of the heavy armament out of curiosity.”


Xander shot Rona a quick smile as Reg babbled on.


“One of the cases was jostled as you left the vehicle. And I thought it would be best to make sure it wasn’t damaged before I put it back. By the time I completed my inspection, the car containing our quarry was in sight, and as I rushed towards it… for better surveillance purposes only, mind you. And as I stepped forward, I… tripped. And I grabbed the weapon to steady myself, inadvertently firing it. Now at no time did I—”


“You started messing with the weapons the second we left,” Xander said, “and took a shot at the first target you saw.”


“No… no. Yes,” Reg admitted. “Although in my defense—”


“Reg,” Xander started. He paused and looked at the burning car. Its wreckage was only a few feet away from where he and Rona had stood their ground. He glanced at Rona, holding her side in pain, then at his own injured leg. He looked back at Reg. “I suppose I can let it slide this one time.”


“Oh, thank you! I promise you won’t regret it. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”


“C’mon,” Xander said. “We’ve got injuries to treat.”


“I better take you two to an emergency room,” Reg said.


“Screw that,” Rona interjected. “We can use the first aid kit. I wanna go through that collection inside. I saw some sweet ass weapons.”


“Dibs on the guns!” Xander yelled.


“Isn’t it a bit morbid to discuss going through a dead man’s belongings?” Reg asked. “The body’s not even cold yet.”


“And as long as that fire burns, it ain’t getting cold anytime soon. Besides, he’s not using them,” Rona turned to the car. “Yo! Dead guy! You mind if we take your stuff?”


“She has a point,” Xander said.


Rona turned back. “All he said was ‘crackle, crackle’. I’m assuming that means ‘Sure, take all my cool toys.’ ”


As the three approached the main house, a lone wolf ran past the entrance gates.




“Okay,” Xander said. “I’ve got another one. It’s a statue of a bird, covered in black enamel. Looks like an eagle.”


Reg looked up and studied the object for a moment. He then looked down at the inventory listing. “It’s a falcon. Maltese design. No mystical significance. The Council can sell it. Put it in the third pile.”


“Reg. I got an unlabeled video tape,” Rona said. “You guys see a VCR? We can pop it in and see what’s on it. Five bucks says it the Kennedy assassination filmed from the grassy knoll.”


Reg flipped through some pages. “No. Let’s not watch it.”


“Why not?” Rona asked.


“If we do, all of us will die in seven days,” Reg explained. “Put it in the first pile. They’ll be shipped off and destroyed by Mr. Giles.”


Xander came up. “I got some kind of electronic thing here. Looks like a PDA. It says ‘Don’t Panic’ on the front. Oh, and a towel.”


“Goes to the Council Archives. Second pile,” Reg stopped. “Actually, I’ll take the towel.”


“Why?”


Reg shrugged. “It might come in handy.”


Rona came back up. “Monkey’s paw?”


“First pile.”


“I got a vial of some liquid,” Xander said. “It has a label that says Lisle Von Rhoman.”


Reg looked at the inventory. “Serum for eternal youth. Second pile.”


“Board game called Jumanji.”


“First pile.”


“Got a… looks like some kind of engine. Or maybe a vacuum cleaner. Label says C. Secord.”


“Second pile.”


“Got an old sword. Heavy too.”


Reg glanced up. “Cimmerian design,” he consulted the list. “Dates back to the Hyborian Age. Was used by the king of Aquilonia. Put it in the third pile.”


Rona came back. “Okay, I got three sets of weapons. The first has two .45 pistols. Two rings. One has some kind of weird symbol, the other has a skull. The second is a pair of .45s that have an inscription.”


“What’s it say?” Xander asked.


“’The weed of crime bears bitter fruit.’ The third set is two colt revolvers. They come with a set of silver bullets.”


“Third pile.”


Xander spoke up. “Dibs on the .45s.”


“Which ones?” Reg asked.


“The ones with the fortune cookie inscription.”


“In that case, I’m grabbing the revolvers,” Rona said. “They come with a bunch of silver bullets. Great for killing werewolves.” Xander looked up and glared at Rona.


Rona sighed. “Evil werewolves. The ones that eat babies and talk on cell phones in movie theaters. Not the good ones that got bitten through no fault of their own and take the necessary precautions when dealing with their condition.”


Xander nodded in satisfaction.


Reg got up. “If we’ve gone through all the merchandise, we should head to the menagerie.”




“Kinda dark in here,” Xander said.


“Can’t even see what’s in here,” Rona held up a cage. “All I know is it’s hissing at me.”


Xander peered at it. “It looks scaly. Reptilian.”


Reg looked around the wall. “There must be a light switch around here.”


Rona looked at it. “It’s small. Maybe foot and a half tall. Hey, it stopped moving. Maybe it’s dead.”


Xander looked closer. “It’s too dark to tell. Maybe if we poke it with a stick. Hey, Reg! Can we get some lights some?” Reg flipped a switch he found on the wall. Brightness from the flood lights on the ceiling filled the room. Xander, Rona, and Reg winced at the sudden glare.


BOOM!


The creature in the cage Xander and Rona had been studying exploded loudly. Xander fell back, knocking two other cages off the table. The cages fell and broke open.


“Jesus!” Xander yelled in surprise.


“They’re getting away!” 


Xander looked up and glimpsed two small figures running along the floor. They quickly climbed up a shelf by the wall and disappeared through an open window.


“Okay, shit needs to stop blowing up right in front of me. Reg, why did the scaly thing in the cage explode?” 


Reg wiped a speck of slime off his glasses. “Well, based on my observations, I believe that was a gremlin. Very dangerous. They tend to have an adverse reaction to sunlight. My guess is that those bulbs are full spectrum. It’s just as well; we would have had to dispose of it in any event.”


Xander got up off the floor. “And what were those things that ran off?”


Rona spoke up. “I caught a glimpse of them. One was some kind of blue creature. Had white pants and a white hat on. The other looked like a little human, except it had a tail like a mouse.”


Reg thought for a moment. “They may have each been some kind of pixie offshoot. I don’t recognize them. But I believe them to be harmless.”


Xander looked out the window. “Hey, there’s some kind of miniature airplane flying away.”


“We should go through the other cages,” Reg advised.


Xander and Rona nodded and continued their inspection. Xander walked down the aisle and spotted a familiar object.


“Hey! Is that a Good Guy doll? I so wanted one of these when I was a kid. Guys! Check this out.”


Xander picked up the cage and brought it to the front of the room. The Good Guy doll sat up and looked at him.


“Yo! Patch. You going to sit their with your thumb up your ass or are you going to get me out of here?” It said.


Reg knelt down to look into the cage. “Amazing. I’ve never seen anything like this.”


The doll sneered at Reg. “What are you looking at, homo?”


“Oh, I know this one,” Xander said. “Demon hunter trapped in a doll’s body, as part of a curse. Saw the same thing in high school once. We should help him out.”


“Uh… yeah. That’s it,” The doll said. “Damn demons. I’m not a threat to you at all. So go on and let me out. My name’s Chucky. What’s yours?” 


“Uh, Xander. This is Rona and Reg.” 


“I want to be friends with you guys.” Chucky leered at Rona. “I’d like to get very friendly with you. Check out the sistah. Nice.”


Rona suppressed a small shudder. “Is that doll hitting on me?”


“Yeah. They’ll do that,” Xander said. “Hold on, I’ll have you out in a moment.”


“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a quiet voice said.


Xander turned and saw the cage Rona had carried over. Inside stood a two foot tall orange colored creature with pink hair.


“The people that brought him in said he was very dangerous. And he keeps on making threats to all the other creatures. I don’t think he’s a very nice person,” the creature explained.


“What! Shut the hell up, you little freak! When I get out of here, I’ll gut you like a trout! Then I’ll track down your family and kill them too! Just as soon as I…” Chucky looked up and saw the expressions on the group’s faces. “Uh. Cause he’s a demon. That I hunt. Right? Back me up here, Patch.”


Xander slowly shook his head. “I think we’ll keep you in here until we sort this out.”


Rona picked up Chucky’s cage and carried it over to the nearest closet. She put the cage down inside and shut the door. Rona walked back to the cage with the orange creature.


“Hey there, little guy. What’s your name?” she asked.


“My name’s Gobo Fraggle. Do you any radishes? The men who captured me haven’t fed me today.”


Reg approached the cage. “A Fraggle? Interesting. I read some studies on them.”


“Are they dangerous?” Xander asked.


“Not at all. They are very benign. Although I understand they tend to stay in their underground colonies and very rarely venture outside them.”


“I’m an explorer,” Gobo said. “Just like my uncle, Traveling Matt. I was exploring outer space when the silly creature captured me.”


“We don’t have any radishes on us. But I do have a Twinkie. That okay?” Xander asked. He carefully opened the cage and dropped the Twinkie in. 


Gobo cautiously picked up the Twinkie and nibbled on it. “This tastes pretty good.”


He quickly gobbled the rest down, then sighed contently. “Wow, that was even better than Doozer sticks.”


“Uh, yeah. I like them too,” Xander responded.




Xander finished packing his Humvee, then turned to Rona and Reg.


“Okay, guys. I’m ready to head out now. Reg, you got everything ready to ship?”


Reg nodded. “I’m sending four different shipments. The first are the items the Council will be selling. The second will be kept in the Council Archives. The third are the items to be safely destroyed. And the fourth is that rather odious Charles Lee Ray. I found the records on him. He was a serial killer that managed to transfer his soul into the doll when he was executed. The Devon coven will bind his soul permanently, then destroy the doll. Good riddance.”


“Good to see you have it all under control,” Xander turned to Rona. “Okay, I’m leaving you a couple of the guns and some explosives. You’ll want to contact Riley Finn with the number I gave you. He should be able to hook you up with further weapons and equipment.”


“Thanks, boss. It was good working with you again.” 


Xander shook his head. “How many times have I asked you not to call me boss?”


Rona shrugged. “Not enough, apparently.”


Xander smiled and hugged her. As he did so, he whispered to her. “Take care of Reg. And take care of yourself also.”


“You got it, boss.”


Xander turned to Reg, and shook his hand. “Give me a hand with my bags?”


Reg picked up one of Xander’s bags and walked with him to the Humvee door. As Xander took the bag from Reg, he leaned in. “Take care of Rona. Keep her safe. And Reg? You’re doing a good job.”


“Well, I endeavor to do my best,” Reg mumbled.


Xander got in the Humvee. He started it up, and drove away. After a few miles, Xander heard some rustling in the back seat. He glanced back.


“Um, what are you doing in here?” Xander asked.


Gobo stood up. “I’m exploring outer space with you.”


Xander regarded the Fraggle. “Why are you coming with me?”


“Well, I heard you talking about how much you travel. And I’m traveling too,” Gobo explained. “I figured I can see a lot more by going with you than I can on my own. Plus, I won’t have to worry about any silly creatures trying to capture me.”


“You can’t… I won’t…,” Xander sighed. “Whatever. Just keep it quiet back there.”


Xander drove on. He glanced back when heard rustling.


“And stay out of my Twinkie stash.”










Slide on By


 Xander Harris had just turned on the TV in his motel room, when he heard a knock at the door. He got up, opened the door and stood face to face with Xander Harris.


 “So…” his double said. “You’re probably wondering what this is about.”


 Xander studied the figure before him. He was not identical. For one thing this person had both eyes. He also wore a neatly trimmed goatee.


 “Look,” the double began. “It’s a long story.”


 “So you’re what?” Xander asked. “Like from an alternate dimension or something?”


 His double stopped. “Okay, it’s a short story then. I’m here with some friends. Can we come in?”


 Xander stepped back. “Hold on a sec. Let me straighten the place up.”


 Xander backed up to the closet and started rummaging through it. His double stepped into the room and began looking around. 


 “Hey! I told you to wait outside.”


 His double shrugged. “Thought I’d let you know that I wasn’t a vampire. So what weapon you grabbing?”


 “What makes you think I’m grabbing a weapon?” Xander asked.


 “Cause I’m you, and that’s what I’d do. So axe? Crossbow?”


 Xander pulled out a pair of Colt .45 automatics.


 Harris whistled at the sight of them. “Nice.”


 “Okay, first off, I have to be sure you’re me. I’ve just had dealings with a shapeshifter.”


 “Not to mention robot doubles, glamour spells, and hypnosis.”


 “Yeah. So better safe than sorry. Okay, anywhere but here?”


 Harris laughed. “Amy Yip, waterslide park. C’mon, give me a hard one.”


 Xander thought for a moment. “Last thing said to Jack O’Toole before he disarmed the bomb?”


 The double smiled thinly. “I like the quiet.”


 Xander nodded. “One last question. How did you earn the money to leave Oxnard?”


 “No power on this earth will make me tell that story.”


 Xander put the guns away. “Okay, you’re me. So… what’s up?”




 Xander sat in his chair as the double introduced his friends. “Okay, this guy is Quinn Mallory. The angry looking woman is Maggie Beckett.”


 “Watch it, Harris,” Maggie warned.


 “And this breathtaking young lady is the ever delightful Wade Wells.”


 “Nice to meet you,” Wade said, shaking Xander’s hand.


 Xander looked around. “This is going to get confusing between the two of us.”


 The double nodded. “Just call me Harris. All the others do. And we’ll call you Xander.”


 “Okay. So, Harris. What’s the deal here?” Xander asked.


 Harris sat down. “Old Q-Ball over there invented a device that opens wormholes—”


 “Einstein-Rosen-Podolsky Bridge,” Wade corrected.


 “Whatever, which enables a person to travel from one reality to another.” 


 “You see there are an infinite number of parallel worlds,” Quinn explained. “Each one can differ in only the slightest—”


 “I grew up on comic books and Star Trek. I know what a parallel world is,” Xander said.


 Harris continued. “Quinn and Wade come from the same world. They picked up Maggie, then came to my world.”


 “And you just decided to go with them?” Xander asked.


 Harris shrugged. “It was the year after graduation. Me, Willow, Buffy, and Giles just had this huge fight. Throw in a government created demon trying to kill us. Then these guys popped up. We managed to trap ADAM underground and set the whole place to explode. Bad news was we were trapped with him. So Quinn offered me a ride out and I’ve been with them ever since.”


 “You mind if I use your shower?” Maggie asked.


 “Help yourself,” Xander replied. “So you guys just go from world to world trying not to die?”


 “Pretty much. Quinn and Wade are trying to find a way back to their world. Maggie and I are tagging along. We have a timer that directs us to where the next portal will open. And we also have a tracker that leads us to any of our doubles.”


 “Aauugghh! There’s some kind of creature in here!” Maggie screamed from the bathroom.


 “That’s Gobo! Don’t worry, he’s cool! Just give him a twinkie!” Xander shouted back.


 Gobo Fraggle shuffled out of the bathroom, nibbling on a twinkie. “I’m going to explore the city. Have fun with your twin.”


 “All right. Be back by morning. We head out early.”


 Harris watched the Fraggle leave the room. He turned to Xander. “Interesting traveling companion.”


 Xander shrugged. “He livens up the drive. So what do you guys need here?”


 “Basically, we need a place to crash. I figure we can grab a quick meal, do some laundry, and get a good night’s sleep before the next portal opens.”


 “And you just bum off your doubles for that?” Xander asked.


 “Mine mainly. Maggie’s doubles tend to shoot at us.”




 “So let me get this straight,” Harris said. “You leave Anya at the altar, driving her back to her Demon boss. Willow gets hooked on black magic, trying to destroy the whole world. Buffy sleeps with Spike. Giles takes off to England even though all you guys need him. But despite all this, I’m the evil twin?”


 Xander shrugged. “You have a goatee. Everyone knows that the guy with the goatee is the evil twin.”


 “You have an eyepatch,” Harris pointed out.


 “Doesn’t matter. There are loads of good guys with eyepatches. Nick Fury. Snake Plissken.”


 “Technically, not a good guy,” Harris pointed out.


 “Doesn’t matter. He was the protagonist. But the end result is eyepatch is good, albeit in a dark mysteriously sexy way. Goatee is evil. It’s a scientific fact,” Xander said.


 “Whatever. You’re the guy traveling with some demonic creature.”


 Xander shook his head. “Gobo’s harmless.”


 “That’s even worse. You couldn’t even find a proper demonic creature to serve you. You had to settle for some kind of wussy, radish eating, glee club reject.”


 “Dude, do not diss my Fraggle.”




 The next morning Xander watched as Harris and his grouped packed up. 


 “So, you guys heading out then?” Xander asked.


 “Yeah. Thanks for letting us crash here,” Harris said.


 As the group made their goodbyes, and headed out the door, Harris turned to the others. “You guys go on. I just have a couple things to finish up.”


 As the three companions of Harris left and closed the door, Harris turned to Xander.


 “Xander, look, I just have a word of advice,” Harris said.


 “If this is about protective eye wear, believe me, I know that one.”


 Harris shook his head. “Xander, you’re lonely. You need to be with your friends.”


 Xander looked up, surprised. “What? Why do you think that?”


 Harris sighed. “You’re traveling with a Fraggle for god’s sake. That tells me you’re desperate for company.”


 “So, what?” Xander asked. “You’re saying I should go grovel to Buffy and Willow? Maybe they’ll let me fetch their donuts for them.”


 Harris shook his head. “The last time I saw them, Buffy cut me out of the Slaying, relegating me to delivery duty. Willow was bitching at me for dating Anya, yet neglected to tell me about her new girlfriend. And Giles was falling down drunk.”


 “Ah yes, the good old days.”


 “My point is that I have seen Xander Harrises in dozen of worlds. The one thing they have in common is being part of a team. The few that weren’t were miserable,” Harris explained.


 “So you’re happy?” Xander asked.


 “Yeah,” Harris said. “I’m probably never going to see my home or family again. I’m always on the run. And people try to kill me on a fairly regular basis. But I’m with my friends. So, yeah. I’m happy.”


 Xander was silent for a moment. “I’ll give it some thought.”


 Harris nodded. “Of course the main thing that makes me happy is I finally found the right guy in Quinn to share my life with.”


 Xander’s eye widened. “You and him?”


 “Yeah,” Harris nodded. “Can’t believe it took me that long to figure out.”


 The door cracked open and Quinn stuck his head in.


 “Yo, Harris. Get a move on it. We’ve got…” Quinn noticed the bewildered stare on Xander’s face. Quinn sighed. “Harris, quit telling people we’re gay lovers. It wasn’t funny the first time. It’s not funny now.”


 Xander turned to Harris, glaring at him. Harris burst out laughing. “Oh, man. That joke never gets old.”


 “So you’re not…”


 “He’s been involved with Wade since he began traveling with us,” Quinn explained. “I am so narcing on you, Harris.”


 Harris shook his head. “Wade adores my sense of humor. Xander, thanks again for letting us crash here. And just think about what I said.”


 Xander watched as Harris and Quinn left the room. Xander sat on the bed deep in thought. After a few minutes, he fished out his cell phone and dialed a number.


 “Hey, Giles. How are you? Yeah, just checking in… Say, I don’t have an assignment right now and I was thinking a few things over… What? Um… yeah, I’m not too far away. I suppose I can head on over there… No, it’s no problem. I’m on it… What? No, I just… it’s not important.”


 Xander put his cell phone away. “Hey, Gobo! Get your stuff! We’re heading out.”










The One Who Sees


Xander gave a little sigh as he slid into the booth at the all night diner. He opened up the menu on the table and quickly looked over it. After a few minutes, a waitress walked up to the booth.


“What can I…” the waitress trailed off and stared at Xander’s eyepatch.


Xander smiled at her. “You’re wondering how I got it, right? ‘Travel the high seas, get lots of booty, say argh’, they told me. Then they hit me with the dress code, and I already spent my advance. Last time I use monster.com when job searching.”


The waitress stared mutely at Xander. 


Xander sighed. “I’ll take the cheeseburger medium well. Side of fries. And a coke.”


The waitress nodded then backed away from the table. Xander watched as the waitress nervously turned and ran towards the kitchen.


“I hate wasting an A list quip on the unappreciative,” Xander muttered. He fished out his cell phone, and dialed a familiar number.


“Hey, Giles. It’s Xander. I just got back from Castle Rock. I’m in a small town called Cleaves Mills right now… No, I booked a hotel room here then made a day trip to Castle Rock… Because that place is, to put it mildly, fucked up. No way I’m spending the night in that town. And I’m speaking as someone who regularly slept outside in my family’s front yard in a sleeping bag in Sunnydale. And that was after I knew about the Hellmouth. Besides, I wanted to drop off Gobo to explore the city when I made my trip… Gobo… Gobo Fraggle. The little guy that’s been riding shotgun with me… Are you sure? I thought I mentioned him before. Anyways, I got all the stock from that store, Needful Things. Looked like a bunch of useless crap to me. But the townsfolk were thrilled to see me take it away. I also picked up a couple of other things. One old Polaroid camera, and word processor. Some guy just walked up and asked me to get rid of them.”


Xander looked up and saw a couple of uniformed cops enter. The waitress immediately went to them.


“Anyway, I’m supposed to meet with your disposal guy tomorrow. He’ll take it off my hands and get rid of it. I’m glad you set everything up for this. Otherwise—”


“Get your hands up!”


Xander looked over and saw the two cops pointing their guns at him. “Giles? Call Riley. I’m going to need his help.”


“Drop the phone and slowly get out of the booth!” the lead cop ordered.


Xander put his phone down on the table, and carefully got out of the booth. He held his hands up.


“Did O’Neill send you guys? Cause I really thought it was okay for me to take all that stuff.”


“Be quiet!” the second cop shouted. 


Xander shrugged. “Just trying to be pleasant. No need to be uncivil, right?”


The lead cop glared at Xander. He pulled Xander’s hands down and cuffed them behind his back.


“Oh, yeah. We’re always civil with kidnappers,” he said.


“Kidnapping?”




Johnny Smith followed his friend, Sheriff Walt Bannerman into the interrogation room. The suspect sat handcuffed to the table. Johnny noted the clothes the man wore, and the eyepatch on his face. Walt sat down beside the man, and Johnny took a seat next to him.


“I’m Sheriff Bannerman, this is my associate Johnny Smith. I understand you are one Alexander Harris. We’d like to ask you a few questions,” Walt said.


“Call me Xander. Now I don’t know if I’ll be able to help you any. But I’ll try,” Xander said.


“All we need to know is one thing: where’s the girl?”


Xander looked from Bannerman to Johnny. “Uh, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I just got into town this morning. Then I spent most of the day in Castle Rock.”


Bannerman glanced to Johnny. “This is the guy you saw, right?”


Johnny nodded. “That’s him. He was standing over the girl. Eyepatch and all. He’s even wearing the same clothes.”


Xander looked at Johnny in bewilderment. “Look, obviously there’s been some mix up. If you could just call up agent Riley Finn, he should be able to clear everything up. I have his number.”


Walt shook his head. “Johnny saw you by the girl.”


“First of all, I still don’t know what girl you’re talking about. Second, I’ve never seen this guy before in my life.”


Walt grimaced. “Johnny…he sees things.”


Xander looked up at Walt. “Is that a crack about the eyepatch?”


Johnny spoke up. “A while back, I was in a car accident that put me in a coma for several years. When I came out of it, I was different. When I touch certain items, I see visions of the past. Or future. Or present.”


“Oh,” Xander said. “So, you’re psychic. You should have just said that to begin with.”


“You…believe him? Just like that?” Walt asked.


“Sure,” Xander answered. “Seems perfectly reasonable to me. So you saw me wearing these clothes, standing over a missing girl. Right?”


Johnny nodded.


“But,” Xander continued. “The visions you get can be of the future also.”


“Look—”


“Sheriff Bannerman?” A deputy appeared at the door. “We found something.”




“Sally Mason’s schoolbag,” the deputy handed Walt the item, already zipped up in an evidence bag. “It was found on the side of the road, a few miles from her bus stop.”


Walt glanced at Johnny. “Look, I know we’re supposed to let the lab guys go over it first, but in kidnappings, time is of the essence.”


Walt tore open the evidence bag and dumped the item on the table. He looked at Johnny.


“You sure about this?” Johnny asked.


“You’re the one that sees things. This may be the best shot at finding her.”


Johnny reached out and touched the bag.


Johnny stands on an earthen floor. He smells the musty odor and feels the damp air surrounding him. He glances at the floor and see a twelve year old girl, her hands and feet tied.


A tall man walks up and squats down beside her.


“Now, darling. Don’t cry. It’s almost over,” the man says in a soothing southern accent. He reaches out and strokes her hair


The girl on the floor sniffles at his touch. “Please let me go. I won’t tell anyone about you. I promise.”


The man shakes his head. The kind, gentle expression on his face clashes with the scene around him.


“Now there you go with your lying words. It’s the nature of all women to lie. But you will not seduce me with your wicked tongue and whorish attire. I am strong. And the Lord has given me a mission. You will…”


The man trails off as if distracted. He looks up and Johnny sees for the first time, the priest’s collar around his neck. The man looks around the room, until his gaze falls on Johnny.


“What are you doing here?”


Johnny dropped the schoolbag and stepped back from the table.


“Well, did you see anything?” Walt asked. “Is it Harris?”


Johnny shook his head. “No.”




Johnny walked with Walt back to the interrogation room.


“Johnny, I told you. I can’t keep this guy here. I was risking my neck putting out the APB on him after your first vision. But now you’re telling me he’s not even involved”


Xander looked up as they entered the room.


“Walt, just listen to me,” Johnny pleaded. “Xander had a point. The vision I had of him must have been of the future. That means maybe he can help us find Shannon. It has to be soon. He was wearing the same clothes in the vision that he has on now.”


Walt uncuffed Xander from the table. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience here, Mr. Harris. I hope you can appreciate the dire circumstances that they happened under.”


Xander rubbed his wrists. “Yeah. Missing girl. You got to do what you can.”


Xander started walking to the door. Johnny reached out to stop him.


“Please, just hear me out. I think you can help us—” Johnny grabbed Xander’s arm.


Johnny looks around the room. Figures are fighting everywhere he looks. Johnny helps a blond girl up stand up.


The blond turns to him. “Xander, get them out of here. We have to retreat. Do it.”


Johnny looks around the room. Young girls are panicking and trying to exit through the door. The body of one girl lies on the floor with a twisted neck. 


Johnny runs through the panicked group, directing the girls to the exit. He looks up and spots a man holding a girl up by her neck. He says something Johnny doesn’t catch and swiftly breaks her neck. The blond girl rushes at the man. Johnny turns his attention back to the fight. He sees a young girl on the floor and goes to her side.


“Are you OK?” he asks.


The girl nods.


“Let’s go,” Johnny says. “ Come on.” Johnny helps the girl to her feet. 


Johnny waves to the others. “ Let’s go! Come on!”


A hand grabs Johnny and turns him around. Johnny is face to face with the man he saw threaten the missing girl.


“You’re the one who sees everything, aren’t you?” The man asks as he rears his hand back in front of Johnny’s face. “Well, let’s see what we can’t do about that.”


The man plunges his thumb into Johnny’s left eye, gouging it out. Johnny screams in agony.


Johnny fell to the floor, clutching his face. “Oh, God! Jesus!”


Walt knelt down by Johnny. “You okay? What happened?”


“I saw the kidnapper. Xander has already seen him. He’s a priest.”


Xander looked at Johnny in shock. “Caleb? No way! No fucking way!”


Xander shook his head. He felt his knees weaken, and he fell back onto the chair. “She said he was dead. She told me she saw him die. She wouldn’t lie to me. Not about that.”


“Wait, so you know this guy?” Walt asked.


“God, I wish I didn’t,” Xander answered. “I had nightmares for over a year about him. There are still nights I wake up in a cold sweat, thinking I was back there.”


“He’s the one,” Johnny said. “He gouged out your eye.”


“Why would a priest gouge out his eye?”


“I don’t know!” Xander yelled. 


“I think,” Johnny began. “I think he saw me. When he grabbed you. I think he was talking to me.”


Xander looked up. “What?”


“It’s happened before. Someone in my vision could see me. In the first vision he looked right at me. And the one just now, he called me the one who sees.”


“You’ve got to be kidding me. I lost my eye because you took a peek at the past?


Johnny got up off the floor and looked at Xander. “Please, tell us everything you know about him. You may be the key to finding him. A twelve year old girl’s life is at stake.”




“I don’t know if I can help you here,” Xander explained. “I only met him the one time.”


Xander gripped his hands tightly to stop them from shaking.


“He…” Xander’s voice hitched as be began talking. “He used to be a priest. He’s killed before. Women, girls really. Total misogynist. Kept talking about how women are unclean and whores and how he would rid the world of their filth.”


Xander took a deep breath. “I saw… I saw him kill two girls. Molly and Julia. They were barely out of high school. He stabbed and burned another girl named Shannon. She survived, but last I heard, she still has nightmares.”


“Where does he hide out? In my vision, I saw earthen floors. And there was a musty smell.”


“A winery,” Xander muttered.


“What?”


“He was holed up in a winery in Sunnydale. But he only went there because there was something already hidden in it. I don’t know if he would do the same here.”


“There are a couple of wineries in the county,” Walt said. “I can see if there are any that are closed down right now.”


Xander stood up. “I need some fresh air.”


Walt nodded, but Johnny looked up alarmed. “You’re not leaving, are you? You may still be able to help us find the girl.”


Xander looked at Johnny. “I just… I need a moment.”




Xander splashed cold water on his face and looked up in the bathroom mirror. He lifted his hand towards the eyepatch on his face, but stopped as his hand trembled. 


“Get it together. You’ve got a job to do.”


Xander carefully removed the eyepatch and gazed at the ruined sight that was once his left eye.


“That son of a bitch is still out there. Can’t hide from him.”


Xander put the eyepatch back on and adjusted it to cover his wound.


“You have to do this. He has an innocent girl that will die unless you stop him. Do it for Molly. Do it for Shannon. Do it for Julia. But most of all, do it so you’ll know he can never hurt another person again.”


Xander inhaled deeply then slowly released his breath.


“Showtime.”




Walt and Johnny pulled up outside the winery in the patrolcar. Just behind them, Xander pulled up in his Humvee. Xander got out and quickly joined the two.


“This the place?” Xander asked.


“I think so,” Walt answered. “The other two wineries are open with workers going in and out all the time. This one closed down a couple of years ago. Anyone could break in and hide out here.”


Walt pulled out his service revolver. “We’ve got to assume this guy is dangerous. Stay behind me. I don’t want anyone who’s unarmed in front.”


Xander smiled and quickly felt the back of his jeans waistband. The .45 automatic was tucked in safely. “No problem. Don’t want to get hurt.”


Johnny stumbled, so Xander grabbed his arm and helped him up. Xander saw Johnny’s eyes glaze over for a moment, then refocus. 


Johnny looked up at Xander. “Uh… thanks. I’m up.”


Xander squinted at Johnny. “You just had a vision, didn’t you?”


Johnny grimaced. “It’s not important.”


Xander looked at Johnny is disbelief. “You got to be kidding me. You go traipsing around my memories, going back to the worst moment of my life. Now you get another peek? What was it? Some emotional traumatizing event from elementary school? Or maybe you got a glimpse of some future reaming I’m going to get.”


Johnny shook his head. “It wasn’t anything bad. I swear. It was actually pretty good from what I could tell. But it was personal, so—”


“So, nothing,” Xander said. “I’ve actually got some good news? Then lay it on me. It’s the least you can do.”


Johnny sighed. “All right. When you get to Taggerty’s—”


“Guys!” Walt said. “Get over here! The front doors been busted open.”




The three men stepped cautiously into the underground storage room. Sheriff Bannerman led the way, followed closely by Xander, with Johnny bringing up the rear. Johnny stopped and sniffed the air.


“What is it?” Walt asked.


“Damp air. Musty too,” Johnny answered. He glanced down to his feet. “Earthen floor. This is what I saw in my vision.”


“Oh, guys?” Xander asked. “Did I mention that this guys likes to set traps?”


Walt shook his head. “You forgot that little detail. Okay, we take this slow and safe. No one—”


A thumping echoed through the room.


Xander looked up. “There’s a door at the far wall. That’s where the noise is coming from.”


Xander ran to the door. Walt pulled out his service revolver and shouted after Xander. “Wait, a second! We have to be careful!”


Xander stopped, then looked at the door. He turned back to Walt. “Watch my back.”


Xander kicked the door open, then ducked by the wall to the side of the door. He quickly peered into the room, then pulled back. He turned back to Walt and Johnny.


“The girl’s in there. I’m going in.”


Xander ran into the room and rushed to the girl’s side. He pushed aside a dusty wine bottle on the floor. He quickly removed the blindfold and gag and began to untie her hands and feet.


“Sally? Are you hurt?”


Sally jerked away from his touch and began crying. 


“Sally. Sally! Look at me!” Xander ordered.


Sally stopped and looked at Xander in fear.


“We’re here to help. The sheriff is here. We’re going to take you home. Do you understand? You’re going home to your parents.”


Sally eyes darted around the room. “He’s going to kill me. He’s out there.”


Xander shook his head. “Not going to happen. You’re going to be back with your family tonight. And back in school tomorrow. Did you do your homework?”


Sally looked up at Xander. “School? But I… do I have to?”


Xander smiled down at her. “I suppose you can skip a couple of days. But only if your parents agree. We better go check with them. Okay?”


Sally nodded. 


“Can we have pizza tonight?” she asked quietly.


“Sure. Anchovies okay?”


“Yuck.”


Xander turned back and saw Walt and Johnny standing in the doorway. “She’s okay. Any sign of—”


A figure stepped up behind Walt and brutally struck the back of his head. Walt pitched forward, sprawling on the ground.


“Walt!” Johnny yelled. 


Caleb stepped into the light and backhanded Johnny. Johnny fell to the ground. Sally screamed the moment she saw Caleb’s face. Xander fumbled, releasing Sally and trying to pull out the .45 in his waistband. Caleb spotted Xander across the room. 


Caleb strode over to Xander. Just as Xander pulled the .45 clear, Caleb grabbed Xander by his wrist and neck. He twisted Xander’s wrist and flung him to the ground. Xander landed next to Johnny, the .45 falling from his grasp. Caleb smiled as he looked down on Xander and tightened his grip on Xander’s neck.


Xander glanced over to Johnny. “Johnny, the gun!”


Johnny glanced down at the .45 to his side. The spotted the inscription along the barrel.


The weed of crime bears bitter fruit.


Johnny reached out and grabbed the gun. As his hand closed on the grip. A vision ripped through his skull.


Johnny sees a man running down an alley. The man stumbles out of breath. He glances behind him, but doesn’t see anything. He turns back around and see a dark shape in front of him.


“Joseph Barrons. You have led a squalid life full of misdeeds.”


The man backed up. 


“You have stolen from the poor to line your own pockets. You have beaten the helpless.”


The man began to sob at the nightmarish figure judging him.


“Earlier tonight, you killed a store owner that had only five dollars on him.”


The figure drew out his .45 automatic. The man trembled before him.


“How do you know all this?” he pleaded.


The figure took aim and slowly squeezed the trigger.


WHO KNOWS WHAT EVIL LURKS IN THE HEART LURKS IN THE HEARTS OF MEN?


THE SHADOW KNOWS!


Johnny shook of the thundering voice in his vision. By the time his head cleared, Caleb reached over grabbed Johnny by the neck and flung him across the room.


Xander frantically reached for the closest object. His hand came across the old wine bottle, and he desperately grabbed hold of it. He swung the bottle, bringing it down on the back of Caleb’s head. The bottle shattered, leaving Xander holding the bottle neck.


Caleb looked down on Xander. “I thought I took care of you already, boy. You have an eye for trouble. And if an eye offend thee, pluck it out.”


Caleb extended his thumb towards Xander’s right eye.


“No!” Xander screamed. He stabbed the broken bottle in Caleb’s face, the jagged edge piercing Caleb’s eye.


Caleb roared in pain. He grabbed Xander’s wrist and bent it back at a sharp angle. A snap rang out, as the bone broke.


Caleb got to his feet and turned towards Sally.


“Too little and too late, boy,” Caleb rasped. “All you’re going to get for your troubles is another dead girl.”


Xander cradled his broken wrist to his chest. He struggled to his feet, but Caleb swatted him back down.


Caleb pulled out a large knife and advanced on Sally. He turned back to Xander.


“I want you to see this.”


BLAMM! BLAMM! BLAMM!


Three bullets ripped through Caleb’s chest. He toppled to the ground in a thud. Xander turned and saw Walt sitting up, aiming a now smoking revolver at Caleb’s body.


“Walt! You okay?” Johnny asked.


“Little groggy,” Walt answered. “Very bruised. But I’m okay.”


“Xander?”


“Broken wrist. Otherwise, I’m fine.”


“Sally?”


Sally whimpered in the corner. Xander made his way over to her.


“Sally? You saw it. He’s dead. He won’t hurt you. He can’t. Not anymore.”


Sally got up and ran past Caleb’s body to Johnny. Johnny pulled her into a hug. Xander helped Walt to his feet and surveyed the room.


Xander turned to Johnny. “You need to get her out of here.”


Johnny shook his head. “I think we should wait for help.”


“Johnny. You need to get Sally to a hospital to get checked out. Walt may have a concussion. Caleb is dead. He’s not going anywhere. The rest of us need to get some medical attention.”


Johnny looked down at Sally. “All right.”


The group made their way back to the vehicles. Johnny ushered Sally and Walt into the police car. As he started the car, Xander walked up to the door.


“You head to the hospital. I’ll be right behind you.”


Xander watched Johnny drive away. Once the police car was out of sight, Xander walked over to the Humvee, unlocked the back door and pulled out some supplies. He then turned and went back down into the winery.




Blue sparks flickered on Caleb’s wounds. As the lightning coursed through them, the wounds slowly healed. Caleb took a breath and sat up. He opened his eyes and saw Xander standing before him.


“Oh, you’re back. I’m not ready yet. Give me a couple more minutes.” 


Xander pointed the .45 at Caleb and shot him in the forehead.




Caleb came to and tried to sit up. He stopped as he realized that his hands and feet were tied down to the ground and his shirt was open. He looked and saw Xander standing over him. Xander had a makeshift splint on his broken wrist. In his uninjured hand, he held a machete.


“That’s a mighty fine scar you got there.”


Xander pointed to the scar that ran from Caleb’s right shoulder down to his groin.


“Let me guess. Buffy sliced you up and left your remains on the floor. Then one of your bringers must have bound you back together, and you came to.”


Caleb tugged his hands, testing the ropes.


Xander continued talking. “As long as you’re not beheaded, you can pretty much bounce back from anything.”


Xander hefted the machete in his hand. “Well, almost anything.”


Xander swung the machete down, cleanly severing Caleb’s left arm at the elbow.


As Caleb screamed in pain, Xander pulled out a digital camera and took a picture. The last thing Caleb saw before he passed out from the blood loss was the flash from the camera.




Caleb awoke. He saw Xander standing beside a fire burning a few feet away. An acrid odor filled the room. Xander glanced over at Caleb.


“Oh. You’re back. So could you clear something up for me? What did the First Evil promise you? I figure you were already a murdering son of a bitch when he recruited you.”


Caleb glared at him. “The good Lord granted me strength and sight to carry out his mission. He gave me eternal life to carry out his wishes.”


Xander chuckled. “Sorry. Your boss was many things, but he was not the good Lord. And he may have given you strength and vision. But the eternal life? Not quite what happened. You would have had that anyway. You’re an immortal.”


“I would have served him no matter what.”


Xander sighed. “Yeah. I bet you would have. But that does make it easier for me to do this.”


Xander swung the machete down onto Caleb’s right arm. Caleb screamed in pain as he bled out.


Xander stood over Caleb and took another picture.




Caleb woke up once more. He looked up and saw Xander throw his right arm onto the fire. Xander turned back to Caleb.


“It’s probably overkill. But if you rejoin the severed limb, it may heal up. So better just to burn them up. Bodies are very hard to burn up completely. But add a couple of phosphorous flares, and it’ll go right up.”


Xander walked around Caleb, talking casually. “I had nightmares. You know the god awful nightmares you would have as a kid that a monster was after you? When you finally wake up, it takes a few seconds to figure out where you are. Then you just feel so relieved that it was only a dream. I had those every night for months after I met you.” 


“You might have guessed that I have a lot of issues to work out. So this is like Christmas came early. You’re lying there disarmed,” Xander chuckled. “Literally. And I got nothing better to do.”


Caleb’s eyes burned with fury at Xander. “The Lord will strike you down for this, boy.”


Xander squatted so he could whisper into Caleb’s ear.


“I got news for you. Your Lord? He ain’t here right now. So we’ll just do this without him,” Xander glanced at his watch. “It’s been awhile. Better wrap this up before the Sheriff realizes I’m AWOL.”


Xander hefted the machete then chopped it down on Caleb’s right knee. Just as the pain hit Caleb, Xander brutally did the same to his left knee. Xander pulled out his camera and snapped a couple of shots.




When Caleb came to, he immediately saw he was no longer in the winery. Instead he was lying on a plastic sheet in the back of Xander’s Humvee. The vehicle was moving, but soon stopped. Caleb heard the driver get out and walk to the back. The door opened, and Xander looked down on him. With his uninjured hand, he grabbed Caleb and pulled him out.


“Don’t worry. I’ll be out of your life soon. You know the funniest part of this thing? Your boss never felt the need to fill you in on how your immortality works. See the whole thing can end any day. The deal breaker is decapitation. You lose your head and it’s game over. Sounds easy, right? Well the tricky thing is there are a lot of immortals out there. And some of them have this wacky habit of hunting the others and cutting off their heads. Which, if you can fight back, isn’t too bad. But when you have no arms or legs, kinda sucks.”


Xander stopped dragging Caleb, and pulled out his machete. “But don’t worry. I’ll make sure none of them are ever a threat to you. Are you ready for the big surprise?”


Sweat ran down Caleb’s neck. He quickly shook his head. Xander leaned down as whispered directly into Caleb’s ear.


“I’m not going to kill you.”


Xander stood up and tossed his machete away. “I was going to kill you. For the whole eye thing. And you know, cuz you’re an evil son of a bitch. But then I thought about Molly and Julia. And I thought about Shannon. And I figured why should I let you off so easy. Instead, I’m going to make you suffer. And as you’re suffering I want you to remember all the pain and death you caused and know that you deserve every second of it.”




Back at the police station, Johnny ran into Walt Bannerman.


“Walt! Have you seen any sign of Harris?”


Walt shook his head. 


“Damn!” Johnny cursed. “I should never had left without him. I can’t believe I thought he would follow. Now both he and Caleb are missing. Have you put an APB out for him?”


“Johnny,” Walt began. “I got a call from Homeland Security. You remember Harris mentioning an agent Riley Finn.”


“Yeah. He wanted us to call him.”


“Well, it turns out he gave me a call,” Walt said. “Basically I’ve been ordered to drop the investigation.”


“You’re kidding? You’re just going to forget about all this? But we need to—”


Walt stopped Johnny. “Look, Sally Mason is back with her family, safe and sound. The guy that snatched her is dead. I put three slugs into him myself. Anything after that is just paperwork as far as I’m concerned.”




The next morning, Xander met Giles’s contact at the docks. He walked up to the freighter captain and said hello.


“You Harris?” the captain asked.


“Yeah, that’s me. You going to take all this stuff off my hands?”


The captain nodded. “Mr. Giles said I’m to take it all to Devon where it will be properly disposed of.”


Xander nodded. “Yeah. I got one extra item though. It’s sealed up in an oildrum. But we can’t destroy it. If we do, some unspeakable evil will escape.”


“How do you want me to handle it?” the captain asked.


“I figure we drop it off where no one will ever run across it. Let’s say, bottom of the Mariana Trench. Can you do that?”


“All part of the service. Mr. Giles is paying us well. We don’t want to disappoint.”


The captain turned to his crew and directed them to begin loading the cargo Xander brought. He turned back to Xander and studied him.


“You mind me asking you a question?”


“Go ahead.”


“How’d you lose the eye?”


“I uh, was in a fight,” Xander explained. “Actually, I was trying to get away from the fight when this guy jumped me. He’s the one that did it.”


“Jesus. What kind of sick bastard does that?”


“That’s the question I’ve asked myself many a time.”


“So what happened to that guy?”


Xander paused for a moment and looked over to the crew loading the cargo. He turned back to the captain with a bitter smile. “He’s in the oildrum.”


The captain’s jaw gaped open. He turned to see the oildrum being loaded, then turned back to Xander. Xander shrugged.


The captain let out a bark of nervous laughter. “Oh, man. You almost had me there. Mr. Giles warned me you were a joker. ‘He’s in the oildrum.’ ”


The captain laughed and shook his head as he walked back to the ramp to his ship.


Xander turned and walked back to his Humvee. He got in and turned to his passenger.


“You belted in there, Gobo?”


“Yes, Mr. Xander. Are we ready to do some more exploring?”


“In a couple of minutes. I need to call someone first.”


Xander pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number.


“Hello, Robin?”


“Yes?” the voice on the other end asked.


“Hey, this is Xander.”


“Ah, Xander. Haven’t heard from you in awhile. How can I help you?”


“I forgot who’s assigned to Cleveland these days. Is Shannon over there?” Xander asked.


“That’s right,” Robin answered. “But she’s out on patrol with Faith and Chao-Ahn. Did you need to speak with her?”


“Yeah. Tell me, do you know if she still has those nightmares?”


Robin paused. “Not as frequently. But yes, she still has them a couple of nights a week.”


“When she gets back, can you have her call me? I want to e-mail her some pictures. They may help her sleep better at night.”


“Yeah, I can do that. Anything else?”


“Nope, that’s it.”


“All right then,” Robin said. “And Xander?”


“Yeah?”


“It’s good to hear you’re back in the states. I know you were in bad shape for a while. You should drop by if you’re ever in the neighborhood.”


“Thanks man. I may just do that.”


Xander ended the call and put his phone away. He turned back to Gobo.


“I bought some fresh radishes for you to snack on. You ready to head on out?”


“Aw, thanks Mr. Xander. I sure am ready. Where are we heading?” Gobo asked.


“Boston.”










Where Everybody Knows Your Name


Sam Malone stood at the back of the room, flirting with one of the sponsors. He had just gotten her phone number when the new guy stood up and began speaking.


“Hi, everyone. My name’s Xander and I’m an alcoholic.”


“Hi, Xander!” the group chorused.


Sam took a moment to look at the man. He was somewhat tall and dark haired. Dressed in jeans and sneakers, the man had a casual look about him. There was a cast on his right wrist. But the most striking feature was the eyepatch over his left eye. Sam didn’t recognize the man, so he was probably new. Although to be fair, Sam only attended two or three meetings a year. Sam glanced at the woman he had been flirting with, then turned and listened to the man. 


“I’ve been sober for about two years,” Xander paused and took a sip of water.


“My father and mother are both alcoholics and were always drinking when I was growing up. Actually most of my extended family are alcoholics. When I was in junior high, we had that health lecture on alcoholism. About how if you’re the child of an alcoholic, then you’re like ten times more likely to be an alcoholic yourself. So I can’t say I didn’t know the odds.”


“But despite all that, as soon as I was out of high school, I hit all the parties and knew where to find the bars and liquor stores that didn’t card. Which turned out to be pretty much all of them in town. I would go out drinking with friends on the weekend. But I didn’t have a problem.”


“I managed to go through a truly crappy year filled with a string of McJobs and living in my parents’ basement. I stumbled into a field where I excelled. I moved out of my folks’ basement and into a sweet apartment. I had a nice car and a loving girlfriend. Everything was fine.”


Xander took a breath. “Then things stopped being fine. Some friends left. Some died. Some started to spiral down the drain, and I had no idea what was going on. And I started having a drink or two in the evening just to take the edge off. But I didn’t have a problem.”


“I was engaged to my girlfriend. But after a period of quiet reflection, I realized that we were rushing into things. So I approached her and told her we should wait.”


Xander took another sip of water. “I probably should have done all that before the actual wedding ceremony started. But hindsight is twenty-twenty. She hated me and wanted me to suffer. I tried to reconcile, but that died when I found her sleeping with another guy. After that I starting getting drunk about once a week when I got home. Just on the really rough days. I needed to unwind. But I didn’t have a problem.”


“Then things went to hell. I was in a fight and this guy took out my eye. My hometown was destroyed in a freak earthquake. A lot of people died then, including my ex-fiance. My friends and I drifted apart. I wound up taking an overseas assignment. And I was drinking every night. I was putting in a hard day’s work, every day, no vacation or sick time. I was traveling constantly. And the places I went could get kind of rough. I needed a release. But I didn’t have a problem.”


“Then around May of 2004, I got word that an old girlfriend from high school died a few months earlier. She had been in a coma for awhile and died in her sleep. I didn’t even know she was sick. I remember getting the news. I remember going into the nearest bar to have a drink in her memory. Next thing I remember was waking up three days later with the worst hangover of my life.”


“I figured the hair of the dog would help me out. But the bottle by my bed was empty. So were the bottles on the floor, and the ones on the table and in the bathroom. So I went downstairs.”


Xander’s voice quieted down to a whisper as he said the next part. “I heard one of the girls living there tell the others to keep it down. She said I was having a hard time and just needed my rest. When I came in the room, everyone avoided looking at me and quickly left. And it hit me. The look on their faces, the hushed warnings, and excuses; I’d heard them all before. It’s what my mom told me when my dad was drunk. That’s when I realized I had a problem.” 


Xander took a long drink of water. He sat the cup down on the table next to him.


“So I stopped. Bought some books, read the pamphlets. And I managed to find the nearest AA meeting where ever I went. And it worked. I got through. I’m not saying I didn’t have some long nights. But my higher power was my work, and it got me through the rough times.”


“Then last week, I ran into the guy that gouged out my eye. I worked with the police, and now he’s been put away where he’ll never hurt anyone again. And ever since then, I have been dying for a drink.”


“I wake up in the middle of the night, my heart racing. And I know the one thing that would calm me is a tall stiff one. Every bar or liquor store I pass jumps out at me. It’s getting to the point where I just picture how good that first drink will taste. But the worst part is this morning, when my thirst was getting real bad, I looked in the mirror. And for a split second, I saw my dad staring back. It was the exact same look I saw on his face when he’d come home and start up.”


“So I looked up the nearest meeting spot and came here. That’s my story,” Xander finished. He then took a seat.


As the next man got up to speak, Sam turned back to the sponsor and arranged a date with her.




Cheers had been open for a little over an hour when Sam arrived. Sam strode in with a smile on his face as he approached the bar.


“Sorry, I’m late, boys,” Sam said. “You know how soccer moms can be.”


Norm looked up from his beer. “Actually, we don’t. How can soccer moms be?”


“Fantastic,” Sam replied with a grin. He turned to Woody at the bar. “I hope you haven’t been too busy while I’ve been gone.”


“It’s been pretty slow,” Woody answered. As he spoke, Sam watched as Woody sliced up a radish. “Cliff, Norm, Paul, and Phil showed up right at opening. Besides them, we have a couple of new customers.”


Woody finished slicing up the radish and spread the slices on a plate. He then placed the plate in front of an empty stool by Cliff.


“There you go, sir.”


Sam saw a small hand reach up and take a slice.


“Thanks, Mr. Woody,” a high pitched voice said.


Sam stood up to try to get a better look at the person Woody served. As he got up, Carla walked up to him with a beaming grin.


“There you are, Sammy. Wonderful day, isn’t it?” she asked.


“You’re in an awfully good mood. What’s got you so chipper?” Sam asked.


Carla beamed at Sam. “You know my granddaughter, Angelina?”


“Yeah,” Sam answered. “She’s the one that’s been getting into trouble, right?”


“That’s her. And it’s not normal trouble, like getting pregnant at fifteen. She’s been getting into fights, hasn’t been sleeping well, carrying weapons. Real crazy stuff.”


“So what about her has you happy?” 


“I just met with a Mr. Alexander Harris from the London School for Gifted Women. They want her to attend. On scholarship. They say they specialize in girls with discipline problems,” Carla explained.


“How do you know they’re on the level? What if they try to take advantage of her?”


Carla laughed. “This is my granddaughter. Two years ago, when she was thirteen, she broke the arms of two eighteen year old linebackers. She said they was hassling her. If these people want to try something with her, it’s their funeral.”


Carla reached behind Sam and grabbed a bottle of scotch. “I signed all the papers. Now I’m just bringing him a celebratory bottle of scotch.”


“Well, I’m glad to hear things are working out for you. I hope you and he enjoy the bottle…” Sam trailed off as he spotted the man Carla was talking about. 


“Aw, crap,” Sam muttered. “Say, Carla. Let me talk to him, okay? You and Woody handle the bar.”


“What’s up, Sammy?”


“Just, uh…” Sam took the bottle from Carla and put it back behind the bar. “I need to talk to this guy.”




Xander sat at the table, putting away all the paperwork. He glanced up and saw Gobo listening intently to a mailman at the bar. As his gaze wandered, he saw Carla at the bar, serving a drink. An older man, who seemed slightly familiar walked toward him.


“You’re Xander, right?” the man asked.


“Yeah. That’s me.”


“Sam Malone. Good to meet you. Carla was just telling me how you’re helping out with her granddaughter.”


 “Yup.” Xander said. “That’s actually why I’m in town.”


“Great. Carla’s real excited about this,” Sam said. “Look, I’m glad you’re helping her out, so don’t take this the wrong way. But I’m not going to serve you here.”


Xander looked at Sam in confusion. “Um, is there some sort of problem here?”


“Look, I saw you at the meeting this morning,” Sam said.


“Oh,” Xander looked down. “There’s a simple explanation for this. And it’s just one drink so—”


“You and I both know it doesn’t work like that,” Sam sat down next to Xander. “Look, I’ve been where you are right now. Been on the wagon for awhile, gotten your life in order, but you still get that thirst. You figure what harm can one drink do.”


Xander looked at Sam. “Well maybe one drink won’t hurt. Maybe one drink is just one drink.”


“If you really thought that, then why did you go to the meeting this morning?” Sam asked. “You knew Carla worked in a bar, and the morning before you met with her, you went to an AA meeting. That’s not exactly a coincidence.”


Xander sat silent for a moment. When he spoke again, he changed the subject. “So if you’re in AA, how come you own a bar?”


“I used to play pro baseball. I started drinking and ruined my career. When I finally got sober, I owned Cheers. It was pretty much the only thing I still had. So I kept it.”


“You own a bar and still stay on the wagon? How’d you manage that?”




“The most common misconception about the radish is that it’s a vegetable. It’s actually a type of fruit, mostly closely related to the grape.”


Gobo stared up in awe at the speaker. “Wow, Mr. Cliff. You’re as smart as the Great Trash Heap.”


“I always thought he was as smart as a big pile of crap,” Carla said.


“Oh no, Ms. Carla,” Gobo said. “The Great Trash Heap is the wisest person in the world. Mr. Cliff is the first person I met that knows as much as her.”


Sam walked up to the bar. “Hey, Carla. Hand me that bottle of scotch you were going to take to Mr. Harris.”


“There you go, Sammy,” Carla handed him the bottle. “What’s up?”


“Just trying to help a guy out.”


Sam turned and walked back to Xander’s table. He sat down and placed the bottle on the table. Xander eyed the bottle. Sam opened the bottle and handed the bottle cap to Xander.


“When I stopped drinking, I had a lot of long nights. The last one I had, I sat in front of an open bottle clutching the bottle cap. I sat there all night long, and I never took a drink from it. And that was the night when I realized that I could actually stop. So this is what I’m going to do. You and I are going to sit here with this open bottle until we close.”




Two hours later, Xander turned the bottle cap over in his hand. He glanced at the open bottle, then turned to Sam. “So that sitting with an open bottle, you did that all by yourself?”


Sam shook his head. “I had Coach with me. And every time I was about to reach for that bottle he was there for me.”


“Coach? Sounds like a good person to have by your side.”


“Yeah,” Sam said. “He was the best. People were lucky to meet him. And I was the luckiest of all to have him as a friend and mentor.”


“Is he working tonight?” Xander asked.


“No, he…” Sam paused. “He died awhile back.”


“You miss him?”


“Every day,” Sam replied. “You have anyone in your life like that?”


“I have people who died that I miss. But I never had anyone like that. Closest would be a guy I worked with in Africa.”


“What’s his name?”


“His name? His name is…” Xander trailed off and chuckled. “His name is Sam.”


“That’s a good name,” Sam stated.


“I’m getting that.”




One hour later.


“It’s not even an issue most of the time,” Xander said. “I’ve just had a rough couple of weeks. That’s when it’s hardest. But the rest of the time, I’m fine.”


Sam shook his head. “Pretty much everyone can get by during the good times. And a person who can’t handle their drinking during the bad times is pretty much the definition of an alcoholic.”


“I thought an alcoholic was a person that couldn’t handle one drink, in good times or bad.”


“All I know is that back when I was drinking, the good times turned into bad.”


Xander sat at the table, drumming his fingers. After a moment he stood up.


“Look, Sam. I gotta go.”


“Xander, listen to me. You have to do this. If you walk away, you’ll regret it. It’s important that you see this through.”


“To the bathroom,” Xander finished. “I gotta go to the bathroom.”


“Oh. Yeah. It’s down the hall, second door on the left.”




An hour and a half later.


“I don’t know if the traveling helps or hurts,” Xander explained.


“You got friends and family around?” Sam asked.


“No. I’ll work an assignment with friends on occasion. But it’s mostly just me. And Gobo for the last couple of weeks.”


“I don’t know,” Sam said. “I have the bar as my home and the people in it as my friends and family. If I didn’t have them, I honestly don’t know where I’d be.”


“Maybe. But even when I had a home and friends around, I still had to deal with all my problems on my own.”


“So you don’t mind life on the road?”


Xander shrugged. “It’s not too bad, I guess. I get to do important work. And the town I grew up in is gone, so it’s not like I have a home to return to. It’s just…”


“What?”


“I do miss working with others. A few weeks ago, I met up with a couple of coworkers. We worked a few assignments together, and it… It just felt right. I dunno,” Xander took a drink of his club soda. “I’ve been thinking lately about requesting a change of assignment to one of the branches. I just don’t know if there’s a place for me in any of them.”


“Well, you won’t know unless you ask,” Sam pointed out.


“Yeah, I guess. Maybe after the next assignment. My boss already has me going to DC once I finish up here.”




“That’s it people. You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.”


With this pronouncement from Carla, the customers shuffled out the door of the bar. Sam got up from the table and stretched his back. Xander got up and grabbed the bottle of scotch.


“One last thing to do,” Xander said. He walked over to the bar and poured the scotch down the drain. “What do I owe you?”


“It’s on the house,” Sam replied.


“Sam, I just wanted to say thanks. My biggest fear has always been that I’ll turn out like my dad. But I know that my dad never had an open bottle that he walked away from.”


“You’re welcome. Oh, here you go,”


Sam tossed the bottle cap to Xander. Xander caught it and looked at it.


“It’s a reminder,” Sam explained. “Next time you have a rough night, just look at that and remember you can make it through.”


Xander chuckled. “Yeah, right. It’s not like you still—”


Sam pulled out an old battered beer cap from his pocket. “Yeah, actually I do.”


Xander nodded and put the bottle cap in his pocket. “Um, this may sound like a weird question, but do you know anyone named Taggerty around here?”


Sam shook his head. 


“Yeah, it was a longshot,” Xander turned. “Hey, Gobo. You ready?”


Gobo walked up to Xander’s side. “I sure am, Mr. Xander. Boy, the people here sure are friendly. I really enjoyed talking to them. I learned so much about life in outer space from them. How was your day?”


Xander thought as he and Gobo left the bar. 


“It was a good day,” he answered.










Secret Agent Men



Saturday night, 1 a.m.


Xander Harris cursed under his breath as he forced open the door to the high school administrative office. The crack of the door as the lock broke echoed loudly in his ears. He entered the room and quickly shut the door behind him, and strained for the hint of any sound. After a few moments of quiet, he made his way to the student files.




There’s got to be a better way to do this than breaking into a school after midnight just to read this girl’s permanent file.


Xander pulled out a flashlight from his bag and scanned the file cabinet. 


Okay, S, T, U, V, W… she should be in here. Let’s see… Wiseman… Wiseman… Here we go, got her file.


Xander pulled out the file and shut the file cabinet. Just as he got up, he caught the sound of shuffling feet. Xander froze.


I know I heard something that time.


He scanned the room, but he could barely make out anything in the darkness. 


Giles is going to owe me for this one.



Ten hours earlier


“Gobo! Keep it down! I’m on the phone!” Xander yelled.




His traveling companion, Gobo Fraggle, stopped jumping up and down on the bed. He plopped down and started rummaging through Xander’s suitcase.


“Sorry about that, Giles. Now what were you saying?” Xander asked.


“I said that the girl’s name is Heather Wiseman. Our source says that she’s been involved either directly or peripherally with several questionable incidents,” Giles explained.


“So, we think she’s a Slayer?”


“That’s one of the possibilities.”


Xander sighed. “Giles, this isn’t one of your wild goose chases, is it? I mean, did these strange events involve her bench pressing a Yugo? Or maybe she was caught getting into fights with PCP gangs around a local cemetery?”


“Not as such,” Giles admitted.


“So why are we looking at her? Remember the whole thing with Cassie Frasier? I do not want to wind up in military custody again. And it turned out she wasn’t even a Slayer.”


“Xander, please believe me. I have the utmost faith is this source. He’s never given me a bad lead before.”


Xander heard a faint squeaking over the phone line.


“Giles?”


“Yes.”


“Are you cleaning your glasses?” Xander asked.


“… no,” Giles answered as the squeaking stopped.


Giles sighed. “The information the Council has received from this source has been invaluable. And we have never gotten any false or useless information. So whatever is going on with this Wiseman girl, we should investigate.”


“So who is your source, anyway?” Xander asked.


“Well… in these cases, there is a great need for anonymity… and what’s in a name when you really get down to it, after all ‘A rose by any other—’ ”


“Giles?” Xander interrupted.


“Yes?”


“Are you saying you don’t actually know who is giving you this lead?”


“Xander, this source has had a long history with the Council. He’s already been verified by members of the old Council.”


“Were these members killed off by the First, by any chance?”


“Well, yes. But when I began rebuilding the Council, I was contacted by him. And I took all necessary precautions. But every single piece of information or lead I’ve received has panned out. So please just believe me, and investigate this girl.”


“All right. I’ll start today. I’ll contact you if I find anything.”


Xander hung up and turned back to his room mate.


“Hey, Gobo. I’m heading out.”


“Oh, boy! Where are we going, Mr. Xander?”


Xander stopped. “We’re not going anywhere. I’m going to do some boring research and less boring breaking and entering.”


“But I wanted to learn more about life among the Silly Creatures,” Gobo whined.


Xander grabbed the remote control for the TV and turned it on. “You want to learn about humans, watch more TV. It’s the best tool available. Knock yourself out. And remember, if you get hungry get food from the cooler we brought. Do not get anything from the honor bar.”


“Why not Mr. Xander?”


Because last time our room had an honor bar, you ate half of it and I wound up having to explain the $200 added charge to Giles.


“Because… because that food goes to starving kittens. Do you want to take food away from the poor little kittens?” Xander asked.


Gobo’s eyes widened in sadness. “Gosh, no, Mr. Xander. I promise I won’t take any food from the kittens.”


“Great. So I’m going out. You watch all the TV you want. It’s filled with information.”


Xander closed the door as Gobo sat down on the bed.


The little guy means well, but he sure can cause trouble. Luckily, I know just how to play him.




Xander crept along the hallway, clutching the file. In the empty hallway, every sound seemed to echo loudly. With each step he took, he heard the sound of his footsteps. 


He saw a glint of light flash and stopped abruptly, but for a split second, the sound of footsteps continued. 


Xander slowly turned. The light he noticed was from a vending machine. He gazed down the hallway, but it remained empty.


“Guess there’s no one else here. Because I sure don’t see anyone,” Xander said.


“Boy, I sure could go for a snack,” he announced.


As he walked up to the vending machine, he pulled out some loose change from his pants pocket. He put the money in and got a coke. Then he stepped to the next machine and bought a bag of potato chips.


“This’ll sure hit the spot.”


Xander awkwardly placed the file in his bag, followed by the flashlight. The cast on his right wrist, slowed him down, but he managed. He opened up the bag of chips and popped open the coke, but instead of drinking, he stood perfectly still. After a minute of silence passed, the squeak of a rubber sole shoe sounded ten feet from him. 


Xander turned and sprinted down the hall. When he got to the corner, he turned. To the side of the hallway, a stairway let up to the second floor. Xander dumped the chips on the floor just before the stairs. He then crouched down on the stairs out of sight.


Xander strained his ears, trying to hear any sound above his own heartbeat. He could barely make out the soft tapping, as if someone was trying to tiptoe. Xander held his breath, as the barely perceptible sound got closer. The sound stopped. Xander felt a bead of sweat run down his neck.


Crunch.


The sound of the potato chips being crushed rang out. Xander jumped up and flung the soda just above the potato chips. The liquid splashed off an unseen body and slowly dripped down the form.


Xander pulled out his Zat’nik’tel and pointed it at the wet, unseeable form.


“Hold it right there,” Xander ordered. “I see you now.”


The figure looked down at himself and saw the soda clearly outlining him. He looked back up at the weapon Xander held. Taking in the situation, he had only one response.


“Aw, crap.”



Twelve hours earlier…


Stan Lee once wrote that with great power comes great responsibility. In my case, the great power of controlled invisibility came with the unfortunate side effect of becoming uncontrollably violent without regular medication and being drafted into working for one of the most under-funded intelligence agencies in the world. On the plus side, I get full treatment for my condition and a pardon for my less than respectable past activities. On the down side I had to report to an occasionally petty bureaucrat, and my cover agency kept changing to whatever branch had a surplus that quarter.




Darien Fawkes figured it was going to be a crappy assignment as soon as he walked into the Official’s office.


“Hey, boss. Here I am, right on time. Unlike a certain partner of mine.”


“I see that, Mr. Fawkes,” the Official said. “I’ve got your next assignment.”


“Uh, shouldn’t we wait for Bobby? I mean, we are partners, and I know how you hate repeating yourself.”


The Official’s assistant Eberts stepped up. “Agent Hobbes is taking his vacation. He was at the maximum accrual. As a result, he has to take some days off or he’ll lose them.”


Darien shook his head. “Couldn’t you give him a payout instead? It’s kind of inconvenient going on an assignment without my partner backing me up.”


The Official shook his head. “We don’t operate that way.”


“The budget’s tight this quarter. Frankly it was either pay the electric bill, or give Hobbes his payout. We chose to have lights.”


The Official continued. “Your next assignment is to investigate the disappearance of two people. Lisa Wiseman and her daughter, Heather. There have been a number of unusual incidents involving the two of them. And there are rumors that agents of an unidentified agency were present. I need you to look into the matter. Find out what happened to the women, see if you can uncover anything on the agency involved, then report back to me.”


Eberts stepped back up. “Before you go, I need to issue you your new identification. It’s a new fiscal year, so our cover agency has changed.”


“Fine with me,” Darien replied. “I was tired of being an agent for the Department of Weights and Measures. So who’d we get this time? NSA? CIA?”


Eberts shook his head.


“FBI? DEA?” Darien’s voice had an element of desperation. “ATF? Secret Service?”


Eberts shrugged apologetically. 


“C’mon, just give me something. Federal Marshals? Highway Patrol?”


Eberts handed Darien his new ID. Darien flipped it open and examined. 


“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.”


“Sorry,” Eberts said. “Here are the profiles for the two women. Since you are working without a partner, I believe you should begin with the least dangerous lead. The address for the daughter’s school is at the bottom of the second sheet.”


Darien looked through the profile. “Okay, I probably won’t find anything, but I’ll start there anyway.”




Darien shook off the quicksilver coating that made him invisible. He raised his hands and looked at the man pointing the strange ray gun at him.


“Okay, why don’t you put the Flash Gordon pop gun away. I’m unarmed.”


“Who are you?” Xander demanded. “Why are you following me?”


“First of all, I wasn’t following you. I’m a federal agent investigating the disappearance of a student here. I was looking for information on her in the office when you broke in.”


“That is so… somewhat plausible. Can I see your ID?” Xander asked.


Darien sighed. “That’s really not…”


Xander raised his weapon.


“Fine,” Darien pulled out his wallet, opened it, and handed it to Xander. 


Xander took the ID and looked at it. Then he looked up at Darien, raising his eyebrow. “Federal agent?”


“It’s a federal agency! And I work for them, so that makes me a federal agent.”


“But what’s with the whole invisible deal you have going on?” Xander asked.


“It’s a long story,” Darien responded. “So why are you here?”


Xander straightened up. “I’m also looking into the disappearance of a student. Heather Wiseman?”


Darien nodded. “Me too. Who are you working for?


“For the Reformed Watchers Council,” Xander answered. “We do some work with Homeland Security.”


Xander slowly lowered his weapon. The two men stood across from each other in silence. Xander finally spoke.


“So, we’re both investigating the disappearance of this girl.”


“And her mother,” Darien added.


“Now, I want to find them and make sure they’re safe. Why are you looking for them?” Xander asked.


“Make sure they’re safe,” Darien replied. “Also find out who’s involved in their disappearance and get evidence on them.”


“Right. I have some information and I assume you do too.”


“That’s right.”


“So…” Xander began. “You want to, like, team up or something?”


Darien shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. So what’s in the file you grabbed?”


“Let’s take a look.”


As the two men walked back to the office, Darien turned to Xander. “It’s kind of odd that two independent groups are both looking into this.”



Nine hours earlier

Agent Eric Weiss entered the office of his new supervisor.




“Director Robinson? You wanted to see me?” he asked.


“Agent Weiss, come in. You mind if I call you Eric?”


“Um, yeah. Fine. No problem.”


“Great,” Director Robinson said. He leafed through a file on his desk. “So I see you’re returning to the CIA after a quick stint in the NSC. What brings you back?”


“Well, sir, to be honest, I missed the field work. At the NSC, I was stuck behind a desk all the time and I felt like I wasn’t getting anything done,” Weiss explained.


“I’ve looked through your file. You did a lot of good work. You were part of the group that took down the Alliance of Twelve, K-Directorate, and the Covenant. Very nice. And you want to get back in the field?”


“Yes, sir.”


Director Robinson put the file down. “If you don’t mind me asking, why did you leave the CIA in the first place?”


“I was part of a small close knit group,” Weiss answered. “I began dating one of the agents, but she was injured, and eventually died.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Then after my best friend’s funeral, I just felt it was time to move on.”


Director Robinson frowned. “That would be Agent Vaughn. I thought he was still active.”


“He is,” Weiss said. “It was complicated. But I’m anxious to get back out and do some real work.”


Director Robinson closed the file and began to study Weiss. “I run a pretty tight division here. We may not tackle the biggest threats, but even the smallest case affects people’s lives. Now I worked my way up as field agent for the State Department. And one thing I learned is that out in the field, trust is earned, not assigned. So, why should I trust you enough to give you this assignment?”


Weiss considered his answer. “Sir, I worked most of my career with people I would trust my life with. When I left originally, it was because I felt the group I was with was becoming a bunch of coworkers and not a family. I’m not asking to be given anything here. I’m asking for a chance to earn my place.”


“All right,” Director Robinson nodded. “I’ve got an assignment for you. Consider it an audition. Two women have gone missing. Lisa and Heather Wiseman. I want you to find out what happened to them and who’s responsible.”





Saturday night, 2 a.m.


Xander watched as Darien pulled out a set of lockpicks and began working on the lock to the real estate office. After just a few seconds, Darien opened the door.




“Nice work,” Xander observed.


“Well, I wasn’t always a federal agent,” Darien replied.


They made their way inside the office and down the hall. Xander glanced at the directory.


“Lisa Wiseman’s office is four doors down to the right. Let’s—”


Darien stopped him. “The light’s on. Someone else is already here.”


Xander glanced down the hall and saw light coming out from the bottom of an office door. He looked up at the name plate on the door.


“That’s Lisa Wiseman’s office. You think someone else is looking into her disappearance?” Xander asked.


“Or maybe cleaning up their tracks,” Darien answered.


“I’ll head on in. You go transparent and follow me. Jump in if there’s trouble,” Xander said.


Darien nodded. A second later, he vanished.


Xander stared at the spot he had last seen Darien. 


“That is one of the freakiest things I’ve ever seen. Surprised he doesn’t hurl every time he does that,” Xander muttered.


“Uh, you know I haven’t gone anywhere, right? I can still hear you.”


“Oh… right.”




Weiss looked up as the door to the office was kicked in. He pulled out his gun and pointed it at the intruder.


”Freeze!” Weiss ordered.


“You freeze,” Xander replied. He pointed his Zat’nik’tel at Weiss. 


“Settle down,” Weiss said. “I’m just here—”


“Breaking and entering?” Xander cut in. “It’s after hours and I don’t think you work here.”


“Do you work here?” Weiss asked.


“I… that’s not the issue. Why are you here?”


“Look, let’s calm down, okay?” Weiss lowered his gun. “I’m a federal agent. And I’m investigating a missing person.”


Xander slowly lowered his weapon. “Lisa Wiseman?”


“Yeah,” Weiss said. “Let me guess, you’re also looking for her.”


“We’re looking for her,” Darien said. He appeared behind Weiss and stepped up to his side. “So there are three different organizations looking into this case?”


“Four,” Weiss said.


“What do you mean?” Xander asked.


“He means that he already ran into me at the Wiseman house an hour ago,” a figure announced, standing in the doorway. “I was in the restroom.”


“Looks like we need some introductions here. I’m Xander Harris with the Reformed Watcher’s Council. We’re an NGO that sometimes works with Homeland Security,” Xander said.


“Agent Eric Weiss, CIA.”


“I’m Jake Foley,” the newcomer said. “NSA.”


“Darien Fawkes, I’m with…” Darien mumbled the rest.


“Who? I didn’t catch that,” Jake said.


Darien sighed. “I’m with Grain Inspection, Packers, and Stockyards Administration.”


Jake and Weiss stared at Darien. 


“It’s a budgeting issue, let’s just move on.”


“Now I may be new to this, but does this kind of thing happen often?” Xander asked. “Four different agencies all independently looking at one case?”


Weiss shook his head. “There are some occasional fights over jurisdiction, but I’ve never heard about something like this happening. How were you put onto this case?”


“My boss got an anonymous tip,” Xander answered. “Darien?”


“My supervisor said an anonymous source brought the case to his attention.”


“Mine too,” Weiss said. “Foley?”


“Anonymous source,” Jake answered. “Look, that’s not important now. We’re all trying to find what happened to these women, right?”


The other three nodded.


“So we can either work against each other or work together. The lives of two people may depend on how we act. Can we work together on this?”


Xander nodded. “Yeah, I can.”


“Sure, why not,” Darien said.


“I’m in,” Weiss agreed.


“Good. What information do we have?” 




“Okay, I spent all day in the local library researching these women in the paper and other public records,” Xander said. “Here’s what I found out. Lisa Wiseman is the mother of Heather Wiseman. Just over a year ago, her husband died in a subway accident. Since then, she and her daughter have been involved either directly or indirectly in a number of interesting events.”


“Both mother and daughter were present at the capture of a Japanese terrorist. A few weeks later, Heather is struck by lightening, but after a short hospital visit is released unharmed. At Thanksgiving, a group of armed robbers attack their house, but are captured and turned over to the police.”


“A month later, Lisa Wiseman is present at a party thrown by Senator Kragen. There’s a break in at the party and some classified material was stolen. There was a standoff where Lisa Wiseman is taken hostage. Luckily she’s rescued, but one man there was shot.”


“A few weeks after that, there are some suspicious deaths that are traced back to a Dr. Bing. Reports say that Heather Wiseman was spotted socializing with Dr. Bing. When investigators track down Dr. Bing they find him dead. The case is never solved.”


“And that brings us to a little over a week ago. Heather Wiseman doesn’t show up at school, and Lisa Wiseman doesn’t show up at work. When a friend of the family stops by, he finds the house has been broken into and the place is torn apart. He files a missing persons report. Any questions so far?”


Jake spoke up. “So how’d you lose the eye?”


Xander sighed. “Any questions about the information on the Wiseman women?”


“Actually I’m kind of curious about the eye thing too,” Weiss said.


“Yeah, I didn’t want to say anything, but if the others are asking…” Darien added.


“Dudes, that guy,” Xander pointed at Darien, “turns invisible. Why don’t you bug him? Why do you have to focus on my eye?”


“I figure the invisible thing is probably classified,” Jake answered.


“Plus asking about it just seems rude,” Weiss said.


“Yeah, so spill. How’d you lose the eye?” Darien asked.


“I didn’t lose it. I misplaced it. There’s a difference. Now what other information do you guys have?”


Weiss stepped up. “We didn’t find much at the house. But we did determine that someone had already gone through the house. It was a professional job. We’re not sure what was taken, but we can make some guesses. There were no diaries, journals, letters, or other records. So it’s possible that whoever went through the house also took the Wiseman women. By taking any paper records, I think that they were worried about references to some person or place that can be tied back to them.”


Jake took over. “The hard drive on the home computer had been wiped. But I was able to access some information on it.”


“How’d you do that?” Xander asked.


“I’m very… handy with electronics,” Jake answered.


Weiss nudged Xander and whispered to him. “Dude, classified information. Don’t be rude.”


“I found a web search history. Lisa Wiseman was trying to find out information on a Dr. Theodore Morris and a Michael Newman.”


“I’ve heard those names before,” Xander said. “They showed up in some of the records. I think they were present at the Thanksgiving day events. And also the Senator’s party.”


Darien perked up. “I think I’ve heard that name also. Hold on a sec.”


Darien pulled out his phone and dialed a number. “Hey, Keeper? It’s Darien. Quick question for you. Have you heard of a Dr. Theodore Morris?”


As Darien listened to the person on the other end, Weiss stepped up.


“After the house, we came to the office here. Again, we found that several files and correspondence have been removed and the computer was wiped. But we caught a break. Lisa Wiseman just got this office before she disappeared. So she hadn’t moved in completely. I checked her old desk and found some letters from an attorney. The letters talked about her husband’s accident. There’s a lot of detail about some possible class action lawsuit involving the ambulance service that treated Mr. Wiseman after the accident.”


“Wait a minute,” Xander interrupted. “The hospital report said that Michael Wiseman died on impact. How could the ambulance service treat him?”


“That’s a good question. The letter goes on to mention that when the ambulance brought Michael Wiseman to the hospital, the admitting doctor was Theodore Morris.”


Darien closed his cell phone. “The plot thickens. According to my source, Dr. Theodore Morris was the leading pioneer in the field of human construction sciences. Apparently he was years ahead of everyone else. Then he dropped out of sight about five years ago. There were rumors that he was working for some government black ops projects.”


“So let me put the pieces together,” Xander said. “A little over a year ago, Michael Wiseman is officially killed in a subway accident. But unofficially, he survived long enough to be taken to the hospital and released into the custody Dr. Morris, an expert in human construction.”


“Shortly after that a Michael Newman keeps showing up around the edges of the lives Lisa and Heather Wiseman. Dr. Morris is always close behind him. Then when Lisa Wiseman starts looking into the circumstances of her husband’s death, she and her daughter disappear.”


“Now here’s where I start speculating. What does Dr. Morris want with a critically injured man? Why does Michael Newman keep showing up around the Wiseman family? And what did Lisa Wiseman find out that made someone snatch her and her daughter?” Xander finished.


“If Dr. Morris is working on a black ops project, maybe he needed a test subject,” Darien said. “And maybe the test subject decided he missed his family.”


“Would a government agency really do that? Even a black ops group?” Xander asked.


“Yes,” Jake answered. “They would. Force a person to cut himself off from his old life. Keep secrets from his friends and family.”


“Treat him like a tool,” Darien said. “With no other purpose than to serve their needs. Yanked around like a puppet on a string, grateful for even the smallest aspect of a private life.”


“Can we find out where Dr. Morris is now? And also Michael Newman?” Xander asked. 


“I can get the NSA tracking them,” Jake said.




Dr. Theodore Morris entered the debriefing room. He saw that Michael Wiseman was seated at the table with two guards on each side of him.


“Where’s my wife and daughter?” Michael asked.


“There are safely detained,” Dr. Morris asked.


“Look, I did the mission just like you told me. Will you just let them go? You owe me that much.”


“I owe you?” Dr. Morris asked. “If it wasn’t for me you would have died in the subway. I gave you a second chance at life. I engineered the perfect body for you. I gave you the opportunity to serve your country in ways you could never dream of. And in return, I ask for very little. For you to put up with a few very reasonable restraints. For you to let your family move on from the horrible accident that ended your former life. And this is how you repay me.”


“Please,” Michael begged. “Please, just let them go. I won’t run anymore. I promise.”


Dr. Morris sighed. “Mr. Wiseman, how many times have we been through this? You try to contact your family, I have to stop you. Every single time I remind you of the consequences of what your actions will be. Then when your tracking chip was disabled, you take the first chance you get to try to run away with them. Did you honestly think I wouldn’t catch up with you?”


Anger burned in Michael’s eyes. “That’s what really upset you, isn’t it? That you weren’t in control anymore. One of these days, you’ll find out what it’s like to be treated like an object.”


Dr. Morris shook his head. “That’s not the way the world works, Mr. Wiseman. Frankly, I know too much and have too many powerful friends for that to happen.”


“What’s going to happen to Lisa and Heather?”


“It hasn’t been decided yet.” Dr. Morris replied. “Best case scenario is that any trace of your second life is wiped clean, and they’re released and kept under close surveillance. If your wife is smart, she’ll realize she can never prove anything. But if she’s as stubborn as you, her outlook is much bleaker.”


Dr. Morris turned to the guards. “Take Mr. Wiseman back to his quarters.”


As the guards escorted Michael Wiseman out of the room, an aide approached Dr. Morris and handed him a file. Dr. Morris opened it and began reading.


“Is this confirmed?”


The aide nodded. “The subject is fresh from Iraq. He’s in critical care. His psych profile suggest he’s much more amenable to taking orders, and he has no close family.”


Dr. Morris sighed. “I was actually becoming fond of Mr. Wiseman. Then he had to pull this latest stunt. Very well, let me know when the subject arrives on site. I’ll oversee the transfer. We’ll have to make some modifications to the face and fingerprints. Michael Newman has had too much contact in the outside world for us to simply switch him over and hope no one notices the difference.”


“Yes, sir.”




Jake and Darien drove down the highway, following Xander and Weiss in the car in front of them.


“So, what you said earlier, it sounded like you had some first hand experience. Is it bad?” Darien asked.


“Not like Wiseman has it,” Jake answered. “I was working as a tech at the NSA. There was an accident in one of the labs. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I came out of it with a lot more skills, but with a few drawbacks. The NSA helps with the drawbacks, but I can’t tell my family or friends about it. What about you?”


“I volunteered for an experiment my brother was running. It was either that or serve a very long prison sentence for my life as a burglar. But there was an attack. My brother was killed, and I was on the run. I was contacted by this group. They would help me handle the effects of the experiment, and I would work as an agent for them. They’ve kept their end of the deal, but it would have been nice to have other options.”


“My biggest goal was to be an NSA agent,” Jake said. “Now I am, so I can’t exactly claim I’m being forced into anything. It makes me think about what Michael Wiseman is going through. That doesn’t seem right.”


“No, it doesn’t. How much latitude do you have on this mission?” Darien asked.


“Some. Why?”


“I’m thinking, maybe at the end of this, Michael Wiseman and his family could slip through the cracks.”


Jake nodded. “We’ll see what we can do.”




In the car in front of them, Xander and Weiss were talking.


“There’s something about this whole thing that bugs me,” Xander said.


“You mean besides the whole experimenting on an innocent civilian, and kidnapping his family when he doesn’t play ball?”


“It’s just that looking over this, the group that’s doing this covered their tracks pretty well. But I’ve seen enough edited police reports to know when something fishy is going on. Then Darien has connections that give us background on the lead doctor. Jake is able to retrieve the files and track down the whereabouts of Dr. Morris. And you have experience breaking into secret bases. So isn’t it a little odd that the four people that can figure out what happened and have the skills to do something about it are all put on the case at the same time based on an unknown source?”


“I’ve been thinking about that,” Weiss said. “I worked with this guy named Jack Bristow. He’d been in the business for decades. One night while we’re doing surveillance on a job, he tells me some rumors.”


“What about?”


“Urban legends. Basically the equivalent of ghost stories for spooks. The one I remember was about a place called the Village. Supposedly spies who knew too much or had caused too much trouble would be taken there. No one knows where the Village actually is. Some say near Morocco. Others say somewhere off the Baltic coast. Some even say close to London. And no one knows who runs it either. But if some spy or double agent disappears without explanation people say they were taken to the Village.”


“So what does that have to do with us?” Xander asked.


“Legend has it that only one person has ever escaped from the Village. And that since he escaped he goes around causing trouble for all those super secret black ops groups and helps the people that are in trouble with them.”


“Any of that actually true?”


“I don’t know,” Weiss shrugged. “I mean everyone I talked to say they’ve never seen this guy, but every now and then someone will say they heard from a friend of a friend about something he did. So maybe this guy is the one pulling our strings and getting us to help the Wiseman family. On the other hand, maybe it’s all just a fairy tale.”


“I don’t know. I’ve run into a few fairy tales myself. Stranger things have happened.”


Weiss nodded. “Yeah. I’ve seen some of them.”




“Everyone know their part of the plan?” Xander asked.


Weiss, Darien, and Jake nodded. 


“All right then. If everything goes off as planned, we’ll meet back here in one hour. Be careful.”


Jake looked up at the building. He took a deep breath, then began to quickly climb up the facade. As Darien concentrated, a silvery coating enveloped him, then he disappeared. 


Weiss turned to Xander. “You’re up. You sure you can cause a distraction?”


“Oh, yeah,” Xander replied. He pulled out a packet of ketchup and a peeled grape from his pocket. As Xander walked around the side of the building to the front lobby, he pulled his eyepatch off and brushed his hair down in front of his face.


Weiss followed at a discrete distance. He stopped at the front door and watched as Xander acted.


Okay, Harris is walking up to the front desk. He’s ignoring the guards, trying to walk past them. They’re stopping him. He’s trying to shoulder his way past, but gets shoved. Now he’s falling on the floor screaming. Looks like he spread ketchup on his hand and face. The guards are freaking out. He dropped the grape on the floor. Now, he’s screaming in the lead guard’s face, smearing ketchup on his uniform. The second guard just stepped on the grape. Now the second guard is throwing up. Look like it’s time to move.


Weiss stepped through the front door and quickly made his way past the front desk. As he walked by, he heard Xander’s screams.


“My eye! You stepped on my eye! Why? Why would you do that? Oh god, the pain!”


Weiss moved down the hall and stopped by the fire alarm on the wall. 




Jake Foley was hanging outside an office window on the sixth floor when the fire alarm went off. As soon as he heard the alarm, he smashed the window and climbed inside the office. Jake spotted the computer on the desk. He turned the computer on and concentrated. After a moment, the layout of the building appeared on screen. 


Jake scanned the information until he found what he needed. 


“Darien, you there?” Jaked asked, speaking into his headset.


“I’m listening. What do you have?” Darien answered on the other end.


“The detention rooms are on the third floor. Go up the staircase on the northwest corner. When you come out, take the first corridor on the right. About a hundred feet down are the detention rooms. When you get to the rooms, I’ll have the system unlock the doors. You get Lisa and Heather Wiseman out. I’ll make sure the security systems get fed false information. You just watch out for guards.”


“Got it.” Darien said, signing off.


“Weiss, you copy?”


“I’m here.” Weiss responded.


“You and Xander keep as many of the guards occupied as you can. Darien’s getting Lisa and Heather. I’m in their system right now. I’ll contact Michael Wiseman and free him. Then I’ll get any dirt I can on this operation.”


“Copy that. I’ll see you on the outside.”




As Weiss turned the corner of the hallway, two security guards ran into him.


“Halt! Identify yourself!” the first guard ordered.


“I’m Agent Weiss,” he answered, flashing his ID. “We’ve got a break in on this floor. Did you hear the alarm?”


The first guard paused in confusion. “The fire alarm went off.”


“It’s a cover for the break in. Look,” Weiss glanced down at their badges, “Phil. Do you really want to explain how a high level enemy agent broke in on your watch while you were busy tracking down a false fire alarm?”


“Uh, no, sir.”


“Good,” Weiss spotted a nearby door. “Now you and Robert here make sure no one gets through this door. And I mean absolutely no one.”


The two guards stood in front of the door, watching as Weiss walked down the hallway away from them.




Lisa Wiseman banged on the door to her cell.


“Hey! The fire alarm’s going off. You can’t just leave us in here to burn up! That’s illegal! We have our rights!” she shouted.


“Right, mom,” her daughter, Heather, remarked. “Cause they’ve been really respectful of our rights otherwise.”


The door opened and a guard entered. “Look, lady, my orders are to keep you here. And until otherwise, you’re going to stay in this cell. I don’t care if there’s a fire, hurricane, or plague of locusts coming. You are not getting out—”


Clunk!


The guard fell to the floor in a heap. As he hit the ground, a figure appeared behind him, shaking off a silverly residue from his skin and clothes. He dropped the lead pipe in his hand.


“Hey, I’m Darien. I’m here to get you out of here and reunite you with your husband and father. Sound good?”




Michael Wiseman sat on the bed in his cell. The fire alarm had been blaring in his ears for the past five minutes. No matter how hard he tried to muffle his ears, his enhanced hearing made sure that the electronic shriek was clearly audible.


“Come on, guys! Could you just cut off the alarm? Please?”


To his surprise, the alarm fell silent.


“Uh, thanks.”


“Mr. Wiseman?” a voice intoned over the speaker in the room.


“Yes?”


“Are you, in fact, Michael Wiseman?” the voice asked.


“Yes,” Michael answered. “Who is this?”


“Are you also known as Michael Newman?”


“Are you with Dr. Morris?”


“Please answer me. Are you also known as Michael Newman?” 


“Yes. I was Michael Wiseman, until the subway accident. Then I was put in this body and given the name Michael Newman. Who are you? What do you want?”


“I can secure your release, but you must act quickly if you want to be with your family.”


“Where is my family?” Michael demanded. 


“There are being rescued as we speak,” the voice informed him. “Once out the building, they will be transported to a safe place, where they will no longer be in danger. If you want to meet them, listen carefully, and do exactly as I say.”


“Who are you? Why are you doing this?” Michael asked.


The voice paused as it considered its answer. “My name is Jake Foley. And I’m a lab rat, just like you. I figure we lab rats should stick together. Now listen to me. I’m keeping the security system occupied. But once you leave your cell, I can’t stop the alert from going out. So you’ll have to move fast. Your family will be transported to the town of Oshawa just over the Canadian border. But I can only arrange transport for them. Once you’re free, you’ll have to make your own way there. Can you do that?”


“Yeah. I can. They haven’t gotten a replacement for the tracking device in me yet.”


“Good. Your family will be at the Travel Lodge in the city. We are arranging new identifications for them and you. Now, once your family is clear, I’m going to unlock the door to your room. When you’re out, exit the building as quickly as possible, and make your way your family.”


“What about the people here? They’re not going to just leave me alone.”


“My associates and I will make sure they are otherwise preoccupied.”




Outside the building Darien shook off the quicksilver coating. Beside him, Lisa and Heather Wiseman did the same.


“Get in the car,” he told them. “Once my friends are out, we’ll head to the private airport and get you to safety.”


Darien spoke into his headset. “I’m clear. Everyone else, get out of the building.”




Weiss walked out into the front lobby. As he passed Xander writhing on the floor, he nodded.


“Oh jesus, how could this happen? It…oh, is that the time?”


 The two guards watched Xander calmly get up.


“Sir, please! An ambulance is coming. Just lay down until it gets here.”


“But, it’s almost nine. Battlestar Galactica is going to be on,” Xander explained. “It’s a new episode. Maybe next time.”


“But your eye.”


Xander shrugged. “These things happen.”


And with that, Xander walked out of the lobby into the parking lot. He spotted the cars and made his way to them. Darien and Weiss were already there. 


“Hey. We ready to go?” Xander asked.


“Just waiting on Jake,” Weiss answered.


“I’m here,” Jake said, running up to them. “Let’s go. Michael Wiseman’s door will open in a couple of minutes. We need to get them as far away from here as possible before that happens.”


“What about busting the place?” Darien asked.


“I connected their system to the NSA. Right now all their dirty laundry is being copied, and my boss is sending a dozen agents over to begin making arrests.”


“Sounds good.”




Back inside the building, Robert turned to Phil.


“Say, Phil?”


“Yeah?”


“I’m pretty sure this is a supply closet.”


“Don’t be stupid. They wouldn’t have us guard a supply closet. That wouldn’t make any sense.”


“But it says so on the floor layout.”


Phil sighed. “It says that on the floor layout because they wouldn’t put top secret room full of highly classified data, now would they?”


“But yesterday, I saw a janitor getting toilet paper out of it.”


Before Phil could respond, a voice came over the intercom system.


“Cell breach on level 4. Cell breach on level 4.”




Dr. Morris was relaxing at his home, when his cell phone rang. He sighed and answered the call.


“What is it?” 


“Sir, there’s trouble at the headquarters.”


Dr. Morris sat up, now fully alert. “What kind of trouble?”


“We’ve got alarms going off everywhere. Fire alarms, medical emergency alarms, security alarms, system—”


“Security? Have you checked the detention cells?”


“We’re trying, but communications are down, and we’re having trouble with the elevators.”


“Wait a minute. Along with all the alarms, communications are down, and the elevators don’t work?” Dr. Morris asked.


”Yes, sir.”


Dr. Morris thought for a moment. “Someone’s broken into the computer system. This is bad.”


“What do we do?”


“Get to the servers. Erase everything. If the systems are compromised, then all our files are at risk. We can’t let those get out. I’ll contact security.”


“I’ll get on it.”


Dr. Morris ended the call then dialed security. 


“Security.”


“This is Dr. Morris. Lock down the building right now. Don’t let anyone in or out. Then begin a floor by floor search.”


“Uh, Dr. Morris? I don’t think I can do that.” the security chief said.


“What? I don’t think you realize the gravity of the situation here. Now if you want a job tomorrow, hell, if you want to stay out of jail you’d better—”


“I can’t do anything. A dozen NSA agents just arrived and are taking everyone into custody. We’re—”


Dr. Morris ended the call. He got up, ran to his desk and began grabbing papers.


Got to get out of here. If the project is being investigated, they’ll be on their way here. Just need to make sure I have insurance.


Cramming the files into his brief case, Dr. Morris turned to his computer. He started it, then began a program.


That should wipe all the files clean. If I can make it to Senator Johnson’s house, I should be safe there. I have too much information on too many important people for them to let me get arrested.


Outside the house, Dr. Morris did not notice the hearse drive up and park. A tall pallbearer exited the vehicle and walked to the front door. 


Inside, Dr. Morris finished packing and made his way to the front door. Just as he reached for the doorknob, he noticed a white gas seeping in from the bottom of the door. He barely had time to pull back before he fell to the floor, unconscious.




The four men watched as the private jet took off, carrying Lisa and Heather Wiseman toward their family reunion. Weiss turned to Xander.


“Looks like your transport came through fine.”


Xander nodded. “Yup. Will those new IDs you got them pan out?”


“Oh, yeah. I used the CIA’s best forgers. Plus I called in a favor to my old friend Marshall. He’s running a program that wipes out their old identities and inserts the new ones in every database in the world.”


“I didn’t know that was possible,” Xander said.


“Marshall excels in things people don’t know is possible.”


Darien smiled. “It must be nice to have those kinds of resources.”


“It doesn’t suck,” Weiss said.


Jake closed his cell phone and joined the others. “My boss just informed me that they picked up ninety percent of the project’s personnel. And Michael Newman is listed as missing.”


“So he’s on his way,” Xander said. “Looks like everything worked out as planned. Which, all things considered, is kind of surprising.”


The four men stood in silence for a moment. Jake glanced around, then spoke.


“Well, I gotta say, it was pretty cool working with you guys. I wouldn’t have been able to pull this off on my own.”


Weiss nodded. “Yeah. It’s nice to do some hands-on work with a solid group again.”


The others nodded in agreement.


“Well, I should probably head back,” Darien said. “I have to be debriefed tomorrow and I better start working up my report.”


“Yeah,” Xander said. “I need to check in with my boss too.”


The group stood around, not leaving for another few seconds.


“Hey, do you guys… I don’t know, want to hang out and get a beer or something?” Jake asked.




The waitress placed the drinks down on the table.


“I got two beers, one frozen daiquiri, and a club soda.”


“There you go,” Weiss said, paying for the round. He turned back to Xander. “Look, all I’m saying is that maybe you’re putting too much importance in how you expect your friends to act. I mean, it’s only normal for people to drift apart. Especially after high school.”


Xander shook his head. “Not after what we went through. Besides, this is more than drifting apart. I’m talking some heavy issues here.”


“No, you’re talking about how you’re upset that your friends weren’t as devoted to you as you were to them. Things can come between even the best friends. It happened to me, but I didn’t whine about it.”


“I don’t whine,” Xander protested.


“Dude, you’ve done nothing but whine since we got here.”


“My friend slept with a soulless murderer,” Xander pointed out.


Weiss laughed. “My best friend married a double agent.”


“My friend’s boyfriend tried to kill me,” Xander said, trying to top Weiss.


“My friend’s mother shot me in the neck,” Weiss countered.


Xander thought for a moment. “My best friend from childhood became a lesbian and didn’t tell me about it. I found out when she accused me of being prejudiced against her.”


“My best friend in the agency joined a black ops division and didn’t tell me about it. I found out when I stumbled across them in the middle of a mission.”


Xander wracked his mind for a comeback. “My friend ran away for the summer. I didn’t know if she was alive or dead. Then she just showed back up and wanted to act as if nothing happened.”


Weiss put his beer down and stared directly at Xander. “My friend faked his own death. I gave a eulogy at his funeral. I didn’t find out he was still alive until months later.”


Xander opened his mouth, then slowly shut it. “Yeah, I can’t top that one.”


Weiss smiled in triumph. “Next round’s on you.”


Two seats down, Darien and Jake were deep in conversation.


“So, do you have a doctor slash scientist that looks after you? Someone who’s way hotter than they should be? ” Jake asked.


“Yep,” Darien answered. “You got a more experienced partner that always reminds you about how long they’ve been on the job?”


“Yeah. Do you have a hard ass boss who sometimes you think maybe doesn’t have your best interests in mind at all times?”


Darien nodded wearily. “Are you always having to put up with limited resources and outdated equipment?”


“No,” Jake said. “Actually we’ve got the best equipment available. It’s pretty cool.”


Darien glowered at Jake. “You suck.”


Down the bar, Weiss was ranting to Xander.


“So after this person kills god knows how many people and has tried to kill me and my friends personally, they expected us to work with him. I mean, how stupid can you get? We’re supposed to trust this person just because they haven’t tried to kill us recently?” Weiss finished.


Xander nodded. “Dude, I know exactly what you mean.”


As the next round arrived, Xander’s cell phone rang. He glanced at the caller ID and opened the phone.


“Hey, Giles. What’s up?”


Weiss turned his attention to Jake and Darien. 


“So, you guys worried about what you’re going to tell your bosses?” Weiss asked.


Jake shook his head. “Not really. When I talked to my boss, she was happy to run the bust. She’s getting a lot of credit for this.”


“I think my boss likes showing up other agencies,” Darien said. “So the fact that we just helped shut down that place will make him pretty happy. What about your boss? Are you in the clear?”


“Uh… I don’t know him that well. I think I may be in trouble,” Weiss said.


“Hey, guys,” Xander interrupted. “I’ve got to head out. I’ve got another assignment. I need to get back to my hotel and get my stuff before I head off. It was great working with you all.”


The others got up and shook hands with Xander. 




Xander zipped up his overnight bag and hefted it over his shoulder.


“Hey, Gobo! You ready?” he called out.


Xander heard the toilet flush in the bathroom. A moment later Gobo shuffled out.


“Don’t forget to wash,” Xander reminded him.


Gobo turned around and shuffled back into the bathroom. Xander opened up the honor bar and glanced in it.


Still fully stocked. Well played, Mr. Harris. Well played.


Xander closed it up and looked around the room for one last check. He noticed an envelope on the floor just by the door.


Must be the bill.


Xander picked it up and opened the envelope. He pulled out the bill and half glanced at it as he walked around the room, checking to make sure he had everything. He heard the faucet in the bathroom shut off and saw Gobo walk out of the bathroom.


“You ready to go, buddy?” Xander asked.


“Yes, Mr. Xander. Where are we heading to now?”


“Chicago. Giles just called me. He’s got an emergency and wants me there as soon as possible. So we’ve got to…,” Xander stopped as he read the bill. “Uh, Gobo? Did you turn the channel to 99?”


“Yeah. That had a lot of interesting programs about Silly Creatures on that channel.”


“Gobo, that was the pay per view channel! I’ve got twenty hours of charges here.”


Gobo looked puzzled. “But you told me to watch TV. And I learned so much from that channel.”


“Gobo… You’re right. I told you to watch TV. So I guess you learned all about…” Xander glanced at the bill again. “The Spice Network? You spent twenty hours watching the Spice Network?”


“It had so many interesting stories. I never knew that the female Silly Creatures were so friendly to pizza delivery men.”


Xander slowly shook his head.


I don’t know which is worse. Telling Giles I ordered twenty hours of porn or trying to explain to him that my Fraggle ordered them.




Eric Weiss stood before the desk of Director Robinson. He nervously shifted back and forth as the Director read his report.


“If you’re still reading, I could come back later,” Weiss said.


“No, no. I’m just soaking up a few of the more interesting details,” Director Robinson said. “Not exactly a standard operation, was it?”


“No, sir. Although once the details of the case came up, I felt that a standard approach wasn’t—”


“I’ll bet you did. Of course, I sent you out to find to women who disappeared and investigate who was responsible. And when you come back, both women are still missing.”


“Sir, in my defense, the women were rescued from an unlawful detainment and voluntarily moved to an undisclosed location.”


“You also exposed a major government operation.”


“An illegal operation.”


“And you let another agency take credit for it.”


“Well… yes, sir. I did.”


Director Robinson closed the file. “So bottom line it for me here. The women are safe, free, and reunited with their family?”


“Uh… yes, sir,” Weiss answered.


“The bad guys busted?”


“Yes, sir. I mean, some are still being rounded up. And one of the top people is still missing, but the operation has been shut down.”


Director Robinson smiled at him. “Great. You know I had my doubts about you. But I think you’re going to fit in here just fine.”


“Thank you, Director Robinson.”


“Please, don’t be so formal. Call me Kelly. Take a seat.”


As Weiss sat down, Kelly Robinson pulled out a humidor and offered him a cigar.


“In the office it’s easy to forget about the people that get affected by the work. I like to have field agents that care about the everyday people. I remember this one time in Mexico City that Scottie and I… That’s my old partner Alexander Scott. We were trying to find a mole in the American embassy when…”




Dr. Theodore Morris awoke with a headache. He looked down and saw that he had been dressed in a pair of black slacks, dark blue turtleneck, and dark blue blazer. He looked up and saw an older woman dressed the same, sitting at a table.


“Sorry about the headache. Rover can be a tad rough.”


Dr. Morris looked around.


“What happened? I was just leaving my house when… Where am I?” Dr. Morris asked.


“You are in the Village.”


Dr. Morris shook his head. “No. I’m not… This kind of thing does not happen to me. I’m the one in control. I shouldn’t be here. What do you want with me?”


The woman shook her finger. “That would be telling.”


“You must want something.”


“We want what you have. Secrets. Information. We want information.”


“I can’t give that to you,” Dr. Morris protested. “I can’t… I have nothing to give you. I’m a simple researcher. I know nothing of value. Whatever you’re looking for, you won’t get it from me.”


“By hook or by crook, we will.”


“Look, someone’s made a mistake. I obviously should not be here. Just let me talk to someone,” Dr. Morris pleaded.


The woman sat before him in silence.


“I’ve got to talk to someone,” Dr. Morris continued. “You could get into a lot of trouble holding me here. What’s your name?”


“I am Number 2.”


“Number 2? Who’s Number 1?”


The woman allowed herself a small smile. “You are Number 12.”




Michael Wiseman hugged his wife and daughter to him. He rocked back and forth, unable to believe he finally had his family back.


Heather looked up at him. “Dad? Is it… is it really you?”


Michael nodded.


“But I saw your body. I saw…” she choked back her tears.


“I know. It’s along story. But it’s really me. Want me to prove it? The first book you read was Hop On Pop. You wanted to act it out when you read it. I let you. I had more cushioning back then.”


Heather hugged him tighter. “I just can’t believe you’re actually back with… Who’s that pervy old guy watching us?”


Michael and Lisa turned towards the man Heather had spotted. About ten feet away, an older man sat at a table watching the family reunion. He was tall and lean, with a full head of gray hair. He smiled and gave a wave to the family.


Rising, the man approached them.


“Mr. Wiseman, I presume? I do hope you’re not going by Mr. Newman anymore.”


“No, I’m… Wait a second here. Who are you?” Michael Wiseman asked.


“A concerned citizen. I found out about your situation and brought it to the attention of a few interested parties,” the man said.


“So what does that make you? My number one fan?”


The man’s eyes hardened. “I am not a number. I am a free man. And as of today, so are you.” 


“It’s really over?” Michael asked. “No more experiments, no more missions, I can really spend the rest of my life with my family?”


The man nodded. “You will not be pushed, filed, stamped, indexed, briefed, debriefed, or numbered. Your life is your own.”


Lisa Wiseman stepped up to him. “We can’t thank you enough. What’s your name?”


“Drake,” the man answered. “My name is John Drake.”










Past Due


Faith Lehane glanced around the entrance to Millennium Park. There was still no sign of her contact. She checked her watch and saw that it had only been three minutes since the last time she checked. Looking back up at the entrance, she pulled her jacket tight.


Where the fuck is the Council contact? I could’ve found this girl hours ago riding solo. And I wouldn’t be freezing my tits off in the process. At least Cleveland isn’t so goddamn windy. I can’t wait till we relocate to California.


Faith walked in a slow wide circle, trying to warm up her legs. Every few seconds, she’d glance back to the park entrance.


This is retarded. I shouldn’t have to wait for some Watcher newbie just ’cause Giles wants them to have experience on a first contact. I’ll probably have to hold their hand through the entire thing. They got two more minutes to show. Otherwise I’m calling Robin and telling him I’m doing this on my own. I wouldn’t even be here if Robin hadn’t told me to wait for them


Faith stopped as she saw a dark haired man with a cast on his right wrist about twenty yards away. Although the man’s back was to her, Faith could tell he was searching the crowd, looking for someone.


About damn time. Looks like I’m stuck playing babysitter for some stuck up tweed bound—


The man turned around, and Faith clearly saw the eyepatch. She froze in place as recognition hit her.


Oh, fuck. It’s Harris.


Xander Harris stopped as he spotted Faith. He muttered under his breath at the sight of her. It was only due to her Slayer enhanced hearing that Faith was able to make out the words.


“Aw shit. Faith.”


Faith forced a neutral expression on her face as she moved towards Xander.


He’s already spotted me. Can’t exactly back out. God, I hope this goes better than the last time I spoke to him.



Cleveland, June 2003

After Faith left the meeting, she made her way to her motel room. She hadn’t contributed much to the meeting. The main planning was done between Giles, Robin, Willow, and Andrew on how to rebuild the Watcher’s Council. Faith really didn’t care about any of that as long as she and Robin would be working together. It was pretty funny how the others were subtly trying to get Andrew assigned to someone else.




Faith stopped as she spotted a familiar figure staggering towards the room two doors down from hers.


Xander. I thought we were missing a few people at the meeting. He’s been AWOL from the last couple meetings too.


Xander stopped and leaned against the wall. He brought a bottle up to his mouth and took a couple of swallows. With his other hand, he rummaged through his pocket, finally producing a key card.


Looks like Cyclops is loaded. Don’t really blame him, after what he went through the last month in Sunnydale, I’d be drinking too.


Xander tried pushing the key card into the slot, but had trouble getting it in.


“Stupid card,” Xander slurred.


Has anyone even spent time with him since Sunnydale? I know I’ve seen Dawn hanging around him, but he does not look in good shape.


Xander finally managed to open the door. As he took another swig from the bottle, the key card fell to the floor. Xander grumbled as he bent to pick it up, while keeping the door open.


Shit. Looks like he could use a friend. I’ve been putting off squaring things with him long enough. Here goes.


“Hey, Xander. Glad I ran into you.”


Xander looked up at her words.


“I just wanted to say how sorry I am about what happened to Anya. She was a… well she was one of a kind. You’ve had a couple of rough months and could probably use a sympathetic ear.” 


Xander stood silent in the doorway to his room.


Faith pressed on. “I know that there’s some bad history between us, but if you want to hang out, maybe talk through some stuff, I’m here.”


Xander’s eye focused on her. “Faith?”


“Yeah?”


“Fuck. Off.”


With that, Xander shut the door on her.


Two days later, Faith walked up to Giles after a late night patrol.


“Hey, Giles. You seen Xander around? I was hoping to talk to him.”


Giles looked up at her. “You haven’t heard?”


“Heard what?” she asked.


“Xander’s left. Yesterday morning, he approached me. He asked for… well, actually, he demanded an assignment. After we talked, he took the Africa assignment. He left this evening.”


“Just like that?”


“He was adamant about it. He already had all his current passport and other documents with him when we fled Sunnydale. He’ll be traveling for the next few days, but you can call or e-mail him if you want.”


“I was kind of hoping to talk face to face.”


“I’m sorry, then,” Giles said. “You’ll have to wait until he returns.”


“When’s he getting back?” Faith asked.


“His assignment shouldn’t take more than a few weeks. A month at the most.”



Chicago, Present day


“Sorry I’m late. I got sidetracked. You been waiting long?” Xander asked.




Faith shrugged. “Didn’t notice. You ready to do the meet and greet with the new Slayer?” Xander grimaced. “Yeah, about that. How much did Robin tell you about the girl we’re looking for?”


“Not much. Just told me to head to Chicago and meet the Council contact for dealing with a newly identified Slayer.”


“Figures,” Xander said. “This one is going to be complicated. The reason the Council managed to spot the new girl is because she showed up on the police reports.”


Faith paled. “Showed up, as in…”


“As in she’s been involved in several recent crimes, including a few deaths.”


“So they figured I would be useful in talking to her?” Faith asked.


“Guess so,” Xander answered. “We need a Slayer with experience for this one. I figure you can take the lead in talking to her. I did some leg work and found out that… Aw, crap. I thought I lost these guys.”


Faith looked behind her and saw two figures quickly approaching them. The man in the lead had a pissed off look, along with a sloppy dress, and self righteous stance.


That’s got to be a plain clothes cop. I can smell bacon from here.


Faith was surprised to see the bright red and black uniform of the second man.


What the hell is a Mountie doing here? And a damn fine looking one at that. If I wasn’t with Robin, I would definitely break him in.


Faith turned to Xander. “Why are you hiding from these guys?”


Xander ducked down. “Part of the leg work I was doing. I was checking out one of the crime scenes earlier today. They spotted me, and I didn’t feel like explaining what I was doing. Could have swore I lost them in Chinatown.”


The plain clothes cop walked up to Faith and Xander.


“Hey, there. Been looking all over for you. Tried to get your attention back uptown, but you probably didn’t hear me since you were so busy sprinting away from me down the alley. Oh, word of advice, when you’re trying to hide from a cop, you may want to wear something a little more inconspicuous than an eyepatch.”


“Oh, that was you? Yeah, I remembered I had a dentist appointment and I didn’t want to be late. So what did you want? And why is there a Mountie hanging out with you?”


The Mountie answered. “I first came to Chicago on the trail of the killers of my father.”


“And for reasons which don’t need exploring at this juncture, he’s remained, attached as liaison to the Canadian consulate,” the cop finished for him. “What’s your name?”


“I’m Xander Harris,” Xander peered at the two men. “Are either of you named Taggerty?”


“I’m Detective Ray Kowalski, and this is Constable Benton Fraser. Now we’ve got some questions for you.”


“Yeah, now’s not really a good time for me,” Xander said. “How’s next Thursday work for you?”


“Very funny, wise ass. You don’t want to talk to us here, then we can give you a ride downtown.”


Faith brushed past Ray and walked over to Fraser. She slowly ran a finger down his chest.


“Oh, I’d love for you to give me a ride. Got any suggestions?” Faith purred.


“Well, Chicago does have an excellent public transportation system. I personally enjoy the elevated trains or ‘L’ as the locals refer to it, and would heartily recommend it to you,” Fraser said.


Ray continued threatening Xander. “Now you may not want to talk to us, but we will get what we want from you. So we can do it the easy way or the hard way.”


Faith licked her lips as she walked around Fraser, swing her hips. “You can get a whole lot out of me. I can be easy if you’ll be hard.”


“Thank you for your offer to cooperate, ma’am,” Fraser politely responded. “However, our questions are for your friend. If you have any information you want to share, please feel free to visit one of the local police stations. A desk sergeant will be more than happy to take your statement.”


Faith stepped back in shock. She turned to Ray. “Is he oblivious or just gay?”


“Neither, he’s Canadian.” 


Ray turned back to Xander. “Why were you hanging around three different crimes scenes in the past two days?”


“Oh, there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for that,” Xander said. “You see I doing research for… Wait a second. I only saw you at the crime scene today. How’d you know I was at the other two?”


“It was a combination of factors,” Fraser replied. “Based off the footprint we found at the first crime scene I was able to estimate your height and weight. Also that you had impaired vision on your left side, but were favoring your left side when handling objects.”


“You got all that out of a footprint?” Xander asked.


“Three footprints, actually. Then when we saw you today, you matched the profile.”


“Wow, that’s impressive,” Xander regarded the two men closely. “Very impressive.”


“Why were you looking over the crime scenes?” Ray asked.


“Truthfully, I was trying to find the girl you’re looking for.”


“Why?”


Xander paused. He thought carefully before answering. “Because she’s a Slayer. She’s stronger, faster, and much more dangerous than you know. If the cops find her first, a lot of people are going to get hurt.”


“Xander!” Faith grabbed his arm and pulled him aside. “What the hell are you doing? You can’t just spill the beans about the Slayer deal to the cops. That won’t get rid of them. I’d tried to flirt my way out, but Studly Do-Right isn’t going for it.”


“Faith, listen to me. These guys made me based on three footprints. When they saw me today, I did everything I could to lose them. I’m talking alleyways, ducking through traffic and crowds, even going along rooftops at some point. I’ve had vampires tracking me in the dead of night, smelling my blood that I could lose. But these guys still tracked me down,” Xander said.


“So what? You can’t give them a cover story?”


“The point is that we don’t know where this girl is now. But these guys will find her. Before us. If we work with them, they can lead us to her and we can keep more people from getting hurt.”


Faith grimaced. “I don’t like working with cops. I’ve had bad experiences with them.”


“I know. But can you honestly say that you were blameless in what happened?”


Hurt flashed across Faith’s face.


“Look, I know this whole thing is rough for you, but we need to find this Slayer. Now will you help me convince these guys we’re on the level?”


“Yeah, I guess,” Faith said. “What’s up with asking if they’re named Taggerty?”


“It’s a… I ran into a psychic a few weeks ago. He said something would happen when I got to a place called Taggerty’s or met someone named Taggerty. I don’t know. It’ll probably turn out to be nothing,” Xander explained. 


They turned back to Ray and Fraser.


“What the hell is a Slayer?” Ray asked.


“A Slayer is a girl that is imbued with enhanced strength, speed, healing, senses, fighting ability, and other skills. She’s one of the most dangerous hand to hand fighters on the planet. And you’re going to need our help, because if you go after her on your own, she will kill you,” Xander answered.


“You expect us to buy this?”


“Well, to be fair, that would be consistent with some of the witness reports,” Fraser said.


“Fraser, that was two winos and a streetwalker.”


“Their occupations shouldn’t factor into it. Besides we don’t know the young lady was a streetwalker. There are many reasons she could have been dressed that way.”


“Fraser, we are not having this discussion again,” Ray warned.


“Very well,” Fraser said. He turned back to Xander and Faith. “May I inquire to why she’s called a Slayer? What does she slay?”


“This is where you’re going to have trouble believing me. All I ask is that you let me finish my explanation, and then I can prove what I’m saying is true.”


“We’re listening,” Fraser said.


“Slayers are mystically powered warriors that protect humanity from vampires, demons, and any other supernatural threats. The problem is that most Slayers are contacted and trained to use their powers responsibly. This girl never had any training or supervision and now she’s running wild.”


“Okay, thank you for playing. Fraser, I’m sorry to inform you, but you’re no longer the most unbelievable person I’ve ever met. This guy just beat you,” Ray turned to Xander. “I’m going to have to ask you to come down to the station with us and maybe there you can tell us the truth.”


“Wait a minute, Ray,” Fraser said. “You said you can prove what you’re saying. How?”


“Gentlemen, meet Faith. The Vampire Slayer.”




At the police station, Ray sat at his desk looking through files while Fraser stood next to him.


“I can’t believe we let them go,” Ray lamented.


“We are meeting them later this evening,” Fraser pointed out. “It’s not like we won’t be able to find them again.”


“You actually buy what they said?”


“As amazing as the story is, there has been ample evidence that supports them. The girl in question did fight off four uniformed police, putting them in the hospital. We have a number of eye witnesses that say she performed physical feats that should be impossible. And we both saw Faith twist an iron bar with her bar hands,” Fraser pointed out.


“But they’re talking about vampires! As in ‘I vant to suck your blood’, Scream Blacula Scream, honest to god vampires. And you’re taking them seriously.”


“There are several Inuit legends of a warrior maiden that would travel through the villages and drive out the evil spirits that plagued them. Most cultures have similar stories. Perhaps there is something to them.”


“Okay, when you start talking about Inuit legends, I am officially done with this conversation. Now I got work to do. I’ll meet you later.”


Fraser said goodbye and started walking back to the Consulate.


“I have to agree with the Yank. It’s obvious these people are delusional.”


Fraser sighed. “I don’t want to have this conversation with you.”


“You always were a little soft in the head. In my day you only trusted what you saw with your own eyes and held in your hands.”


“I can’t believe you of all people are arguing against the possibility of the supernatural.”


“Why’s that, son? I’ve always been a sensible, down to earth person.”


“Because, Dad,” Fraser said, “you died three years ago. Yet you keep popping up to talk to me. I’ve seen you more often since you died than in the last ten years you were alive.”


Robert Fraser looked hurt. “There’s no need for personal attacks, son. Besides, the fact that I’m talking to you proves nothing. I might simply be a figment of your imagination. You always were lacking in mental discipline.”


“Dad, only you would be stubborn enough to argue against your own existence. And I’m not the only one who’s seen you. Your old partner, Buck Frobisher, also saw you,” Fraser pointed out.


“Buck Frobisher is a fine man. No one else I’d want by my side in a fight. But, let’s be honest, he’s hardly the picture of mental health.”


Fraser shook his head. “This is why I can’t talk to you. You’re completely unreasonable.”


“That’s what your mother always said.”




Faith and Xander sat in a diner, finishing up their meals.


“I’m still not sure about this,” Faith said.


Xander looked around, vaguely distracted. “This isn’t exactly a normal first contact mission. We let the cops do the leg work to find her, then we pop in and deal with her. This could be a pretty rough assignment. I’m going to need you to please just do what I say. This thing could go bad in so many ways, so you need to be in top form for it.”


“If she’s in trouble with the law—”


“We’ll deal with it. If the cops give us trouble then I’ll call Riley and have him pull some strings. He got you your pardon, didn’t he?” Xander asked.


“Yeah, he came through there,” Faith muttered.


Even after the shit I pulled on him, Riley helped me out. Another person on the long list of people I fucked over and haven’t apologized to. This is stupid. Just say what you need to say to Xander. We’re on the middle of a mission. He can’t just walk out on you.


“Say, Xander?” Faith asked.


Xander stiffened, then pulled out his cell phone. It was vibrating.


“Hold on a sec, Faith,” Xander opened up the phone. “Hello? Yeah, it’s me… Okay, I’ll be right over.”


Xander closed the phone back up. “Sorry about this, but I’ve got to run a couple errands. Can you meet up with the Mountie?”


“Uh… yeah, sure. Where are you off to?”


“I need to make a quick supply run, then check up on my Fraggle. Stick with the Mountie. Once he finds the girl, give me a call, and I’ll meet up with you.”


Xander grabbed his jacket and tossed a ten dollar bill on the table. “That should cover me. You got the rest, right?”


Faith looked down at the check on the table. 


“Sure I can…” Faith trailed off as she saw Xander had already walked away and was exiting the diner. 


Shit! He fucking walked out on me! What the hell kind of errand does he need to run? He’s not playing straight with me.




Two hours later, Faith, Ray, and Fraser stood on the upstairs floor in a busy nightclub downtown. 


“I’m sure your friend should be here soon,” Fraser said.


Faith glanced up. “What?”


“I couldn’t help but notice that you keep glancing up at the clock. You do it every few minutes, ever since you called your friend and told him where we are.”


“Oh, right.”


“I also notice that you seem a little on edge. If I’m not being forward, may I ask you why you’re so nervous about seeing him?”


“I’m… I don’t get nervous. Especially not over some guy. Who’s not my friend for your information. We just work together sometimes. So whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong,” Faith stated.


“Ah, I must have misread the situation. My apologies,” Fraser said.


Ray looked at the door as a group of clubgoers entered. “Still no sign of her.”


“She’ll show,” Fraser turned back to Faith. “It’s just that from what little I’ve seen, you seem apprehensive around your colleague. And you don’t seem like the type of person that’s normally nervous in social situations. So I concluded that there’s something specific about him that is making you uneasy. Perhaps some past interaction?”


Faith shook her head. “You’re unbelievable, you know that?”


“Well, yes. Ray informs me of that fact on a regular basis. It might help to talk about why you’re nervous to an impartial third party. Consider it a chance to gather your thoughts.”


Yeah, like I’m going to open up to this guy. What happened between me and Xander is… Aw hell, if I can’t even think it to myself, how am I going to talk to Xander about it? Maybe the Mountie has a point. If I can tell him what the deal is, it might help me when I finally talk to Xander.


“You want to hear what the deal is? Fine. A few years back, Xander was part of a group I sometimes hung with. Once, when I was bored and alone with him, I hopped into bed with him, then threw him to the curb when I was done. A few weeks later, I got myself into some trouble. Xander shows up on my doorstep talking about how we’re friends and how he wants to help me and shit. I figured he was just looking for another round in the sack, so I let him know how little I thought of him and basically treated him like dogshit. 


“Only, the trouble blew up in my face. I did a lot of stupid shit. I hurt a lot of people, including myself, before I hit rock bottom. I finally got help and started straightening my life out. But I never squared away with him about how I acted back then.”


Fraser listened closely.


“Then about a year ago, I’m in Cleveland when a bunch of new Slayers arrived at the house. We’re talking about this and that, when we get on the subject of Watchers. This one girl from Africa named Kwethiwe keeps going on and on about this Watcher who was always helping her, training her, always had her back. And not just her, but all the girls there. I mean to hear her tell it, the sun shines out this guy’s ass.


“Now I’m listening to this and thinking it sure would have been nice to have someone like that helping me back when I was in trouble. Then Kwethiwe says this Watcher is a white man, with an eyepatch. That’s when it hits me, five years after the fact that when Xander came to offer his help, he was being serious. And I just threw it away and fucked up my life.


“So does that help you figure out why I’m nervous around him?” Faith asked.


Fraser nodded. “I understand. You need his forgiveness.”


“Yeah,” Faith agreed. “But I know I’m not going to get it.”


“He is willing to work with you. I doubt he would do so if he was still angry over what happened between you years ago.”


Faith laughed. “You don’t know Xander. He’s got a lot of experience working with people when he hates their guts.”


“Looks like our girl just showed up,” Ray informed them. 


“Any sign of Xander?” Faith asked.


“I’m right here,” Xander said, joining the group. “Sorry I’m late. Errands took longer than I thought.”


“Where’d you go?” Faith asked.


“Just had to pick up a couple of items. She show up yet?”


“Just arrived,” Ray said. “So you’re the expert here. How do you want to handle her?”


“I’m not sure,” Faith answered. “Maybe we should start with—”


“Faith, you go down and talk to her first,” Xander interrupted. “Slayers can usually spot one another right off. Do the standard intro to Slayer spiel. I’ll join you a few minutes later. You two better stay up here. She’s liable to run the second she spots a cop.”


“I don’t like staying behind on this,” Ray said.


“We would be able to watch everything from a distance,” Fraser pointed out. “And considering how the past attempts to arrest the young woman have turned out, I think a more diplomatic approach is called for.”


Ray sighed. “This is going to be one of those things where I’m going to go with your plan no matter how stupid and badly thought out it is, isn’t it?”


“Based on our history, that is the most likely outcome.”


“Fine, I’ll be sitting over here ready to say ‘I told you so.‘ ”




As Faith approached the table, she saw the red haired young woman stiffen. The woman looked around until her gaze met Faith’s. 


“Hey, mind if I join you?” Faith asked.


The woman took a moment to study Faith. “There’s something off about you. You’re different.”


“Yeah, I am different. And so are you,” Faith told her.


“Did Max send you? I already paid him all his money. Does he have another job for me?”


Faith shook her head. “I don’t know any Max. My name’s Faith, and I need to talk to you. There’s a lot I have to tell you.”


Faith sat down at the table. The woman glanced around nervously.


“I don’t think so.” She began to get up, but stopped as Faith began talking.


“Look, I’m this seems strange, but I know what you’re going through right now,” Faith said.


“You have no idea who I am.”


“Maggie Jackson, born April 13, 1986,” Xander said, joining the two women. “Grew up on the South side of Chicago. You are currently wanted by the Chicago Police. Favorite drink is a Black Russian. Here you go, I didn’t know what brand of vodka you like, so I just got the house brand.”


Xander placed a tray with two drinks down on the table. He took the club soda and handed the Black Russian to Maggie. Faith looked at the now empty tray.


“You didn’t get me anything? What, is your arm…” Faith trailed off.


“Yes, Faith. My arm is broken. That’s why I have the cast on it,” Xander said in a calm even tone. He turned back to Maggie. “But the most important thing we know is that around late May of 2003 you changed. You’re stronger, have better reflexes, heal quicker, and are troubled by the occasional odd dream. Am I close?”


Maggie looked over Xander before replying. “I don’t know you. But you know way too much about me. So do the smart thing and get out of my face. You really don’t want to piss me off.”


As she said this, her hand dropped down into her purse. She pulled out a collapsible baton. 


Before she could do anything with it, Faith grabbed her wrist in a tight grip.


“Sorry, but you want to try anything, you’ll have to go through me,” Faith warned her.


Maggie dropped the baton. She turned to Xander.


“You always let a girl do your fighting?”


“More often than you’d expect,” Xander answered. “Now we’re not here to fight. We’re here to give you information and answer any questions you have.”


“Any question? All right then. So tell me, One Eyed Willie, how’d you lose the eye?”


Xander shrugged. “There was this kingdom of the blind. They needed a new king. Things got out of hand. Faith, you want to fill her in on the whole ‘Chosen One’ deal?”


Faith nodded. “You must have been about seventeen when you became a Slayer. Unfortunately, no one was around to help you out. You had to figure things out on your own, but you made some bad choices along the way. I know what you’re going through. I’ve been through it myself.”


Maggie’s eyes narrowed. “For the last three years, I never met anyone I couldn’t take down. But you’re saying you’re as tough as me, you can stand up to me?”


“I’m saying you’re not alone. We’ve got a school in London you can go to. You’ll get all the training, learn all about who you’ve become.”


Maggie laughed. “I dropped out of school as soon as I could. I don’t plan on heading back anytime soon. I’ll pass.”


“That’s not your only option. We’ve got places set up all over the world. Europe, Africa, South America, We’re going to be opening up a branch in California in a couple of weeks. You have a chance to use your gift to help people,” Faith said.


“Help people? What am I? Mother Fucking Teresa? I don’t think so. I got a good setup going here.”


“Even if you don’t want to help, there’s still so much you need to know,” Faith said. Maggie gulped down her drink then grimaced. “House brand tastes like shit,”


She slammed the glass down on the table and turned to Faith. “Now I know that I’m tougher than anyone out on the street. The people that used to give me problems either learned better or they’re not around anymore. Anytime I need money, I just do a job. There are a lot of people in town who are willing to pay for my talents. You got nothing I need to know.”


“Really?” Xander asked. “Because it seems to me you’re thinking small time.”


Maggie glared at Xander. “For someone who says he’s not here to fight, you sure do talk a lot of shit.”


“One of my endearing quirks,” Xander said. “My point is that there are a lot of people who could use a Slayer with… flexible morals. And they’re willing to pay top dollar. The Order of Taraka is always on the lookout for new blood. Wolfram and Hart offer a six figure starting salary and penthouse suite. But if you’re sure there’s no information we can give you, we’ll be on our way.”


“Xander, what the hell are you telling her that for?” Faith asked.


“Wait a second here,” Maggie said. “You can hook me up with these guys?”


“What we can do is fill you in on all the information a Slayer needs. What you do with that information is up to you,” Xander said.


“What’s the catch?”


“No catch. You just have stay and listen to everything we have to say. You up for it?”


Maggie thought for a second, then nodded. “Yeah. When do you want to do this thing?”


“Tomorrow,” Xander said. He wrote an address down on a napkin and passed it to Maggie. “Meet us here at 3 PM. It’s an abandoned warehouse.”


Maggie took the napkin, got up from the table and left. As she walked away, Faith turned to Xander.


“What the hell was that? We’re trying to recruit her, not send her over to the other side.”


“And she wasn’t interested in your pitch, Faith. The way it was going, the two of you would be at each other’s throats in another few minutes.”


“So, I could have taken her,” Faith said.


“Really? How many times have you gone toe to toe with another Slayer and not wound up in a coma?”


Faith looked away, her face burning in anger.


“I’m sorry, that was harsh. But look around you. We’re in a crowed club. Even if you do take her down, can you do it before she hurts me, or some innocent bystander? This way we’ll have her in an isolated place in case trouble breaks out. And we give her the whole Slayer spiel, do what we need to, and resolve this whole thing.”


Faith looked back at Xander. “You’re keeping me in the dark here. None of this is a standard operation. I’ve been on eight different meetings with newly discovered Slayers and this isn’t like any of them.”


“I bet the Slayers you met were pretty normal, right? They were all American, most if not all are Christian. They all had friends and family for support. And none of them were in trouble with the law when found. Am I right?” Xander asked.


Faith nodded.


“I’ve been the lead contact for thirty-seven Slayers. Some came from solid homes. Some grew up in state run orphanages because their parents were killed in one of the wars. I’ve seen Slayers that grew up on the street, stealing to survive. I’ve met a Slayer that was a twelve year old prostitute because that’s the only way she could survive. These Slayers grew up with famine, war, and AIDS.


“Maggie is not an ordinary girl, and it’s a mistake to treat her that way. I’ve had a lot more experience dealing with distrustful, hostile Slayer. So I’m asking you to please just trust me and do as I say. Then when this is over we can go our separate ways. Okay?”


Faith took a moment to consider this.


Shit, he can’t wait to get away from me. And I still don’t know what the hell he’s aiming for with Maggie. But he’s asking me to trust him. Last time he did that, I almost choked him to death. The question is, have I learned anything since then.


“I… yeah, I trust you,” Faith answered. “I’ll do what you ask.”


“Glad you’re on board. Now I’m going to head back to my hotel room. Riley is still trying to smooth things over with the cops, so we can do our stuff. I need to check back with him. I’ll meet you tomorrow at the warehouse “




The next day, Faith sat outside the warehouse address the meeting would take place in. She was deep in thought when she heard the sound of footsteps approaching. She looked up at the men coming towards her.


“Of course. Can’t seem to lose these guys,” Faith muttered.


“Do you mind if we join you?” Fraser asked.


“Make yourself at home. You here to bust Maggie?”


“We’re here to observe the meeting. From a discreet distance, of course.”


“Surprised you guys are going to be hanging back. I would’ve thought once you tracked her down, you’d swoop right in.”


“Well, there were some impulses to do that by people who will remain unnamed,” Fraser said.


“She’s knows it was me, Fraser,” Ray said.


“Nevertheless. That changed when Ray received a call from a Homeland Security agent named Riley Finn who… politely directed us to allow Mr. Harris to take the lead in handling this situation.”


“You guys must be thrilled at that.”


“Oh, yeah. Nothing I like better than jumping through hoops for the feds,” Ray remarked.


“However, his captain was most insistent that we follow Agent Finn’s suggestions.” 


Faith shook her head. 


“Do you know Agent Finn?” Fraser asked.


“Much as I’d like to forget, yeah. I’ve met him,” Faith said.


Fraser sat down next to Faith. “If you don’t mind me asking, have you had a chance to speak with Mr. Harris yet?”


Faith looked at him, wearily. “You don’t mind me asking, but what the fuck do you care about it?”


“Because it’s obvious that you’re having a hard time here and could use a sympathetic ear,” Fraser said. “And I’d like to help, if I can.”


Faith let out a tired laugh. “I still can’t tell if you’re putting me on or not. But the answer is no. I haven’t talked to him yet. Every time I work up the nerve to open my mouth, something comes up, or he has to take off, or he just shuts me down. Can’t really blame him for it. It’s not like I deserve anything else from him.”


“I’m sure you deserve more than that,” Fraser said.


“Well, you don’t know me,” Faith snapped. “I already told you what I did to Xander. You mentioned Riley Finn. I did just as bad to him. I did a lot of bad things to a bunch of people. Some tried to help me, be my friend. Some never even met me before I blew in and fucked them over. The fact is I can never make up for what I’ve done. It’s obvious Xander doesn’t want to hear from me, so why should I even bother?”


“Because it’s important,” Fraser answered. “When it comes to seeking forgiveness, one of the fundamental steps to acknowledge what you have done wrong, and if possible, apologize and atone to those you have hurt. Despite his reluctance, he will benefit just from knowing you regret what you did to him. And you will benefit from it too. You won’t be able to move on until you do.”


“Maybe I don’t deserve to move on,” Faith said in a quiet voice.


“Faith, ever since I was six years old, I knew I was going to join the RMCP. I studied up on law enforcement growing up. It was my one singular passion. I had no other goals in my life… Well, except for one summer when I was twelve, I wanted to learn the pan flute and spent my free time attempting to adapt a rock opera to the instrument. But that was just a passing fancy.”


“Get to the point, Fraser,” Ray urged.


“The point is that with the exception of one summer, I have immersed myself in the study and practice of law enforcement. And in those many years, I have met countless law breakers. And they fall into one of three categories. The first is a person who breaks the law with no regard for the consequences of their actions. They don’t care who they hurt or what they do as long as they benefit from it. You are not this type of person. 


“The second is a person who makes a bad decision, or is in a bad situation with no other options. But once they do so, they seek to justify what they’ve done and refuse to take responsibility. The third type also makes bad decisions, but they realize what they’ve done is wrong and regret it. They will seek to atone for their mistakes and endeavor not to repeat them. They will do everything they can to make up for what they’ve done.”


“I don’t know if I can do that,” Faith said.


“But you want to. And as long as you act accordingly, you will be a better person.”


“How do I know you really mean that?” Faith asked.


“Because I don’t lie,” Fraser said.


“It’s true. He doesn’t,” Ray added. “It’s really, really annoying.”


Faith smiled. “How can I be sure of that?”


“You did hear the whole pan flute digression, right?”


Fraser looked up. “It looks like Mr. Harris has arrived. Ray and I will be down the block to observe the meeting.”


Faith got up and walked towards Xander.




Ten minutes later, Maggie showed up at the warehouse. Faith was waiting by the door, while Xander sat at a table, going through his supply bag.


“Okay, I’m here. You got the contacts for me?” Maggie asked.


Faith stepped towards her. “We’d like to talk to you first, Maggie. I know you’ve had some trouble in the past, but this is the chance for a new start for you.”


“Shit, you’re still on this kick?”


“I understand what you’re going through. You’ve had a shitty life. But now that you can kick ass, you figure you can do whatever you want. But it doesn’t work that way. The choices you make will catch up to you. And when they do, it’ll hit you harder than anything you’ve ever known. Please, just listen to me on this. Come with us. We can offer you a life where you will be helping others.”


Maggie began laughing. “You really believe that, don’t you? Well, listen up. I don’t care about your mission, or anything else you’re preaching. Now Pirate Pete over there has some info that will lead me to the high life, and I’m going to get it. You want to stand in my way, and I’ll go right through you.”


Faith straightened up. “You’re not going to lay a finger on him.”


Maggie smiled and began to step forward.


“I really hate to break this up,” Xander interrupted. “I mean with the all the glares and imminent cat fights, I figure there’s at least a thirty percent chance you two might kiss. And I would hate to miss that. But I need to clear up a few misconceptions.”


Xander stood up. “You see Faith thinks that this is a standard recruiting mission. She thinks  that any trouble you’ve gotten into has been because you couldn’t handle being a Slayer. What she doesn’t know that you were a killer long before you became a Slayer.


“We did some checking up once you were identified. Been running with gangs since you were eleven. Had your first kill when you were thirteen. Once you got your Slayer mojo, the violence just increased. You went from a small time runner to a major thug for hire. But you started getting cocky. The last few months, the police started investigating. When they finally caught up with you, you put them in the hospital, nearly killing them. That’s when you caught our attention.” 


Maggie yawned. “Yeah, this is my life. Now I want those contacts.”


“In a minute. Now what you don’t realize is that me and Faith are somewhat responsible for you being a Slayer. We didn’t come up with the idea, or cast the spell. But we were there when the decision was made. Considering the circumstances, we didn’t have much choice. But since then we’ve had to face the consequences. 


“Turns out that not every new Slayer can just drop everything in her life to join the fight. Problem is that just being a Slayer makes them a target. Almost all are able to make the adjustment, but there have been one or two who just couldn’t handle it.”


Xander began rummaging through his bag. “And then there was Dana. A severely traumatized young girl who became delusional when the Slayer dreams hit her. She saw demons everywhere and attacked them. Except not everyone she killed was a demon.


“So a few people in the Council worked with the local witches coven to figure out what to do. And they came up with a solution. It’s some long distance spell casting, a few runes, and one potion to be ingested by the soon to be ex Slayer.”


Maggie clenched her fists. “You keep your damn potions to yourself. No way I’m going to—”


“Yeah, little too late for that. The house vodka last night? You said it tasted a little off?”


“You son of a bitch!” Maggie took a step towards Xander. Faith grabbed her arm and easily pulled her back.


“Let her go, Faith,” Xander said as he pulled out an object from his bag. He aimed it towards Maggie.


Zap!


Maggie fell to the ground. 


Xander walked to the door and waved outside. He walked back to his bag. He looked up and saw Faith watching him in silence.


“It’s a Zat’nik’tel. I picked it up at an Air Force base. It comes in handy now and then.”


Fraser and Ray ran into the warehouse.


“You can arrest her now. She won’t cause you any trouble. Well, she won’t cause you any extra trouble,” Xander told them.




Faith sat in the passenger seat as Xander drove her to the airport. 


“So why didn’t you tell me what you were planning? I could have helped.” she asked.


“I needed all her attention on you so I could slip her the mickey. You’re not the best liar, so I didn’t tell you. I know it sucks to be kept in the dark. I’ve been there a few times myself, but I didn’t want to risk anything going wrong.”


“Yeah, makes sense, I guess,” Faith said.


The two sat in silence for a few minutes. 


“I’m sorry,” Faith said. “I’m sorry I tried to kill you in the motel. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you actually wanted to help me. I’m sorry about… everything. What I did, how I acted, what I thought… I’m just sorry.”


“When you first came to Sunnydale, we really screwed up,” Xander said.


“What?”


“Your Watcher was killed before your eyes. One of the meanest, baddest vampires ever chases you across country trying to kill you. We found out about this and did nothing. Not me, not Giles, not Buffy or Willow. We were too caught up in our own high school melodrama to notice. Once I saw where you were staying I should have talked to Giles. I should have tried to help you long before a few days after I slept with you. I did everything I could to avoid you when you returned to Sunnydale. And when you actually tried to talk to me about Anya, I… I have no excuse for what I said.”


Xander paused before continuing. “Everything that happened when you first came to Sunnydale, we should have handled better. I don’t know if it means anything to you, but every Slayer I meet, I remember what happened with you and I do everything I can to make sure that never happens again.”


“I just thought you should know,” he finished.


“Oh,” Faith said. “I… thanks.”


Xander nodded. “So we cool?”


Faith looked over at him and then smiled. “Five by five.”


“You know, I never actually knew what that meant.”


“It means we’re cool.”


Xander nodded. “Good. When you get to Cleveland say hi to everyone there for me.”


“You haven’t heard?” Faith asked.


“Heard what?”


“We’re relocating. The Cleveland Hellmouth is totally closed. There’s not enough activity to have a full base there. So there are going to be two new bases opening up. One will be here in Chicago. No word on who’s going to run it, but I heard Willow and Kennedy are lobbying hard for it.”


“I’ll have to miss that one. Where’s the second base being set up?” Xander asked.


“California. That’s where me and Robin will be setting up. Turns out there’s a lot of supernatural activity in the north part of the state,” Faith said.


“I know. I went through there awhile ago. Didn’t know there was enough to set up a base there.”


“Well, it turns out the Council was just contacted by a pretty powerful coven of witches in San Fransisco. Robin says they’re pretty important. There was something about how the Council initially contacted them to set up some alliance but it fell through.”


“Wait. This wasn’t the Halliwell sisters in San Fransisco, was it?” 


“Yeah, I think that’s them. Robin said it was a pretty big deal to be working with them,” Faith said.


“I was the one that contacted them. They said the Elders didn’t want them in an alliance. They must have convinced them to work with us,” Xander said. “Phoebe will be there. Faith, would it be possible for me to be assigned to the San Fransisco branch?”


Faith shrugged. “I guess so. It’s up to Robin since he’s going to be head of the branch. He’d have to do some shuffling around of the staff. Of course if that meant reassigning Andrew back to London, then Robin will definitely agree. What’s got you so jonesing for this?” 


“When I was out there, I hit it off with Phoebe Halliwell. I thought something could happen, but we never got the chance to find out. But I’ve also been getting tired of running solo. I miss working with people. It’s been pretty lonely.”


“I know the feeling,” Faith said. “You want me to talk to Giles about getting you on our team?”


Xander shook his head. “I’ll give him a call once I pick up Gobo.”


“Who the hell is Gobo?”


“He’s my Fraggle,” Xander answered. “It’s a long story.”




Gobo climbed into the Humvee as Xander talked on his cell phone.


“Aw, Mr. Xander, do we have to leave already? There’s so many things to do here,” Gobo said.


“Quiet, Gobo. I’m trying to talk to… Hey, Giles. It’s Xander. I need to talk to you. Faith and I dealt with the rogue Slayer situation here. The girl’s in custody now. But Faith told me that you were closing down the Cleveland branch and opening branches in Chicago and San Fransisco.”


Giles spoke on the other end of the phone. “Yes, that’s correct, Xander. I actually wanted to speak to you about that.”


Gobo looked out the window as Xander drove down the street. “There are so many interesting looking places I won’t be able to explore.”


“Now, Giles, Faith tells me that the staff for the branches haven’t been decided yet,” Xander said. “I’ve been thinking about this a lot lately—”


“Oh, Mr. Xander. Can we stop there? It looks so fun. And I’ll never be able to see it again,” Gobo pleaded.


Xander glanced out the window. “That’s a McDonald’s, Gobo. They’re everywhere.”


“—and it should only take a few weeks to set up,” Giles said. “After that—”


“Wait, what was that?” Xander asked.


“I’ve never seen someone do that before,” Gobo said, pointing out the window. “Can we talk to him?”


Xander looked over. “That’s a homeless man taking a dump in an alley. We can skip it.”


“And the experience you had in setting up the Africa branch will be an enormous asset,” Giles said. “I don’t have anyone else to spare.”


“Setting up the branch?” Xander asked. “Yeah, I can be in San Fransisco in a couple of days to help. That would work out great.”


“That’s an interesting building. The sign says library. Is that where all the books are?” Gobo asked.


“Not San Fransisco,” Giles said. “The Chicago branch. Since you’re already in the city. The initial work will involve arranging a headquarters, trying to set up contacts.”


“No, Giles, listen to me. I don’t want to hang around Chicago. I want to be posted to the San Fransisco branch. This is something I’ve—”


“And there’s a nice park. They have a swing set. I love swing sets. I get this tickle in my tummy when I go up real high.”


“Quiet, Gobo. Giles, I’m tired of going from town to town for these quick stays. Even if it’s for a couple of weeks. I want to be assigned to a team. Specifically the San Fransisco team.”


“Xander, I understand that the constant travel and isolation can be trying for you. The fact is that that was never meant to be a permanent assignment for you. But I’ve talked with Robin and Sam Zabuto about the use of personnel, and we’ve agreed that—”


“And there’s an Applebee’s. And next to it is a dry cleaner.”


“Gobo, please keep it down. Giles, thrilled as I am that you’ve actually given some thought to my future, I would like a say in this.”


“And a Sam’s Grocery store. There’s Starbuck’s Coffee,” Gobo said.


“Of course you get a say in the matter, Xander. But I can’t just drop everything and start reassigning people. We have to plan these things out. And right now there’s a lot of work that needs to be done to set up the Chicago branch. Work you are more than qualified for. Once that is done, we can discuss a permanent posting in another city.”


“And Blockbuster Video across the street, next to Taggerty’s Bar and Grill.”


“I get that the work needs to be done, Giles. But having to wait several weeks when I know that I want to be…,” Xander trailed off and turned to Gobo. “Wait, what did you say?”


“The Blockbuster Video. That’s where you can borrow the stories about Silly Creatures and watch them. They also sell candy, and popcorn, and sodas, and—”


“What was next to it?” Xander asked.


“Taggerty’s Bar and Grill,” Gobo said.


Xander turned back to his phone. “Giles, let me call you back.”


Closing his cell phone, Xander stopped the Humvee, shut of the ignition, and got out. Across the street he saw the neon sign for Taggerty’s Bar and Grill. 


“Gobo, I’m going in. I’ll meet you back here in an hour. Okay?”


“Sure, Mr. Xander. Thanks for letting me explore some more before we leave,” Gobo replied, happily.


Xander slowly walked into the bar and looked around.


Okay. Seems like an ordinary bar. I don’t know what I was expecting.


He walked up to the bar. The bartender was a white man in his late thirties with receding dark hair. He had an impish grin on his face as he talked to the tall African American bouncer.


This is stupid. So some psychic mutters a name a few weeks ago, now I’m looking over my shoulder trying to spot it? There’ must be thousands of places and people called Taggerty. I should be on my way to San Fransisco. Except I had to let Gobo roam around. I guess I better hang out here until he gets back.


“I’m telling you, Champ, it’s a surefire idea. Singles night at the veterinarian. Think about it, people bring their pets in, then mingle around. They already have common interests, they get to show how loving and responsible they are. Sure there will be differences between the dog people and cat people, but a little friction adds spice to the relationship. It can’t lose.”


The bouncer shook his head. “You just keep thinking, Trevor.”


The bartender Trevor saw Xander standing at the bar and walked over to him. As he approached, he quickly appraised Xander, noting his eyepatch.


“Can I help you?”


“Yeah, I’ll take a club soda,” Xander answered.


“Coming right up,” Trevor said, pulling down a glass. “So what brings you here?”


“I, uh… I’m not really sure. I think I was expecting something or someone.”


Trevor’s eyes sparkled as he heard this. “Well, you came to the right bar, my friend. The name’s Trevor Hale. And I excel at helping people find what they need. What’s your name?”


Xander examined Trevor cautiously. “My name’s—”


“Xander?”


Xander turned around and saw the familiar face before him. “Hey, Dawn. Funny running into you here.”









Playing Cupid



Monday


Dawn Summers sat to the back of the room listening to Dr. Claire Allen moderating the Single Group discussion. Off to the side, Trevor Hale added occasional comments. A couple of members were arguing back and forth, when an exchange caught her attention. 




“C’mon, that was just a childhood crush. If you spent even five minutes with the girl today, you’d be over it. Right, Dr. Allen?”


“Laurence brings up a good point,” Claire Allen said. “Crushes, especially childhood or adolescent crushes are usually built up around an idealized image of the recipient. If you actually get to know the person, the crush would probably vanish.”


“Not always,” Dawn muttered.


Claire looked at that. “Did you have something to add, Dawn.”


“Oh, uh… No, I was just… it’s not important,” Dawn, said, flustered at being singled out.


Claire smiled in a gentle manner. “We’d love to hear your view. You’ve been kind of quiet the last few meetings, and it’s important to be involved.”


“Oh, okay. It’s just that you said when you get to know the crush, the feelings vanish. But that doesn’t always happen.”


“What’s been your experience?” Claire asked.


“I’ve had crushes over the years. And you’re right about some of them. There were a couple of guys I was seriously crushing on, but discovered later that they weren’t very nice people. But there was this one guy…”


Trevor perked up at this. “Well, don’t just leave us hanging. Who’s your dream date?”


“When I was growing up, right after my parents divorced, my mom moved me and my sister to a new town. I wasn’t very good at making friends, but my sister Buffy was. And by the end of the first day, she had a couple of new friends hanging around with her.


“One of them was a guy that was into her. Now my sister has always been the pretty one, the popular one, the special one that everybody pays attention to.”


“Wait,” Mike interrupted. “Your sister is the pretty one? I thought you were hot, but I have got to see this sister.”


“Wow, thanks, Mike. I’ve never been complimented and dismissed so thoroughly in just one comment before,” Dawn sniped.


“Hey, Dawn, come by my place if you’re feeling ignored. I got a hottub we can soak in. And I promise to never mention your sister,” Nick offered.


“Aw, that’s sweet, Nick. I’d rather cut off and eat my own feet, but I appreciate the offer.”


“Let’s give Dawn a chance to speak,” Claire asked.


“So, she always had guys hanging around trying to get her attention. But this guy was different. He actually noticed me and talked to me like I was a real person, instead of just Buffy’s annoying little sister. And when I got to the point when I started noticing boys, he was the boy I noticed.”


“Anyway, I grew up. The guy stopped going after Buffy and found himself a girlfriend and later fiance. But he still was in my life and was there for me and Buffy when we needed a friend. Like after my mom died.


“The thing is, that every time my crush fades away and I stop thinking about him like that, he does something wonderful for me. Like noticing when I’m feeling ignored and telling me I’m extraordinary. Or giving me a call on Mother’s Day to see how I’m holding up. Then, bam! It’s like I’m a kid again, writing his name on my book cover.”


“Honey, take my advice,” Priscilla told her. “Track this guy down, show up in your skimpiest lingerie then give him the most mind blowing sex he or any man has ever had.”


Trevor smiled at this. “All right, Priscilla. Now you’re finally talking some sense.”


Claire sighed. “That’s a bit… unorthodox.”


“He called her extraordinary. If a man ever called me that I would jump him right then and there,” Priscilla explained.


“You’re extraordinary,” Nick quickly said.


“If a man ever said it as something other than a transparent attempt to get into my pants, I would do it.”


“Well, I’m out then.” 




A couple of hours later, Dawn and Claire walked into Taggerty’s Bar and Grill, continuing their conversation. As they talked, Dawn saw Trevor at the bar taking an order from a dark haired man. She and Claire took a seat down the bar.


“So this childhood crush guy you keep thinking about, what’s his name?” Claire asked.


Dawn looked up at Claire. The man at the bar had his back to her. As she began to answer he turned. “His name is… XANDER?”


Xander Harris turned around and saw the familiar face before him. “Hey, Dawn. Funny running into you here.”


“OMIGOD! I can’t believe it. When did you get here? I didn’t even know you were in Chicago.”


Claire looked at Xander, then back to Dawn. “This is the guy?”


Dawn nodded.


“I’m the guy?” Xander asked. “What’s that mean?”


Trevor popped up behind Xander. “He’s the guy? What guy? I’m still the man, right?”


“Dawn was talking about you earlier today,” Claire said.


“Oh! That guy,” Trevor said. His eyes sparkled as she looked from Dawn to Xander.


“Ooookay… and how does that make me the guy?” Xander asked, still confused.


“I might have mentioned you earlier today,” Dawn said, her face beginning to blush.


“She told us how you called her when she was feeling down on Mother’s Day,” Claire supplied.


Dawn flashed a thankful smile to Claire for this comment.


“Oh, that. Yeah, glad I could help with that,” Xander said. “So do you hang out at this place often?”


“Yeah,” Dawn answered. “This is Dr. Claire Allen. She runs the singles group I go to. And this is Trevor Hale. He tends bar here and helps with the group.”


“I wouldn’t say help,” Claire added. 


“I do much more than help,” Trevor said. “I advise.”


“More like annoy.”


“I inspire.”


“You irritate.”


“I provide color to their gray souls and lift up their spirits to the possibility of true love.”


“You intrude into the meetings and spout unrealistic expectations about their personal relationships.”


“Are they always like this?” Xander whispered to Dawn.


“They’ve barely gotten started,” she answered with a grin. “Do you want to maybe grab a bite to eat?”


“I would love to grab a bite to eat.”


“Great. There’s this burger place down the street. They have the best onion rings in Chicago,” Dawn told him.


“Sounds good, I’ll… uh, could you hold on for just one minute?”


“Sure.”


Xander jogged over to the small figure by the bar he had spotted moments before.


“Hey, Gobo. You okay, buddy?” he asked.


“Yes sir, Mr. Xander. You were so excited when you spotted this place, I wanted to see it too.”


“That’s fine. Look, I ran into an old friend here and I wanted to grab some lunch with her. Will you be okay on your own for awhile?”


“I’ll be fine, Mr. Xander,” Gobo said. “This will give me a chance to explore the city.”


“You have the cell phone I gave you?” Xander asked. Gobo pulled the bulky item from the fanny pack he carried. “Great. Stay out of trouble. And if you need any help or anything weird happens, call me.”


Gobo watched Xander return to Dawn. The Fraggle climbed up a barstool and began studying the various liquor bottles behind the bar.


“I’m going to have to see an ID before I serve you,” Trevor said.


“Oh, I’m just looking. I don’t want any silly creature drinks. They make me dizzy,” Gobo told him. “Do you have any radishes?”


“Let me check with the kitchen.”




“So what brings you to Chicago?” Dawn asked as Xander sat down with their drinks.


“I got in a couple of days ago. Giles had an emergency situation he wanted me to deal with. Faith was here also. I’m sorry you missed her, but she had to head back right when we finished.”


As Xander spoke, he held out his right hand. Dawn took it and they began to thumb wrestle.


“That’s okay. We haven’t been that close. I’m just glad I ran into you. So, how long are you going to be in town?”


“Well, my next stop is San Francisco,” Xander said. He pinned Dawn’s thumb down, winning the match. He grinned and saw her grinning back. “So I’ll be heading out… um. Actually, I was just talking to Giles, and he needs me to set a few things up before I leave. So I’ll be in town for another couple of weeks. We’ll have plenty of time to hang out together.”


“Cool!” Dawn exclaimed. “I am so looking forward to it. You sure the mission in San Francisco can wait?”


“It’s not a mission,” he answered. “Robin is opening up a branch there. I’m hoping to be part of it. A sort of Scooby Gang version two point oh.”


“So you’ll be there permanently? I didn’t know you wanted to settle down in one spot.”


“Yeah. I’m really looking forward to it. I’ll get to work in a team again, I won’t constantly be on the road. And there’s…” Xander paused.


“What? Come on, you can tell me. What’s out in San Francisco that has you so excited?” Dawn asked with smile.


“There’s this girl named Phoebe Halliwell. She’s actually a witch, and the team will be working with her and her sisters. I was out there a while back and we really hit it off. So, I’m hoping once I get there that maybe we can pick things up where we left them. I’m kind of nervous since this is the first girl I’ve been interested in since Anya died.”


The smile froze on Dawn’s face. “Oh… Yeah, great. Well you should be excited. I… You deserve to be happy. And if she’s good enough for you, then lucky her.”


“Thanks. You know, there’s also going to be a branch in Chicago opening up. You should give some thought to being part of the team.”


Dawn shrugged. “I haven’t actually been asked to help out by anyone. I mean I did some work for Giles back in London, but that was just to help out when he was shorthanded. Since I came out here, I don’t hear anything from them.”


“What? That’s ridiculous!” Xander said. “If I were heading up a branch, you’d be the first person I’d call.”


“Yeah, right.”


“No, I’m serious. You’re smart, you’ve been picking up languages left and right, you’re a kick ass researcher, you’re brave, and I know I can trust you. There’s no one else I’d want covering my back.”


“You really mean that.”


“Yeah, I do. All you have to do is give Giles a call and I’m sure he’ll save a spot on the team for you.”


“Who’s going to be heading up the branch?” Dawn asked.


“I heard that it’ll probably be Willow in charge with Kennedy as her second in command,” he answered.


“Oh,” Dawn’s face fell. “I… uh. I don’t know if I would be comfortable working with her.”


“Why not?”


“She said some things to me after Tara died. I mean, I know she was hurting and hopped up on black magic, but maybe some part of her meant it. We used to real close, but after her magic crack addiction thing, I guess I haven’t felt safe around her.”


“That’s too bad. Maybe you should try talking things over with her. You shouldn’t hold a grudge so much that a friendship ends…” Xander trailed off as he caught Dawn’s disbelieving look.


He sighed. “Yes, even I’m surprised that I’m not choking on my own hypocrisy at this point. So what did she say that upset you?”


“She said that since I was made from the Key, that I didn’t belong here. And that everyone would be happier if I went back. Then she threatened to do just that.”


“Jesus,” Xander muttered. “I know she said and did some whacked out things, but… I’m sorry.”


“The worst part is that sometimes I think she might be right.”


“What? No! Dawn, that’s…”


“Think about it,” Dawn said. “The only reason I’m walking around is because some monks were trying to keep a green ball of energy away from a Hell god. Before that are a bunch of false memories. Would anyone really miss them?”


Xander cupped Dawn’s hand with his own. “The only reason I’m walking around is because two drunks thought the rhythm method was an effective form of birth control. It doesn’t matter how you got here. All that matters is what you do once you’re here. And speaking from a purely personal point of view, I wouldn’t give up a single memory of you. They’re too important to me.”


Dawn gripped Xander’s hand. “Thanks. That’s… That’s nice to hear.”


Xander looked up from the table. “I think our order’s up. I’ll go get it.”


Dawn watched as Xander walked away. A small smile grew on her face. After a few seconds, she frowned and muttered to herself.


“Dammit, he did it again.”




Dawn opened the door to her apartment and led Xander inside.


“You sure you’re cool with me crashing here tonight?” he asked. “I can always get a hotel room.”


Dawn shook her head. “Don’t be ridiculous, Xander. You’re always welcome here.”


“You say that now, but you haven’t met Gobo yet.”


“Who’s Gobo?”


“He’s… a traveling companion. It’s kind of hard to explain. Right now he’s exploring the city, but I’ll introduce you to him whenever he gets back.”


Dawn began to rummage through her closet. As she searched, she called out to Xander.


“You want to put a movie on? The DVD’s are on the shelf by the TV. We can order pizza to snack on.”


Xander began looking through her movie collection. “Awful lot of chick flicks here.”


“Well, I am a chick, so that would follow.”


“True. Hey! You have Looney Tunes here! We’ve got to watch these. I haven’t seen any since Anya made me throw out all my old tapes of them.”


Dawn raised an eyebrow. “Anya made you pitch your cartoons?”


“Yeah. The Bugs Bunny ones at least. She said she didn’t want that filth in my place.”


“God, it sounds like she thought it was porn or something.”


“No, she just hated anything with talking rabbits in them. And she liked porn. A lot. Always wanted to watch it with me. Except she liked gay porn mainly. Anytime a woman showed up, she’d pause it and ask if I thought the actress was prettier than her,” Xander sighed. “Anya actually managed to ruin porn for me.”


“Well you can watch it with me anytime,” Dawn assured him. “The cartoons, I mean. Not the porn.”


Tuesday

Xander stands by the jeep, looking through the back.


“So, what’s the holdup, ‘Boss’?” Rona asks.


Xander glances up at her. “I’m looking for my binoculars. And could you try not to sound so disdainful when you call me that? Or maybe just call me Xander?”


“Whatever, ‘Boss’.”


Xander shakes his head, then looks to Sam Zabuto. 


“Why do you want the binoculars, Alexander?” Sam asks.


“We still don’t know these guys very well,” Xander explains. “They call this meeting in the middle of nowhere. Now call me paranoid, but I’d like to know we’re not walking into a trap before we actually walk in.”


Sam nods. “Caution is warranted in this circumstance. What are you most concerned with?”


Xander stands up as he grasps the binoculars. He walks forward and begins looking through them.


“The building itself looks pretty straight forward. A couple of clear entries and exits. If trouble starts we shouldn’t have any problem getting out. But outside the building we could be vulnerable.”


Xander scans the roadside as he talks to Sam.


“Spot anything?” Sam asks.


“Nothing so far,” Xander pauses as he glances towards Rona. “Sam, could you help me out with Rona? I don’t think she’s thrilled to be working with me. Any pointers?”


“She is distrustful. Is there any reason for that?”


“I dunno. I guess. She wasn’t too happy in Sunnydale. I don’t think any of us made a good impression on her.”


“All I can say is to do as you would normally do. Trust has to be earned. Eventually she will see that she can trust your abilities and leadership.”


“Eventually? Couldn’t I just buy her a pony? That would…” Xander trails off as he spots a flash of light in the distance.


He turns to the others. “Did you guys see that? Hey, Rona. Can you come up here and see if—”


Xander see a red dot of light pass over Rona’s torso. He sprints forward and pushes her to the ground as a soft pop, followed by a loud crack hits his ears. He tries to sit up, but stumbles to the ground. 


Xander notices a splash of red on the ground. “Rona? Were you hit? I think…” 


He sees Rona staring wide eyed at him. He looks down as sees a red blotch on his shirt slowly blossom.


“Oh.”


Xander lies down on the ground as he listens to the distant voices in the background.


“Sam! Get the jeep started!”


“Press down on the wound. You must stop the blood loss.”


“Xander? Boss? Listen to me. Stay awake. We’re going to get you to the hospital, but you have to stay awake. STAY AWAKE!”


Xander awoke from the dream. He lay completely still, trying to gather his bearings.


What? Where am I?


He opened his eye and took in his surroundings.


Right. Chicago. It was just a dream, a memory. They got me to the hospital in time, and I was okay. I left Africa months ago, and I’m visiting…


At that point, Xander became aware of the weight pressing on his left side. He turned his head and saw Dawn lying on the couch. Her sleeping form was resting by him, using him as a pillow.


Right. We were watching TV late into the night. I guess we both fell asleep on the couch. I better move her to the bedroom.


Xander moved, trying to sit up. Dawn shivered and shifted, now resting her head on his shoulder.


“I wanna ride the pony.” She muttered.


Xander stopped his moving and studied her face.


She looks so peaceful.


As Dawn shivered again, Xander glanced around and saw a blanket lying on the table by the couch. He grabbed it and covered Dawn’s sleeping form.


It would be a shame to wake her up. I’ll just sleep in a little while longer.


Xander closed his eye and put his head down. 


I’ll just lie here until she wakes up. She needs her rest.


Xander adjusted his head and smelled Dawn’s hair.


Yep. She needs her sleep. And I’m just letting her rest. Nothing else going on here.




A few hours later Xander awoke to the smell of breakfast cooking. He got up and saw Dawn moving around in the kitchen.


“Hey there, sleepyhead. I hope the couch wasn’t too uncomfortable for you. I’ll make up for it by fixing you breakfast.”


“No, it was… restful. Best night’s sleep I’ve had in a long time. Nice change of pace from all the hotel rooms I’ve been in. And you don’t have to fix me any… Are you making omelette’s?”


Dawn grinned. “Yup. So what are your plans for today?”


“Well, according to Giles, I need to begin all the groundwork for setting up… a little more ham in there. Setting up the branch here in Chicago. So I have to start going through the real estate ads and find a… don’t forget the onion and bell pepper. And throw in some of the shredded cheese. So I have to find a place we can use as a headquarters. I also have to start making local contacts here. Do you have classes?”


“Yeah. I’ll be done around three this afternoon,” Dawn answered, handing the plate to Xander.


“You want to meet up at Taggerty’s around four then?” Xander asked, taking a bite. “Dear god, this is delicious.”


“Thank you. And I’ll be there at four on the dot. It’s a date… ish meeting. Between two friends. So, what contact are you trying to make today?”


“I need to see a cop.”




“Kowalski! You got a visitor!”


Ray Kowalski looked up from his desk, then sighed as he caught sight of the man approaching him.


“No. Forget it.”


“What?” Xander asked. “I haven’t even said anything.”


“Just whatever it is you came here for, forget it. I don’t want to hear about vampires, or Bigfoot, or WMD’s in Iraq, or whatever fairy tale myth you’re selling.”


“Oh come on! You haven’t even heard my pitch yet.”


Ray shook his head. “No.”


“I need a contact on the police force. That way when anything involving the supernatural happens, you can give my group a heads up.”


“No.”


“And if you come into anything weird you can ask us for help or advice.”


“Look, Harris. I’m a police detective. That means when people do bad things, I investigate, gather evidence, and arrest suspects. I don’t go telling other people so they can do my job for me. I don’t go crying for help. And I don’t need people from outside my police department to do my job.”


Xander stared at Ray for a moment.


“Dude, don’t you work with a Mountie?” 


“That’s… He… It’s complicated.”


“Look, just hear me out,” Xander asked. “Now I played straight with you this past week in helping you deal with the rogue Slayer, right?”


“You came in, had your Fed buddy pull some strings and took over the case,” Ray said.


“Oh, come on. At the end of the day, you got your arrest without anyone getting hurt. Can you at least admit to that?”


Ray sighed. “I suppose I can admit that you might have been some help in subduing the girl. And you didn’t try to take credit for the arrest.”


“Thank you,” Xander said. “Now will you be willing to work with my organization?”


“Oh, hell no.”


“Why not?”


“BECAUSE YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT…” Ray began yelling, then stopped as he looked around the station. He continued in a quieter voice, “Because you’re talking about vampires.”


“I thought we already covered this.”


“No, we covered the fact that there was something strange about that girl we arrested. You claimed she’s some vampire hunter. I think you’re full of crap.”


“Okay…” Xander paused in thought. “You accept the fact that there are superstrong hot chicks running around because you’ve seen Faith and the rogue Slayer in person.”


Ray nodded.


“So, you’ll have to see a vampire face to face before you’ll believe me.”


“Fine,” Ray said in exasperation. “You show me an actual vampire, then I’ll take you seriously.”


“Okay.”


Xander got up and left the station.




As he entered Taggerty’s, Xander glanced around for Dawn. A quick glance at his watch showed him to be fifteen minutes early. He took a seat at the bar with a clear view of the entrance and began thinking about his encounter earlier that day.


“Club soda, right?”


Xander looked up and saw the bartender addressing him.


“Uh, yeah. Club soda. Trevor, right?”


“Trevor Hale, my friend. You mind me asking you a personal question?”


“Go ahead.”


“How’d you lose the eye?”


“Oedipus complex. I already killed my dad and slept with my mom, so I figured I’d go for the hat trick. But I wussed out halfway through.”


Trevor chuckled. “Poor old Oedi. I tried to warn him that older women can be trouble, but he wasn’t listening. Although in his defense, she was a total MILF.”


“Right. You knew Oedipus.”


Trevor nodded. “Although I’m not taking the blame for that one. It was totally my mom’s fault.”


“And who’s your mom?” Xander asked.


“Venus, or Aphrodite if you want to be formal. I just call her mom.”


Xander stared at Trevor. “… right. So that would make you… Eros?”


“Please. That’s what mom calls me when she’s angry at me. My friends call me Cupid. Of course while I’m down here I go by Trevor.”


Xander looked around the bar, then turned back to Trevor. “If Dawn is pranking me, it’s awfully obscure. Okay, I’ll bite. If you’re Cupid, why are you working in a bar calling yourself Trevor?”


Trevor grimaced. “It’s a long story. You wouldn’t be interested.”


“Oh no,” Xander said. “I just spent the morning talking to someone who didn’t believe a word I said. I’d like a chance to be on the other side. Do go on.”


“As the god of love, it was my duty to make you mortals fall in love and live happily ever after.”


“If that’s your job, you’re not very good at it.”


“Yeah, Grandpa thought so too. So he sent me down to Earth as a mortal, stripped of my powers. I can’t go home until I get a hundred couples to experience true lifelong love.”


“Sounds like you’re going to be stuck down here for a long time then. Sucks to be you.”


Trevor nodded. “That’s why I’m working overtime to hook people up. Speaking of which, how’s your love life? Need a hand in anything?”


“Me?” Xander asked. “No, I’m fine.”


“Really? When’s the last time you were with a woman?”


Xander sighed.


“Or a man?” Trevor asked. “I’m not judging here, only trying to help.”


“Last person I was with was my ex-fiance. It was a few years ago.”


“Years? Okay, you need help right now. I’m making you my number one priority. Let’s see, I know an exotic dancer that sometimes comes in. Do you like girls who are flexible? What am I saying? Everyone likes flexible girls. I can get her over here and she can release whatever tension you’ve got built up. We can work from there.”


Xander shook his head. “I’m not looking for a one night stand. That’s not what I’m into.”


“So… what are you into? Cheerleaders? Bad girls?”


Xander shuddered. “No, bad experiences with that type.


“Okay, nice girls, then. The girl next door. Someone you respect, can be friends with…” Trevor trailed off. 


“Besides, there’s a girl in San Francisco I’m going to see,” Xander said.


“Really? So tell me about it.”


“Well, I met her a few months ago, and we hit it off. But nothing came of it.”


“Why not?” Trevor asked.


“I thought we might be able to work together, but that fell through. If we tried anything, it wouldn’t have worked out.”


Trevor raised an eyebrow. “You passed it up because of job conditions?”


Xander shook his head. “No, it would have been a train wreck. But the circumstances kind of resolved themselves, so I’m going out there once I get my current job finished.”


Trevor paused, formulating his next statement. “So, with this girl out in Cali you want to hook up with, you’re staying here because…?”


“Oh, this is kind of a big deal for my boss,” Xander said.


“Big deal, but if you weren’t available, no one else could do it?” Trevor asked.


“I don’t know. But on the plus side, I get to spend time with Dawn. So it’s worth staying out here.”


Trevor nodded. “She is special, isn’t she?”


“You got it,” Xander agreed.


“Nice girl. Respectable, the kind you can be friends with.”


“Well, she is my friend. And yes, I respect her.”


“Yeah. And you’re also putting off hooking up with the San Francisco honey to spend time with her,” Trevor pointed out.


“Yes…” Xander cautiously agreed. “What of it?”


“Nothing. I just find that interesting.”


Before Xander could respond, Dawn walked into the bar and spotted them.


“Hey, Xander!” she greeted. “How was your day?”


“Could have gone better,” he answered, getting up from the bar and walking with her to a table.


“What happened?”


“I met with the cop, Ray Kowalski. Problem is I have to provide definitive proof that vampires exist before he’ll even consider helping the Council.”


“That’s not exactly unreasonable of him,” Dawn pointed out.


“Yeah, but I have to track down a vamp. Then I have to get me, the cop, and his friend close enough to the vamp to prove everything to them. And I have to do all that without getting me or them hurt.”


“That could be tricky.”


“I know,” Xander agreed. “I suppose I could find a newbie rising from the grave. But even he’d be dangerous. The times I’ve had to go hunting on my own, I always use a long distance weapon and never go after more than one. Even then I have to retreat pretty often. I doubt the cop would sit by while I show up armed with a sniper rifle and night vision goggles to shoot someone from a distance, even if he is rising from a grave.”


“Maybe if you—”


“That’s if I find a rising vamp. I suppose I can research the obituaries and I might get lucky. Then we could show up before he rises. When the vamp comes out of the ground, he’d be pretty vulnerable. I could shoot him then to disable him. And newbies are usually in game face when they rise, so that would help.”


“You could just—”


“That all depends on finding a rising vamp. This isn’t Sunnydale, so that’s a problem. The other option is to go where the prime vamp hunting grounds are, but that’s a lot more dangerous.”


“Xander!” Dawn yelled.


“Huh? Sorry. What were you saying?”


“I know of a place. It’s a demon bar,” she explained. “All sorts show up there, including vampires. But it’s also considered neutral ground. There’s even a spell that prevents any violence from happening on the premises. You can take the cop there and get all the proof you need.”


“That’s… that’s a really good idea. Do you have the address?”


“Yep,” Dawn answered. She pulled out a pen and scrap of paper and quickly jotted down the address. 


Xander grinned as he took the paper. “This is great. You are amazing.”


He leaned over and kissed Dawn on the forehead.


“Glad to be of help.”


“I hate to run out on you, but I’d really like to get over there. Do you mind?”


Dawn shook her head. As Xander got up from the table and headed for the door, Dawn called out.


“Xander? There’s something I need to tell you about the owner of the club.”


“What is it?”


“He use to be out in Los Angeles, as part of Angel’s crew. He was there when Cordy died.”


Xander’s face grew grim. He nodded. “Thanks for the warning.”




As Xander Harris, Ray Kowalski, and RCMP Benton Fraser entered Caritas II, they looked around in awe.


“Holy shit,” Ray muttered. “Vampires are real.”


“My lord,” Fraser muttered. “Not just vampires. There all all kinds of demonic creatures here.”


“Jesus Christ,” Xander muttered. “They’re singing karaoke.”


The three men made their way to an empty table and sat down. None of them spoke as they took in the scene surrounding them. Ray kept turning back and forth, watching every passing figure. Fraser kept a calm steady gaze on the front stage. After a few moments they turned towards the quiet humming.


“Dance your cares away,

worry’s for another day,

let the music play,

down at…”


Xander trailed off as he saw the two men staring at him.


“Sorry. That song’s been stuck in my head all week.”


“Welcome to the Caritas, gentlemen. Allow me to introduce myself,” the elegantly dressed, green skinned, horned demon sat down at their table. “I am your Host.”


“I thought you went by Lorne,” Xander said.


Lorne paused before answering, taking a moment to study Xander.


“That’s when I’m off the clock, and only with my friends. In the club, I’m simply the Host,” Lorne turned to Ray and Fraser. “But enough about me. What about you two? It’s not often we get uninitiated humans here. And just what is a Canadian Mountie doing on this side of the border?”


“I first came to Chicago on the trail of the killers of my father, and for reasons that don’t need exploring at this juncture I’ve remained, attached as liaison with the Canadian Consulate,” Fraser explained.


“So, all these people are demons?” Ray asked.


“I prefer to call them a wide ranging clientèle from all walks of life. But for the sake of clarity, yes, excepting you three and one or two others, all the people in this establishment are demons.”


“Why are they singing karaoke?”


“Because it’s a fun time for all,” Lorne answered with a smile. “And I read them when they sing.”


“Whoah. What do you mean read?”


“When people sing, they expose themselves, spiritually. I can read that, get a sense of who they are and where they’re going and advise them accordingly.”


Fraser frowned at this. “So you can provide answers to their questions?”


“In a way.”


Fraser thought about this. “And if there were a spirit of a family member—”


“So did you see what was going to happen to Cordy?” Xander interrupted. “Give her a heads up? Let her avoid the whole mess and maybe make it so she’d live to see her twenty-fifth birthday? Or was that just too much of a hassle?”


Lorne turned back to Xander. “You’re the high school boyfriend.”


“Yeah,” he nodded. “So did you?”


“No, I didn’t read her. I try not to do that to my friends,” Lorne answered.


“You ever think that maybe you should have?” Xander asked.


“Every hour of every day. I’m not sure what it would change though. Cordelia was a very strong minded person, and I don’t know anyone who could make her do anything she didn’t want to do.”


“Yeah,” Xander said, his voice softening. “She could be stubborn.”


Lorne placed his hand on Xander’s shoulder. “She went peacefully, in the end. She was in a coma and just slipped away one afternoon.”


Xander looked up, his eye glistening. “And before the coma? Was that peaceful?”


He shook his head. “Before that… Cordelia deserved better than what she got. But what you deserve and what you get are often very different things.”


“Yeah. I know.”


Lorne looked up to the stage. “Do you want to get up and sing a little? The stage is free. And the experience can be quite liberating. It could be just what you need.”


“Not in this lifetime, Kermit,” Xander rose from the table. “Sorry, guys. I need a few minutes of fresh air. You two ask Greeny here anything you want. I’ll back in a little bit.”


As Xander walked away, Ray and Fraser faced Lorne.


“So… Do you have horns anywhere else?”


Xander paused by the bar as he took a couple of deep breaths. 


C’mon. You’ve got a job to do. Get the cop and Mountie caught up and you can leave. Just didn’t realize what coming here would stir up.


“What can I get for… kid? Hey, look at you! You made it out!”


Xander stopped as he heard the familiar voice.


“Willy? Willy the Snitch?”


“Hey! I’ll have you know my snitching days are over. I’m respectable now. Got a good thing going here.”


“Of course you got out of Sunnydale. Don’t know why I thought otherwise,” he turned to face Willy.


“Geez, kid,” Willy said, catching sight of the eyepatch. “Looks like you’ve had a few rough patches.”


“You could say that,” Xander paused. “Aren’t you going to ask how I lost the eye?”


“You were rolling with the Slayer on the Hellmouth. I doubt it was from running with scissors.”


Xander allowed himself a smile at that. “So how did you wind up working here?”


“Oh, I saw the writing on the wall clear enough. I got myself the hell out of Dodge. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to get insurance coverage after all the damage my place took over the years. So when Sunnydale went belly up, I was broke. I came to Chicago, cause I figured with the demon population someone could make some money serving drinks to them. Didn’t have much luck until the boss over there came to town. He hired me and I’ve never been happier.”


“You’re happier working for someone else than owning your own place?”


“Hell, yeah! Let someone else worry about all the bills and keeping the peace. Speaking of which, he’s got some mojo working where people can’t attack anyone in here. I haven’t been beaten up since I started working here. Plus I get dental.”


“Glad to see you landed on your feet,” Xander said, with surprising sincerity.


“Thanks. Let me get you a round on me. What’s your poison?”


Xander sighed. “That’s a tough one. Do you have any idea how good a Scotch would taste right now?”


“Rough day?” Willy asked.


“Rough couple of years,” Xander replied. “But I don’t plan on making it any rougher. I’ll take a Coke.”


“Coming right up. HEY, DENNIS! I NEED A COKE OVER HERE!”


Xander winced at the shouting. “Who’s Dennis?’


“Friend of the boss. Came out here from Los Angeles with him. He used to room with one of the boss’s friends. Actually, I think it was your old friend from Sunnydale, Cordelia.”


A Coke can floated down the bar and settled in front of Xander.


“A ghost that roomed with Cordy? I wonder if she ever talked about me.”


As Xander popped open the can, the soda exploded out of the can, drenching him.


“Yep. She talked about me.”


Dennis sat back, laughing as he watched Cordelia’s ex-boyfriend try to dry himself off. 


“Pulling pranks on the living? Seems a bit unfair.”


Dennis turned and saw the older man, dressed in a Mountie’s uniform standing before him.


“He dated a friend of mine. Cheated on her and broke her heart. Thought I’d give him a little payback. I’m Dennis.”


“Bob Fraser,” the spirit said, introducing himself.


“So what brings you to Caritas, Bob?”


“I came with my boy over there. I always have to look after him. You can’t imagine the trouble he gets himself in. It’s been like that ever since I died.”


“How’d you die?”


Bob Fraser sighed. “Shot in the back. The shooter was hired by a man I considered a coworker and friend.”


“Bummer. My mom didn’t like the girl I was going to marry, so she walled me up in her apartment.”


“Shocking. You can’t trust anyone these days.”


After Xander cleaned himself up as best he could, he made his way back to the table.


“So you guys seen enough?” he asked.


Ray nodded. “I can’t believe these things have been living in this city, and I never knew about them.”


“Don’t beat yourself up. Most demons can blend in pretty well. And a surprising amount never cause any trouble, they just try to get by in life like everyone else. It’s the vampires and other nasties you have to be careful of.”


“I had heard rumors,” Fraser said. “I always just considered it to be local folklore. But this place is amazing.”


“Aw, great. Now that you got him started, he’ll want to know everything about them,” Ray said. “Fraser, I am not coming back here with you. One visit is enough.”


“But, Ray. If we’re going to be assisting Mr. Harris, we should learn everything we can about the demon life in the city.”


“I never said I’d be assisting him,” Ray protested.


“That’s because you thought I was bullshitting you,” Xander pointed out. “You got your proof. Now will you work with my group?”


Ray looked from Fraser to Xander back to Fraser. “Aw, man. You’ve got that look again.”


“What look?” Fraser asked.


“The look you get right before I agree to do whatever dumbass thing you’re about to talk me into.”


“So you agree that you’re going to agree to what you won’t agree to?”


Ray shook his head. “This is why I can’t argue with you. You twist my words around until even I don’t know what the hell I’m saying.”


“Well, it’s easy enough as long as you pay close attention.”


Xander sighed and turned away from the two friends arguing. He found himself face to face with Lorne.


“Don’t worry about them. The Mountie will talk his friend into helping you. You’re going to be seeing a lot of those two.”


Xander shook his head. “Willow will be stuck with them, not me. I’m heading out to San Francisco once I get everything here set up. We probably won’t see each other again. So I’m sorry for being a dick about Cordy.”


“Apology accepted. But I think I’ll be seeing you again.”


“I don’t think so. I’ll send you a postcard from Frisco,” Xander turned to leave.


“Hundred bucks says I see you in this club again,” Lorne challenged.


Xander stopped and turned back. “You’re on. When I get settled out there, I’ll tell you where you can send my money to.”




It was a little after midnight when the knocking on her door woke Dawn up. She grumbled under her breath as she threw on a robe, walking to the door. 


“Hold on. I’m coming.”


She paused before unlocking the door, glancing to make sure the baseball bat was within reach. Looking through the peephole, she gasped and opened the door.


“Xander! What happened? Co…” Dawn stopped and stepped back, opening the the door all the way. Xander limped inside.


“Thanks, Dawn. I’m sorry to drop in so late, but your place was close and I didn’t know where else to go.”


She looked him over, noting the bruises and cuts on his face. As Xander began filling her in, she pulled out the first aid box.


“So, just as I’m leaving that club you told me about, I pass a couple of vamps talking about how they’re tired of pig’s blood and want to go on the hunt. I figure I can handle them if I do it stealthily enough.”


Xander sat down on the couch as Dawn began dabbing a wet cloth over his cuts.


“And as one of the vamps goes into an alley way, I do my pretending to be drunk act and stumble up to the other guy. He didn’t even see the stake until it was in his chest. But just as he turns to dust, the first vamp returns and he brought three friends.”


“How bad was it?” Dawn asked.


Xander shrugged. “They were playing, mostly. Shoving me around, kicking and hitting me. Why do vampires do that? Instead of just killing someone straight away, they have to rough them up first. It’s kind of an asshole move.”


“I guess common courtesy doesn’t come with their bloodlust,” Dawn said. “How’d you get away?”


“There were only four of them. I marshaled up my strength and fought back, wiping the floor with them.”


Dawn raised her eyebrow in skepticism.


“Fine. I started sobbing like a little girl and begging for my life. Then while they were laughing, I pulled out the .45 I carry and shot them in the knees.”


“Then you staked them?”


“Well, eventually.”


“Xander,” she said in a warning tone. “You know better than to drag a fight out.”


“I might have kicked them around a little. And taunted them. Just a bit.”


Dawn glared at him.


“They made fun of me! They were calling me sissy and other terms that I won’t repeat in polite company,” Xander said.


“Oh, well in that case, fuck ’em.”


Xander chuckled, then winced as Dawn applied peroxide to his cuts. 


“These don’t look too bad. I doubt you’ll need stitches.”


“Thanks. I just knew I was bleeding and your place was closer than any hospital so — HEY! WHAT ARE YOU…”


Xander batted Dawn’s hand away from his eyepatch.


“You have a cut there. I need to move the eyepatch to check it,” she explained.


“I don’t want you doing that.”


“Xander, if I don’t clean it up, it could get infected.”


“No. Look, I can get a doctor to look at it later.”


“Don’t worry about it. I can just check it—”


“No!”


Dawn sighed. “Stop being such a baby. I’ll clean this up and—”


“I don’t want you to see me like that,” Xander pleaded. “I just… Buffy and Willow saw me at the hospital like that. Since then, every time they looked at me I saw the pity and horror on their faces. I don’t… I can’t handle you looking at me like that.”


Dawn gently stroked the side of Xander’s face, then flicked his ear.


“OW!”


“Xander, shut up and listen to me. I’ve seen Buffy come home at nights with some of the worst injuries possible. I learned a long time ago to see past the blood and wounds. I hate the fact that you were hurt, but nothing will ever make me look at you differently.”


Xander listened with his head bowed. He raised his left hand and pulled off his eyepatch. Dawn put a hand beneath his chin and lifted his head up.


“Doesn’t look bad. There’ll be some bruising on this side of your face, but it should clear up after a few days. Let me clean it up, then we’ll be finished.”


Xander sat in silence as Dawn tended him. When she finished, he put the eyepatch back on.


“Dawn, I… thanks. Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me.”


She smiled at him. “Well, I’m not letting you go out and try to find a hotel this late. So looks like you’re stuck with the couch again.”


“I’ll get the extra sheets. I know where they are.”


“Great. Now I’m heading to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”


Dawn walked into her bedroom. Once the door was firmly shut, she sat on the bed and dabbed her eyes as she broke down and cried.



Wednesday


The following day, Dawn was leaving her last class of the afternoon when she saw Xander standing outside the classroom.




“Hey there, pretty lady. You free tonight?”


She smiled as he offered his arm. She took it and walked down the hallway with him.


“Well, I’ll have to check my social calender,” she answered. “But I believe I can shuffle a few things around. What did you have in mind?”


“I wanted to thank you for putting up with me last night. Actually I wanted to thank you for everything you’ve helped my with since I’ve been in town. So I am taking you out to dinner tonight.”


“You haven’t taken me out to dinner since back when you were babysitting me. So is it pizza or burgers?”


Xander smiled. “My palate has a bit more range than that. But it’s going to be a surprise.”


“Oooo, possible Chinese buffet. Lead on.”


The maitre d’ approached Xander and Dawn.


“Bonjour Monseur et madmoselle, diserez-vous un table?” he asked.


“Oui,” Xander answered. “Un table pour deux, dans pas fumir, sil vous plait” 


The maitre d’ nodded. “Ici- la, monsieur.”


He led them to a table and seated them. “Votre garcon etre allez dans un moment.”


“Merci,” Dawn said. She turned to Xander. “Ambria? I’m impressed. I haven’t had decent French food since I was in Paris. Is Giles cool with you going out to the pricey restaurants?”


“Please, I spent two years in Africa sleeping in tents and eating caned goods, while Buffy and Willow were living in four star hotels. Giles hasn’t rejected an expense report of mine yet. No matter how many questionable pay per view movie charges there are.”


The waiter approached their table. “May I get you something to drink while you look over the menu?”


“I’ll have a club soda,” Xander answered.


“And for the lady?”


“I’ll have a glass of Chardon… uh, make it a club soda,” she said.


Xander looked up. “You can order what you want, Dawn.”


“I know. I just thought since you stopped drinking it would be rude to… you know. Flaunt it in front of you.”


“I appreciate the thought, but I see people drinking all the time. I can’t let that change anything. And I’d hate for you to not get the full enjoyment of your meal.”


“I’ll have a Chardonnay,” Dawn told the waiter. She turned back to Xander. “Thanks.”


“No problem. You can… wait a second, you’re nineteen. I don’t think it’s legal for you to order alcohol.”


“Kind of late for that,” Dawn said. She quickly changed the subject, “Now when did you pick up French? I thought I was the language nut.”


Xander shrugged. “I picked some up when I was in Africa. It’s used more than English over there, so I had to learn enough to get around. I memorized the important phrases and kept a phrase book with me for the other stuff.”


“What were the important phrases?” she asked.


“’Est-ce que cette l’eau d’avez-moi malade?’ ”


“Always a valid question,” Dawn observed.


“Let’s see… Oh, also ‘Ou est la femme dangeruse et fort que combates les creatureux mauvais sur la nuite?’ I used that one a lot.”


“I wouldn’t have phrased it quite like that, but you get the point across.”


Xander smiled. “And of course, ‘Pas dans le visage!’ Good for fighting demons and training slayers.”


Dawn laughed. “Tu seyante une linguiste formidable”


Xander paused. “I am… or have been made into a… linguist?”


“Oui,” Dawn said. “Vous avez du talant pour cache. Mais vous avez toujours allez enchapper a une peril quand avez besouin d’arrive.”


“Wait, slow down,” Xander asked. “I must say… you make impressions… with secret talents… when needs happen? I know I’m missing a lot here.”


Dawn looked at Xander with a sad smile. “J’ai oblie que jois de la presence de quelqu’un qvec vous. Quand les memes temps que j’avez avec tu, j’emprove nous sommes les personnes sulement dans la chambe.”


Xander shook his head. “Wait a second. You’re going too fast.”


The waiter came by and served their drinks.


“Je savais qui tu-as depart de ville quand tu termines a la tache, mais je s’amuser touts cettes secondes que j’avez avec tu, et je fais croires je suis la raison seulement tu restes,” Dawn finished.


“Yeah, I got like none of that. Maybe if you write it down.”


“That’s okay. I just said, this is a nice restaurant and I’m glad you brought me here.”


Xander nodded. “I don’t get many excuses to enjoy a meal at a really nice place. So how about a toast? To catching up with old friends.”


They lifted their glasses and took a drink.


“So what’s your agenda for the next few days?” Dawn asked.


“I started looking around for somewhere to set up the branch headquarters. So I’ll be going around town checking out properties. And tomorrow I need to stop by a doctor’s office so I can finally get this off,” Xander said, pointing to the cast on his wrist.


“I distinctly remember telling you not to get hurt anymore. So what’s up with the broken arm?”


“Technically you told me not to get sick anymore. This happened when I was injured. They’re completely different things,” he explained.


“And how did you get injured, anyway?”


“I was helping out some local police track down a missing girl when we ran into…” Xander trailed off.


“What? Who did you run into?”


“Um… don’t freak out, but it was Caleb.”


Dawn paled. “What? I thought he was dead.”


“Yeah, he uh… he got better.”


“Was the girl hurt? Is Caleb still around? What happened?” she asked.


“We found the girl in time. She’s okay. And we stopped Caleb. I worked out some issues with him,” he said.


“He’s not still around, is he?”


“He won’t hurt anyone ever again. I made sure of that.”


“Did he suffer?”


Xander nodded. “Yeah. He still is. A lot.”


“Good,” Dawn said. “It sounds like you’ve been up to a lot since you came back from Africa. Fill me in on it.”




Dawn’s face was red from laughter. “Xander! When did you become such a klepto?”


“Klepto? Where do you get that?”


“Well first off, there’s the million dollar sword.”


“Which I found abandoned in an alley. That’s clearly a case of Finders, Keepers.”


She shook her head. “And all the weapons and Humvee from the air force base?”


“I had proper authorization from the CO. It’s not my fault he didn’t clarify things,” Xander pointed out.


“What about the shopping cart?”


“That was… it… the manager charged me for supplies after I helped stop the attack on the store!”


“So you stole a shopping cart to teach him a lesson?” Dawn asked.


“Well, when you put it like that, it makes me look stupid. But at the time it made perfect sense.”


“Just keep telling yourself that.”


“It could have been worse,” Xander said. “At least it wasn’t a leather jacket.”


Dawn glared him. “Oh, you did not just go there.”


“Oh, I think I just did.” he teased.


Dawn tossed a bread roll at his head. “Before you start bringing up all the dumb things I did, remember I know all the dumb things you’ve done.”


“Okay, truce then,” he said. “And you may want to lay off the wine. When the food starts flying, that’s a sign that you’ve had too much to drink.”


“Xander, please. I lived in Italy and traveled all through Europe. I can handle my wine intake.”




Xander half carried, half dragged Dawn through the hallway to her apartment. As he rummaged through her purse for the keys, she began singing in an off key voice.


“Fly me to the moon,

Let me play among the stars,

Let me know what spring is like,

On Jupiter and Mars.”


“Oh yeah,” Xander muttered. “You sure can hold your wine.”


“Are we home already?” she asked. “That was quick. I’m still hungry. Why am I still hungry?”


“Well, you only had soup and salad for dinner. And you said you didn’t have lunch because you were studying. And you also threw up in the cab five minutes ago.”


“I want pancakes. Let’s go get some pancakes.”


“How about we hold off on the food until morning to make sure you’ll keep it down,” Xander said. He pulled Dawn up as he opened the door, bringing her face to face with him. “Maybe an Altoid.”


As the door opened, Xander bustled Dawn into the apartment. He guided her to the bedroom and laid her on the bed.


“This isn’t the IHOP.”


“Nope,” Xander said. “You’re going to sleep this one off. I’ll give you a call tomorrow, okay. Now I have to go to check into a hotel.”


“No, don’t leave,” Dawn mumbled.


Xander stopped at the door. “I need to get some sleep.”


“You can stay here. I like having you around. I don’t want you to leave.”


He allowed himself a small smile. “I like hanging around. I missed you.”


“I miss you too.” she said, now half asleep.


“Tell you what, I’ll take the couch again tonight. Tomorrow, if you’re not sick of me yet, I’ll forget about the hotel and just stay here while I’m in town.”


“Not sick of you. Stay here.” 


“You got it,” Xander said. 


He gently took of her jacket, followed by her shoes and socks. Dawn was already snoring as he draped the blanket over her. He hung the jacket up in the closet then left the room, closing the door. He stopped and gazed at her sleeping form, then shut the door.



Thursday


Dawn awoke with a splitting headache. She looked around and noticed a glass of water, two pills and a note on the nightstand. She picked up the note and read.




Dawn,


First, take the Alka Seltzer and water right now. Trust me, you’ll feel better once you do.


Dawn smiled, dropped the pills in the water, then quickly drained the glass. She picked the note up again.


Sorry I had to leave early, but I got an appointment and had to take off. I’ll meet you at Taggerty’s after I finish up my errands and your classes are over. 


You should be starving right now, so I left coffee and donuts on the kitchen counter. Dig in.


You have my cell phone number, so call me if you want to change plans. I’ll see you tonight.


Xander


Dawn folded the note and placed it in her desk drawer. She shuffled to the kitchen and spotted the coffee and donuts. Picking up the coffee, she sipped it while opening the donut box.


“Mocha frappuccino and raspberry jelly, my favorite. He remembered.”




The doctor came into the examining room holding the X-rays.


“It looks like your wrist is healed up, so we won’t have to put another cast on.”


“Thank god,” Xander said. “The itching was driving me crazy.”


Xander sighed as he scratched his wrist. The doctor glanced at his wrist.


“The skin can dry out and become irritated, so I’ll prescribe you an an ointment. It should clear up in a couple of days now that the cast is off.”


“Great. Say, doc? I was wondering if I could talk to you about something.”


The doctor glanced up as he scribbled out a prescription. “What’s that?”


“I want to hire you as the consulting doctor for my company. We’re opening up a branch and we could use your services,” Xander said.


The doctor glanced up. “There are plenty of doctors in Chicago. I prefer private practice to a staff position.”


“Well the services wouldn’t be full time, so you wouldn’t have to abandon your practice. And frankly, I don’t want another doctor. I want you.”


“Why is that?”


“Because I was told that Peter Benton was the best trauma surgeon in Chicago and probably Illinois.”


Dr. Peter Benton put down his pen. “And who told you that?”


“John Carter. I met him out in Africa. He helped out my organization there.”


“Carter, huh? How’s he doing? Does he still like partying? He sure would knock back the drinks, among other things.”


Xander’s smile froze, and slowly fell. “Sorry, my mistake. Must be a different John Carter. The one I knew wouldn’t touch alcohol. Or any drug, really. He wouldn’t even take aspirin. I think there was a history there but we didn’t talk about it. Although he did describe you pretty much to a T.”


“How’s that?” Peter asked.


“Tightly wound, abrasive bordering on rude, highly driven, and overall the doctor you want taking care of you when you’re fighting for your life. And your patients will definitely be doing that.”


Peter stared at Xander. “Look, I’m sure you feel that you need the best services, but I can’t change my entire practice for that.”


“Yeah, you can’t just do that on my asking,” Xander nodded, then pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number. “Hey, My Favorite Martian? How you doing man? It’s Xander. Listen, I need your help. I’m talking to Peter Benton, and I need to convince him to work with my group… Uh huh, yeah.”


Xander handed the phone over to Peter.


“Hello, Carter? What is so important that I… uh huh… uh huh… What? VAMPIRES? Carter, are you sure you’re not on anything?”


Xander took the phone back. “Hey, Carter. Funny thing, I hadn’t gotten to the whole vampire aspect yet. I was going to work my way up to it, so you kinda screwed me there. No, I’ll take care of it.”


As Xander hung up, Peter stared at him. “Vampires.”


“Yes, vampires are real. My group fights them, we get injured on a regular basis, which is why I want you to work with us,” Xander said.


“You either lying or insane. Either way, you can’t really expect my to go along with this,” Peter said.


“Carter vouched for me,” Xander pointed out. “Look, what will it take for you to believe me?”


Peter threw up his hands. “I don’t know. Some kind of proof? For all I know Carter is just playing a prank on me. I’m a rational man. For me to put any belief in what you’re saying, I’d have to personally see overwhelming evidence about the existence of the supernatural before I would ever agree to working with you.”


Xander’s eye widened in excitement. “I can! I can get that for you. Or I can take you to it.”


“You expect me to go with you?” Peter asked.


“Carter backs me up. Will that at least get you to come with me? And if you’re not satisfied, I will never bother you again. I promise.”


Peter sighed. “I’m going to regret this, but I suppose I can make one trip with you. And that’s only because of what Carter said. But when nothing comes of it, you never come around here again.”


“Deal,” Xander said. “This is great, I know just the place. We just have to show up and… DAMMIT!”


“What? Is there a problem? The place you want to go isn’t available?”


“No, it’s just that I have to stop by an ATM first. This is going to cost me a hundred bucks.”




Lorne was watching the singer on stage, when a hand slapped down a wad of bills on the table. Lorne turned and saw Xander Harris standing there with another newcomer.


“You haven’t left yet? I thought you would be in California by now.”


“Don’t gloat,” Xander said. “It’s unbecoming. This is Dr. Peter Benton. I’m hoping he’ll work with the Watcher’s Council. Peter, this is a club full of demons. Enjoy.”


“Doctor?” Lorne asked. “It’s an honor. We don’t get many healers in here.”


Peter looked closely at Lorne. He gingerly reached out and touched Lorne’s right horn.


“My god,” he murmured, then pulled his hand back. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude.”


“No problem. Sit down and let me get you a drink.”


Peter looked around the room in amazement. “This place is unbelievable.”


“Well, thank you. I do try to make the club a unique experience. Why don’t you just soak up the atmosphere while you wait for the drink.”


Lorne walked up to the bar to where Xander was standing. 


“Willy, a shot of bourbon to the handsome doctor at table three,” he ordered. Turning to Xander he spoke, “You seem to be dragging in the newbies.”


“What can I say? People keep saying you can’t get a decent Singapore Sling in Chicago. I’m trying to show them otherwise.”


“We are trying to keep a low profile for this place. Last thing we need is for someone off the street to freak out and start a riot,” Lorne explained. “That’s why I’d rather only people in the know coming by.”


Xander shrugged. “I was going to tell them about the demon world anyway. This way seemed the easiest and safest for all. Besides, I heard the only hard rule for this place was no violence. And I haven’t broken that one.”


“No,” Lorne admitted. 




Hours later, Peter Benton had enough to drink to get up on the stage and begin singing. Xander and Lorne watched him.


“Huh, wouldn’t have pegged him for the type,” Xander said.


“Normally, he’s not. But he sees it as a challenge to overcome. After all the others that have gotten up to sing, he didn’t want to think he couldn’t do it.”


“I wonder if I can use that logic to get him to take the job.”


“Don’t worry about that,” Lorne said. “He’ll take the job.”


Xander glanced at Lorne. “You reading him right now?”


“Don’t worry, I already filled him in on the club. Your doctor up there is a very moral man. He’s just found out about an entire world that was hidden to him. A world filled with dangers that spill over into the everyday life and hurt innocent people. He also has a son he constantly worries about. So if your group is putting their lives in danger and getting injured to protect people like his son, then he’ll do all he can to help.” 


Xander nodded. “Good to know.”


“You haven’t asked yet,” Lorne said.


“Asked what?”


“How things went in LA. How they ended.”


Xander shrugged. “I read the Council’s report.”


Lorne shook his head. “The Council… I don’t put too much stock in your Council.”


“I think that was mutual. There wasn’t much trust for your group either.”


Lorne grimaced. “Yeah, well I watched a good friend have her soul torn apart because your Council decided they couldn’t be bothered to help.”


“I don’t think it was that simple—” Xander started.


“Simple? We called. Hell, we begged. But the people in charge over there felt they couldn’t trust us enough to lift a finger.”


“Why should we have?” Xander asked.


“What?”


“I’m not trying to start a fight, but consider what was going on. Last we heard Wolfram and Hart were working day and night concocting elaborate schemes to corrupt Angel, true?”


“Yes, but what does that—”


“So when they walk up to your door and present a deal that is way too good to be true, how long did you guys think about it before accepting?” Xander asked.


“A little under a day,” Lorne admitted.


“So now the vampire that has a history of going evil at really inconvenient times has now taken a job working in the heart of an organization determined to make him go evil,” Xander explained. “And it’s not like you were communicating with us. When Spike returned, we didn’t hear one peep about it. Then when Dana showed up, if we hadn’t already sent Andrew out there, can you honestly say you would have told us about her?”


Lorne shook his head. “It was all happening too fast. Besides, it was your group that snatched her away when we were trying to help her.”


“No, you were trying to let the Wolfram and Hart people have her. Can you honestly say she would have been safer there? That everyone in the company would be looking out for her?”


Lorne was silent.


“And from what I heard, Angel managed to take out a few good guys in his plan to bring down the firm. That’s not even counting the casualties inside your group.”


“Okay, I get it already. You made your point. It was a dangerous place to be, and you had no reason to risk your own people,” Lorne said. “Even I was sick of it at the end. I just had to walk away from that life.”


“But on the bright side, you came here and met me. And we got to have such entertaining repartee.”


Lorne chuckled. “Well, that makes it all worth it. I don’t know how I lived without it.”


“Don’t get too attached,” Xander said. “I’ll leave and be just a fond memory.”


“You don’t think you’ll be back?” 


“Sorry, this was a one time deal.”


“Double or nothing I see you in here again,” Lorne bet.




Xander once again entered Taggerty’s early for his meeting with Dawn. He walked up and sat down at the bar.


“Club soda for the lovelorn man,” Trevor said, placing the drink in front of Xander. “So how goes it?”


“Better,” Xander answered. “Made some progress. One step closer to being done on this assignment.”


“And why is that a good thing?” Trevor asked. “Once you’re done, you’ll be leaving town.”


Xander looked at Trevor. “I thought you wanted to fix me up? The sooner I get done, the sooner I head out, get settled, and see about starting something with Phoebe in San Fran.”


Trevor shook his head. “Waiting for work assignments to be completed? Thinking about maybe catching up with some girl, if it’s convenient? Doesn’t exactly sound like true love to me.”


Xander sighed. “So what? My plans don’t meet your criteria?”


“Let me ask you something. What is it about this Phoebe that makes you want to be with her?”


“I… We’re in the same line of work. We—”


“Same line of work? That’s the top of your list?” Trevor asked. “Seriously, you need to reprioritize what you want in a woman.”


“Jesus. Just once I’d like to start a relationship and not constantly be given grief over it. Her being in the same line of work simplifies things for me. There aren’t going to be any nasty surprises popping up, there won’t be any evasions or lies. I can actually be completely open and honest if I’m with her. Do you know how rare that is?”


“So there’s no one else in your life you can be open and honest with?”


“Well… I—”


“Do me a favor, close your eye,” Trevor said.


“Why?”


“Because if you do this and still want Phoebe, then I’ll quit bugging you.”


“Fine,” Xander said, closing his eye.


“Now imagine yourself having just the worst possible day. I mean total crap. Your breakfast is cold, you spilled your drink on your pants. You get stuck in traffic, with the air conditioning broken on the hottest day of the year. Are you visualizing it?”


“Yes.”


“Good. You go to lunch and you’re stuck in line because the person in front of you has apparently never ordered food before. The guy beside you decides you’re the perfect person to discuss his right wing politics with.”


“Is this going someplace?” Xander asked.


“Patience. Now at work, you get stuck with the most annoying coworker possible, but your boss doesn’t care. Then it’s back home through the traffic again.”


“You do have a point to all this, I hope.”


“Almost there,” Trevor said. “Now when you get home, you open the door, and there she is. Suddenly all the worries and frustration melt away when you see her. She’s the best part of your day, the part that makes all the rest worthwhile.”


Trevor saw Xander had a small smile on his face.


“Now, be honest here. Is the woman you’re imagining Phoebe?”


Xander frowned. “That’s… Look that’s a nice parlor game, but it doesn’t prove anything.”


“I think we both know what it proved. But the fact is that the woman of your dreams is… Dawn! How you doing?”


Dawn sat down at the bar. “I’m just swell now that I’m with my two favorite guys in the world. What have you been up to?”


“Nothing, just passing the time with your friend Xander,” Trevor answered.


“Dawn, great to see you,” Xander said, smiling. He saw Trevor looking at him, and quickly dropped the smile. “I mean, yeah, you’re here now. Which is fine.”


“I’m going to have to take him off your hands now, Trevor. I’ll see you later.”


“Enjoy yourself,” Trevor said.


“We will.”


“I’m sure it’ll be the best part of your day.”




Xander and Dawn sat on the couch in her apartment, watching DVDs and eating Chinese take-out. 


“So, what’s the deal with that Trevor guy? He says he’s Cupid?” Xander asked.


“Trevor? He’s a trip. At first, I thought he was only hanging around the singles group to score with desperate women. But he honestly only wants to help people hook up.”


“Okay, interesting habit. But he says he’s Cupid. Is there the slightest chance that’s possible?”


Dawn shrugged. “He’s pretty well versed in his mythology. And he’s fluent in Greek, Latin, and French. After living on the Hellmouth, I wouldn’t rule anything out, no matter how weird.”


“Anya never mentioned love gods running around. And if they did, I’m sure they would have caused her a lot of business.”


“So he’s either a former god stuck in human form, or a human he thinks he’s a former god stuck in human form. Either way, he’s harmless. Why are you asking? Do you want to recruit him for the new branch? Maybe the official matchmaker of the Watcher’s Council?” Dawn joked.


“Well, he couldn’t make any worse matches than the ones we made ourselves. But no, I’m just curious,” Xander answered. “Although now that you mentioned it, I was wondering if you could help set up a meeting for me with Claire.”


“Dr. Allen? You want to hire a therapist for the branch?” she asked.


“Well, considering everything…”


“Yeah. Therapist. Kind of wish Buffy had one when she needed it. And Willow.”


“And Giles,” Xander added. “And, let’s be honest, me.”


“And me, too,” Dawn agreed. “Why don’t you come with me tomorrow and you can talk to her.”



Friday


“I’m sorry, but I really can’t accept,” Dr. Claire Allen told Xander.




“But I haven’t told you everything yet. You see, the group you’d be helping aren’t just any—”


“I’m sure that your organization has a dire need for trained counselors, but I’m afraid my schedule is already overbooked. Between my private practice, the research for my book, and my university staff position, I really can’t take on any other duties.”


“I get that you’re busy. But my organization is getting setup and will be opening in less than a month. It’s vital that we get a trained therapist.”


“Does it have to be me?” Claire asked.


Xander stopped. “Uh… well. I mean Dawn talks about you so much, I figured you’d be the logical person to ask.”


“Tell you what,” Claire offered. “Normally, I’d just send you on your way, but Dawn is an extremely smart girl and she vouches for you. What I can do is recommend someone for that position and give you an introduction.”


“Uh, sure. That sounds fine.”


“Great. Now let me think,” Claire began going through a rolodex on her desk. “Dr. Hartley would be good. But he retired last year. Dr. Heightmeyer has been on some U. N. taskforce. Let me see…”


Xander peered over her shoulder as she went through the names.


“Libby! She’s perfect. She… oh, never mind.”


“What? Why not Libby?” Xander asked.


“She… She was on vacation in Australia. Her return flight never made it to LA. It must have crashed, and everyone on it has been presumed dead,” Claire explained.


“Oh.”


“Let’s see… Oh! This is a possibility. He just moved to Chicago, and I know he’s trying to build up a private practice.”


Xander glanced at the name. “Hey, I’ve heard of that guy.”


“Have you? I know he had a radio show before he moved. Maybe you heard it.”


“No, I met a friend of his. I’d like to meet this guy.”




A little over an hour later, Xander arrived at the office. He entered and introduced himself.


“Dr. Crane? I’m Xander Harris.”


Frasier Crane looked up at the new arrival. “Xander, come in. And please call me Frasier. Now Dr. Allen didn’t say much over the phone, but it sounded important.”


“Yeah. The organization I work for is going to be opening a branch in Chicago. Now it deals with a lot of high stress situations, and I wanted to have a psychiatrist perform regular counseling sessions,” Xander explained. “Dr. Allen mentioned that you were new to the city and were building up your practice. I also talked to someone recently who had high regard for you.”


“Who was that?” Frasier asked.


“Sam Malone.”


“Sam? That’s great. I haven’t seen him in years. How’s the old dog doing?”


“He’s good,” Xander replied.


“Did you spend much time with him?”


Xander shook his head. “No, I was only in town one night. I wound up talking to him. Spent pretty much the whole night at the bar with him. He mentioned you then.”


“Ah,” Frasier said. His eyes studied Xander for a moment, before he spoke. “So what kind of work does your organization do?”


“We…” Xander stopped and thought, formulating an answer. “You’re probably a very rational, scientific person right? You wouldn’t believe fantastic claims without some evidence first.”


“Well, yes,” Frasier answered. “My entire profession is helping people through examination. I help them go through their emotional and mental processes, review their personal history. I can’t just jump to immediate conclusions without support. What does this have to do with your organization?”


“That will require a field trip to explain. Grab your coat. And do you know where the nearest ATM is?”




Lorne smiled as he saw Xander enter the club with another visitor. Xander spotted him, walked over, and handing a wad off cash to him.


“Don’t. Just don’t,” Xander said, wearily.


“Oh, my star and garters,” the visitor muttered as he looked around the club in amazement.


“Lorne, this is Dr. Crane. He’s a psychiatrist. Dr. Crane, this is Lorne. He’s an anagogic demon who owns and runs this nightclub.”


“Um, hello,” Frasier said. “Anagogic?”


“I can read people’s auras when they sing. They come here, get up on stage and perform. Afterwards, I talk to them,” Lorne explained.


“Giving them guidance about their lives. It’s so simple.”


“You buy all this?” Xander asked.


“There’s a green skinned, horned demon two feet from me,” Frasier said. “All around the room, there’s an astounding variety of creatures.”


“I gotta say, you’re taking to this a lot quicker than I expected, Doc.”


“I like to think of myself as open to new situations,” Frasier turned to Lorne. “Do you mind if I went around, talking to the… patrons of this establishment?”


“Go right ahead,” Lorne said.





“Hey baby, I hear the blues a’calling

Tossed salad and scrambled eggs.

And maybe I seem a bit confused,

Well, maybe, but I got you pegged.”


Xander turned away from the stage, shaking his head.


“Don’t like the song?” Lorne asked.


“I just don’t get how someone can jump up on stage and lay themselves bare to be examined by a demon,” Xander said.


“Don’t knock it till you try it.”


“Yeah, I don’t think so.”


“Well,” Lorne said. “Would you like to make a small wager on—”


“No. Forget it. No more bets. No bets about me singing. No bets about me coming back to this place. I’m done. I’ve learned my lesson. Don’t make wagers with psychics. Which, I don’t know how you pulled off. I never sang on stage.”


Lorne smiled. “You don’t have to be on stage for me to read you. It could be right when you walk in. And it doesn’t have to be loud. Sometimes all it takes is humming a song that’s been stuck in your head all week for me to get a reading.”


Xander sighed. “Son of a bitch. This is why I don’t like psychics. They go nosing around and then I’m out two hundred bucks, or I retroactively get my eye gouged out. Or worst of all, they just drop these cryptic little hints about what’s coming up, so I spend the next few weeks looking over my shoulder and jumping at shadows. I’m sick of it. I don’t want to hear anything else about what you saw.”


“You sure?” Lorne asked.


“Positive. Now what do you get off the Doc? Is he going to join up?”


“Well, I would tell you, but I’d hate to drop some cryptic hint and make you jump at shadows.”


Frasier came off stage and approached Lorne and Xander.


“Reminds me of my old days in the Oxford men’s choir.”


“Great,” Xander said. “You ready to head out?”


Frasier nodded, and they made their way to the door.


“Oh, Xander?” Lorne asked.


“Don’t,” Xander said. “No bets. No hints. I’m walking out the door.”


“Okay. But when you get to Niagara Falls, could you pick me up a souvenir?”


Frasier watched Xander mutter as they drove back to his office.


“He just couldn’t resist. Probably just said that to screw with me. Of course, he might have figured I’d ignore it, so he named a place he did see.”


“Are you all right?” Frasier asked.


“Yeah, sorry about that. So you got the gist of the job then?”


Frasier nodded. “Yes. It’s incredible to think that there are people risking their lives every day against a danger most people don’t even know exists.”


“I know. And you haven’t even seen the really bad demons yet. The ones in the club there are pretty peaceful, so we don’t tangle with them. But the vampires and other nasties… It can get pretty rough,” Xander said.


“I can imagine. It must be very stressful. And people can react so differently to stress. There’s depression, paranoia, alienation, recklessness.”


“Yeah, I’ve seen those.”


“Also anger control issues, power control issues… alcoholism.”


Xander saw Frasier studying him as he uttered the last word. 


“What are you saying, Doc?” Xander asked.


“I noticed you ordered club soda at the bar back there.”


“Yeah, so?”


“And I know Sam Malone. When he spends all night with a person, it’s usually a women he’s flirting with. There’s only one exception to that. When he’s trying to help someone with the same problem he’s got,” Frasier said.


Xander concentrated on driving the car.


“Look, I’m going to help your group. I believe regular counseling sessions would be beneficial. But I’ll only do it as long as everyone takes them. The people in charge, as well as the Slayers.”


“Couldn’t agree more, Doc.”


“So you don’t have a problem talking to me?” Frasier asked.


“I’m not going to be in the city. I’m just setting everything up. Sorry. After that, I’m going out to San Francisco.”


“Ah. Well, if you ever want to talk, I’m listening,” Frasier offered. “You know I almost moved to San Francisco. I changed my mind at the last minute and came to Chicago instead.”


“Really?”


“Oh, yes. I had a great job lined up. I was packed up, even bought the plane ticket.”


“What made you change?” Xander asked.


“The best reason possible. A woman. Her name is Charlotte. We began dating, but she had to come out here. I decided to take a chance to be with her”


“Huh. Seems like a pretty big risk. I don’t know if I could do that.”


“Looking back on it, I don’t know how I couldn’t,” Frasier said. “I look forward to working with your group.”



Saturday


Xander sat at the bar in Taggerty’s, waiting for Dawn to arrive.




“Club soda?”


“Thanks, Trevor,” Xander said, accepting the drink.


“So, who you waiting for?” Trevor asked.


“Dawn. She’s offered up her Saturday to help me go looking at real estate.”


Trevor nodded. “She must really like you to do that. You’re lucky you have a girl in your life like that.”


“Look, Trevor,” Xander said. “I get what you’re trying to do. So you can stop dropping hints about it.”


Trevor looked at Xander in complete innocence. “Trying to do? What are you talking about?”


“I know you’re trying to set me up with Dawn. But I’ve already told you that I’m heading out to San Francisco soon, and once I’m out there, I’ll look up Phoebe Halliwell.”


“You don’t think Dawn’s good enough for you?”


Xander laughed. “Dawn is… Dawn is funny, smart, brave… she’s braver than you’ll ever know. I’ve watched her grow up from a cute little kid to a beautiful woman. And whoever she chooses to spend her life with will never know how he’s the luckiest person in the world. If I wind up with someone who has even half her qualities, then I’ll consider myself the second luckiest person in the world.”


“So, if you think she’s so great, why don’t you ask her out? Go on a date? Kiss her? Anything?” Trevor asked.


Xander rubbed his eye. “In high school, there were these two girls I was friends with. And at the time, I couldn’t imagine ever not being friends with them. But over the years, even though we could survive all the external pressures, we wound up slowly growing apart. I told the first girl I had feelings for her, but she never felt that way about me. And I think that tainted every argument between us from then on. Any advice I gave her was taken with the suspicion that I was only working out of jealousy. And I remembered every thoughtless action I received from her, wondering how she could treat me like that while lavishing such love on people who caused her and others nothing but pain.


“The other girl was my closest friend from childhood. I guess I always knew on some unconscious level that she wanted me, but I never admitted it. When we finally acted on our feelings, it lasted a few weeks before we both figured out we wanted to be with other people. And after that we never had the same closeness. We just slowly drifted apart. I sensed it, and kept trying be a part of her life. But year after year, I would try harder and harder and get less and less back. Then we had a fight that a few years before might have taken us a day to get over. But instead I haven’t spoken to her in over two years.


“So those two people I thought I would friends forever with, I haven’t spoken to in years. The difficulties that friends can just shrug off, can be crippling when romantic feelings are involved. A bad joke from a friend becomes a cutting remark from someone you love. A thoughtless action becomes a stinging reminder of how little respect that person holds for you.


“Right now, I’m friends with Dawn. She’s pretty much the only one of my old group I’m still close friends with. You have no idea how important that is in my life. I won’t risk it for anything. And I am just too damn tired of having the relationships with people I care about just crumble apart. So Dawn is my friend, and I’m going to keep it that way.”


Xander straightened up and drank from his glass. Trevor watched him closely.


“So, Dawn is so important to you that to protect your friendship, you’ll deny any deeper feelings and move halfway across the country from her. That means that you’ll see her… what, twice a year at best?”


 “I’m done talking about this.”


Xander got up and moved to a table a few feet from the door. Minutes later, Dawn entered.


“Okay, how much do you love me?” Dawn asked.


“What? I… uh—”


“Because I have just found the perfect location for you.”


“Huh? What are you talking about?” Xander asked.


“You were talking about how you were having trouble finding a place to set up the branch headquarters. Well, I’ve been going on line looking for real estate properties, and I think I found the place for you. I even set up a meeting with the Realtor. But we have to leave now.”




“This place is perfect,” Xander said. 


“It used to be a fire station. But it was closed down a couple of years ago when there were budget cuts,” Dawn explained.


“It’s great. There’s living quarters upstairs. Kitchens, bathrooms. There’s wide open spaces for training. Storage area for equipment. Plus it’s located in Central Chicago. There’s no downside.”


“All of which I took into account when looking for a place. And the city’s eager to dump the property, so you can get a great deal on the price.”


Xander smiled at Dawn. “You found this. You are so amazing.”


Dawn blushed at the compliment. “I’m just trying to help.”


“Well, you did more than just help. You managed to find exactly what we needed. I thought we were going to spend the entire day at rundown places, instead we got it on the first try. Let me talk to the Realtor about the paperwork, then we can enjoy the rest of the day,” Xander headed towards the other room, stopped and turned back to Dawn. “Hey, let’s do something fun when we’re done here. Think of what you want to do today.”


Dawn smiled to herself as she watched him leave the room to talk to the Realtor. 




“Dear god, I think this place is bigger than Sunnydale,” Xander said.


“Navy Pier is about 10 football fields long,” Dawn informed him. “I’ve been wanting to go down it, but I never had anyone to go with.”


“Well, it’s a good thing I showed up. I’d hate for you to miss out on all the shopping.”


“We can shop after the Ferris Wheel. C’mon,” she said, grabbing Xander’s hand and pulling him along.


“I can’t remember the last time I actually just had a day off for fun. I’m not sure if I remember how it’s done.”


“It’ll come back to you. Just give it a moment.”


“Got it. So which stores did you want to hit first. I warn you that I can only carry so much.”


“Xander, don’t worry. I’m not going to make you blow the Council’s money.”


“The Council’s not paying for this. It’s all on me.”


“Then I’m definitely not splurging. I can’t make you spend whatever savings you have on me.”


Xander shook his head. “It’s really not a problem. After Sunnydale, I’ve been pretty well off. Anya left everything to me and… I’m sorry. You don’t want to hear me talk about her.”


“That’s okay. Go ahead,” Dawn said.


“No. I know most people didn’t like her. So I won’t bore you.”


“I want to hear you talk about her.”


“Why?” Xander asked.


“Because you smile when you reminisce. And I miss seeing you do that,” Dawn explained.


“In that case, Anya was actually pretty loaded when she died. I always knew she was a whiz with money, but I had no idea. She kept bank accounts scattered across the country and none of them were in local Sunnydale banks. It’s funny, because when we were engaged she never told me she was worth so much. She must have been hiding it from me,” Xander said, then gave a small laugh. “Either that, or after we broke up, she robbed a bank.”


Dawn laughed along with Xander. “That’s… wasn’t there a bank robbery that last year in—”


“FRIED TWINKIES!” Xander yelled, as he spotted the food kiosk. “We have got to try these.”




“Two hot dogs!” Xander yelled at the vendor.


“No more. Please, I’m begging you.”


“Dawn, normally I would let you bow out, but we’re at Wrigley Field. We have to try the hot dogs here,” Xander told her.


As the hot dogs were passed over to them, they settled back to watch the game. As the inning ended and the Cubs took the field, Dawn turned to Xander.


“All right, top five favorite moments. Let’s hear them.”


“Moments… like of my life?” Xander asked.


“Yeah. Like one of mine would be the night Mom came out of surgery. She had gotten a clean bill of health. The whole gang was at the hospital and everybody was so happy. Buffy and Riley spent the night at home, so you and Anya took me in and we went to see that hockey movie with the monkey. I think that was the last time everyone I cared about was right there.”


“I don’t know. I can’t think about that time without knowing how Riley would be taking off right afterwards, and how your Mom…” Xander trailed off. “Okay, right after graduation. There was this brief moment just after we blew up the school with the mayor in it. We just stood around and realized high school was over and we survived. But it ended and the ambulances arrived and I saw how many students hadn’t made it through the fight.”


 “I got one. The end of the last summer in Sunnydale. Buffy was actually spending time with me and even training me. You were practically living at the house, helping out with everything. And we didn’t have vengeance demon Anya, black eyed Willow, or bathroom rapist Spike to worry about. It was just us three,” Dawn said.


“That was a nice time,” Xander agreed. “All right, Senior year, the first day Buffy was back. We survived Angelus and the summer without a Slayer. Things were finally getting back to normal. Your turn.”


“Oh. Um… the Halloween engagement party we threw for you and Anya. Buffy seemed like she was settling in. Giles had just come back. I had a date lined up with someone I did not yet know was a vampire.”


“Ignorance is bliss. Until it bites you in the ass.”


“But I did enjoy that bliss. You’re up,” Dawn prompted him.


“The night… actually the morning after the Sisterhood of Jhe attacked.”


“Oh, god. Was that the night you slept with Faith?”


“Yeah, but that’s not the reason. The gang was preparing for the fight with the She-Demons, but they were keeping me locked out of it. So I wound up spending the night running around dealing with a zombie gang. By the end of the night, I stared down the leader of the gang and disabled a homemade bomb in the school basement. Then the next morning, I ran into Cordelia. She started ripping into me, but I just smiled and walked on by. It really pissed her off, ’cause she couldn’t figure out why I wasn’t paying attention to her.”


“Wow,” Dawn said. “I never knew that.”


“I never told anyone before. You’re the first person to hear about it.”


“Wow. Um… okay after I thought I was a potential Slayer and…” Dawn trailed off as she glanced at Xander. She saw a slow smile break out on his face, so she continued. “And you told me how difficult it was to be a normal person when everyone around you was special. Then you called me extraordinary. I just… it meant a lot to me to hear you say that.”


“I do have my moments,” Xander closed his eye in the memory. “All right, my next one is the night I came back from the hospital.”


“You mean when we had the huge fight with Buffy and kicked her out of the house?” Dawn asked.


“I think she threw herself out at that point. But before that happened, just as I got inside I got this flying tackle hug from you. In the hospital only Buffy and Willow were there. Buffy couldn’t get out fast enough. And Willow was on the verge of breaking down, so she wasn’t much help. But when I got back and the first thing that happened was you hugging me. That was the first time I actually thought things would be all right.” Xander took a bite from his hot dog, followed by a sip of his soda. 


“Okay, how many does that make? Is it five?”


“That’s four a piece. One left for each of us. What’s rounding out your list.”


“Honestly?” Xander asked. “I think today is cracking the top five for me.”


“Yeah,” Dawn agreed. “Me too.”



Sunday


Dawn sat inside Taggerty’s Bar and Grill, recounting in detail her activities the prior night to Trevor and Claire. 




“Then after the game, we went to Millennium Park. At first we tried to ice skate, but Xander wasn’t, well he sucked at it. Kept falling down. After he got tired of all the six year olds laughing and skating in circles around him, we went and walked through the gardens. We decided to rename all the flowers after whatever body part they most resembled. Turns out there are lot of flowers that are phallic shaped.”


“Sounds like a night to remember,” Claire observed.


“It was, hands down, the best day I’ve had in Chicago. I mean I never went to these places just on my own.”


“I’m sure the company wasn’t too shabby either,” Trevor added.


“That might have been a factor,” she said. “Oh, and although he had a meeting this morning, Xander called and said he wanted to meet me here. So tonight could be even better.”


“Sounds like you’re really into this guy.”


“Xander? No we’re just… Okay, yes. I’m really into him. I admit it. I swear, I feel just like I did growing up. It’s like that stupid crush never left. I mean some things are different. Xander didn’t ruffle my hair at the end of the night then go off to have sex with his girlfriend.”


“Bit of a mixed message with that one.”


“I know. I was convinced that all it would take was one kiss and he’d be so overcome with passion we would have mad passionate love right there. But that never happened,” Dawn lamented. “Of course, I was thirteen then, so it’s probably best he didn’t.”


“You’re not thirteen anymore, though,” Trevor pointed out.


“Yeah, and Xander’s finally twigged to that. I caught him checking out my cleavage last night at one point. I mean he pretended he didn’t but I could tell.”


“So what are you doing about that?” Claire asked.


“I’m wearing a wonder bra today,” Dawn answered. She pushed her chest out. “Is it working?”


“Very nice, but try putting your hands behind your back. It looks more natural. And try to sway,” Trevor advised. “Looks like he’s here.”


Dawn turned and spotted Xander coming in. He glanced around anxiously before spotting her.


“Dawn, great.”


“Hey, Xander. Glad you to see you. So what’s on the agenda for today? Because I was thinking we could go down the Magnificent Mile today. We could get a nice Sunday brunch then—”


“Yeah, I wanted to talk to you,” Xander interrupted. “I wanted to say how great this past week has been.”


Dawn nodded as she listened. She glanced at Trevor and saw him pushing his chest out and nodding to her. She clasped her hands behind her back and began gently swaying.


“I mean you’ve been such a huge help to me. With the help finding the building, then telling me about Caritas,” Xander’s eye glanced down. He quickly looked backup, but his gaze slowly fell back down. “’Cause I got to take all the people there… to prove to them about… like demons… and stuff…” He shook his head as his face flushed with heat.


“Did you want to grab a table?” Dawn asked.


“God, yes,” Xander answered.


As they sat down, Xander kept his head up, never lowering his gaze below Dawn’s chin. “As I was saying, you’ve done so much. Giving me a place to crash, so I wouldn’t be stuck in yet another hotel room, cleaning me up after I was roughed up.”


“I couldn’t just ignore you.”


“Actually, yeah you could have. But you didn’t. And just hanging out with you has been so great. This past week has been phenomenal.”


Dawn beamed. “It’s been pretty cool for me too.”


“Glad to hear it,” Xander said. “I just wanted to let you know that and say goodbye before I left.”


“Goodbye?” Shock flashed across her face. “I thought you said you would be out here for at least a couple of weeks.”


“Well, I finished everything I needed to. I got the contacts set up. And this morning I met with the Realtor and signed all the papers to buy the place we saw yesterday. Hell, if you hadn’t helped me out, it would have taken a lot longer.”


“So, you’re leaving?” Dawn’s voice cracked.


“Yeah. I already talked to Robin and Faith, so they’re waiting for me. I just… I had to say goodbye. This has been… I’ll never forget this past week.”


Xander leaned in and hugged Dawn. She sat rigid for a second before hugging him tightly in return.


“You’re really going.”


“Yeah, I am,” Xander said.


“Of course you are. You told me that when you got here. So, it was fun hanging with you. Say hi to the gang out there.”


“Sure,” Xander mumbled. “Hey, I’ll give you a call once I get out there. Sound good?”


Dawn nodded and turned away. With her back to him, she wiped a tear from her eye.


“So, I guess that’s it. I’ll… I’m glad you were here… It was… I’m just glad to have spent time with you.”


Xander turned and headed out the door. As the door closed after him, Dawn sat down at the bar. The tears began rolling down her cheek.


“Oh, Dawn. Are you okay?” Claire asked.


“Yeah,” Dawn sniffled. “I mean, I don’t know what I was expecting. I knew he would be leaving as soon as he did his work. Stupid to think otherwise. I’m so stupid.”


“Hey, you’re not stupid,” Trevor said. “He’s the stupid one. If he can’t see how great you are then he’s not worth the effort.”


“He’s not stupid, but thank you for saying that,” she said, wiping her eyes.




Xander got in his Humvee and stared blankly out the front window. 


“Mr. Xander? Are we leaving now?” 


Xander turned to his passenger, the small Fraggle named Gobo. “Yeah, I just… give me a moment. Then we’ll head on out.”


Xander rested his forehead on the steering wheel, taking deep breaths. After a minute he sat back up.


“I’m sorry,” Gobo said.


Xander glanced at him. “What are you sorry about?”


“For whatever bad thing happened to you.”


“Uh, what… No bad thing happened to me, Gobo.”


“Are you sure?” Gobo asked. “You look so sad. And silly creatures only look sad when something bad happens to them. I learned that from my careful study of them.”


Xander chuckled. “Well, you’re the expert. But I’m not sad because something bad happened. I…there’s…”


“Why are you sad, Mr. Xander?”


“When people… sometimes you have to…” Xander trailed off. He took a deep breath. “I’m sad because I haven’t said what I need to say.”


Trevor placed the drink before Dawn, as Claire talked to her.


“Maybe you should take a couple days rest,” she advised. “You’ve been showing Xander around town all week on top of going to class. You could use a day or two off.”


“I don’t want to stay home. If I do that, I’ll just lie in bed feeling like crap.”


“Then we could do something. I could use a nice brunch today. What do you say? My treat,” Claire offered.


“I’m not very hungry.”


Trevor stood before Dawn. “The important thing is to not let this knock you down. Just remember, the best medicine is… walking right back in towards you.”


Dawn turned and saw Xander coming back into Taggerty’s. He strode over to her.


“Dawn, I… have you been crying? I… never mind. I have to ask you something,” he said.


“What? Aren’t you supposed to be on the road?”


Xander took a deep breath. “What if I didn’t go to San Francisco? What if I stayed here in Chicago? I could ask for a staff position in the new branch.”


“Then… then you would wind up working for Willow. And Kennedy. And last I checked, you weren’t on speaking terms with them,” Dawn said.


“So, I suck it up and make peace with them. I’ll apologize, I’ll grovel, I’ll beg if I have to. Hell, right now I would take a job as Principal Snyder’s personal ass wiper if it meant I could stay in Chicago.”


“Why… why is staying so important to you?” 


“Because until this past week I’ve been wandering around feeling emotionally dead for so long. But I realized something.”


“What did you realize?”


“How much I need you in my life. I love telling you about my day over a meal. I love being able to talk about whatever’s bugging me and knowing you’re really listening. I love going to sleep knowing I’m going to spend time with you the next day. I love waking up in the morning and you’re the first person I see. I love…” Xander paused, building up his nerve. “I love you. Dawn Summers, I love you.”


Dawn stood, barely breathing, absorbing what he just said.


“I know this is out of the blue,” Xander continued. “But I had to tell you. And I know that you’ll need time to take this all in. I won’t push you, but please just—”


Dawn launched herself at Xander, pulling him into a deep kiss. He froze, then began kissing her back. His hand came up and cupped her face.


Claire and Trevor smiled as they watched the two. Claire turned to Trevor. “I think we should give them a little privacy.”


“I just never get tired of seeing this moment,” Trevor said, before returning to the bar. 


Claire walked away, not noticing the small figure climb up onto one of the bar stools. Trevor glanced and saw the figure sitting before him.


“Mr. Trevor, is Mr. Xander going to be happy now?” Gobo asked.


“He’s going to be fine,” Trevor answered.


“I said what you told me to. Did that help?”


“It sure did, little dude. You were great. And I’ve got some fresh radishes for you as a reward.”


Trevor placed a plate of sliced radishes before Gobo. The Fraggle quickly began devouring them as Trevor looked back at Xander and Dawn. “Damn, I’m good.”










Wonders Never Cease


Dawn awoke early Sunday morning. She stretched out her arms and wobbled her head around, working out the kinks in her neck. She let out a soft sigh and closed her eyes, enjoying the quiet moment. Turning over, she watched the sleeping figure next to her. As she studied his sleeping form, her thoughts turned to the night before.


That was awesome!


Holy crap! I’ve had sex with guys before, but it never lasted over an hour, let alone three. I always thought Anya was exaggerating when she talked about Xander’s stamina. But she was underselling him if anything. Oh my god, I can’t wait to do it again. Actually, I better get a full meal and stash some bottled water around the bed before we go again, just in case. I can’t believe I enjoyed it that much. Well I plan on having a whole lot of wild sex just like that every chance I get. Does that make me a slut? No, not if it’s with the same guy.


Dawn glanced over at Xander’s sleeping form. 


Huh, never been so close to him while he’s sleeping before.


She lifted up the bedsheet and looked him over.


Not bad. He should really stop wearing so many baggy clothes. It doesn’t do him justice.


She studied the three long pale scars across his chest. 


Those most be from when he stopped Willow at Kingman’s Bluff. I know he got hurt some, but I never knew it left such a mark.


Dawn caressed the scars and her fingers brushed over his body examining the other reminders of old wounds.


Looks like a burn mark on his elbow, and if I’m not mistaken that’s a vampire bite mark on his shoulder.


Her fingers came down to his abdominals and stopped at a round puckered scar.


The hell? That’s a bullet wound. He said he was just grazed. That lying liar guy. I am so going to give him a piece of my mind when he wakes up. In fact, I’m going to wake him up right now.


Dawn paused, and a wicked smile broke out on her face.


Of course, I can make sure he wakes up happy.


She licked her lips and lowered her head, while raising the bedsheet.


“What are you looking for?” a high pitched voice asked.


Dawn bolted up, clutching the sheet to her nude form. She elbowed Xander in the side, waking him as she looked for the source of the voice.


A small figure about two feet tall, with orange skin and bright pink hair sat at the foot of the bed, intently watching Dawn.


“If you’re having trouble finding it, maybe I can help. I like helping people find things. It’s a great way to make friends. Will you be my friend?”


Xander slowly sat up and saw the creature. “Oh. Morning, Gobo. When’d you get in?”


“Just this morning, Mr. Xander. I’ve had the most wonderful time exploring this part of outer space. Did you know that Silly Creatures from all around the city gather to a field named Wrigley? They come because they like watching a group called the Cubs. They come every day to watch the Cubs play simple games. The Cubs usually lose these games. The people keep coming everyday, so they must like watching the Cubs lose.” 


“Hey, there’s still time in the season for them to turn things around. They’re due,” Xander said. He glanced at Dawn. “Oh, yeah. Dawn, this is Gobo Fraggle. He’s been traveling with me for a while now. He’s studying Silly Creatures, that’s humans, in outer space, that’s you know, above ground. He’s very gentle and inquisitive, so be nice. Gobo, this is Dawn Summers. She’s a friend of mine going back years. And we just started dating. Now there are some fresh radishes in the kitchen. Dawn and I would like to do some boyfriend and girlfriend stuff that Silly Creatures only do in private.”


“Okay, Mr. Xander. It was nice meeting you, Ms. Dawn. I hope we can become best friends,” Gobo said. With that, he hopped off the bed and walked out of the bedroom.


Dawn turned to Xander. “Traveling companion?”


“Yeah. He’s actually pretty fun on the long drives. But don’t get him singing. He’ll start up and never end. I still have that one song stuck in my head.”


“So, you wanted to do some boyfriend girlfriend stuff? What might that entail?” Dawn asked, pulling Xander close to her. He leaned in for a kiss, but stopped an inch away.


What’s he waiting for? Is it me? Oh my god, I must have total morning breath, and he doesn’t want to kiss my skanky mouth. Oh god, I haven’t even showered yet either. I’m smelling pretty ripe, and he doesn’t want to say anything.


Xander grimaced. “Sorry, but I just remembered I have to call Giles. I still need to talk to him about me getting some kind of staff position for the Chicago branch. Can we put this on hold for an hour? I promise to make it worth the wait.”


“Go on. I’ll be waiting.”


Xander leaned in and kissed her. Pulling back he had a goofy smile on his face. “Damn, that just doesn’t get old.” He got up off the bed and headed towards the door, but stopped and stepped back to the bed. He lifted the sheet and glanced at Dawn’s figure. “Awesome. It is so cool that now I can do that anytime… that you let me.”


Dawn watched him grab his pants and hop into them as he exited the bedroom. 




Xander took a deep breath before dialing.


Okay, been putting this off long enough. I just have to beg Giles to let me help out in the Chicago branch. Maybe get him to convince Willow to take me on. As long as I get an assignment in the city


He dialed and held his breath as the phone rang.


“This is Rupert Giles.”


“Hey, Giles. It’s Xander.”


“Xander, good to hear from you. How are you faring in setting up the Chicago headquarters?”


“Ahead of schedule,” Xander answered. “I found a place to set up headquarters and put a down payment on it. I made a contact with a detective in the Chicago PD. He’s in the know. Him and his friend in the Canadian consulate will give us a heads up when anything supernatural pops up with the police and help us out if we ever show up on the police radar. And I contacted an MD who specializes in emergency treatment and surgery to deal with any injuries and a psychiatrist to give therapy sessions for everyone in Chicago.”


“Excellent work, Xander. I must say I’m impressed. Now I’d like to talk to you about your next assignment,” Giles said. “You were talking about a staff position in San Francisco.”


“Yeah, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Things have changed, and I would really like some sort of staff position in Chicago. I know Willow will probably be in charge, and I’m okay with that. I’m okay with working under whoever you put in charge. All I want… What I need is a staff assignment in Chicago. Please.” 


He listened to the silence on the other end. After a few seconds, a low chuckle coming from Giles. “To be honest, I don’t think a staff position would be appropriate for you.”


Xander closed his eye in frustration. “That’s great. That’s just great, Giles. I spent two years of my life on another continent because you needed someone out there. I’ve spent the last year roaming across the country, cut off from any friends or family so I can run your errands for you. But I’m not good enough for a staff position. I mean, even fucking Andrew has a staff position! He’s been part of almost every posting available.”


“Xander! Please just give me a moment to talk.”


He gripped the phone tightly in his hand. “Fine. Explain.”


“As you know, ever since the old Council was wiped out by the First, we’ve had a shortage of Watchers with field experience. When you originally asked about San Francisco, I was hesitant because we already have Robin and Faith out there. I ordinarily wouldn’t assign two Watchers with such experience to the same post but due to their relationship they won’t take separate posts. It would be waste of your talents to also assign you there.”


“So, you don’t want me in Chicago because Willow and Kennedy will be there and it would be a waste also?” Xander asked.


“While it’s true Willow asked about the posting, she’s much better suited working as the official liaison with the World Coven Association.”


“But if she’s not going to run the branch, what’s the problem? I can work with whoever you choose.”


“Xander sometimes you can be quite obtuse. The reason I don’t want you as a staff of the Chicago branch is because I want you to run the Chicago branch,” Giles explained. He waited for a response, but heard only silence. “Xander? Xander, are you there?”


“Uh, yeah. I just… You really want me in charge?”


“Of course. Really, you do undersell yourself. You worked as Sam Zabuto’s right hand man, and that was setting up and running the affairs for an entire continent. And as you noted, for the past year you’ve been working without any direct supervision. You’ve helped train Slayers, manage teams, and are one of the most experienced people we have. Of course I want you in charge.” 


“Oh. It’s just… I wasn’t expecting that. I don’t know if I’m up for it,” Xander said. 



“I understand that this is an important decision. So take a few days to think it over. But I’m confident you’ll agree,” Giles said. “Oh, and Xander?”


“Yeah?”


“You do know the only reason Andrew has had so many posting is that as soon as he arrives, whoever’s in charge tries to get him reassigned someplace else?” 


“Oh. Yeah. That makes sense.”


“In any event, give it some thought. And if you need to talk or anything, give me a call.”


“Yeah, will do,” Xander said, then hung up the phone. He sat in his chair staring at the phone, going over the conversation. He lost track of how long he sat when Dawn’s scream from the bedroom cut through quiet.




Dawn stood at the bathroom counter gargling mouthwash. 


Okay, breath? Check. Face?


She glanced in the mirror, then washed her face. 


Okay, presentable. Now, outfit.


Dawn walked back into the bedroom, towards her dresser. She pulled out a couple different shirts and stood before the mirror.


What would I look the most sexy in? Way too tight T-shirt? One of Xander’s button down shirts? Or maybe just au naturale. I can definitely pull off that—


A shimmering light appeared in the middle of the room. It faded away, leaving a man standing two feet from Dawn’s nude form.


“Alexander Harris, I’ve come to— Oh my god.”


“Eeeeeeee!”


“I’m so sorry.”


“Aaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


Xander burst into the bedroom, clutching a butcher’s knife in his hand. He spotted Dawn standing by the bed, covering herself with a bed sheet. Across the room, the newcomer stood, blushing furiously while averting his gaze. 


“I apologize profusely, ma’am,” the intruder apologized. “I assure you I had no intention to appear at such an inappropriate time.” 


It took a moment, but Xander recognized the man. He walked up to the tall sandy haired man. “Leo? Leo Wyatt?”


“Xander, do you know this guy?” Dawn demanded.


“Yeah, we met a few months back. I have no idea why he popped in to ogle you though.”


“I honestly didn’t know this young lady was here,” he pointed to Dawn, then stared intently at the floor. “I was coming to speak to you.” 


Xander glanced at Dawn. “I don’t think he’d show up here unless it was important.”


“It is,” Leo said, holding his hand up to block his view of Dawn while addressing Xander.


“Go talk to him. Just give me some privacy and I’ll be dressed in a couple of minutes,” Dawn said.




“So, Leo. It’s been a while. What brings you over here?” Xander asked.


“I’m calling in the favor you owe me,” Leo answered.


“Favor? When did I owe you a… Oh. Yeah. So you looked into Amy. How is she?”


“Ms. Madison is… She wasn’t in a good place when her Whitelighter found her.”


Xander grimaced. “How bad was it?”


“You don’t want to know. But she’s getting better. Slowly, but it’s happening. And it’ll be a long time before she’s fully recovered.”


“Thanks. She’s had it rough. I’m glad someone’s looking out for her now,” he said. “So what’s with the whole working with the Watcher’s Council now? Last time I saw you, you said the Elders didn’t want anything to do with us.”


Leo nodded. “Apparently you and your friend made a pretty big impression on the Halliwell sisters. They spent the next few months badgering the Elders about getting help and working with others. Finally, the Elders agreed to limited cooperation with several conditions. At that point your Mr. Wood was in town, and we hammered out the details. To be honest the girls and I thought you would be coming out to work with them.”


“Yeah. I was actually planning on that. But things changed between me and Dawn, as you saw.”


“More than I intended. I’ll inform Phoebe. She was wondering.”


“Geez, For some reason I feel like I owe her an apology. Maybe I should get her a card. Do they have ‘I’m sorry I hooked up with another girl instead of you’ cards?” 


“Perhaps Hallmark,” Leo replied. “Look, the reason I came here is because I need your help. There’s a dark mage targeting innocents for a demon. The targets are people who are significant in some supernatural way. A Whitelighter charge was in danger, but I got her to safety. Unfortunately that’s all I’m allowed to do. The mage is still out there and others are in danger. Last time I saw you, you said if someone needed help that I couldn’t give them to call you. Well, that’s what I’m doing.”


“Okay, I’ll talk to Giles. We’ll see if we can get someone over there soon.”


“Not soon. Now. You owe me for this, Xander.”


“Yeah,” Xander admitted. “I guess I do. I was hoping to spend a little more time just relaxing with Dawn, but I’ll go and take care of it. Where is this happening?”


“Upstate New York. Right on the Canadian border. You’ll probably like visiting there. It’s in—”


“Niagara Falls?” Xander asked with a sigh.


“Yes. How’d you know?”


“It figures. Let me talk to Dawn, then I’ll be on a plane out to Niagara Falls this afternoon.”


“We’re going to Niagara Falls?” Dawn asked, coming out of the bedroom. “Cool. But don’t you think you’re rushing things a little?”




Dawn gripped the armrests of her seat as Xander gazed out the window of the plane.


“Check out the view. There’s no clouds, so you can see really far,” Xander observed. He turned and saw Dawn’e eyes clenched shut. “Hey, you okay?”


“I’m fine. I just don’t need to look out the window right now,” she answered. 


“You sure? It really is nice.”


“I’m sure. I just don’t like flying.”


“Really?” he asked. “I mean you flew to Europe and back. How’d you handle that?”


“Fistful of Xanax,” Dawn explained. “But how come you’re okay with flying? I read the report that said you were in a plane crash in Africa.”


“That? That wasn’t a crash. The plane just… landed… really quickly… Then one of the wings fell off. But it was reattached for the flight the next night.”


She shook her head. “Can you put the shade down on the window?”


“Sure. Anything for you,” Xander said. “I only had it up ‘cuz I like to check for gremlins on the wings. But out of the fifty plus flights I’ve been on, I’ve only seen them three times. So we’re probably safe.” 


“Oh god,” she moaned. “Help me take my mind off flying.”


“Well there is one thing we could do,” Xander suggested.


“What?”


“Do you know what the mile high club is?”


“Yes, I know. And no, we’re not going to,” she said. “I am way too tense for that.”


“Sorry. Tell, you what, turn your back towards me.”


As Dawn turned, Xander began to rub her neck and shoulders. “Oh, god, that feels good. Your hands are amazing.”


“Well, that is why Giles hired me.”


“Oh! Did you talk to him yet?” Dawn asked.


“Yeah, about that. Giles had this crazy idea that I could be in charge of the Chicago branch. Funny, huh?”


“That’s great! You stay in Chicago and get to work with a team again.”


“Yeah. You really think I could do it?” Xander asked.


“Of course. Hell, ask any one of the Slayers or Watchers you’ve worked with. You can do this. Besides you kept telling me how you want to work with a team again. And if one of the team wants to do something stupid like trust and work with someone evil, you can tell them ‘Hell, no’ because you’re in charge.” 


Xander’s eye flickered. “That would be pretty sweet. I wouldn’t have to be ignored or keep quiet. Of course, I’d want someone I know I can trust working with me.”


Dawn nodded. “You could see if any of the African Watchers or Slayers would like to relocate. And there’s some of the American Slayers. Didn’t you mention working with one of the surviving old regime Watcher? You can ask him. And there’s also—”


“You.”


“Me?”


“Yeah,” Xander said. “You. I’m pretty sure I mentioned how you’d be the first person I’d want with me if I ever could choose a team. You know I wasn’t just saying that to make you feel better. I meant every word.”


“You did mention something about that,” she smiled. “But that’s a big decision.”


“Yeah, but so’s mine. And you’re working off the assumption I’m just going to do it,” he pointed out.


“True,” she admitted. “Okay, so you haven’t decided yet. But if you do take it, who will you want on your team?”


“Besides you?”


“Besides me.”


“Well, there’s Rona. I’ve worked with her a few times. We’ve gotten on well enough.”


“Isn’t she the one that hated all the Scooby Gang?” she asked.


“I wouldn’t say hated. She has a healthy skepticism, more like it. Strong dislike at the most.”


“So how come she gets along with you?”


“C’mon, Dawn,” Xander said, flashing a smile. “What woman can resist my charm?”


Dawn raised an eyebrow. “Is that a question you really want to ask now that we’ve just begun dating?”




It had been a busy month for Jaye Tyler. So far she had been nagged into throwing a cup of coffee at a visiting state Senator, dancing the Macarena in the middle of lunch, and yelling fire in a crowded movie theater. The end result of these incidents was a student winning a writing scholarship and becoming the first in her family to attend college, a childless couple adopting an orphan, and an 80s hair metal band reuniting. 


She currently stood at the security gates of the Niagara Falls International Airport watching her brother Aaron say goodbye to her childhood friend Mahandra. Mahandra and Aaron hugged, then kissed before she turned and headed toward the security checkpoint. Aaron walked back to Jaye and they waved goodbye. 


“I can’t believe you hogged my goodbye to Mahandra,” Jaye complained.


“Excuse me? She’s my girlfriend.”


“But she’s been my best friend for most of our lives. You’ve just been the brother of her best friend for years. I have seniority. And here you are, crapping all over my seniority. I should have done the final hug goodbye.” 


“Sorry, but ever since we started having sex, I jumped ahead in line,” Aaron replied. “But if it’s any consolation, we have been arguing lately. When we hugged she took one last chance to nag me about getting my own place.”


“She has a point. You’re still living with Mom and Dad. I figure you’d be sick of it by now. I mean, how many times have you walked in on them having sex?” she asked.


“Well, that last time was really my fault. I should have noticed the tie on the doorknob before I came into the living room. Besides, I’m still a student. I don’t even have a crappy job like yours to afford a crappy place like yours to live.”


“Still a student? You got your degree with a double major. You finished your thesis months ago. I’m pretty sure there aren’t any classes left for you to take.”


“I’m taking some hours in Ancient Greek, and medieval French,” Aaron explained.


“Have you tried maybe getting a job?” Jaye asked.


“As what? I’m an expert on philosophy, comparative religion and folklore, and ancient languages. Not exactly a job market for that,” he answered.


“Spill the coffee.”


Jaye looked around for the sound of the voice. She spotted a little girl sitting down in front of a table. The girl had a backpack by her side with a teddy bear sticking out of it… The bear’s head swiveled around to look at her.


“Spill the coffee,” the bear ordered.


Jaye sighed as she spotted a cup of coffee on the table by the girl. She reached out and knocked the cup over, spilling coffee over the table. The trail of coffee ran to the edge of the table and dripped onto the little girl’s white dress. 


“Mommy! My dress is dirty!” the girl cried out.


“Laura! I told you to be careful. Hold still,” the girl’s mother ordered. The mother began rummaging through her purse for a tissue. “Honestly, the flight is over ten hours. Do you really want to sit through that in a stained dress?” She began pulling out an old handkerchief, then stopped. A moment later, she began frantically digging through her purse. “Where is it? I thought I packed them.” 


The mother pulled out a cell phone, and dialed a number. “Sean? Can you check my desk? I think I left my passports there. Uh, huh. Okay. Can you please run them down to the airport? Thanks.” She hung up and turned to her daughter. “Lucky your dress got dirty. Otherwise I wouldn’t have noticed we didn’t have our passports. We would have been in big trouble when the flight landed without those.”


Jaye rolled her eyes as she watched the scene. Aaron turned to her. “So those animals still telling you to do stuff?”


“Yep.”


“Think you can tone it down until you get back home?” he asked.


“Like I have any control over it,” Jaye muttered.


Brother and sister walked through the airport heading for the garage. Just as they approached the gift shop, Jaye saw a kiosk selling souvenir stuffed animals. The stand had dozens of them. She eyed then warily and quickened her pace. Jaye groaned as she saw the head of a stuffed moose swivel to watch her as she approached.


“I don’t see why you keep complaining about them,” Aaron said. “You have definite proof that there are forces beyond our understanding. And they’ve chosen you as their instrument to help people. You should be grateful. I’d love to have some higher calling for my life. But all you do is whine.” 


“Wow, you make getting jerked around, harassed, and driven to the point of insanity sound so appealing.”


“Push your brother,” the moose commanded.


“Maybe you should stop trying to fight it,” Aaron continued.


“Push him.”


“For once you should just go with the flow.”


“PUSH HIM!”


Jaye shrugged, then shoved her brother with all her strength.




“Because that’s what Santa does to bad boys and girls,” Xander said. The troop of Cub Scouts stood in rapt attention before him. Their faces paled as most of them stood in silence. One of the boys in the back began to cry quietly. 


“Xander!” Dawn yelled. “They just asked how you lost your eye. There’s no need to scare them.”


“Sorry, Dawn,” Xander turned back to the Cub Scouts. “Don’t worry. Santa will never think you’re bad as long as you follow my advice. So remember what I said. If you stand by your friends and work together, there’s nothing you can’t do. Even the weakest person can provide crucial help, so don’t exclude them. And always remember the number one rule. What is it?”


“Bros before hos!” the boys chorused.


“That’s right. Now run along,” Xander dismissed them. He turned to Dawn. “Good kids.”


She frowned at him. “Bros before hos? Do I fall under that?”


“Dawn, of course not. Just remember, you’re my bro and my ho,” Xander assured her. Her frown turned into a glare. “Or possibly something much less offensive,” he quickly added. “You know what? I’m going to pick up some flowers for you, because you’re so wonderful and deserve them.”


“He’s good in bed, he gives me massages,” Dawn told herself. “I will forgive you.”


“Which only shows how wonderful you are,” he quickly pecked her on the cheek. “I love you. C’mon, the gift shop is up ahead.”


“You don’t actually have to get me flowers,” she assured him.


“I know. But I want to. I’ve never gotten you flowers before. So these will be special,” Xander told her. “So I’ll just pop in and—”


Xander was abruptly cut off as a lanky man with poufy hair fell backwards, colliding into him. The impact knocked Xander off balance, causing him to stumble down a step and fall to the ground.


“Jaye! What the hell?” the man got up and gave a hand to Xander. “I’m very sorry. My sister just pushed me into you. I’m Aaron Tyler,” he introduced himself. He pointed to the short slender brown haired twenty-five year old woman next to him. “This is my sister Jaye.”


“Xander Harris. So what’d you do to piss off your sister so much that — Oww!” Xander hobbled over to a nearby chair. “I think I twisted my ankle.”


“Oh, god, I am so sorry,” Jaye apologized. “We were just up to some… tomfoolery and things got out of hand.”


“You shoved me,” Aaron pointed out. “Why the hell did you do that?”


“I had my…” Jaye gestured to the stuffed moose doll, “reasons.” 


Her brother sighed and walked over to the kiosk. He picked out the doll and paid for it. As he did so, Jaye checked on Xander.


“So, is it any better?” she asked.


“It still hurts. I can hobble around some, but not much,” Xander answered.


“Can you still rent a car?” Dawn asked. “I mean, you can’t drive with your right ankle hurt. And I’m under twenty-five, so they won’t rent one to me.”


“Push him,” the moose in Aaron’s hand intoned.


Jaye shrugged and turned to Xander. “It’s probably not that bad. Maybe you should just … walk it off?”


The moose shook its head, then raised a hoof and pointed it at Aaron.“Push him!” Jaye shook her head in confusion. The moose pointed at Xander and Dawn. “Get them help.”


“Maybe my brother can drive you? It’s only fair considering he’s the one who’s responsible for hurting you, at least from a legal viewpoint.”


“You shoved me!” he protested. Jaye pointed to the moose. Aaron shook his head and turned back to Xander and Dawn. “We’re sorry for any pain and inconvenience. Can we make it up to you by driving you where you need to go?”


“Yeah, I guess so. Right now I’d like to get to someplace I can access the local papers. And maybe someplace I can rest my ankle.”


“How about our family house?” Jaye offered. “You can rest up there. We’ve also got this past week’s papers. And you can use Aaron’s laptop for internet access for anything else.” 


The group headed out to the parking lot. As Aaron grabbed Xander’s bag, he passed off the moose to his sister. She help it up close and whispered to it. “You could be more specific. Pronouns can get confusing. Could you just try using a proper noun?” 




“You assaulted two tourists?”


Jaye winced as her sister, Sharon Tyler, shouted at her. “I didn’t assault them. It was an accident.”


“An accident? Like running over Dad in the driveway was an accident? Or when you threw a TV set at your boyfriend’s ex-wife?” 


“I didn’t know she was standing right outside the window. Besides, he wasn’t my boyfriend at the time.”


“And she was still his wife,” Aaron added.


“You’re not helping,” she told him. Turning back to her sister, she continued. “Look, Sharon. His ankle will be fine by tomorrow. Until then, it’s only fair that we provide them shelter in their time of need.”


“You have to explain it to Mom and Dad,” Sharon told her. “I have to head out now. Don’t let them near Mom’s jewelry box.”


In the kitchen, Xander sat at the desk with his foot propped up. He was logged onto Aaron’s laptop, searching local newsgroups. Dawn sat at the table with the week’s newspapers spread across it. 


“I’ve got a member of the Satsuma Indian tribe killed in a mugging two days ago,” Dawn said. “He was a respected member of his tribe, serving the traditional role of medicine man during official ceremonies.”


“Sounds like he may have been a victim of the mage we’re looking for. I found a report online about a New Age shop being burgled last night.”


“Think they’re related?”


“Could be,” Xander replied. “Every mage needs supplies. We should probably check out the shop.”


“You mean, I should check out the shop,” Dawn pointed out. “You’re still Hobbling Joe. I’ll pop over and see if I can find anything, while you stay here and keep looking online.”


“Dawn, this guy is dangerous,” he warned her. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”


“I know. And I don’t want to get hurt. But if I’m going to be working as a Watcher, I’ll have to do some footwork when researching. Besides, whoever robbed the shop won’t be coming back. I’ll be perfectly safe.”




Xander sat at the table, drumming his fingers impatiently. He pulled out his cellphone and stared at it.


“A watched phone never rings.” 


Xander looked up and saw Aaron at the doorway. “You should relax. My sister is with your girlfriend, so they should be all right.”


“Your sister knows how to keep out of trouble?” he asked.


“Not quite,” Aaron laughed. “More like she gets into trouble, freaks out, drags people into it, weird shit happens, then somehow it all comes out okay. So you don’t have to worry.”


“Is there something… special about your sister? There’s something a little…”


“Yeah, that’s my sister. Special would describe her. The whole situation is pretty complicated. What about your girlfriend? You seem pretty worried about her,” Aaron asked.


“Can’t really help it. I’ve known her for a while, but we just started dating. And with my history, I’m worried I’ll screw it up somehow,” Xander explained. “Plus she’s urging me to take this new job.”


“Tell me about it. My girlfriend has been saying we need to have long talks about our future.” The two men gave a small shudder at the thought. “And apparently the most important aspect of our future is me getting a job she approves of.”


“Harsh,” Xander sympathized. 


“I know. Plus I have to deal with the fact that I’m dating my little sister’s best friend.”


“Know what you mean. I’m dating my high school friend’s little sister.” The phone rang at that moment, causing Xander to jump up and dive for the phone. “Hello?”


“Hey, Xander. It’s me,” Dawn’s voice came from the other end. “I have some info for you. I spoke with the shop owner. She says the burglar stole a lot of high end items. But the interesting part is that over half of the stuff stolen was part of an order placed for one customer last week. The customer never showed up for his stuff. The owner was trying to reach them when the shop was hit.”


“Interesting. You have a name on the customer?”


“Yeah, Edward Rome. I’m getting a list of the stolen items right now. And the owner’s also getting me info on Mr. Rome. Maybe we can track him down. Oh, I have a fun fact for you. While Mr. Rome had an out of state driver’s license, he also has a library card to the local university library.”


“Okay. Call me when you get more info on this,” Xander ended the call and turned to Aaron. “Why would someone from out of town get a library card to a local university.”




Aaron walked into the university library with Xander behind him, using a cane.


“Basically, more people use the university library system than the city libraries. They’re open longer, have a larger selection, and are part of the New York University system. Non students can pay an annual fee to get membership,” Aaron told Xander. He went up to the front desk. “I worked here for a few semesters when I was researching my thesis. Hey, Karen,” he greeted the head librarian.


“So our suspect must have used the library. How does that help us?” Xander asked.


“Allow me to show you,” Aaron turned to the woman he greeted. “Fran, can you do me a favor? Some guy hit my car backing out of the parking lot. He took off, but I found a receipt with his name on it. Can I check the system, maybe get an address on him?”


“Help yourself, Aaron. Hell, you know the system better than I do.” 


Aaron led Xander behind the counter, then pulled up a chair to sit down in front of the computer. “I worked here for three semesters when I was writing my thesis. I was here for eighteen hours out of the day, I figured I might as well get paid for it.”


Xander watched as Aaron began typing at the keyboard. “Isn’t this confidential information? Not that I’m complaining, but aren’t you breaking some rules here? Your friend could come back and bust us.”


“I think they mentioned something about confidentiality in the five minutes of training they give. But the school should really pay more than minimum wage if they want us to take that seriously. Looking up personal information is like one of the few perks of working here.” Aaron went back to computer.


“I really appreciate you and your sister helping us out.”


“No problem. My sister seems to think we need to help you, so that’s what I’m doing,” he paused as the information came up on the computer screen. “Okay, Mr. Rome’s address is a PO Box. No luck there. He does have a few e-mail addresses. Names on the e-mail include Edgar Roth, Elliot Reynolds, and get this, Eleanor Rigby.”


“Same initials. Edward Rome is probably a fake name too,” Xander speculated.


“You know Edward?”


Xander turned to the voice. Karen the librarian stood before him. “Not personally. Do you know him?”


“Well, he is a very charming man.”


“What’s he like?”


“He’s older. Not ancient, but definitely well traveled.”


“Anything else? Is he… attractive?” Xander asked.


“Oh, he… he’s not bad looking. But it’s his voice. He has the most amazing British accent. It sounds like…” Karen blushed. “Sorry, I have a thing for accents. Anyway, you must have just missed him.”


“He was here today?”


“Yes. He left maybe five minutes before you two showed up.”


“What was he doing?” Aaron asked.


“He was logged onto one of the computers.”


“Which one?”


“Station 12.”


Aaron got up and walked over to the station, with Xander following him. “I’m going to see if we can bring up his browser history. Maybe get an idea about what he’s doing in town.” Aaron told him. 


As Xander trailed behind him, he opened his cell phone, and called Dawn.


“Hey, Dawn? It’s me.”


“Xander, I found out some more stuff on our mystery man. Okay, he bought a few small busts of different gods his first time in. They include Loki, Huehuecoytl, Anasee, and Eshu. Fun fact about all these gods—”


“They’re tricksters.” 


“Got it in one. Pretty good. Looks like all that research in high school paid off,” Dawn observed.


“Well, I knew Loki from comic books. And I heard a lot about Eshu when I was in West Africa.”


“So, this plus the initials on our target’s fake name makes me think I know who we’re dealing with.”


“It’s Ethan Rayne.”


“Oh,” Dawn said, disappointed. “I thought I was being all clever figuring it out.”


“Well, it took me several aliases, an eyewitness description, plus your latest news before it clicked for me. I’m still trying to put it together though,” Xander glanced over to Aaron, who sat before the computer, pretending not to eavesdrop. “Ethan’s a cowardly weasel, but he’s not a psychopath. Why would he be behind the deaths?”


“Well,” she mused. “He does do contract work. He was behind the band candy thing for the Mayor. Or maybe he’s in trouble. He was perfectly willing to let Buffy take his place when a demon was after him.”


“You may be on to something,” Xander agreed. “Leo said the people targeted have some kind of connection with the supernatural,” Aaron’s head came up at this. Xander saw the questioningly look, but ignored it as he continued his call. “Maybe there’s a third party that Ethan is trying to satisfy.”


“It’s possible. I got a lead on an address Ethan may have stayed at last week. I went down to the grocery store and asked about him. He had deliveries sent to a local house up to a few days ago. Jaye and I are going to check it out,” Dawn told him.


“You sure you want to bring her along?”


“She kind of insisted that she come along. Actually at first, it seemed like she was eager to ditch me. But then she changed her mind and said she had to come. It was in a real put upon tone of voice too. Like how Buffy would act when Mom would ask her to do the dishes. I think there’s something off about her.”


“As long as she doesn’t try to kill us, I don’t care,” Xander replied. “Can you give me the address of the place you’re checking out?”


“Yeah, 1537 Bridge Street. It’s down by the railroad. I’ll call you if I find anything.”


Xander ended the call and turned back to Aaron. He saw the skeptical look on Aaron’s face. “So, how much of that did you hear?”


“Enough to reconsider how I’m spending my day. This guy you’re looking for is involved in some recent deaths?” Aaron asked. “And they’re related to the supernatural?”


“Yeah. Look this may be hard to explain. It’s a long story.”


Aaron shrugged. “I have plenty of time. And believe me, I’ve heard far stranger than you’d expect.”


“The guy we’re looking for…” Xander sighed, as he mentally edited his explanation for believability. “He’s interested in the occult. Now we’re not sure why, but he seems to be targeting people with some occult connection. Or people who think they have an occult connection. I know you probably don’t believe in this stuff, but—”


“Look, I know that there are people out there who do believe in magic. And it sounds like this guy is one of them.” Aaron paused, deep in thought. “Many cultures believed that the abilities of one person can be absorbed by someone else, almost always by killing the first person. There’s ritual sacrifice, cannibalism, wearing the skin of another—”


“Ew. You know way too much about this stuff.”


Aaron shrugged. “Wonders of an advanced degree in philosophy, folklore, and mythology. Now let’s see what we can find… Looks like Mr. Rome, or Rayne if you’re correct, did some googling today. I can just pull that up and …” Aaron trailed off, as the blood drained from his face.


“Aaron? What is it?” Xander asked in a worried tone.


“You said this guy was targeting and killing people connected to the occult? Would that include someone who hears inanimate objects talking to her?”


“Yeah. That would probably fit the bill. What did you find?”


Aaron turned the computer screen towards Xander. On it was the website of The Niagara Falls Reporter. The headline was Armed robber killed in escape attempt, hostages unharmed. The picture below it showed Jaye Tyler giving a statement to a police officer. “This guy’s going to kill my sister.”


“Okay, Aaron. Calm down. Dawn is with your sister right now. I’ll call her and tell them to get home. They’re perfectly safe.”


Aaron nodded, still nervous. He looked back at the computer screen. “He’s got another search going. Something about a Key of Dagon. What the hell’s a Key of Dagon?”


“Shit,” Xander cursed as his call went to voicemail. “We have to go right now. I’ve got the address.”




Dawn swung open the door to the rental house and entered with Jaye following behind her. She walked over to the kitchen desk and began looking through the books and papers on it. Jaye glanced around the first floor, always keeping Dawn in sight. 


Dawn had sat down at the desk and was thumbing through one of the tomes. She grabbed a piece of paper and pen and began making notes. Every few seconds she would mutter a few words under her breath. “That doesn’t make any sense… The offering would be Sumerian, but the design is Aztec… The dangers involved…”


Jaye walked over to the fireplace and saw two coyote skulls on each end of the mantle with an elaborate graphite drawing on the hearth. She leaned in close to get a better look at the drawing, when a deep voice startled her.


“Wipe the drawing.”


One of the coyote skulls looked at her, as much as a skull with empty eye sockets could look at anything.


“Um…” Jaye whispered. “I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t touch anything.”


“Erase the drawing.” The skull repeated.


“Could you just give me a reason?” she asked.


“I’d do as he says,” the other skull joined in. “It’s going to be important later.”


Jaye glanced towards Dawn, making sure she wasn’t looking over. Jaye rubbed the drawing with her hand, smearing it slightly.


“More… a little more,” the first skull said. “Put some elbow into it.”


Jaye glanced down and saw a rag on the floor. She grabbed it, spat into it, and began wiping the drawing. After a few seconds, she had erased it completely. Turning back to Dawn, she saw her shaking her head. 


“So what are you looking at?” Jaye asked.


“Trying to get some clue to what Ethan is up to,” Dawn answered. “But if I’m reading this right, then he’s playing a very dangerous game.”


“Okay, enough with the coyness. What’s up with this guy you’re looking into. You and your boyfriend mentioned some deaths. If this guy is dangerous, why don’t you just call the cops?”


Dawn sighed. “Xander and I are… investigators. Well, Xander’s an investigator and I’m a college student. But he wants me to take a job working with him. Which I’m of two minds about. On one hand, I’m glad that he wants me there. And I’m really flattered that he thinks I’m skilled enough to help. But on the other hand, I’m afraid everyone will think I only got the job because I’m dating Xander or because I’m Buffy’s sister, and totally ignore the valid contributions I’ve made over—”


“Skip to the end,” Jaye said. 


“Xander got a tip from a friend that someone was targeting people and we came to investigate.”


“Right,” Jaye nodded. “So why is this Ethan targeting people?”


“Ethan does things for one of three reasons. Someone’s paying him, he’s covering his ass, or just for shits and giggles,” Dawn explained. “But this is something different. It looks like Ethan made some deals with some very powerful and dangerous… persons.”


“So how does making deals lead to this guy attacking and killing people?”


“Ethan made a deal selling… something he only had one of, for some power. Then he sold it again to someone else. And again, and again. Eight times total. But how did he think he was going to get away with it?” 


“I promised them my soul. But when they come to collect, they’ll accept substitutions,” a voice came from across the room. 


Dawn looked up and saw Ethan standing at the doorway, pointing a gun at her. 


“I think you should stand next to your friend there.”


Dawn stood up and moved closer to Jaye as Ethan covered them with the gun. “Okay, stay calm. No reason for anyone to get hurt here.”


“Yeah, just let us go,” Jaye pleased. “We won’t say anything, I promise. And even if we did, I have like zero credibility with the police in this city. Seriously, ask anyone. They have a file on me.”


“Sorry, can’t let you go,” Ethan apologized. “You’re rather vital for this next part.”


“Jaye’s a target,” Dawn stated. “When a demon comes to collect, you give them someone else in your place. But that shouldn’t work. They would come for you, not anyone else.”


“A simple masking spell throws them off my track. Then a focusing charm sends them to the target. As long as the target has enough experience with magic and the supernatural to give it a little flavor, the demon is fully satisfied,” Ethan said. “I was scoping out Ms. Tyler there for the next offering when I watched her run into you. I was thinking about using you as an offering, but I think I can get so much more in a new deal for you.”


“This won’t work,” Dawn said. “I read the contract on the desk. You’re dealing with Huehuecoyotl. Do you really think he’s going to let you fool him?”


“Actually, yes,” Ethan replied. “The thing about tricksters is that they respect someone who can fool even them. And as long as—”


The lights in the room flickered as the ground rumbled. Ethan, Dawn, and Jaye steadied themselves.


“Looks like we’re going to see,” Dawn told him “Huey’s arrived.” 


“Don’t worry, dear. This will all be over shortly. You see…” Ethan trailed off, as his gaze fell to the fireplace. His face paled at what he saw. “What happened to the protective sigil?”


The floor burst open knocking the three people down. Dawn was staggering to her feet when she saw the looming form standing in the middle of the room. The figure resembled a humanoid coyote with hands and feet instead of paws. It pointed a finger at Ethan and spoke a few foreign words in a guttural voice.


“Uh, sorry. Didn’t catch that. Could you repeat that, maybe this time in the Queen’s English?” Ethan asked.


Dawn backed up to the far wall, next to Jaye. Jaye sat huddled on the floor, muttering to herself. “Ohmigod, Coyote man will eat us.”


Huehuecoyotl shook its head and repeated the guttural sounds.


“Um, ego humilis cultor sum,” Ethan said, bowing before the demon.


“That’s Latin,” Dawn said. “He’s speaking Nahuatl. It’s an ancient Aztec dialect. I thought you dealt with this guy before.”


“It was a ceremony. I had everything written out phonetically. Do you know what he’s saying?” he asked.


“He said your time has come.”


“Tell him I can give him something more valuable,” Ethan ordered.


“What? No! I’m not going to let you feed me or Jaye to that. You made this mess, you clean it up.”


“Look, I’ll let you two go unharmed. Help me out here. Just repeat what I say. Oh mighty god, please have mercy on your humble worshiper.”


Dawn turned to Huehuecoyotl. ”This guy is begging for his life, he want mercy from you.”


The Trickster laughed at this. ”He knew what he was doing. He made the deal, and took what I offered. Now it is time for him to pay what he owes.”


Dawn turned to Ethan. “Yeah, he says you’re SOL.”


“Wait,” Ethan pleaded. “I used the items that he gave me in the deal, from all the deals I made. I’ve assembled a collection of the most powerful charms, books, weapons on the east coast. Tell him, it’s all his, if he lets me go. They’re in a storage unit. The key to it and address are in the bottom drawer of the desk. I’ve got stashes in cities all over. He can have them all. Just tell him. TELL HIM!”


Dawn nodded her head. She turned to the demon and took a deep breath. ”He said you should go fuck yourself.”


Huehuecoyotl bellowed in rage and leapt at Ethan. 




Xander and Aaron broke down the door to the house and rushed in. Aaron gripped a baseball bat in his hands as Xander pointed the hunting rifle he acquired from the Tyler home. The two men staggered as the stench of blood hit them. Xander looked on in shock at the bloodstained walls and body parts strewn around the room.


“Oh, god,” he muttered. “Dawn.”


“Jaye!” Aaron shouted. “Jaye, are you okay? Please, Jaye, are you here?”


The door to the bathroom swung open and Jaye and Dawn stepped out. “We’re both here,” Jaye answered. “We were just cleaning up.”


Xander crossed the room and pulled Dawn into a kiss. She eagerly returned it. Aaron glanced around the room. “Jesus, what the hell happened here?” 


“The nutjob we were looking for found us instead,” Jaye began explaining. “Then this… I don’t know how to describe it. Oh, god, he was going to kill us.”


Xander reluctantly let go off Dawn. “We got here as soon as we figured out Ethan was targeting you two. What happened?”


“Ethan came in while we were looking around. He had been drawing power from several different demons. But when the time came for him to pay up, he decided to sacrifice mystically powered people to take his place. And both Jaye and I were on his list.” 


“And one of the targets was a witch watched over by a Whitelighter,” Xander said. “That’s what got Leo’s attention. How’d you survive? ”


“Before Ethan could do anything to us, one of the demons showed up looking to get paid,” Dawn explained. “He tried to offer us up plus some treasures, but he couldn’t get past the language barrier. I translated for him, but offered up a few alternate wordings. The demon took in the wrong way and took it out on Ethan,” she gestured around the room.


Xander gazed at the blood and body parts spattered around the room. “So old Ethan got in over his head, then tried to get someone else to pay the bill, but things didn’t work out for him. Yeah, that’s him all over.”


Dawn snickered. 


“Excuse me! This isn’t funny!” Jaye yelled. “Some wackjob tried to kill us! And then this unholy monster barged in and…” she trailed off, then giggled nervously. “Him all over… I just got that.”




Back at the Tyler residence, Xander and Dawn packed up their bags, while Aaron and Jaye watched.


“We can stop by the storage unit in town to pick up Ethan’s goodies. Do we want to take them with us, or send them to Giles?” Dawn asked.


“Better send them on to Giles. We’ve got enough stuff back in Chicago to deal with.”


“I’ll let him know about the other stashes Ethan’s got around.”


Xander smiled and leaned towards Dawn. “You are like seven different kinds of awesome. Have I told you how much I love you?”


“Not nearly enough,” she answered. 


“Congratulations, Jaye,” Aaron said. “You finally met people who lead weirder lives than you.”


Xander turned to them. “Aaron, thanks for your help. You really know your stuff. I wish we had more people like you on the Council.”


“Push your brother.”


Jaye looked up and saw the moose doll looking at her, pointing a hoof towards Aaron.


“What? I thought we were done?”


The moose sadly shook its head, then pointed towards Xander and Dawn. “Get them help.” 


“Um, Mr. Harris? Maybe Aaron could do work for you? Like he could set up an office with a phone, fax, and e-mail?” As Jaye spoke, she kept her gaze on the stuffed moose. “And if you had any questions, he could like research them?”


Xander nodded, considering the suggestion. “That could work. The new Council is understaffed for researchers. And as long as he’s plugged in, there’s no reason he can’t do it from here. What do you say, Aaron? Want a job? You’d get to help people. Maybe even save a few lives.”


“I wouldn’t be in any danger, would I?” Aaron asked. 


Xander shook his head. “Okay, I’m up for it.”


“There! Are you happy now?” Jaye yelled. The moose smiled and nodded.


“Um… what’s with the yelling at the doll?” Dawn asked.


“It’s this whole…” Jaye sighed. “Fine, if anyone will believe me, you guys will. Inanimate objects, usually in the form of an animal speak to me. They tell me to do things. And it’s always some inconvenient or stupid thing that makes me look like an idiot, but in some roundabout way things turn out okay and people get helped.”


Xander stood silently, listening to Jaye. As she finished, he carefully studied her. After a moment, he shrugged. “Bummer.”


“Could be worse,” Dawn offered.


“That’s true,” Xander agreed. “At least you don’t get blinding headaches.”


“Or have to lock yourself up in a cage three nights a month.” 


“Or turn invisible, because everyone ignored you.”


“Wait a minute. You guys deal with weird stuff all the time, right?” Jaye asked. “Please, help me. Why do they tell me things? How come no one else hears them? Why is this happening to me?”




On the plane trip back, Dawn handed an ice press to Xander.


“I can’t believe she hit me,” Xander complained. “All I said was, ‘I don’t know. Maybe you’re the only one that listens.’ ”


“You’d think after all these years, you’d know how to not piss off a girl with a special destiny.”


He chuckled. “I’d better work on that if I’m going to be running the Chicago branch. Of course if I had someone helping me out…”


“You’re just going to keep bugging me until I agree, aren’t you?”


“WillyouworkwithmeinChicago?WillyouworkwithmeinChicago?WillyouworkwithmeinChicago?WillyouworkwithmeinChicago?” 


“Fine! I’ll do it,” Dawn relented.


“Woohoo!”


“I see you learned all your negotiating techniques from The Simpsons,” she observed.


“And they have served me well,” Xander replied. He glanced out the airplane window, then closed the shade. “So how are you doing? Anything I can do to help you relax?”


“Well there is one thing you could do,” Dawn told him.


“What is it?”


“There’s this club I’d like to join. Very exclusive. Want to help me get in?” Dawn asked him. “Please?”


“Oh, Dawn. You only have to ask me once. Actually you don’t even have to ask me. All you have to do is make some vague hand gestures. You sure about this?”


She nodded. “I’ll head for the bathroom. Wait two minutes, then join me in there.”




 


Four hours after the plane landed, Xander and Dawn were released from airport security custody. 


“I can’t believe they arrested us for trying to have sex in the bathroom,” Dawn moaned, as they walked down the hall to her apartment.


“I can’t believe I had to call Riley to get us released,” Xander replied. “I couldn’t even tell him the reason I was arrested. I just hinted about a demonic presence on the plane.”


“I’m just glad we’re almost home. I’ve been feeling… anxious all day.”


“Why, Dawnie, have you been having sordid thoughts about me?” he asked.


“Oh, I passed sordid a while back. They’re downright filthy now,” Dawn told him. “The things I’m going to do to you once we get inside my apartment.”


Xander leaned in close. “What makes you think we’ll reach the door? I’ve got a special move I’ve been saving for you. It’s called the—”


“Buffy,” Dawn said.


“What? No. Why would I call my sex move the Buffy? This is—”


“No,” Dawn stopped him. “Buffy.” She pointed toward the door of her apartment. 


Xander looked over and saw Dawn’s sister, Buffy Summers. Buffy got up from the floor where she had been sitting. 


“Hey, guys,” Buffy greeted them. 


She carefully looked over her sister and high school friend. Her eyes took in their close embrace and the intimate placing of their hands. 


“So… What’s new?”









Coming Home


Buffy Summer knocked on the door of her sister’s apartment. “Dawn? Are you there? It’s me. Buffy. Your sister… your older sister… Are you there?”


Buffy stepped back and got to her hands and knees, trying to look through the gap at the bottom of the door.


“Are you there? You’re there, aren’t you?” she asked through the gap. “If you’re there, knock twice… or just say you’re there… or just open the door… you’re not actually there, are you?”


Buffy pulled out her cell phone and dialed a number. After a few rings, the call went to voicemail. “Um, hey. It’s your sister… Buffy. I was just in town and wanted to catch up. Uh… I’m actually at your place right now… and you’re not since I didn’t hear your phone ring from inside… unless it was on vibrate. So anyway, when you get this message give me a call… Or if you just get back before you hear this message, then… I’ll see you then, I guess. So call me. Or I’ll see you when you get here. Whichever comes first. Bye.”


Buffy hung up, then sat down by the door. She looked around, then pulled out a paperback from her bag. Opening it up, she began to read to pass the time.




“Buffy.”


Buffy awoke at the sound of her name. She shook her head, dispelling the sleepiness. Looking up, she saw Dawn pointing at her. 


“No. Buffy.”


Buffy stood up and saw Xander standing with Dawn. 


“Hey, guys,” she greeted them. As she spoke, Buffy noticed how close her sister and old friend were to each other. She glanced down and saw Xander arm around Dawn’s back, with his hand resting on her hip. “So… What’s new?”


“Buffy!” Dawn squeaked. She brushed Xander’s hand off her hip. She glanced at him and reconsidered, then deliberately grasped his hand with a defiant look on her face.


“Um, Buffy… hey. You’re here,” Xander said.


“Yeah. I’ve actually been here for a few hours,” she told him. “I would have called, but… actually I did call.”


“Oh, we had our cell phone turned off for the flight,” Dawn said. “We took a quick trip to Niagara Falls.”


“On Council business!” Xander quickly added. 


“Oh. I didn’t know Dawn was working with you,” Buffy said. “Not that she wouldn’t… I just… yeah, so I’m here now and so are you guys… Great.”


 “Um, why are you here?” Dawn asked. “Not that you shouldn’t be here… but… Why are you here?”


“I just… I wanted to see you. I missed you. Could we maybe take this inside?”




“I’ve been trying to reconnect with everyone. I spent some time with Giles, flew down to visit Willow, and I just saw Faith and Robin in California. So, I’m swinging out here to catch up with my little sister,” Buffy explained. She glanced at Xander. “And you too, Xander.”


“Great. I made the list. I’m even in the top ten. Such an honor,” Xander remarked.


Buffy winced at the comment. “Well, I heard that you might be settling out in San Francisco, so I thought I could see you when I was out there. But then I came here and you’re here so… It worked out okay.”


“So, where’s the Immortal? He doesn’t mind you taking off for awhile?” he asked.


“Um…” Buffy’s face fell. “He’s dead.”


“I guess the Immortal was more of an ironic nickname then,” Xander said.


Dawn shot a quick glare at him. Xander shrugged apologetically. 


“Sorry. Go on,” he told Buffy.


“After I… After he died, I guess it just hit me that I had lost touch with everyone. It was like, one day I realized that all the people I consider family were gone from my life. And they had been gone for awhile, but I just never noticed. And I missed you guys. I want you in my life.”


As she finished, Buffy looked up at the other two. Xander sat back in his chair. His head was down looking away, and his arms were crossed in front of him. Dawn was leaning forward, looking at her with tears in her eyes.


“Oh, Buffy. I missed you too,” Dawn said, getting up from her chair. Buffy got up, and the two sisters hugged.


“Oh, god, there’s so much I want to say to you,” Buffy told her.


Xander stood up, and the Summers sister turned to him. “Yeah. You came here to talk to Dawn, so I’ll give you some privacy.”


“Oh, you don’t have to go,” Buffy said.


“No, it’s okay. I wouldn’t want to intrude,” he replied. “Besides, I have a lot of work to do setting up the branch. I’m going to head over to the new headquarters and start making calls. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”




That night, Xander stood outside the apartment building. 


C’mon. You can’t put this off forever. You’re going to have to go inside.


He paced back and forth in front of the door.


It’s just that I know Buffy is going to hit the roof over me and Dawn. I knew this moment was going to come, I just wish we could have gotten a few months before it happened. I don’t know how Dawn’s going to react. Hell, I don’t know how I’m going to react. But one thing’s for sure, Buffy is going to shit bricks over this.


Xander sighed, and entered the building. He headed to the stairwell, instead of the elevator and began heading up.


She’s going harp on the whole age difference. Which is a laugh, considering three of her boyfriends had over a century on her. Then she’s going to bring up my past history with Cordelia and Anya, and how I could have been a better boyfriend to them. Of course the guys she’s dated have a history of killing innocent people in general and trying to kill her in particular. But despite all that, I still won’t be good enough for her sister. Then she might try the whole you’re more like family to her and it wouldn’t be appropriate. I mean a history of stalking and violence against her is a solid foundation for a relationship, but caring and respect? No, that would be weird. Finally, she’ll say how, as the older sister, she has to look out for Dawn. But when she was seeing Spike, it was none of our business.


Xander got to the floor of Dawn’s apartment and headed towards her door.


Well, if she has a problem, that’s tough shit for her. I’m going to let her know exactly how wrong she is.


He reached the door and opened it. He spotted Dawn and Buffy sitting on the couch. Their eyes were red from recent crying.


“Hey, Dawn. Buffy. I’m back.”


Buffy stood up and walked over to him. “Xander, hey.”


“Dawn and I are dating,” he said. “We’ve had sex. We’re going to keep dating and having sex.”


“Yeah,” Buffy said. “We talked about that.”


“Well, there’s something I want to say to you then—”


“I’m glad. You know, that you two found each other,” Buffy told him. “When I saw you two outside earlier, I could tell you were happy. And that’s the most important thing, right?”


“Yeah, well, that’s too damn bad because…” Xander trailed off, then mentally reviewed the past few seconds. “You’re okay with it?”


“Yeah. I mean, I sure as hell didn’t see it coming. But, yeah, I’m okay with it,” she said. “Besides, with my history, I’d have to be the biggest hypocrite ever to object, right? I’m sorry, I interrupted. What did you want to say?”


“Oh, uh… Well, there were a couple of points that… but you mentioned…” Xander mumbled. “I just figured this conversation was going to go in a different direction. And if I say what I was planning to say, then I’m just going to come off as a total dick.”


Dawn got up and walked over to her sister. She nudged Buffy. “Ask him. You know, about the thing.”


“Um, Dawn mentioned that you were going to be heading up the new branch in Chicago,” Buffy said.


“Yeah. Giles asked me and I accepted,” Xander replied. “I headed over to the new headquarters when I left here. I spent a couple of hours making calls and trying to line things up.”


“Well, since you’re in charge, then you decide who’s going to be assigned to the branch, right?” Buffy asked.


“I’m going to discuss it with Giles and Robin before any final decision is made. But yeah, I get to choose who works here.”


“That’s great. I was just talking to Dawn about how I wanted to settle down somewhere. I could work here with you. It’ll be just like old times!”


Buffy smiled as she finished. Glancing over, she saw Dawn with a hopeful look on her face. Buffy turned back to Xander, and saw the troubled expression on his face.


“So, it can be just like those last couple of years back in Sunnydale. Like nothing ever changed?” 


“I don’t think she meant it like that,” Dawn said. “I mean some things will obviously be different.”


“What’s the problem?” Buffy asked. “There were some good times back then.”


“Look, guys. It’s been a really long day. Everyone here has been traveling, you two did some catching up. I had some arrangements to make. I think this is a good place to call it a night. I’ll think about what you said, but it’s a big decision and I still need to talk to Giles and Robin.”




“You sure you don’t want me to take the couch and let Buffy sleep in here?” Xander asked.


“Of course not. We’re way past that stage. And I made sure Buffy doesn’t have any problem with us together.”


“Thanks. I really thought she was going to pitch a fit over it,” he said. “So I take it you want me to offer Buffy a position in the branch?”


“I want…” Dawn carefully considered her words. “I want you to make the decision you feel is the best one. And it would be great if that’s saying yes to my sister. But I’ll understand if you feel otherwise. I trust your judgment. But just promise me you won’t do that thing when you get upset.”


“What thing?”


“You know,” Dawn said. Xander just looked at her confused. “When you start arguing and get upset, you manage to say the most hurtful thing you can think of. The worst part is that it’s always something that’s true.”


“I do that?” he asked in genuine surprise.


“Remember Buffy’s welcome home party? Or when you found out she’d been hiding Angel?”


“Yeah,” Xander admitted. “I never really thought about it that way. Did… Did I ever do that with you?”


“Not all the way,” she told him. “The closest was when Willow went crazy and you were trying to get us to safety. Then I made a comment about how Spike wouldn’t run away. I think that was the most upset you ever were with me.”


Xander hung his head down. “Ah, shit. I’m sorry about that.”


Dawn gently cupped his hand. “I’m not. It was the first time in months someone actually told me the full truth, no matter how ugly it was.”


Xander smiled at her. “You are way too good for me. Did you know that?”


“I had my suspicions. So what are your thoughts about working with Buffy again?”


“Oh, geez,” Xander groaned. He got up from the bed and began to pace. “It’s just what she said. ‘It’ll be just like old times.’ I remember the old times. And honest to god, I have no desire to go back to that.”


“Xander,” Dawn interrupted. “Like you said, it’s been a long day. You don’t have to decide right now. Just sleep on it.”


“Sleep?” Xander asked with a grin.


“Only in the metaphorical sense,” Dawn told him. She kissed him tenderly, as they both moved toward the bed.




The next morning, Buffy awoke to the smell of breakfast cooking. She looked up from the couch and saw Xander standing in the kitchen, fixing some food.


“Morning, Buff. Sleep well?” he asked.


“Ugghhh…” Buffy grunted in response. 


Dawn came out of the bathroom, and walked over to the couch. “Still not a morning person, huh?”


“Rot in hell,” Buffy mumbled and sat up. “No one should be alert and peppy this early in the morning. Any normal person would be sneaking back in their bedroom after a patrol at this time. Not being all smiles and whistling. Morning people serve no purpose.”


“Made you breakfast,” Xander offered.


“I stand corrected,” Buffy said, shuffling over to the kitchen table. “What’re your plans for today?”


“I’m heading to the new branch building. I’ve got some renovations to oversee. Dawn’s got a couple of classes, and then she’s going to join me.”


“Hey, why don’t you audit my classes. You mentioned you wanted to get back to school, right? Then we can visit Xander where he’s very official and serious.”


“You will have to call me Mr. Harris, if you do,” Xander joked.


“I can’t believe you guys are so vibrant this early.”


“What can I say, we had a nice long rest, last night.”


“Then we had another one after that,” Dawn added.


“I know,” Buffy said. “You guys aren’t exactly quiet. Add in Slayer hearing, and I have a much more vivid picture of your sex life than I wanted.”


Xander shrugged. “At least it wasn’t naked push ups,” he said, heading to the door. “I’ll see you guys later today.”


As he left, Dawn turned to Buffy. Buffy had her head down, frowning.


“Did he mean something? Naked push ups? I don’t get it.”


“Yeah, it was…” Buffy sighed. “Back in Sunnydale, do you remember when I got turned invisible?”


“Yeah, what happened?”


“I went to visit Spike in his crypt. We… we did the only thing that made me feel alive at that point. Xander was looking for me. He was worried that I was in danger, so he checked to see if Spike knew where I was. And when he walked in, he saw…”


“Oh, god,” Dawn groaned. 


“Yeah. So Spike starts trying to pretend that he was just exercising, but I started… playing with him.”


“Jesus, Buffy. Right in front of Xander?”


“I know, I know. I just never knew he figured it out. I kind of hoped he forgot about the whole thing.”


“Buffy, you’re going to have to do something about that,” Dawn told her.




Xander watched over the construction crew’s progress. He stopped to give a few pointers. “Wait, leave that wall up. We need a separate toilet and shower for each room. Not a communal bathroom.”


“That’s going to cost extra, and take more time,” the foreman pointed out.


“I’ve dealt with these girls before and they are not good at sharing bathrooms. Believe me, this way is much easier and cheaper in the long run.”


“Yo! Boss? You here?” a familiar voice rang out from the first floor. 


Xander trotted downstairs and spotted the visitor. “Rona! When’d you get in?”


“Flew into O’Hare about an hour ago. Me and Bigglesworth caught a cab to get here. He’s paying it right now.”


“It’s good to see you,” Xander told her. “So I take it you’re accepting my offer and settling here?”


“Yup. It was fun doing the whole open road thing, but after awhile I needed to plant some roots.”


“I know the feeling,” he said.


“So who else are you inviting?” Rona asked.


“Well, I talked Dawn into joining. She’s going to be a Watcher in training. Speaking of that, I’m going to have all the Watchers take combat training. I wanted you to help out with that.”


“No problem, Boss. So what’s up with you and Dawn? You tapping that?”


“Rona! A gentleman doesn’t discuss such details.”


“You are so tapping that!” she gleefully shouted. “Thank god. I was beginning to worry about you. That was an awfully long dry spell. I was considering getting one of the new Slayers to jump on that hand grenade. But you finally took care of it.”


“Wow, your concern is both touching and a little creepy.”


“Mr. Harris! Xander!” a voice shouted from the door.


“Oh. Hey, Reg. Good to see you again,” Xander greeted him.


Reginald Johnston smiled nervously. “I see you’ve got a lot to deal with right now. But I was hoping to have a word with you soon.”


“Uh, yeah sure,” Xander said. He turned back to Rona. “There’s a few things I wanted to discuss with you.”


“Cool, we can — Aw hell no!” Rona yelled. By the front door, Buffy was entering followed by Dawn. “I am not working with her.”


“Rona,” Xander pleaded.


“I mean it. There is no way in hell I will ever take orders from her again.” 


“First of all, I haven’t even decided if I want her here,” he explained. “Second… Look, we’ll talk about it later, okay?”


“Fine,” Rona said and walked off. 


Reg sidled up to Rona and whispered to her. “Did you happen to mention me to Mr. Harris?”


“Not yet,” Rona answered. “He wants to talk later. I mention that you want a spot in the branch then.”


“Thank you. This really means a lot to me. I’d really prefer to stay in a field position. But since you’re transferring here, I’m afraid I’ll get sent back to the research division in London.”




Dawn pulled Xander aside to a separate room.


“Hey, Rona showed up. How is she?” Dawn asked.


“Ugh. Another headache.”


“What happened?”


“Rona’s not exactly thrilled at the prospect of working with Buffy,” he answered. “I mean I still don’t know where I stand with her, and this just adds pressure to the whole thing.”


“Well, after you left, Buffy and I talked a few things over. And I think I have something that may help you.”


“What is it?”


“Okay, the biggest issue between you two is the fact that you hate all the guys she dates.”


“I didn’t hate Riley,” Xander pointed out. “I actually liked him. And I didn’t have a problem with Scott Hope. That could have really worked out well. You know, if he hadn’t turned out to be gay.”


“That’s just it. If she was seeing someone who’s human and… .”


“Not evil?” 


“Exactly. So if she agreed to let you set her up, you could make sure that whoever she dates isn’t an amoral scumbag,” Dawn explained.


“Yeah, that would help. But I don’t think I can find someone that Buffy would be interested in. It’s not like we’re matchmakers,” he said.


“Yes,” she conceded. “But we do know a matchmaker.”




Trevor Hale was tending bar at Taggerty’s Bar and Grill when he saw Dawn and Xander come in and head towards him.


“Trevor, we need your help,” Dawn said.


“What is it?” he asked. “You two are still together, right? Because I don’t get credit if you guys split up.”


“No, we’re still good.”


“Yeah,” Xander added. “When I’m with Dawn, I’m happier than I’ve ever been.”


“I make you the happiest you’ve ever been?” Dawn asked in surprise.


“Of course. I thought you knew that,” Xander said. He pulled Dawn toward him and gently kissed her.


The crowd in the bar watched them. 


“My handiwork, ladies and gentlemen,” Trevor announced. “If you need help with your love life, don’t be afraid to ask for my help.”


Xander and Dawn broke apart. Dawn turned back to Trevor. 


“We need your help. It’s my sister.”


“Ahhh. It all becomes clear. Let me guess, she has a history of dating losers? Guys that cause friction between you and her?”


“Wow, you are good,” Xander said. “We need to find a guy for her. And he can’t be evil.”


“It’s got to be a guy that’s not threatened by strong women,” Dawn said.


“Someone who understands the value of friendship,” Xander added.


“And he has to be able to handle unusual situations. He can’t freak out when weird things happen. So he has to be brave.”


“And he’s got to have a strong moral code. I mean really strong. No moral ambiguity. He’s got to clearly see right and wrong and always do what’s right.”


“Oh, and he’s got to be hot,” Dawn said. “This is Buffy we’re talking about. It’s not like she ever dated an ugly guy.”


“But he cannot be evil. I really can’t stress that enough.”


“He’s got to have a strong sense of duty. Since Buffy is… you know, she feels isolated a lot of the time. So the guy has to be able to relate to that.”


Trevor considered all this. “Kind of a tall list. Anything else you want to add?” 


Xander sighed. “He’s right. This is ridiculous. We’re putting way too many conditions for this. Let’s face it, maybe there’s no one that we’d approve of that Buffy would be interested in.”


“Got it,” Trevor told them. “I met this guy a couple of months ago. He’s perfect. Just have your sister show up here at seven tonight and he’ll be ready for her.”




“So do you think Trevor will actually pull this off and find a worthy guy for Buffy?” Dawn asked.


“I don’t know,” Xander answered. “But I get the feeling if anyone could pull it off, it’s Trevor.”


The two were walking back to the branch headquarters as they talked. They turned a corner onto the block. Xander looked up at the building’s facade.


“Huh, it still seems a little impersonal.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, I thought it would be more… I don’t know, comfortable. You know, like the old high school library, or the Magic Box, or the kitchen and living room of your old house.”


“Like a home,” Dawn offered.


“Exactly. But something’s missing. It still feels like an old building we happen to work in,” Xander told her.


“Does that really bug you?”


“A little. Ever since Sunnydale cratered out, I’ve been so many places. But I always knew it was a temporary stay. I just miss the feeling that I belong somewhere.”


“It’ll happen,” she assured him. “You just have to give it time.”


“I guess. We still have some renovating to do. And not everyone I called has shown up yet. I’m still waiting on — Hey! It’s Herbie!”


Xander trotted up to an old VW Beetle parked by the curb in front of the building. Dawn followed closely looking around.


“Herbie! Great to see you. Is Violet here?”


Beep! Beep!


“Awesome. I know Rona was looking forward to working with her,” Xander turned and saw Dawn staring at him and the car. “Oh, where are my manners. Dawn, this is Herbie. He’s a sentient car Violet and I found in a junkyard. We got him out of there, and now he works with Violet and looks out for her. Herbie, this is Dawn. She’s a Watcher here and my girlfriend.”


“Um, nice to meet you?” Dawn said nervously.


“Oh, you’re going to love the garage. It’s inside, so you don’t have to worry about being left out in bad weather. There’s plenty of room for you to move around. You want to see it?”


Beep! Beep!


“Cool. I do know how to look after my team. I’m going to be a great leader.”


Beep!


Xander glared at the car. “Don’t be a smart ass, Herbie. The garage is around the corner. The door should be open since the contractors have been going in and out all day.”


Herbie wheeled around the corner, out of sight. Dawn looked at him, bewildered. 


“So are we the only branch with a self aware, demon fighting, VW Bug?”


“Yeah,” Xander answered with a wide grin. “Isn’t it awesome?”


“I hope this turns out all right.”


“Of course it will. Herbie’s a total softie. What could possibly go wrong?”


“Agghh! Demon car!” Rona’s voice echoed out. “Kill it!”


Xander and Dawn sprinted to the garage entrance. When they tore in, Herbie had reared up on his back tires while Rona clutched a crowbar.


“Rona! Calm down. This is Herbie. He’s on our side,” Xander told her.


Rona looked to Xander, then back at the car. Slowly she lowered the crowbar. As she did so, Herbie set himself down on all four tires.


“Um, boss? Not to complain, but a little warning would be nice.”


“I already told you about Herbie,” Xander reminded her. “Remember? Violet and I went car shopping. We ran into Herbie, but were attacked by some demons. Herbie helped us out, then stayed with Violet to work with her.”


“You never mentioned he was a car,” Rona pointed out.


“I didn’t?” Xander asked. He mentally reviewed his statement. “Huh. That is kind of crucial. But the important thing is that everyone has met everyone else at this point. No more surprises.”


“Boss? Does Violet know about Gobo?”


“Oh my god!” Violet’s voice rang out from upstairs in the building.


“Aw, shit,” Rona muttered, then ran inside. “Violet, don’t hurt him!”


Xander ran up the stairs.


Oh, god. Please don’t let Gobo be hurt. The little guy is way too nice for anything bad to happen to him.


Xander reached the room and stopped. Violet was sitting in the middle of the floor with Gobo Fraggle lying in her lap. She held a bunch of grapes in her hand. Plucking a grape, she carefully handfed the Fraggle, who was now purring with contentment.


“Oh my god!” Violet squealed in glee. “You are just the cutest, sweetest thing I’ve ever met!”


“Thanks, Ms. Violet,” Gobo said. “You’re one of the nicest Silly Creatures I’ve ever met. Will you be my friend?”


“I would love to be your friend,” Violet glanced up and spotted Xander. “Oh, Xander. Can he stay here? Please? There’s plenty of room. And I’ll clean up after him, and feed him, and make sure he’s never any trouble. Please, can he?”


“Vi, you do realize that Gobo is a person, not a pet?” Xander asked. Seeing her nod, he continued. “Besides, he’s been staying here already. He’s got his own room and everything.”


“Mr. Xander let me decorate it myself,” Gobo said proudly. “He even told me other Fraggles can come visit and stay here. He always looks out for me. I was captured by a very mean Silly Creature. But Mr. Xander, and Ms. Rona, and Mr. Reg freed me.”


“Yeah, well Ms. Vi… I mean Violet will be staying here, so she’ll look out for you also,” Xander assured him.


“Yay! That makes me so happy, I could sing! 


“Dance your cares away.

Worry’s for another day.”


Xander quickly left the room before the song could get stuck in his head.




It was a quarter to seven at Taggerty’s Bar and Grill, as Xander watched Dawn prep her sister for her blind date.


“Now, remember to maintain eye contact. If he makes a joke, give a little laugh, but don’t go overboard.”


“Dawn, I have dated before,” Buffy told her.


“I know, but this is with a normal human. So you can’t talk about weapons, or ambush tactics, or cursed, lonely lives doomed to tragedy.”


“Oh. What do I talk about then?” Buffy asked.


“You can talk about living in Italy, just leave out all who you were staying with. Also you could talk about how you want to go back to college. You can ask about him.”


Buffy nodded. Dawn began a final inspection. 


“Let’s see the smile,” she ordered. Buffy smiled, while Dawn studied her with a critical eye. 


“Nothing stuck in the teeth, that’s good. Better take a breath mint right now to be safe. Hair is good. Clothes are good. Although you could undo another button.”


“Dawn!”


“I’m only trying to help. Remember, cleavage is vital, even though you don’t have a lot to work with,” Dawn ignored the glare from her sister and continued. “Show too much and you look like a tramp. Show too little, and you could lose his interest. You want to offer hints and possibilities. Believe me, it pays off.”


“I really don’t want to hear how you know this.”


Dawn shrugged, then looked down at her chest. “What can I say, the girls have served me well. Now go get him.”


Buffy walked off to her table, while Xander and Dawn stayed at the bar.


“Do I really want to know how well the girls have served you?” Xander asked.


“Hey, they got your attention,” Dawn said. “Besides, you’ve been very attentive to them.”


“I haven’t heard any complaints.”


“Oh no,” she assured him. “Two thumbs up on that front. Your efforts are very appreciated. Hey, I think Buffy’s date is here.”


Xander glanced over and spotted the man approaching her table. A small smile broke out on his face.


“Well, he’s… not what I expected,” Dawn said.


“Oh, this is much better than I expected,” Xander told her. “I’ve met this guy before. Believe me, he fits the criteria we gave Trevor.”


“Good,” she said. “But what is a Canadian Mountie doing in Chicago?”


“He first came to Chicago on the trail of the killers of his father.”




“…and for reasons that don’t need exploring at this juncture I’ve remained, attached as a liaison with the Canadian Consulate,” Benton Fraser explained. “And what brings you to Chicago?”


“I’m visiting my sister and an old friend,” Buffy answered. She thought about continuing, but wasn’t comfortable elaborating.


She smiled gamely and sat in her chair. Fraser nodded, but did not speak. After a minute of silence, Buffy spoke. “So what are you ordering?”


“I was thinking of the salmon. And yourself?”


“Um, probably the steak with a baked potato.”


“You brought an appetite,” Fraser offered.


“That’s me. I’m famous for my… hearty appetite.”


Silence descended once more. Buffy glanced around the restaurant, keeping an eye on the entrances and the mirrors on the back wall. Fraser drummed his fingers on the table.


“Have you visited many sights in the city?” he asked.


“Oh, not really,” she answered. “I just got in yesterday. I haven’t really had the chance to look around.”


“Ah.”


“Any places you’d recommend?” Buffy asked.


“Well, I suppose it would depend on your interests. If you’re interested in zoos, then I would recommend the city zoo. If you’re interested in museums, I would recommend one of the city’s… museums,” Fraser trailed off. Buffy nodded, but added nothing.


The waiter came and quickly took their orders. After he left, Fraser and Buffy sat quietly. 


After a pause, Fraser spoke once more. “Have you perchance read any interesting books recently?”


Buffy sighed. “Um, look I’m really sorry about this. I just… it’s been awhile since I’ve been on a date, let alone a date with someone I just met.”


“The conversation has been a little awkward,” Fraser noted.


“And truthfully, this date wasn’t my idea.”


“Ah,” he said. “In interests of full disclosure, I wasn’t looking for a date either. The bartender of this establishment came by the consulate about a week ago. He stopped by again this afternoon, and asked… well, he… actually I’m not quite sure exactly how it happened, but at the end of the conversation it was established that I would be present at this restaurant at seven to dine with you.”


Buffy chuckled. “Well, at least I know how I wound up here.”


“How did you wind up here? If you don’t mind me asking.”


“I… It’s not really a subject I want to talk about.”


“Ah,” Fraser said. “In that case we can revisit the book topic.”


Buffy let out a groan, and slumped in her chair. “I screwed up. There was this guy who… No, honestly, it was me. I have a tendency to isolate myself from my friends and family. One of the ways I would do that would be to throw myself into a relationship with someone who would not fit in with them. But after awhile I would miss them and reconnect like nothing was ever wrong. Except this last time, when my relationship ended, I realized that pretty much all of them had moved on with their lives. So I came here to reconcile with my sister and friend. And to do that I have to convince them I’ve changed. Going on a blind date they set up is part of that.”


“Ah.”


“Look, you seem like a really nice… Mountie. But I just don’t think this is really headed anywhere. It’s kind of hard for anyone to understand.”


“Interesting,” Fraser said.


“What is?”


“Well, it’s just that you said you have a tendency to isolate yourself. But now that you’re trying to overcome that, you say that no one would understand what you’re going through. And if no one understands, then you feel alone. So your efforts to end your isolation in effect serve to isolate you further.”


Buffy stared at him. “Are you for real?”


“Indeed. But many people ask that, so you’re not alone in wondering.”


“Look, I don’t want to be rude, but you really don’t know me or what I’ve gone through.”


“True, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t understand. As a member of the RCMP, I am a fully authorized law enforcement officer. As such, I have to maintain a highly developed sense of empathy to investigate and help people.”


“Right. Okay then, try to understand this. The three longest relationships I’ve had I knew going in that they wouldn’t end well. That didn’t stop me though. At every point I knew that I was driving away the people in my life who loved and supported me. The one time I dated a guy who actually fit in with them and could be a full part of my life, I took him for granted until he finally left. Otherwise I would date guys I knew would cause me pain. And even when it was happening I couldn’t stop. So do you understand that?” Buffy challenged him.


“Yes,” Fraser stated.


“Yeah, right. Look, it’s been a lovely evening, but—”


“Her name was Victoria,” Fraser said, cutting Buffy off. “She drove a car for her boyfriend. Her boyfriend robbed banks. She never actually robbed anyone or carried a weapon, but she was still an accessory. I tracked them into the wilderness and caught up with her. It was in the middle of winter and a blizzard hit. She kept me warm and awake through the night by telling me all about her life. It was the most intimate connection I’ve had in my life. She saved my life. And when the weather cleared, I arrested her and sent her to jail.


“Years later, she was released from prison,” Fraser continued. “She came to Chicago, and the moment I saw her I knew I wanted to spend every day of my life with her. But she had changed in prison. The years she lost because of me twisted her. She framed me, shot Diefenbaker my dog, and put my closest friends in jeopardy. And after all that, I let her go.”


Buffy listened in rapt attention.


“The end result for me was getting shot in the back, lying in the snow, watching her train pull away from the station. But the physical pain paled in comparison to having to look my friend in the eye after the choice I made. Victoria was in my life twice. The first time I sent her to jail. The second, I let her go free. Both times I made the wrong choice.


“So you ask me if I understand being involved with someone that can only hurt you, and realizing the damage it does to your friends and family but doing it anyway. My answer is yes. I do understand.”


Fraser finished his story and looked up. “It appears our meals are ready.”


The waiter placed the dishes before them. 


“Thank you kindly,” Fraser said.


“Fraser?” Buffy asked. “I… thank you for coming here tonight. I’m glad I met you.”


“Understood,” Fraser said with a hint of a smile.




Two hours later, Buffy and Fraser walked out of the restaurant, deep in conversation.


“Wait, you were stuck in the bank vault, so you decided to set off the fire sprinklers?” Buffy asked, barely containing her laughter.


“At the time, it seemed to be the most viable option,” Fraser stated. “And it did work out to our advantage. By the time the robbers broke in, the water flooded out, knocking them down.”


“That’s even crazier than the hummus plan. Geez, I thought Xander would set me up with some stiff. But you are certifiable.”


“Xander… Xander Harris?” he asked.


“Yeah. How do you know of him?”


“He was involved in a case I was working on a few weeks ago,” Fraser answered. He paused, studying Buffy. “I’m not sure how to say this, but… are you a vampire Slayer, by any chance?”


Buffy halted beside him. “How in the hell do you know that? Did Xander tell you?”


“No. It’s just in the restaurant, you always kept an eye on the entrances and mirrors. Plus your posture, whether walking, standing, or sitting is a defensive stance. It’s like you’re prepared to be attacked at any moment. And from the occasional bulge in your purse and your dress, I believe you have at least three wooden stakes on you person.”


“Okay, I have to admit I’m impressed,” Buffy said. 


“So you’re one of the new Slayers moving in,” a low voice interrupted. Three figures stepped out of the alleyway. Buffy spotted ridged foreheads and yellow eyes on each.


“Oh dear,” Fraser said. “I assume these are vampires?”


“Yup.”


“I got a message for you. We don’t want your kind in our town,” the leader said. “We’re going to make you scream.”


“And say goodbye to the Mountie. You’re going to watch him die,” the second vampire added.


“Shouldn’t have left Canada, Dudley Do-Right,” the third said. “What the hell you doing in this city anyway?”


“I first came to Chicago on the trail of the killers of his father. And for reasons that—”


“Benton,” Buffy said. “Now is not the time.”


“Understood.”


The vampires sprang forward in attack.




The next morning Dawn sat at the kitchen table listening to Buffy describe the events from the night before.


“So did he freak?” she asked.


“No, he just took the stake I gave him, jumped in and dusted one of them. Well, actually, he tried to talk him into stopping the attack and turning themselves in to the nearest police station. But after they clawed his hat, he went for the heart.”


“So your boyfriend took out a vampire on his very first try. Was he jealous that you got the other two?”


“Technically we’ve only gone on one date. I wouldn’t call him my boyfriend. And his pet wolf managed to take out the second vampire. So we were tied for the night.”


“Are you going to go out with him again?” Dawn asked.


“I don’t know. Dating a Mountie? Seems a little out there,” Buffy said.


“As opposed to all the down to earth guys you’ve dated before?”


“True,” she admitted.


Xander passed through the kitchen, grabbing a piece of toast and slice of bacon.


“Sorry, I have to take off. There’s a couple of things I need to get done this morning. You guys dropping by the building?”


Dawn nodded. “As soon as we finish breakfast, we’ll head on out.”


Xander left the apartment and walked down the street towards his Humvee. As he neared it, two men in suits and dark glasses walked up beside him.


“Are you Mr. Alexander Harris?” the first man asked.


Xander looked at the man. He mentally named him Shades. “Nope, never heard of the guy.” 


He began to walk away, but the second man, who Xander now thought of as Muscles, moved to block him.


“Are you sure about that, Mr. Harris?”


“Look, you have the wrong guy,” Xander said, trying to spot an opening to run.


“I don’t think so,” Shades said, showing him a printed copy of his driver’s license. “We know you’re Alexander Lavelle Harris from Sunnydale California.”


“Actually, that’s my identical cousin. My name’s Rufus Xavier Sarsaparilla. Don’t worry about it. This kind of stuff happens all the time.”


“We’d like to ask you a few questions about some stolen government equipment,” Shades said. “Some Air Force survival equipment, weaponry, and one motor vehicle were reported stolen a few months ago. Witnesses place you in the area at the time of the theft.”


Xander shrugged. “Geez, sounds pretty bad. But I don’t know anything about that.”


Muscles looked over at the Humvee parked next to them. “Aren’t those Air Force plates on your vehicle?”


“Oh, see that’s where this misunderstanding is coming from,” Xander answered. “This isn’t mine. I was just walking over to admire the sleek design and fuel efficiency of it. I’d never steal government property.”


“Mr. Harris, do you know anything about theft of a rocket launcher from Sunnydale California in early 1998?” Shades asked him.


Xander began to sweat. “You know what, why don’t I just call my good friend Agent Riley Finn with Homeland Security. I’m sure he can clear all this up.”


“Mr. Harris, are you aware that Agent Finn was relieved of duty three days ago?”


“He was?” Xander asked, now very nervous.


“He’s being court martialed for gross immoral acts. He’ll be lucky if he gets a dishonorable discharge,” Shades told him.


“Hell, considering what he did, hanging’s too good for him. Can you believe the nerve? That goat has been traumatized for life,” Muscles said.


“I heard he videotaped the whole thing. And it turns out the sheep was underaged,” Shades lamented. “Sick, sick man.”


Xander stared at Shades, then Muscles, then Shades again. “Did Riley send you guys to punk me?”


Shades broke out into a wide grin as Muscles began laughing. Xander felt a hand on his shoulder and turned around. 


“Hey, Xander. Good to see you,” Riley told him. He turned to the men. “You guys just had to push it. He was totally buying it up until you starting talking about livestock.”


“Come on, Farmboy. I figured it gave us some verisimilitude.”


“Yeah, yeah. Thanks for helping out,” Riley told them. The two men waved goodbye and departed down the street. Xander and Riley got into the Humvee.


“Okay, you got me. But just to be sure, I’m not in any trouble about taking the stuff from the Air Force base?”


Riley shook his head. “General O’Neill tried to sweep the whole thing under the rug out of embarrassment. My boss, General Hammond, heard about it and asked me to find out if it was true. If you’ve still got the signed order, I’d like to get a copy of it and a picture of you with the stuff. General Hammond wants to send it out as a Christmas card to General O’Neill.”


“How long are you in town?” Xander asked.


“A couple of days. Sam’s visiting some family. I knew you were in town, so I figured I’d stop on by and catch up.”


“Cool. Nice to be able to talk without asking you to bail me out of trouble. Do you want to grab some breakfast? I was going in, but I can delay for a couple of hours.”




After their meal, Xander and Riley arrived at the Branch building. 


“Nice place. You renovating it?” Riley asked.


“Yup,” Xander answered. “I’ve got three crews running to get everything ready by the end of the month. It’s actually kind of fun. When I was in construction, I always had to follow the buyer’s plans. But now I get to make all the cool improvements the clients wouldn’t take.”


“As long as you’re having fun.”


“Hey, Riley? You’ve been posted a lot of places before, right?”


“Yeah. I’ve seen quite a bit of the world.”


“Did you ever get the feeling that… I don’t know, you don’t really belong anywhere? Like it’s all just a temporary stay?”


“Well, I could always visit my family in Iowa,” Riley told him. “Nothing like the old homestead.”


“What if your homestead fell down a crater?” Xander asked.


Riley stopped and thought. “Honestly, after a certain time away, the place you grew up stops feeling like home. On all of my postings there was some point where I’d comeback to the barracks to hang with my friends and teammates, and I knew I was home.”


“Home is where the heart is?”


“It’s corny, but yeah.”


They entered the front door and climbed up the stairs, coming into the training area. Rona and Violet were warming up before their workout. Both were dressed in tight workout clothes.


“So you’re in charge of this unit?” Riley asked.


“Sure am. I’m putting my team together right now.”


“I remember my first command. There’s nothing else like it.”


“I’m just getting used to it. I’m sure you had a lot more men and equipment. This will still be pretty small compared to an army unit.”


“Maybe, but you do get a few things I never did,” Riley said. He stood and watched the two Slayers stretching out. “A much better view, for one thing.”


“Hey, watch it. You’re married,” Xander kidded him.


“Please. Sam makes it a point to catch every hand to hand training session on the base. She says it’s research, but I know she likes ogling the fresh meat. So she won’t mind if I take a moment to assess the scene. She’s limber,” Riley observed as Rona pulled her leg straight up. He shifted his gaze to Violet who was arching her back. “Very nice.”


“Glad you’re enjoying the show.”


“Like you’re not. And who is that bending over by the bookcase? If the front is as good as the back then I officially envy you,” Riley smiled. The girl he was watching stood up and turned around. “Oh shit, that’s Dawn!”


“Riley!” Dawn shouted as she spotted him. She waved to them, then finished putting away the books beside her.


“Oh, god, I was just perving on Dawn’s ass,” Riley moaned. He turned to Xander. “You could have warned me.”


“I could have; but I didn’t,” Xander replied with a grin.


“Jesus, I guess you have to be careful. I mean how god awful would it be if you found yourself checking her out? And you’ve know her a lot longer than I have, since she was a little kid. It’d be like checking out your little sister.”


“Um… about that—” Xander began, but was cut off as Dawn joined them.


“Riley! It’s so good to see you again,” she greeted him. Turning to Xander, she pulled him into a long kiss. “I was wondering why you were late. I missed you.”


Dawn turned back to Riley, grinning. “So what are you doing in Chicago?”


“Well, for the last minute or so, putting my foot in my mouth. But generally, I’m here with Sam while she visits some family. I dropped by to see Xander and I get to see you too.”


“Oh, and Buffy’s here also,” Dawn told him. “Let me grab her.”


Dawn headed to the other room, leaving Riley and Xander. 


“So… you and Dawn. Does Buffy know?”


“Yup.”


“And she hasn’t tried to kill you?”


“That came as a surprise to me also. My current theory is she’s lulling me into a false sense of security before she strikes.”


“Hmmm. She is a hottie. I’ll give you that. So you don’t see it as weird or inappropriate then?”


Xander shrugged. “Hard to say what inappropriate is. I mean some would say that a TA dating an undergrad in his class is inappropriate. Or that two soldiers in the same unit fraternizing and even getting married is inappropriate. Who are we to judge?”


“Point,” Riley admitted. “Gotta say, I did not see that coming.”


“It kind of snuck up on me too,” Xander told him.


“Riley!” Buffy’s voice shouted from across the room. Dawn led her sister over.


“Buffy, how have you been?” Riley asked her.


“Long answer yes, with a but. Short answer… actually there is no short answer. I’m glad I ran into you,” Buffy turned to Xander. “Do you mind if I grab a cup of coffee with Riley? It should take maybe an hour or two.”


“Sure. I was wanting to talk to Rona today. I’ll see you guys later,” Xander said. “Dawn, have you started on mapping out the cemeteries and churches?”


“I’ve started. I want to set up a computer model that will map out everything we need for the city and surrounding area. Any idea when we can get the link to the police reports?” Dawn asked.


“It’ll be at least a week. I’m taking Rona to Caritas today. I’ll have a list of demon species for you when we get back.”


“Any chance I could get some help on this.”


“Uh… Ask Reg to help you out,” he told her. “I think he’s at loose ends right now, since Rona’s coming on board here, and he hasn’t heard about his next assignment.”


“Have you thought about any other Watchers for the team?” she asked.


“That’s not a top priority right now,” Xander said. “I’ve got to deal with the whole Buffy situation before I even think about that.”


Dawn nodded and went over to talk to Reg. Xander walked over to the training area where Violet and Rona were sparring. 


“Hey, Boss,” Rona greeted him.


“Hi, Xander,” Violet gave a quick wave, while circling around Rona, looking for an opening. 


“Rona, I’m going to need you for the rest of the afternoon. Violet, can you start organizing the armory?” Xander asked. “Set up what we’ve got, make a list of what we need.”


“On it.”


“So, where we going, boss?” Rona asked. “Patrol? Track down a few leads on a new case? Some demon we need to take down?”


“We’re going to a bar.”




“Lambkins, welcome back,” Lorne greeted Xander. “And who is this enchantress by your side?”


“Lorne, this is Rona, one of the vampire Slayers in town now.” Xander introduced them. “Rona, this Lorne. He owns and runs this club. Don’t try to kill him.”


Rona eyed Lorne in suspicion. “Why not?”


“Generally, because he’s a peaceful resident in the city. Specifically, because there’s an anti-violence charm on this place You take a swing at him, but you’re the one that gets knocked out,” Xander informed her. He turned back to Lorne. “You mind if we grab a table and hang out for awhile?”


“As long as you settle the tab at the end of the night,” Lorne told him. As Xander turned, Lorne cleared his throat. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


Xander sighed and pulled out a stuffed moose doll. He handed it to Lorne. “For the record. I don’t do souvenirs. This is the only one you’re getting.”


“He’s cute. I think I’ll call him Patch.”


Xander ignored the comment as he and Rona headed towards a table in the back.


After they sat down and were served their first round, Rona turned to Xander.


“Okay, so what’s the deal?” she asked. “Why’d you bring me here?”


“Look around the place here. What do you see?”


Rona let her gaze move over the scene. After a minute, she turned back to Xander. “I see five different vampires, scattered around the bar. They’re drinking blood from the bar. There are two chaos demons having what I hope is apple cider in the booth. A family of Brachen demons watching the football game on the television. Three lister demons are by the bar. A Polgara is nursing a scotch in the corner. And it looks like four Vahrall demons playing pool. Do I pass?”


“Okay, good job. But what does it all mean?” Xander asked her.


“Besides the fact that there are at least ten demons here I should be Slaying instead of sitting and talking to you?”


“Exactly. Now we have two choices. One, we can try to take out the vampires, Polgara, and Vahralls. Or call the others to come in before we attack. Option two is to sit here, observe, then leave without causing a fuss.”


“Never thought you’d take a live and let live attitude toward murderous demons,” Rona said.


“I’m not. I just want to run through the situation with you. Now what are the reasons for taking out these guys right now?”


“They’re killers. They’ve killed people in the past. They’re going to kill people in the future unless we stop them,” she explained.


“Okay. Very important. What else?” he asked.


“Well, we’re setting up a new branch in town. We take these guys out, it sends a message there’s a new sheriff in town. Maybe a some demons that would otherwise be killing will decide it’s safer to keep their nose clean.”


“Makes sense. Any other reasons?”


“Um… the sight of vampires laughing it up while drinking blood pisses me off, and I’d really like to take them out?”


“Not as pressing a reason. Now the flip side of this. What are the reasons for letting them be?” Xander quizzed her.


“We’re outnumbered. We’re unarmed.”


Xander raised an eyebrow in skepticism. “You’re telling me you’re unarmed?”


“Fine,” Rona admitted. “I only have two stakes on me. We’d need a lot more to kill the Polgara and Vahralls.”


“Right. What else?”


“There’s a charm preventing violence in here.”


“Bingo. So even if we did want to fight, we know it’s useless. So having established that. What are our options?”


“Wait until they leave, then take them out.”


“What are the advantages to waiting?”


“Well, by coming in here, we know ahead of time who’s here. We can call the branch and get the proper weapons ready.”


Xander raised his hand and showed her his cell phone. “Sent out a text message right after we sat down.”


Rona nodded. “So you already decided what to do. You just wanted me to figure it out on my own.”


“Pretty much,” Xander said. “When I worked with Sam Zabuto in Africa, he did the same thing with me. He didn’t just want me to follow his orders. He wanted me to look at all the options of a problem and think my way through it. And if I figured out an angle he didn’t see, he would consider it and even sometimes follow my suggestions. Now think about this bar. Our options are try to figure a way around the protection spells so we can shut the place down, or just leave them be. What are the reasons to shut it down?”


“Murderous demons come in. We shut this place down and we shut out an avenue they have.”


“And if they have one less avenue?” he asked her.


“Then… they go someplace we don’t know about.”


“And the reasons for letting it be?”


Rona thought for a moment. “We can watch who comes in and out and target appropriately once they leave.”


“Correct,” Xander said. “Also, you’ll notice several non violent demon species here. Also some neutral demons. We close it up…”


“We could be making some enemies when we don’t have to,” Rona completed the thought. “We play nice with them, then they play nice with us. Maybe get some potential allies.”


“You got it. Also, we may need some place that everyone recognizes as neutral ground. We can get information from the regulars. And if we need to send a message to the other side, we can come here,” Xander thought for a moment. “That’s all I got. You have anything else?”


Rona shook her head. “So we let this place be. That the plan?”


“I’m leaning towards that. But I wanted to run through it with you. Ready to go?”


They got up and paid for their order. After they exited the bar, they walked across the street.


“One other thing. The owner of the bar is an anagogic demon. He reads people when they sing. Doesn’t even have to be loud. Just humming or whistling is enough for him to pick stuff up. I figure some of our team may want to use that later.”


“Not me. I don’t feel like opening myself up to some demon.”


“A woman after my own heart,” Xander said. “But I gotta ask. Are you sure about that?”


“Of course. No way, no how I’m going to him.”


“Okay,” he nodded. “There are two entrances to this place. I figure we set up a couple video cameras in the alleyway and across the street. That way we can track everyone who goes in and out. What do you think?”


“Makes sense. We’ll find out who’s in town, the hours they come here. But if Lorne reads one of the others…”


“So it stays between you and me. We keep the others out. I’m not happy about keeping anyone in the dark, but if we want to keep Lorne from finding out we can’t tell anyone about it.”


“We can still inform Giles,” Rona added. “It’s better to keep the other branches in the loop about all the stuff we have going on here. And they won’t be read by Greeny inside.”


“Good idea,” he said. “I knew I made the right decision with you.”


“What decision?”


“I’m making you my second in command. You’re in charge of the training with the Slayers and combat training for Watchers. I’ll need you in every strategy session. And in any combat situation, you’re in charge,” Xander told her.


“I’m in charge?” Rona asked.


“Under me,” he clarified.


“I’m in charge,” she repeated. “I’m in charge.”


“You like the sound of that?”


“Oh yeah,” Rona agreed. “So with me and Violet on the team, you decide who you want filling the final slot?”


Xander sighed. “I haven’t decided yet.”


“You know I don’t want to work with her,” she told him.


“Believe me, I understand. But I haven’t decided yet.”


“I’m just saying, you know how I feel.”


“Look, Rona. Running this branch is going to be the hardest thing I’ve ever done, regardless of whether Buffy is here or not. I’m scared shitless that I’ll screw up. But do you know the one thing that gives me courage to do this?”


“I don’t know, being able to call up Sam Zabuto or Giles anytime for advice?” Rona guessed.


“Oh… well, yeah, there is that. Okay the two things that give me courage to do this?” Xander asked.


“Having your brainy girlfriend doing all the book work?”


“All right, I’ll give you that,” he admitted. “But of the three things that will let me do this—”


“Plus you got army boy dropping by ready to bail your ass out when you get in trouble,” she listed.


“Yes. I freely admit Riley is a big help.”


“Don’t you have a couple city cops feeding you information?”


“Okay, okay. But the fourth…fifth… Among the reasons I know I can do this is the fact that I’ll have you backing me up. I trust you. And I’m hoping you trust me too.”


Rona sighed. “Fine. I trust you. I trust your judgment. Happy now?”


“Giddy as a schoolgirl,” Xander replied. “Seriously, Rona. We both know that in this line of work we’re going to have to deal with people we don’t like. Hell, we might even despise them. But sometimes to get the job done we have to work with them. Can you do that?”


“I guess so,” she muttered.


“Not just work. But act like a professional. You’re sure you’re up for that,” he asked.


She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Yeah, I’m up for it. So this mean you asking Buffy to join up?”


“I really haven’t decided yet,” he answered. Spotting Herbie driving up, he straightened up and waved. “Looks like the rest of the gang is here.”




The next morning, Reg paced outside Xander’s office. Every few seconds, he glanced down to a group of notecards he held in hands. He recited his pitch under his breath as he walked back and forth. The sound of footsteps coming up the stairs drew his attention. He looked and saw Xander heading towards him.


“Ah, Mr. Harris. Good morning.”


“Hey, Reg. You’re here early,” Xander said.


“Yes, I was hoping to speak with you today.”


“Um, yeah, I can talk to you,” Xander glanced at his watch. “First, I’ve got a conference call with the Council in a couple minutes. Oh, can you sit in on it? We may need your observations on the fight last night.”


“I…” Reg faltered. 


“Great,” Xander said. He sat down at the desk and punched in a number on the speaker phone. After one ring, the other line picked up. “Hey, it’s Xander, is everyone else here?”


“Yes,” Giles’ voice came from the other end. “Robin Wood, Roger Wyndam-Pryce, Sam Zabuto, Michael Robson, and myself are all on the line. First off, old business. Roger, how has the lead on the fraudulent Council?”


“We tracked down Rutherford Sirk last week. After an interrogation by our mystics, he admitted to being a part of it.”


“Sirk?” Sam’s voice came through. “I thought he was with Wolfram and Hart.”


“It seems he was serving two masters for awhile,” Roger explained. “There’s a consortium based in Japan he was with. We’re still getting information from him. Once we get the location of the base, I’d like to set up a joint assault force between the Hong Kong and Melbourne teams…”


“We’ll set it up,” Robson’s voice said.


“I assume you’ll want to be present for any assault seeing as you have a personal stake in this. Keep us updated on what you find out. Next item, we’re still short staffed on Watchers. We can use the experienced Slayers as trainers for the newer Slayers, but our research staff is still undermanned,” Giles said.


“What about Aaron Tyler?” Xander asked. “Did you get the information I sent on him?”


“We’re doing a background check on him right now. Once he clears, we’ll offer him a position,” Giles answered. 


“Xander has set an example,” Sam noted. “We should keep our eyes open for any suitable candidates and began recruitment efforts.”


“Agreed,” Robin joined in. “We’ve made great strides in making allies in the magic communities. We should make the same effort for non-powered humans who deal with the supernatural.”


“I think we are all in agreement on this. Any possible candidates should be referred to the London base, then I’ll follow up. Next item, the new North American branches. How is the San Fransisco branch setup going?”


“It’s now complete,” Robin said. “Chao-Ahn is operating in Beijing, and Ms. Veal transferred to the Rio branch. That leaves Faith, Caridad, and Shannon in the branch.”


“And the Chicago branch?” Giles asked.


“Rona and Violet are in town now,” Xander told them. “Dawn and I are getting everything set up. We should up and fully running by the end of the week.”


“Have you decided on the third Slayer for your team?” Giles asked.


“I… haven’t decided yet.”


“What’s the delay?” Roger asked. “I understand Buffy Summers is there. You’ve worked with her for years. I assumed she would be the third Slayer.”


“It’s complicated.”


“Has she talked to you yet?” Robin asked.


“Briefly. I’ve been busy since she got here.”


“You should set aside a few hours and talk to her. Faith and I did so when she was in town last week. It was very… helpful.”


“Yeah, I’ll get around to it.”


“Oh, I have good news,” Robin continued. “You still have a slot open for a Watcher, don’t you? I have the perfect candidate. He’s experienced, been dealing with the supernatural for years, has dealt with a variety of Slayers, and worked in a number of cities. He can be there in two days. Sooner if you need it.”


“Sounds like… wait a minute. Are you talking about Andrew?”


“Fair’s fair, Xander. I’ve had him for the past few months. It’s your turn now,” Robin explained.


“He has a point,” Roger pointed out. “Mr. Wells has been foisted on every outpost in the past three years. Robin has endured him for months. He’s due some relief.”


“You know, I’d love to, but…” Xander’s eye glanced around in panic. He settled his gaze on Reg sitting across the desk from him. “But, I offered the final Watcher slot to Reg this morning. And he accepted.”


Xander looked at Reg with pleading in his eye. Please say yes, he mouthed.


“That’s… right?” Reg said in a hesitant voice. “I’m… taking the field assignment.”


“So, as much as I’d love to take Andrew off your hands, I have a full staff already.”


“Sorry, Robin. Sounds like you’re stuck with him for awhile longer,” Sam chuckled. 


“Maybe he should be transferred to the Nairobi branch,” Robin grumbled. “We’ll see how funny you find it.”


“Do you actually think he would survive the week?” Sam asked.


“Robin, once another position opens up we’ll have him moved. I promise. All of us appreciate the sacrifice you’re making. But the truth is he’s slightly more useful working with us than falling into the wrong hands.”




After the call, Xander and Reg exited the office. 


“Thanks for covering me in there,” Xander told Reg. “I really owe you one. I’ll try to make this assignment as comfortable as possible. Just let me know what you need and what you want and I make sure it happens.”


“Well… I suppose I can accept those terms.”


“Hey, Xander!” Buffy called out from the training room. Riley stood beside her. “Glad to run into you. Seems like you don’t have a spare minute the way they’ve got you running around. I was hoping to spend some time with you. Maybe catch up and have a heart to heart.”


Xander resisted the urge to groan aloud. Instead, he took a step back and looked away. 


“Geez, I don’t know, Buff. I’m scheduled pretty tight. There’s a lot of work to be done, and I’m the one that has to oversee it all.”


“Oh,” Buffy said, disappointed. “Maybe I can help. What are you doing right now?”


“I…,” Xander thought for a moment. “Oh! Reg wanted to talk to me about an urgent matter. Right, Reg?”


“Hmm? Oh, yes. That,” Reg mumbled. “Actually, the situation I wanted to discuss managed to resolve itself. I was just going to go to… I need an office. I’ll just grab a room and begin setting up then.”


Reg walked away, much to Xander’s annoyance. As he left, Reg muttered under his breath. “High speed internet access with a lexis-nexis account. Plasma flat panel screen.”


“So you’re free?” Buffy asked.


“Uh… I should probably look over the weapons locker. That should take me awhile.”


“Say, Xander?” Riley interrupted. “Didn’t you need to coordinate some stuff with me?”


“Oh, yeah,” Xander quickly agreed. “That should take a few hours. I’ll try to catch up with you later.”




Later at the Taggerty’s, Riley racked up the balls on the pool table.


“So, it looks like you’re avoiding Buffy,” Riley observed.


“That obvious?” Xander asked.


“Pretty much. Any particular reason why?”


Xander sighed. “A lot of general reasons and one specific reason.”


“Okay, let’s start off with the specific reason.”


“She asked me about taking an assignment in Chicago. That means working with her again,” Xander told him, as he lined up his pool cue and made the breaking shot of the game.


“And that’s a bad thing? From what I remember, that was always a priority in your life,” Riley noted. He lined up and sunk the two ball. “I’m solid.”


“Was. It just got to the point where we were fighting or alienated from each other for longer than we actually got along. I don’t want to do all that again.”


“As opposed to the warm friendship you have with her now? So what are you going to tell her?” Riley asked. He missed the next shot.


Xander shrugged as he leaned over the pool table. “People keep asking me that. But I still haven’t decided yet.”


“Well, she wants to talk to you. Maybe you should do that before you decide.”


“Great. That brings us to the lots of general reasons,” Xander pocketed the ten ball and lined up his next shot. “I’m sure she’ll give some lip service about how she’s sorry we drifted apart and how I’m an important part of her life. Blah, blah, blah. I’ve heard it all before.”


Riley watched as Xander sunk the fourteen ball. “So, you think she’s not actually sorry?”


Xander missed his next shot. “Oh no. I’m sure she feels bad and is really sorry. Just like I’m sure she was honestly sorry for when she dry humped me on the dance floor for the sole reason to make Angel jealous. I’m sure she was sorry for running away without ever letting us know if she was dead or alive. I’m sure she was sorry for saying we would just get in the way when dealing with Adam right before she got her ass kicked and only beat him by performing the joining spell with us. And I’m sure she was sorry for saying Spike was the only one watching her back the day after I got my eye gouged out following her plan. I’m sure she’s sorry for each and every instance. I just don’t think that’ll ever stop her from acting the same damn way, she’s always acted. I don’t trust her to change that now matter how much she says she will.”


Riley grimaced as he listened to his friend rant. “Maybe—”


“I don’t trust her,” Xander repeated to himself. “Huh, never actually said that out loud before. I guess I did make my decision. I just didn’t realize it.”


“You sound pretty sure,” Riley said, sinking the five ball. “You know, as much as I admired the close bond you guys had, I never thought you were organized that well.”


“What do you mean?” Xander asked.


“As far as I could tell, you guys operated by general consensus. Maybe someone would take the lead, but all of you would kind of do your own thing. Now that’s great when you all agree and have the same goals. But when you don’t, then there’s arguing about who’s in charge, who makes the decisions, and whether you trust the other’s judgment.”


“I guess. We did change that,” Xander pointed out.


“Yeah,” Riley agreed. He shot and sank the four ball. “You have someone who is clearly in charge. So in any situation, someone makes the call, the rest follow the orders, right?”


“Right.”


“Then it seems to me that a lot of the problems you had with Buffy won’t arise because of this new structure,” Riley reasoned. He pocketed the one ball and lined up his next shot. “Right?”


“I guess,” Xander admitted.


“Then it seems to me that the big stumbling block is that you just don’t think Buffy will ever change her behavior.”


“Well, I only have seven years of watching her do the same damn things over and over again to base my theory on. But yeah, that sums it up.”


Riley took careful aim for his next shot. As he did so, he thought about his next words, knowing how crucial they were. “I was there in Las Vegas with you. I saw how the whole deal with your mom went down.”


Xander stopped and shook his head. “Okay, non sequitur. I thought we were talking about Buffy.”


“We are,” Riley said. His shot missed and bounced off the bumper. “But just think about it. You have your mom. Someone who should look out for you, a vitally important part of your life. But she keeps letting you down. Mainly due to some self destructive behavior. Then you get into town and find her. She promises she’s sorry and will change. Then at the first chance, she gets money from you and takes off. That would burn anyone.”


“I really hope you have a point to this,” Xander said. He hit the cue ball too hard, missing his shot.


“So months later, Buffy shows up. As a Slayer and a friend, she’s someone who should look out for you, a vitally important part of your life. But she keeps letting you down. Mainly due to some self destructive behavior. But she promises she’s sorry and will change. But this time, you don’t even give her the time of day.”


“And you’re saying I should what? Close my eyes and clap as hard as I can? Then Buffy will magically be a better person who never lets anyone down again? I don’t think so. I took me awhile before I learned I couldn’t rely on my mom. It didn’t take as long with Buffy.”


Riley sank the three ball. Lining up the next shot, he spoke. “Let me ask you something. Just assume for a second that Buffy has well and truly changed. What would she have to say to convince you of this?”


“I… I don’t know,” Xander admitted. He watched Riley sink the one ball. “I guess it would be just like she’s been doing. But it takes more than words to change. She just wants her friends back. She’s been making the rounds.”


“You think that’s what she’s been doing?” Riley asked as he sunk the seven ball.


“Yes. First Giles, then Willow. Then Robin and Faith. Now Dawn and me.”


“Xander, are Buffy and Faith such good friends that Buffy would travel just to see her and try to win her over?” 


“Well… not really.”


“And you can’t really say she’s friends with Robin,” Riley pointed out. His next shot pocketed the six ball. “Eight ball corner pocket. And she talked to me yesterday. It wasn’t because she missed our platonic relationship.”


“Then what’s she doing?” Xander asked.


Riley lined up his shot and cleanly pocketed the eight ball. “She’s making amends. Everyone she’s every hurt. That’s not paying lip service. That’s an honest attempt to change her behavior. I thinks it’s even a step. Like in a twelve step program.”


“Step nine,” Xander muttered. “I have some passing familiarity with them.”


“Now, I’m not saying that you don’t have the right to write her off. I don’t think anyone would blame you if you said you weren’t comfortable working with her. But I think you should at least sit down and talk to her first. You owe it to yourself to hear what she has to say.”




Xander walked inside the headquarters, up the stairs to his office. He passed Violet and Rona sparring on a training mat. Near them, Reg was cataloging the weapons. Just past him, Xander spotted Buffy talking to Dawn. They were sitting, surrounded by three piles of books Dawn was organizing.


“Hey, am I interrupting anything?” he asked.


“Nope, just telling Buffy all about my classes,” Dawn answered.


“Cool,” he said. Taking a deep breath, Xander bit the bullet. “Can I talk to you privately?”


“Oh, yeah,” Buffy said. “I can give you two some privacy. I was going to head over to Dawn’s place and start packing anyway.”


“I meant you, Buffy. I wanted to talk to you.”


“Oh,” she nodded. They went into Xander’s office, and he closed the door behind them.


“So what’s this about you packing up?”


“I figured I couldn’t sleep on Dawn’s couch forever. Besides, I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be in town,” Buffy told him.


“You’re leaving? I thought you were going to stick around for awhile. You were asking about a position in the branch.”


“Yeah. But, there’s still a few people I need to talk to. And I got the impression that you weren’t very eager to work with me again.”


“I guess I have been ducking out on you since you got here,” Xander admitted. “Riley and I talked for a bit before I dropped him off at his in-laws. He had this crazy theory that… Buffy, why are you here?”


“The Immortal didn’t just die. I killed him.”


 Xander raised an eyebrow to that piece of news, but remained silent. Buffy continued. “Giles was an a business trip to Rome, and he decided to visit me. He brought along his friend Robson, do you know him?”


“Yeah. He was the guy Giles found after being attacked by the First’s Bringers. He was, like, the only Watcher to survive a direct attack.”


“Yeah, that’s him. Well, the Immortal comes in the room and just starts freaking out. He grabs a sword and tries to kill Giles and his friend. He was yelling something about how there can be only one.”


“Huh.” 


“I told him to stop. I really did,” Buffy said sadly. “But he wouldn’t. So I grabbed a sword… I had to cut his head off to keep him from killing Giles and his friend. Then the weirdest thing happened.”


“A bunch of lightening shot out of his body and hit Giles’ friend Robson?” Xander asked.


“Yeah,” Buffy told him. “After everything settled down, Giles was surprised that I put his life above the Immortal’s. And at first, I was shocked that he thought I would value a sometimes evil killer more than him. But then I realized he had a point. I mean I dated and slept with the guy for months. And I know that I valued Spike more than anyone else that last year in Sunnydale.”


Buffy stopped, tears welling in her eyes. Xander handed her a tissue. She took it and gave Xander a thankful smile. After dabbing her eyes she continued.


“I took a long look at the choices I made, and the person I’ve been for the past few years. And I really didn’t like what I saw. I spent a lot of time with Giles. There was a counselor, one of the people who helped Willow, that he had me talk to. After that, I decided I wasn’t going to make the same bad decisions and choices I’ve made before. And I made a list of everyone I treated badly or hurt, and I going around to try to apologize to them. I’ve seen Giles, Willow, Faith, Robin, some of the Slayers from the last battle in Sunnydale. And since I got into town, Dawn, Riley, and now you.”


“And now me,” Xander said. He sat down at his desk, and moved a few pieces of paper around. Finally he looked up at Buffy and spoke. “Do you have any idea how pissed off and disappointed I’ve been with you?”


“I can guess.”


“You were my hero. When things got bad, I thought I could always rely on you to make them better, not worse. You were supposed to be this perfect person who always knew the right thing to do. But then you were just this flawed, messed up person instead. I just didn’t think you could be so…”


“Human?” Buffy offered.


“Yeah, that covers it,” Xander agreed. “Now when I pretty much think the worst of you, you pull this humble apologetic crap on me. I can’t even be properly pissed off at you, without you ruining it.”


“Sorry about that.”


“You’re not sorry,” Xander griped. He chuckled at his next thought. “I do have to admit, I was impressed about how you reacted to me and Dawn. I thought you were going to freak out over it.”


“Xander?” Buffy asked. “The truth is, when I saw you two in the hallway all over each other, I freaked out. A little. On the inside.”


“Glad to know I wasn’t completely off base, then.”


“The worst part, wasn’t the thought of you two together. It was the fact that my little sister and friend fell in love, and I missed it all. I had this image in my head of Dawn being a kid I had to look out for and protect. But when I saw her, I realized she had grown up.”


“She did. Dawn’s no longer a pesky little kid. She’s a smart, brave, funny, young woman. It’s about time you took her seriously.”


“Oh my god!” Dawn’s voice cut through from outside the office. “It’s a cookbook! It’s a cookbook!” 


Buffy and Xander glanced through the window and spotted Dawn waving an old text around. Violet, Rona, and Reg were laughing.


“That in no way invalidates what I just said.”


Buffy shook her head and smiled as she watched her sister She turned back to Xander.


“The biggest regret I have about all this is how I lost touch with the most important people in my life. The last five years I had with my mom, I spent most of them either lying to her, fighting with her, or trying to get away from her. Considering how little time I had with her, I should have valued every day. I don’t want to feel that way about anyone else in my life.”


“I know how you feel. Anya,” Xander explained. He drummed his fingers along his desk and looked out the window at Violet, Rona, Dawn, and Reg. After a few seconds, he turned back to Buffy. “Here’s the deal. The position I’ll give you is a branch Slayer. Overall I’m in charge, so you have to follow orders from me. Rona’s second in command and in charge of all training and actual field operations. If you have a problem with her, you can come to me. But unless she’s obviously wrong and out of line, I’m going to back her up.”


“Okay,” Buffy agreed.


“You’ll get paid a salary. And you can have a room in the headquarters here. If you don’t want to live here, you have to pay for you own place. The Council will also pay if you want to go back to college. All patrols, training, and meetings are planned out ahead of time, so no skipping out if you don’t feel like it. And everyone’s on call for apocalypse situations.”


“Got it.”


“Everyone here sees a therapist at least once a month, more if he or I think it’s necessary. Dr. Fraiser is clued in on the whole Slayer gig, so don’t hide anything from him. Now the biggie. If you ever lie to me, or keep me in the dark about anything, you’re fired. No more Council funding, not from me, not from Giles, not from anyone. Now are you sure you can do all that?”


“Yes. I promise,” Buffy said. “Xander, I just want to say how sorry I am. I should have been a better friend. I should have been there for you when you needed me. I shouldn’t have treated you like you weren’t important to me.”


“Thank you,” Xander said. “I know that wasn’t easy.”


“I should have said it a long time ago.”


“Yeah. Look if we’re going to do this, we might as well do it all the way,” he said. “It has been pointed out to me that during a lot of our disagreements, I would say very hurtful things. I realize I was only making things worse, and I’m sorry for hurting you like that.”


“Thanks,” Buffy patted his arm. “I’m sorry I didn’t stay with you in the hospital after you lost your eye.”


“I’m sorry I summoned Sweet and you almost danced to death.”


“I thought you were just covering for Dawn on that one.”


“Nope,” Xander said. “That was all me.”


“I’m sorry I ignored your problems after graduation.”


“I lied about not remembering what I did when I was possessed by the hyena. I’m sorry for lying about that.”


“I understand,” Buffy said. “I’m sorry I left town and didn’t let you know if I was okay after fighting Angelus.”


Xander grimaced at that. “Yeah. You know when I said I had a message from Willow. She didn’t say ‘kick his ass.’ I was supposed to tell you she was trying the soul curse again.”


“Yeah, I figured.”


“What? That was a huge secret I’ve been carrying around! You’re telling me you knew all this time?”


“Xander, I’m not stupid,” Buffy told him. “I didn’t know at the time. But I spent every minute for months afterwards going over each second of that fight. It wasn’t hard to figure out.”


“So… why didn’t you ever say anything?”


“Because… I knew at best, it wouldn’t have mattered. I still would have had to send Angel to hell. At worst, I would have held back and Angelus would have killed me, then let Hell on Earth happen. Besides, that way I could always remind you of it if we argued. Sorry about that, by the way,” she explained. “This is going to take awhile, isn’t it?”


“Yeah, look like. Maybe we should order a pizza,” Xander said. “It’s my turn, right? Okay, I’m sorry I blackmailed Amy into casting the love spell that splashed over on you.”




Three hours later, Buffy and Xander were doubled over in laughter.


“Oh, god. Then you were leaning in, like three inches from my face, yelling, ‘Buffy! If you can hear me, we’re going to help you!’ ”


“Cut me some slack. You were talking about slaying your roommate because she liked Cher. We thought you were possessed.”


“But she was a demon!”


“Not because she liked Cher. We usually need a little more to go on before we hit Defcon 1,” Xander glanced at the clock. “Oh, god. It’s getting late. I didn’t realize we’d been in here for so long.”


“I’m going to let Dawn know I’ve got the job,” Buffy said, as she left the office.


Xander got up from the desk and walked to the door. He looked around the office, gazing on the blueprints on his desk and the picture of Dawn by his phone. He turned and looked into the main floor. Buffy was finishing telling Dawn the news. Dawn squealed in glee and hugged her sister. Across the floor, Rona was helping Reg aim a crossbow at a target. A few feet away, Violet watched them with Gobo sitting on her shoulder. 


“Huh,” Xander smiled at the scene before him. “I’m home.”









Rescues and Reconciliations


“He’s coming around.”


The voice sounded hollow and muted to Xander. There was a low pitched hum in his ears. He tried to lift his head towards the voice, but his movements were sluggish. Xander opened his eye to look at the speaker. Two people stood before him in silhouette. He tried to stand, but found his hands and feet tied to the chair he was sitting in. 


“How long…” Xander croaked out. He cleared his throat a few times and swallowed to counteract the dryness. “How long have I been here?”


“Alexander Lavelle Harris. Head of the Chicago branch of the Reformed Watcher’s Council. I am not impressed,” the speaker said. “The Council must be truly desperate if they put him in charge of anything. It’s only a matter of time before his incompetence becomes evident to everyone.”


Xander focused on the speaker still hidden in shadow. “Dad?”


“What? No, you idiot. I’m not your father.”


“Oh… sorry. I’ve got a raging headache. And the tone was eerily similar,” Xander explained.


“Try to understand the situation you’re in. You’re helpless and way out of your depth. Try not to do anything stupid or screw up and you might just—”


“Mom?”


“Jesus Christ,” the speaker muttered. He walked out of the shadow, revealing his face. “What kind of moron—”


“Sirk,” the second speaker said. “He’s just trying to get a reaction out of you. And we were trying to remain mysterious.”


“So he’s seen my face. That doesn’t give him anything to identify me with.”


“Rutherford Sirk, right?” Xander asked. “I thought you were caught six months ago.”


“That was a double my organization uses on occasion,” Sirk explained. “We use them from time to time. You may have heard.”


“Oh yeah. Roger Wyndam-Price is so pissed at you guys. It’s all he ever talks about. The guy has a serious hate on for you. It gets kind of boring after awhile.”


“Enough of this,” the second man spoke. “You promised us you could get the information out of him, Sirk. I’m still waiting for results.”


“Of course, Kobayashi-San,” Sirk said. He turned to Xander. “You have been brought here for one purpose only: to tell us what we want. Now, we have ways of making you talk.”


“Shouldn’t you say that with a German accent?” Xander asked. “It just seems appropriate.”


“You can answer us now, while you’re still undamaged. Or we can use more… persuasive methods,” Sirk told him.


“You guys use the Litkovitch Charm yet?” Xander asked. Seeing the annoyance flash across Sirk’s face, he continued. “I think you did, because my head feels like it’s been stuffed with cotton. And my mouth tastes like copper pennies, so that means you also tried a compulsion spell.”


“We have many methods. I tried to use the more humane tools, but if you insist we can dispense with the mercy.”


“Oh, that sounds ominous. What’s next, the comfy chair?” Xander asked.


Sirk turned to Kobayashi, who nodded. Sirk leaned down and pulled up a heavy iron chest. Opening it, he pulled out a large stone that glowed blue. He placed it on the table in front of Xander.


“This,” Sirk pointed to the stone, “is a Veritas Stone. When you tell the truth, it glows blue. When you lie it glows red. So let’s try it out with a test question. How did you lose your eye?”


“There was this girl I was trying to impress. I decided to give her a gift no one else had ever given her, but I figured the ear thing had already been done.”


The stone on the table glowed red. As it did so, Xander hunched over in pain. He pulled helplessly against the ropes tying him to the chair. “Oh, god! Shut it off!”


“The beauty of the stone is that we don’t have to lift a finger against you. The only pain you feel is the pain you inflict on yourself by choosing to lie. Now that are a few things we would like for you to tell us.”


As Sirk spoke, the stone turned blue. Xander sighed as the throbbing agony lifted. He glanced at the stone, then at Sirk. “So tell me something, Sirk. You used to be with the Watchers, right?”


“I’m sure you’re aware of my past employment.”


“But you figured you could get a better deal, so you sold them out to Wolfram and Hart. Then, you sold Wolfram and Hart out by joining Kobayashi Maru’s little group here. So what I’m wondering is how soon are you going to sell him out? Because you don’t strike me as the loyal type.”


“I’m not here to answer your questions. You’re here to answer mine,” Sirk told him.


“Did you just catch that?” Xander asked Kobayashi. “He dodged the question. Interesting. I mean the answer doesn’t really affect me that much, so he could have just answered. Unless of course, he didn’t want you to know. Whatcha think about that?”


“Mr. Harris, I advise you to stop trying to distract us,” Kobayashi said.


“Tell us about the witch,” Sirk commanded. “You are her oldest friend. I assume you know things about her that no one else does. We want to hear everything. Leave nothing out.”


Xander sat silently for a moment. He sighed and turned to Sirk. “Look, the thing about me and Willow is… Actually, you know what? Your boss didn’t answer when I asked him about the possibility of you betraying him. That’s just weird. I mean if he trusted you, he would just say so. Then you would say you’re loyal to him. Then the stone would shine blue and everyone would be happy. But he didn’t.”


“Mr. Harris,” Sirk warned.


“So if I were a backstabbing minion, I might think that he’s already on to me and is making plans to dispose of me when I’m no longer useful.”


“Tell us about the witch!”


“I’ve seen a lot of evil masterminds and minions over the years. Now in some cases, the minions backstab the mastermind, then they take over. Other times, the mastermind kills off the minions at the first sign of betrayal, or if the minion screws up, or… if the mastermind is just bored. But the one thing I have never seen is the minion and boss get along and help each other out so they’re both happy. I guess there’s something about evil plots that just aren’t conducive to teamwork. Huh,” Xander shrugged. “Food for thought.”


“Mr. Harris, you will cease this prattling and give us the information we want,” Sirk told him. “Don’t think you can distract us by making up stories.”


“But the stone is blue. And you know that means that every word I said is true. I didn’t make up a single thing,” Xander turned to look directly at the stone. “And from what I can tell, one of you is going to kill the other one. That’s just how these things go.”


Sirk and Kobayashi both glanced at the stone, which still shone a bright blue.


“Tell us about the witch.”


“No,” Xander said.


“Mr. Harris, I don’t think you realize the situation you’re in right now,” Kobayashi said. He walked up Xander and stood over him. “Do you really want to know what we will do to you if you don’t comply?”


“I think I get the situation a lot better than you hoped. You tried the Litkovitch Charm first. But that didn’t work. Then you turned to the compulsion spell, but that was a bust too. Now you’re on plan C. But the drawback is that while you can spot a lie, there’s nothing to force me to tell you what you want. So I’m guessing that you still have a few more backup plans, but they require me to be in one piece, so you can’t force me to talk,” Xander paused and looked Kobayashi straight in the eye. “Of course I could be wrong. All you have to do is say you’ll hurt or kill me if I don’t talk. As long as the stone is blue, I know you’re serious. So tell me, Koby, are you serious?”


Kobayashi glared at Xander, then turned away. “We should have grabbed the Wells boy instead.”


“Wells doesn’t have what we want. While I have no doubt he would talk, the Council would never allow him access to the information we need,” Sirk informed him. He turned back to Xander. “You are correct in your assumption that we will not harm you to force you to talk. But you do not want to go through the next option for questioning. It causes serious damage to the subject. While you might one day recover physically, the mental damage would never improve.”


Xander glanced at the stone, which still shone blue. “So why didn’t you jump to this before? I doubt you’re that concerned about my well being.”


“The method in question is not completely accurate. Now believe me when I say, you would be much better off cooperating with us than undergoing the alternative.”


Xander glanced at the stone, then at Sirk and Kobayashi. He craned his neck around, looking for some salvation, but spotting none. “Quid pro quo.”


“Excuse me?” 


“I answer a question of yours. You answer a question of mine,” Xander said. “That’s the only way you’ll get anything out of me.”


Sirk turned to Kobayashi, who shrugged, then nodded.


“Very well.”


“And can I get some aspirin? My head is killing me,” Xander said with a wince. 


“If we are satisfied with your answers. Now why didn’t the Litkovitch Charm and compulsion spell affect you?”


“All Watcher and Slayer personnel have some heavy duty anti magic wards placed on them,” Xander answered.


Kobayashi watched the stone. As it stayed blue, he smiled. “Interesting. That will come in useful later on.”


“What group do you belong to?” Xander asked.


“Kobayashi-San is the head of the Consortium. It’s a conglomeration of various smaller interests. Various warlocks, vampires, demons, lawyers. You know, the scum of the earth,” Sirk caught Kobayashi’s frown at this. “From a moral point only. Otherwise they’re a very charming and intelligent group. Who is the person the witch cares for the most?”


“I don’t know.”


Sirk sighed. “Spare me the semantics, Mr. Harris. Who do you think Ms. Rosenberg cares for the most?”


“I. Don’t. Know.”


Sirk looked around. “You’re her childhood friend. That’s common knowledge. Why would you not know that?”


Xander stared at Sirk, simmering. When he spoke, it was in a controlled even tone. “I haven’t spoken to Willow Rosenberg in almost three years. We don’t share things.”


“Why haven’t you—”


“I’ve answered your question. It’s my turn now,” Xander said. “What is your group trying to accomplish?”


“The Consortium is worried about the Watcher’s Council. It has a monopoly of active Slayers we want access too. Also it’s been a little too effective in cooperating with other do gooders. The members of the Consortium would like to sow a little discord,” he replied. “Now why haven’t you spoken to Ms. Rosenberg in so long?”


Xander sighed. “It’s a long story.”


“We have time. And I want every detail.”


“After the last battle in Sunnydale, I went to Africa on assignment. It was mainly recruiting Slayers and Watchers. But a few months in we ran across a necromancer who possessed a very dangerous cursed tome. We came up with a plan to nab it, and that entailed me going in for the tome. I had a spell placed on me that made me undetectable to magic or science. I snuck in and grabbed the book while the others ran interference. The whole thing went off like clockwork. But when we got back to the base…”


June, 2003
The Reformed Watcher’s Compound
Nairobi, Kenya


“I have returned bearing spoils for the victor!” Xander shouted, holding a bag over his head in triumph. “Let there be rejoicing in this land and great feasts of the finest meats and cheeses for my people.”


“Mr. Harris?” a fifteen year old Slayer nervously asked. “You stole the book?”


“Indeed, young warrioress,” Xander said, ruffling her hair affectionately. She blushed in embarrassment. “And you are especially favored, for without your noble fighting, my efforts would have been for naught. Go forth and spread the joyous news to your brethren… sistren… aw, just go tell the girls the plan worked. Thanks, Kwethiwe.”


Xander watched the girl run down the hall towards the other Slayers. A beaming grin split his face as he watched her depart.


“I take it you were successful in retrieving the Liber Magna Mortiferamus?” 


Xander turned around and saw Sam Zabuto standing before him. “Sam! It totally worked. I got the book!”


Xander handed the bag to Sam. Hefting it up, Sam remarked, “Seems a little heavy for one book.”


“Oh! Once I got in the chamber and snagged the Liber, I saw that the whole room was set up like a trophy room slash library slash armory. And since I had a couple of minutes leeway and plenty of room in the bag, I figured why not grab a few extra items? Check it out,” Xander pulled two more hefty books from the bag. “These were set up on a separate pedestal just like the Liber, plus I think they’re bound in human skin, so that’s probably really bad news.”


“Most observant,” Sam said. “We’ll have one of the Devon Council pick them up for study.”


“Then, I grabbed a set of sacrificial daggers. I saw the mark of Thanatos on them. That means they’re only used for human sacrifices for really bad ceremonies, right?”


“To my knowledge, yes. That will put the crimp in several nefarious plans. What else did you take?”


Xander pulled out three small glass spheres. “Orbs of Thessala. At first I thought, ‘Hey! These can be used for restoring souls. That’s good, right?’ But then I thought, “Whoa, this is an evil necromancer using them, so probably not so good.’ ”


“And they are rather difficult to come by. I’m sure the Council would like a few for emergencies,” Sam noted.


“And then I saw this,” Xander said, pulling out an ancient rust colored sculpture with several arcan designs carved into it… 


“What is that?” Sam asked.


“No clue. I was kind of hoping you would know. But it looked important, so I grabbed it. That filled up the bag. There were still a few other items around the room though. I splashed holy water, crushed communion wafers, and garlic around the room. I would have tried to destroy the rest, but I didn’t want to make too much noise,” Xander paused. “What if I left something important? Maybe I should have made sure to at least—”


“Alexander, your mission was to steal one book. You accomplished that and brought back several additional items. You did very well. Remember, the easiest way to destroy a mission is to change the objectives and plans during it. You were wise not to expose yourself to additional dangers,” Sam told him.


“Thanks,” Xander said. “I’m just glad I didn’t screw up your plans.”


“They weren’t my plans, Alexander. You came up with the idea of a frontal attack to draw away the guards. And you reasoned that a cloaked person would be able to penetrate the catacombs without detection,” Sam said. He paused, then placed his hand on Xander’s shoulder. “I’m very proud of you.”


Xander looked up towards Sam. He opened his mouth, but was too stunned to speak.


“Mr. Harris?” Kwethiwe asked, poking her head through the door. “There’s an international call for you. It’s from Ms. Rosenberg. She sounds distressed.”


Xander nodded to her and ran down the hall. He reached to the phone and picked it up, slightly out of breath. “Hello? Willow? What’s wrong?”


“Xander? Thank god. Are you okay?” Willow asked in a frantic voice.


“Yeah. I’m fine. What happened? Why are you so worried?” 


“You just disappeared!” Willow yelled. “I thought you died!”


“Willow, calm down. I haven’t disappeared. You know where I’ve been stationed. Just because we haven’t talked one on one since we were both in Cleveland is no reason to—”


“Xander! I know you’re in Africa. But this afternoon you just completely vanished! I couldn’t track you or detect you no matter what spell I tried!”


“That? No, that was part of the mission plan today. I had to do some sneaking around, so we had the local shaman cast a charm on me. Nothing could detect me, so that way I could… Wait, what did you mean I disappeared? That would mean…”


“I put a tracking spell on you before you left for Africa. That way I would know if you got in trouble or needed help. Then today you disappeared. I thought something happened,” Willow explained. She waited for a response, but heard only silence on the other end. “Xander?”


“You cast a spell on me without telling me?” he asked in disbelief.


“I was worried about you. You were so down after Anya died, then you just decided to take off to Africa. I needed to know that you’d be okay.”


“Did it ever occur to you to just… I don’t know, talk to me? Was it that much effort to tear yourself away from Kennedy? Jesus Christ, Willow.”


“All right, I should have talked to you. But I honestly had no idea what to say. And you still would have gone to Africa. I just wanted to make sure you were safe,” Willow told him.


“Did…” he paused for moment, then continued. “Did you also place a tracking spell on Buffy and Giles?”


“What? No. They wouldn’t need it.”


“Of course not. You trust them to look after themselves, but dumb old Xander needs to have his hand held just walking across the street!” Xander yelled into the phone.


“Xander! Giles is stationed in the London headquarters. Buffy is traveling through Europe doing the whole tourist thing. They’re not doing field work, and they’re in places much safer than Africa. I can’t believe you’re getting upset at me because I was worried about you.”


“So you cast a spell on me? Why didn’t you just try to wipe my memory while you were at it? That’s what you did with Tara!”


“That has nothing…” Willow trailed off. When she spoke again, her voice was tight. “That was a very mean thing to say, Xander. And I think you need to apologize.”


“You want me to apologize to you for this?” Xander asked in disbelief.


“I’m putting on my resolve face, Xander. I’m serious.”


“Willow, grow up,” Xander told her. “And don’t bother calling me anymore. I have people in my life who actually respect me and what I do. I don’t need anyone who goes behind my back and treats me like a child…”


Xander slammed down the phone and walked towards the kitchen. Entering it he saw the three Slayers in the branch talking. Kwethiwe looked up at him.


“Mr. Harris? Is everything all right?”


“Uh, yeah,” he answered, looking around the kitchen. He paused and looked at the three young women. “You guys did good work today. You should be proud. Take the night off and enjoy yourselves. You’ve earned it.”


“I thought we would all celebrate as a group,” Kwethiwe said.


“I’m going to have to bow out tonight. Next time though,” Xander told her. He grabbed a bottle of scotch as he left the kitchen and headed towards his office.




“That’s it?” Sirk asked, barely containing his laughter. “You got your poor little feeling hurt by the big bad witch?”


“I told you what happened,” Xander said in a quiet voice.


“Oh no, I get it. You get a pat on the head from the first surrogate father figure that actually notices you, then turning around and getting treated like the retarded cousin kept in the attic. But cutting out your oldest friend for three years? Can you really say after all this time that you don’t regret that? Maybe you overreacted. And be honest, wouldn’t a tracking spell come in real handy for you right now?” Sirk asked.


Xander glared at Sirk and Kobayashi. He opened his mouth to speak, then stopped. Turning his head, Xander looked at the Veritas Stone glowing blue. He closed his eye and took a deep breath. He slowly let it out, then turned back to face Sirk.


“I answered your question. It’s your turn now. How long have I been captured?”


Sirk shrugged. “About three days.”


“I didn’t ask about how long I’d been here. I’d like a precise answer.”


Kobayashi eyed Xander suspiciously, but Sirk merely glanced at his watch.


“We picked you up Wednesday at 10 AM. It’s now Saturday at 3:30 PM. That makes it three days, five hours, and thirty minutes. Now what are the security codes for—”


“Why do you want to know how long you’ve been here?” Kobayashi interrupted.


“You sure you want to waste a question on that?” Xander asked.


Sirk glanced at Kobayashi. Noting the worried look, Sirk spoke. “Yes. Why did you ask that?”


Xander thought for a moment. He began muttering softly under his breath. “Three days and… that’s about right,” Looking directly at the two men, Xander spoke in a clear distinct voice. “The thing you have to remember is that we didn’t set out to take over the Watcher’s Council and head an army of Slayers. The whole activation spell was a last second Hail Mary pass to defeat the First. Hell, even that wouldn’t have done the job. It took a mystic amulet from an evil law firm powered by a souled vampire to finish things up.”


“What does this have to do with anything?” Kobayashi demanded.


“I’m getting to that. I just have to lay the groundwork,” Xander explained. “Once the dust settled, we realized the can of worms we had opened up. There were Slayers scattered all over the world and the people that normally tracked them down and trained them were all blowed up. So we figured since we cast the spell that meant we had to step up and take care of things. And off we went looking up the Slayers and piecing together the new Council to run things. And I bet that’s about the time you guys sat up and took notice.”


Sirk nodded, then stopped. “Continue.”


“Well, just as we were thinking this whole Council stuff was a cake walk we got hit with a couple of reality checks. The first was a Slayer named Dana. Turns out that the Slayer spirit didn’t pass people up for little things like violent paranoid delusions. The second was reports of a bogus Watcher’s Council with doubles of some of our people running around causing trouble,” Xander paused. His face tensed up, then relaxed suddenly. He let out a soft sigh of relief.


“Oh, yeah,” Xander murmured. “Sorry, lost track for a second. So after those wake up calls, we realized that we needed to prepare for a lot more than we originally figured. And for the next few months, every Council member thought up worst case scenarios. And as we did that we also drew out contingency plans for every single one.”


“What contingency plan?” Kobayashi asked.


“Well, let’s say theoretically that a Slayer, or Watcher, or family or friends of them is kidnapped. A truly ruthless person could demand pretty much anything by threatening them. So our contingency plan for that is to drop everything else, gather up the biggest guns we have, then track down the kidnappers and wipe them out.”


The two men stared at him. Sirk shook his head, then glanced at the Veritas Stone, still glowing blue.


“Now the really interesting bit on that is the quickest we figured on detecting the problem, assembling a strike team, and tracking down the target was three days and six hours. But I think they’re setting a new record.”


“This is supposition on your part,” Kobayashi said. “You don’t know that they’re on their way.”


“Well, let’s see,” Xander said. He turned and looked directly at the Veritas Stone. “I’m a chunky monkey from Funkytown. Principal Snyder was the finest educator I ever met. Angel was in no way a creepy stalker who fixated on impressionable underage girls. Spike had a healthy view of relationships and benefited every girl he was with.”


The three men in the room watched as the Veritas Stone remained blue.


“Yeah, I’d say something put your truth rock on the fritz. Add in the fact that my raging headache cleared up a few minutes ago, and the ropes tying me to this chair,” Xander pulled his hands free and stood up. “just fell off me. That tells me things do not look good for your organization in general and you two in particular.”


Kobayashi ran to the door, but found it locked. He struggled with the knob, trying desperately to open it. Sirk backed away from the table and grabbed the Veritas Stone. Xander picked up the chair and stepped towards him with a calm smile on his face.


“Now are the ready for the really funny part? I do have a tracking spell on me. As does every Slayer, Watcher, and quite a few other people we work with,” Xander hefted the chair up and swung it down.




“Xander!”


Dawn’s cry echoed through the room as she ran up and fiercely hugged Xander.


“Oh, god. I was so worried. When you didn’t show up, I sent out the alarm. But I didn’t know if we’d get there in time.”


Xander kissed Dawn, cutting her off. They kissed passionately for the next minute as Dawn calmed down. Once she was fully relaxed, Xander pulled back.


“Damn, I missed that. Three days is just too long to go without,” he told her.


“I guess I got you hooked.”


“So, looks like you broke out the first string for this one. It’s nice to be wanted.”


“Well, most everyone volunteered,” Dawn told him. “Buffy and Rona demanded to be part of the team. They were even nice to each other during the whole thing.”


“I guess miracles really do happen,” he joked. “Let me make the rounds thanking everyone, then I’ll be ready to head home.”


Xander got up and walked into main hallway of the building. Wrecked furniture was strewn about the room in the aftermath of the raid. He passed a few still bodies on the floor. Glancing down, he noted they were Consortium members, rather than Slayers. As he walked through the building he spotted the scattering Council strike team. He nodded as he passed two junior Slayers hauling a struggling Consortium official to the ground. A flash of red hair grabbed his attention. He turned and headed towards it. He walked up to his old friend sitting at a table looking over a pile of papers. He sat down in the seat next to her. Willow gasped as she saw him.


“Hey,” he greeted her.


“Xander! I…” Willow stammered. “I’m glad you’re up and about. I was hoping we could talk privately before you went home. There are four main issued I’d like to address—”


“Willow, are you reading from notecards?” he asked her.


Willow stopped and glanced down at the cards in her hands. “I was afraid I’d forget what I wanted to say,” she mumbled.


Xander gently reached down, took the notecards from her hands, and tossed them aside. He looked her squarely in the eye and spoke, “Hey.”


“Hey,” Willow said back. “I missed you.”


“Yeah. Me too. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I needed some time to myself. A lot of time. I think I’m better for it. But I did miss you,” Xander took a breath and pressed on. “I gotta say, your timing is awesome. I figured you were near when my headache vanished. But when the ropes unraveled and I stood up… you should have seen the look on those guy’s faces. They never figured on a tracking spell. That sure did come in handy.”


“I guess,” she said. “Just as long it was done with your knowledge and consent. That’s the important part.”


“True,” he said. “So… are we cool?”


“Yeah,” Willow answered. “We’re cool.”


“Good. I, uh, need to get back to Dawn now. She’s been pretty worried,” he said, getting up. He stopped and looked at her. “Do you have any time off coming up?”


“I suppose I can slip away for a few days.”


“Maybe you should drop by Chicago. Buffy and Dawn are there with me. Hell, we can call up Giles and have a Scooby Gang reunion.”


“I’d like that,” Willow said, tears filling her eyes.


“Good, but… Before you do that, you need to talk to Dawn. After… after Tara died, you really scared her. And you two never cleared that up. She’s got to be okay with it before you come to Chicago. I couldn’t ask her to just forget it.”


“I’ll talk to her. I promise,” Willow told him.


“I did miss you. Every time ‘A Charlie Brown Christmas’ was on, I thought of you.”


“I don’t want us to stop talking like that again. Next time we get pissed off at each other, can we just work it out?” she asked.


“Sure,” he said. “I’ll even pinky swear on it.”


 Xander held out his little finger. Willow hooked it with hers, and they shook.


“Well, it’s official. Can’t break it now, that’s some bad mojo there,” Willow said.


“Bad mojo? Shouldn’t you be more formal talking about magic?”


“It’s an industry term.”




“Just sit tight, boss. We’ll have you back home soon,” Rona told him, driving the SUV.


“Take your time,” Xander told her. He hugged Dawn close to him. “I’m nice and settled in back here.”


“Did you make the rounds okay before we left?” Dawn asked.


“Yeah, I…” Xander paused. “I talked to Willow.”


“How was it?” 


“Good. We cleared some stuff up,” he told her. “Willow’s going to call you, probably tomorrow. Would you be okay talking to her?”


“Yeah, I think so,” she said. “How important is this to you?”


Xander shrugged. “How important is Buffy to you?”


“Okay. We’ll work it out then.”


Dawn leaned back and rested her head against Xander’s chest. He smiled and settled in for the long ride home.










The Bitch is Back


Riley Finn paced back and forth in the study, glancing at the clock.


“He’ll be here soon, I assure you,” Reginald Johnston told him. He sat by an end table calmly paging through a report.


“You said that an hour ago,” Riley responded. “Xander’s still not here.”


“I just relayed to you the information I had. Mr. Harris and his team successfully completed their mission and would return once they attended to all the needed clean up.”


Riley stopped his pacing and faced Reg. “Could you just call him?”


“Standard protocol is that unless there is a level three emergency or higher, a field team will not be interrupted until they have returned to base,” Reg told him without looking up. He continued to leaf through the file. “While your situation is… unusual, I hardly think it’s dire enough,” 


“You think she’s going to accept that?”


“If you’re worried about your guest, I would be more than happy to explain things to her,” Reg closed the file and got up from his seat. “She seems like a reasonable person.”


“Sure, you do that. See where it gets you.”


Riley sat down, listening carefully. Reginald excused himself to the connected room. The calm tones were muffled by the door as Reg spoke to the guest. Riley broke into a broad grin as the loud yelling was directed at the junior Watcher.


“Better you than me,” he said.


The front door opening caught his attention. Riley stood and ran to the front door. Just as he turned the corner, Xander came in the doorway carrying a large bag. Several people followed him.


“Xander! Thank god you’re back.”


“Riley?” Xander stopped in the doorway in mild surprise. “Hey. I thought the poker game wasn’t until this weekend.”


“Yeah, something came up. I really need to talk to you,” Riley said.


“Um, yeah. Just give me a moment,” Xander stepped into the hallway. He turned and waited for the redheaded young woman to limp through the door after him. “Violet. You need to get your knee looked at immediately. I want to read Dr. Benton’s report in the morning.”


“I will, but Herbie’s been hurt!” Violet protested.


“I know. But it’s not too serious. I promise you we’ll get him fixed up. Now I know you’re worried about him, but he’s also worried about you too and wants you looked after. Right?”


“I guess,” Violet pouted.


“Good,” Xander turned to the next person. “Rona, take the van and haul Violet over to the Doc.”


“On it, boss,” Rona replied. She dropped the case she was carrying and grabbed a set of keys from a hook on the wall.


“And Rona? I want you to head over to Dr. Crane’s after you drop her off.”


“C’mon, boss. I’m fine.”


“Then it’ll be a short session,” Xander said. “Look, Drusilla did a number on you. We both know that. I don’t want you off your game or trying to overcompensate because of it. Besides, you have to be the role model here. How are any of the others going to go in for their sessions if they see you skip yours?”


“Fine,” Rona sighed. “I’ll do it.”


“Thank you.”


Rona steadied Violet and led her back out through the door.


“Riley!” Dawn passed by the two Slayers and greeted him with a hug. “What brings you by?”


“It’s a little complicated. I need to talk to Xander.”


“I’m here. We can talk in just a second. Carry this for me, would you?” Xander handed Riley the case Rona had left. 


Riley hefted it with some difficulty. He looked back up and saw Xander walking down the hallway next to Dawn. Riley hurried to catch up with them.


“Dawn, I need you to go to the garage and look over Herbie. Then call the mechanic, see if Carlos is available. Offer them double time if they come out today.” 


“Will do,” Dawn said. She turned and headed for the garage, leaving the two men. Xander continued walking into the training room up to a large cabinet. He set his bag on the floor, began taking weapons out of it, and placed them in the cabinet. Xander gestured for Riley to place the case down. “So what’s got you hot and bothered?”


“It’s about the 4400.”


“The what?” Xander asked, carefully wiping down a blood smeared sword before putting it up.


“The 4400,” Riley repeated. “The Returnees? From Mt. Ranier?”


Xander gave him a blank look.


“Group of people show up in blaze of light? It’s been all over the news the past month?”


“Sorry, man. I keep up with the Council’s briefings. I don’t follow the national news,” he said.


“How could you possibly miss this? It’s the story of the century!” Riley asked.


“Hey! We’ve been a little busy here. For the past six months, Drusilla and Harmony have been running amok in the city” Xander tossed Riley a rag. “Could you clean up the swords in there? Anyway, when gothic insane teams up with California blonde, no one is happy. They just tried to pull an apocalypse on us. So between stopping that and finally dusting the vapid twins I’ve had a busy week. I haven’t had a chance to catch up on the 6900.”


“4400,” Riley corrected him. “You guys okay?”


“A little banged up, but we should be fine. Drusilla and Harmony had a lot of minions protecting them we had to get through. For two vampires that can barely put together a rational thought they had surprisingly good team motivational skills,” Xander said. He reached over and began to put up the weapons Riley had cleaned. “Now what’s up with this group that would bring you here?”


“I need to start at the beginning,” Riley sat down and kept talking as Xander moved around the room. “About a month ago, satellite radar was tracking a comet-like object that was passing by the Earth. To everyone’s surprise and fear, the comet changed course and headed directly for the west coast. It even slowed down to prevent a collision. Once it arrived at Mt. Ranier, there was a huge flash of light and over four thousand people standing around.”


“O…kay. Not seeing how this involves me,” Xander said as he carefully placed a battleaxe on the wall. “Besides Mt. Ranier is in Washington state. The San Fransisco branch would deal with it if it’s supernatural related.”


“Just listen,” Riley said. “The people who appeared were all people who had been reported missing over the past sixty years, most were presumed dead. The oldest one dates back to 1946. The most recent was about a year ago. But someone or something took them and returned them. Not one of them has a clear recollection of where they were.”


“Spooky.”


“I know. A division under Homeland Security called NTAC has been handling it, trying to figure it out. All the Returnees were kept in quarantine for study. But we can’t stall anymore. The relatives of these people want them released, and they want to go. Last week a federal court ruled that they be released from custody. So every Returnee has made a list of people they want to contact. Your name was on one of the lists.”


“My name?” Xander asked. “I’m the first choice for contact for one of these 4400?”


“Not the first,” Riley explained. “The other names were either dead, out of the country, or we were unable to track them down. But when we mentioned your name, the Returnee demanded to see you.”


“Who is it?”


“Hey, Dorkboy! How long are you and Captain Crewcut going to keep me waiting?”


Xander slowly turned around to look at the speaker. 


Cordelia Chase stood poised by the far wall, tapping her foot. She took a long look at him. “What the hell happened to you?”




“So…” Xander handed Cordelia a cup of coffee. “You’re…alive?”


Cordelia took the cup and sipped it. “Yeah, apparently that’s a surprise to some. Last thing I remember helping Angel one last time, then saying goodbye to him. Then there was a bright light, and I was standing around in a field with a bunch of strangers.”


“Her death certificate says that she was in a coma for several months. She eventually deteriorated until her breathing stopped,” Riley informed them. “Date of death was February 4, 2004.”


“It appears reports of her death were greatly exaggerated,” Reg said from across the room. 


Cordelia shot him a withering glare, while Xander sadly shook his head.


“I’ll just… be quiet,” Reg mumbled.


“But the vision thing is gone?” Xander asked, hovering over Cordelia. 


“Yeah. I think I passed them off, just like I originally got them. I haven’t had one since I got back, and I think I’m rid of the demonic parts I used to have.”


“NTAC ran extensive tests on all the Returnees,” Riley said. “Cordelia came up 100% human.”


“I’m normal,” Cordelia repeated in disbelief.


“You okay with that?” Xander asked.


“Yeah. I think so. I mean the splitting headaches are history, thank god. And the whole part demon thing was a manipulation so some skanky goddess could use me as an incubator. I went through so much because of that, and it’s finally over. But…I did help a lot of people with the visions,”she put down the empty coffee cup as she spoke.


“You want some more?” Xander asked. “I can brew up another pot. We’ve got the good stuff too. Real Colombian beans.”


“No, thank you.”


“Oh, you’re probably hungry. We can order something for you. What do you want? Hell, between being quarantined, abducted, and asleep in a coma, it’s been years since you had a decent meal,” he said nervously.


“I’m fine, really.”


“It’s no problem. I’ll just rustle up some food and drink. Don’t worry about it,” Xander insisted, as he got up and rushed out of the room.


Cordelia gave a questioning look to Riley. He shrugged and turned to Reg.


“Mr. Harris only wants the best for his guests. He’s very concerned with… beverages and such.”




“Where the hell is it?” Xander shouted as he slammed the cabinet door shut. “We just bought some yesterday. We should have some godda—”


“Mr. Xander?” a nervous voice asked. 


Xander turned and saw Gobo Fraggle standing on the counter, watching him.


“Darn coffee,” he finished.


“You look upset, Mr. Xander.”


“I’m just having a little trouble finding the mother… hugging gourmet coffee beans,” he said, searching through the pantry. “I’ve got some very special friends visiting and I can’t even serve them a decent cup of coffee.”


“So you’re upset about the coffee?” Gobo asked.


“I’d offer them a latte or espresso, but I can never get the piece of… tin espresso maker to run right.”


Gobo nodded, then pulled out a small notepad. He flipped through it, then stopped once he found the correct page.


“Mr. Xander, do you remember last month when Miss Rona and Miss Buffy were arguing over who made the food stain on the carpet?”


“Yes, Gobo. I remember.”


“You told me that sometimes when people say they’re upset over one thing, they may actually be upset over something completely different. And you said that it was their time of the month that made Miss Rona and Miss Buffy so mad,” Gobo gently placed his small hand on Xander’s arm. “Mr. Xander, is it your time of the month?”


“Gobo, guys don’t have… You know, I really don’t want to have this conversation. Ask Reg about it, and he’ll explain.”


Gobo shook his head sadly. “I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s wrong. Your friend is back. Shouldn’t that make you happy?”


“I’m very happy Cordelia’s alive, believe me,” Xander stopped his frantic searching and took a deep breath. “It’s just that I’m the closest person she has left. They couldn’t find anyone else for her.”


“Why is that bad?”


Xander shook his head and explained. “In high school we used to date. We actually grew pretty close, but then I did something stupid and screwed it up. Cordelia was hurt, physically and emotionally. And it was all my fault. I lost touch with her after high school and didn’t even know when she was in a coma then disappeared. Now she’s back, and I’m scared I’m going to screw things up for her.”


“That’s why you’re wigging out on me?” Cordelia stood in the door with her arms crossed in front of her. “C’mon, Xander, you’re still stressed about some high school melodrama? That was years ago.”


“Doesn’t change the fact that I screwed up and hurt you,” he told her. He kept his head down, unable to look directly at her.


“Xander, listen to me. Growing up, I was a total bitch to you ninety percent of the time,” Cordelia said in a proud tone. As she spoke, she slowly approached him 


“Yes, you fooled around on me when we were dating. But truthfully, other guys I dated before fooled around on me. Hell, I fooled around on them,” she said in a calm tone. Her voice turned softer as she continued. “You were the first guy that I really cared about and that scared me. Then when I found out about you and Willow, I thought that I meant nothing to you. That’s what upset me so much.” 


In front of Xander now, she gently touched his hair, looking directly at him. “But then when you found out I was broke, you covered for me. And you bought me that prom dress. I know that you used up your road trip fund for that, and I will always be grateful.”


Cordelia stood straight up. “So will you quit your damn moping already?”


Gobo let out a soft gasp. Xander grimaced.


“House rule number seventeen,” he told her. “Don’t curse in front of the Fraggle.”


“You’re kidding me,” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “You actually have rules to look out for this annoying—”


“House rule number one. Do not diss the Fraggle,” Xander warned her. He smiled at her as he continued. “About half the house rules are about Gobo.”


“Fine, it’s your house. I won’t curse around him, I won’t insult him, I won’t sexually harass him, I won’t sell him to the highest bidder. Is that okay?” she asked.


“That about covers it,” he said. “So you’re not mad at me over that anymore?”


“Xander, since then I’ve been impregnated with demon spawn three times,” Cordelia said, leaning against the counter next to Xander. She slouched a little, relaxing. “Once after sleeping with a guy I thought was nice. Once after my body was taken over by a higher power, and the last time was through good old fashioned demon implant. I just kissed a guy once and contracted head-splitting visions. That give me a little perspective. So I honestly say that dating you, even with the breakup, was one of the more successful relationships of my life.”


“Thanks. I guess one of the reasons this has been bugging me so much is that I’m afraid I’ll hurt whoever I’m with. I don’t want to turn out like my father.”


“Please, you are so unlike your father,” Cordelia assured him. She leaned in close to speak to Xander in a warm tone. “Whoever you wind up with will be a very lucky girl.”


“Well, I’ve been with Dawn for over a year now, and we’re closer than ever. Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’ll—”


“Wait,” Cordelia interrupted. She took a step back and straightened up. “Dawn? Dawn Summers? You’re dating Little Dawnie Summers? You pervert! I can’t believe this!”


“Cordy, calm down,” Xander said, wincing at her yells. “I realize that from a certain point of view, my relationship with Dawn might possibly look a little… unorthodox.”


“Unorthodox?” Cordelia asked in disbelief. “You used to babysit her! We used to babysit her! How many times did we have plans for a special date that were canceled and we wound up watching her?”


“Maybe… twice?” Xander offered. Cordelia glared at him. “A month?”


“Cordelia?” Dawn said from the hallway. “Hey, I don’t want to barge in, but I was kind of hoping to see you.”


“Dawn?” The stern expression on Cordelia’s face transformed into a giddy smile. She stepped over and warmly hugged the younger woman. “Oh my god, it’s been so long. You look so great. I can’t believe how much you’ve grown up.”


“Thank you. First of all, I’d like to say welcome back, and I’m glad you’re not dead.”


“That is so sweet,” Cordelia grinned. She paused, turned towards Xander and glared, then turned back to Dawn, smiling again. “I love what you’ve done with your hair.”


“You do? Thanks, I wasn’t sure about the highlights.”


“They’re wonderful. I am so glad you stayed with the brunette look. It looks so natural. Too many girls go for the cheap blonde look.”


“I thought about going blonde for about five minutes. But I remember you telling me that the best coloring just tweaks the original, rather that replacing.”


“I am so proud of you. This must be what those inner city teachers feel like when they teach gang members to write formal essays.”




Xander watched Cordelia and Dawn happily chatting across the room with an uneasy expression.


“They’re talking about me.”


“You’re paranoid,” Riley told him. “They haven’t seen each other in years. They’ve got a lot to catch up on.”


“So does he still do that thing with his fingers when you kiss?” Cordelia asked.


“What thing?”


“Where he tries to run his fingers through your hair, but half the time he gets tangled up and accidentally yanks it?”


“Oh, no. Now he lightly brushed his hands over my neck and ears. He must have worked on that with Anya. Did he do the sucking on your earlobe thing?”


“I taught him that. Of course at first he would jump right in and do it all the time. I had to teach him to build up to it.”


“Well I appreciate the lessons. He is a fantastic kisser now,” Dawn said.


“Oh, he was always a good kisser. I just refined his talent a little,” she stopped and glanced over. “Okay, he’s looking pretty worried right now. On three, we both look over for a second, then laugh.”


“Got it.”


Xander stopped as Cordelia and Dawn looked directly at him for a second, then laughed.


“There! Did you see that?”


“Relax. You should be glad they’re getting along so well,” Riley told him.


“You wouldn’t be so calm if it was Buffy and Sam talking about you and laughing.”


“Please. I keep Sam in line,” Riley said. “But, uh, you don’t have to tell her I said that.”


“I won’t.”


“And where is Buffy?” Riley asked. “She went to school with Cordelia also. I figured they would want to catch up.”


“Buffy’s on a camping trip with her Mountie boyfriend. I don’t think she really understands what he means by camping. I saw her pack a hair dryer for the trip. But she’ll be back next week.”


Across the room, Cordelia and Dawn had stopped laughing.


“So, are you really upset about me and Xander?” Dawn asked with a little fear.


“Don’t worry about that,” Cordelia said, waving off her concerns. “I just can’t let an opportunity to yell at Xander go by. Although, I was surprised. I really wouldn’t have figured you settling so low.”


Dawn shrugged. “There’s something about him. He looks at me with that puppy dog expression and I’m hooked.”


“I guess Xander does have a certain pathetic charm about him. Even I fell for it,” Cordelia said. She leaned in close and asked with a grin, “how did you two get together?”


“After Sunnydale, Xander was in pretty bad shape. He had just lost his eye, and his fiancée died. The whole gang drifted apart. I traveled some in Europe, then came to Chicago. Xander spent a couple of years in Africa, then went all across the country. He was doing a job for Giles in Chicago when I ran into him. We spent the week together, and by the end, of it he couldn’t leave.”


“It’s good that you guys connected like that. I really need to catch up with everyone. Do you know where I can get a line on Angel and the rest of his gang?” 


Back across the room, Riley leaned towards Xander.


“There’s something else I need to tell you. We did all the tests on Cordelia, and she came up clean. Totally human.”


“But?” Xander asked.


“But a few of the Returnees have shown a few… unusual abilities since being released from custody.”


“Abilities? Like what?”


“Well, one guy had enhanced strength and reflexes,” Riley explained.


“Had?” Xander asked.


“Yeah, I was hoping you wouldn’t pick up on that,” Riley said, rubbing the back of his neck. “He decided to fight crime. After a couple of days, he was stabbed and died. Another guy could make people do what he says just by speaking to them.”


“Maybe he was just really persuasive.”


“He killed several women and got someone else to confess to the crime,” he said with a grim look.


“Huh. So how does this affect Cordy?”


“Well, some people in NTAC think that every Returnee has some kind of ability. They just haven’t come up yet. Another theory is that whatever was done to the 4400 only affected a small percentage. Another theory is that maybe these abilities don’t have anything to do with the disappearances,” Riley shook his head. “That’s not a very popular theory.”


“Any sign of weird stuff with Cordy?” Xander asked in a concerned tone.


“None,” Riley admitted. “Of course before she disappeared she was a part-demon seer who was in gravely injured and in a coma. And she’s now fully healed, out of the coma, and fully human. Some would say that is pretty weird.” 


“Does NTAC know about the whole part demon seer thing?” 


“Nope. First I head of it was when you two were talking.”


“Could you not mention it to them?” Xander asked. “I trust you, and I’m sure Cordy would appreciate the discretion.”


“Well, technically my job was just to accompany her here. I don’t have any orders to investigate her or report any findings.”


“Thanks, man.”


“Xander!” Cordelia said in a loud voice. She got up and strode over to him. Xander noted the slight tremor in her hands as she walked. “Dawn just said… Dawn told me about Los Angeles. Is it true? Are my friends dead?”


Xander saw the scared look on her face. “I’m sorry, Cordy. They’re gone.”


“All of them?” she asked in a tightly controlled, even voice as a tear slowly slid down her cheek.




“Hey, Dennis!” Willy shouted out. “Can you start bringing down all the undamaged glasses? The boss wants an inventory done on what we have left, so we can order more.”


A tray of shot glasses floated by him and gently set itself on the floor. Willy turned and grabbed the broom from the closet. He began sweeping the broken glass strewn across the floor.


“I don’t care if it’s an ancient ritual of the Ano-Movic demons, they shouldn’t trash the place and then claim it’s all in the name of cultural heritage. And how can it be an ancient ritual when they watch Girls Gone Wild DVDs halfway through?”


A second tray of brandy tumblers floated past Willy as he complained.


“And the boss should really get the anti violence charms to prevent property damage. Don’t get me wrong, it’s nice not to get slapped around by every other person that comes in, but the after party clean up is getting old. Why do we even host these things?” Willy asked.


“Because their check cleared,” Lorne said from his office. “And if you want the full health coverage you keep asking for, the bar will keep hosting these things. If you have a problem with that I suggest you…” he trailed off.


“Suggest I what?” Willy asked. He turned and saw Lorne standing by the door in shock. “Boss?”


The tray of wine glasses hovering next to Willy dropped to the floor, the glasses shattering on impact.


“Geez, what the hell, guys? What’s got you two so spooked?”


Lorne raised a hand and pointed to the bar entrance. He finally spoke, his voice cracking. “Cordelia?”




Xander stood before Lorne, ranting at the top of his voice.


“So, let me get this straight: The evil law firm, which has already tried to auction off Cordy’s body parts and hired a demon to screw up her visions and physically injure her, says ‘Oh yeah, we have plenty of doctors. Don’t worry about that pesky coma she’s in, we’ll take care of her.’ Then a few months later they call up and say ‘Um, she just… died. Bummer.’ ”


“It’s amazing how you can boil down any situation until only the snark remains,” Lorne told him. “It’s a real talent.”


“Thanks, Dennis,” Cordelia said as a pina colada with several fruit slices and an umbrella sticking out of the glass floated down and set itself before her. “I hate to admit it, but Xander’s got a point. Did you guys even ask to see the body?”


“You should always check for a body. The one thing I’ve learned from comic books is if there’s no body, then they’re not really dead,” Xander informed them.


Lorne glared at Xander. “We were in shock. After that our group imploded in an assault to take out Wolfram and Hart. How did you handle the news of her death?”


“I got drunk,” Xander proudly proclaimed.


Lorne and Cordelia stared at him for a second, then shrugged and turned to face each other. 


“Princess, we made a mistake. Believe me, I realize that. But you have to understand how bad things got.”


“I mean, really drunk,” Xander said in the background. “I had a three day blackout.”


“Once you died, it was like we lost our heart of our group. And once the heart was gone, the rest of the body died off.”


“I joined AA and everything,” Xander added. He shrugged, got up, and walked over a few tables to join Dawn.


“Lorne, tell me what happened,” Cordelia asked.


”Fred was the first. She opened up this sarcophagus, and an ancient demon goddess took over her body. Her soul was consumed. The demon Illyria spent the next few months walking around in her body,” Lorne said sadly.


“Oh, god. Poor Fred,” Cordelia said, shaking her head.


“The rest died a couple of months later,” Lorne continued. He poured a shot of whiskey into a glass and began drinking as he spoke. “Angel planned a suicide run to take out the earthly backers of Wolfram and Hart. Wesley was fatally stabbed by his target. Gunn killed his target and made it back to meet the others, but his wounds were too serious and he bled out just as the big battle started. Angel and Spike were next. They lasted a lot longer than they should have, but there were too many warriors against them. Illyria, who was working with Angel by that point, was the last. She finished off all the warriors and even took on a dragon. She managed to destroy the dragon, but the explosion took her with it. Official reports blamed it on a series of building demolitions gone awry.”


“What happened to you?” Cordelia asked.


Lorne hefted his wine glass and took a swallow before answering. “Same as what happened to everyone else. I just didn’t die in the process.”


“How bad was it?”


“Very. At first we told ourselves that if we were in charge, all the bad stuff would stop. But that didn’t happen. Then we thought we could minimize the damage. Ha!” Lorne laughed bitterly. He downed the next shot of whiskey and poured another glass. “Finally we just wanted to hurt the other side, no matter what the cost. And, oh, the cost. Not just our group, but others too. Angel killed people. Angel arranged for people to be killed. He made me a killer. And if I hadn’t walked away when I did, I would have died with the rest of them.”


“Lorne, I have to ask. Is there any chance Angel survived?”


Lorne sadly shook his head. “I’m sorry.”


Across the room Dawn and Xander sat at a table and talked quietly.


“You ever think about them?” Dawn asked.


“Not really,” Xander shrugged. “Only one I was ever close to was Cordy. Once I heard about her, I didn’t have much interest in the rest. I know it sounds cold, but I was in another continent, and I had more than enough people to worry about otherwise.”


“I remember when the news came. I got a call from Buffy. She was quiet and subdued, so I knew something really bad had happened. Then when she told me about Angel I… I was relieved. Oh god, I felt so bad afterwards. But—”


“You were glad that everyone who really mattered to you was still okay,” Xander finished.


“Yeah,” Dawn agreed. “Do you think that maybe there’s a chance that Angel and Spike didn’t die? I mean it wouldn’t be the first time we thought they were gone, then they showed back up.”


“If anyone would get yet another chance to live it would be those two. But,” Xander shook his head. “They’re gone.”


“Are you sure? You said it yourself, they never found a body.”


“Vampires don’t leave bodies, they leave little piles of dust that blow away in the wind,” he pointed out. Taking a deep breath he continued. “We would have heard something by now. Every time we thought they were gone from our lives, they would pop back in. Buffy never had a chance to get over them, because they never left long enough. It’s been over three years without even a whisper. Angel and Spike are dead. I’m sure of that. No more second chances for them.” 


Across the room, Cordelia held Lorne’s hand. She took a napkin floating before her and wiped her eyes. 


“I’d like to visit them,” she said. “Their graves or wherever they spent their last moments. I need to say goodbye.”


“I can take you. I’ll need a couple of days to make sure things don’t fall apart here, but I’ll go with you. I never said goodbye to them either,” he said. 


A loud rapping on the table caught their attention. 


“Yes, Dennis,” Cordelia said. “You’re more than welcome to come with us.”


Back across the room, Xander watched his ex-girlfriend, the anagogic demon, and incorporeal spirit share a hug.


“I’m still having trouble believing she’s actually back,” he said.


“When Buffy returned, I slept in the same room as her for a week. I was scared that she wouldn’t be there in the morning unless I kept watch. It seems stupid now, but it made sense at the time,” Dawn told him. “You ever wonder if anyone else might come back. Like… Anya?”


Xander let out a soft chuckle. “I can just imagine that. Anya walking in on us late at night. Either she’d flip out and try to eviscerate me, vengeance demon or not, or she’d want to join in and would start ordering us around.”


“You’re imagining being in a threesome with me and Anya?” she asked.


“Oh, yeah. Imaginary you is quite the deviant,” he joked. “The first few months all I could think of was the possibility of Anya coming back. I never saw a body. I know Andrew told us how she died, but… it’s Andrew. He’s not exactly a reliable source. What about you, anyone you hoped would return?”


“My mom,” she said. “I tried that stupid spell after she died, and it gave me nightmares on top of my grief. But even after all that, a small part of me still wishes she’d come back.”


“You’re not the only one,” he said as he hugged her.




“You sure you’ll be okay on this trip?” Xander asked. 


He stood just inside the door of the guest bedroom Cordelia was staying in. She sat on the bed, packing a duffel bag.


“I told you I’ll be fine. This will give me a chance to catch up with Lorne and Dennis,” Cordelia answered as folded her clothes and placed them in the bag.


“Okay, but be sure to take one of the Slayer emergency kits with you. And I also want you to have this,” he said, handing her a debit card. Cordelia glanced at it, then shot a questioning look to Xander.


“It’s a prepaid account. There’s a thousand dollars in it right now, but if you need more, call me and I’ll authorize it.”


Cordelia slipped the card into her purse. “Thanks for everything. You’ve been really sweet helping me out.”


“No problem. You give any thought about what you want to do after your trip?”


“I don’t know,” Cordelia said. She got up and looked around the room for any last minute items. “I got an e-mail from Jordan Collier saying he was setting up a center for all the 4400. It offers free room and board.”


“You going to take him up on it?”


“Maybe. The problem is that there’s not much for me to do there. I don’t want to just sit around and feel useless. But there’s not a lot of job opportunities for me.”


“If only there were some organization that needs people with experience in the supernatural and a desire to help people. Possibly some secret agency that’s been rebuilding for the past few years, maybe a close acquaintance of yours works for them and could put in a good word for you. That sure would be convenient,” Xander said. “Oh, wait! There is!”


“I appreciate the offer. But it won’t be until after my trip that I even think about anything like that,” she said. She packed her bathroom items in a small overnight bag and tossed it on the bed.


“Just remember, you have a place here if you want. And we’ve got postings all over the world.”


“So I wouldn’t have to work for you directly? Ooo, that does sound tempting.”


“Funny. But keep it in mind. We’re on the lookout for reliable people, even managed to hire some people your group worked with. Kate Lockley works in London, Gwen Raiden is in Melbourne, Justine Cooper in Rio. We’ve got some rich guy named David Nabbit pulling strings in Hong Kong in exchange for getting to ride along with the Slayers on slow nights. There’s even some guy named the Groosalugg in Beijing.”


“You really went on a recruiting drive. I can’t believe you’ve got Groo working for you. And… wait Justine Cooper? The name’s familiar, but how was she connected to Angel?” Cordelia asked as she hefted the duffel bag on her shoulder. 


“Oh, she… isn’t important right now,” Xander said. He grabbed the overnight bag and followed Cordelia down the stairs. “What is important is that you figure out the next chapter of your life. And a nice long road trip is just the help you need. I know that from experience. You have a lot of options. You can be a bar wench for a demon, a Watcher here or around the globe. Hell, you might even be a super powered Returnee. The world is your oyster.”


“Nice to know I have choices,” she stopped at the front door to the building and set the duffel down. “But don’t hold your breath about me getting any powers. I think I filled my quota for this lifetime.”


She walked over to Xander and lightly kissed his left temple just by his eyepatch. “I appreciate all your help. And I’m glad I saw you again. I’ll keep in touch, no matter what happens.” 


“Same here,” Xander said.


Cordelia walked over to Dawn and gave her a hard hug. “Take care of him. He gets into trouble when he’s off on his own.”


“I will,” Dawn replied.


Xander and Dawn watched as Cordelia Chase grabbed her bags, walked out the door, and got into the car waiting outside.


“Good luck, Cordy,” Xander said, rubbing his left temple.


“I’m very proud of how you handled all this,” Dawn told him. “I bet she’ll take the job.”


“I hope so. I don’t think she’s going to need our help. But I’d like her working on our side,” he said. He stopped shook his head. “Have we got any aspirin?”


“There’s some in the kitchen. Let’s head over,” Dawn said, guiding Xander down the hall. “I was just thinking, Cordelia said that she had her fill of powers for her life. But she was declared dead, so technically this is a whole new life for her.”


“Good point. Maybe… ow,” Xander put his hand to his face. “I’ve got some kind of… Ow!”


“Xander! What is it?” Dawn cried.


“Something’s wrong!” he yelled, falling to the floor. “Jesus! Something’s wrong!”


“Reg!” Dawn screamed, kneeling beside him. “Grab the first aid kit and call Dr. Benton! Something’s wrong with Xander!”


“Oh, god,” Xander moaned. “It’s burning.”


“Xander, listen to me. I have to take a look,” Dawn told him. She pulled his hands away from his face. Taking a breath, she moved the eyepatch off. “Oh. My. God.”


Xander’s panicked breath slowed. He sat up and stared at Dawn’s face, blinking. A nervous smile broke out on his face. Dawn brought her hand up and caressed the side of his face. Leaning in, she looked directly in his eyes.


“I think,” she started, then let out a nervous laugh, “we know what ability Cordelia has.”









Fellow Travelers


Buffy Summers walked through the hallway towards the front door, when she passed her friend and current boss, Xander Harris. He stood in the middle of the hallway, staring intently at a poster on the wall. 


“Just let it go, Xander,” Buffy told him.


“Nope. Violet put this up when she first moved in, and all the others have seen it. It’s my turn, and I won’t quit until I see it.”


“I realize you’re happy about your new eye, but give it a rest. You’ve been staring at that all day.”


“Not going to happen,” Xander said. “I had that damn eyepatch for almost four years. I couldn’t wear sunglasses, because they wouldn’t fit properly. I had to get special mirrors put on any vehicle I drove. I had to get the sights adjusted on any long range weapon I used. It was one sucky limitation after another.”


“But you did get to make jokes about how you lost your eye. You’ll never be able to do that again,” she pointed out.


“Oh,” Xander’s expression fell. “I still had like forty of those I never used. But never mind that. I have work to do.”


Buffy watched him stare directly at the Magic Eye poster. “Try looking in the corner.”


Xander waved her off. “I’m going to do this on my own. It’s been taunting me all these months. It’s all, ‘Come look at me and see the hidden picture. All the others have seen it. Oh wait, only two eyed people are welcome.’ But the worm has turned. It will mock me no longer. I have risen up, and I will meet its challenge. I don’t care how long it takes, I will not falter! If it takes weeks or months, as God as my witness I will — oh, it’s a schooner.”


Xander walked away, whistling a jaunty tune. Buffy shook her head and walked beside him. 


“You’re in a chipper mood today,” she said.


“Indeed I am. I woke up this morning fully rested. Then I had dirty, filthy sex with your little sister.”


“You going to stop calling it that anytime soon?”


“Not while I still enjoy how uncomfortable it makes you,” Xander answered. “But anyways, after I was done violating your closest blood relative in unspeakable ways, I got a call from Willow. She said the final tests are done. My eye is not only permanent, but also completely natural. No evil eye magic curses for me. Plus, it’s poker night.”


“Poker night is good?” Buffy asked.


“Poker night is very good. The one thing my father gave me, besides a genetic predisposition for alcoholism, is the art of playing poker. Add in the fact that it’s a stag affair, and I’m a happy camper.”


“Aw, does Xander need time away from all the girls?”


“Damn straight I do,” he told her. “I’ve been drowning in estrogen for too long. And poker night is the perfect remedy.”


Xander and Buffy entered the kitchen and saw Dawn Summers standing by the table. There was a large crate, four feet by four feet by four feet sitting on the table.


“Hey, guys,” Dawn greeted them. “Xander, this huge ass crate came for you this morning.”


“I didn’t know the post office delivered on Sundays,” Buffy said.


“They don’t. Neither do UPS, Fed Ex, or DHL. Where did this come from?” Xander asked.


“Don’t know. I just found it on the front door step this morning. It didn’t set off any of the wards, so I brought it in,” Dawn told them.


“Wow. It’s pretty big,” Buffy observed.


“Yeah, that’s what your sister said,” Xander added, smirking.


“Xander! She’s standing right there.”


“Yeah, Xander,” Dawn told him. “But I did say that. About his penis. When we had sex.”


Buffy let out a weary sigh. “You know all these jokes are getting kind of old. How would you like it if I told you the sordid details of the sex I’ve been having?”


“With Benton? He’s a Mountie. There’s nothing sordid about him. Having sex with him is as wholesome as drinking milk and flossing,” Dawn said.


“She has a point. Besides, we helped set you up with him, so you can’t really embarrass us with the sex jokes,” Xander said.


Buffy fumed for a moment, then a smile slowly spread on her face. “Say, Dawn. Did you know Mom had sex with Giles?”


“Yeah, right,” Dawn scoffed. “Mom and Giles. As if.”


“It’s true. It was during the whole Band Candy thing. Giles went all Ripper on her, and she went weak at the knees for him.”


Dawn looked at Buffy nervously. “Shut up. You’re just making this up.”


“Mention it to Giles and see how he reacts,” Buffy told her. “They had sex on top of a cop car. Twice. Handcuffs were involved.”


“Ew, ew, ew,” Dawn said, covering her ears. “Stop it. That’s disgusting.”


“I’ll stop if you and Xander quit with all the sex jokes.”


“Fine,” Dawn agreed. “No more sex talk.”


“Just to be clear. I can still have sex with Dawn, we just can’t talk about it in front of you?” Xander asked.


“Yeah. That covers it,” Buffy said. She grabbed the envelope attached to the crate and handed it to Xander. “I’ll grab a crowbar to open this thing up.”


Xander looked over the envelope. He opened it and took out a short piece of paper.


From one traveler to another, Glad you made your way home. I think this will help you in your job.


The Doctor


“Who’s the Doctor?” Dawn asked.


“He’s… kind of hard to explain. Gobo and I ran into him before we settled in Chicago.”


“What happened?”


Xander stared at the note as he thought back to his encounter. “He offered me a ride.”



20 miles outside Omaha, Nebraska. August 2006. 


Xander drove along in his Humvee, with Gobo Fraggle sitting on the dashboard. Xander spotted a roadblock a few hundred feet up ahead, and slowed the car down.




“Gobo, I’m going to need you to hide in the back for a little. That okay?” he asked. 


“If you say so, Mr. Xander. I don’t want to get captured by the mean Silly Creatures again,” Gobo said, as he climbed behind the front seat and pulled a blanket over his body.


Xander pulled the Humvee to a stop and rolled the window down. He looked at the two men running the roadblock. “What’s the problem here?”


The first man stepped up. “Good afternoon. I’m Agent Davis, this is Agent Jones. We’re looking for a fugitive in the area. Have you seen this man? He goes by the alias Dr. John Smith, or simply the Doctor.”


Agent Davis showed Xander a photograph of a smiling man who appeared to be in his late twenties. The man wore a pin stripe brown suit and stood in front of a blue box. Xander shook his head. “Sorry. Never seen him.”


“He may be disguised as this man,” Agent Davis said, showing Xander another photograph.


Xander took a look. The man in this picture appeared about ten years older, six inches taller, had a thin wiry build, and wore black leather. “That’s some disguise. But I haven’t seen him either.”


Agent Davis took a careful look at Xander. “May I ask how you lost your eye?”


Xander sighed. “A couple of years ago, I said I’d give my left eye for the Red Sox to win the World Series. Never thought I’d have to pay up…”


Agent Davis stared at Xander, silently assessing him. After a minute he spoke. “This man is extremely dangerous. Please keep these copies of his picture, and if you see him, contact us,” Agent Davis told him, handing him a card.


Xander took it and drove on.


“It’s clear now, Gobo. You can come out now.”


Gobo climbed out from his hiding spot and crawled into the front passenger seat.


“Who were those men?” Gobo asked.


“They said they were government agents, but they never identified the agency they belong to,” Xander said, studying the card. “Now Giles said the Devon coven detected a huge buildup of interdimensional energy in this area. He was afraid it was a new Hellmouth opening. Now what are the odds that these agents show up in the same area for a completely different reason?”


Gobo shrugged. “I don’t know. But if you are looking for the same thing, you’ll probably run into them again.”


“Good point,” Xander said. “I’m going to pull over and see if we can get a better reading with the talisman.”




Xander drove down the streets, following the tug of the talisman around his neck. Gobo sat on his shoulder happily looking around.


“Seems to be pointing east. We must be getting close, cause the things pulling pretty hard,” he said.


“Mr. Xander?”


“Just a second. There are some warehouses a couple of blocks from here. If someone is opening up a portal, that would be the ideal spot for it.”


“Mr. Xander?”


“But if it’s natural, what are the odds of it opening up in Ashland, Nebraska? This stuff usually happens where there’s a lot of magical activity, and according to Giles, this place has none.”


“Mr. Xander?” Gobo repeated, tugging on Xander’s hair. “Isn’t that the blue box from the photo?”


Xander stopped and turned to see the object Gobo spotted. He parked the Humvee and got out. He walked up to the box and slowly walked around it. It was a tall blue box the size of a telephone booth. The words ‘Police Public Call Box’ were printed in large letters on each side, with a light on the top. There seemed to be a door handle on one side. Xander tried to open it, but the door wouldn’t budge.


“Okay. Looks like some kind of old time telephone booth. But what’s it doing in twenty-first century America?” 


The sounds of a struggle drew his attention. He let Gobo down from his shoulder and crept up to the alley where the noises were coming from. He peaked around the corner and saw Agent Davis and Jones restraining the man from the first photo. Agent Jones handcuffed the man’s hands behind his back.


“You must let me stop this!” the Doctor pleaded. “We can’t let the portal open.”


“We have the situation under control. Your interference is unwarranted,” Agent Jones said. 


Xander checked his bag and pulled out the Zat’nik’tel he recently acquired. He put the weapon in the back waist band of his jeans, then stepped into the alley.


“Hey, Agent Davis! I saw that blue box from the photo!”


Agent Davis looked up and scowled. “We have the situation under control. Please go on your way.”


“You have nothing under control. Every second you keep me here, the greater the danger,” the Doctor said. Agent Jones punched the Doctor in the face.


“Hey! I’m pretty sure that’s police brutality,” Xander said. “How about we call your supervisor.”


“Sir, please move along. We’re government agents. We have this under control.”


“Yeah, which agency were you with again? I never got the name.”


“And what government?” the Doctor asked. “I’m fairly certain you’re out of your jurisdiction. I thought Torchwood only worked in Great Britain.”


“You’re not a U.S. agency? Dr. Smith there has a point. Don’t you have to work with an American agency.”


“Sir. I suggest you mind your business and leave!” Agent Davis warned.


“Or I could just call my good friend, Agent Riley Finn with Homeland Security, and he can help sort this whole thing out.”


Agent Davis pulled out his sidearm and pointed it at Xander. “You’re involving yourself in matters you don’t understand.”


“Funny, that’s what I was just saying to you,” the Doctor said. “It’s bad enough what happened in London.”


“What happened in London?” Xander asked.


“Nothing,” Agent Davis told him. “There was a minor incident where the water supply was drugged and some people suffered hallucinations.”


“And I suppose all the property damage was caused by a leaky gas line?” the Doctor added.


Xander saw Agent Davis grimace at the Doctor’s words. “There is a perfectly normal explanation for what happened. No need to invent stories.”


“Were gangs on PCP involved at any point? You’d be surprised how often they pop up in official explanations,” Xander said. He turned to the Doctor. “You said you wanted to stop a portal opening. What happens if you don’t?”


The Doctor let out a long breath. “If I don’t stop it, then a great evil will be unleashed upon this world, and millions of people will die.”


Agent Davis turned the Doctor to quiet him. As he did so, Xander pulled out the Zat’nik’tel and fired off two quick shots, stunning the agents. He walked over to Agent Davis and grabbed the keys from his belt. Walking over to the Doctor, he uncuffed him.


“Interesting weapon you have,” the Doctor noted.


“I picked it up this past May. Comes in handy. It’s nice to be able to stun someone and avoid unnecessary killing…”


The Doctor nodded. “That’s a rare sentiment these days. I’m glad to see it’s still around.”


“Just for the record, I’m taking what you said on faith.”


“I appreciate your help, but we must hurry.”




Inside the warehouse, Xander watched the Doctor cobble a mish-mash of circuitry and machine parts. 


“What’s that do?” Xander asked.


“It will collapse the wave form of the portal, preventing the invasion,” the Doctor said.


“And those Torchwood guys thought they could harness the portal somehow, maybe control it before any invasion could start.”


The Doctor paused and looked up at Xander. “Yes. You’re perceptive.”


“Thanks. Now I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that you’ve done this kind of thing before.”


“I have some familiarity with it,” the Doctor informed him. 


“So you just go around, find trouble brewing, and stop it?” Xander asked. 


“I have to,” he said. “The universe is a very dangerous place. Dangers lurk around every corner, conditions are harsh everywhere you go, and great evil is just waiting for the chance to strike at the innocent. It’s amazing how humanity has managed to not only survive, but flourish in the face of all that. So it’s up to me to make a difference.”


Xander listened to the Doctor speak. “You’re… not human, are you.”


The Doctor glanced, but did not pause in his work. “Very perceptive,” he muttered.


“Okay, Doc. Riddle me this. Why is this portal opening up in BFE Nebraska? I figure an invasion would want to hit the population centers first.” Xander asked.


“The portal is small, so it will take time for the entire force to emerge. They want to remain undetected until they strike. And the governments of this world aren’t totally defenseless. Once they get the first sniff of an attack, they hit back with everything they’ve got. There’s a good chance the invasion will fail. But the cost will be horrific.”


“Which is why we’re trying to stop it before it starts. I was worried for a second. I thought that if we were out in the boonies, that meant someone was on this side trying to open it up away from prying eyes. I’m glad they’re all on the other side.”


The Doctor froze. “Oh, dear. I hadn’t thought of that.”


“What?”


“Establishing and opening a portal from so far away doesn’t lend itself to much precision. They would have to have and agent already here to give them—”


Blamm! The wall next to the Doctor exploded in flame. He hit the ground, as Xander jumped to the side. Across the warehouse, a figure in a sleek black and silver futuristic garb aimed a hand sized weapon at them. The figure had a huge domed head atop its body.


“Jesus!” Xander yelled. He pulled out his Zat’nik’tel and fired at the creature. The creature was hit by three blasts but merely shrugged off the attack.


“The Sontaran has a much more resilient physiology. Your weapon will only irritate it,” the Doctor yelled for his cover. Blasts erupted all around them.


“How do we stop it?” Xander asked.


“They have a weak spot in the back of the neck. There’s a small vent there. Hit that and you’ll injure or even kill it.”


The firing abruptly stopped. Xander peeked out and groaned. Across the warehouse, the Sontaran fired at the small creature frantically skittering around his feet. 


“It’s Gobo. He’s distracting that thing. Trying to buy us some time. How much longer do you need to set up your device?”


“Just a few more minutes.”


“Okay, I’ll be right back,” Xander told him, before getting up and running out the door of the warehouse. 


“Where’s he off to?” the Doctor wondered as he carefully crawled over to his makeshift device.


Gobo scampered through a small hole in the wall, away from the Sontaran’s firing. The domed figure stopped, looked around, then strode towards the Doctor. 


“Just another minute,” the Doctor mumbled. He rewired one section, and adjusted the settings on another. A shadow fell over him. The Doctor looked up and saw the Sontaran standing before him. It drew the weapon and aimed it at the Doctor. Just before it could pull the trigger, the Sontaran reared back in pain. It clutched behind its head and toppled forward. As the body hit the floor next to the Doctor, he saw an arrow sticking out of the back of its neck. Xander ran up to Doctor carrying a crossbow.


“Sorry I left. I had to change the artillery,” Xander said, reloading the crossbow. “How’s Gobo? Did he make it out?”


“I’m here Mr. Xander,” Gobo said, popping up beside him.


“That was one brave, crazy thing you did. Be careful when you pull stuff like that. I don’t want to see you get killed,” Xander said. He turned back to the Doctor. “How much more time before the portal opens?”


“Five minutes.”


“How long until your device works and stops it?”


“Four and a half minutes, give or take thirty seconds. It always comes down to the wire,” the Doctor said.


“Gobo. I want you to head outside. If anyone besides me or the Doctor comes out, you need to run away as fast as you can. Head back to your home and keep your people safe. Okay?”


Gobo nodded sadly. “Okay, Mr. Xander. Please be careful and come out. I don’t want anything to happen to my friends.”


As Gobo waddled out of the warehouse, Xander watched the Doctor completing his device. “So how’d you get this job?”


“Job?”


“Yeah, stopping bad guys and looking out for the little guy. You need references for that?” Xander asked.


“It’s a long story.”


“Well you’ve got about four minutes.”


“When I grew up, my people had grown out of war and violence, or any kind of danger at all. Life there was perfectly safe, and perfectly structured, and perfectly dull. I wanted to see all the dangers and wonders outside my home, but that was forbidden. So I left and became a criminal to my people,” the Doctor said. “And so I traveled and saw the most amazing places and people. But everywhere I went, people needed help. That was when I discovered I couldn’t sit idly by and watch it happen.”


“There’s something else, though,” Xander said. “You said you had to. Like it was your responsibility.”


The Doctor wiped the sweat from his forehead as he tweaked the setting on the front dish. “There was…there was a war. The worst evil you could imagine rose up. They hated all life and were determined to wipe it out. They would have if my people had stepped in to stop them. And I led the charge.”


“What happened?”


“I stopped the threat. But… my people were wiped out. I’m the only one left,” the Doctor stated. He slapped on the final part of the device and set it upright. “So all sorts of evils exist lurking around every corner. And my people, who made sure none of them rose up to be too dangerous, are all dead and it’s my fault. And I go around stopping all the threats that arise, because I’m the only one left to do so.”


Twenty feet from them, a swirly pattern emerged. It started slow, but soon sped up and enlarged. 


“Um, Doc? Not to rush you or anything, but I think our time’s up,” Xander said.


“Just need one final calibration,” the Doctor said, aiming the device.


Xander hunkered down and took aim with his crossbow. A figure began to coalesce in the vortex before them. The Doctor fired his device directly into the vortex. It wavered for a few seconds, then collapsed in a roar of sound and blinding light. Xander blinked hard a couple of times, then stood up.


“Did it work?” Xander asked.


“Do you see an alien invasion force bent on the decimation and enslavement of humanity?”


“No.”


“Then it worked.”




Xander watched the Doctor unlock the blue box. 


“This your ride?” he asked. “It’s a bit… different.”


“I prefer the term classic. This is the TARDIS. And there is literally nothing else like it.”


“And off you go,” Xander held out his hand and shook the Doctor’s. “I’m glad you were here. And I’m glad I could help. Take care.”


The Doctor opened the door to the TARDIS, then stopped and turned to Xander. “Would you like a ride?”


“In that? What, just take a spin around the block?”


“Or more. I’m always on the lookout for bright resourceful friends who want to make a difference.”


“And I made the cut?”


“Think about it,” the Doctor told him. “It won’t be dull, I can assure you. You’ll get to travel to places you never imagined. Meet the most extraordinary people. And you would get to help people.”


Xander looked at the Doctor, then turned back to look at his Humvee. He closed his eye and thought for a moment.


“It’s tempting. Believe me. And if you caught me before, I would have probably said yes. But the thing is, I’m already doing all that. And eventually I know I’m going to want to come home. I don’t know where or what home is right now, but I know if I go with you I’ll never see it,” Xander explained. “I’m sorry. But I’ll have to pass.”


The Doctor nodded sadly. “I understand. And I hope you find your home.”


Xander watched as the Doctor walked into the TARDIS. He glanced inside just before the door shut, catching a glimpse of a huge room inside. A few seconds after the door shut, a mechanical groaning filled the air as the TARDIS faded away. 


Xander shook his head as he walked back to his Humvee. “Huh, that was just weird.”




Chicago. Now.


Buffy pried off the side of the crate with her crowbar. Xander moved the piece aside and looked into the crate. From inside the crate, a red light shone out. Mechanical gears whirred and the form moved towards Xander and Dawn. They backed up as the small robotic form exited the crate and rolled into the room.


“The Hell?” Buffy said. She looked at the lettering on the side of the machine. “K-9?”


“Affirmative. I am K-9, Mark 5.”


“The Doctor sent you?” Xander asked.


“Affirmative,” K-9 said. He looked up and scanned the people in the kitchen. He stopped when he completed scanning Xander. “You are Xander Harris. You are my new master.”


“Master?”


“Affirmative. My former master built and programmed me to assist you in investigating and controlling any alien, interdimensional, or demonic situations.”


Xander looked around at Buffy and Dawn. 


Buffy shrugged. “I’m not walking him.”


“O…kay. I really hope you came with a manual,” he said. “C’mon. I’ll make some room for you in the garage. You’ll have to share with Herbie, but I’m sure you two will get along.”








Don’t Fear The Reaper



Sunnydale, California. November 12, 2002, 8:15 PM


Jonathan Levinson glanced around nervously as he stood by the El Camino. He looked down at his watch and shook his head.




C’mon, Andrew. Hurry it up, we’re on a timetable here.


He looked up at the door to the gas station men’s room. There was a line of three men waiting outside, slowly losing their patience.


Jesus, why couldn’t he have gone back at the IHOP? I told him about preventative voiding, but he just doesn’t listen.


“Excuse me?”


Jonathan jumped at the voice. He spun around and saw a young woman standing a few feet from him. She was an oddly pretty girl in her late teens. She wore her shoulder length light brown hair pulled back, and had a guarded look on her face. 


“Hi. I was wondering if you could help me. I’m supposed to meet a friend of mine at Starbucks right now, but I think we mixed up which one. Do you know the closest Starbucks to the high school?” she asked.


“Um, yeah. It’s down two miles, then take a left. It’ll be on the right hand side,” he told her. “I thought that was the only one in town.”


“I… think they opened up a new one a couple of months ago,” the girl said.


“Oh. I’ve been out of town for awhile. I just got back tonight,” Jonathan said. He glanced back at the men’s room door, but the line was even longer now.


“Hey, do I know you? I think we went to high school together.”


“You went to Sunnydale High?” he asked, surprised. 


“Yeah. I’m sure I remember you.”


“Oh,” Jonathan said with a blush. “I… didn’t know I made an impression on anyone.”


“Yeah, I’m great with faces, but suck at names. Were you Jack? Jeremy? I’m thinking a J name.”


“Jonathan. I’m Jonathan.”


“Jonathan, that’s it,” she gave him a relieved smile, then glanced down at a yellow post it note in her hand. “Jonathan Levinson, right?”


“Yeah. I’m sorry, I don’t remember you,” he apologized.


“Peanut,” an older man called from about twenty feet away. He pointed to his watch. “We’ve got a deadline.”


“Peanut?” Jonathan asked.


“Yeah, that’s a nickname my… dad gave me. I’m Millie… or you can just call me George,” she told him.


Jonathan gave a small laugh. “You went to Sunnydale all right. Between the Aphrodesias, Cordelias, Willlows, and Anyas, I don’t think we had any common names like Susan or Mary. A George would fit right in. I’m still having trouble placing you, though. This is going to bug me for awhile. It’s like when you try to remember your old locker combination. It’s on the tip of your brain, but you just can’t get it.”


“I have to get going. My dad isn’t the most patient man,” George gave him a sad smile and patted his arm. He felt a slight tingle at her touch.


“Oh, right. It was good to see you again,” he gave her a small wave as she walked back to the older man.


“Jonathan!” Andrew Wells called. “We’re running late!”


Jonathan shook his head as he got in the El Camino and started the engine. “We’re late because it took you so long to use the bathroom.”


“People kept knocking on the door. You know I have a shy bladder,” Andrew whined. “And we’re trying to keep a low profile. Who were talking to there?”


“She said she went to Sunnydale High. I’m trying to remember her.”


“We are on a covert mission here! James Bond doesn’t stop to chat with cute girls while he’s in the middle of a mission.”


“Actually, he does,” Jonathan pointed out. “That’s kind of why he’s James Bond.”



The Basement of Sunndydale High School. 8:53 PM


Jonathan threw another shovelful of dirt to the side. He dug the shovel in once again.




“We’ve almost got this thing uncovered.”


“Yep,” Andrew said.


“I hope Buffy’ll know how to destroy it.” 


He stopped digging for a moment. “36-19-27! That’s it! That was my locker combination,” Jonathan said in triumph. He continued his digging. “God, it’s been bugging me all night.”


“Dude, we spent the last few years trying to forget about high school,” Andrew said, a little louder than necessary. “Why are you trying so hard to remember it?”


“I don’t know. I guess I miss it. Don’t you?” he asked, throwing another shovelful of dirt on the growing pile to the side.


“Yeah, I really miss it.”


“No, I’m serious,” Jonathan said, stopping his digging. “I really miss it. Time goes by, and everything drops away. All the cruelty, all the pain, all that humiliation. It all washes away.”


Andrew stopped his digging. He watched Jonathan, now lost in thought. Every few seconds Andrew glanced past Jonathan’s shoulder.


“I miss my friends,” Jonathan continued musing. “I miss my enemies. I miss the people I talked to every day. I miss the people who never knew I existed. I miss ’em all. I want to talk to them, you know. I want to find out how they’re doing. I want to know what’s going on in their lives.”


Andrew shook his head. “You know what? They don’t wanna talk to you, all those people you mentioned. Not one of them is sitting around going, ‘I wonder what Jonathan’s up to right now.’ Not one of them cares about you.”


“Well I still care about them,” Jonathan answered. “That’s why I’m here.”


Jonathan went back to digging, and Andrew quickly followed him. 



The Basement of Sunndydale High School. 8:57 PM


“Aagghh! He stabbed me! Oh god, I’ve been stabbed!” Jonathan screamed. “And Warren! Warren was next to him! He was next to Andrew when he stabbed me!”




“Can you keep the volume down?” 


Jonathan turned and saw George and the older man by the doorway. 


“I just got…” he trailed off and looked down, then around the room. “I’m not bleeding. That’s not right. I was on the ground. And I felt so cold. Now…” he looked at Andrew standing over a fallen form lying on the seal they had worked so hard to uncover. “This is not good.”


“I’ve got some bad news for you, skipper,” the man said.


“I’m dead, aren’t I?” he asked. “And you two are some kind of angels of death.”


“Wow, you’re certainly taking to this a lot quicker than I did,” George said.


“I should have expected it. I knew I’d die in this school,” he lamented, as he sat down on the dirt floor. He looked over to his dead body. “And I did see Warren. Oh, that’s not good. I should warn someone.”


“That’s against the rules, skipper,” the man said.


“Rube, just give him a minute,” George told the older man. “Look, Jonathan. I’m sorry, but you can’t have any contact with people from your old life.”


“Old life? I’m dead. I was stabbed in the back by that traitor! That Benedict Arnold! That Anakin Skywalker!” he shouted. “He’s not even an Anakin. He’s a Fredo!”


“We’ll explain everything,” George assured him. “Normally there’d be this light, but we’re short staffed right now, so you’ve just been drafted.”


“Drafted?” he asked. “Like in a cosmic struggle between good and evil?”


“More like into the post office,” Rube told him.



Seattle Washington. Der Waffle Haus. July 3th, 2007. 9:45 AM


“Okay, people. Listen up. I’ve got your holiday assignments,” Rube told the Reapers seated around the booth. “First up. Roxie, you’ve got a drunk driver. Three in the car, two have appointments. Be sure to tag the right ones.”




“I always do,” Roxie said as she took the yellow post it note from Rube.


“Peanut. You’ve got a drowning at the marina,” he told her. She took the Post-it with the name, time, and location of the soon to be deceased. “And for the big one, I’ve got seven in a fireworks display gone wrong.”


Jonathan sat up and reached over. “I’ll make sure to get them before anyone suffers.”


“Against my better judgment, I’m giving this one to Mason and Daisy,” Rube said. He turned to the two other Reapers at the booth. “I’m counting on you. Don’t fuck this one up.”


“Of course,” Mason said. “So why do we get the nod? You finally tired of giving the golden boy all the cool assignments?”


“He doesn’t give me the cool ones,” Jonathan said, glaring his coworker. “He splits the dicey cases between me and Roxie, because he knows we won’t screw up.”


“Kiss ass,” Mason said.


“You’re just mad that I’m making money with my eBay business, and you’re still pulling scams.”


“No, I’m pissed that you won’t let me in on it.”


“You had your chance. But you blew it with those counterfeit Beanie Babies. My seller rating took a big hit on that one. No way I’m letting you screw it up even more,” Jonathan said.


“Enough,” Rube stopped them. “Skipper, look. I’ve got an out of town assignment for you. I need you in Chicago by tomorrow afternoon. So you’re going to have to book a flight right now. It’ll cost you some for a ticket this late.”


“Chicago? Why there? And why do I have to go out of town?”


“I had to pull some strings to get you this assignment,” Rub said, handing him the post it note. “But I think you’ll find this to be worth it.”


Jonathan glanced down at the name. His eyes widened. “Is this for real?”


“Yep. Now are you going to do it, or do I shoot this back to the Illinois team?”


“Oh, no. I’ll take it,” Jonathan said.



Chicago, Illinois. Lake Michigan Beach. July 4, 2007 11:28 PM


“It’s coming around the left!” Xander Harris yelled. “Watch the flank!”




Two figures ran past Jonathan. Neither noticed him as they went by, not even when Jonathan brushed his hand on the shoulder of the second figure. He sat back down and watched the battle with relative calmness. The pack of eight Gnarl demons had broken into four groups of two. They were met and fought by the group led by Xander Harris. 


Xander waved a battleaxe, while a robotic dog with the designation K-9 on its side shot a red laser from its nose. K-9 forced one of the Gnarls back, while Xander sunk his axe into the skull of its partner. Twenty feet further down, Buffy Summers swung a sword at her target. Her sister, Dawn Summers, covered the second Gnarl with a crossbow, preventing it from attacking either of them. 


Jonathan looked over and saw an African American girl leap about as she moved between the two Gnarls, while a well groomed, overly dressed man waited in reserve by the side. Jonathan guessed the girl to be a Slayer, although he wasn’t sure why there were multiple Slayers at one time. 


He turned his attention back to the two fighters that had just passed him. The red headed girl finished decapitating the first Gnarl, when the second one leapt at her. Her companion screamed, and dropped the short sword he carried. He turned and ran past his partner. 


“No, Andrew! Cover me!” she yelled. The Gnarl ran towards her, as she struggled to pull her sword free from the demon corpse. She had just turned, when the Gnarl swiped its claws across her side. She cried out in pain, but did not fall. The Gnarl continued past her, pursuing Andrew Wells.


Jonathan stepped back as Andrew ran towards his position. Andrew glanced over at him, then frowned. He slowed a little, distracted. Just as Andrew looked directly at him, the Gnarl hit him from behind. They fell to the ground, with the Gnarl on top. Andrew screamed and pushed the demon off, crawling away. The Gnarl raised its claw, but a sword point ran through it from behind. 


“Violet?” Andrew asked.


Violet pulled her sword free from the creature, then swayed off balance. “I don’t feel so good,” she moaned, before falling to the ground.


“Guys! What happened?” Xander asked, running up to them.


“Um, they broke through,” Andrew said. “We managed to get both of them, but…” he trailed off and wiped the sweat covering his brow. Looking down, Andrew saw a shallow scrape on his leg.


“Reg!” Xander yelled. “They’ve been hit! Get the anti-toxin over here, now!”


Xander steadied Andrew, and lowered him to the ground next to Violet. Jonathan stepped back and watched the actions, ignored by all.


Reg, the well groomed man, rushed up to the group, holding a first aid kit. He kneeled down and looked over the wounds. “Oh, dear,” he muttered.


“What? C’mon, Reg. The poison is fast acting. Give them the shot before they die,” Xander ordered.


Reg leaned over and whispered in Xander’s ear. “Violet’s wounds are very deep. She received a full dose of the poison. We have a limited supply of anti-toxin with us.”


“What? We don’t have enough for her?” Xander asked.


“If I give her a double dose, combined with her Slayer healing, she should pull through. But that will deplete the supply. If I give Andrew a regular dose, he’ll definitely recover, but Violet won’t stand a chance.”


Xander looked down at the two wounded members of his group. His face paled as he looked from one to the other. 


Jonathan stepped over. “You know who to treat,” he told Xander. “It’s difficult, but it’s the right choice.”


Xander looked up at Jonathan in a daze. He squinted, but shook his head in distraction.


“Mr. Harris! We need to give the shot now!” Reg pleaded.


Xander grabbed the needle from Reg and injected the treatment.




“He was only here a week,” Xander said.


Dawn hugged him close. “You did everything you could.”


“It wasn’t good enough. He was on my team. I should have done better.”


“He shouldn’t have run. That’s why he died,” Rona said. The others looked at her with disapproval. “What? It’s not like y’all aren’t thinking the same thing.”


“Violet said he didn’t run,” Xander mumbled. 


“Violet’s covering for him. Doesn’t want to speak ill of the dead. But I know what I saw. He ran,” Rona stated. “And he nearly got Violet killed in the process.”


Xander shook his head and walked down the beach. Dawn began walking after him, but Rona stopped her.


“Boss needs some time alone. It’s hitting him pretty hard.”


“That’s why I need to be there for him. I’ve seen him after he’s seen friends die before,” Dawn said.


“This is different. Andrew wasn’t his friend. He was his responsibility. Xander was in charge, and he made the call. Violet lives. Andrew dies. You can give him all the support you want when we get back to the base. Right now he needs to work this through by himself. C’mon, let’s take a ride back.”


Down the beach, Xander watched Rona and Dawn depart. He sat down on the sand and picked up a small stone next to him. Throwing it, he saw the stone skip three times on the surface of the water before sinking.


“You made the right call.”


Xander turned and spotted the short man seated a few feet from him. “You were there. At the fight. You watched him die.”


“Yep,” Jonathan said. 


“Were you hurt? We tried to stop them before they got to any bystanders.”


“I’m fine. You did good work today, no matter what you think. You helped save lives.”


“Not everyone,” Xander shook his head.


“It wasn’t your fault. He did run. The fact is that he shouldn’t have been there in the first place. But you trusted him and he failed you. You’re just lucky he was the only one dead.”


Xander turned to look at the waves hit the beach. He sat in silence for a minute before responding. “Yeah, I guess.”


Jonathan studied Xander. “You knew that already, didn’t you? Something like this had happened before.”


Xander remained silent, but gave a small nod.


“But you kept him around anyway,” Jonathan said.


“Wasn’t my call. He… he did some bad things. And I never trusted him. I hope no one else did either. But he made himself useful, barely,” Xander got up from the ground and dusted off the sand from his pants. “I’m not surprised this is how it ended. I just wish I didn’t have to make the call personally.”


“You made sure everyone else survived,” he assured him. “It could have been so much worse.”


“Yeah,” Xander said. He stopped and studied Jonathan. “Have we met before? You seem familiar. Where in Chicago do you live?”


“I’m just visiting for the holiday,” Jonathan told him. “I live in Seattle. This is my first time out to the Windy City.”


“Oh,” Xander said, disappointed. “For some reason I feel like I know you.”


“Maybe another lifetime,” Jonathan shrugged. He got up and dusted himself off. “I’ve got to be heading back. My boss needs me back at work in the morning, so I have to red eye it.”


“Why were you in Chicago?” Xander asked.


“I was meeting an old… acquaintance. Things ended badly last time I saw him. I just needed some closure.”


“Hope you got it.”


Jonathan gave him a sad smile. “I did.”









Deus Ex Machina


Xander Harris wandered through the headquarters of the Watcher’s Council Chicago branch. He glanced through each room looking in vain for something to do. He reached the TV room and plopped down on the couch. Grabbing the remote, he turned on the TV and quickly began running through the channels. “Five hundred eighty-six channels and nothing on,” he muttered.


The sound of the door opening brought Xander’s head up. He jumped up and ran to the front door nearly knocking over Buffy and Dawn Summers.


“You’re back! Great!” he greeted them. “How are you two on this fine morning?”


“Hey, Xander,” Buffy said.


Dawn came through the door and kissed Xander on the cheek. “Hey, sweetie. What’s up?”


“Just looking forward to spending the day with my two favorite girls in the world,” he said with a hopeful smile on his face. “So, what’re our plans for the day?”


Buffy and Dawn glanced at each other. “Um, Buffy and I were going to spend the day doing sister stuff. Shoe shopping, hair appointment, clothes shopping, manicure, purse shopping.”


As Xander listened, his smile became pained. “Wow… that’s just… swell. I guess I can tag along to—”


“You want to go shoe shopping with us?” Buffy asked in disbelief. “How bored are you right now?”


“I am sooooo bored,” Xander answered, falling back onto a chair. “There is nothing to do here. I even tried write up some reports for Giles this morning. I’ve been reduced to paperwork for god’s sake!”


“How’d that go?” Dawn asked.


“Reg already filled them out,” he said, hanging his head in defeat. “Who could have foreseen it?”


“Well you always get him to do it. You keep leaving all the forms on his desk,” Buffy pointed out. “And you forward all of Giles’s e-mails to him to handle. And when he asked about taking time off for a trip to London, you said you were swamped by paperwork and couldn’t approve anything until it was done.”


“Well I didn’t know he would actually do all of it!” Xander ranted. “Who the hell actually wants to do paperwork?”


“You, apparently,” Dawn said. “If you’re so bored, why don’t you hang out with Reg then?”


“He… went on a trip to London for the week.” Xander mumbled.


“Oh, the cruel irony.”


“Tell me about it. He took K-9 with him to download all the Council files into his memory. Rona and Violet are in New York for Fleet Week. And Gobo has gone home for a visit,” he explained. “So here I am, reduced to asking to go shoe shopping with you because there is absolutely nothing going on. If only something interesting could happen I would be happy. Even—”


“Xander!” Buffy cut him off. “What the hell is wrong with you? Are you trying to jinx us? It’s been nice and peaceful for the past three weeks, and you’re going to ruin it all.”


“Yeah, right,” Xander waved off her protests. “I’m going to magically cause something bad to occur just by saying the magic words ‘If only something interesting would happen.’ With that kind of power, I must be some kind of sorcerer. Beware my wrath! Or else I will bring down the most horrible fate upon—”


A black void opened up above Xander and six small figures fell out of it, landing on top of him and rolled off. Xander scrambled away from them, and Buffy pulled him to his feet. He looked at her and opened his mouth to speak, but shut it when he saw her glare.


“You just had to push it,” she told him. She turned to the figures now getting up from the floor. “Hey what are you… dwarfs doing here?” 


The six diminutive figures looked around the room, dusting themselves off. The leader took a step back and spoke up. “Right, everyone okay? Sound off. Fidget?”


“Here,” one of the dwarfs said.


“Strutter?”


“’Course I’m here, Randall,” an older bearded dwarf grumbled. “I’m only four bloody feet away from you. You can see me plain as day.”


“Quiet,” Randall told him. “Og?” Another one of the dwarfs grunted in reply. Randall nodded to him. “Vermin? Vermin? Vermin, stop eating the lamp. Now, Wally?”


“I’m here,” the last dwarf said. “Can we just stop wasting time and get on with it?”


Randall nodded and turned to Xander, Buffy, and Dawn. “Right, um… Look, you’re all in terrible danger. You need to get out of here.”


“O……kay,” Buffy said. “You fell through a portal in the sky to tell us that?”


“It’s wasn’t our idea, ma’am,” Wally said. “The boss wanted us here right away, before anything bad happened.”


“Wait, your boss? Who’s your boss? What are you doing here?” Xander asked.


“We’re on a mission from God,” Randall said. “We’re here to protect you from a terrible danger. You must listen to us.”


Xander and the two Summers sisters stared at Randall and the others. After a few seconds, Dawn spoke up. “Is this a prank? Willow sent you guys, didn’t she?”


“No, this isn’t a prank! You must believe me, you’re all in great peril! It’s coming for you right now!” Randall shouted. He waited for the three to react, but they just stood there, studying him. “Danger!”


Xander stepped up to the self appointed leader of the strange newcomers. “No, seriously. Who sent you?” he asked. “Was it Faith? This doesn’t seem like Giles’s style.”


“Xander,” Buffy said in a concerned tone. “I think they may be serious. We could be in danger.”


“Exactly! You’re in grave danger! It’s coming!” Randall warned them.


“I don’t know. Okay, I admit the whole falling from a hole in the sky is weird. But don’t warnings of imminent danger usually come from a prophetic dream or ancient tome? I just don’t buy that we’re in any danger,” Xander said.


A series of booms echoed through the building, catching everyone’s attention. “Quiet,!” Buffy warned. The series of booms continued as Buffy cocked her head trying to listen for the source of the sounds. “It’s coming from the front door. Someone’s trying to bash it in.”


Buffy and Xander ran towards the front door with Randall following close behind. They arrived just in time to see it splinter apart. An angry crowd of attackers jostled against each other to force their way into the building. 


Buffy turned to Xander in exasperation, “Jesus, you just had to push it, didn’t you? Just shut put before you jinx us even worse.” 


“The training room. It’s got weapons and strengthened walls and doors. It’s the best place to mount a defense,” Xander told them. He yelled to the others, “Everyone to the training room!” 


The others caught up to Xander, Buffy, and Randall at the foot of the stairs, and they sprinted up to sanctuary. As they piled into the training room, Buffy and Xander headed for the weapons cabinet while Dawn shut the door and began to barricade it. As Buffy hefted an axe, she turned to Randall. “Okay, we believe you. What’s going on and how do we stop them?”


“They’re the minions of Evil. They’re here for the Key,” Randall shouted as he grabbed a crossbow


“What? They’re after me?” Dawn asked.


“They’re after the Key,” Randall repeated. He handed off a pile of short swords to his companions. “Og, you and Strutter help watch the front door.”


“Uh, I know I shouldn’t talk anymore, but I caught a glimpse of those attackers. They had their eyes sewn shut,” Xander said.


“Bringers?” Dawn asked.


“Yeah. That means we’re dealing with the First Evil,” he told them.


“I already told you that! It wants to use the Key to open up the dimensional barriers and unleash Hell on Earth,” Randall continued to issue orders. “Wally, you watch Fidget while he handles the Fragment. Vermin… just… bite them if they get too close.”


The door to the room began to splinter as the Bringers outside hacked at it. Buffy and Xander continued to pile whatever they could in front of it. “We’ve dealt with the First Evil before and barely got out of it. It’ll just keep sending Bringers to attack us. You said you were sent here to help us, so please tell me you know how to stop it,” Xander said.


“We do,” Strutter told them. “Evil used to have a physical form. But it was destroyed the last time we saw it. Unfortunately we didn’t get all the pieces for proper disposal. It was able to appear in an incorporeal state, but even then Evil can cause trouble.”


“We know,” Buffy said as she jabbed at a Bringer trying to crawl through a hole in the door. “How do we stop it?”


“We tracked down the last piece of Evil,” Strutter said as Fidget held up a cast iron jar. “When Evil appears, It’ll be sucked into the last piece. You just have to hold off It’s minions until It arrives.”


“Dawn, stay back with them while we hold off the Bringers,” Buffy ordered her sister.


“Buffy! I’m not a little girl anymore. I can help fight them off,” Dawn said.


“Buffy’s right,” Xander told them. “The Bringers are targeting you specifically. The smart move is for you to keep back until these guys spring their trap.” 


Strutter yelped as a Bringer crawling through a hole at the bottom of the door grabbed his ankle. He fell down as the Bringer began pulling him towards the hole. Og grasped Strutter’s hand and began trying to pull him back. Xander ran over to help Og. Together they managed to pull Strutter fully back into the room, dragging the Bringer with him. Randall heaved a sword and brought it down on the Bringer’s neck, killing it.


“We can’t keep holding them off. They’re going to break through soon!” Buffy yelled. “Your plan better kick in soon!”


“Everyone! Grab a crossbow and fall back. Form three lines, when they break through the door, the first line fires. They fall back and reload while the second line fires. Then the third line. Let’s go!” Xander ordered. 


The group quickly grabbed their weapons and lined up. “Wait until my order to fire. I don’t want anyone wasting a shot,” Xander told them. The banging on the door got louder and louder as it began to splinter and fall apart. 


“Wait for it…” he said. The door broke into several pieces, and the figures outside jammed themselves in the doorway, trying to scramble inside the room. The first few Bringers fell inside and slowly rose. “Fire!”


The first line of Buffy, Wally, and Vermin fired. Buffy’s shot hit the lead Bringer directly in its empty left eyesocket. Wally’s shot hit the second Bringer in the chest, while Vermin’s shot hit it in the foot. 


“Fall back, second line Fire!” Xander yelled. He, Randall, and Fidget fired their crossbows with mixed results. “Fall back. Third line, Fire!” 


Dawn’s, Og’s, and Strutter’s shots all hit the front Bringer, killing it instantly. But the rest of the horde closed in on the group. “Switch to swords!” Xander ordered. “Dawn and Fidget, get to the back!”


Dawn began to move back, but three different Bringers grabbed at her. She pulled against their grasp and fell over in the struggle. Fidget tripped over her, dropping the jar containing the last fragment of Evil. The jar shattered on the floor, releasing the fragment. A black smoke arose from the piece, swirling around higher and higher. 


“It’s here!” Randall yelled.


Dawn scrambled, trying to escape from the grasp of the Bringers, but they pulled her away from the main group. Xander and Buffy rushed for her, but were met by a mass of Bringers, blocking them. The fragment of Evil floated up a few feet into the air, as the black smoke whirled faster and faster around it, compressing in on the center. A thundering boom echoed in the room, deafening all who heard it. The lasts wisps of smoke dissipated, leaving an imposing figure dressed in red robes and a black leather and bone headdress. 


Evil had returned.


A quiet chuckle emanated from the central figure in the room. “The old fool actually thought I was gone,” Evil said. “But none can destroy Evil. Even without my physical form I still nearly brought down ruin on this world. And now with the aid of my ever loyal servants I have returned.”


“Looks like we need a new plan,” Xander said. He turned to Strutter. “How did you guys defeat him before?”


“No one defeated me!” Evil yelled. “I merely allowed my enemies to think me vanquished. Now my final plan is coming to fruition. My minions have lured these little mongrels here where I could regain my form. And they have also captured the Key.”


“Let me go!” Dawn screamed. Two Bringers hauled her up before Evil. 


“Now with the Key, I will collapse the dimensional walls that — Don’t touch me, you filthy little proles!” Evil spun on the group of Bringers that crowded around him. 


He waved his hand, and all the Bringers in the room exploded in a blinding flash of light. Evil let out a contented sigh. “Ah, I missed doing that. Now, where was I?” He raised his hand and lightly caressed Dawn’s cheek. “Oh, yes. The mass genocide of all life on this world. Once I bleed you dry, Hell on Earth will begin.”


“Get him!” Xander yelled.


Everyone rushed at Evil. Xander jumped in front of him, grabbing at his wrists. Buffy pulled Dawn away and towards the other end of the room. Wally had jumped on Evil’s back and began hitting him, while Vermin bit his ankles. Evil struggled to throw them off, wildly shooting blasts from his hands. Fidget ducked as a blast exploded just above his head. Og took a blast squarely in the chest. When the smoke around him cleared, a fully grown pig stood in his place.


“Enough!” Evil roared. He threw Wally and Vermin off and closed his hand around Xander’s neck. He lifted Xander off the ground, slowly choking him. “I do so tire of you lowly mortals thinking you can dare oppose me.”


“Yeah… well…” Xander squirmed in the air, desperately clawing at Evil’s grip on his neck. “…you…really… suck…” he gasped.


The corners of Evil’s mouth flickered in a smile. “Goodbye,” he said and closed his grip. Xander’s neck snapped and his body went slack. Evil flung the limp body across the room.


“Xander! No!” Dawn screamed, oblivious to anything else. She pulled herself free from Buffy’s grasp and ran to Xander’s fallen form. Kneeling down, she cradled his head in her lap. 


Evil swatted Buffy and Randall away as he strode towards Dawn. “Take comfort in the thought that you will soon be joining him.”


He picked up one of the Bringer’s blades from the floor, and approached Dawn’s crying figure. He raised the blade, then paused as a wind buffeted the room. White fog rolled in through the door, lit up by a bright light. A booming voice echoed in the heads of each person present.


Your time in this world is over.


The white fog filled the room and enveloped Evil. He screamed in fury as the power drained from his form. A radiant figure stepped out of the fog and raised his hands high. Rays of blinding light shot from his hands and burned up Evil’s cringing form. A small piece of charcoal fell to the ground where Evil once stood.


“Who is that?” Buffy asked in awe.


“It’s the Supreme Being,” Randall said. “Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality. The Alpha and Omega of Existence.”


“Hey, Boss,” Fidget waved.


The radiance died down, and Buffy took her first look at the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence. He stood just under six feet tall with a white head of hair and was dressed in a conservative, dark tweed suit. His posture and expression reminded Buffy of Giles and the surviving members of the old Council.


The Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence looked around the wreckage of the room with the still living members huddled together, and the bodies of the dead strewn about. 


“Tsk. A bit of a mess in here. I don’t suppose any of you bothered to tidy the place up.”


“Sorry about that one, Chief,” Randall said. “We had a bit of trouble with the plan. We got the last fragment and brought it here. But when the attack started, things went a bit pear shaped.”


“Hmm? Oh, that. In truth, you were never supposed to destroy It. You were just here to lure It into taking physical form again,” the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence said. “No, you did as well as could be expected. Might have been a little tidier about it, though.”


“Wait a minute. You mean all this time, you could have stopped the First Evil? Why did you wait until it attacked us? Why even let it loose in the first place?” Buffy asked the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence. 


“Ah, all very good questions. Let me see… now…” the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence paused as he saw the full grown pig hiding in the corner of the room. “That’s not right.”


A thunderclap boomed as the pig vanished, and Og returned to his normal form. 


“Not again,” he muttered. 


“Hmmm. I see we have a few loose ends to tie up,” the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence said. 


He waved a hand, and the remains of the Bringers vanished in a puff of smoke. He snapped his fingers, and Xander gasped as his eyes opened. 


“Oh, yes. Your question, Miss Summers. Something about the eternal struggle between Good and Evil. I think there’s a bit on Mankind’s fulfillment of its destiny by overcoming the Dark and embracing the Light. I’ve got it all…written down…somewhere.”


He patted at his vest and jacket pockets, absentmindedly.


Buffy stood in amazement as she watched Dawn hug Xander to her. 


“You were dead. I thought I’d lost you,” Dawn sobbed.


“Excuse me,” the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence interrupted. 


He handed Xander a legal form and pen. “If I could just get you sign at the bottom.”


“What is this?” Xander asked, speaking for the first time since his resurrection. 


“Just some paperwork. Must cross all the ‘T’s and dot all the ‘I’s, mustn’t we. It just states that you were witness to and a participant in a celestial conflict, and that while you may have been injured or worse, you are now restored to the same condition you were in just prior to said conflict,” the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence explained to Xander. 


“And initial there… and there. All done. Now, I’ll just take custody of the Key and—”


“What? No! You’re not taking Dawn!” Buffy yelled. 


He looked askance at her. “It’s quite necessary. Dimensional walls crashing down, all life on Earth snuffed out? It’s a wonder no one’s misused the Key already. It’s for the best.”


“Buffy’s right. Dawn’s human,” Xander said, getting up from the floor. “She lives, she breathes. She feels, she loves” He looked into Dawn’s eyes. “And she is loved in return.”


The Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence sighed. 


“Oh, of course, we couldn’t keep it simple, could we? Monks and their anthropomorphizing of ancient forms of energy. If they weren’t all quite dead, I’d send a sharp note their way. Well, I suppose we can come to some kind of arrangement.” 


He pulled out an old briefcase, opened it, and began rummaging through it. “Special dispensation form… I suppose we can waive the subclauses… Ah, here it is.”




Hours later, the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence finished reading the multi-paged document in his hand.


“’… and as such the party of the first part, fully aware of all disclosures in the contract as well as any and all other circumstances does hereby and of her own freewill forfeit any claim to properties of the Key (see subsection 5 — 13 for full description and definition of ‘Key’) to the party of the second part, in understanding of the continued operation of the party of the first party in the current state of form now occupied (see attachment F ‘Dawn Summers’) as witnessed on this day’ I’ll just fill in the date. Now if you’ll just sign.” 


He handed the pen to Dawn. 


Once she signed, he passed the pen to Xander, then Buffy. 


“And print your name and date, then initial. Good.”


The Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence snapped his fingers, and a glowing ball of energy emerged from Dawn’s mouth. It gently floated into the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence’s open palm. He closed his hand around it and put it in his pocket. 


“We’ll be on our way then.”


“So, the First Evil is really gone then?” Buffy asked.


“Indeed, miss,” Strutter said. “We just need to dispose of the final piece, and It will trouble us no more.”


“A little behind schedule on that front,” the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence added in a sharp tone.


Randall grimaced at that. 


“Sorry, Chief.” 


Randall turned to Buffy. “We were actually supposed to wrap this up a few years ago. But we pushed it off onto the Archangels, then they delegated it down to the Powers That Be. They shoved it off to the Balance Demon, and he had a word with Wolfram and Hart. They picked out a bauble and handed it to the ensouled vampire, who pawned it off to you. You gave it to the other souled vampire, and Bob’s your uncle. Truth be told, we thought that was the end of it, but best laid plans and all that.”


“So, if Evil is destroyed, does that mean they’ll be no more demons? No more war? No sin or crime?” Dawn asked.


“While the personification of Evil is no more, there will still be suffering and injustice while there is life,” the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence answered. “Free will and all that. Well, it has been…a lark.”


A white fog spilled into the room, rolling towards the Supreme Being, Giver of Life, Creator of the Universe, Architect of All Reality, the Alpha and Omega of Existence, gathering around him and rising to the ceiling. Randall and the others ran into the fog and disappeared in its thickness. The four along the ground rolled into the funnel, swirling faster and faster, then vanished in a clap. Buffy, Xander, and Dawn stood alone in the room.


“Huh,” Xander said. “That was odd.”


“Wow, this is freaky. Xander, you actually died and came back,” Buffy noted. 


“You died to protect me,” Dawn said, hugging him closely. 


“Totally worth it,” he told her. 


Turning to Buffy, he added, “Hey, you’re not the only one who’s died and come back anymore.”


“Welcome to the club. Dues are twenty bucks,” Buffy turned to Dawn. “How are you holding up? You okay with no longer being the Key?”


“I can honestly say, I don’t miss it,” Dawn said. “All it ever got me was watching people I love die to protect me. I’d rather give it up than go through that again.”


“You are extraordinary,” Xander told her. 


“That’s what I’ve heard.”


A smile broke out on Xander’s face, and he let out a small laugh.


“What is it?” Buffy asked.


“We just met God. And he’s an old English white guy. Willow is going to be so pissed.”










Karma Comes Calling


It was early Sunday afternoon, when Xander Harris heard the knock on the front door. Being in the front hallway, and closest to the door, he made his way over. Peering through the eyehole, he spied the visitors. A flash of recognition hit him, making him weak at the knees. He grasped the doorjam to steady himself.


“Oh God, no,” he whispered in horror. “It can’t be. It just can’t be.”


“Who’s at the door?” a voice asked from behind him.


Xander spun around in surprise. Before him were three Slayers, Buffy Summers, Rona Darrow, and Violet Jennings, as well as two Watchers, Dawn Summers and Reginald Johnston. 


“Uh… it’s no one,” he answered. “Just… I dropped something. And it sounded like a knock. But there’s no one there.”


The doorbell chimed loudly in the hallway just as Xander finished his halting explanation. Buffy stepped towards the door, but Xander stood in front of her. 


“I forbid you from opening that door!”


Buffy stopped and stared at him. “You’re forbidding me? From opening the front door? Seriously?”


“It’s… Look, it’s not safe to open the door. We don’t want to let those people in. It’s too dangerous,” he told everyone.


“But, the wards haven’t gone off,” Reg pointed out. “If anyone had malicious intent, they would be glowing bright red.”


“Yeah, well… There are many kinds of dangers. Just trust me. On the other side is most corrosive, degrading presence to walk the earth. Do not open the door.”


“Cousin Xander?” a voice asked from the other side of the door.


Xander groaned at this. 


Rona smirked as she watched him squirm. “Cousin Xander?” she asked.


“Just… Just be quiet and we’ll act like no one’s home, so they’ll leave,” he told them.


“Cousin Xander, we can hear you,” the voice said.


“Jesus,” Xander muttered. “Um… Xander’s not here. He… died. It was very upsetting. Everyone here is very sad and in mourning. Please leave before you make everyone cry.”


“We better go,” a second voice from outside said. “I don’t want to make anyone cry. When I see people cry, it makes me sad. Then I start crying. I don’t want to cry.”


“So, it’s your family outside?” Dawn asked.


“I don’t know how they tracked me down,” Xander whispered. “After Sunnydale, I never contacted any of them, or gave out this address to anyone outside of the Council. They would’ve had to do some serious research to find me. Which means they want something from me. Which means we can’t let them in.”


“Okay, now you saying that just makes me want to open the door even more,” Rona said.


“Judas,” Xander accused. “Look, I’ll make you all a deal. Everyone just ignore those two outside, and forget this ever happened, and I’ll con Giles into coughing up the dough for the JetSpa you guys have been asking for. Deal?”


“Um, Xander?” Violet raised her hand. “No offense, but all your desperation just makes me more curious. At this point, I’d rather open the door.”


The others nodded in agreement. Xander dropped his head in defeat. “Fine, but whatever happens will be on your head,” he warned them.


Buffy stepped up and opened the door to reveal the two men waiting outside. The first man was dressed in blue jeans and a flannel shirt. He had a thick mustache and guileless smile on his face. The second man was an unkempt, burly mass with a vacant look on his face. 


The second man gaped as he spotted Xander. “Look, Earl! Cousin Xander’s not dead. We got to tell everyone so they don’t cry anymore.”


“Hey, Cousin Earl. Cousin Randy,” Xander greeted them with a sigh. “So what brings you to Chicago?”




You know the kind of guy who does nothing but bad things, then wonders why his life sucks? I was that guy. It took losing a winning lottery ticket, getting hit by a bus, and having Carson Daly explain the concept of Karma before I changed my ways. Now in order to live a better life, I’m trying to make up for all the bad things I did. 


I’m just trying to be a better person.


My name is Earl.


I was babysitting the kids for Joy and Darnell, when Dodge and Earl Jr. began playing toy war. That’s a game they invented where they throw toys at each other until one of them is knocked unconscious or until Joy yells at them to stop. Joy yelling at them is how the game ended nine out of ten times, so Dodge and Earl Jr. knew this was their chance to go all out. So when the Barbie Doll thrown by Dodge nailed me in the crotch, I took it as a sign to take care of #51 on my list: Stole and destroyed my cousin’s girlfriend’s Barbie.


The group sat around the library, listening to Earl Hickey finish his explanation. They turned to look at Dawn.


“This guy stole and destroyed your Barbie?” Violet asked.


Dawn shook her head. “Sorry, not me,” she told them. 


“It was Willow’s!” Xander yelled from the other room.


“You know, this would go a lot faster if you were in the same room as us, Cousin Xander,” Earl said.


“I’m not talking to you!” Xander yelled.


“When did Xander date Willow?” Rona asked.


“We were five,” Xander poked his head in. “We met the first day of kindergarten. We decided to be boyfriend and girlfriend a week later. That lasted for just over two months until…” he paused to glare at Earl, “he ruined it all and let me take the blame.” 


“And that’s why I’m here. I want to make up for it,” Earl said.


“I don’t want any half-ass apology from you,” Xander said. “And I’m still not talking to you.”


“I actually came to make it up to your friend. I wasn’t able to get an address on her and I was hoping you could tell me where she is,” Earl said.


“Oh, you need my help?” Xander asked. “Well forget it! No way I’m sending you to bug…” he trailed off as a gleam hit his eyes. “No, wait. This could be interesting. I get Willow over here, and you tell her the whole truth about what happened, and watch her… calmly accept the truth and not overreact at all. Yes, yes that’s it,” he chuckled. “I’m going to enjoy this.”


I got a bad feeling about the sadistic glint in Cousin Xander’s eyes, as well as the gleeful cackling as he called his childhood friend. Turns out my feeling was right. His friend showed up a couple of hours later. Now I hadn’t seen her since she was five. All I really remembered about her was that she had red hair and was Jewish. Luckily I brought the manual with me to help me along.




Willow Rosenberg stood with her arms crossed, tapping her toe impatiently, glaring at Earl. He held Judaism For Dummies open in front of him. “Shalom, Fraylin Rosenberg. I come to you seeking mechilluh. I stole and partially destroyed your tayer Barbie doll. Now I know you’re thinking it takes real chutzpah come clean twenty years later. All I can say was that I was a real putz. I acted like a meshuge back then. But now I’m trying to be a real mensch here. So I brought you this to make up for it,” he said, handing Willow a brand new Barbie Island Princess, still in its package.


Willow glared at the box, but did not take it. “I don’t think so,” she told him. “First of all, I’m not five years old anymore, so I don’t play with Barbies. Second, if I wanted a Barbie, I would just buy one. Third, this doll promotes an unrealistic body image for young girls, so by buying it you’re only perpetuating a negative role model.”


Earl smiled amiably, and nodded along.


Unfortunately, Willow was not in a forgiving mood, so I pulled my number one defense when being yelled at. I just smiled and nodded along. It was a tool I learned and perfected when I was married to Joy. This actually wasn’t too bad. One a scale of one to ten, one being five minutes late to pick Joy up from work, and ten being eating all the ice cream when Joy has PMS, this was barely a three.


As I listened to her oysmusern me I couldn’t help but think she had a point. The fact is that I took a beloved possession from her when she was five. But Barbie wasn’t very beloved to her twenty years later. And she was right about the unrealistic body image. When I was twelve, I heard a girl I liked say she thought Ken was cute. But no matter how mousse in my hair or tucking I did, I couldn’t make myself look like him.


But the end result was that it was going to take more than a trip to Toys R Us to cross Willow off my list.


“Willow, you’re right. I’ll have to find some other way to make it up to you,” Earl told her. “You wouldn’t happen to know what that is, do you?” 


Willow shook her head. 


Earl sighed, “C’mon, Randy. We got to go figure out how to make it up to her.”


“Aw, do we have to go, Earl?” Randy asked from the other side of the room. “Cousin Xander has a toy dog from Japan, and I think I saw a talking monkey earlier, but he hid when I tried to pet him.”


“You have to let him approach you,” Violet said. “And if you offer him a radish, he’ll probably come out.”


“Sorry, Randy. We’ve got work to do,” Earl said.


Randy nodded sadly and followed Earl to the front door. After they left, Gobo Fraggle stuck his head out from the hole in the wall he was hiding in. 


“Was that a Gorg?” he asked nervously.




The next day, Earl and Randy returned. The group once again gathered in the library, except for Xander, who refused to be in the same room with Earl for moral reasons, K-9 who was projecting a laser from its nose onto the wall and floor of the hallway, and Randy, who was trying to catch the moving dot of light on the hallway wall and floor.


“You’re probably wondering why I called you all here today,” Earl started.


“We know why,” Buffy said. “You’re trying to get Willow to forgive you.”


“Oh… yeah. I just always wanted to start off a meeting by saying that… maybe next time,” Earl grumbled. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re all here for me.”


“I’m not here for you!” Xander yelled from the other room. “I am in no way taking part in this farce!”


“We know, and we respect your choice!” Dawn yelled back. “So what have you got that will get you out of Willow’s doghouse?”


“Well, I gave a lot of thought to the problem,” Earl told them. “Originally, I figured I took a Barbie doll, so if I gave one back, it’d be even. But that’s not the case, is it?” 


Willow shook her head. 


He continued, “The fact is that I took away a cherished toy from a child. But you’re not a child anymore, and Barbie is apparently a misogynistic tool of oppression nowadays. So the truth is, I can’t make it up to you.”


“I told you he’d screw it up!” Xander yelled.


“Honey, if you’re not taking part, you can’t make comments! Sorry, but that’s the rule!” Dawn yelled back. 


Xander grumbled inaudibly in response. 


“This is your solution?” Willow asked. “Say ‘my bad’ and expect me to okay with that?”


“Nope,” Earl replied. “I remembered that karma works in mysterious ways. Since I took a toy away from a child, then I have to give a toy to a child. And that’s just what I did. This morning I went out and donated a bunch of children’s books to Toys For Tots in your name. I got you a certificate,” and he handed her the paper to Willow. 


As she took it, her face softened. “That’s… actually incredibly sweet. What books did you give?”


“Dr. Seuss. The lady at the bookstore recommended him. He’s the one that does the picture books based on those Jim Carrey and Mike Myers movies,” Earl answered.


“They are not based on… forget it!” Xander yelled.


“Wait, I’m still fuzzy on a few details,” Violet said. “How did you steal Willow’s Barbie, partially destroy it, and then shift the blame to Xander?”




Growing up, the only vacations my family went on were to relatives around the country. So Thanksgiving 1986 my parents packed up me and Randy into the car and we drove to California to visit my Mom’s cousin and her family. 


Cousin Xander enjoyed our visits. My parents tended to spoil him, since they never had to appear in juvenile court with him. And I enjoyed visiting the Harrises since they never locked their liquor cabinet.


It was the Friday after Thanksgiving when Xander’s friend Willow came over to the house. She brought her brand new Malibu Barbie doll her parents had bought her the week before. Seeing how much the young girl loved her doll, all I could think was that she would pay a lot to get it back.


I had Randy distract everyone while I went for the doll. I left behind the ransom letter. Unfortunately the only paper I could find to glue the letters to was one of Cousin Xander’s old tests.


“See!” Xander interrupted. “I told you I didn’t take it. Why would I use a paper with my name on it? It just doesn’t make sense!”


Willow patted his arm. “Yes, you were right and I was wrong. I’m sorry I blamed you.”


“Just wanted to hear it,” Xander said.


“Can I continue?” Earl asked.


Xander shrugged. “Still not talking to you,” he muttered.


As I was saying, I took the doll and left the ransom note. Now I knew that once the ransom note was found, Willow’s parents would search for it. So that meant I couldn’t keep it with me, but had to hide it. So I stashed it with some other stuff me and Randy grabbed that weekend. 


I went back to the kitchen and had a nice long meal, while I waited for Willow to get the ransom together. When I finished and went back to the stash, Randy was there already. And that’s when things started to go wrong.


First of all, some of the other stuff we grabbed was fireworks from Cousin Xander’s room. Second, Randy wanted to blow something up. And third, I was beginning to have doubts that a five year old girl could get her hands on a six pack of beer and all the Smokey and the Bandit movies on tape, like our ransom note asked for. 


So I guess it was inevitable that Randy and I stood in the woods behind the Harris house, lighting the M-80s we wrapped around an innocent Barbie doll. In our defense, it did make a real cool explosion.


Shortly after the explosion, Xander came by and found the charred remains of the doll. And a few minutes after that, Willow got there and found Xander holding the charred remains of her doll in one hand and the leftover fireworks she had seen in his room in the other. Not surprisingly, she blamed him for the whole thing. Randy and I had already left and were busying drinking the bottle of scotch we found in the Harris liquor cabinet.


“Wait a second! You took my dad’s bottle of scotch!” Xander yelled, inches from Earl’s face. “Do you have any idea the trouble you caused?”


“So… does this mean you’re talking to me now?” Earl asked.


Xander shut his mouth and calmly walked out of the room and up the stairs. The group listened to his steps as he climbed the stairs, walked down the hall, and opened a door.


“Sounds like he’s at the training room,” Rona said, leaning in to listen. “He’s going in… now he’s stopped. He’s opening up one of the cabinets… and he’s pulling out an axe.”




It turns out that by taking the bottle of scotch, I caused a lot more trouble than I realized. When Xander was born, his dad bought the most expense bottle of Scotch he could afford. He planned on drinking it when Xander graduated high school and moved out. 


He was pretty upset when he found out someone had taken it. And since it happened during a family gathering, he knew one of his relatives was responsible. So every holiday and family gathering after that, Mr. Harris would get drunk, accuse someone of stealing it and start a fight. 


Xander would avoid all this by grabbing a sleeping bag and camping out in his front yard. Apparently, this was not the safest activity in his town.


And now Xander blamed me for all of that.


So I used my number two defense when someone was angry at me. I ran and hid. Xander’s friends didn’t want to have to bail him out of jail for killing me, so they distracted him while Randy and I got out of the house. We got back to our lives in Camden County. I added him to my list, but figured I’d give him some time to cool off before making it up to him.


At least that was the plan. Two days after we got back, Xander Harris showed up at my parents’ house.


“Where the hell is Earl?” Xander demanded. 


Carl Hickey stood just inside the front door and shrugged. “Not here. You’re Tony and Jessica’s boy, right? Alexander?”


“Just Xander,” he told Carl.


“Earl mentioned he was going to track you down for one of his list items. You better come on inside then,” Carl invited him in. “Kay! We have company!”


Xander followed him into the house to the living room. He sat down on the couch as Carl sat in his reclining chair. 


“So I take it things didn’t go well when Earl visited?” Carl asked.


“Well, he got what he wanted from my friend Willow, but I’m still pissed at him,” Xander answered.


Kay Hickey came into the room carrying a tray of drinks, and sat down on the couch. “Xander! It’s been years since we’ve seen you. How are your parents?”


“Tony died a couple of years ago. Last I saw of Jessica, she took a bunch money from me, then disappeared,” Xander answered in a curt tone.


Carl shook his head. “I’m sorry about that, son. How are you holding up?”


Xander let out a sigh. “We weren’t that close the last few years.”


“I do hope you and Earl settle your differences,” Kay told him. She served the drinks to Carl and Xander.


Carl took a sip from his coffee. “I’m sure Xander has plenty of reason to be angry at Earl. We know what he was like before he got into this Karma of his. And Xander’s got reason to be skeptical. I know I had my doubts,” he turned to Xander. “I suppose you’ll want to find him. He’s staying at a motel off the highway. If he’s not there, you can probably find him at the Crab Shack.”


“Where are you staying, now that you’re in town?” Kay asked him.


“I don’t know. I guess I can get a room at that motel,” Xander said.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” Kay told him. “You can stay in our guest bedroom.”


“Uh… I don’t know. I mean I only came to town to kick Earl’s ass,” Xander protested.


“Hell, I’ve lost count of the times I wanted to kick his ass,” Carl said. “You’re family. That means you’ll always have a place here.”




Xander knocked on the motel room door. He heard the feet shuffling inside, but the door didn’t open.


“Earl! Are you in there?” he yelled.


“Cousin Xander?” Randy asked for the other side of the door. “Do you still want to hurt Earl?”


“Yes.”


“Then I can’t tell you where he is,” Randy said.


Xander sighed. “Fine. I don’t hate him anymore. Karma has shown me the error of my ways. Now where is he?”


“Oh, he’s at… wait a minute. Are you just saying that to trick me? Earl warned me you might do that,” he said.


“… no?” Xander replied, resting his head against the door wearily.


“Oh. Okay, then… wait. Were you lying about whether you were lying? Because that’s not fair,” Rand pointed out.


“Jesus,” Xander muttered. “Just tell me if Earl is in there or not.”


“I can’t tell you that.”


“Randy, he can’t just hide inside and hope I’ll go away,” Xander told him.


“Isn’t that what you tried when we visited? That’s ironic. Like rain on your wedding day,” Randy mused.


“Is he visiting his ex-wife?” Xander asked.


“I can’t tell you that.”


“Is he visiting a friend?”


“I can’t tell you that,” Randy repeated.


“Is he staying with relatives?” Xander asked.


“I can’t tell you that.”


“Is he at the crab shack?” 


“No!” Randy yelled. “He is definitely not at the Crab Shack.”


“Right,” Xander said. “Randy, are you lying about him not being at the Crab Shack?”


“… no?”


“Randy, are you lying about whether you’re lying?”


“… yes,” Randy said in defeat.




Xander entered the Crab Shack, looking around the room for Earl. Randy followed in after him. 


Xander spotted a face by the bar and made his way over. “You’re Earl Hickey’s ex-wife, aren’t you?” he asked the woman.


Joy Turner looked up at him. “What you want with that dummy? He do something to you?”


“Earl’s a worthless piece of crap who screwed up my childhood,” Xander answered. “I want to find him so I can kick his ass. You know where he is?”


Randy shook his head frantically behind Xander. Joy just shrugged. “Last I saw he was talking to Catalina.”


“Which one’s Catalina?” 


“She’s the Mexican that dresses like a whore,” Joy said, pointing to the young Latino woman at the table a few feet away.


Catalina slammed down her glass and stood up. “Espero que usted este gozando de la historia hasta ahora! Si usted tiene cualesquiera comentarios, deje por favor la regeneracion para el autor!” she spat out at Joy.


“You’re in America now, try speaking American,” Joy responded.


Xander shook his head and walked over to Catalina. “Can you please tell me where Earl is?”


Catalina shook her head. “I don’t get involved in family disputes. When my cousins were fighting over a girl, one of my brothers stepped in. That’s how I lost him… although nine months later I gained a nephew.”


Xander stayed and looked around the place for the next hour, but there was no sign of Earl.




Xander spent the next three days looking around town for me And I spent the next three days hiding from him. Since he was staying at my folks place and checking my usual hangouts, I had to call up favors from the lowlife acquaintances I knew before I changed my life. 


Unfortunately, I had to pay those favors back. And since I swore off crime, I had to do some really disgusting things. So as I squatted down and scrubbed the filthiest bathroom floor I had ever been in with only a slightly less filthy rag, I had a realization. This was Karma’s way of telling me I had to settle things with Xander.


So that morning, I made my way over to my parents house to meet with him. I couldn’t think of a way to make things up to him. The only thing I could do was take a beating. But if that’s what I had to do, I would take it.


Xander sat at the kitchen table, talking to Carl as they finished up the breakfast Kay had made.


“So, when are you going to bring this Dawn around for us to meet?” Carl asked. “I take it you are serious about her.”


Xander nodded and smiled. “I… Honestly I never really introduced a girl I was dating to family. I tried to keep them apart.”


“We would love to meet her,” Kay told him. “Thanksgiving is coming up. If you don’t have plans, why don’t you come and spend the weekend here?”


“I’ll have to check my work schedule for that,” Xander said.


“Just remember we always have a place for family here,” Carl told him.


The three looked up at the knock on the front door. “Cousin Xander?” Earl said from outside. “I’m out here.”


Earl saw the front door open and Xander walk out. “So you decided to quit hiding?”


“Yeah, I can’t hide from Karma. So go ahead and take a swing at me. I figure I owe you that much,” Earl said, standing straight and closing his eyes.


Xander studied Earl and cracked his knuckles. “You know, when you screwed up all those years ago, after your visit, I dreaded family gatherings. I was the only kid at school who hated Christmas. But I finally made peace with that. Now all these years later, you show up again.”


“And I’m really sorry for all that. So, please, not in the face,” Earl asked.


Xander shook his head and sighed. “If you hadn’t shown up here, I never would have come here after you. Then I never would have remembered I do have family that’s worth a damn. So, thank you, Earl,” Xander leaned in and hugged Earl, much to his surprise. Xander stepped back, and walked over to his car. “I got to head back home now. But I’ll see you at Thanksgiving.”


And with that, I crossed number 274 off my list: Ruined my cousin’s holidays.
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